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w
hat does it cost to build a great society? More 

pointedly, what does it cost to lose a great society?  

Since the War on Poverty began almost 50 years 

ago, investments in America’s communities have 

spurred those questions. Today we face a society 

more unequal than at any time since the Great Depression: 

almost every person knows at least one family member, neighbor, 

or friend in danger of losing a home, and the number of people 

living in poverty has grown by half in a decade. Today, a child’s 

ZIP code is one of the most powerful predictors of her future 

life—health, education, longevity. As Federal Reserve Chairman 

Ben Bernanke has warned, “income inequality is a very bad 
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development. It’s creating two societies….It leads to …a society 

that doesn’t have the cohesion we’d like to see.”1 

So these questions rise to a new urgency.  

Civil, social, and political justice is entwined in the persistence of 

poverty. We cannot speak of a just society when an individual’s 

birthplace determines whether he or she will thrive. If the United 

States intends to remain the most prosperous economy in the 

world, we can no longer afford to see 20 percent of our children 

ill-housed and poorly educated. We can no longer afford an 

achievement gap estimated at $1–2 trillion annually and between 

9 percent and 13 percent of lost gross domestic product, or what 

McKinsey & Company has called the “equivalent of permanent 

national recession.”2

This book is a call to action. Our work in America’s communities 

is at an inflection point, propelled by the magnitude of change in 

the world around us and the hard-won knowledge of the past five 

decades. This new knowledge on what works best for the people 

and places is at the center of our work. This book also calls for 

a way forward, built on a vision that integrates people and place 

and that champions collaborative networks of organizations with 

diverse expertise and ways of working that reward success.

Each chapter in this book is intended to inspire thought. We 

created an open forum for practitioners, policymakers, and 

thinkers to re-imagine community development, without 

constraint. Our contributors represent diverse philosophies, 

practice, and regions. Our goal is to create new insights about 

what the future should be. Above all, this book urges you, our 

readers, to re-imagine your work and to embrace a vision that 

1 Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke, in a December 10, 2010 interview on 60 Minutes, 
available at www.cbsnews.com/stories/2010/12/03/60minutes/main7114229_page4.shtml?ta
g=contentMain;contentBody.

2 “The Economic Impact of the Achievement Gap in America’s Schools,” McKinsey & 
Company, April 2009. Achievement gap is defined as educational achievement levels 
between the U.S. and other top-performing industrialized countries.  The gap for black, 
Latino, and low-income children is estimated to be approximately $700 billion to $1.3 tril-
lion annually, or 5–9 percent of GDP, available at http://mckinseyonsociety.com/downloads/
reports/Education/achievement_gap_report.pdf.
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uses and harmonizes contributions from diverse sectors across the 

spectrum of people and place.

Standing on tHe SHoulderS oF giantS
The American belief in community as the center of social action 

is special, perhaps unique in the world for its scale and scope. 

During the past 50 years, community developers have organized, 

invested, built, and nurtured renewal in the places that fell to the 

sidelines of our national prosperity. In the 1960s, we created an 

inflection point in American social policy when we asserted that 

neighborhoods and communities are an appropriate focal point 

for national policy.  More than any other country, the United 

States has created a national delivery system of entrepreneurial 

local organizations, working in every state, major city, and 

rural area. This infrastructure is now woven into the fabric of 

our social response. We are a partner to the private sector, to 

private capital markets, and to federal, state, and local govern-

ments.  Every year, this remarkable American experiment with 

community development delivers billions of dollars in private 

and public capital investments to poor neighborhoods, creating 

thousands of jobs, homes, schools, early learning centers, health, 

and recreational facilities. 

In the early days of the community development movement, 

we knew little about what worked or what was possible. We 

experimented boldly. The first decade of this movement was 

dedicated to people power: creating energy within communities 

to demand fairness and opportunity. The next three decades were 

spent building the institutions, the partnerships, and the practices 

to create fairness and opportunity through an emerging network 

of community-based organizations, community development 

corporations, and the community capital movement that serves 

them. In this past decade, the field has achieved scale and profes-

sionalism, becoming a bona fide pillar within the American social 

delivery system. Our work changed many lives for the better, but 

more important, it generated a body of knowledge that helps us 

understand what works. With 50 years behind us, we now ask: 
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 ¡ What did we get right?

 ¡ What did we get wrong?

 ¡ How shall we remake ourselves? 

What we have learned over the past five decade calls us toward 

reflection. In Abraham Lincoln’s words, “As our case is new, 

we must think anew.”3 Where once we believed that economic 

advances within the four corners of the most distressed neighbor-

hoods would reverse poverty, we now understand the importance 

of connecting communities and their residents to broader 

opportunities in regional economies.  Where once we believed 

that a few powerful drivers—housing, physical, and economic 

revitalization—could change the life chances of the poorest 

Americans, we now understand that poverty is a complex swirl 

of forces, bathing people and places in a corrosive influence 24 

hours a day, seven days a week. Single solutions by themselves 

will not work. Silver bullets have gone the way of the six-shooter, 

even though the legacy of that perspective remains in the segre-

gated array of federal and local programs that were created to 

help low-income communities.

For the past decade, knowledge has emerged that shines a bright 

light on the people side of the equation. We have learned that 

often the “soft stuff” makes the biggest difference. Yet, the prac-

tice and mindset of community development remains rooted in 

the place-based tradition of physical and economic revitalization. 

The people-based side of the equation has often been accorded 

second-class status. We have been so drawn to the tangible, to 

the built environment, that we sometimes forget why we do this 

work. We have invested so much in the buildings within a place 

that we have not always remembered to invest in the people 

who live in them. 

Now is the time for change. The knowledge revolution of the past 

decade teaches us that we cannot separate community-building 

3 “Annual Message to Congress: Concluding Remarks, Washington, D.C. December 1, 
1862,” Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, edited by Roy P. Basler.
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strategies from human capital strategies. As Federal Reserve 

Governor Elizabeth Duke wrote in the foreword of this book, the 

age-old people versus place debate is over: both sides have won.

eSCaPe veloCity: twenty-FirSt Century 
Community develoPment
The places where we live, learn, work, and play transform us; 

our communities seed our futures and we seed the future of 

our communities. People and place exist within a continuum of 

influences, changing one another over time. There is little debate 

that the twenty-first century is bringing change with amplitudes 

not seen in many decades. Economic shifts are tectonic in scale 

and the resulting challenges to social policy will persist for many 

years.  We are at another inflection point in our evolution. 

Forces within community development today create a push-pull 

dynamic that has been building for some time. We are pushed 

by sharp economic challenges that will limit future resources 

and we are pulled by an emerging knowledge revolution, where 

all evidence drives to the integration of people- and place-based 

investments. Because community development is uniquely posi-

tioned at the nexus of people and place, we can be at the center 

of these currents. But to remain at the center requires a renewal 

of our vision of social progress within America’s communities, 

one built on models of success and accountability, on collabora-

tion, and on networks of organizations working beneath an 

umbrella vision of integration, of learning, sharing, and working 

together. Above all, the future will require that we do more with 

less. We will face fiscal constraints that will increase the pressure 

to invest in the projects with the biggest bang for the buck.

The world will be more competitive than in the past. With only 

300 million people to compete within a world of more than 7 

billion people, the future prosperity of the United States rests 

on the skill and capability of all our people. Every person, every 

mind must give at his or her highest level. 
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The question of impact—what measurable difference did a given 

social investment make—looms large. Expressing our social 

value in terms of “return on taxpayer (or social) investment” 

will be vital to ensure continued public investment in community 

development. Answering convincingly the questions of outcomes, 

impact, and return on public investment will be the key to 

continued success. Where we traditionally described our value to 

society in outputs— dollars invested, homes built, jobs created—

we will now be asked what these inputs add up to. What do 

they deliver to society at large? What is the case for ongoing 

investment in community development? How do we prove to 

the American taxpayer or the social investor that community 

investment delivers value for their money?

Answering these questions requires a 21st century model of 

community development, one that stands on the shoulders of 

the past, that learns from past accomplishments and one that is 

organized beneath the umbrella of an integrative, collaborative 

vision for impact. 

While the idea of a comprehensive vision for community develop-

ment has been around for several decades, what is new today is 

the knowledge revolution that sheds greater light on what works 

and why. The growth in scale, professionalism and excellence 

among community development practitioners is also new. And 

finally, promising new models based on accountability, like 

pay for success innovations and Human Capital Performance 

Bonds, are emerging and create a win-win for our investors, from 

the taxpayer to private capital. Accordingly, we believe that a 

renewed vision for our future investments in America’s communi-

ties will rest on three pillars of practice:

 ¡ Invest in what works – evidence matters

 ¡ Networks of learning, flexible, adaptive organizations among 

sectors of practice 

 ¡ Scale with impact – getting the job done
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We take each of these points in turn. 

Integrative, collaborative vision for impact. The evidence leaves 

little doubt that a more holistic vision and practice is necessary to 

lift people and places to their potential. But, the needs of people 

and their communities do not fall neatly within the jurisdictional 

lines of Congressional committees or government funding 

streams. We need to cross traditional boundaries, recognizing 

that people and their communities require holistic solutions. This 

may require us to accept inconvenient truths about what works 

best and what doesn’t work. It will require understanding the 

role of the regional economy and connecting to it as a source of 

strength for future opportunity. It will require “cross border” 

thinking that relies on networks of expertise and skills, striving 

toward a synthesized vision. And we believe that the future must 

be animated by a commitment to impact, to getting the job done 

in lifting people and places out of poverty. 

Imagine the skills and expertise needed to build the space shuttle. 

No single discipline, no single company and no single leader 

could succeed in such a complex undertaking. Astronautic 

experts were required to work with human behavior experts; 

health and medical professionals were required to work with 

thermodynamics engineers; pilots teamed up with cosmolo-

gists. This diverse array of teammates could have produced a 

cacophony, rather than a functioning, magnificent machine that 

broke barriers and opened new chapters in space exploration. 

Importantly, the teams that created the space shuttle were united 

by a master plan that was created to realize a common vision. 

The vision was clear, tangible; the outcomes were clearly specified 

and evidence was used to measure success. How to achieve the 

mission was not known with certainty in the beginning. When 

the planners began, there was no assurance of success. In fact, 

the goal of creating a space shuttle was so complex that it was 

described as a mission not a product or a project, but a mission.  

A Mission to Integrate: Already, several community develop-

ment efforts in the United States are working with integrative 
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development models. Indeed, a number of the authors in this book 

represent this trend, in particular, Purpose Built Communities 

(Shirley Franklin and David Edwards) and Neighborhood 

Centers, Inc. (Angela Blanchard). These organizations coordinate 

a consortium of disciplines across the spectrum of human and 

community development, with a master vision for a community 

and its residents. 

Purpose Built Communities in Atlanta has created a holistic 

program that combines mixed-income housing, early learning 

programs, high-performing charter schools, and supportive 

programs for community residents. The effort is guided by an 

oversight body that is accountable to the community and sees its 

responsibility as getting the job done in improving life chances and 

the quality of the neighborhood.  In Purpose Built’s pilot site—the 

East Lake neighborhood in Atlanta—this cross-sectoral coordina-

tion led to a 95 percent reduction in violent crime, an almost 

five-fold increase in employment, and extraordinary improvement 

in school achievement. In 2011, 98 percent of East Lake’s charter 

school students performed at or above grade level, compared with 

30 percent in 2001.   

Neighborhood Centers, Inc. (NCI) in Houston is achieving similar 

outcomes, also with a holistic integrated cluster of programs that 

range from schools to early learning to health services and has 

recently begun to tackle the problem of physical blight. 

The Integration Initiative, Strive, Building Sustainable Communities, 

Choice Neighborhoods, and Promise Neighborhoods are other 

examples. These are relatively new approaches and a great deal 

remains to be learned about how to create success. Success may 

ultimately vary from one place or time to another; such is the 

nature of trying new approaches and learning from trial and error. 

One point is clear, however: the siloed, mono-line approaches of 

the past will not work. We need a more complete, integrated 

vision and ways of working that support such a vision. We also 

need ongoing learning and adaptation to emerging knowledge. 

11292_Text_CS5_r1.indd   414 9/11/12   2:09 PM



  Mapping the Future: Synthesizing Themes and Ideas for Next Steps     415

PillarS oF a new viSion For Community 
develoPment
Pillar i. invest in what works-evidence matters
In the past, we believed that access to opportunity and services 

was enough to improve lives. With access as our primary mental 

model, it made sense to focus on outputs. Simply providing the 

outputs would cause the desired change, we believed. Of course, 

this idea was rooted in an earlier understanding of how poverty 

emerged. After 50 years of trial and error, we know much more 

about what works and what does not. Focusing on outcomes, 

rather than just outputs, requires a system of learning and 

self-reflection, with a commitment to accountability. We must 

be willing to test, to err, to adjust course. To learn, there must 

be clear benchmarks and data linked to the desired outcome. 

Focusing on outcomes and impact will be a paradigm shift not 

only for community development, but for much of American 

social policy. 

Accountability is the elixir of success. In our view, the ultimate 

evidence of success is moving the dial on poverty, and the most 

powerful predictor of this is closing the achievement gap between 

poor and affluent children. But there are other measures along 

the way, including health improvements; improvements in child 

development, particularly by age 5, so that children enter school 

ready to learn; a greater sense of personal safety; reduced violent 

crimes; and social efficacy.

There are also exciting new examples of social models with 

built-in accountability. For example, pay-for-success approaches, 

now emerging in several fields, are a good step in this direction. 

Experiments with Social Impact Bonds in the United Kingdom, 

pay-for-success programs in New York City and Boston, and 

Human Capital Performance Bonds in Minnesota are all early-

stage trials of a new way of working. By investing in what works, 

we hold our feet to the fire, we ensure that evidence is the basis 

for decision making, and we create an atmosphere that rewards 

learning. These approaches will pave a path for sustained 

social investments in the future. They are the beginnings of 

development models. Indeed, a number of the authors in this book 

represent this trend, in particular, Purpose Built Communities 

(Shirley Franklin and David Edwards) and Neighborhood 

Centers, Inc. (Angela Blanchard). These organizations coordinate 

a consortium of disciplines across the spectrum of human and 

community development, with a master vision for a community 

and its residents. 

Purpose Built Communities in Atlanta has created a holistic 

program that combines mixed-income housing, early learning 

programs, high-performing charter schools, and supportive 

programs for community residents. The effort is guided by an 

oversight body that is accountable to the community and sees its 

responsibility as getting the job done in improving life chances and 

the quality of the neighborhood.  In Purpose Built’s pilot site—the 

East Lake neighborhood in Atlanta—this cross-sectoral coordina-

tion led to a 95 percent reduction in violent crime, an almost 

five-fold increase in employment, and extraordinary improvement 

in school achievement. In 2011, 98 percent of East Lake’s charter 

school students performed at or above grade level, compared with 

30 percent in 2001.   

Neighborhood Centers, Inc. (NCI) in Houston is achieving similar 

outcomes, also with a holistic integrated cluster of programs that 

range from schools to early learning to health services and has 

recently begun to tackle the problem of physical blight. 

The Integration Initiative, Strive, Building Sustainable Communities, 

Choice Neighborhoods, and Promise Neighborhoods are other 

examples. These are relatively new approaches and a great deal 

remains to be learned about how to create success. Success may 

ultimately vary from one place or time to another; such is the 

nature of trying new approaches and learning from trial and error. 

One point is clear, however: the siloed, mono-line approaches of 

the past will not work. We need a more complete, integrated 

vision and ways of working that support such a vision. We also 

need ongoing learning and adaptation to emerging knowledge. 
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an outcomes-based vision. Outcomes, social metrics, and 

measurement are part and parcel of learning, adaptive practice. 

Pay-for-success and evidence-based models will amplify our 

success by many fold.

Solving the problem of poverty and inequality is not a simple 

task, but today we understand a great deal about how to get the 

job done. At this stage, community development can and should 

be accountable to this standard, as a matter of integrity to our 

mission and as a means of creating buy-in for our work. The 

access-based models of the past will be overtaken by ways of 

working that reward success and are validated by evidence.

Pillar ii. networks of organizations across Sectors
Recently, after listening patiently to the case for integrative 

models, Mary Kaiser, CEO of the California Community 

Reinvestment Corporation and a seasoned community develop-

ment practitioner, penned an essay humorously entitled “Siloes 

of the World, Unite!” It is hard enough to learn how to do 

one thing well, she argued. Entire careers have been devoted to 

mastering the skills needed for success in a single sector—building 

or financing affordable housing, for example. We have spent 

decades creating excellence in our practice. Isn’t an integrative 

approach that expects community developers to perform too 

many roles a recipe for mediocrity?

The answer is likely yes. Poverty may be a complex integrated 

problem, but the solution cannot be layering myriad expectations 

onto a single organization, or even on a single strategy. This is 

where networks or teams of organizations come in. Community 

development’s goal can be holistic, but its execution strategy 

requires a network of expert and professionalized organizations 

working toward a common purpose and vision. One of the 

critical questions we face is who creates and who is accountable 

for the master vision? 

In answer to that, we imagine a symphony of players, working 

from a common score, guided by a conductor who holds the 

vision for the whole and harmonizes the unique qualities of 
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individual instruments. In the Purpose Built example, a governing 

board of civic leaders plays this role. The board monitors the 

quality of the physical development, the schools, the early 

learning centers, and holds the authority to remove poor-

performing operators. In other examples, such as NCI or the 

Harlem Children’s Zone, a nonprofit organization plays this role. 

In all cases, some entity must take ownership and be the advocate 

for the community and its residents, with responsibility and 

authority for outcomes. 

Pillar iii. Scale with impact
Community development has created a national platform that 

is networked, local in its roots, yet scaled and professional. 

We are a national asset in the country’s response to social 

need. Over the past few decades, we have leveraged hundreds 

of billions of dollars in capital into low-income communities. 

We are poised to reach a far greater scale and to play a much 

broader role in changing the lives of the poor. We have become 

outstanding practitioners, with success in building affordable 

housing, creating strong and vibrant communities, running 

high-performing schools that see their graduates into and through 

college. We have created innovative capital tools, such as the Low 

Income Housing Tax Credit and the New Markets Tax Credit, 

and annually deliver goods and services to millions of Americans. 

We are now creating partnerships with new sectors within the 

economy, such as the health care industry, insurance companies, 

and social venture capital. For the past several decades, we have 

built organizations that possess the know-how and the assets to 

be first responders in hard times for low-income communities 

and individuals. 

Many community development organizations have billions of 

dollars in delivery track records, with decades of successful 

operations. We possess sizable balance sheets and are well 

respected by private investors. We have the skills, the knowledge, 

and the capital to make a difference. We are ready to be a partner 

to the private and the public sectors at a far larger scale. We 

are ready to embrace models that reward success for impact as 
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well as quality outputs. We are entrepreneurial and confident 

enough to learn from trial and error. We are ready to deliver 

scale with impact. 

ConCluSion
By all measures, the community development field has reached 

scale and is poised at an inflection point. We see a future where 

we will channel hundreds of billions of dollars annually into 

mission-related work, where we will help millions of people with 

a firm hand up, and where we are a steady partner to private 

capital markets. Banks, insurance companies, Accountable Care 

Organizations, and others will turn to us as a reliable platform to 

deliver social improvements in addition to financial return. As we 

develop an integrated vision of what works, and hold that ideal 

accountable to data and measurement, community development 

should become the “go to” partner for improving the life chances 

of individuals and fostering healthier communities. We will 

deliver scale with clear and measurable impact, with evidence of 

“return on taxpayers’ and social investment.”

The future will champion a vision of social progress based on 

integration and collaboration across sectors, on accountability 

to evidence-based outcomes, and on models that reward success. 

Community development is poised to be at the center of this, 

offering scale and quality. We are entrepreneurial, willing to 

innovate, to test, to learn by trial and error, and to be account-

able to results. We are ready, willing, and able to be a partner to 

the private sector, to private capital markets, and to the public 

sector. We have the know-how, the scale, and the skills to invest 

hundreds of billions of dollars toward an agenda of progress 

in America’s communities. We are ready to build a twenty-first 

century platform for investment in what works in America’s 

communities, a platform that allows all Americans to achieve at 

their highest potential and to give their very best to our nation’s 

future prosperity.

nanCy o. andrewS is the president and CEO of the Low Income Investment Fund 

(LIIF), which is a community capital organization dedicated to poverty alleviation 
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in the United States. LIIF recently celebrated investing $1 billion in low-income 

communities and serving one million people.

niColaS P. retSinaS is a senior lecturer in real estate at the Harvard Business 

School, the director emeritus of the Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard 

University, and the former Assistant Secretary for Housing and Federal 

Housing Commissioner at the United States Department of Housing and Urban 

Development. He also served as director of the Office of Thrift Supervision.
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