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Abstract
How can the efforts of philanthropic agencies be better supported to promote city-
wide community well-being? To address this question, this article uses a citywide, 
engagement-driven initiative led by local practitioners that took place in Detroit 
between 2016 and 2019. This article is based on the initiative’s two main outcomes, 
namely the identification of seven elements of an effective community development 
system and a vitality framework designed to measure community progress and suc-
cess. The author of this article conducted participant observation, interviews, and 
a literature review, as well as site visits to, and case studies on, four best-practice 
cities, and then used the outcomes to validate the results of the initiative. Informed 
by the outcomes of the initiative and the research, the article suggests how best to 
utilize the seven community development system elements and the vitality success 
framework effectively to support philanthropy that promotes community well-being. 
This article focuses on theory-building in Detroit and calls for empirical research to 
further validate the findings. The article provides useful insights into the benefits of 
community-based research and citywide engagement as essential components of an 
effective community development system that can coordinate philanthropic practice 
more effectively to promote community well-being.
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Introduction

This article focuses on philanthropic institutions in Detroit. A philanthropic insti-
tution is described as an agency that makes gifts to organizations that engage in 
community development. Such institutions include charitable foundations and 
financial institutions (e.g. banks). Organizations that participate in community 
development include community development corporations (CDCs), community 
development organizations (CDOs), and grassroots organizations or other non-
profit entities (e.g. service providers for community development groups, munici-
pal departments, universities, faith-based institutions, and the like). Philanthropy 
generally has a positive impact on community well-being. It is, however, debata-
ble whether philanthropy has succeeded overall in promoting well-being citywide 
(Braverman et al., 2004; Prilleltensky & Prilleltensky, 2007). Most philanthropic 
success lies in micro-level projects or programs (e.g. funding support for a com-
munity garden), whereas the impact of philanthropic efforts at the macro level 
(e.g. citywide success) is difficult to measure (Martinez-Cosio & Bussell, 2013). 
This in part reflects the typical focus of a philanthropic agency on a particular 
type of project in a specific target area, whereas other agencies may choose mul-
tiple areas with distinct funding targets. Even though philanthropic institutions 
might like to work together to achieve a positive citywide impact, they face a 
major barrier, namely the lack of an effective community development system 
that covers an entire city, especially in cities like Detroit with large low-income 
populations (Leventhal et al., 2007).

What does it take for a city to help philanthropists promote community well-
being on a citywide scale? What conditions need to be met so that philanthropic 
institutions can coordinate their funding allocations and administration more 
effectively, thereby increasing the level of community well-being throughout an 
entire city? These are among the questions this article addresses.

This study engages primarily in theory-building supplemented by a literature 
review, interviews, site visits to, and precedent studies about, community devel-
opment systems in four major American cities: Cleveland, Indianapolis, Boston, 
and Philadelphia. The study focuses in particular on a citywide civic engagement 
initiative in Detroit (the author uses the terms “the citywide engagement initia-
tive,” “the engagement initiative,” “the initiative,” and “the engagement” inter-
changeably in this article). The purpose of the research is twofold: to propose 
seven key elements of an effective community development system and to dem-
onstrate that those elements can effectively support philanthropic endeavors in 
efforts to promote community well-being citywide. It is the intent of this article 
to show that the research results will benefit Detroit.

To address the abovementioned questions and purposes, we review the inter-
disciplinary literature on philanthropy, community well-being, and community 
development. Building on achievements in the literature, we identify areas that 
need more attention, such as coordination between philanthropic institutions. 
Next, we discuss challenges (e.g. insufficient coordination and the absence of a 
community development system) facing philanthropy in promoting community 
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well-being across Detroit. Next we explain Detroit’s citywide engagement initia-
tive process and its key outcomes—the seven elements of a community develop-
ment system and the vitality framework concept (whose primary dimension is 
community well-being) as a common narrative for community development in 
Detroit. Finally, we discuss how the seven elements can help philanthropic insti-
tutions coordinate their efforts more effectively to promote citywide community 
well-being, and we highlight lessons learned from our study. We discuss the study 
approaches and data collection methods in greater detail in the Method section 
(see Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1   A diagram illustrating the overall study approach
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Literature on Community Well‑Being, Community Development, 
and Philanthropy

A positive and significant relationship exists between key dimensions of com-
munity well-being (economic empowerment; social, environment, political, and 
health services; and facilities) and community well-being (Edwards, 2011; Rela 
et al., 2020). Various indicators that are used to measure community well-being 
along those dimensions exist in the literature (Rela et al., 2020). The dimensions 
that are relevant to our case study in Detroit include (with indicators in paren-
theses): the Economic Empowerment Dimension (e.g. income sufficiency) (Lee 
& Kim, 2015); the Social Dimension (e.g. community spirit and cohesion, trust, 
participation) (Dolan, 2008; Kravetz, 2017; Sirgy et al., 2010); the Environmental 
Dimension (e.g. environmental quality and sustainability) (Diener et  al., 2009; 
Kottke et al., 2017; Walton et al., 2014); the Political Dimension (e.g. democratic 
and engaged communities) (Matarrita-Cascante & Brennan, 2012; McCrea et al., 
2014; Tov & Diener, 2009); the Health Dimension (e.g. physical and psychologi-
cal health) (Kottke et  al., 2017; Palmer, 2020); and the Services and Facilities 
Dimension (e.g. sustainable built and natural environment) (Walton et al., 2014). 
To address all those dimensions would require coordination among various enti-
ties (e.g. philanthropists, CDOs) to enable them to establish strategies for creat-
ing the community their residents want to live in; cities need in particular strat-
egies that are based in multiple sectors or cross-disciplinary collaboration to 
address the complex task of shaping places in fragmented societies (Bradshaw, 
2000; Healey, 2003).

Community development in general seeks to address the well-being of com-
munities (Harrow & Jung, 2016), and a significant relationship exists between 
community well-being and community development (Diener et al., 2009; Diener 
et al., 2009; Frey, 2008; Lee & Kim, 2015). Yet it is difficult for any single com-
munity development project to address all aspects of community well-being. Thus 
it is typical that each development project in every community has a unique focus 
(Jones, 2019). In the case of community development that aims at promoting 
solidarity and agency (Bhattacharyya, 2004; Ledwith, 2020), “social support,” 
“social justice,” and “social capital” are regarded as the trilogy of community 
development imperatives (Dolan, 2008). The process involved in such develop-
ment would entail “organization, facilitation, and action which allows people to 
establish ways to create the community they want to reside in” (Matarrita-Cas-
cante & Brennan, 2012, p. 297). This type of community development is geared 
to addressing the social and political (and also health) dimensions of commu-
nity well-being (Kravetz, 2017; Ledwith, 2020), although a variety of community 
development projects also incorporate some elements of economic, environmen-
tal, services, and facilities dimensions of community well-being (Wilson, 2019).

On the other hand, it is important to consider who leads community develop-
ment, because development leaders have an impact on the direction, scope, focus, 
and process of community engagement as a means of promoting community well-
being as an outcome of development. To further explore that aspect, we focus 
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on three types of community development that Matarrita-Cascante and Brennan 
(2012, p. 289) suggest: “imposed,” “directed,” and “self-help” community devel-
opment. “Imposed” community development occurs when governments or private 
developers generate improvements to make life or community living conditions 
better but without community involvement; “directed” community development 
applies where functional and structural improvements occur via governmental 
and/or non-governmental organizations, through community exchange, provid-
ing residents with some information and voice; finally, “self-help” community 
development applies where community benefits are associational, with high lev-
els of capacity-building and with residents directing change (Harrow & Jung, 
2016; Matarrita-Cascante & Brennan, 2012). The well-being of a geographically 
bounded community is, however, central to community development, whether 
community development is “imposed,” “directed,” or “self-help”-based, and 
whether community well-being is defined narrowly (e.g. limiting the dimensions 
to be addressed) or more broadly (e.g. addressing all or a majority of the dimen-
sions) (Foell & Pitzer, 2020).

Conceptualizations of philanthropy are similarly wide-ranging. Philanthropic 
resource provision ranges from “top-down” forms—such as philanthropic gift-giv-
ing, which relies on significant wealth, inter-generational transmission, and con-
trol—to “ground-up” gift-giving through local communal actions, producing mutual 
support (Harrow & Jung, 2016; Reich, 2014). Despite such variability, philanthropic 
institutions prefer place-based resource provision (Glückler & Ries, 2012). Place-
based philanthropy draws on geographical, rather than virtual or relational, com-
munities, building on the concept that geographical proximity is seen to benefit both 
donors and recipients. Glückler and Ries contend that, in place-based philanthropy, 
philanthropic access is a matter not only of proximity but also of networking: “being 
there” and “being connected” with community development players living or work-
ing in their specific locale where community development occurs (2012, p. 525).

Based on lessons drawn from summarizing the literature, this article notes in par-
ticular that, while community well-being is impacted by philanthropy and commu-
nity development in a significant way, the context of a geographic location (e.g. a 
neighborhood, a city) plays an important role in defining the focus of and addressing 
community well-being. At the same time, determining how to coordinate the efforts 
of CDOs and philanthropic institutions in an equitable and collaborative manner 
deserves attention. To that end, scholars increasingly show interest in the interdis-
ciplinary literature that connects those three fields and other areas such as public 
health, planning, and healthy community design to enhance community well-being 
more effectively (Forsyth, 2020; Kim, 2020a).

Informed by the interdisciplinary literature, further research on coordination 
between various philanthropic institutions in promoting community well-being city-
wide is needed. This is important, especially when several philanthropic institutions 
invest in the same geographical community, or when multiple institutions address 
the same issue across an entire city like Detroit. While the literature illuminates use-
ful connections between community well-being and community development (Lee 
et  al., 2014; Rela et  al., 2020), more research is needed to gauge the impact of a 
bottom-up approach to a community development system on community well-being 
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and to understand how such an approach can help philanthropic institutions address 
citywide community well-being. Using the results of our case study based in Detroit, 
this article investigates how the efforts of philanthropic institutions can be better 
coordinated and better aligned with a citywide community development system to 
promote community well-being more effectively. In addressing these issues, this 
article fills the gap and contributes to the interdisciplinary literature.

Method

What challenges do philanthropists face when they endeavor to promote community 
well-being in Detroit? How can their efforts be more effective? To address these 
issues, we carried out this research in three phases that were central to our overall 
approach (see Table 1).

Phases

Phase 1

In the first phase we sought to understand the challenges that philanthropists face in 
practice with regard to community development and well-being in Detroit. This dis-
cussion is based on the results of the author’s participant-observations of philanthro-
pists and other players who participated in the abovementioned citywide engage-
ment initiative (see Phase 2 for additional details), supplemented by the results of 
interviews, a literature review, and case studies on and site visits to four best-prac-
tice cities. These results will be discussed in the Results section.

Phase 2

In the second phase we sought to understand how seven elements of a community 
development system for Detroit were identified by the abovementioned initiative. 
Here we describe the engagement process that produced the seven system elements. 
The vitality success framework concept was developed along with the seven sys-
tem elements. A key dimension of the framework is community well-being. Next, 
we explain how the seven community development elements are supported by the 
results of the case studies and findings from the pertinent literature.

Some 200 local practitioners, including public officials, educators, and other 
key stakeholders in community development representing various sectors, partici-
pated in the citywide engagement initiative. Participating groups included CDCs, 
CDOs, financial institutions (e.g. philanthropic institutions), municipal departments, 
higher-learning institutions, civic groups, and other non-profit organizations. This 
engagement process was initiated in 2016 by several organizations that are deeply 
interested in community development. Although these organizations started this ini-
tiative, many in the city recognize that all 200 participants own the initiative and 
the engagement process. The primary purpose of this engagement was to develop 
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a healthy, equitable, and sustainable system for community development in Detroit. 
The engagement process consisted primarily of bi-weekly or monthly activities 
(involving kitchen cabinets, committees, task forces, and advisory boards) and 
annual summits. These activities took place in various locations, including non-
profit agency offices, university conference rooms, CDO meeting rooms, and the 
like.

Phase 3

In the third phase of the study we worked to explain how the seven system elements 
and the vitality success framework can help philanthropic organizations promote 
community well-being across the city. This phase was based on the results of the 
author’s research efforts: participant-observation with philanthropists and other 
stakeholders who participated in the initiative, the best-practice case studies men-
tioned above, interviews, and the literature review.

The Role of the Author

The author participated in the abovementioned citywide engagement activities from 
2016 to 2019 as one of the key players representing higher learning institutions in 
Detroit. The author also played the role of a participant-observer and researcher 
observing the processes in which various task forces, committees, kitchen cabinets, 
advisory boards, and annual summits engaged. During the participant-observation 
process the author took extensive notes and conducted supplementary interviews 
with some of the key participants in the engagement initiative. The author also con-
ducted research on key elements of community development systems via the litera-
ture review as well as case studies on and site visits to the four best-practice cities. 
The author led all three phases of the study. More details on the methods referenced 
above are provided below.

Participatory Action Research

The citywide engagement initiative in focus was not designed originally as a par-
ticipatory action research (PAR) project per se. It began as an engagement initiated 
by a small group of community development practitioners in Detroit. During the 
first three years or so of the initiative, the group grew to include nearly 200 entities. 
Yet the nature of the activities involved with the expanded initiative is similar to 
those that characterize PAR. PAR is used by community groups and organizations 
(where many people may already know each other and/or work together), and also 
by groups that come together to conduct research and act on a particular issue (Kin-
don et  al., 2007; Pain et  al., 2011). PAR also includes involvement of researchers 
and participants working together to understand a problematic situation and change 
it for the better; a focus on social change that promotes democracy and challenges 
inequality; context-specific work, often targeting the needs of a particular group; an 
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iterative cycle of research, action, and reflection; and efforts to liberate participants 
through greater awareness of their situation to inform action (IDS, 2021).

Several similarities between key characteristics of the citywide engagement ini-
tiative in Detroit and of PAR exist: an approach to research in communities that 
emphasizes participation and action; an effort to understand the world by trying to 
change it, collaboratively and reflectively; and an emphasis on collective inquiry and 
experimentation grounded in experience and social history. These attributes align 
well with those of PAR (Chevalier & Buckles, 2019; Gergen, 2014). It is worth 
emphasizing that although the initiative was not designed originally as PAR, the ini-
tiative features many key hallmarks of PAR through the participants’ “group-ups,” 
collective efforts, and countless iterations of their work, research, and ideas. Moreo-
ver, considering that the primary objective of the initiative was to create an equita-
ble community development system along with the community vitality framework 
(whose key dimension is community well-being; more details are provided later) as 
a common narrative for Detroit, a PAR-style approach fits the purpose of the initia-
tive well.

Specific methods used by the participants in the citywide engagement within this 
PAR-based initiative include group discussion, focus groups, workshops, interviews, 
diagramming, videos, photography, art, surveys, mapping, collection of environmen-
tal data, computer analysis of datasets, and more. These methods, by and large, are 
qualitative in nature, which is appropriate for studying the participants’ reflections 
and actions, both of which play a key role in the PAR process. Such methodological 
diversity is one of the positive qualities of PAR but is also challenging. To address 
this challenge, we used the following three methods. Together they supplement this 
study through data triangulation (Lietz & Zayas, 2010).

Participant‑Observation

Participant-observation is a field research technique that is often used in anthro-
pology and sociology. In participant-observation, an investigator (the participant-
observer) studies the internal structure and dynamics of a group by sharing or partic-
ipating in its activities (Clark et al., 2009; Dictionary.com, 2021; Merriam-Webster, 
2021). Participant-observation is especially appropriate for exploratory studies, 
descriptive studies, and studies aimed at generating theoretical interpretations (Jor-
gensen, 2015). The use of participant-observation as a research method is appropri-
ate for this study, considering several factors: the author was a key participant in the 
citywide initiative for more than three years; this article is based on an exploratory 
and theory-building study; and the primary data source for this article is the out-
comes of the citywide engagement initiative. One of the managers of the citywide 
initiative documented and analyzed the outcomes of the initiative. The manager was 
not a participant-observation researcher but a key participant in the PAR-based city-
wide initiative. The author used the manager’s data to cross-check and analyze the 
data for this article. Although this is not exactly the same as what Lietz and Zayas 
(2010) call “observer triangulation,” the author’s intent was to use more than one 
(PAR) investigator to analyze the data.
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Site Visits to and Case Studies on Four Best‑Practice Cities

As discussed above, the author was one of the key participants in the trips to the 
four best-practice cities. Each site visit team consisted of 15–20 key participants 
in the citywide initiative representing various sectors (e.g. philanthropy, com-
munity development organizations). After all trips were completed, three sepa-
rate trip reports were produced (by the author, by the citywide initiative manag-
ers, and by the consultants for the citywide initiative). Following the principles 
of “observer triangulation” (Lietz & Zayas, 2010), the author consulted all three 
reports to analyze the data.

Interviews

The author selected small samples of interviews and used them as the second-
ary method to complement PAR, participant observation, site visits to and case 
studies on, four best-practice cities as well as the literature review. The author 
conducted 15 interviews. Although this article includes limited interview data, 
to organize frequently occurring themes or patterns the author used several tech-
niques including coding, content analysis, categorization, mapping, and itera-
tion. Further coding was used to discover emerging themes from the interviews. 
The general criteria we used to determine emerging themes were drawn from 
key findings in the literature regarding what constitutes an equitable community 
development system. The same criteria were also used to analyze some of the 
outcomes of the citywide initiative, case studies on the four cities, and partic-
ipant-observation. We used two coders. When they disagreed, the author made 
the final decision.

Through the use of the abovementioned four methods, we sought to increase 
the credibility of our qualitative research by applying research strategies such as 
observer triangulation, data triangulation, prolonged engagement (working with 
participants for nearly three years to achieve an exhaustive look at the experi-
ence), an audit trail (keeping a detailed written account of the research proce-
dures), peer debriefing (meeting with the participants who engaged in the initia-
tive and the best-practice case studies, to dialogue regarding their outcomes and 
takeaways), member-checking (including a sample of participants to corroborate 
the findings), thick descriptions, and reflexivity (the author’s acknowledgment 
of how the author’s active participation in the citywide initiative might influence 
the research) (Wu et al., 2016; Lietz & Zayas, 2010).

As noted in previous sections, a number of philanthropic institutions operate 
in the same areas or address the same issues in community development, in the 
absence of a community development system in Detroit. This situation presents 
some challenges for philanthropy, city agencies, and CDOs in their efforts to 
promote citywide community well-being. We now turn to Phase 1 and discuss 
its outcomes regarding challenges facing philanthropic institutions in Detroit.
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Results

Philanthropic Institutions and Their Challenges

A number of financial or philanthropic institutions operate in Detroit. Although they 
interact or collaborate with one another, each institution focuses primarily on par-
ticular types of programs or projects, targeting particular communities. It is under-
standable that each institution may decide to support grant proposals that match the 
institution’s program philosophy, priority, or focus.

For example, the Erb Foundation supports green infrastructure programs in 
certain priority areas in Detroit, while the Skillman Foundation has been a long-
standing supporter of youth education programs for a wide range of Detroit com-
munities. Many other foundations focus on art (the Knight Foundation), economic 
development (the Hudson-Webber Foundation), and community engagement (the 
Ford Foundation). These physical, social, and economic-focused projects all aim to 
address various dimensions of community well-being (Rela et al., 2020).

While this practice brings some benefits, it also poses challenges, as we shall see 
in the comments made by philanthropists and participants in the aforementioned 
citywide engagement initiative. We now highlight some of the challenges that are 
particularly relevant to this article.

Lack of Coordination in Gathering and Sharing Data

Increasingly, program managers in philanthropic agencies in Detroit have expressed 
concern over a lack of coordination with financial institutions. For example, some 
neighborhoods have received similar types of grant support from more than one 
philanthropic institution on multiple occasions, while many other communities 
receive no grant funds at all. This reflects mainly a lack of coordinated data-gath-
ering among and sharing between philanthropic institutions and other groups. One 
program manager stated:

We [local philanthropic institutions] do meet often but we don’t yet have com-
prehensive and up-to-date data that help us identify specific needs of neighbor-
hoods in Detroit. With the absence of such data, it is difficult to understand 
which communities would require funding urgently, which communities need 
more help than others, which communities are left behind, especially those 
in down market areas, how to avoid overlaps among grant funds from differ-
ent agencies so that we can prioritize our funding awards in a more equitable, 
effective and efficient manner.

Efforts to gather, share, and update data need to be coordinated between financial 
institutions and can make it easier for them to promote equity in distributing grant 
awards across the city. Equity, or equitable community development, has been a fre-
quent topic of discussion throughout the citywide engagement process. Participants 
acknowledge growing displacement and disparity between hot real estate markets/
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gentrified areas and down-market communities in Detroit, as is common in many 
other large American cities (Mallach, 2018).

Lack of a Coordinated Community Development System

Although some individual sectors or organizations are doing good work in com-
munity development in Detroit, the city lacks a coordinated city-wide community 
development system. This causes a number of problems, particularly with reference 
to coordinating funding decisions across philanthropic institutions. For example, 
one of the key sectors in community development in Detroit is youth education and 
the creation of a career pipeline in community development, while another key sec-
tor focuses on capacity-building for CDOs. Both sectors need significant funding 
support. Some CDOs engage in youth education and also receive funding for both 
youth education and capacity-building. A program manager of a philanthropic insti-
tution commented that:

Our program supports groups that focus on youth education and future work-
force development in community development. There are some financial insti-
tutions who offer funding for capacity-building for community development 
organizations. Some of these CDOs also engage in youth education and even 
though capacity-building and the youth education and career pipeline... each 
requires different expertise and skillsets. Since the city does not have a city-
wide community development system and system governance, it is difficult 
to investigate whether there is any meaningful relationship between capacity-
building and youth education and work-force development programs. Also it 
is difficult to understand whether CDOs are overstretching or lacking a clear 
focus. These types of information would help financial institutions to prioritize 
or provide funding support more effectively and equitably across the city.

Such a community development system and system governance could make it 
easier for philanthropic institutions to coordinate their efforts across the city and 
avoid unnecessary or excessive overlaps in giving out grant awards repeatedly to the 
same CDOs. City offices (alone or in collaboration with philanthropic institutions) 
face similar challenges when they must decide which communities will receive 
which city services or grant awards (Green & Haines, 2015; Minkler & Wallerstein, 
2012; Molden et al., 2017; Moulaert et al., 2010), although a city government may 
be in a better position than a financial institution to make such distribution decisions.

Lack of a Common Narrative

The cities that the author, along with other participants in the initiative, visited as 
case studies have developed common citywide narratives for community develop-
ment, such as quality of life in Indianapolis, Indiana; and neighborhood progress 
in Cleveland, Ohio (Author, 2017; Initiative Consultants, 2017a; Initiative Manag-
ers, 2017). A common or shared narrative informs a common vision for commu-
nity development shared by its key actors in various sectors in each city. A common 
narrative would make it easier for local practitioners, city officials, philanthropists, 
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and other stakeholders in various sectors to communicate or discuss matters that are 
relevant to community development. Detroit does not have a common narrative like 
those in the four best-practice cities we visited. A program manager in a philan-
thropic institution observed:

If everyone understands a common narrative of or a shared vision for commu-
nity development in their city, its key actors and stakeholders will have a simi-
lar overall expectation or a similar reference point. It can be easier for them to 
coordinate their effort in community development citywide. A lack of a com-
mon narrative can make it difficult for us to compare our ideas, understand 
similarities and differences in our practices or assess the efficacy or validity 
of individual goals or approaches. It can be difficult to coordinate a concerted 
effort across the city when we don’t have a shared vision for community devel-
opment in our city. In the absence of a common narrative, philanthropic insti-
tutions may not be able to effectively assess progress made by a community 
development organization or philanthropic institution, where the city stands in 
terms of community development, and whether it is going in the right direc-
tion or not.

It takes a citywide effort to develop a common narrative and a citywide engage-
ment process in which representatives of all sectors, including philanthropy, that 
are essential to successful community development, participate (Boddy et al., 2004; 
Wilson, 2019; Zautra et al., 2008). Good examples of such citywide efforts exist in 
our case-study cities (Cleveland, Philadelphia, and Indianapolis) and common nar-
ratives for some of the communities in those cities are based primarily on quality of 
life or community well-being in a broad sense (Author, 2017; Initiative Consultants, 
2017a; Initiative Managers, 2017). A common narrative is essential to a commu-
nity development system, responding to a unique context in a given city. Thus, it is 
important for each city to marshal a citywide effort to lead a collaborative process in 
defining community well-being and developing its own common narrative (Kravetz, 
2017; Lee et al., 2014; Palmer, 2020).

The challenges or deficiencies that Detroit faces have culminated in a call for 
developing a citywide community development system. This call has also come 
from Detroit financial institution roundtables in recent years and also from CDO 
leaders. In the following two sections, we introduce the participants, explain the pro-
cess, and share the results of the citywide engagement initiative to develop elements 
of a healthy, equitable, and sustainable community development system in Detroit.

Citywide Engagement Initiative and Case Studies

This section focuses on the process, scope, and purposes of the initiative as well as 
the case studies (see the next section for their outcomes). Beginning in 2016, nearly 
200 key players or stakeholders representing various sectors that are directly related 
or impacting community development participated in a citywide engagement pro-
cess to develop a healthy, equitable, and sustainable community development system 
in Detroit. These players represent various organizations including, but not limited 
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to, CDCs or other development organizations, grassroots organizations, financial 
institutions such as philanthropic institutions, city and state municipal offices, uni-
versities, civic organizations, and other fiduciary and non-profit agencies.

In this section we describe the process and focus of the engagement. We also 
explain the case studies and site visits to the four-best practice cities as part of the 
engagement.

Process, Activities

The citywide engagement initiative was launched in 2016 by a core group of leaders 
representing the community development industry, higher-learning institutions, and 
the non-profit sector in Detroit. This group emphasizes that the process aspect of 
this citywide engagement initiative is the most critical and is owned by all engage-
ment participants collectively. Therefore, the core group does not publicize itself as 
the entity that is leading the engagement process.

The engagement consisted of activities involving various kitchen cabinets, com-
mittees, task forces, and advisory boards, each of which focused on particular 
aspects or potentially key elements of a healthy, equitable, and sustainable commu-
nity development system. The groups drilled down on topics that included defining 
community development, its governance, its purposes, and those whom it serves; 
sustainable capitalization; democratization of data and evaluation of community 
progress and success; capacity-building for CDOs and grassroots development 
organizations; engagement with city governments and communities; and developing 
future leaders for community development.

These groups (i.e. committees, task forces, and advisory boards) met biweekly 
or monthly through 2019 to identify key elements of an effective community devel-
opment system in Detroit. Moreover, representatives of all groups met regularly to 
coordinate all the teams’ tasks, scopes of work, goals, and progress. The initiative 
also organized an annual summit beginning in 2017 that was held in every year of 
the initiative (including 2020 via Zoom). The summit offers a more formal venue 
that allows all groups to compare their work. More importantly, the summit is a spe-
cial occasion where nearly 300 people in community development in Detroit come 
together to discuss and evaluate the initiative’s ongoing work and progress and 
decide what to include next on its agenda. Moreover, the summit provides oppor-
tunities for formal social interaction through which shared narratives in community 
development are debated or decided.

Case Studies

The author traveled with the site-visit teams that visited four cities—Cleveland, Indian-
apolis, Philadelphia, and Boston—in 2017. These cities were recommended by some 
of the key leaders of the citywide engagement initiative and others who had worked in 
community development in those cities; they were selected for a number of reasons. 
Among the more important reasons was that each of the four cities has formed a mature 
community development system; the African American population in each city is a pri-
ority group and is the largest segment in Detroit; and these cities are also known to 
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have put key elements of community development in place according to initial findings 
reported in the literature (Molden et al., 2017). Each of these cities has also created a 
common narrative (with an emphasis on the quality of life or community well-being) 
that is essential to its community development system (Author, 2017; Initiative Con-
sultants, 2017a; Initiative Managers, 2017).

The trips provided direct opportunities for us to learn about each city’s community 
development system, to gauge its effectiveness, and identify key elements. The primary 
goal of the trips and case studies was to crosscheck and validate the seven elements of a 
community development system that emerged from the citywide engagement initiative 
in Detroit. Each visit team consisted of 15–20 key players representing various sectors 
in community development, such as CDOs, City of Detroit offices, universities, non-
profits, and philanthropic institutions. The visit to each city took two days and involved 
day-long focus-group sessions with representatives of various sectors in community 
development in each host city.

After each site visit, the visit team compiled notes and conducted surveys on visit 
team members’ lessons learned from each trip. Also, a post-visit survey was conducted 
with each host city’s focus group. Finally, the author, the initiative managers, and the 
consultants for the initiative in Detroit each wrote a separate trip report and compared 
each other’s reports. This was our attempt to increase the credibility of our qualitative 
research by applying research strategies such as observer triangulation, peer debriefing, 
and member checking (Wu et al., 2016; Lietz & Zayas, 2010).

In the following section we summarize the key outcomes of the citywide engage-
ment initiative, which have benefited by considering the results of the four case studies. 
The key outcomes (i.e. the seven system elements) provide the primary source mate-
rial for this article and will be used in the rest of the article to connect community 
development, philanthropy, and community well-being as a common narrative (i.e. 
the neighborhood vitality framework concept whose primary dimension is community 
well-being); this established the connection for understanding how the seven system 
elements and common narrative can be used to help philanthropy more effectively pro-
mote community well-being citywide.

Results of the Citywide Engagement Initiative

Seven System Elements

The citywide engagement resulted in the identification of the following seven elements 
of a healthy, equitable, and sustainable community development system in Detroit. This 
section focuses on defining each element as proposed by the key participants in the 
engagement via a consensus-building process (see Table 2). In the section that follows 
we describe how their seven elements compare with what the author found in the perti-
nent literature.
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Table 2   A summary of the seven elements

Seven elements Description

Element One (system governance):
Equal partners keeping the system strong for all 

neighborhoods

1. A structured and functioning public–private gov-
ernance system comprised of representative com-
munity development stakeholders/leaders as equal 
partners; such a system collaboratively shepherds 
the entire system, designing new initiatives and 
advocating for community development as an 
important strategy for Detroit neighborhoods

2. A structured and functioning coordination and 
oversight system with community development 
stakeholders as equal partners; collaboratively 
shepherding all the components of the system and 
assuring they are aligned

Element Two (system capitalization):
Resources for the entire system to thrive in our 

neighborhoods

1. A strategy for assuring the availability of 
public–private system resources for community 
development work, including operating support 
for CDOs, capacity-building for CDOs and grass-
roots organizations, access to shared organiza-
tional services, data and evaluation services, and 
low-cost debt and grant capital for community 
development projects

2. A long-term strategy to assure sustainable, equi-
table public, private, and legislated resources for 
community development work in Detroit

Element Three (data and evaluation):
Measuring progress toward vital neighborhoods

1. Accessible neighborhood-level data, research on 
best community development practices, and an 
evaluation system, all geared toward the achieve-
ment of consensus-based Neighborhood Success 
Measures (i.e. the Neighborhood Vitality Success 
Framework)

2. An agreed-on framework to define neighborhood 
success, with neighborhood-level data, and an 
“index” system to measure progress

Element Four (city engagement):
City government joining forces with neighbor-

hood-based organizations

1. City government support for community develop-
ment through the recognition of certified CDOs 
for each City Council District, the provision of 
Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) 
support, and ongoing partnerships with CDOs to 
help realize the city’s Master Plan

2. City government support for community develop-
ment through the recognition of CDOs as critical 
partners, the provision of city funding for the 
work, and ongoing partnerships with CDOs to 
help fulfill the city’s master plan and other neigh-
borhood plans
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Vitality Framework

As a key effort in support of Element Three, the participants in the citywide 
engagement initiative proposed neighborhood vitality as an overall framework 
within which to measure neighborhood progress and success. The initiative 
group worked with its paid consultants to develop the Neighborhood Vitality 

Table 2   (continued)

Seven elements Description

Element Five (organizational capacity-building 
and certification):

Effective, sustainable neighborhood-based organi-
zations

1. Systematic access to training, technical assis-
tance, coaching, peer support, and development 
of CDOs as “conveners/facilitators” in every 
neighborhood. Help grassroots organizations play 
an important role within a corresponding system 
to improve CDO effectiveness by developing 
CDO performance standards and validating CDOs 
as conveners while helping CDOs/other organiza-
tions perform the identified critical community 
development roles in every neighborhood

2. Systematic access to training, technical assis-
tance, coaching, and peer learning to support 
CDOs and Grass Roots Organizations in playing 
their roles in every neighborhood. CDO perfor-
mance standards and support to maintain high 
performance. Capacity support to intermediaries 
to assure effective delivery of capacity building 
services

Element Six (neighborhood & advocacy voice):
Citywide process and structure to articulate and 

advocate neighborhood priorities from the 
ground up

1. A system for building cross-sector relationships 
and trust within every neighborhood, and then 
leveraging those relationships to create an influen-
tial city-wide neighborhood voice for Detroit

2. A system to build cross-sector relationships 
and trust within every neighborhood through 
“Neighborhood Action” tables, technical support 
for those tables, and then citywide coordination 
of those tables to create an influential citywide 
neighborhood voice

Element Seven (education & career pipeline):
Creating an equitable and professional community 

development pipeline of leaders

1. A number of easily accessible academic/creden-
tialing tracks and academic “placements,” starting 
in middle/high school, for aspiring and current 
community development practitioners to pursue 
in generating a robust pipeline of practitioners, 
especially people of color, from Detroit

2. A number of project-based programs and easily 
accessible education tracks, fellowships, and 
placements, for youth ages 11–24, resident leaders 
and aspiring and current community development 
practitioners; to generate a robust pipeline of 
community development practitioners and leaders 
of all ages, especially those of color from the 
Detroit region

1 – 2017 descriptions; 2 – 2021 descriptions (source: the citywide engagement initiative in Detroit, 2021)
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framework. The consultants wrote a report on the framework and their recommen-
dation included suggested indicators to measure neighborhood vitality (Initiative 
Consultants, 2017b). The consensus among the participants is that they prefer 
defining vitality more broadly to include quality of life (focusing on life satis-
faction), well-being (focusing on emotional, psychological, and mental health), 
sustainability and health (emphasizing the physical health of the built environ-
ment, neighborhoods, and residents), and sense of community (building a sense 
of belonging, bonding, and forming social ties). Although the specific indicators 
for these dimensions have not yet been finalized, these dimensions identified by 
the participants in the initiative are similar to those associated with community 
well-being (Rela et al., 2020). Through the PAR process, the participants decided 
that neighborhood vitality is more appropriate for Detroit’s context while simul-
taneously addressing the well-being of the community within a broad framework 
of neighborhood vitality (Initiative Consultants, 2017a, b). To create an equitable 
and sustainable community development system for any city—and Detroit is no 
exception in this regard—key stakeholders must articulate a common narrative, 
whether it focuses on quality of life, health, or community well-being (Kravetz, 
2017; Lee et al., 2014).

According to our case-study reports (Author, 2017; Initiative Consultants, 2017a; 
Initiative Managers, 2017), while there were many differences across the four cit-
ies we visited for our case studies, a common theme that we found running through 
all four is that they all have put in place a number of basic elements to promote 
a successful community development system (Green & Haines, 2015; Minkler & 
Wallerstein, 2012; Molden et al., 2017; Moulaert et al., 2010; Phillips et al., 2014). 
Those elements are similar or comparable to the seven elements that came out of the 
citywide engagement initiative in Detroit.

Although each city may use its own terminology (e.g. “neighborhood data 
and evaluation,” “neighborhood success framework,” or “neighborhood progress 
measures”) or some elements may be combined (e.g. city engagement and system 
capitalization), elements shared by all four cities are similar, in large part, to the 
seven system elements of community development in Detroit (Author, 2017; Ini-
tiative Consultants, 2017a, b; Initiative Managers, 2017). Moreover, articulating a 
shared narrative for community development in those cities focuses on quality of 
life or community well-being in a broad sense and both concepts support the vital-
ity framework in Detroit. These concepts intersect with many aspects of community 
development (Lee & Kim, 2015).

A common lesson shared between the outcomes of the citywide initiative in 
Detroit and those of the case studies in the four cities we visited is that each of those 
cities had a citywide governing entity (e.g. community development trade associa-
tions in Philadelphia and Boston) that oversees a community development system 
and system capitalization, which helps in coordinating the efforts of all key stake-
holders including philanthropic institutions (Author, 2017; Initiative Consultants, 
2017a, b; Initiative Managers, 2017).

Can the abovementioned key outcomes of the citywide engagement in Detroit 
be validated or supported by the findings of the relevant literature? We explore this 
question in the following section.
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Literature Support for the Seven System Elements and Common Narrative

Seven System Elements

The purpose of this section is to increase the credibility of this research through 
strategies such as data triangulation (using interdisciplinary literature) and, to a 
lesser degree, number-checking (using members of the knowledge community, i.e. 
community development professionals who participated in the initiative) to corrobo-
rate the findings of the initiative and bridge theory and practice.

The seven system elements proposed by the citywide engagement initiative, 
when they are defined broadly, receive general support from the interdisciplinary 
literature. While only limited aspects of recent community development systems 
in Cleveland, Boston, Indianapolis, and Philadelphia have been reported in peer-
reviewed scholarly articles, our site visits to those cities and our literature review, 
taken in aggregate, seem to validate the importance or necessity of the proposed 
elements.

Element 1 (system governance): The literature stresses the need for an intermedi-
ary that promotes city-wide system governance for community development. Being 
an active part of such a system provides legitimacy to CDOs. Legitimacy develops 
from a combination of interpersonal relationships, shared development narratives 
(for example, the shared narrative in community development in Indianapolis), and 
the achievement of demonstrable practical outcomes (Molden et al., 2017).

Element 2 (system capitalization): Some articles report on Cleveland’s city-wide 
and public–private partnerships in capitalization and the creative use of Community 
Development Block Grant (CDBG) funds. Such an approach has been recommended 
by various sources, although Cleveland’s success is not yet fully validated in the 
literature. The literature suggests that diverse and dependable sources of organiza-
tional funding are among the most consistent characteristics of successful organiza-
tions (Bratt & Rohe, 2005; Rohe & Bratt, 2003; Walker & McCarthy, 2010). The 
literature also suggests that signs of government investment create a domino effect 
on adjacent properties as owners of adjacent tracts gain confidence in the future of 
a neighborhood and begin repairing and improving their properties (Pooley, 2014).

Element 3 (data and evaluation): The literature stresses that community approval 
of indicators is a key to success in the data-evaluation process. Other community-
based approaches, such as setting neighborhood boundaries that make logical sense 
to community organizations (as opposed to using census tracts, for example), and 
overlaying economic data such as the unemployment rate, etc., are likely to encour-
age a community to form a sense of ownership of community progress assessment 
and actively participate in the evaluation process (Parenteau et al., 2008). All of this, 
as the literature suggests, should be done with open and committed sharing of data 
by city government (e.g. that of Milwaukee), even when they know it has the poten-
tial to be used to challenge its own policies (Ghose, 2003). Regarding organizational 
assessment, the risks of diversifying into service areas beyond traditional expertise 
can lead to failed ventures, which can create distrust and further lack of financial 
support. Being honest with support communities about financial issues is also cited 
in the literature as a key to organizational success (Bratt & Rohe, 2005).
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Element 4 (city engagement): The literature recommends moving beyond the 
“thin” relationships that exist between many CDOs and their local governments and 
moving to a more robust form of collaboration. Greater collaboration can be estab-
lished through open communication and trust and by agreeing on a planned strat-
egy to create a “comprehensive and strategic” approach (Rich et  al., 2001). Such 
successful partnerships, according to research, have improved service delivery, 
increased citizen satisfaction, and fostered greater trust in government. The litera-
ture also reports that city officials have felt most accountable to their citizens in cit-
ies with higher levels of citizen attendance at CDBG and budget hearings (Handley 
& Howell-Moroney, 2010).

Element 5 (organizational capacity-building and certification): A recent article 
reports that CDOs, grassroots organizations, and other nonprofit organizations are 
likely to play an important role in reducing violence and building stronger commu-
nities (Sharkey et al., 2017). To support their role, as the relevant literature suggests 
in general, more work needs to be done to build capacity in these organizations. 
The literature generally supports the idea that capacity-building includes building 
member capacity, organizational capacity, programmatic capacity, relational capac-
ity, resource capacity, and catalytic capacity (Glickman & Servon, 2003). Other 
sources suggest capacity-building as a function of both a focus on skills, resources, 
and problem-solving abilities and participation by individual community members 
in a process of relationship-building, community planning, decision-making, and 
action (Chaskin, 2001; Jones, 2019). A recurring theme is that collaboration with 
other organizations (whether directly, as in co-managing an initiative; or indirectly, 
as in guidance and mentorship, or social, as in exchanging ideas), is a key factor in 
capacity-building success (Chaskin, 2001; Carman & Fredericks, 2010; Glickman & 
Servon, 1998). To build collaborative capacity and catalytic capacity, both of which 
maximize collective impact, various types of “learning networks” have been sug-
gested in the literature (Carman & Fredericks, 2010). Other sources report a lack 
of communication and distrust between organizations as reasons for organizational 
failure or downsizing at a high rate (Dewar et al., 2012; Thomson & Etienne, 2017).

Element 6 (neighborhood voice): There is wide support from the literature for 
the proposition that developing a broad coalition and building consensus among 
members is important to achieving goals established by any cross-sector initia-
tives or partnerships (Bonds et al., 2015; Hutson, 2013). To establish legitimacy, it 
is important for organizations to gain support from residents from the start and to 
deliver on promises so as to establish legitimacy and develop trust within the com-
munity (Bonds et al., 2015). Some authors assert that using (social media) networks 
produces the best results when trying to build community, strengthen social capi-
tal, access multiple perspectives, build and share knowledge and best practices, and 
mobilize people and resources around a given issue (Scearce et al., 2010).

Element 7 (career pipeline): It remains challenging to inspire practitioners or 
staff working in the community development industry, reflecting a number of 
issues (e.g. lack of sustainable funding) associated with many of the elements dis-
cussed above. Instead of delving deeply into specific examples of pipelines in the 
literature, discussing a number of principles underlying effective educational pro-
grams in the literature is more useful to the purposes of this article. The literature 
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recommends instilling programmatic flexibility, being open to multiple strategies, 
and remaining attentive to what works best. Some studies argue that it is essential 
to communicate the value of training to staff members, to provide incentives to 
encourage them to engage in training, to connect the context of the training with 
the content provided, to communicate accurate goals and objectives to allow staff 
to select the training that best helps them, and to integrate training with organiza-
tional capacity-building to assure that, as staff turns over; these efforts contribute 
to keeping a human-capacity system in place (Pitcoff, 2004).

The literature stresses the value of engaging in peer learning, peer exchange, 
coaching, and workshops away from a practitioner’s home organization, using 
other models that build on each other. Other sources suggest that lessons learned 
from training need to be specific enough so that staff can apply them immedi-
ately; but broad enough so they can be used again, implying that the best train-
ing is about frameworks that can be used in many situations, rather than about 
focusing on the nitty–gritty details regarding everything (Pitcoff, 2004). This type 
of framework seems to provide approaches or techniques that help community-
development practitioners respond with agility to complex and diverse situations, 
many of which are unpredictable (Wilson, 2019).

It is more challenging, however, to inspire young people to consider commu-
nity development as a career choice. While there remains a perception that com-
munity development is not a well-defined industry, some entities such as universi-
ties offer programs or engage in initiatives that help to cultivate a workforce for 
community development or to train leaders of future generations in collaboration 
with CDOs (Brennan et al., 2007).

Similarly, community organizing groups that have built coalitions for local 
change have involved youth over the past few decades, engaging them as leaders 
in efforts to improve community well-being or the quality of life in their com-
munities (Christens & Dolan, 2011). Christens and Dolan report that this type of 
youth organizing model effectively produces impacts at multiple levels because 
the model weaves youth engagement, community development, and social change 
into a unified (and therefore predictable) organizing cycle. The impacts that this 
model promotes include empowerment, leadership, and socio-political develop-
ment and those impacts are directly relevant to dimensions of community well-
being (Rela et al., 2020). This model produces various community-level impacts, 
new program implementation, policy change, institution-building, and social 
change effected through such means as intergenerational and multicultural col-
laboration in the exercise of collective power in pursuit of the common good 
and social justice (Iwasaki, 2016). This dynamic interplay between youth devel-
opment, community development, and social change allows youth to engage in 
social innovation that influences community development (Moulaert et al., 2010). 
The efforts of those organizations mentioned above illustrate how various types 
of programs, initiatives, or training approaches can build capacity in existing 
and future community development leaders. We also recognize that such efforts 
would require partnerships and collaboration between groups in various sectors 
on a longer term-basis.
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Common Narrative

A common narrative is essential to promoting community development across 
the city in an equitable and sustainable manner (Wheeler et al., 2014). Creating 
a common narrative in that regard requires community engagement involving 
key stakeholders, CDOs, philanthropists, and other supporting agencies (Bryson 
et al., 2015). These are among the lessons we learned from the case studies of the 
four best-practice cities.

Informed by those lessons, initiative participants in Detroit worked with the 
consultants to create a shared narrative for communities in Detroit. Together, 
they devised the neighborhood vitality framework concept. According to the con-
sultants’ report (Initiative Consultants, 2017b), the framework includes several 
dimensions, after considering case-study outcomes and interviews with local 
stakeholders (governments, philanthropic institutions, community development 
organizations, and others) that the consultants conducted. Those dimensions 
include community well-being, quality of life, health, sense of community, and 
sustainability.

The group debated well-being, quality of life, and vitality extensively, but eventu-
ally decided to use vitality as an overarching concept and acknowledged that com-
munity well-being is a major part of the vitality framework.

A review of the literature on community vitality reveals a wide variety of concep-
tualizations. A positive relationship exists between community vitality and each of 
the following dimensions: community well-being (Mouratidis & Poortinga, 2020; 
Syhlonyk & Seasons, 2020); quality of life (Skevington & Böhnke, 2018; Li et al., 
2017; Giles-Corti et  al., 2014); sustainability (Bakar et  al., 2015; Li et  al., 2017; 
Smith & Miller, 2013; Molavi & Jalili, 2016); health (Andazola et al., 2019; For-
syth, 2020); and sense of community (Kee & Nam, 2016).

Community or neighborhood vitality as analyzed in the literature appears to be 
much broader than the other dimensions mentioned above in terms of scope or the 
number of dimensions or indicators (DeFilippis & Saegert, 2013). Moreover, vitality 
overlaps with quality of life and community well-being in many respects (Skeving-
ton & Böhnke, 2018; Syhlonyk & Seasons, 2020). In that regard, the vitality frame-
work can easily build on accomplishments in the fields of community well-being or 
quality of life. (Mouratidis & Poortinga, 2020; Li et al., 2017). Community assets 
build the foundation of effective and sustainable community development and pro-
mote neighborhood vitality (Green & Haines, 2015).

The vitality framework was chosen over other concepts (community well-being, 
quality of life) by the initiative participants primarily because vitality stands for 
reenergizing, rebuilding, or rejuvenation of Detroit’s communities; in the minds of 
many participants in the initiative, vitality captures the story and spirit of Detroit, its 
struggle, and its resilience (Initiative Consultants, 2017b).

Taken together, the seven system elements that emerged from the citywide 
engagement initiative appear to be aligned well with the key elements of effective 
community development as suggested by the literature. Considering both lists side 
by side (the list of the seven elements proposed by the citywide engagement initia-
tive on the right and the list of seven key outcomes from the literature review on the 

326



1 3

What Kind of Community Development System Can Effectively…

left), as shown in Fig. 2, we note a number of similarities as well as points of con-
sistency and reasonable alignment between the two lists.

How do the seven system elements help philanthropic institutions promote com-
munity well-being across the city? We address this question in the following section.

Seven System Elements and Philanthropy

Above, we discuss three key challenges facing the philanthropic sector in Detroit 
that have been identified as hindrances to the sector’s effort to coordinate more 
effective funding practices in ways that promote efficacy and equity in community 
development. We suggest that the seven system elements and the vitality framework 
together lay the groundwork that will enable philanthropic institutions to promote 
community well-being across the city.

Informed by the initiative consultants’ report on the neighborhood framework 
(2017), the vitality framework as a measure of neighborhood success in Detroit is 
broadly defined to include several dimensions, including quality of life (focusing 
on life satisfaction) (Sirgy, 2012), well-being (focusing on psychological, mental, 
and emotional health) (Christens, 2012), sustainability (Dietz et al., 2009), health 
(emphasizing the physical health of the people and the built environment) (For-
syth, 2020), and sense of community (instilling a sense of belonging and social 

Fig. 2   Comparison of Community Development Elements: List Informed by the Literature on the Left 
and the Initiative List on the Right (figure created by the author)
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interaction) (Thompson & Kent, 2014). Even though each of these dimensions 
has a specific focus proposed by the participants in the citywide engagement ini-
tiative, it is unrealistic for any one philanthropic institution to promote all of the 
dimensions successfully, or even for one community to do so, in part because 
every institution has a unique program focus (Farley, 2018).

In Detroit, there is a philanthropic institution that focuses on green infrastruc-
ture (the Erb Foundation), while other institutions support community-building 
(the Ford Foundation) or art (the Knight Foundation). Some institutions invest 
more intensively in healthy, equitable economic development (Hudson Webber 
Foundation) and other institutions are more interested in youth development (the 
Skillman Foundation). Green infrastructure is related to sustainability and well-
being, two of the dimensions of the vitality success framework (Bell et al., 2014). 
Community-building, which is another aspect of the vitality framework, promotes 
sense of community (Kim, 2019). On the other hand, art promotes psychologi-
cal or mental health, which is related to the well-being dimension of the vitality 
framework (Jensen & Bonde, 2018). This implies that coordination and coopera-
tion between philanthropic institutions are essential to promoting vitality or com-
munity well-being across the city (Kottke et al., 2017). This work could be better 
facilitated by the use of the vitality framework and the seven system elements.

Of the seven system elements, Element 3 (data and evaluation) is most directly 
relevant to the vitality framework and was proposed to serve as a common narra-
tive for community development, as discussed earlier. In this regard, the frame-
work can provide additional impetus for philanthropic institutions to be more 
mindful or more rigorous in promoting or meeting the expectations of the vitality 
framework when they render funding decisions or evaluate funding proposals or 
the work of CDOs.

Furthermore, many of the seven system elements can help philanthropic institu-
tions work together to identify or determine which areas (e.g. sustainability, eco-
nomic development) or communities would require a concerted effort from all or 
many funding agencies, which areas or communities could be better served by a 
group of financial institutions, or which areas or communities could be easily sup-
ported by a single philanthropic institution. Here, having reliable system govern-
ance across the city with respect to community development will provide additional 
resources that philanthropic institutions can use to coordinate their efforts to make 
equitable funding decisions across the city.

The city of Boston features a statewide, long-term community development 
financing system called Community Investment Tax Credits (Kriesberg, 2013), 
but Detroit has nothing like that. With a sustainable capitalization structure that is 
financed by philanthropic institutions, private corporations, and other organizations 
with reasonable tax credits, such a fund could be used to support programs or initia-
tives that may require long-term investments. This is related to Element Two (sys-
tem capitalization). Having such sustainable, stable, long-term capitalization would 
help some philanthropic institutions focus on short-term, mid-term, or even urgent 
initiatives that need funds immediately. This could provide additional options for 
financial institutions or allow them to explore more diverse ways of promoting com-
munity well-being.
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Having a common narrative, such as the vitality success framework, supported by 
strategies based on Element 4 (city engagement) can help the philanthropic indus-
try form a united voice for community well-being when negotiating with top city 
officials, and developing a more cooperative working relationship with these actors 
while having a stronger sense of direction and a common vision for community 
development (Braunstein & Lavizzo-Mourey, 2011).

Currently, a number of philanthropic institutions support various CDOs in capac-
ity-building, which is related to Element 5 (organizational capacity-building and cer-
tification). By comparison, there is a lack of funding support for Element 6 (neigh-
borhood voice) and Element 7 (career pipeline). Neighborhood voice is related to 
various aspects (quality of life, well-being, sense of community) of the vitality suc-
cess framework (Evans, 2008; Wilson, 2019). Career pipeline is not directly related 
to the vitality framework but is proposed by citywide engagement participants as 
a critical part of a successful community development system in Detroit. There is 
growing interest in engaging youth in community development and inspiring them 
to choose community development as a career path (Christens & Dolan, 2011). 
Establishing the seven system elements in the city could help philanthropic institu-
tions and other players understand which elements are adequately funded and which 
elements are neglected. Such overall understanding and clarity informed by the 
seven elements could also have a positive impact on philanthropic institutions’ fund-
ing practices with respect to community well-being.

While the seven system elements and the vitality framework together provide 
a clearer sense of a common objective or vision for all concerned parties in com-
munity development, an overall picture of the lanes in which key players, includ-
ing philanthropic institutions, community development organizations, and other 
key industry leaders, are moving forward is also needed. For example, an executive 
director of a well-known intermediary in Detroit commented that:

Some or even many of us [intermediaries, CDOs] often struggle to offer ser-
vices in too many areas including real estate development, economic devel-
opment, education, legal services, social services, youth services, capacity-
building, etc., to increase our chance of receiving multiple grant funds from 
various financial institutions, and also somehow to be able to tell the commu-
nities that we can do it all. This type of situation seems to create unnecessary 
or unhealthy competitions among us, when in fact we should cooperate for the 
common good of our communities, especially when the city and we all are 
dealing with budget and funding cuts across the board. This practice is likely 
to create all kinds of conflicts and confusions among communities and organi-
zations. This is not sustainable and not healthy. Each agency should know 
what its lane is and it should focus on it, and should collaborate and partner 
with [another] agency that is on a different lane and with a different expertise.

Similar concerns were expressed by many philanthropic institutions. For exam-
ple, one philanthropic institution’s program manager commented that:

If everyone shares one common objective in community development for 
the entire city, like Indianapolis whose common narrative is quality of life, 
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it will make our funding practice more effective and make our coordination 
easier. When a community development organization engages in too many 
services, it is difficult to determine what their primary lane is and it is also 
difficult to evaluate their use of funding and their performance. This can 
be even more complicated if an organization received funds from multiple 
financial institutions with overlapping or similar programs.

In response, the author suggests that Detroit needs to draw an overall picture 
of community development as an additional way of promoting dialog between 
key players in distinct sectors and to complement the seven system elements and 
the vitality framework. Creating an overall picture will help to clarify the vari-
ous development lanes, understand their relationships, coordinate various efforts 
more effectively, identify possible opportunities, and forge partnerships (Towe 
et al., 2016). Some of these ideas are included in Fig. 3, as part of this article’s 
theory-building effort. The diagram and its supplementary explanations provided 
below are informed by the results of the citywide engagement initiative, the four 
cities case studies, and the literature review, and merit further empirical research 
to elaborate their implications more fully.

•	 The seven system elements (shown in the center of the diagram) should provide 
the foundation of a healthy, equitable, and sustainable community development 
system in Detroit, as informed by the results of the citywide engagement initia-
tive and the literature (McConville, 2013).

Fig. 3   Understanding the Overall Picture (figure created by the author)
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•	 The vitality success framework measure, bolstered by the seven system elements 
(especially Element 3), should be regarded and used as a common narrative for 
the city, as informed by the citywide engagement initiative.

•	 To develop a strong community, community development participants should 
consider people (resident engagement), place (placemaking), and the ecosys-
tem (funding and capacity-building support) (Pineo, 2020), as informed by the 
results of the case studies and site visits to the four cities.

•	 Capacity-building for CDOs and other grassroots organizations is essential to 
effective community development in Detroit. CDOs are building-blocks of com-
munity development. Strong organizations are necessary to develop strong and 
vital communities (Green & Haines, 2015), as informed by the results of the cit-
ywide engagement initiative and the four case studies.

•	 Social cohesion is essential to the vitality success framework and also to promot-
ing strong communities, as informed by the citywide engagement initiative and 
by the literature review (Kim, 2020b).

In summary, the seven system elements coupled with the vitality framework, 
serving as a common narrative with a clear understanding of which agencies are 
operating in which lanes, can help philanthropic institutions conduct funding prac-
tices more effectively. The seven system elements and the common narrative can 
also help philanthropic institutions coordinate their efforts to promote citywide well-
being with a stronger sense of direction towards a common vision for community 
development in Detroit.

Study Implications and Concluding Remarks

This theory-building article investigated how best to help philanthropic institutions 
address community well-being citywide and more effectively in Detroit. To address 
that inquiry, this study used a model that conceptualizes the use of elements of a 
community development system that can help better coordinate philanthropic efforts 
to enhance community well-being citywide. This article used the results of a city-
wide engagement initiative led by key players representing various sectors that have 
a direct impact on community development in Detroit. The author, as one of the key 
participants in that process, used participant-observation, scholarly literature, case 
studies of four best-practice cities, and interviews to corroborate the results of the 
engagement—the seven elements of community development.

The results of the research and the initiative suggest that system governance, 
system capitalization, data and evaluation, city engagement, capacity-building, 
neighborhood voice, and career pipelines are essential to an effective community 
development system in Detroit. Furthermore, these seven elements are basic condi-
tions that should be met to help philanthropic institutions coordinate their funding 
practices more effectively so that community well-being is achieved citywide via the 
vitality success measures. This finding may be unsurprising given that community 
well-being dimensions, philanthropic service provision, and community develop-
ment services are all quite diverse and complex (Lee et al., 2014; Rela et al., 2020), 
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thereby requiring a system that helps coordinate the efforts of many actors more suc-
cessfully (Harrow & Jung, 2016).

The outcomes of this study suggest that the seven system elements are neces-
sary (but not sufficient) conditions to be met for philanthropy to promote commu-
nity well-being in a more citywide, collaborative, systematic, and equitable manner. 
Among the issues that need to be addressed are these: integrating objective well-
being (e.g. focus on material well-being; objectively observable outcome measures) 
and subjective well-being (focus on relationships, values, norms, and behavioral 
outcome measures); aligning short-term and longer-term initiatives in community 
development (Edwards, 2011; Sung & Phillips, 2018); supporting grassroots organi-
zations (essential building blocks of community rebuilding and community engage-
ment), many of which are mom-and-pop operations in serious need of capacity-
building (Jones, 2019). These factors could have an impact on the effectiveness of 
philanthropic coordination.

An important takeaway from this practice-based research, also echoed in the com-
munity well-being literature (Cox et al., 2010; Wilson, 2019), is that developing suc-
cess measures for community well-being is best grounded on local knowledge and 
local effort, to be led by local stakeholders and to be driven by community engage-
ment; the associated process and outcomes should be shared truthfully and readily 
by all participants, concerned parties, and citizens. The definitions and the scope of 
community well-being available in the literature should be challenged, narrowed, 
or expanded by local stakeholders. These lessons are also informed by the litera-
ture. For example, community well-being may focus primarily on health (Palmer, 
2020) and the private sector can play a significant role in community well-being 
(Rela et  al., 2020), while social cohesion is a key driver of improved community 
well-being (Cramm et al., 2013; Kim, 2020a, b). Such variability encourages local 
stakeholders to carefully assess similarities and differences between community 
well-being and community development and to consider an alignment that is more 
suitable, sustainable, or appropriate for the unique local context (Kravetz, 2017).

The author’s position, the methods used for this research, and its findings reveal 
both limitations and merits of this study. The author’s unique role as a participant-
observer of, and also as one of the players in, the citywide engagement initiative as 
well as his role as a researcher comparing the outcomes of the initiative and those in 
the scholarly literature and case studies, allowed the author to appreciate and share 
the value and benefits of using a bottom-up engagement initiative led by local practi-
tioners and stakeholders instead of being led by government agencies. Such ground-
up efforts are vital to social change, potentially laying the groundwork for inclusive 
community development (Chetkovich & Kunreuther, 2006). This bottom-up process 
made it possible to bring in rich and diverse perspectives on how to make commu-
nity development in Detroit more equitable, sustainable, and healthier, thereby mak-
ing funding practices, the vitality success framework, and community well-being 
measures more effective and better coordinated across the city.

Considering factors such as the scale of the citywide initiative (e.g. the large 
number of participants and the length of the initiative), the participant-observation 
led by the author, and the qualitative nature of both processes and outcomes, there 
is, clearly, room for potential biases in data analysis and interpretation. While using 
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more coders could help, the author tried to enhance the credibility of the qualita-
tive research by using research strategies such as data triangulation and several other 
techniques suggested by Lietz and Zayas (2010).

This study can be further reinforced in the following ways, which can also be 
regarded as topics for future research. While this study is generally based on theory-
building, empirical research studies are necessary to validate the proposed seven 
system elements and to promote philanthropy in collaboration with CDOs and city 
governments to implement the elements in practice.

The seven system elements and the vitality success framework for community well-
being proposed by the participants in the citywide engagement initiative have not yet been 
implemented in Detroit. Prior to implementation, there is a need for pilot projects to test 
the efficacy of the proposed community well-being framework or indicators, considering 
some of the distinctions associated with the use of community well-being indicators in 
the real world. These distinctions include individual versus community well-being, input 
versus output indicators, and indicators focusing on the community at large versus indica-
tors focusing on vulnerable segments (Sirgy, 2018). The author had originally planned to 
conduct structured interviews with the leaders of philanthropic institutions to understand 
how they feel about the system elements and the vitality framework, in particular whether 
they feel confident that the proposed measures resulting from the citywide engagement 
initiative can make their funding practices more effective and make it easier for them to 
coordinate their efforts so that they can promote citywide community well-being more 
successfully. This phase did not take place because of the COVID-19 pandemic but we 
plan to conduct it in the near future.

Another study that is currently being planned with local partners will examine 
the results of implemented green infrastructure and placemaking projects funded 
by philanthropic institutions and determine whether the projects have contributed 
to increasing community well-being. This study is designed to investigate whether 
the benefits of such projects, if there are any, can be scaled across the entire city, if 
the seven system elements are implemented. While we know from the literature that 
green infrastructure has health benefits, more research is needed to validate the posi-
tive correlation between green infrastructure and community well-being at the city 
level (Bakar et al., 2015; Cox et al., 2010; Diener et al., 2009).

Both of the abovementioned studies could help us validate the outcomes of the 
theory-building research presented in this article. Those studies may also help us 
determine how to implement the seven system elements and the vitality framework 
more effectively across the city by building on empirical research outcomes.

This theory-building study is conceptual in nature and its outcomes cannot be general-
ized to apply to other cities. Nevertheless, the grassroots and holistic nature of the engage-
ment and research could offer some useful lessons for cities facing similar challenges.
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