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���� Introduction 

Youthscape is a national youth engagement initiative funded primarily by the J.W. McConnell Family 

Foundation.
1
 The overall objective of the initiative is to “increase the resiliency of communities by 

leveraging the capacity of young people in the process of planning and implementing community 

development initiatives focused on excluded or disengaged youth.”
2 

Five communities across Canada 

were selected to participate in the initiative. In addition, a national team comprised of representatives 

from the International Institute for Child Rights and Development (IICRD) was contracted to provide 

overall coordination, support collaborative learning, and share the learnings with other relevant 

stakeholders in North America.  

With the funding coming to an end this spring, some of the Youthscape communities are now choosing 

to formally reflect on their experience. This report offers a summary of reflections and learnings from 

the Calgary site. It is based on input from various stakeholders, including Child and Youth Friendly 

Calgary (CYFC) staff, members of the youth steering committee, members of the adult management 

team, funders, IICRD representatives, and a former Youthscape coordinator. It also draws on a number 

of documents that were developed throughout the initiative.  

In the two and a half years since inception, Youthscape Calgary has experienced a number of significant 

challenges. Some of our struggles can be attributed to circumstances beyond our control (e.g., the 

labour shortage in Calgary); some are linked to individual, organizational, and community capacity; some 

are associated with dynamics established early in the initiative; while others can be chalked up to the 

nature of the initiative: Youthscape was intended to break new ground – and any time you’re forging a 

new path, you’re going to face setbacks, blind alleys, obstacles, confusion, and delays. We set out to 

take risks and do new work, and we learned some powerful lessons along the way.  

I have had the privilege of working as the Developmental Evaluator for Youthscape Calgary since the 

project received funding in spring 2007. One of the best things about working with this group of people 

is that they are candid about their struggles and earnest in their desire to learn. It’s not easy to share 

problems and challenges – especially when you have a long track record of achievements and are used 

to sharing successes. But early on, the Calgary site realized that while we can’t always control the 

outcomes of this initiative, we can take responsibility for our own learning. This report speaks to that 

commitment.  

The purpose of this report is to highlight some of the insights that emerged from our reflection process 

and develop recommendations for productive ways to move forward. We hope that by sharing our 

learnings, we can help other communities, funders, practitioners, and young people move further down 

the path of meaningful youth engagement.   

 

                                                           
1
 Funding for the Calgary site was provided by the United Way of Calgary and Area. Additionally, all the sites were 

required to seek matching funds from local funders.  

2
 Excerpted from the Request for Expressions of Interest sent by IICRD (undated).  
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���� Methods 

In fall 2009, I met with 12 Calgary stakeholders, including: 

• Two United Way representatives (one past, one present) 

• A former Youthscape coordinator 

• Two community partners, both of whom are members of the adult steering committee 

• Three members of the Youth Steering Committee (including one who left the committee in the 

first year) 

• Two staff from CYFC 

• The Executive Director from CYFC 

• A representative from IICRD 

Drawing on questions that were developed in consultation with CYFC staff and a representative from 

United Way (Appendix A), I asked each of these individuals to reflect on their experience with 

Youthscape and think about what we have learned. Participants were told that names and other 

identifiers would not be used in the report without their permission.
3
 

The interviews ranged in length from 30 minutes to two hours, with most lasting about an hour. Most of 

the interviews were conducted in person; two were conducted by telephone. Nine of the twelve 

interviews were recorded, allowing me to check my notes against the recordings and include exact 

quotes.  

In addition to conducting interviews, I also reviewed relevant documentation, including: 

• The original request for proposals from IICRD 

• The original proposal submitted by CFYC and partners 

• Guidelines for evaluating proposals 

• Summary notes from the first gathering (Sept 2006) 

• Theory of Change (both the national and the Calgary versions) 

• Letter from J. W. McConnell Family Foundation (JWM) to the Calgary site (June 2008) 

                                                           
3
 Some of the quotes from our former coordinator are identifiable. (This was unavoidable in the section on 

marginalization because he was the only coordinator hired from a marginalized community). I sent him an advance 

copy of the section entitled “Working with marginalized youth and staff” for his review. All identifiable quotes in 

that section appear with his permission.   
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• Minutes from Calgary Adult and Youth Steering Committee meetings  

• DE Notes  

• Reports to funders 

• Notes from a Youthscape evaluation conducted by a summer student 

• A report written by the Lead DE
4
 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using qualitative methods. Interview notes were individually coded, and coded 

blocks of narrative were then grouped into larger themes. In some cases, responses were tabulated by 

interview to better understand the frequency with which themes emerged across individual responses.  

Strengths and Limitations 

As a developmental evaluator (DE), I have been embedded in this initiative in a way that traditional 

evaluators are not. There are, of course, potential trade-offs with such a position: while proximity has 

given me a deeper understanding of this very complex initiative, I am undoubtedly less objective than a 

traditional evaluator might be. Understanding this constraint and anticipating potential biases in my 

analysis, I have made efforts to triangulate the data and verify the analysis where possible. This was 

done by: 1) complementing the interviews with the review of a range of Youthscape documents, 

including a number of documents produced by IICRD and JWM; and 2) vetting the findings with national 

stakeholders.   

Because of the embedded nature of my role, it seemed appropriate for me to add my voice as a 

stakeholder. For this reason, the report has been written in the first person and, from time to time, I 

offer my own opinion. I have made every effort to differentiate my own opinions from those of the 

larger group of stakeholders.  

 

���� Learnings 

The learnings that emerged from the interviews and documentation fall into 11 key areas. These include 

the following: 

What we learned about… 

• Developing a compelling vision 

• Structuring an initiative like this 

                                                           
4
 A lead developmental evaluator was contracted to work with the national team as well as with the 

developmental evaluators embedded in each of the Youthscape communities.  
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• Using an intermediary 

• Initiating and supporting Comprehensive Community Initiatives (CCIs) 

• Assessing readiness and fit 

• Staffing an initiative like this 

• Developing a learning community 

• Systems change 

• Funding practices 

• Youth engagement 

• Working with marginalized youth and staff 

 

There is significant overlap in most of these areas, and learnings in one category often build 

on learnings in another. For this reason, all of the recommendations have been pulled into 

text boxes and marked by a “Forward” sign, as shown on the right. This way, the reader can 

identify them quickly and easily move between them, comparing one set of 

recommendations to another and considering how they interact.  

Another set of textboxes has been used to capture individual responses to the question: “If 

you were to do it all over again, what would you do differently?” We’ve labeled these ideas 

“Youthscape: Take 2” and have placed a movie slate icon next to each of them so they’re 

easy to spot.  

 

1.0 What We Learned About Developing a Compelling Vision  

When I asked interviewees to describe key challenges associated with Youthscape, lack of 

clarity was almost always mentioned first. Most stakeholders felt that the purpose and 

goals of Youthscape were vague at the outset, and remained so throughout the initiative.  

I think the biggest challenge was the lack of clarity of expectation up front. […] McConnell wasn’t 

very clear about what was expected and why they wanted to do it. There was too much grey 

area. And grey area can be good – but the whole thing was grey. There were no boundaries. 

Three key themes emerged around the vision and purpose of Youthscape. These included: 

• Unmanageable scope 

• Lack of collective understanding 

• Limited orientation 

By exploring each of these challenges in a little more detail, we can learn something about how to 

develop a clearer understanding of collective purpose in large scale initiatives like Youthscape.  
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1.1 Scope 

The scope of the Youthscape mandate was very broad: “To increase the resiliency of communities by 

leveraging the capacity of young people in the process of planning and implementing community 

development initiatives focused on excluded or disengaged youth.”
5
 Likely the funders and national team 

felt that broad project parameters would give the communities the freedom to define their own mission 

and mandate according to the needs, leverage points, and constraints of their particular environment.  

A broad mandate potentially offered the Youthscape communities significant latitude and control; 

ironically, however, it ended up having a disempowering effect. Particularly in the first year, we were 

somewhat paralyzed in our attempt to align the scope of our actions in Calgary with the scope of the 

national vision. The sheer breadth of the mandate seemed to discourage smaller entry points.  

The breadth and “fuzziness” of the Youthscape mandate also made it difficult to spark and sustain 

community engagement, especially among young people.  

Not really knowing what Youthscape is about. It made it a challenge to get other people 

involved. People want to know what they’re committing their time to. [Interviewer: And that 

wasn’t really clear with Youthscape?]. No. It was always hard to explain what it was about, what 

we were trying to do. (Youth Steering Committee member) 

One participant said that the scope of the initiative led to a lack of real investment on behalf of the 

partners that came on at the outset. He noted that clearly defined initiatives create a compelling reason 

to invest because you identify what is at stake for the young people you serve, adding “None of our 

clientele are going to lose anything if we’re not part of  [Youthscape].” With a vaguely defined initiative, 

the stakes are low – and anything that is low priority is bound to get dropped in a sector where so many 

issues, ideas and initiatives compete for attention.  

A few stakeholders also said that the time, funding, and human 

resources available for this project did not match the broad scope of 

the mandate, making the vision seem like more of a pipe dream 

than a goal that one might work towards.   

I mean obviously Youthscape was a very complex project 

that had lots of hopes. But given the resources, maybe our 

expectation for the project were beyond what could be done. 

Or that effect was paralyzing. People were intrigued and 

attracted to the vision, so people came around the table. The 

first meetings of the steering committee had a lot of 

different players. But there were many different issues and 

there wasn’t an issue that could bring together these 

different players. Youth engagement wasn’t enough. 

Ironically, despite the challenges we faced concretizing a broad 

national mandate, we adopted a very similar course of action in 

                                                           
5
 Excerpted from the Request for Expressions of Interest sent by IICRD (undated).  

“McConnell should 
have stated small and 
funded little youth 
engagement projects 
and then built them up 
[rather than starting 
with the idea of a 
CCI…]. The whole 
thing needed to be 
clearer, smaller, more 
focused.” 

Youthscape: Take 2 
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Calgary in our first year. In choosing a system focus for our first round of grants, we deliberately kept the 

scope broad, choosing “transportation” rather than a specific issue. We thought that this would give 

young people increased options, entry points and ways to engage. However, we quickly learned that 

people are galvanized by issues, not topic areas – and we saw a dissipating effect in Calgary that was 

similar to what we experienced at a national level.  

 

 

1.2 Developing a Collective Understanding 

Another challenge associated with the Youthscape mandate was that everyone had a different idea of 

what it was. In Calgary, this created conflict and tension at times. For example, because the 

Coordinator’s vision of the initiative differed significantly from that of the CYFC staff, there was little 

agreement about priorities, responsibilities, and promising courses of action. We had trouble finding 

enough common ground to move forward effectively. 

Calgary stakeholders said that there seemed to be a lack of common 

ground at the national level as well. Several said that the Youthscape 

community never really came to a working agreement around 

fundamental concepts like “youth engagement,” “marginalization,” 

and “systems change.”
6
  To some extent, stakeholders felt that IICRD 

should have facilitated this kind of “drilling down” with the five 

communities. However, early attempts to do this kind of work at the 

gatherings were unsuccessful. Time spent brainstorming and “flip- 

charting” about key concepts like resiliency and engagement did not 

seem to move us any closer towards collective understanding.  

                                                           
6
 It’s important to point out that the funder and national convener thought that a collective understanding of these 

key concepts already existed based on what the communities had included in their proposals.  

”I would ask better 
questions about 

purpose and intent.” 

Youthscape: Take 2 

Recommendations 

 How do you balance the need for openness and flexibility with the need for something tangible 

and concrete when you’re developing the parameters for an initiative? One option is to identify 

pockets of existing momentum and create linkages between them. Rather than declaring a system 

focus or a national vision, identify innovative, on-the-ground projects that are addressing common 

issues, and then support linking and leveraging. (This kind of approach would likely require a 

robust intelligence system, with “on the ground” informants to identify promising opportunities. 

This is discussed further in the recommendation on page 9).  

If funders chose to develop initiatives based on a very broadly defined mandate, they should 

invest up-front time in helping communities develop concrete entry points and manageable 

shorter-term objectives.  
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My experience with the process of gathering people together to flipchart their ideas leaves me 

questioning the effectiveness of that kind of process. I think those sessions work to articulate a 

collective understanding when one already exists, but it does little to get you there, as this passage from 

Jim Collin’s book Good to Great suggests: 

You can’t just go off-site for two days, pull out a bunch of flip charts, do breakout discussions, 

and come up with a deep understanding. Well, you can do that, but you probably won’t get it 

right. It would be like Einstein saying, ‘I think it’s time to become a great scientist, so I’m going to 

go off to the Four Seasons this weekend, pull out the flip charts, and unlock the secrets of the 

universe.’ Insight just doesn’t happen that way. It took Einstein ten years of groping through the 

fog to get the theory of special relativity, and he was a bright guy.’ (Collins 2001, pp. 112-114) 

 

 

1.3 Orienting Stakeholders 

Another potential barrier to shared understanding was that the history of the initiative was not used to 

effectively orient stakeholders. This happened at both the local and national levels. At the local level, 

Recommendation 

Developing a deep understanding of youth engagement, marginalization, or systems change takes 

years. Given that funders are unlikely to be able to fund that kind of development, they need to be 

able to identify those players that already have that level of understanding. Funders should carefully 

assess the track record of potential candidates, looking for evidence of:  1) sufficient understanding 

and capacity around each of the concepts that are fundamental to an initiative, and 2) degree of 

consistency in values and understanding between groups (in cases where diverse stakeholders or 

communities are expected to work and learn together).  

How this kind of assessment is done is the more challenging question – especially at a national level 

where funders are less likely to have a good understanding of an organization’s strengths and 

weaknesses. Site visits may be a good starting point, but they do not seem to be sufficient. (Site visits 

were undertaken for this initiative, but did not yield some of the most important information).  

Likely, a thorough assessment would involve speaking with key informants in each community – ones 

that have a deep understanding of community dynamics, can speak truthfully about the track record 

of an organization, and have no stake in the funding in question. There may also be a potential role 

for a non-profit CIA – a Community Intelligence Agency – that specializes in facilitating the flow of 

information in communities, identifying and linking pockets of momentum, and supporting funders in 

identifying appropriate candidates for funded initiatives.  

While this initiative has furthered our understanding of assessment, it is clear that we still have a lot 

to learn. A key recommendation emerging from this report, then, is to invest in researching and 

developing more robust community and organizational assessment strategies.   
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youth steering committee members were never really given a thorough briefing when they came on 

board: 

…it was a challenge for me to speak up. I came into the meetings not knowing how long this 

committee had been in existence. [Interviewer: No one had briefed you on the history or gave 

you an orientation?] No. And so I didn’t really speak up at all because I didn’t want to talk about 

the wrong things. I’d sit through meetings and just try to grasp what was going on.  

Similarly, the communities did not have a very clear understanding of why and how the Youthscape 

initiative emerged as a funding priority for the J.W. McConnell Family Foundation (JWM). It might have 

been helpful to bring the history of the project forward in a more clear and compelling way: What 

problem or gap was JWM seeing that made them want to fund this initiative? How was this initiative 

linked to the Growing Up in Cities initiative? Where did the focus on marginalized youth come from? 

What was JWM seeing that made them think this kind of approach (i.e., engaging marginalized young 

people to impact systems-level change) was feasible?  

 

 

2.0 What We Learned about Structuring a Large Initiative  

Many of the Youthscape components were put in place before we actually had a clear sense of what we 

wanted to achieve. For example: 

• TIG was contracted before we knew what we would be communicating, with whom,  and what 

kind of support that would require 

• IICRD was selected as the intermediary before we knew what kind of coaching or support 

communities would need
7
  

                                                           
7
 Had IICRD strictly had an oversight role, this might not be an issue. However, if an intermediary is to play an 

active support role, it might be prudent to first determine the kind of support that communities want and need in 

order to increase both effectiveness and community buy-in. 

Recommendations 

Develop orientation processes for new stakeholders. Ensure that they help to clearly 

communicate why the project was initiated (i.e., what gap or problem it seeks to address), 

what has been done so far (including the rationale behind major shifts or decision points), and 

who else is or could be working on this (stakeholder analysis).  
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• National Gathering dates were sometimes decided upon before need or purpose was 

determined 

• Steering committees were formed before an issue had been identified  

Some stakeholders said that this created a level of artificiality in the initiative. They felt the 

infrastructure that was established at the outset was, in the words of one interviewee, “overkill” and not 

flexible enough to allow for sufficient adaptation and 

community ownership.  

Some of the structure was put in place as a ‘fix’ for a 

particular problem. For example, each of the sites was asked 

to strike a Steering Committee in an effort to engage more 

partners in the initiative. Unfortunately, however, the fix was 

not effective in meeting the purpose for which it was 

designed. In Calgary, for example, the development of a 

Steering Committee did not effectively lead to shared 

decision-making or broader community engagement/ 

ownership.
8
  There are a number of reasons why this may 

have been the case, but a key learning is that form can be 

adopted without a true understanding of function – and 

when it is, it’s unlikely to be effective.  

 

 

 

                                                           
8
 Calgary was not the only site that was unable to meet these objectives through the establishment of a steering 

committee. Other Youthscape sites struggled with the same issues. In fact, at a majority of sites, steering 

committees were disbanded after the first year.  

 

“The adult steering 
committee – I would do 
that differently. We needed 
to have something for them 
[the steering committee 
members] to take on. We 
were forced into having 
that committee too early. 
People [began opting out] 
and I think that’s because 
there wasn’t a role for them 
that early. We wanted it to 
be part of the community. 
But people want to do 
something. If it doesn’t 
have that, they lose 
interest.” 

Youthscape: Take 2 

Recommendations 

Instead of proposing the solution (a steering committee), the national team might have helped 

communities to identify and own the problem (i.e., narrow interests at the table, need for a 

broader base of support and decision-making); they could have then worked with 

communities to develop a strategy that would be most appropriate for their context. This 

might have helped to create some ownership and understanding at the community level.  



WORD on the STREET Consulting Ltd. 

Youthscape Learnings and Recommendations v1.9                                               12 

 

2.1 Top-down vs. Bottom-up Approaches 

A few stakeholders wondered whether a grassroots movement can be borne of a “top down” approach:   

The second challenge I had has been a sense of this project being top down, not bottom up, so it 

didn’t have the credibility to really move in the direction that was on paper, it was much too 

regimented to really be about system change. It was within a system, it was a system of funders 

and a process that dictated how it was going to do system change, so that’s a challenge. It 

wasn’t a bunch of youth who came together and challenged the system for this type of work. 

This is a tricky project: is it an agency project or a community project? If it’s a community project 

then structure has to come from the community, the community has to dictate to the funders 

how it’s going to work, not the funders drafting up this model in a boardroom and sending it 

back to the community. 

There is of course a delicate balancing act required with any large scale initiative in that some 

infrastructure needs to be developed first to lay the foundation for effective collaboration. However, 

many stakeholders felt that the structure was excessive, and that the early move towards structure 

sometimes created a mismatch between form and function.  

 

 

Recommendations 

One way to develop infrastructure while maintaining flexibility might be to develop as little structure as 

possible initially, but create room in the budget to address emergent communication, coaching, 

research, and administrative needs as they are identified. In the case of Youthscape, for example, IICRD 

could have been contracted to play a more limited role initially, and then their contract could have been 

increased and/ or other complementary resources brought in, as the needs of the initiative became 

more clear.
9
  

On a more positive note, one of the structural pieces that was identified as helpful by Calgary 

constituents was the inclusion of the developmental evaluation component. Several interviewees noted 

that a traditional evaluation would not have worked for this kind of initiative. Having a developmental 

evaluation component in the project helped to build capacity for learning, course correction, and on-

the-fly adaptation:
10

  

I would go with a DE again – especially for something as complex as this. You couldn’t do a 

regular kind of evaluation for this kind of thing.  

                                                           
9
 (Note: there was a small budget for emergent coaching needs built into the Youthscape iniative. This model could 

be built upon further so that contracted support at the outset is skeletal (primarily project management support), 

with the understanding that the communities will play an active role in identifying their learning, communication, 

and research needs as they emerge). 

10
 This viewpoint was not shared across sites. Some struggled with the purpose and utility of the DE position.  
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3.0 What We Learned about Using an Intermediary 

Early in the planning stages, JWM decided to contract an intermediary agency to serve as the national 

convener. This decision was likely influenced by the success demonstrated through the Vibrant 

Communities initiative, where the Tamarack Institute played a significant role in capturing and sharing 

learnings across participating communities.
11

 IICRD was chosen as the national convener for Youthscape, 

in part, because they had been involved in the Growing Up in Cities initiative, and some of the ideas for 

Youthscape had emerged from that project.  

For several reasons, the intermediary role in this project was a challenging one to play. While some of 

the issues are context specific, there are some broader learnings that can be drawn from this 

experience, particularly around roles, credibility, and positioning.  

3.1 Roles 

Two key questions emerged around roles. The first question, asked primarily by the Youthscape 

communities, was “What is the role of the national convener?” 

I don’t understand really what their role was. I don’t think I ever really did. In fact, I don’t think 

they did.  

The question, asked primarily by IICRD, was “Why were we never allowed to play our role?” 

…we didn’t have a lot of power – or not much. It was like pulling the hair. I felt sometimes that 

whatever we did we were critiqued. Like we were not, we were never, very rarely was it a joyful 

role. So why was it that? Was it because of the structure that we were competitive from the get 

go? It was intentional that we were not funding directly, it was McConnell that was managing 

the funds so we’d be allowed to play our role. Like why weren’t we allowed to play our role? 

There was a criticism of every trial. 

If you ask Calgary Youthscape members what the IICRD role should have been, most describe a coaching 

and research support role.
12

 They wanted someone with an applied understanding of youth engagement 

and community mobilization who could support the communities with ideas and synthesize the latest 

research and best practices.  

I was shocked to find out that they were going to be researching the project as opposed to 

providing research support for the project. [Interviewer: Like what? What kind of research 

support would you have wanted?] Like what is an effective youth steering committee? What 

does that look like? What do they do? […] I thought they’d have a website where you could go 

                                                           
11

 The Caledon Institute of Social Policy also played a significant role in supporting research for the Vibrant 

Communities initiative. 

12
 According to the Youthscape theory of change, IICRD was to provide “strategic policy and program advice” 

(From: Youth Engagement Theory of Change, Dec. 2005). However, when I asked an IICRD representative about 

potentially playing this kind of role, she said the communities did not appear to be interested in IICRD playing a 

coaching role: “Communities presented as experts who already knew how to do this work. They didn’t want the 

Institute’s help.”  
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and, for example, look up something on committee structure. The latest info. Like Tamarak. I 

thought they would be a Tamarak.   

…at the beginning, [the amount of email from IICRD] was overwhelming. I was putting into 

Youthscape file without even reading any of them because there was so much. And all of it was 

papers. They should be interpreting some of that research and doing it in point form or 

something. Or offering seminars.  

You need someone who knows something about one of the three – marginalized youth, youth 

engagement, or systems change in Canada. And a skilled person who can work with agencies...  

Most Calgary Youthscape members felt that IICRD’s function in this initiative centred largely on 

oversight, rather than strategic coaching or support. This oversight role was established fairly strongly in 

the proposal stage of the initiative, and I wonder if this precluded other roles. This may also have 

contributed to the sense that site visits had more to do with compliance than with opportunities for 

learning, as one IICRD representative points out: 

And that legacy remained [referring to dynamics established 

in the proposal stage]. Because then each time around the 

reporting it was like oh my God the Institute’s coming in to 

do their thing. As opposed to the site visits being an 

opportunity to nudge and to learn, and you know how 

sometimes when you’re on the outside you can sometimes 

facilitate a conversation that will open up – I think that was 

the intent. That got screwed up there. I mean, I think some 

things got screwed up very early on that set the tone on a 

different path and then we were never able to correct that. 

And people just sort of stayed with that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The role they’re 
landing on now is 
important – 
evaluation, the 
toolkit, learnings. If 
there were no IICRD, 
I would guess we’d 
have little contact 
with other places. I 
think there is a role, 
it’s just not been 
articulated well 
enough.” 

Youthscape: Take 2 
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Recommendations 

I would suggest that an oversight role should not be combined with a role that centres on 

providing learning support or coaching. People struggle to learn from and with people in an 

oversight role.  

One approach might be to select an agency to do project management, and then address 

emergent learning and coaching needs as they arise by bringing in other forms of expertise – 

people who have credibility with the communities. (In fact, let the communities choose their 

own coaches).  

It is also terribly important that that role is clearly articulated and collectively agreed upon in 

the early stages. If there is no buy-in for a particular role (in this case, the research – discussed 

further below), it may be better to shift course than to try to push that agenda through.  

 

 

3.2 Credibility 

One of the potential impediments in the relationship between the communities and IICRD was the 

perception that IICRD is “too academic” or research focused. This seemed to diminish their credibility in 

the eyes of practitioners, and may have contributed to the tensions around reporting and site visits 

described above. Practitioners did not see the research as something that could support the work they 

were doing. Requests for information and discussion were therefore seen as an imposition.  

The tension between academia and practice has a long history. In this case, that tension might have 

been heightened because we experienced so many on-the-ground challenges, making the need for more 

“applied” expertise seem all the more urgent.  

You can’t run this like a university research project. And on the other hand I don’t think there was 

enough support. They kind of asked for information – I kind of felt like I was somebody’s thesis 

project. I really did.  

It really did feel that those from IICRD were really smart but didn’t have critical thinking that was 

applied in the field. You know on like the chef cooking shows, it would have been  like – instead 

of having chef Gordon Ramsay, someone who has been cooking for a long time and has lots of 

restaurants, they have someone who’s like an amazing chef in school or someone who 

theoretically knows all the ingredients in something but has never really cooked a day in their 

life. We needed Gordon Ramsay in the kitchen. We needed someone who could tell us, like ‘this is 

what you need to do.’ So all their visits were like, man I need to lose another day working – like, I 

lose a day working. I know that sounds bad, but the truth of the matter is we’re doing stuff.  

I found it very frustrating particularly working with people who were research-oriented in a 

project where that wasn’t the focus.  
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My conversations with IICRD added another layer of context to the issue. IICRD representatives said that 

they normally play a more hands-on role with the communities they work with, but were advised to step 

back in this process to allow the sites some autonomy. Further, the research they conduct is usually 

applied (Participatory Action Research); with the addition of the developmental evaluators later in the 

design phase of the initiative, however, the research component needed to be defined differently. This 

may explain some of the difficulty stakeholders had in understanding the role of IICRD - particularly the 

research component of that role.  

 

3.3 Positioning  

This initiative may call into question the intermediary role as it was structured for Youthscape. 

Positioned as they were between funders and communities, IICRD was thrust into a bit of a no-man’s 

land:  

The problem was IICRD wasn’t really in a position to take leadership from either side. Because 

they were the funders’ voice for the communities; at the same time they were the communities’ 

voice for the funders, right?  

This positioning may have contributed to IICRD’s lack of credibility with the some of the Youthscape sites 

and may have further confounded their role and authority in the initiative. In some cases, communities 

tried to bypass IICRD and deal directly with the funders, suggesting a level of triangulation that may 

have been unhelpful.   

Recommendations 

The research component of the project might have been implemented prematurely. 

Practitioners understand the need to “contribute to the field,” but something needs to 

happen before they’ll have anything to contribute – and introducing a research component at 

the outset might have been perceived as pressure to produce early results. Add to this the 

ubiquitous tension between academics and practitioners, and you begin to understand the 

some of the underlying dynamics that existed between the national conveners and the 

communities. 

I would suggest trying to match contracted supports with the developmental stages of an 

initiative. Research and external dissemination supports should be phased in later in the 

initiative. Coaching and facilitation supports are required in the early stages.  

Credibility is also a critical component of the intermediary role, and practitioners seem to base 

this kind of judgment on applied experience in the field.  
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4.0 What We Learned about Comprehensive Community Initiatives 

A Comprehensive Community Initiative (CCI) approach was one of the fundamental design components 

of Youthscape.   The Aspen Institute defines CCIs as initiatives that pursue a set of ambitious goals that  

…go well beyond the remediation of particular problems, such as teenage pregnancy or 

insufficient income, or the development of particular assets, such as housing stock or new social 

services. CCIs attempt instead to foster a fundamental transformation of poor neighborhoods 

and to catalyze a process of sustained improvement in the circumstances and opportunities of 

individuals and families in those neighborhoods. They seek, furthermore, to change the nature of 

the relationship between the neighborhood and the systems outside its boundaries by ensuring 

that change is locally grounded but also draws upon external sources of knowledge and 

resources. Thus, CCIs set out to promote change at three levels: the individual or family, the 

neighborhood and the broader, or system-level, context [Aspen Institute, 1997 in Caledon, 2003). 

What strikes me about this definition is the degree to which CCIs are fundamentally place-based: the 

approach centres on the transformation of neighbourhoods, and systems change is situated within a 

very real and tangible context.  

Early on, we recognized that Calgary differed from most of the other Youthscape sites because we were 

not tied to a specific neighbourhood or community. Working within a specific neighbourhood has many 

advantages, potentially offering:  

• Manageable scale and boundaries  – We struggled with the scope of the initiative. Where do 

we start? What do we tackle? How do we “bound” the system? Working at a city-wide scale was 

overwhelming. A neighbourhood or defined community is already bounded to some extent, 

allowing for work that is on a more manageable scale.  

• Relationships and Credibility – Calgary spent a long time trying to develop relationships and 

gain our “street stripes.” If we were situated in a neighbourhood, this work would already have 

been done, which means we would have afforded us a very different entry point for this work.  

• Tacit knowledge – Much of our first two years was spent trying to identify key issues and spark 

momentum. We held focus groups and forums, and asked “what’s your beef?” If we had deep 

Recommendation 

Perhaps an intermediary should only be used in cases where the funders will be completely 

hands-off. This way, the initiative doesn’t become triangulated with the intermediary caught in 

the middle.   
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ties to a specific neighborhood or community, we would likely have had an implicit 

understanding of the key issues, and some idea of how to work with young people to try to 

identify and influence aspects of the systems that create the biggest barriers.  

When respondents were asked who they thought should be doing this kind of work, a number of them 

said the Boys and Girls Club of Calgary (BGCC). BGCC’s work is embedded in specific neighbourhoods in 

Calgary. For this reason, BGCC has relationships with young people, and has a finger on the pulse of 

emerging community issues. In fact, as one respondent pointed out, BGCC was recently able to mobilize 

major system and community partners around youth homelessness because “things are bubbling there:”   

The whole time that Youthscape was going, the whole issue bubbled up around homeless youth 

– a whole system issue emerged, system partners were brought together to address it and the 

whole thing moved forward and Youthscape had nothing to do with it. Here’s this artificial 

system change stuff and there’s the real stuff. Calgary can do systems change work. All that 

happened at Boys and Girls Club because things are bubbling there. […] Whatever was 

happening at Youthscape was not connected with real things going on in the community. 

The initiative referred to here is RADAR. The development process for RADAR evolved organically from 

community level to system level because 1) community-based staff could see what was happening (i.e., 

identify real issues), and 2) relationships with community and system partners already existed, creating 

a foundation for rapid mobilization. 

In contrast, Youthscape Calgary brought together a wide and diverse group of people and tried to 

facilitate the process of identifying common ground. This process seemed artificial to some degree, and 

goes against what we know about community building: 

It was artificial from the get-go. If you go deep, you find the three or four people who have a 

vested interested. If you go wide, you get anyone who thinks they should be there – no 

commitment. And that’s just it, we had no sense of commitment in the first year and a half.  

Calgary worked hard to get diverse stakeholders to the table as Youthscape partners. Over time, 

however, most of  these partners became disengaged.  While a number of factors likely contributed to 

this, most stakeholders feel that partners dropped off because there was no compelling reason for them 

to meet. That is, there was no pressing issue to address or course of action to pursue. The purpose of 

the meetings was unclear. (This may, once again, have been because function followed form, with the 

structure being determined before there was any real clarity about the work it was intended to serve).  
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5.0 What We Learned about Systems Change 

In one of his poems, T.S. Eliot says “We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring 

will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.” Our learning about systems 

change is, I think, a bit like that. Going into Youthscape, I’m sure most of us would have said that 

systems change takes a long time, requires extensive relationship building, and demands a deep 

understanding of the system. Nearing the end of the initiative, those are the learnings that stakeholders 

cite – but with the experience of our “exploration,” we understand these things in a way that we might 

not have earlier.  

Most stakeholders said that we haven’t really been influential at a systems level, with some emphasizing 

the need to leverage project-level opportunities into systems-level work: 

 I thought we would use projects to build relationships and opportunities and then leverage 

those. There were some missed opportunities for this in Calgary. We did the [mural] project and 

then didn’t follow through with the work that might have led to systems change. 

There was so much more that could have been done. That whole thing was about adult youth 

partnerships. The mural should have just been step one. […] There was infinite potential within 

Recommendation 

The national team consistently nudged communities to tie their work to specific 

neighbourhoods and smaller systems. In the case of Calgary, however, this was not easy to do 

because the convening organization was not positioned in this way and did not have the 

relationships to do that kind of work. This causes me to wonder if pre-existing ties to a specific 

neighbourhood or defined community are critical, and should be considered by anyone funding 

CCIs. 

One of the interviewees made the following comment: 

We keep referring to the five communities as communities, but they're not. They're 

agencies, most of them. 

Is there a way of screening for, or identifying, viable communities – that is, people or 

organizations that have deep ties to a defined community, and can demonstrate existing 

knowledge, relationships, and credibility?  
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that building to work with police, young people in that building, there was the parking lot 

[issues], the community, businesses. Now all we have is a nice mural – that’s it... 

Stakeholders questioned whether an overt systems change focus for Youthscape was wise, saying that 

something as slow moving as systems change is a hard sell for young people – especially young people 

who are facing severe and immediate issues: 

Part of the problem with systems change work is that you have to really understand the system 

and that takes a long time. […] And you have to create relationships within the system, and that 

takes a long time. Which is a challenge for young people – especially the young people we were 

working with who are dealing with very immediate issues.  

A couple of stakeholders also said that it may be unrealistic to expect systems change to be led by 

mainstream agencies, which are “bureaucratic” by nature and largely dependent on the status quo for 

continued funding. This point was highlighted by a situation that emerged recently in the city where 

young people expressed their opinions through graphic and derogatory vandalism at the skateboard 

park. This was their way of prodding “the system,” and in many ways it would have been an appropriate 

entry point for Youthscape. However, involvement in such a contentious issue would have been 

challenging for some of the Youthscape partners. This led a couple of stakeholders to comment on the 

constraints associated with trying to change the system from within, and raised questions about who is 

best positioned to do this kind of work.  

One other stakeholder also commented on our propensity to underestimate the real costs associated 

with systems change, and therefore underestimate the sacrifices required:    

If you’re going to affect system level change you have to be willing to pay a cost. […]I think we 

need to deconstruct what we mean […],to really deconstruct what system change means so that 

all the different sites have some context, because to say system change --  I think we’ve gotten to 

use those terms very cheaply without understanding the cost for people who have lead system or 

policy change.  We […] don’t really understand some of the costs involved. We kind of cheapen 

them. We live in a setting were we benefit from civil rights, we benefit from all these 

technologies, and we haven’t had to pay for anything. 

Recommendation 

It may be that this kind of work cannot be led by mainstream agencies and organizations. 

These agencies can support the work, but they may not be in a position to lead it.  



WORD on the STREET Consulting Ltd. 

Youthscape Learnings and Recommendations v1.9                                               21 

 

Recommendation 

Relationships are at the centre of systems change work. Create opportunities to build trust 

incrementally, starting with projects that are non-threatening. Increase the complexity of the 

projects as you move forward so that there is an opportunity to demonstrate competency and 

build trust. 

 

5.1 Building Relationships 

While many of our most significant learnings emerged from the challenges we experienced, a few 

important lessons emerged from our successes. Chief among these successes is the inroads Youthscape 

Calgary has made with the Transit system in Calgary. This is a system that is ripe for youth engagement: 

54,000 young people use Transit every day in Calgary, yet Calgary Transit has no vehicle for young 

people to have a meaningful voice.   

Youthscape Calgary was very intentional about building relationships within the transit system. We 

started with a win-win proposition that was neither threatening nor risky: we partnered with Calgary 

Transit to paint a mural on one of their properties that was considered a bit of an ‘eye-sore’. After the 

successful completion of that project, we approached Transit with an idea for a design contest that 

would offer young people the opportunity to redesign the monthly bus passes. The bus pass redesign 

process struck a good balance for relationship building: the project was complex enough that 

negotiation, understanding and compromise were required, thus creating an opportunity to build 

trust
13

; at the same time, it wasn’t so risky or complex that the partners were likely to become 

frustrated or lose momentum.  

Once a relationship had been built with key players within the Transit system, we were in a good 

position to make a more significant ‘ask’ of this partner. Recently, Youthscape Calgary entered into 

negotiations to create a youth advisory group within Calgary Transit. One of our staff reports that 

“Transit is very open to the idea based on the conditions that CYFC is responsible for the recruitment and 

facilitation of the group.  Transit has suggested that one of the goals of this group is to have youth come 

up with solutions on how to reduce youth crime in certain transit routes.  Other goals have been 

suggested but they are just working ideas.  On our end we want this group to connect with other groups 

of youth to get a broader base of opinions.” 

                                                           
13

 Bus passes are designed and distributed according to strict guidelines in order to mitigate the risks of illegal 

replication. This had significant implications for the way the contest was designed and promoted, and created a 

number of hurdles that had to be collectively overcome.  
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6.0 What We Learned About Assessing Readiness and Fit 

Stakeholders said that some of the challenges we experienced arose from a lack of readiness or fit. They 

recommended conducting a better assessment of both the convening organization and the broader 

cultural landscape in which the organization is situated.  

 

6.1 Convening Organizations 

Two key themes emerged around the capacity needed to convene this kind of work:  

• Expertise 

• Existing momentum and relationships 

Each of these is discussed briefly below.  

6.1.1 Expertise 

One of the challenges identified by stakeholders was that the Calgary convening organization did not 

have a lot of experience working with marginalized young people.  

[Another] challenge I would say is that I don’t think that the convening organization had the 

relevant background or expertise in convening this type of work -  through no fault of their own. 

But I think it’s been a challenge for them[…] in terms of their own scope and then the scope that 

has been demanded of them from the project created serious challenges in the project. 

CYFC is an organization with a solid track record of youth engagement. But it’s a certain kind of 

youth and a certain kind of engagement. They engage youth who want to be engaged, who are 

looking for those opportunities. That wasn’t the youth we were targeting here and they didn’t 

have the expertise in engaging disengaged young people. If they had been able to meaningfully 

enlist a partner like Boys and Girls Club, then it could have worked, and the mutual learning 

would have been great. 

In a complex and multifaceted initiative like Youthscape, it is unlikely that any one organization will have 

all of the necessary expertise. In Calgary, this was recognized early in the proposal process and 

organizations such as Ghost River and Urban Youth Worx were brought on board as partners. However, 

these partnerships never really materialized – perhaps because it was more of a shot-gun wedding than 

a relationship in which mutual trust and accountability that had evolved over time through the process 

of working together. 
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6.1.2 Momentum and relationships  

The need to identify existing pockets of momentum, rather than trying to start something new has 

already been discussed in other sections of this report. Stakeholders feel strongly that initiatives like 

these are more likely to be successful when funding is used to stoke existing embers rather than trying 

to create an initial spark.  

You need to start where the work is already going on. 

It was a very artificial situation. Had we known [earlier] that we could have worked with groups 

on existing projects, that it didn’t have to be new projects,  that would have made a huge 

difference.  

This has implications for initial assessments of readiness and fit. “Embers” might refer, not just to work 

already in progress, but also to accrued social capital: what evidence exists to show that the convening 

organization has a strong network of relationships in place that can be leveraged as needed to do this 

kind of work? 

 

6.2 Culture 

A few stakeholders commented on the broader cultural landscape of this initiative, saying that Calgary 

might not have been a good fit for an initiative like this because we do not have a highly developed 

“grassroots culture” and/or a “culture of protest” in this city. One respondent pointed to a gathering of 

80,000 young people that was initiated by a community organizer in Toronto and said “that would never 

happen here.”  

Recommendation 

In assessing readiness and fit, funders should look at a convening organization’s capacity for 

community mobilization: what is their track record for working with others to identify and 

mobilize around community issues? 

 

Recommendation 

Identifying organizations that can provide the right combination of expertise is a complex 

exercise: the combination has to be more than the sum total of the parts; there also has to be an 

assessment of how the parts work together, and what kind of responsibility they are each willing 

to accept for the initiative. 
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Recommendation 

This speaks to the need to assess, not just the convening organizations, but also the larger culture in 

which they are embedded. In some cases, funding might be better allocated to cultivating the necessary 

pre-conditions for an initiative (e.g., developing a grassroots movement). 

 

The reality in Calgary is that we don’t have the type of 

culture or background here, we don’t have the ground 

swell of the grassroots youth movement. I would invest 

energy into a developing grassroots youth movement, 

rather than grassroots youth movement in system 

change because we don’t have the momentum. I would 

really focus on building up the momentum, a phase 

before Youthscape, is what I would like to see. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.0 What We Learned about Staffing 

“No collaboration can succeed without a point person doing all the work in 

between. But it requires such a weird skill set – you need to be organized 

and detailed to get the job done, but you also need to be able to work with 

people, and you need to be able to see the big picture. In some ways, you 

need to be able to direct people who are more senior than you, and direct 

them in a way that they feel happy about. You have to ‘boss’ the committee 

around without disengaging them – so you need to be charismatic and have 

good people skills. And usually these positions don’t pay enough to attract 

highly skilled people.” 

In a broad-based community initiative, you need a point person – someone who can create enough 

structure to channel the energy and resources of multiple partners and help the collaborative move 

forward. This person is key: get (and keep) the right one, and you can move mountains; get a less-than-

perfect fit, and you’ve got problems.  

In Calgary, we struggled with attracting and retaining staff that could offer the kind of leadership our 

initiative needed. On some level, it’s not hard to see why. We needed someone with the people skills of 

a facilitator, the thinking skills of a strategist, and the organizational skills of an accountant. Those things 

“I would say that I 
wouldn’t have done this 
project in Calgary. […] I 
would invest energy into 
developing grassroots 
youth movement […] I 
would really focus on 
building up the 
momentum, a phase 
before Youthscape…” 

Youthscape: Take 2 
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aren’t usually found in one person. In fact, to some extent, they are contradictory skills, as the chart 

below illustrates.  

 

 

 

 

 

The Perfect Coordinator is…. 

A big picture thinker AND Details-oriented  

Able to engage young people and 

inspire action 
AND 

Able to support and direct adults in senior 

management positions 

Understands what it’s like to live 

on the fringes of mainstream 

society 

AND 
Comfortable working within mainstream 

organizations and bureaucracies 

Has “street cred” AND Has  credibility with system partners 

Outgoing and charismatic AND Organized, with good administrative skills 

Recommendation 

     The obvious solution is to hire two people, so that you’re not looking to one person to meet all 

the needs of the initiative. If this can be done within the constraints of the funding, this strategy 

might have potential. In YouthScape Calgary, we didn’t have the funds for two coordinators; 

however, we were able to hire part-time students to work with us in the summers, and we used this 

opportunity to complement the skills of the coordinator.  

Supportive and active supervision may also be helpful. In many community initiatives, coordinators 

end up being a bit of a one-person show. They’re left to figure things out on their own, and are 

often “managed” only when major problems arise. However, in our experience, coordinators need 

the ongoing support of a manager who  

1) Really understands the requirements of the role  

2) Has a good sense of the strengths and limitations of the person in that role 

3) Knows how to complement the skills of the coordinator with other supports and 

resources  

Finally, the ongoing and meaningful engagement of multiple stakeholders will help to avoid 

information and decision-making becoming “bottle-necked,” and offer more opportunities to 

compensate for the weaknesses of a particular coordinator. This would involve opening up decision 

making processes and developing strategies that engender meaningful engagement from diverse 

stakeholders. If the decision making and information flow is distributed more broadly, initiatives will 

also be better equipped to withstand the loss of a coordinator, as stakeholders will be able to more 

easily step in when needed.  (This was demonstrated in another project in Calgary the initiative 

maintained momentum despite the loss of their coordinator). 
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8.0 What We Learned about Developing a Learning Community 

I think it’s five cities working alone. It’s nice to say that we’re part of a national initiative, but it’s 

five cities working alone.  

I don’t think anyone’s really invested in it [the learning community]. Because there’s no real 

learning there, so then it feels perfunctory, something we have to do to look like we’re a learning 

community, but no one’s getting real value from it.  

Correspondence and conversations with representatives from other communities suggests that 

stakeholders in all of the communities acknowledge the importance of learning from one another. 

However, many would say that has never really happened – at least, not to the extent that they had 

hoped. If everyone understands the value of a mutual learning community, why were we not able to 

effectively develop one?  

A number of potential barriers were identified in the interviews, including: 

• “Survivor”-type dynamics 

• Limited common ground 

• Involvement of the funders 

• Limted time to build relationships 

• Limited tolerance for risk 

These barriers are explored briefly below with the hope that we might be able to mitigate or avoid these 

kinds of barriers in future initiatives.  

8.1 Dynamics that had been created in the proposal process  

The proposal process was likely structured with the intent of laying the foundation for a broader 

learning community. No doubt the plan to invite all of the finalists to Victoria was based on the idea that 

those who did not get funded could still benefit from being a part of the Youthscape community.  

However, participants  experienced the meetings as highly stressful, with a couple comparing it to the 

TV show Survivor. 

 It was like who’s going to be voted off the island. Which makes for an environment where it’s 

every man for himself. 

The proposal process was horrible. […] Why would you shortlist to seven and have only two that 

don’t make it?  

The original gathering set the whole thing up for failure. […] It just became so uncomfortable 

between the communities. […] I left really frustrated.  

Several respondents felt that the dynamics that were created in the proposal process created a spirit of 

competition between the communities that limited learning when the initiative got underway.  
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Communities never felt comfortable enough with one another to put themselves in the vulnerable 

position that real learning often demands.  

One thing we didn’t realize was how huge an impact some of these things had on laying a 

foundation. Like how much impact they’d have three years down the road. Like the [initial] site 

visit, the competition, that gap in time. You think these things will just go away, but they haven’t, 

and they really fundamentally tainted things and the role of the institute. 

 

8.2 Minimal common ground  

Another factor that may have impeded mutual learning was that there was little that the communities 

shared in terms of their understanding of youth engagement, marginalization, systems change, or the 

work of Youthscape. On the surface, of course, there seemed to be plenty of common ground; but in 

reality, all of the communities were in very different places. While diversity can make learning richer, 

there may have been too little common ground to bind us together. Consequently, each community 

proceeded in its own way, and we ended up being “five communities working alone.” 

… one of the problems we have with Youthscape is that there hasn’t really been a true learning 

[community] with people who are coming together to learn something in particular, like certainly 

even the core values of Youthscape aren’t called to question. […] Like the question what is 

marginalized youth? What is diversity? We tried to suppose that we are all working together on 

them , well we aren’t all working together because we all have different ideas on them. So it 

was, what happened was we had to say ‘oh, we’re all okay with it. Everybody define it and work 

with it.’ And those things are not truly -- then you don’t establish a learning process because 

you’re all doing your own thing. So the community hasn’t really been built, we can’t hold each 

other accountable. Like I can’t argue with people in, say Thunder Bay, Montreal, whether they’re 

doing their job or not, whether they’re working on diversity or not. So then the learnings become 

really broad –  

I think we’re not attending to what we know about community development – how communities 

actually work, how they’re built . You’re not a community just because you call it that, or 

because you come together on a regular basis. […] When I think about building a community, I 

think it doesn’t happen by someone going ‘we’re just going to put all these people together.’ 

Recommendation 

Chess players focus on the first few moves of the game, knowing that what you do early on dictates 

what you can do later in the game. Similarly the ‘opening moves’ of an initiative can influence 

subsequent work, creating path dependencies that are limiting. For this reason, the early pieces of an 

initiative should be carefully designed, with adequate attention given to the types of dynamics that 

certain structures, approaches, messages, and personalities are likely to create.  
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There’s got to be a reason that you should know me and I should know you, because together 

we’re going to be much stronger. So find those linkages that already make sense , and the 

community will build itself because there’s motivation there, right? […]There needs to be a 

reason for us to want to share our experiences with one another, and the fact that we  share a 

funder is not a strong enough.   

 

8.3 Involvement of funders  

Some participants (including funders) wondered if the presence of funders affected the level of 

openness and honesty in the group. They questioned whether the embedded funder model could work 

in an initiative where stakeholders are expected to take risks and learn from mistakes.
14

 The presence of 

the funder might have led agencies to feel the need to present a united front in management meetings 

and gatherings, and suppress questions and dissenting opinions.  

How frank are the funded agencies going to be with their funder in the room? Can you create a 

learning environment with the organizations you are funding?  

 

8.4 Limited time to build relationships 

The capacity to learn requires a commitment to being open about what actually happened – and that 

can be very difficult to do with people you don’t know and/or trust.   

                                                           
14

 The embedded funder model is discussed further in What We Learned about Funding Practices, below.  

Recommendation 

Overall, participants felt the gatherings did little to build common ground, in part because the group 

was too large to be able to meet all of the various learning needs of the participants. They suggested 

that gatherings could have been hosted for specific groups.  For example, you might bring all the 

executive directors together, or all the coordinators. (My own experience of participating in a 

gathering that was for Developmental Evaluators attests to the potential value of this. I learned far 

more in that gathering than I did in the group gatherings).  

Another suggestion was to have to have site-to-site visits (e.g., representatives from Halifax visit 

Calgary) rather than gatherings comprised of the whole group– at least in the first year. Some people 

thought this might have helped stakeholders to better understand the work that was happening 

elsewhere, and to begin developing relationships and trust.  
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I felt like, at those gatherings, like Calgary was the only one that wasn’t giving a salespitch. No 

one would speak openly about the challenges. You don’t learn anything if people are afraid to 

speak frankly. And if you don’t have the relationships, that’s not going to happen.  

So all the partners come together, and you expect them to come together in one year. Every 

partner had to build the community within, and then every partner had to call nationally and 

come together. Time wasn’t given for that community to be built. When you are building a 

group, if it is four days you’re meeting with them, one whole day you play stupid games with 

them so that they become a group. Right? That’s --- you build the group first.  

 

 

 

Recommendation 

A community in which people are honest and open about risks and mistakes requires trust, which 

requires quality relationships. And relationship building takes time. If time for community building 

cannot be accommodated within the parameters of the funding, then the only viable options might be: 

1) start with a group that already has the relationships (or at least some of the relationships)
15

 and/or 2) 

nurture connections and sparks among communities as they emerge, rather than instituting group calls 

and gatherings.  

 

8.5 Limited tolerance for risk  

A fourth barrier cited by a couple of stakeholders was a limited tolerance for risk. Respondents pointed 

out that, in Calgary, we spent the first year talking, and that the only way to learn was to actually try 

some things and adjust our course of action accordingly. 

If they could have viewed it as experimentation. There wasn’t that spirit of innovation, trying 

things and knowing you’ll fail, and seeing that as a way to learn. I was trying to push for action 

and learning from doing, but it was perceived as a push. 

                                                           
15

 Referring to the success of Vibrant Communities, one respondent said that Tamarack essentially “hired their 

friends.” This makes sense from a community development perspective because the relational infrastructure had 

already been developed, and Tamarack wouldn’t have had to spend time establishing trust or gaining credibility in 

the eyes of its partners.  
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9.0 What We Learned about Funding Practices 

Given the recent shift to a more conservative “funding ethos,” it is possible that this kind of initiative 

would not be funded today.
16

 However, while funding practices may change during this period of 

economic recovery, the lessons that have been drawn from this initiative will continue to have relevance 

as they speak to broader issues of ownership, selection, shared responsibility and the funder’s role. Each 

of these is explored briefly below.  

9.1 Ownership 

Funders are striving to be more strategic with their investments, actively identifying gaps and creating 

funding opportunities to address those gaps. This can potentially result in a ‘top-down’ approach where 

the vision for an initiative comes from the funder who then puts out a call for proposals. While 

stakeholders acknowledged a role for funders in identifying issues and gaps, they said that a funder-

driven vision can potentially create ownership, understanding, and capacity issues: 

It’s important for funders to know the difference between supporting a vision and casting a 

vision. We have a funder-driven vision, which is appropriate as a funder, but as a funder-driven 

vision, you’re not a community implementing, you’re not an agent in the community, you’re 

funding that work. They [community partners] have to have to have their own vision, and that’s 

when we can partner with someone in that vision, support a vision, that supports our vision, but 

we ourselves cannot cast this vision, and implement it down on the community, even though it 

may be a great vision. I think we just get so anxious because we have tools in the form of dollars 

to support work, and you really are anxious and you want to see that work done, but sometimes 

we do more harm than good because our community, like it or not, is not where we are. We have 

to recognize how we support grassroots vision, and maybe even doing some of that propagating 

work […] Like whatever you need to do to put seeds out there. Then you have to wait for it to 

grow, rather than trying to go through and start of forest when really it isn’t. I think of it as an 

analogy in terms of the soil – you really need to like water it, seed it, fertilize it, wait. And then 

you may see some seeds start to sprout even though really what you want is the tree to start 

bearing fruit.   

The gap between the funders’ vision and the communities’ vision in this initiative was signaled early in 

the proposal process when the primary funder requested that candidates resubmit their proposals. In a 

meeting with Calgary funders, one of the participants said that she learned a valuable lesson from that 

process: she would now see a mismatch as a sign that her vision as a funder is not in line with the 

community’s, and would explore the reasons for this rather than asking applicants to resubmit.  

                                                           
16

 One stakeholder pointed out that Youthscape was initiated in a pre-recession funding climate, and would likely 

not be funded in today’s more risk-adverse environment: “It was the funding ethos of the moment – funding risky 

things. We took chances, and that was more the culture of three years ago than today.” 
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I think you have to realize that if you put out an RFP and you don’t get anyone responding the 

way you want, then you have to wonder if there’s something wrong with the RFP. And really 

there were three big concepts in there and doing something involving even just one of those 

things would have been challenging. Youth engagement is difficult enough; then youth 

engagement with marginalized youth; then systems change on top of that. All those different 

layers in there. 

 

9.2 Proposal and Selection Processes 

Innovation in other sectors seems to be funded in a very different way. For example, venture capitalists 

tend to fund the person not the idea. While a business plan is part of the assessment process, it is a 

small part of what they base their decision on.
17

 To draw on a Good to Great analogy, venture capitalists 

tend to be most concerned with “getting the right people on the bus” – if you get the right people on 

board, the destination takes care of itself (Collins, 2001).   

One could argue that the “direction of the bus” is of greater importance in the social profit world than it 

is in the private sector, but both theory and practice suggests that the principle remains the same: the 

right people will give you the right direction – and they’ll have 

the capacity to get you there.  

This approach has met with some success in the social sector: 

for example it is the approach that the Ashoka Foundation 

(www.ashoka.org) takes in funding social entrepreneurs: 

Ashoka has developed a sophisticated screening process to 

“spot social entrepreneurs when they [are] still relatively 

unknown and predict the ones most likely to achieve major 

impact in the decades ahead” (Bornstein, 2004). They invest in 

the people; the idea itself is secondary.  
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 If you base a decision primarily on a business plan, you potentially end up with someone who knows how to 

write a good business plan vs. someone who knows how to execute an idea. The same is true for proposals.  

“We should have funded 
existing things that we 
knew had some 
momentum and then 

linked them.” 

 

Youthscape: Take 2 

Recommendation 

For work that is new and innovative, funders may need to identify and support existing pockets 

of activity that already align with their vision rather than creating a new initiative and calling for 

proposals. This would help to ensure greater community ownership and understanding.   
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9.3 Role of the Funder  

…[the funders] have been a partner in the project, which has its advantages and disadvantages I 

think – because then the funder becomes a player, an actor. And they have to take responsibility 

for that because they impose certain ideas. And they’ve also shifted their expectations and their 

requirements throughout this project. So, you know, they haven’t been neutral at all. So I think 

that has been good, at the same time the funder needs to take responsibility for that as well and 

also be reflective and – and this applies to both United Way and McConnell – they have really 

been strong players in this. […] They contributed to whatever direction was taken.   

The literature suggests that funders are increasingly exploring their role in community collaboration, 

recognizing that they potentially bring much more than just grantmaking and contract management to 

social change efforts. Many funders are now becoming active participants in community initiatives, 

serving as conveners, coaches, support agents and, in some cases, full partners. This has produced 

mixed results, depending on the individuals and agencies involved. In some cases, the embedded funded 

role (as it is sometimes called) has been instrumental in moving an initiative forward in effective and 

meaningful ways. In other cases, an increased funder role has led 

to uncomfortable power dynamics (Sojourner et al., 2004). 

Consistent with the movement towards more active funder 

involvement, both United Way and JWM assumed a fairly 

significant role in Youthscape: a United Way representative sat on 

the Calgary Management Team, and a JWM representative was 

active in developing interventions and further refining 

expectations and parameters after the initiative got started. While 

stakeholders said that there is value in what funding 

representatives bring to the table, they felt that ongoing 

Recommendation 

The ability to innovate is rare. If funders want to inspire innovation, perhaps they need to first 

identify people who can innovate and support their development, rather than indentifying 

innovative ideas and sending out a call for proposals to implement them. This would suggest using 

a more strategic or targeted approach to selection, rather than using a competitive process. 

If a competitive process is used, it might need to be staged. The first round of funding would 

involve supporting multiple individuals or agencies working on smaller projects. Once funders see 

where there is traction, they can allocate resources to increase the scale or scope of successful 

initiatives. (This is, of course, essentially the same strategy we planned to use with the grants). At 

this point it might be appropriate to link community initiatives in a way that offers mutual learning 

and benefit.  

 

“If I were to do it over 
again, I wouldn’t involve 
the funders the same way. 
It’s not that they haven’t 
been valuable because they 
have, but it creates issues.” 

Youthscape: Take 2 
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involvement can be problematic. Some said that funders can best serve an initiative by playing an active 

role in establishing a clear, strategic foundation for the initiative in the early phases and then stepping 

back to let it take its course.  

9.4 Supporting shared responsibility 

One final learning around funding complex community initiatives 

emerged around the need to support shared responsibility. A few 

stakeholders noted that CYFC was ultimately left “holding the bag” 

for Youthscape. None of the other partners who had originally 

expressed an intent to engage were accountable to the initiative in 

any meaningful way, and could therefore disengage when the 

going got tough. 

Sharing the funding and accountability requirements might be one 

way of addressing this issue, although one stakeholder pointed out 

that funding different agencies for different pieces of an initiative 

can lead to fragmentation. Another suggestion for large scale CCIs 

is to create or contract a neutral body to allocate funds: 

I think if [funding] goes to one place, a new agency needs 

to be created – like the Vibrant Communities model. If it’s 

going to be centralized, then it’s better to go to a new 

entity. Or to use a fiscal platform model like the one that 

RADAR is using.  

 

10.0 What We Learned about Youth Engagement 

This initiative was intended to break new ground in youth engagement. We hoped to forge significant 

youth-adult partnerships and model shared decision-making, mutual learning, and meaningful youth 

participation. However, due to various challenges (especially staffing challenges), these goals were never 

really met. Most stakeholders said that, while young people were consulted and involved in Youthscape 

to varying degrees, they were not actively engaged in the initiative.  

I don’t know if I’ve learned that much about youth engagement, because I’m not sure if I saw 

that much about youth engagement to be honest with you. I wanted to learn more…  

Even the young people who have been with Youthscape from early on say their role was primarily 

consultative:  

[The coordinator] encouraged us to brainstorm ideas for projects, but we never had a very big 

role. I think if it were a bit more exciting, youth involvement would have increased. Because just 

going to a meeting, we go to it and that’s it. 

Interestingly, the idea of adult-youth partnerships was the very thing that drew many people to the 

initiative, including young people, as reflected in this quote from a youth steering committee member:  

 “I don’t know how it 
could be done but it 
would be great if it 
weren’t based solely in 
one organization. That 
the ownership would 
be more collective. We 
would have to figure 
out how that could 
structurally and 
financially work out.”  

 

Youthscape: Take 2 
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…what drew me to Youthscape was the idea of the adult and youth committee – I envisioned 

sitting in a room –youth and adults – having conversations that really took us in a direction. Then 

when I got there, the youth were shy. […] More focus would draw more people in. 

If stakeholders were eager for intergenerational interaction, why were we unable to develop meaningful 

youth-adult partnerships? Interview participants identified two key barriers that seemed to impact 

meaningful youth engagement: 1) lack of collective purpose, and 2) limited understanding of how to 

facilitate shared decision-making. Each of these is discussed briefly below.  

 

10.1 Lack of collective purpose (or “Youth engagement for what?”) 

One insight that was consistently articulated by stakeholders is that youth engagement is a means, not 

an end. No matter what their age, people need a reason to come together, a collective purpose or goal 

that they are working towards:  

Youth engagement for what? If we had something we all felt strongly about, then probably we 

could engage, but what were we to engage about? The whole thing just felt so artificial. […] If 

someone called you and said ‘come to my meeting on Adult Engagement’ would you go? I 

wouldn’t go. But if you called me with a specific project or issue where I could contribute, I’d be 

there. 

With no compelling problem or opportunity that we were working collectively to address, we were all 

unclear about what role adults and young people could play – and this made for highly uncomfortable 

meetings.
 18 

  Roles and relative strengths emerge from context and collective purpose; without this, 

‘youth engagement’ becomes, in the words of one stakeholder “artificial” and no one has a sense of why 

they should be working together.
19
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 The early meetings of the joint youth-adult steering committee were awkward, uncomfortable, and fairly 

unproductive according to the stakeholders I interviewed. Young people were reluctant to speak up because they 

weren’t really sure what the purpose of the initiative was and how they fit in.  According to one youth informant, 

they were afraid of making mistakes. Adults were also reluctant to speak up because they were trying to create 

space for young people to speak. Because of these issues, we ultimately divided the group into an adult 

management team and a Youth Steering Committee, with each meeting separately.  

19
 This is further supported by what stakeholders said about successful youth-adult partnerships in other projects. 

When I asked why youth-adult meetings in those initiatives worked, they said it was because they had a clear goal 

or mission. Knowing what they wanted to achieve, both adults and young people were able to identify what they 

could bring to the project and where they fit in. 
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10.2 Limited understanding of how to facilitate genuine, shared decision making 

One of the areas that we still need to learn more about is shared decision making. The Calgary 

Youthscape initiative seemed to vacillate between two extremes: sometimes we put all of the decision-

making power in the hands of the staff and adult management team, giving only nominal decisions over 

to young people. (This seemed to happen most frequently in the second year of the initiative, when we 

began panicking about the lack of progress). At the other extreme, we spent the first year “treating 

every idea that came from a young person as gold simply because it came from a young person.” Adults 

were reluctant to weigh in and young people were expected to make all the significant decisions. Many 

people pointed out that “this doesn’t work.”  Young people feel patronized and overwhelmed by the 

weight of responsibility; they know they don’t have enough experience and information to make all the 

decisions, and they want to be supported by adults in moving towards greater understanding.  

This dynamic created some tension and frustration with stakeholders: 

I had issues with the youth steering committee because there was too much emphasis placed on 

them. I mean, it’s great because they can help to do the work and help make decisions. But it 

feels sometimes like we’re entrusting the youth steering committee to make decisions without 

giving them the tools to critically think through that. […] We’re operating on ‘the younger the 

better decision they can make.’ So, for me, I think the youth steering committee is a great tool, 

but overemphasized in a lot of cities. It was like, ‘That’s a good idea, but we have to see what the 

youth think.’  If it’s a good idea, then it’s a good idea regardless of what the youth think, right? 

They might just give you a different spin. […] This should be to give youth a voice, but not always 

to endow them with the idea that their ideas are always the best. Because they’re not always the 

best. 

With [the first coordinator], simply because a 16 year old was doing it, it was a good idea. 

There was still this tendency in this project to go ‘Oh, a youth said it, so that’s the way to go.’ So 

youth engagement I think is still – people see the benefit of it, but our society isn’t supporting or 

promoting it at different levels.  […] We never achieved – or in very rare cases – achieved shared 

decision making.  

Recommendation 

Youth engagement is a process, and processes do not stand on their own; they must be linked 

to purpose and context. Youth engagement initiatives should start with a compelling problem 

or opportunity, one that will benefit from an approach where young people and adults work 

together.  
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While stakeholders recognized that this kind of approach is patronizing and does little to build real 

capacity in young people, they were unable to identify more promising approaches. However, knowing 

what doesn’t work is a step towards understanding what could work. As Edison said about the many, 

many failed attempts to develop the light bulb that preceded his ultimate success: “I am not 

discouraged, because every wrong attempt discarded is another step forward.” 

 

11.0 What We Learned about Working with Marginalized Youth     

and Staff 

Some of our most significant challenges emerged around working with marginalized young people and 

staff. For this reason, the learnings in this area are very rich. They are briefly outlined below.  

11.1 Marginalized Young People 

When I asked stakeholders what we had learned about working with marginalized youth, almost 

everyone said: “It’s hard.” Certainly, we experienced significant challenges related to transience, crisis 

and instability, mental health, addiction, incarceration, and mistrust. The young people that we worked 

with had “bigger problems” to deal with, and this potentially limited their ability to engage in 

Youthscape. Some stakeholders questioned whether it is even reasonable to base an initiative on the 

assumption that marginalized young people who are dealing with basic survival issues have the capacity 

or desire to engage in community development initiatives.  

…the kids that are on the streets and are fighting for meals, just to feed themselves, survive – 

they have turmoil in their lives. I really don’t believe they’re ready to give back to the community 

and get engaged. That’s like going to the line up at the Mustard Seed and asking them to serve 

on the board at the United Way. 

 We finally got the kids we said we wanted to involve involved. But I’m not sure they’re the ones 

we should be going after. 

One stakeholder questioned whether it was ethical to ask street-involved young people to engage at this 

level when we are doing nothing to help them stabilize and address their basic needs:  

I’m not even sure it’s ethical. How are we bettering their lives? We can’t expect them to engage 

and give back to community when they have so many other issues to deal with.  
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11.1.1 Importance of building relationships 

 Another theme that emerged around working with marginalized young people was the need to build 

relationships, credibility and trust. This is a potentially difficult paradigm shift for organizations to make, 

especially if a majority of their work is programmatic. Program outcomes are clear and definable, and 

we can measure progress in fairly concrete ways. Building relationships and “street cred,” on the other 

hand, requires a sustained effort, and the outcomes of that effort can’t be measured in the conventional 

ways that we’re used to measuring success.   

Recommendations 

History suggests that marginalized people are indeed capable of contributing to social change: 

many revolutions have been led by people on the margins of power who are oppressed by the 

status quo. However, those movements emerged from the grassroots – and this creates the 

conditions for success in at least two significant ways: 

1. Natural leaders are identified.  Not everyone has the desire or capacity to effect social 

change or extend themselves on behalf of a larger group – in fact, the percentage is fairly 

small even in mainstream segments of society. I think we have to recognize and accept 

this fact.  Not everyone is going to be a good candidate for a community development 

initiative simply by virtue of the fact that they are part of the group we are targeting. 

That’s not to say that you wouldn’t work with anyone who expressed interest; it’s just to 

say that it might be naive to assume that we can take a group of homeless young people 

and, after a six week arts program (for example), expect that they are going to be in a 

position to give back to their community. What this tells us, I think, is that we need a way 

to connect with natural leaders within marginalized communities. We might do better to 

work alongside grassroots movements and try to identify and support the leaders that are 

emerging from those initiatives. They are the ones who have the passion and capacity to 

effect social change.  

2. The agenda is community-owned. Stakeholders expressed guilt around “asking” young 

people to give back to their community. Given the circumstances, I think that’s 

appropriate because we were trying to engage them around our agenda not theirs. With a 

grassroots initiative, the agenda is community-owned: we’re not asking anything of them; 

they are asking it of themselves.  

An overarching recommendation then (and one that has already been mentioned in this report) is 

to build from the bottom up, supporting grassroots leadership.  
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This sometimes created tension between CYFC staff and the Coordinator because each saw the purpose 

and goals of activities differently. For example, CYFC staff questioned the value of Bounce Back
20

 

because only four youth completed the program; according to conventional cost-benefit calculations, 

the costs of Bounce Back far outweighed the programmatic benefits. 

The Coordinator, on the other hand, conceived a very different 

purpose for the program: in addition to impacting the young people 

involved, Bounce Back was seen as an opportunity for CYFC to 

establish relationships with other agencies, develop a reputation, 

and create a buzz on the streets that would potentially serve to 

connect us to more young people. This was necessary, in part, 

because CYFC did not have a reputation for working with 

marginalized young people, and most of the young people we were 

trying to work with had never heard of the organization. (In fact, the 

youth and staff at the shelter just two blocks away from our offices 

had never heard of CYFC). It was therefore important to develop the 

organization’s credibility in this arena. However, relationship 

building is slow-going and the outcomes are not easily measured. 

We were in the final year of the initiative at this point, and were very 

eager for action and momentum. It was extremely challenging to 

engage in this kind of development so late in the game.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

11.2 Marginalized Staff 

In Calgary, we sought out a coordinator who not only had a facility for working with young people, but 

also had a good understanding of marginalization. Because of his own experiences immigrating to 

Canada (and his capacity to reflect upon that experience), he was able to bring some depth to our 

conceptualization of the initiative and challenge our thinking around marginalization and systems of 

power. The skills and depth he brought to the initiative helped to move us forward, and through his 

efforts, we were able to engage more directly with some of the communities of young people that were 

identified in our proposal.  
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 Bounce Back was a six week program that offered homeless youth an opportunity to work with hip hop artists 

and a professional videographer.  

“It would have made 
more sense if we would 
have done a combined 
grant application with 
the Boys and Girls Club 
or someone like that 
that had more access or 
more ability to deal 
with some of the issues 
the kids had.”  

 

Youthscape: Take 2 

Recommendation 

Building relationships takes a lot of time. For this reason, it would be best to fund organizations that 

already have trust and credibility with the community they want to engage.  
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Despite these successes, CYFC experienced a number of challenges when the culture of the coordinator 

clashed with the culture of the organization. I think we were naïve about what it would be like to work 

with someone who brings with him an “analysis” that challenges the status quo. Below are some of the 

key areas of tension that we could have anticipated a little better: 

• Values and vision: We made the assumption that the Coordinator’s values and vision would be 

the same as CYFC’s - and of course they were not.
21

 This created tension, leading to significantly 

different priorities and ideas about how to move forward.  

…the amount of time […] spent discussing things with [the coordinator] was way out of 

line. We just couldn’t move past certain things.  

Because his vision, values, and experience differed from others’, the Coordinator felt like he was 

constantly causing “trouble,” always challenging the status quo and questioning his superiors at 

every step:  

Communities, funders, IICRD – they’re all represented by people with position and 

power. So for example, someone like me who doesn’t come from a position of power and 

privilege, every time I spoke, it wasn’t seen as knowledge I was offering, it was seen as 

trouble – like I was disagreeing for the sake of disagreeing. So then I am seen as the 

trouble maker, and that becomes an issue. […] It takes a piece of you. […]. I didn’t realize 

how much it drains you to feel unvalued, to feel like you are just trouble.  

• Hierarchical decision making:  Another assumption we made was that the Coordinator would be 

able to work within a hierarchical management structure – and this was not generally the case. 

In the words of one stakeholder, “he wanted all decisions to be horizontal.” This is perhaps not 

surprising: one of the key things the Coordinator brought to the initiative was an analysis around 

power from the perspective of someone who existed on its fringes. As a result, any direction 

given by his supervisors that was not based on consensus was potentially seen as a power play. 

Not surprisingly, this created tension and confusion in an office that is used to working – at least 

to some degree – within a hierarchical accountability structure.  

• Office culture: Our Coordinator escaped with his family from a country ruled by an extremely 

oppressive regime. In the same way that a soldier does not seamlessly fit back into North 

American society after a tour of duty, someone who has experienced the violence and injustice 

of a country like Colombia is not going to understand the appeal of the ‘water cooler’ 

conversations that typically happen in North American offices. The conversations he wants to 

have are based on an experience that is very different from that of most of the staff he was 

working with. This led to feelings of isolation.  
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 As one stakeholder said “Is a mainstream organization going to have the same vision as an activist 

who had to flee his country?” We probably should have realized that the Coordinator’s vision and 

priorities would differ from ours. In fact, that’s one of the key reasons for hiring marginalized staff for 

this kind of initiative: they potentially ‘get’ marginalization in a way that we do not, and we can learn 

from them.  
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• Special treatment: In the interviews, several stakeholders seemed to acknowledge that 

marginalized individuals are likely to need support that differs from the type of support that is 

given to other staff: 

If you hire someone who’s really out there, not that you want to give them special 

treatment, but all staff get special treatment of some kind based on their capacity – and 

you need to accommodate that. […] If the project was about engaging with marginalized 

youth […], then you have to accept that your staff will be different and work with them, 

not expect them to work with you.  

…you need to remember there’s basic life skills that are missing. You need to be 

understanding. […] They do require extra support. […] It’s time consuming and 

exhausting.  

Despite understanding this on some level, none of us anticipated the impact that would have on 

the office dynamics. The special treatment the Coordinator wanted or needed contributed to 

tensions in the office. 
22

 

Calgary wasn’t the only community that struggled with these challenges: two other Youthscape sites 

hired staff from marginalized communities and experienced similar issues.  In retrospect, the tensions 

may have been inevitable because of the way Youthscape was structured. As one Calgary stakeholder 

said, you’re opening up a ‘bureaucratic’ system up to an agent that is committed to challenging the 

status quo: 

…you can’t have a community project that is housed in a very bureaucratic agency, and I don’t 

mean that as an insult, ‘bureaucratic agency’ – all agencies are bureaucratic by virtue of the fact 

that they have a system, they have a board, they have a funder, they have a mission, a mandate, 

a vision, they have programs, that’s how agencies do their work. To all of a sudden ask that type 

of setup to now step out of its comfort zone and have a staff that looks exactly the way of the 

other staff, but they’re not supervised or accountable like your other staff. That is a very hard 

thing  […] So I don’t necessarily think that the model that we have in terms of the staffing model 

– I guess, the structured nature of Youthscape lead to some of these staffing challenges – that’s 

how I would put it.  

 

 

 

                                                           
22

 When asked what kind of support he wanted, our Coordinator said that some latitude around administrative 

demands would have been helpful. He also wanted to feel that the organization “had his back:”  

“When I talked to [two other marginalized staff], they said something that was so huge for me. They said 

‘We just want someone to cover our backs.’ And I think holy shit! Exactly what I want too! I understand 

their comments […] because that’s how it is for us - reality’s tough and shit goes down and what is it you 

need? You need people to cover your back.  That’s what I was hoping for...”  
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Recommendations 

Stakeholders agreed that this kind of work requires someone who has a deep understanding of 

marginalization, and most agreed that that kind of knowledge usually comes from experience.
23

 

However, this poses significant challenges if the work is to be situated in a mainstream organization. 

Options to consider in order to mitigate some of the challenges cited above include: 

• Emphasize mutual learning and intentionally create opportunities for this. Educate the staff on 

the realities of the world from which the marginalized staff member comes. Find ways for the 

marginalized staff member to be able to engage in meaningful conversations with other staff to 

better understand how their own experiences have shaped their values and ideas. 

• Expect conflict. Anticipating and normalizing inevitable tension can help to avoid creating 

further distress. Help staff understand that conflict can be productive; it can lead to individual 

growth and extend organizational capacity.  

• Budget for additional time. Because of conflicting priorities and values, everything took much 

longer than it would have with other staff.  If an organization is really going to go down the road 

of creating a mutual learning opportunity by hiring marginalized staff, it needs to build in time 

to work through conflicting priorities and develop mutual understanding. 

• Consider whether adjustments can be made to standard decision-making protocols. Can the 

organization explore consensus-based decision making?  

• Think seriously about whether to situate this kind of work in a mainstream organization. 
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 There was one exception: one stakeholder strongly felt that this kind of work does not need to be done by 

someone from a marginalized community: “I’m a firm believer that someone who does this job does not need to 

come from a marginalized community. When you’re working, you need to be able to deal with the stuff that’s going 

on in your life and not let it affect your job. And yes, you may have been through it, but not one person has the 

same reactions – we’re all different. So your experience doesn’t mean that you can relate any better to someone 

else’s. I can empathize with you even though I haven’t been through the same thing.“ 
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12.0 Conclusion 

 

“McConnell has a responsibility here – they really need to pull the learnings from this. 

They could affect a paradigm shift in how we think about youth engagement and how 

we fund it […].Or they could at least start the conversation.…” 

Youthscape was initiated to “embed youth-friendly policies, practices, spaces and projects into the 

fabric of the project sites and, over time, across enough communities that the initiative results in a 

significant shift in the role that young people play in building our communities.”
24

 Changing practices, 

policies, attitudes, and social structures is long-term, challenging work. The road is often rocky and the 

journey is long.  Youthscape Calgary struggled at times, and we did not move as far down the path as 

we’d hoped. However, we learned a great deal from this journey, and our discoveries can be used to 

guide others who seek to travel in this complex territory.  

Integrating our learnings and sharing them more broadly with others is a key priority as Youthscape 

comes to an end. Partners in Calgary are working to embed Youthscape learnings at a number of levels, 

with CYFC shifting some of its organizational practices, and United Way integrating the lessons into its 

funding practices. As such, the small changes that were triggered by Youthscape will continue to live on. 

The learnings will also be made available to other funders and youth-serving organizations: the JW 

McConnell Family Foundation has committed to creating and disseminating a synthesis document 

outlining key lessons learned through Youthscape. The learning that has accrued in the course of this 

initiative is significant, and we hope that it helps others who journey towards youth-friendly spaces and 

places.    
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 From: Letter to grant applicants from John Cawley (JW McConnell Family Foundation), January 30, 

2007 
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 

 

 

1. Thinking back over the time you’ve been involved with Youthscape, what would you say have been 

the highlights? In what ways has Youthscape had an impact? 

 

2. What do you think have been the biggest challenges?  

 

3. If you were to do this all over again given what you know now, what would you change?  

 

4. What do you think we’ve learned about: 

• Staffing 

• Engaging community partners/Acting as convener 

• Youth engagement 

• Working with marginalized young people (and staff) 

• Trying to effect systems-level change 

• Funding 

• Structuring an initiative like this 

• The kind of support an initiative like this needs 

• Who should be involved in this work (who in the community is best placed to undertake this 

type of engagement work)?  

 

5. Anything else to add? 

 


