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Getting Started: A Sustainability Self-Assessment

Sustaining comprehensive community initiatives depends on developing a clear, sensible, and
convincing plan for marshalling the key resources that are necessary to continue (and often to
expand) your work. However, in order to develop a sustainability plan detailing where you want
to go, a necessary first step is to take stock of where you currently are.

The Uses of the Self-Assessment Process

This tool is intended to help program developers and community leaders who are working to
sustain comprehensive community initiatives assess their progress and identify areas that need
extra attention, resources, or technical assistance. This diagnostic process can provide
valuable information to guide the development of your sustainability plan, for example, to
capitalize on the assets of your initiative, as well as to plan for the development of additional
capacity in areas that need strengthening. This tool can also help you make decision about how
to target scare resources to move toward sustainability. This tool is part of The Finance
Project’s Sustainability Planning Workbook, a comprehensive toolkit for developing a
sustainability plan.

How the Tool is Organized

Sustaining a community initiative over time requires work both within the initiative, and between
the initiative and the broader community. Work within the initiative focuses on deciding what
should be sustained, gathering data to demonstrate its value, taking steps to constantly improve
over time, and seeking new avenues for sustainability. Work with the outside community
focuses on building a broad base of support and working with other people and organizations
around common goals.

This tool examines eight key aspects of sustainability and lists individual tasks or steps within
each one:

(1) Decide what the initiative wants to sustain

(2) Develop a results orientation

(3) Identify, develop and pursue a variety of financing options
(4) Encourage and take advantage of changing opportunities
(5) Develop a broad base of community support

(6) Develop key champions

(7) Develop strong internal processes and controls

(8) Develop a sustainability plan
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Each aspect and task is listed in terms of a desired state; initiative leaders can rank themselves
on a five-point scale to see how close they are to where they would like to be.

This list is partly sequential, since some items naturally come before others. For example, it is
important to know what you want to sustain before deciding how to sustain it. Also, it is
necessary to develop a good “product” internally before selling it to the outside world. However,
other items will need to be pursued simultaneously. For example, initiative leaders will need to
cultivate champions not as a last step but in conjunction with efforts to develop financing
strategies.

A brief word concerning language. Just as the goals for sustaining community initiatives may
vary, the terms to describe these efforts and their leaders also differ. Some community leaders
refer to their work as an initiative, others whose goal is institutionalizing their efforts may use the
term organization, and yet others may characterize their efforts as continuing a particular
program. To avoid repetition, this tool uses “initiative” to mean an organization, initiative,
collaborative, group, program or other entity that is trying to sustain its work. It also uses
“initiative’s leaders” to mean staff, board members, volunteers or others who may act on behalf
of the initiative.

Suggestions on How to Proceed

This first step in using this tool is deciding what “initiative” means. For some, it may mean the
entire initiative, including its partners and collaborative process. For others, it may mean a
specific agency or set of services. For multi-site initiatives, this tool can be used in two separate
processes, at the larger community or initiative level, as well as at the site level to assist a
particular site team in planning their work.

Based on what you determine “initiative” to mean, the second step is to decide who to have at
the table during this process. Having the appropriate decision makers participate is key to
getting the most out of the assessment process. The absence of a representative from the
largest community-based organization in your initiative or of a principal from a school-based site
will likely make these conversations much more difficult and much less useful.

It is important to keep in mind that few initiative leaders have time to address all of these items
in detail. Leaders should not assume that they must do all of these tasks, to the highest level, in
order to succeed. Rather, they need to make their own best judgment about where to focus
their attentions. This tool aims to give initiatives a comprehensive array of options to help
leaders make their own best decisions about where to target scarce material and human
resources to move towards long-term sustainability.

As you walk through this assessment tool, this process may raise questions and issues that you
may not want to take the time to address. Jot these questions and issues down in the
comments section of the tool to return to at a later time.

Allow a minimum of one and one-half to two hours to complete this assessment process. If you
are using this tool with a group larger than 10, you may need to allow additional time for
discussion.
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