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REAL-TIME LEARNING AT LIVING CITIES:  A CASE STUDY  
 
 
In September 2011, Living Cities embarked on a developmental evaluation of its current portfolio of work.  This 
evaluation effort is intended to help Living Cities (members and staff):  

1. Learn from its results, 
2. Increase its differential impact, and 
3. Create a culture of learning and innovation internally and in its network. 

The “real-time” component of the evaluation is helping Living Cities achieve these goals by guiding Living Cities 
in applying what it is learning in current work and, building a culture of learning and innovation in the process--
to make the embedded learning process “just how we do our work here.” 
 
Living Cities contracted with 4th Quadrant Partners (4QP), an organizational learning expert, to implement the 
developmental evaluation.  Fourth Quadrant Partners has found through its work that organizations in the social 
sector face three big challenges to building real-time learning into their work.  These challenges can be 
addressed through tools and principles of emergent learning. 
 
Real-Time Learning Challenge Emergent Learning Approach 
Ensuring that insights from reflection actually get 
applied to improving results in current work (so 
that lessons turn into true “lessons learned”) 

Staff worked with consultants to identify learning 
questions that focus the staff’s evaluation work on learning 
about strategically important work in real-time 

Lack of time and the perception that learning is 
something that happens apart from real work 

Staff use Before and After Action Reviews to link learning 
activities to current work (See Appendix A for illustration) 

Learning to improve results in complex work and 
changing environments, with a multitude of 
stakeholders 

Staff use EL (Emergent Learning) Maps to identify patterns 
across a variety of situations, consolidate lessons from past 
work and develop plans for applying them to current work 
(See Appendix B for illustration) 

 
The key tools in this process are Before Action Reviews (BARs), After Action Reviews (AARs) and EL (Emergent 
Learning) Maps: 

• BARs and AARs provide a discipline and a structure for building real-time reflection into current work. 
They are designed to be “fit-for-purpose” – taking as little or as much time as makes sense, given the 
purpose of the reflection. (see Appendix A for illustration) 

• EL Maps provide a visual process for reflecting on multiple pieces of work, work in different kinds of 
environments, or longer-term processes to identify insights and principles to apply to current work. (see 
Appendix B for illustration) 

Using these tools in existing work, Living Cities staff has been able to take the time to gain richer insight around 
their work: e.g., engaging members, making grant decisions, holding effective convenings and influencing the 
field.  
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CASE 1:  REAL-TIME LEARNING-- LIVING CITIES’ CAPITAL FORMATION WORK 
The following case study illustrates how real-time learning has been used to support educating stakeholders 
about the challenge of Capital Absorption and introducing the Capital Absorption Ecosystem framework.  More 
broadly, the case serves as an example of how Living Cities is learning from its results and building its learning 
culture in real-time. 

 
EVOLUTION OF THE CAPITAL ABSORPTION FRAMEWORK 
 
In the course of developing The Integration Initiative (TII), the Living Cities staff was repeatedly struck by 
unanticipated gaps in what they began to refer to as “capital absorption capacity” – the ability of communities 
to make effective use of different forms of capital to provide needed goods and services to underserved 
communities.  As a result of this experience, Living Cities began to develop a research agenda meant to 
illuminate those political, cultural, and financial elements that enhance capital absorption capacity. The focus is 
not on the supply of capital, but rather on how communities deploy investment and create an environment that 
puts dollars to work on behalf of low-income people. 
 
The goal in developing this research agenda –a work in progress – is to build a new framework that promotes 
deeper understanding of how to build capital absorption capacity and that ultimately influences the way that 
Living Cities staff, members, program teams, community groups, public agencies, experts in the field and 
possibly new kinds of partners work together to build more sustainable, innovative and catalytic programs, 
products and services that deliver on the promise of Living Cities.   
 
From October 2011 to March 2012, with the support of Heidi Sparkes Guber from Fourth Quadrant Partners 
(4QP), the Capital Formation staff engaged in real-time evaluation practices focused on the introduction of the 
Capital Absorption framework to a variety of Living Cities’ stakeholders. Through a series of presentations, 
planning meetings, roundtables, conferences and workshops, the Capital Formation staff tested the validity and 
usefulness of the framework with such stakeholders as The Annie E. Casey Foundation, Ford Foundation and 
Kresge Foundation; TII project directors and teams; Capital Formation Committee members; professional 
associations, such as the Opportunity Finance Network (OFN); and leading consultants in the field of community 
development.   
 
The framework has been introduced to elicit stakeholder feedback on what might be missing in this whole 
system perspective and to open ideas on how such a framework could be best used to influence the field, 
beginning as a diagnostic and evolving to being a shared framework for self-assessment and research that might 
integrate multi-stakeholder efforts and lead to collective innovation. 
 

DEVELOPING A REAL-TIME EVALUATION AGENDA 
 
In October, Robin Hacke, John Moon and Amy Chung started working with Heidi Sparkes Guber to develop a 
real-time evaluation agenda that would harvest the learning and results that this work could offer as the 
presentations progressed.  The team’s key learning question was:  

“What will it take for Living Cities to influence the ability of underinvested communities to access and 
absorb capital?”  
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Since the issue includes all elements of the complex ecosystem and how those elements interact to deliver 
capacity or not. The scope of that influence included all stakeholders at the table (e.g., experts, CDFIs, financial 
institutions, foundations, etc.). 
 
The team then determined the outcomes that would indicate that their approach was working. These outcomes 
ranged from changes they hoped to see in the short-term to longer-term changes. These included: 
 

1. LC staff, members, and cities using the LC Capital Absorption Ecosystem Framework increasingly are 
asked to talk about it  (indicator of getting a seat at the table of leaders on this issue) 

2. Language originated by LC for what a next generation community development system looks like is 
widely adopted  (indicator of increased alignment, changing the conversation, and reframing an issue; 
e.g., ‘capital absorption’ is an LC term now used by others in our field) 

3. The LC Capital Absorption Ecosystem framework is taken up/utilized in TII and other communities 
4. CDFIs think differently about how to approach analysis of geographic expansion; funders and consultants 

approach analysis of intervention in particular places from an ecosystem perspective 
5. LC members seek systemic solutions in their efforts around capital absorption (indicator of increased 

alignment; e.g., members use our framework to do their assessments) 
6. Policy makers adopt recommendations provided by LC staff and members, and local officials use the 

framework to make their cities “investment-friendly” 
7. New policy/ practice is in alignment with the LC capital absorption approach, and LC is invited to advise 

and speak publicly on these issues 

The real-time evaluation work made use of a series of already scheduled presentations and events, embedding  
a set of learning experiments into them.  This intentionality about real-time learning advanced the team’s 
understanding, thinking and desired results around influencing the field.   

CONDUCTING EMERGENT LEARNING AROUND CURRENT WORK RELATED TO CAPITAL ABSORPTION 
 
Prior to each event, the Capital Formation staff met in person or by conference call to conduct a Before Action 
Review (BAR) about how to most effectively introduce the Capital Absorption framework with each group of 
stakeholders. The staff’s aim was to make explicit the results intended and what success would look like, the 
challenges anticipated, and lessons learned from previous experiences that staff could use to engage and 
influence their audience.  Following each session, the team then conducted an After Action Review (AAR) to 
compare intended with actual results and to capture further insights and improvements to be tested in 
subsequent events.  
 
The team also noted any discoveries about their own thinking that might help them adapt their approach or the 
framework.  For example, during the first BAR conducted around the AECF and Baltimore TII initial CA 
framework presentation, the team expressed two concerns:   
 

1) “We’re proposing a framework in its early stages, rather than a concrete program, i.e., this is an 
invitation to co-create, which is more complicated and may be less appealing to a team that already has 
a lot on its plate,” and  
 

2) “Meeting participants have a wide range of understanding on these issues: most are not experts about 
finance and may not understand how capital absorption works.”  

Surprisingly, the reaction that meeting participants expressed instead was, “Why didn’t we do that before?  It 
seems very intuitive once you see it.” As a result, the Capital Formation staff began to shift their thinking about 
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the readiness of their audiences, as described in the subsequent AAR: “Test our own assumptions about who 
they are and what they know or care about.”  
 
Robin Hacke described another insight that has since reinforced one of the basic propositions of the framework, 
i.e., that all stakeholders “begin to think functions, not actors; system, not transactions; cities and regions, not 
just neighborhoods”: 
 

“The CEO of TRF was on the phone and his loan officer was there in person… We talked about the 
fact that in some ways the biggest intervention in systems change for capital in Baltimore was the 
fact that TRF was now there.  When I asked ‘What does this feel like from your perspective?,’ they 
replied that they have seen a lot of movement; they feel they are learning great lessons on 
geographical diversification... and that TRF now … may have a stronger relationship with Baltimore 
than they do with Philadelphia, which is their home… By being the ‘cool thing’ in Baltimore, they are 
getting momentum in their work that is really great for them.  They had never really thought about 
that in their work. That was a new insight for me, too….” 

 
Meetings and events for which staff conducted BARs and AARs  
 
These events include Capital Absorption Framework presentations, events in which the issues around capital 
absorption were addressed, as well as other Capital Formation activities. 
  

October 18  Presentation to Casey Foundation 
November 9  Framework presentation to Living Cities members in NYC 
November 15 OFN TII Presentation 
December 13  Capital Formation TII Webinar 
January 30  Consultant’s Roundtable 
February 9    Learning Community Capital Absorption session 

 
Key results  
 
The results below show that progress has been made on desired outcomes 1-4 above in the past few months.  
The team will continue to test their assumptions and monitor their results against their desired outcomes 
moving forward.  
 

• The capital absorption paper and related blogs have been released for public comment.   
• The Capital Absorption session at the Integration Initiative Learning Community demonstrated that sites 

were able to use the worksheet as a self-assessment tool and that they were interested in working 
further on improving their capital absorption capacity 

• Without prompting, the Denver TOD team is using the capital absorption framework as part of their 
analysis of the economic development and small business lending capacity. (see  outcome 3 above) 

• Enthusiastic response from the Community Finance Roundtable at the White House convening on Strong 
Communities affirmed that Living Cities is thinking differently (and more completely) about the topic of 
increasing lending capacity through the capital absorption framework.  Several participants approached 
LC staff to learn more; and the meeting’s moderator wants to convene a meeting with LC and other staff 
from HUD, those involved in SC2, and possibly other agencies to get an update on capital absorption 
work. (see outcome 3 above) 

• LC language has moved into the lexicon of a subset of members and grantees.  (see outcome 2 above)  
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Headline insights about increasing Living Cities influence on the field 
 
In this disciplined way, each session built on the learning and results of the previous sessions, as a more robust 
understanding of what it takes to influence these various stakeholder bodies and the field at large began to 
emerge.  In addition, the practice has also yielded a few early key results outlined below, some of which can be 
traced directly to the thread of learning and application along the way.  
 
It is worth noting that all of the "lessons learned" described here are lessons about influence in general, one of 
Living Cities' core strategies. This is no surprise, as the staff started this work focusing on the influence strategy 
(rather than on the model itself).  These are important lessons for Living Cities staff to take to heart.  The lessons 
also challenge any team in the fields of community development or systems change to think about what it really 
takes to influence thinking and stimulate new insight; e.g., when the knowledge and/or product should be fully 
packaged and when it might be better to come to the table as a work-in-progress.  Key lessons include: 
 
• Open Framework:  The importance of offering an open framework that can be tested and adapted, based on 

real stakeholder experience – and the role this plays in evoking an open exchange of information, as well as 
accelerated ownership.   
 
Example:  At the initial 10/14/11 presentation to AECF and the Baltimore TII leaders, all parties talked openly 
about comparative successes and failures, with site leadership leaving interested in learning more about the 
framework.  
 

• Self-Disclosure:  The power of candid self-disclosure on the part of Living Cities staff about the mistaken 
assumptions in TII design that led to the creation of the Capital Absorption framework.  This willingness to 
share opened the way for more honest communication - from TII teams, key members and recognized 
experts alike - about the way in which the system, as is, is not working and is not sufficient to achieving LC’s 
mission. This disclosure has also led to a greater intent among some to share knowledge, information, and 
thought partnership in seeking new solutions that will influence different outcomes.   
 
Example: The Consultant Roundtable’s response to the opening LC story about how the framework emerged 
led to an unprecedented consensus around major issues in the field of community development; e.g., David 
Erickson’s reflection that “It's so clear to me that everyone is unhappy with the status quo and it is a relief 
that nobody is touting simple answers. This is going to be tough work, but so important and the timing is 
perfect!”  This conversation has also led to deeper thinking partnerships and new offerings for collaborative 
work for Living Cities staff and key consultants in the field of community development. 
 

• Seeing the System:  The desire on the part of stakeholders, even when not expected, to contribute new 
solutions because they now see a larger system in which they could make a difference. 
 
Example: Kimberlee Cornett’s insight (in the 11/9 meeting with Ford, Kresge and AECF) about re-framing the 
CA Framework from a diagnostic tool for funders to a self-assessment tool for CDFIs and others in the field 
to anticipate their own strengths, gaps and possible solutions – followed by her introduction of the LC staff 
and the CA framework to the people writing the application criteria for the Wachovia Next Awards.  
 

• Disrupting Models:  The disruption of the established model centered on local engagement and actors, 
which has led to collective consideration in the field about the functions that make a healthy investment 
environment.  This new perspective allows for more possibilities for performing those functions, such as 
including regional and national players who were not considered previously.   
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Example: TRF’s discovery that it has been better received in the Baltimore TII site than in its own native 
Philadelphia, and its subsequent rethinking of a strategy for geographic expansion. 

 
Reported benefits to the Capital Formation staff 
 
The deliberate building of learning into these influence activities has helped the Capital Formation staff share 
tacit knowledge and think together more strategically about the design and facilitation of their meetings. Staff 
observed that BARs and AARs: 

• Help the team define collective concrete intended results and challenges and to quickly bring other 
stakeholders up to speed 

• Provide a valuable frame and forum for clarifying goals among different individuals and evaluating 
results 

• Provide an ongoing reference point as they think through and plan specific events 
• Link meetings and build upon the momentum and learnings from each meeting 

NEXT STEPS 
 
The Capital Formation team plans to continue to conduct real-time evaluation of its Capital Absorption work. 
However, for the next quarter, the team plans to take on another question that concerns both the Living Cities 
strategy and the activities of its members:  
 

“How can we best integrate program and capital in different types of situations to have optimal 
impact on behalf of low-income people?” … “What are the conditions that affect what the optimal 
integration might be?”  

 
Next steps will include:  
 

• Conduct BARs and AARs around the design of a series of publications about program/capital integration 
• Continue real-time evaluation practice with the Green Economy Working Group to explore opportunities 

outside of energy efficiency, and to do so in a way that combines grants and loans most effectively 
• Continue BARs and AARs in Capital Absorption to focus results and learning for the remainder of this 

quarter  
• Conduct an EL Map around defining events, insights, hypotheses and upcoming opportunities in all 

initiatives for influencing the ability of low-income communities to absorb capital. 

  



                 6/6/2012  7 

APPENDIX A: BEFORE AND AFTER ACTION REVIEWS 
 
The Action Review Cycle builds rigor into informal brief/debrief learning practices. Before- and After-Action 
Reviews are part of a larger tool box designed to help teams learn from their work over time, in order to 
improve results and generate greater knowledge. 
 
The real-time evaluation questions identified by staff help answer the question: Who should reflect on what and 
when, in order to learn and improve results and knowledge around this question?  
 
Insights on results and causes gained can be captured and used as data for broader evaluation questions. In the 
process, staff and stakeholders are learning how to use a tool set that can be adapted to other contexts outside 
of the focus of the evaluation plan. 
 
For more information on the origin of this set of tools, see “Learning in the Thick of It,” Harvard Business Review, 
July/Aug 2005. 
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APPENDIX B: EL (EMERGENT LEARNING) MAPS 
 
EL Maps are a simple, scalable tool for structuring 
rigorous reflection on a body of data – quantitative, 
qualitative, and/or anecdotal. The power of the process 
lies in comparison – seeking out patterns, counter-
examples or surprises. The structure helps participants 
focus as much on when and how to apply new thinking 
as on the thinking itself; it avoids the syndrome of 
holding a great conversation…and then going back to 
work. 
 
EL Maps can be done in a half hour by two people, or 
over the course of a day or more with 150 people. They 
can be conducted in person or virtually. Virtual EL Maps 
have even been used as a portal for a knowledge 
management by a very large, global organization. 
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