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The Integration Initiative (TII) supports cities that are 
harnessing existing momentum and leadership for change, 
overhauling long obsolete systems, and fundamentally 
reshaping their communities, policies and practices to 
meet the needs of low-income residents. The Integration 
Initiative is an effort of Living Cities, a collaborative 

A. BACKGROUND

1. Systems Change – Moving beyond delivering programs to focusing on transforming systems such as 
transportation, health, housing and jobs.   

2. One Table Approach – Building a resilient civic infrastructure, one table where decision-makers from across 
sectors and jurisdictions can formally convene and work together to define and address complex social problems and 
change systems.   

3. Bringing disruptive innovations into the mainstream – Bringing disruptive innovations into the mainstream and 
redirecting funds away from obsolete approaches toward what works.  

4. Driving the private market to work on behalf of low-income people - Supplementing traditional government 
and philanthropic funding streams by driving the private market to work on behalf of low-income people. What has 
emerged through this work is the understanding that part of the reason that capital does not flow to low-income 
communities has to do with the availability of intermediaries capable of receiving this capital, and a pipeline of 
projects that it can be deployed to.  Living Cities has termed this work capital absorption.

Each site participating in The Integration Initiative is required to incorporate four high-impact strategies into their work 
to drive systems transformation and achieve impact at scale:

In addition to the ongoing work with the sites, Living Cities is developing a robust Knowledge and Evaluation strategy to 
share lessons from this work to the wider field. As part of this strategy, Living Cities is working to capture lessons learned 
from on-the-ground efforts in sites and share them with key stakeholders in philanthropy, finance and government. By 
working with these influential stakeholders, Living Cities aims to make the funding and policy environments supportive 
of systems transformation and drive expansion and adaptation of innovative practices to cities across the country.

of 22 of the world’s largest philanthropic and financial 
institutions seeking to improve the lives of low-income 
people and the cities where they live. In October 2010, 
Living Cities announced the five sites chosen for The 
Integration Initiative. The site teams participating from 
2011 to 2013 are Baltimore, MD; Cleveland, OH; Detroit, 
MI; Newark, NJ; Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN.

In aggregate, the sites selected for The Integration 
Initiative received an investment of $85 million in grants, 
flexible debt, and commercial debt from Living Cities and 
its members. They also participate in an array of formal 
and informal partnership and knowledge exchange and 
technical assistance opportunities including one-on-one 
meetings, site visits, online collaboration tools, and cross-
site convenings known as “Learning Communities.”

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disruptive_innovation
http://www.livingcities.org/catalytic-capital/capitalabsorption/
http://www.livingcities.org/about/members/
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B. EVALUATION OVERVIEW

C. WORK WITH THE SITES

The evaluation of The Integration Initiative has multiple 
components.  Each site has hired a local evaluator who is 
responsible for providing formative feedback to the sites 
as well as tracking and reporting on outcomes. Formative 
feedback is an assessment of how well an organization 
is implementing an initiative.  In addition, the national 
evaluation team, made up of Mt. Auburn Associates 
and Mathematica Policy Research, was hired to provide 
Living Cities itself with formative feedback and to track 
and analyze the outcomes of the Initiative overall. The 
purpose of the formative feedback is to provide support 
for developmental decision-making and course corrections 
along the emergent path.  

This is a summary of the second formative report issued 
by the evaluation team.  The first formative report covered 
how the Initiative evolved from the time of the initial 
solicitation of interest to January 2011, the proposed 
startup date for the Living Cities funding.  This summary 
covers the activities of the sites and Living Cities during 
the first year of implementation from January 2011 to 
January 2012.   

Closing the Deal

While staff expected grant and financing agreements with 
the sites to be completed by January 2011, the work took 
considerably longer than anticipated, particularly the 
financing component.

•	 The grantmaking process required a greater time 
commitment and staff resources than sites had 
anticipated. The finalization of the grant agreements 
evolved differently in each of the sites. While the initial 
intention of TII was to accelerate existing activities, 
in reality a lot of planning activities took place in the 
first year since in some of the sites the approach of 
the Initiative was not fully “cooked,” and many of the 
activities being proposed were either new or evolving. 

•	 Closing the financing took much longer than 
anticipated. A continuing challenge in 2011 was 

The key questions addressed in the second formative 
report are:
•	 How did the Initiative evolve over the first year of 

implementation?
•	 What has been the role of Living Cities staff in the 

design and implementation of the work in each of the 
sites and in the “knowledge and influence” work?

•	 What have been some of the achievements and 
challenges in this first year in terms of the work of 
Living Cities?

•	 What are the implications of what was learned in 
terms of future work? 

The formative evaluation report looked at three aspects 
of the Living Cities work on The Integration Initiative 
during 2011: work with the sites, knowledge and 
influence, and the philanthropic approach specific to 
Living Cities.  The report also provides implications of 
these findings for moving forward.

closing the financing for the five Integration Initiative 
sites. In Baltimore and Detroit, the two sites with 
general recourse loans to a single, well-established 
CDFI, the process was straightforward and relatively 
smooth. The process at the remaining three sites was 
more complicated as TII lenders (commercial and 
Catalyst Fund) had to underwrite multiple entities in 
the Twin Cities, some of which had limited experience 
with debt, work through acceptable credit issues 
for the Special Purpose Entity (SPE) borrowers in 
Cleveland and Newark, and negotiate the details of 
some lending activities to be undertaken in each city.   

•	 TII represented a challenge and major time 
investment for Living Cities lenders. For the 
commercial lenders, TII represented a departure 
from previous Living Cities’ commercial financing, 
which made the lending process more challenging 
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Goals and Tools of Living Cities Work

Living Cities staff thought that after considerable time 
spent working with sites on planning, their work in the 
first year would not be as intensive.  However, it quickly 
became evident that there was considerable work that 
needed to be accomplished if the original goals and 
intentions of the Initiative were to be met.  The goals of 

the staff’s work with sites during the first year fell within 
the following four categories:

•	 Alignment:  Bringing TII local efforts into alignment 
with the overall approach and principles that Living 
Cities had developed for The Integration Initiative.

•	 Accelerating Progress:  Speeding up the formation 
of the governance groups, or working groups in each 
site focused on particular issues in the Initiative, and 
the actual programmatic work of the sites.

•	 Team Building:  Helping to support new 
relationships amongst stakeholders within each site, 
across the sites, and between Living Cities and site 
leadership.

•	 Accountability:  Ensuring that the sites are focused 
on results and that meaningful reporting mechanisms 
and evaluation structures are in place.

WORKING WITH SITE: LIVING CITIES GOALS

INTERVENTIONS ALIGNMENT
ACCELERATING 

PROGRESS

TEAM BUILDING

ACCOUNTABILITY
• Within Sites
• Across Sites

• Living Cities and Sites

Learning Communities

Site visits and 
check-in calls, feedback

Strategic support 
(special visit, 

consulting funds)

Knowledge 
dissemination (i.e. 
oneline platform)

Reporting

Evaluation

and time consuming.  In addition to underwriting 
a new set of CDFIs, which was anticipated, the 
commercial lenders also had to “customize” financing 
to accommodate SPE structures in two sites.  Another 
challenge was reconciling the expectations of a diverse 
lending syndicate. Some CDFI borrowers believed 
that a “lowest common denominator” dynamic was 
at work in which the most conservative lender in the 
consortium set the underwriting standards. 



Implementation of the Living Cities Integration Initiative: Year One Formative Feedback 5

Goals and Tools of Living Cities Work

Learning Communities  Living Cities designed and 
ran three cross-site convenings known as Learning 
Communities during the first year of implementation. 
Feedback on these convenings included:

•	 Learning Communities were valued as a time for 
reflecting, deepening commitment, and building 
relationships.

•	 Days focused on a particular challenge sites were 
facing provided new insights and learning in some 
substantive areas.

•	 Some of the content sessions at the Learning 
Communities could have been designed to be more 
helpful and appropriate to the site work. Attendees 
felt that there was a highly uneven level of expertise in 
the audience on certain areas and that in some cases, 
the connection between the content being discussed 
and the site work was not clear.  The most commonly 
noted issue was that many felt that there was too much 
use of outside experts rather than either local experts 
or individuals with more on-the-ground experience.  

•	 The consistency and reach of who attends the 
Learning Communities have somewhat limited the 
ability to maximize the learnings for the site.

Site Visits  In the first year of the initiative, Living Cities 
visited each site for formal, structured meetings to discuss 
progress of the initiative with each site. In many ways, 
the site visits by Living Cities staff, along with the more 
informational and regular communications with the sites, 
have been the most important interventions for achieving 
all of the goals of the Living Cities site work.  

•	 Site visits were seen as important for keeping sites 
focused and attentive to milestones.

•	 Many at the sites valued the site visits in terms of 
being able to reflect on the tough issues.

•	 While almost all sites reported that they were pivoting 
to a more productive relationship with Living Cities, 
a number also felt that the site visits were too time 
consuming and some felt the “pushing” as too strong.

Other Interventions

•	 Targeted technical assistance and flexible funding for 
technical consultants and special projects were very 
highly valued by sites.

•	 Quarterly reporting and the focus on milestones 
are seen by some as contradictory given the 
adaptive frame for the project. While many of those 
interviewed noted that the focus on milestones helped 
keep them on track, a couple believed that there was 
rigidity to the milestones that seemed in some ways 
more applicable to projects.  

•	 The Online Learning Community, a portal for Living 
Cities and TII participants to share information and 
ideas, is becoming increasingly used to promote cross-
site teamwork.

Progress in Achieving Goals of First Year Site Work

Through the Learning Communities, site visits, and 
other strategic work, Living Cities has made progress in 
pivoting to being perceived by sites as a learning partner.  
In addition, the work has helped to build teams within the 
sites as well as across the sites.  Beyond building the team, 
the work of Living Cities in the first year helped to move 
the sites towards greater alignment with TII, most notably 
in terms of the growing recognition of the importance of 
the governance tables.  In terms of accelerating progress, 
the area that stood out was the strategic interventions, 
which many sites noted helped them overcome a difficult 
point that was impeding progress.

While progress has been made, many challenges 
constrained success in achieving all of the goals set out 
in the first year of implementation. Notably, many sites 
do not fully understand the system change orientation of 
The Integration Initiative work.  Moreover, the significant 
time commitments related to Learning Communities, 
site visits, and responding to Living Cities information 
requests have had some impact on the progress of the 
sites. One of the greatest challenges in the first year’s work 
has been the mismatch between the pace of activity at sites 
and the need to deploy capital relatively quickly.
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D. KNOWLEDGE & INFLUENCE

Progress in Achieving Goals of First Year Knowledge 
and Influence work

The first year of TII was primarily focused on getting 
the initiative started, but a limited amount of time was 
focused on fleshing out how the learning and work of 
the sites could impact the field. As a result, the strategy 
related to capturing lessons from TII and strategically 
influencing members and the field is still in its early stages.  
Some initial observations on the state of knowledge and 
influence include:

•	 While there are many positive aspects of the early 
attention to the Initiative, there are also some risks and 

challenges.  Most notably, when others write about 
the Initiative, it is not always in a way that totally 
conforms to the Living Cities “message.”  

•	 Living Cities has already taken action to deepen 
learning about some issues and strategies that surfaced 
through TII work.

•	 While it is still very early in the Initiative, two areas—
capital absorption and leveraging the role of anchor 
institutions--have emerged that have led to follow-up 
research and work on the part of Living Cities.  This 
work is already having some influence in the field.  

Dual role of Living Cities members

Living Cities’ member institutions located in each of 
the sites also serve as key partners at the table for each 
initiative. Both members and staff report a number of 
positive aspects of the dual role, particularly in sites with 
multiple philanthropic partners. These include:

•	 Living Cities staff has generally had a greater level 
of comfort pushing on some key issues because of 
previous relationships with members.  

•	 Back channel avenues have proven useful when 
particularly thorny issues arise.  

•	 Local members serve as a bridge to the local 
community, sometimes being a “translator” for both 
sides.  

The dual role of members has been more challenging in 
sites with one strong dominant foundation.  For example, 
in Baltimore, Cleveland, and Newark, where one Living 
Cities member is dominant, there have been instances 
where the dual role has not been as productive.  Living 
Cities staff has taken different approaches with each of 
these cities to right-size, circumscribe, and/or formalize 
the role of the member in the site work.   

Blending finance and program

While capital remains an essential ingredient, the jury 
is still out in terms of the transformational impacts 
of blending capital and grants in weak market cities.  
Financing and programmatic work are still relatively 
siloed at all levels.

E.  LIVING CITIES ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING
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Achievements

Looking at the first year work, several achievements 
emerged from the interviews. Sites indicated that Living 
Cities’ multiple interventions have helped to shape the site 
work in positive directions. In addition, there is a growing 
sense of a team within sites, across sites, and between 
Living Cites and the sites as well as a growing appreciation 
of the realities of the work.  Further, sites believe the 
new tables are showing significant potential. Lastly, the 
financing work is providing early learning and outcomes.

Challenges

While there are several achievements emerging, there is 
still a lot of work remaining. An important insight is that 
the desired project- and system-related outcomes will 
likely take more than the current three-year timeframe 
of the grants. Also, while Living Cities has devoted 
considerable work to advancing the TII framework, 
all sites do not fully understand nor own it. Another 
significant challenge has been working with the public 
sector, which has been more challenging than anticipated.  

Implications/Recommendations

Based on these achievements and challenges, several 
implications and recommendations have emerged. First, 
when working with the sites, Living Cities must continue 
to clarify thinking and sharpen communications about 
specific elements of TII. This includes pushing them on 
the core elements of TII in their work, such as moving 

beyond projects to systems change. Second, Living 
Cities must deepen the shift to a partnership with the 
sites. This means being more explicit about how flexible 
the organization is willing to be across all the sites, 
maintaining a new tone, and reducing time burdens on 
sites. In addition, Living Cities should further promote 
within-site and cross-site learning. Living Cities should 
also expand the time horizon to be more realistic given 
where the sites are and the time it took to startup. Living 
Cities should start conversations about sustainability 
now and set realistic expectations about on-the-ground 
outcomes associated with the work.  

In addition to how Living Cities works with the sites, 
there are some important considerations around financing. 
Living Cities should consider further tweaking financing 
to meet capital deployment goals. This includes adjusting 
TII financing terms, working with local sites and CDFIs 
to address capital supply and absorption issues, and 
pursuing national level innovations and system change

In terms of knowledge and influence, Living Cities 
should continue to increase the focus and resources for 
this work. Living Cities should also be more deliberate 
about connections between TII and other organizational 
activities. Lastly, the field would benefit from Living 
Cities developing external learning materials about TII 
financing and the grantmaking process.

To learn more about The Integration Initiative, please 
visit our website here. 

F.  ACHIEVEMENTS, CHALLENGES & IMPLICATIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS

http://www.livingcities.org/integration/overview/

