
March 6, 2019 
 
To our Community Partners, 
 
We are pleased to share an update about the Coordinated Funder’s (COFU) plan to invest funding in systems change 
efforts (previously referred to as sector leadership). During our initial communication in summer 2018, we shared an 
anticipated timeline for this work to unfold. This timeline has shifted in order to onboard new staff within the COFU 
partnership and to provide time for us to better understand how to best invest available dollars to achieve our mission 
and vision. We appreciate the continued time and patience of our community partners as we seek to do this work 
thoroughly and with fidelity to our Theory of Change.   
 
We are committed to continued learning and investing in one or more systems change efforts in calendar year 2019. 
Additionally, we commit to sharing what we are learning with you and hope to provide an updated timeline by mid-
summer. We invite you into this conversation by sharing three seminal works that have influenced our initial 
understanding of systems change and the connection to our shared vision that one day all people in Washtenaw County 
regardless of race or economic status achieve their full human potential.   
 

 The Waters of Systems Change, report by FSG 
 A Whole Greater Than The Sum Of Its Parts, report by 4th Quadrant Partners 
 Power Moves, field guide by the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy 

 
 
Based on knowledge from the above works, COFU leadership and staff have coalesced around the following working 
definitions: 

 System: “…a group of interacting, interrelated, and interdependent components that form a complex and 
unified whole.  A system’s overall purpose or goal is achieved through the actions and interactions of its 
components.” This definition is from the BUILD Initiative’s “A Framework for Evaluating Systems Initiatives” 
(Coffman, 2007) 

 Systems change: “Shifting the conditions that hold a problem in place.” This is the definition developed by 
FSG, a national strategy and social impact firm committed to creating equitable outcomes for people in 
communities across the globe.  

 
We find the following graphics helpful in illustrating approaches to and framing of systems change philosophies. 
 
(1) Making the Invisible, Visible - Graphic from FSG 
From this model, we’ve come to appreciate that much of the work rests in surfacing unconscious bias, default behaviors, 
and letting go of unproductive mindsets in ourselves and in our shared relationships.   
 
 

 
 

https://washtenawcoordinatedfunders.files.wordpress.com/2016/06/theory-of-change-final.pdf
https://www.fsg.org/publications/water_of_systems_change
http://www.4qpartners.com/emergence.html
https://www.ncrp.org/initiatives/philamplify/power-moves-philanthropy


 
 
(2) Emergent Strategy in Complex Social Change - Model from 4th Quadrant Partners  
This model highlights the intentionality needed to create 1) continuous learning cycles available to all stakeholders in a 
system, 2) a clear and shared vision that is inclusive of system stakeholders, and 3) the freedom to experiment on an as-
needed basis.  Rather than imagining a linear process, we are shifting our mindset to embrace the condition of a slinky - 
always connected in a process of stretching and reforming to meet the new conditions of its environment.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
If you are interested in continuing this conversation and developing a shared understanding of systems level community 
work, please contact Katie Van Dusen (kvandusen@aaacf.org) to schedule a time to meet with our team. 
  
Best, 
 
Washtenaw Coordinated Funders 
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