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Purpose of Workshop
ANSWERS THREE 

CRITICAL QUESTIONS:

1. WHY issue-based 
community impact?

2. WHAT is issue-based  
community impact?

3. HOW do we get 
started?



AN ORGANIZATION 
OF WOMEN

Keeps the Mission Relevant

DEVELOPED AS 
CIVIC LEADERS

IMPROVING THE 
COMMUNITY

• Understanding who we are as a 
non-profit

• Having deep knowledge of the 
community

• Building networks of relationships 
across and within the community 

• Developing leadership skills
through engagement with 
community issues

• Focusing on meaningful change
and connectedness to the concerns 
and well-being of the community

Why Issue-Based Community Impact

Multiple 
opportunities for 
civic leadership 

development

It’s a path to civic leadership that impacts the community

Civic Leadership 
Development: Our 
Unique Advantage

Sustained Longer 
Term Community 

Impact

Why Issue-Based Community Impact

• Greater scope & depth of field to engage 
with the community and learn

• A menu of customized short and long term 
opportunities to develop members

• Opportunities to become thought leaders 
on civic leadership development

• Differentiate from other non-profits 
• Trained civic leaders: a vital pool of 

competencies that may proliferate into 
other sectors

Issue-based community impact is bigger, deeper, longer-term and 
more enduring than a project-based focus



TOPIC

ISSUE

FOCUS

IMPACT AREA

STRATEGIES

TACTICS

A broad generic area that is not yet actionable because it lacks 
sufficient focus to be called a Focus Area

Identifies a particular interest area within the Topic; typically 
defined as a condition/aspect of the topic that is of interest

The particular aspect(s) of the issue
selected for impact 

Broadest definition of the results/change/ 
outcomes to be sought

More detailed objectives of the Impact 
Area. The means to achieve the results of 
the Impact Area. 

"the projects"... articulated as part of a  
range of strategies; a multi-layered, multi-
tactic approach 

What Issue-Based Impact is 

CHILDREN & 
YOUTH

THE ELDERLY WOMEN

From Topic to Issue…

Prevention & 
Treatment of 
Child Abuse

Incarcerated 
Youth

Independent 
Living

Nutrition & 
Wellness

Access to 
Employment

TOPIC

ISSUE



CHILDREN & 
YOUTH

From Issue to Focus…
TOPIC

ISSUE

FOCUS

Effective 
Parenting

Prevention & 
Treatment of 
Child Abuse

Children in 
Foster Care

Other

CHILDREN & YOUTH

From the Focus Area to…
TOPIC

ISSUE

FOCUS Effective Parenting

Prevention & Treatment of Child Abuse

Children in Foster Care

IMPACT
Teen parents have 
good parenting skills 

and support

Children are returned 
to a stable family 
environment



Creating Strategies…
FOCUS Effective Parenting Children in Foster Care

STRATEGIES

Teen parents have good 
parenting skills and 

support

Children are returned 
to a stable family 
environment

Increase the 
number of teen 
parents who 

access parenting 
education

Increase access 
to support 
services for 
teen mothers

Ensure a secure 
& welcoming 
environment 
for family 
visitation

Increase 
counseling 
services for 
children & 
parents

IMPACT

Developing tactics
Teen parents have good parenting 

skills and support

TACTICS

Child Care for 
Mothers in 

School

STRATEGIES

Increase the number 
of teen parents who 

access parenting 
education

Increase access to 
support services for 

teen mothers

Mothers 
Mentoring 

(Teen) Mothers

Teen Parenting 
Support (Peer) 

Groups

Home 
Visitation 

Project



Or…..
Children are returned to a stable 

family environment

TACTICS

Self-esteem for 
single parents

STRATEGIES

Ensure a secure & 
welcoming 

environment for 
family visitation

Increase counseling 
services for children 

& parents

Kids healing 
through art & 

movement

Secure safe 
“friendly”

space outside 
of home

Family 
mediation & 

skills 
development

Collaboration, Partnership & Community Connections

• Touch more people in the community 
& gain diverse perspectives

• Economies of scale –larger-scale 
operations are more efficient

• Prudent use of resources by avoiding 
duplication of services

• Community solidarity as 
organizations learn more about one 
another and build trust

• Opportunity to learn about other 
organizations and position the League 
as a potential new colleague or partner

• A widened sphere of influence for the 
League

Engaging with Issue-Based Impact



JL as Community Partner
Being an effective community partner requires:
• A skilled committed Board that is focused on the 

community
• “Seeing and being seen,” i.e. being accessible and 

having a visible presence beyond the particular issue(s) 
the League is focused on

• Being known as a smart, flexible organization; an 
organization the community can count on

• Having a “network of influence” in the community
• Community advisors/community advisory boards
• Sustainers
• Nonprofit, for profit, public sector friends and allies

Effective Issue Identification

External
Research

Member
Education

Community
Research

Board
Leadership



Board Leadership
The Board
• Sets the strategic direction

• Solid leadership in issue identification
• Community programming

• Ensures an open, transparent and participatory
process for ALL members

• Explores and cultivates key relationships

Membership Education
• Knowledge breeds understanding and 

understanding enables ACTION
• It’s our MISSION! Enabling our members to be 

effective powerful civic leaders
• Passion alone is not enough. The key is INSIGHT, 

the reason Junior Leagues became known as 
effective training organizations

• Junior League members want to be INFORMED
and EMPOWERED with knowledge



Leagues need to know:
• The issue and why it is important
• Its impact on the community and the wider world
• Who the stakeholders are
• The unmet need; how the League may be 

effective and its niche 
• How to effectively address the issue; what 

results/outcomes need to be accomplished
• What types of programs could accomplish the 

outcomes
• What skills are needed and what civic 

development interests members want to pursue

Community & External Research
Sources:
• Your community contacts & “influencers”

• Locals government, non-profit & private sector
• United Way Needs Assessments
• Mapping of local authority & non-profit services
• Literature searches and outside conferences
• Socio-economic statistics (e.g. Census; Labor 

Dept.)
• Other



Start Where You Are…
Current Community Program Audit 

Evaluate ALL current 
League programs/projects
• League-developed or 

not…
• Chosen from 

community RFP…
• Long-term projects
• Done-in-a-Days

Three Questions to ask your Members:
Ask members (as many as can be engaged) to rank 
the issue/impact areas in three different ways:

1. To what degree is [issue] a need/opportunity for our 
community? (1-5 scale with 1 being least pressing issue to 5 being critical)

2. To what degree do you believe our Junior League has 
or could develop the capabilities to make a 
meaningful difference in [issue]? (1-5 scale with 1 being we don’t have / 
can’t develop the capability to 5 being we have very strong capability / could develop it)

3. How interested are you/would you be in “working” on 
the [issue]? (1-5 scale with 1 being not interested at all to 5 being very interested)



Scenario One
• The League has a series of community projects -

short and long term 
• Quickly validate membership’s interest in the 

underlying Issue 
• Initiate the community research phase 
• Go back to the membership with a range of 

possible Impact Areas within the Issue 
• Reach agreement on the Impact Areas and 

associated Strategies 
• Now…and only now…is it time to develop 

specific projects…

Scenario Two
• League is not issue-based - wide range of short-

term projects based on agency requests
• Delegate small group to do broad “scan” of the 

community to create a list of Topics and Issues
• Ask members to rank the Topics/Issues
• Tally information; result will inform research phase 
• Board directs small group to engage in Topic/Issue 

research phase that explores potential strategies
• Bring research results back to membership for 

consideration



Scenario Three
• The League is nearing end of major project/program
• Has more than a year before launch of new/additional 

issue-based community program
• Begin issue-identification and member education 

process at least one year before launch
• Start at the beginning with:

• Community Audit 
• Issue Identification Ladder

The “Dots” Exercise
• All members get sticky dots 

(include new members & 
Sustainers!)

• Arrange Topics/Issues on poster 
sheets around a large room

• Make research available on 
each Topic/Issue(s) & Impact 
Area(s) 

• Members place dots where their 
greatest interest lies

This illustrates the intensity of interest in a very visible way. The “results”
are now delegated to a planning team to further develop Strategies & Tactics



Questions?



Issue-based Community Impact 
 

 
1. Introduction 

 
Issue-based community impact is the beginning of the Roadmap journey in the sense 
that it provides a platform for Leagues to develop a system of choices to more 
effectively engage with their communities. The Roadmap journey is therefore one 
with many different paths that offers each League an opportunity to chart its own 
course.  
 
Regardless of where the Roadmap may lead, an issue-based approach to sustained 
community impact is foundational: identifying and understanding the impact we would 
like to make on our communities requires that we assess the relevance and 
applicability of our approaches and systems to today’s world. In so doing, not only 
are we able to draw on the collective strengths and advantage of our rich legacy, we 
are also able to identify the obstacles that hinder us and reshape these in ways that 
position us as powerful advocates for better communities. Issue-based community 
impact is foundational in that it offers women a robust system of opportunities to 
learn about and make a tremendous impact in their communities. It is foundational 
because it is our Mission. 
 
This workshop/paper offers Leagues a tool to begin to engage with issue selection: 
what a process of issue selection looks like; how to get started and engage with an 
issue selection tool; how to transition some of your current work in the community 
into a deeper longer term focus; what mechanisms are necessary to execute issue-
based community impact programs, etc. This workshop/paper is designed to answer 
these three questions: 
 
• Why issue-based community impact? 
• What is issue-based community impact? 
• How do we get started? 
 
 
2. Why issue-based community impact? 
 
 
2.1. It’s fundamental to our ability to actualize our Mission 
 
We need to stay abreast of what is relevant in our communities. Our Mission is as 
viable as ever but our communities are constantly in a state of change. An issue-
based approach to community impact is at the core of who we are and what we do 
as: 
 

An organization of women…. 
• Understanding who we are as a nonprofit, how we want to be regarded by the 

community and what we want to be known for doing well. 
• Knowledgeable about our community and how it works, how decisions are 

made, where the power lies and where it does not. 
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• Building networks of relationships across and within sectors of the community. 
 

developed as civic leaders…. 
• Civic engagement is about increasing (individual and collective) 

connectedness to our communities where we have a shared stake in the 
wellbeing and concerns of our communities.  

• It is not volunteering for volunteer sake but how rather we build and mobilize 
support around an issue and how we position the League as a resource 
around that issue. 

 
creating meaningful and lasting community impact….. 

• Changing/improving/creating systems and services of importance to the 
community. 

• Impacting communities beyond the immediate or personal sphere of interest 
of the membership. 

• Developing/supporting civic leadership skills in delivering service, effective 
organizational systems, philanthropy, advocacy, public service, etc.  

 
2.2. Building a network of trained civic leaders 
 

Multiple opportunities for civic leadership development 
• An issue-based approach offers multiple opportunities for civic leadership 

development because it encompasses greater scope and depth of field for 
women to engage with their community.  

• It also offers a menu of short and long term opportunities to develop members 
through multiple customized paths to civic leadership. In this way it is different 
from a project-based focus which tends to be extremely limited. 

 
Civic leadership development: The Junior Leagues’ unique 
advantage 

• Developing the potential of women with a focus on civic leadership enables 
Leagues to continue impacting local communities while contributing to a 
broader, global effort to develop civic leaders. 

• In so doing, The Junior League is established as thought-leaders on all things 
relating to civic leadership development. This is what differentiates The Junior 
League from other nonprofits and is our collective competitive advantage and 
leadership brand. 

 
Millions of women share The Junior League’s values 

• More and more women are motivated by the need to improve and change 
their communities. Civic leaders trained through engagement with their 
communities provide a pool of vital competencies that is multiplied as women 
are redeployed into other sectors—creating the impetus for further impact.  

• This is particularly pertinent if we account for the anticipated increase in the 
need for skilled nonprofit leaders as the current Baby Boomer generation 
moves toward retirement, which coincides with a projected increase in the 
number of nonprofit volunteer and executive leadership positions. 
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Women’s development is crucial for many societies worldwide 

• Women hold up half the sky. Developing women civic leaders that permeate 
all aspects of society advocating for better communities is a powerful path 
towards sustained social and economic development.  

 
2.3. Women building better communities 
 

Sustained longer term community impact 
• Community impact must target lasting or meaningful change. In order to 

bring about lasting change, Leagues must shift from being project-focused 
(tactical short term) to issue-based (longer term impact). Issue-based 
community impact is a bigger, deeper longer term focus than a project-
based focus. An issue focus provides League volunteers with multiple 
opportunities to engage with civic leadership development.  

• By being issue-based, the League is positioned to make a sustainable 
difference in the community which is an important reason members have 
joined. Leagues are able to actually impact issues in the community rather 
than being seen as volunteers doing projects. Leagues have the power to 
define how they want to be regarded by the community. 

• By definition, longer term impact requires Leagues to shift to an external 
focus on the community around which Junior League women are 
mobilized and trained into civic leadership. Opportunities for members to 
develop customized civic leadership skills creates the opportunity for a 
density of competencies to emerge, evolve, grow and multiply impact into 
all aspects of society. 

 
 
3. What is issue-based community impact? 
 
 
Now that we understand the significance of an issue-based approach to community 
impact, both in terms of results for our communities as well as for the opportunities it 
creates for our members to acquire and demonstrate powerful leadership skills, we 
need to ensure that we use consistent terminology when referencing what we mean 
by “issue-based” community impact. 
 
To better illustrate what issue-based community impact is, we have developed a 
structure or taxonomy that functions as a multi-tiered methodology starting at the 
highest or broadest level and narrowing downwards, refining at each step of the way.  
By refining downward, it is possible to reach a point where you are able to identify 
both the broad issue on which you are focusing as well as the more specific impact 
or results you seek to accomplish through very selective and detailed strategies and 
tactics as they apply directly to the results.    
 
This taxonomy functions like an upside down ladder and while it isn’t always 
necessary to start at the “top” and work systematically downwards, it is necessary to 
understand the sequence of the steps within the ladder as well as what each step 
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represents in its relationship to the rest of the ladder, i.e. there exists a carefully 
articulated association between each step. 
  
 

ISSUE Identifies a particular interest area within the topic; typically defined as a condition/ 
aspect of the topic that is of interest.  Examples: children readiness for school; 
elderly able to sustain independent living; equity in access to employment; etc. 

FOCUS  

TACTICS 

STRATEGIES 

IMPACT AREA 

A particular aspect of the issue selected for impact.  Examples: the impact on 
health and nutrition on school readiness; transportation barriers to independent 
living; etc. 

TOPIC A topic is that which identifies a broad area of interest. Examples: children & youth, 
healthy families the elderly; incomes security; women; the arts; etc.  

Broadest definition of the results/ change/ outcomes to be sought.  
Examples:  the affect of health measures on school nutrition; 
Transportation accessibility & special needs for the elderly; etc. 

More detailed objectives of the impact area...the means to 
achieve the results of the impact area.  Examples: integrated 
nutrition and exercise programs with healthy benchmarks for 
children; transportation services with disabled access; etc. 

"The projects"... articulated as part of a range of 
strategies.  Examples: a multi-layer, multi-tactic 
approach; the projects. 

 
Idea Source: A Dalton  

 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: 
What is referred to above as a Topic is what many Leagues refer to as a Focus Area. 
In this taxonomy what differentiates the two (Topic form Focus Area) is whether or 
not what you have identified is actionable, i.e. whether the statement of your Focus 
Area tells you, your members and your community what it is, albeit broadly, you hope 
to accomplish through your work.   
 
A Topic is a broad generic area—it is not (yet) actionable and therefore lacks 
sufficient focus to be called a Focus Area. It is certainly part of the “focusing” process 
but in and of itself, it has not been narrowed sufficiently to be actionable and 
therefore does not constitute your Focus Area. Working our way down the ladder to 
reach a point where our intended actions are clearer, the next step in the taxonomy 
after the Topic is the Issue. 
   
An Issue identifies a particular interest area within the Topic; typically defined as a 
condition/aspect of the topic that is of interest.  
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For example:   
 
 

Children 
ready to 

learn 

Children and 
Youth 

 

The Elderly 
 

Women TOPIC 
 
 
 
 Incarcerated 

Youth 
Independent 

Living 
Nutrition & 
Wellness 

Access to 
employment ISSUE 

 
 
 
The example above demonstrates how an Issue provides very different options to begin 
to focus. By identifying the Issue, you have reached the point where it is possible to see 
what aspect of the broader Topic you are interested in impacting.  By choosing the 
Issue, you have started to narrow your focus.  An Issue statement is still fairly broad but 
does offer a range of opportunities to further narrow the focus in terms of how you begin 
to create your plan for community impact. This is where “focusing” comes into play: 
 
Focus:  The particular aspect(s) of the issue selected for impact. Examples: the impact 
of health and nutrition on school readiness; transportation barriers to independent living; 
etc. 
 
 
 

Children 
ready to 

learn 

Children and 
Youth The Elderly TOPIC 

 
 
 
 Incarcerated 

Youth 
Independent 

Living 
Nutrition & 
Wellness ISSUE 

 
 

The impact of health 
and nutrition on 

school readiness 

 

Transportation barriers 
to independent living 

  
FOCUS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: 
This is the step in the taxonomy where you begin to decide which “doors” you will enter.    
There are many ways to tackle an Issue: the purpose of finding your “Focus” is to enable 
the League to decide exactly how it wishes to tackle the Issue it has chosen. This 
becomes important as the League further narrows and details for the purpose of 
selecting an Impact Area. 
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Example to better illustrate what this “focusing” step is all about: 
 
 
 

Children and Youth  
 
 
 

Children ready to learn FOCUS 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IMPACT 
AREA Child 

Care 
Literacy

Poverty

Developmental 
Disabilities 

Overall Child 
Health incl. 
Nutrition Maternal/ 

Newborn 
Health 

The Impact of health and nutrition on school readiness 

 
 
 
 
 
 
There are innumerable factors that impact the ability of children to arrive at school ready 
to learn.  The door that a League selects to focus on depends on a range of factors:   
• What door (or doors) offers the League the opportunity to create the most varied 

platform on which members have an opportunity to demonstrate/develop civic 
leadership skills. In very practical terms, some areas of Focus will offer more while 
others may offer fewer opportunities for the expression of civic leadership for 
members. This may be a deciding factor of whether a League opts to pursue this 
Focus or not.  

• Where are the greatest areas of unmet need/ unrealized opportunity in the 
community? 

• What is your organizational capacity (people, time and financial resources) to 
manage multiple approaches to an issue? An approach to the issue will involve a 
menu of choices (“doors”) to tackle that issue. Leagues will need to assess their 
capacity against their selection of choices to tackle the issue. 

• Where is the likelihood of the highest degree of agreement amongst members about 
the outcomes to be accomplished? 

Once you have determined the menu of choices to address the issue or the door(s) your 
League will enter, i.e. the direction you select for Impact, you have reached the outcome 
development phase of Issue Selection. 
 
The Impact/Impact Area: Depending on which door(s) you have chosen as your Focus, 
now is the time to determine what results you seek to accomplish; what “impact” you 
seek as a result of the civic leadership development of your members.  Through your 
issue research to date, you have knowledge of what the needs and gaps are in the 
Focus Area. Your goal now is to determine what results you seek to accomplish.   
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For example: Using Maternal/Newborn Health and Child Care “doors” as your areas of 
Focus.   Let’s demonstrate what Impacts under each of these might look like: 
 
 
FOCUS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IMPACT 
or 
RESULTS 

Developmental 
disabilities 

Poverty 

Maternal/ 
newborn 

health 

Ensuring that: 
• pregnant women & new 

mothers have adequate 
pre-natal care 

• pre-natal care children 
0-5 receive well-child 
pediatric care

Ensuring that: 
• children have access 

to quality, affordable 
childcare 

• children in childcare 
receive age 
appropriate literacy 

Child care

Overall child 
health, incl. 

nutrition 

Literacy

The Impact of health and nutrition on school readiness 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: 
You now have reached the stage in the Taxonomy that is typically referred to as the 
Program or Project Development Stage. This is the stage where you will need to 
broaden your thinking and understand that this is the point where you determine the 
Strategies and Tactics you are going to employ to move toward the Impact/Impact Area 
Outcomes outlined above in the example.  
 
This two-step Strategy/Tactic process is important because it ties what is to be 
accomplished to the tactics that need to be used.  By tightly linking strategies and tactics 
together, there is greater clarity about what is being accomplished which leads to 
significantly higher membership satisfaction in terms of how the members feel about the 
civic leadership work they are doing as well as the meaningful community results that 
the League achieves. 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: 
In this document, the main focus is on the process of Issue Selection. However, there is 
a very deliberate parallel process that Leagues are engaged in: to “map” the skills and 
interests of its members through the new membership model. This is the critical civic 
leadership development segment. Understanding the skills and interests around civic 
leadership development of your members will, to some extent, give guidance to how you 
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approach the selection of the Issues on which you will develop your Community Impact 
Program. In this sense, the process is circular.    
 
Similarly, through a well developed Community Impact Program, members will be 
offered a rich menu of choices through which they can express their civic leadership 
skills and interests.  In the vernacular, it’s all connected. 
 
Using the same example of Maternal/Newborn Health as Focus areas with the Impact 
Areas/Outcomes listed below. These Outcomes become the “drivers” of the Strategies 
and Tactics you will employ. 
 
 

Maternal/ Newborn Health

The Impact of health and nutrition on school readiness  
 
 
 
 
IMPACT or 
OUTCOMES 
 
 
 
 
STRATEGIES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 
 
TACTICS 
   

Ensuring that pregnant 
women and new mothers 
have adequate pre-natal care

Increase number 
of women in an 
underserved 
community who 
receive early and 
regular pre-natal 
care (one factor in 
women not having 
adequate care is 
access) 

Ensure that new 
parents, 
particularly teen 
parents, receive 
early education on 
caring for their 
newborn child 
(one factor in not 
having adequate 
care is information 
on parenting) 

Provide home 
visiting 
services to 
new teen 
parents 

Increase the % of 
newborns receiving 
early diagnostic 
screening (catching 
delays early 
significantly 
increases the 
chances a child can 
receive supportive 
care and treatment, 
which minimizes 
delays later on) 

Increase the % of 
newborns 
receiving regular 
vaccinations 
(ensuring a child 
receives needed 
vaccinations in the 
right sequence is 
a bedrock of 
healthy 
development) 

Ensuring that pre-natal 
care children 0-5 receive 
well-child pediatric care 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Conduct a public 
awareness campaign 
targeting women in an 
underserved community 

Train community 
volunteers to 
enroll eligible new 
mothers in the 
WIC program 

Provide 
hearing/vision 
screening to 
newborns 

Deliver home 
visiting 
services to 
new parents

 
 
We end with the tactics at the bottom of the taxonomy. To summarize: At the very top, 
we began with a Topic, which we further narrowed to an Issue. We then further 
narrowed to identify the Focus(es) within that Issue Area, which enabled us to carve out 
the Impact (Long Term Outcomes) we wish achieve. In articulating the Impact or 
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outcomes, we are now better positioned to identify Strategies (typically Shorter Term 
Outcomes) and the Tactics (direct service, advocacy, public education/awareness, 
capacity building) we will use.  
 
IMPORTANT NOTE: 
Tactics:   One important reason we emphasize a range of Tactics is that each Tactic 
makes it possible to address the Issue from a different perspective and consequently, to 
deepen the impact.  
 
For example: You may have chosen an Issue that is critically important to the community 
but earlier efforts have indicated that the public is not sufficiently aware to support 
meaningful action. The recommended tactic in response to this would be to consider a 
public education and awareness effort in order to gain the attention of the public’s 
attention to the issue. 
 
In this example we have been following multiple Tactics under different Strategies. We 
do this to emphasize the importance of building a “menu” of approaches to the Issue you 
have chosen. That menu needs to include not only different Tactics but also Tactics that 
require different periods of time to implement …some long-term and some shorter-term.  
This is where well designed DIADs fit in quite well.   They are “one-time” events but now 
they’re tied directly to the Issue. 
 
Regardless of which placements your members choose, the issue-based approach 
detailed in the different steps of the taxonomy requires that they should all be 
knowledgeable about the issue and the overall effects/impact that the League is seeking.  
As large groups of members become more knowledgeable about the issue and are able 
to talk about the desired impact, the League becomes recognized as a “force” in the 
community on the issue and not simply as a source of volunteers that carry out work for 
other community organizations. The members are better prepared and able to speak on 
the issue and the League expands its base of thought leaders. This empowers the 
members, strategically positions the League on the issue, and addresses the issue 
itself.  
  
  
4. How to engage with issue-based community impact? 
 
 
Having established a common language using the taxonomy, we are now in a 
position to apply the methodology to a process of issue-identification. The good news 
is that in most cases, Leagues will most likely be able to align this approach to 
community impact with the current work going on in the community.  It does not 
mean “stop what you’re doing and start over.” 
 
At this stage we have only discussed the taxonomy in terms of definitions and 
relationships. Now we need to match this with other conditions that are absolutely 
necessary to ensure that the process of issue-selection is built on a strong 
foundation. This involves a series of necessary ingredients: 
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Collaboration/partnership/community connections 
 
An important “condition” that must be in place to support the system of issue 
selection is collaboration.  The League needs to be positioned “in the community” 
and approach virtually all of its work from the perspective of working with other 
organizations and community leaders.  This does not mean that everything the 
League does will be in the form of a formal partnership or collaboration but much of it 
will be because the issues in our communities require many minds, many hands and 
many organizations networking together if we’re really going to achieve meaningful 
impact.    
 
Effective community partnerships 
 
Being an effective community partner requires: 
• A skilled committed Board that is focused externally, on the community, so that 

the League is “at the table” or actually creating the table 
• “Seeing and being seen” beyond any particular issue(s) on which the League is 

focused at any given point in time. Just because the League isn’t focused on 
preventing child abuse doesn’t mean the League shouldn’t accept an invitation to 
meet with key leaders about the rising concerns over reports of child abuse. 

• Being known as a smart, flexible organization that the community can count on 
requires us to ensure that our governance as well as our management systems 
are community-focused (and not League-focused) by having a “network of 
influencers” in the community including: 

o Community advisors/community advisory boards 
o Sustainers 
o Nonprofit, for profit, public sector friends and allies 

 
Let’s look at the elements that need to be in place for effective issue identification:    
 
Board Leadership: 
 
It is essential that the League Board, out of its responsibility to set overall strategic 
direction for the League, play a strong role in assuring a well developed issue 
selection process (as well as the subsequent development of the community program 
plan, its execution, evaluation etc. all of which requires thoughtful planning and 
consultation -- but which is for another workshop). 
 
The Board does not “choose” the issues and instead ensures that there is a very 
open process that involves as many members as possible.  The Board also ensures 
that the initial phases of research are thorough as well as balanced, and remain 
focused on the issues rather than one any particular tactic the League might choose 
to execute.   
 
Leagues sometimes turn the process of issue identification over to a Community 
Research/Project Development Committee and what often happens is an “over-
identification” by members of the Committee with the issue to be chosen and the 
tactics to be used.   
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While this over-identification is understandable given that these usually are the 
women with the most knowledge about the issue as well as hold the relationships 
with prospective community partners, the problem is that the choice often becomes 
more the preference of the Committee with members just agreeing to go along…..an 
agreement that all too often doesn’t translate in members “showing up” when it’s time 
for the projects to begin. In an engagement process that lacks rigor, members lack  
sufficient understanding of or fail to buy in to the issue. They don’t feel meaningfully 
involved in identifying how the issue -- as well as the subsequent strategies and 
tactics -- enabled them to exercise civic leadership skills. 
 
The scope of a Community Research/Project Development Committee’s 
responsibility is determined by the Board and this Committee reports its findings to 
the Board in an objective way. The Board needs to ensure and oversee a highly 
participative process. 
 
Membership Education 
 
If there’s a critical spoke in this wheel it’s the membership.  Remembering that The 
Junior League is an organization of women trained as civic leaders creating 
community impact……the members’ knowledge of issues and their active 
engagement in the identification of the issues on which the League builds its 
community impact program is essential.   
 
This is less about the technical questions of “voting” on a new issue area or focus 
and more about the membership becoming deeply knowledgeable about the issues 
of their community because it is that knowledge that fuels their ability to exercise 
effective civic leadership. 
 
Membership Education is important because: 

• Knowledge breeds understanding and understanding enables action. 
• We’re in the business of enabling our members to be effective powerful civic 

leaders 
• Passion alone is not enough and in certain circumstances can even cause 

harm because decisions are driven more by emotion and less by data. This 
reality is what impelled Mary Harriman to ensure that Junior Leagues became 
effective training organizations that would produce women who make 
informed decisions. 

• Junior League members want to be informed and empowered to speak on 
issues 

 
For the League to be effective, its members need to know: 

• What the issue is….what are we talking about and why it is important 
• What impact the issue has on our community and on our wider world 
• Who the stakeholders are (and remember that stakeholders, in this context, 

are not necessarily all in favor of addressing the issue the same way nor do 
they all necessarily agree that the issue is a “problem”) 

• The ways in which the League can be effective—where is the unmet need and 
where is our niche?  
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• What needs to be done to effectively address the issue? What 
results/outcomes would we be seeking to produce? The sooner members are 
engaged in thinking about the results rather than the specific activities, the 
greater the chances of having sustained member interest will be 

• What types of programs could accomplish our outcomes? Engaging members 
in brainstorming different program options can be a very effective way of both 
solidifying member interest and in ensuring high levels of involvement in 
whatever program options ultimately are chosen 

• What am I as an individual member personally trying to accomplish as a civic 
leader? What skills do I bring with me and what skills am I interested in 
acquiring? How will opportunities to engage with different issues support my 
civic leadership career? 

 
Finally, many members will have knowledge of community issues of potential interest 
to the League. This is one critical reason why Leagues are encouraged to involve 
ALL members, i.e. new members, actives, as well as sustainers, in the issue 
education and identification phase.    
 
Of course as you work your way down the Issue Selection Ladder toward the design 
of tactics, you will need information from your members not only about their skills and 
interests, but also about their time availability and other operational factors that will 
affect what the League will eventually be doing.   
 
Community Research 
 
This is where your community resources—people as well as organizations, 
government, other nonprofits and the business sector—play a critical role.   
Oftentimes it is helpful to determine early on what data and reports may already 
exist.  Traditionally Junior Leagues have looked to the United Way for planning data 
and there are many similar types of organizations in all of our communities that offer 
similar resources.    
 
The benefit of these reports is not so much to do your work for you as to help you 
quickly narrow the scope of where your work begins.  In many instances these types 
of existing needs assessments are the best way to start the Issue Selection process 
because they can help the League quickly sort the Topics that most interest your 
members and on which you are most likely to be able to execute an effective 
program.     
 
Once the handful of topics has been agreed to, you will go back out to the community 
specifically seeking those with expertise and a perspective as you begin the 
“narrowing” process. 
 
While you will probably “meet” a number of potential community partners along the 
way—organizations with whom you may end up organizing projects and programs—
it’s very important to keep separate the research you are conducting at this phase 
from any particular community organization or agency with which you might work in 
the future.   
 
For example, if you decide to conduct a panel discussion at a General Membership 
Meeting on a particular Issue and you invite staff from local community agencies 
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because of their knowledge of the issue, it is very important that they are clear that 
you are asking them because of their content knowledge and that you are expressly 
not interested in their presenting their organization or “pitching” to your 
members….that is not the purpose of the discussion and it would be premature. 
 
A great deal of the community research that is undertaken will be in the form of 
meetings with people throughout the community.  In the early stages of your 
research, the focus will be on gaining a full understanding of the issue, its primary 
causes/effects, and the degree to which those you are meeting with view it as a need 
in the community.  This also is the time to begin to understand who the key players 
currently are; what organizations exist to address the issue and where there may be 
unmet needs.   As you gain a deeper understanding of the issue you will find your 
conversations begin to focus more on considering possible approaches/solutions and 
gaining insight into how your community might view the role of the League if you 
were to become more involved.    
 
Again this is still not at the “would you work with us” levels, but it is the point where 
you are very interested in understanding how possible future partners view the 
League, how well they understand the role of volunteers and how much support they 
might give if your League were to work with them.  One of the essential things is for 
the League to be fully convinced that a prospective partner and/or project will provide 
a high quality opportunity for members to exercise civic leadership development—as 
it is for the League to be committed to working on the issue with that prospective 
community partner.  We are not “just an organization with volunteers to give to 
community agencies; we are an organization of women, trained as civic leaders, 
creating meaningful and lasting community impact.” 
 
Finally, while there is a degree of factual exploration to this process (i.e., data 
driven), it’s also a process grounded in values about how issues are addressed—
values that will vary across different sectors of your community as well as within your 
membership.  There are many different perspectives on all issues. In the end, the 
selection of an issue will involve reaching some workable agreement within your 
membership about the approaches to be adopted—an agreement that will be 
expressed in the Strategies as well as the Tactics selected. 
 
For example:  Let’s take the issue of preventing childhood obesity. There are lots of 
opinions about why this problem exists.  Some view it as primarily an issue of 
personal responsibility and eating habits while others believe the causes are 
primarily genetic and biological -- while still others see the food industry as being the 
primary cause.   In the end, the League may decide that the issue is the result of 
personal behaviors and choices, as well as some policies and practices that 
unnecessarily encourage poor eating habits.   Reaching that conclusion enables the 
League to then move forward to choose the Strategies and Tactics it believes will 
best get at the root causes as it sees them. 
 
External Research 
 
The degree to which a League invests in external research—by which we mean 
reviewing literature in the field, attending conferences outside of your community 
and/or connecting with regional, national and international experts—will vary. 
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Nevertheless it can be a valuable source of information to guide you in the Issue 
selection process. 
 
Now that we understand the different “players” in the process, let’s look at different 
ways you can begin the Issue Selection process….starting from where you are right 
now. 
 
The Community Audit 
 
Regardless of where you start, all Leagues are encouraged to do an “audit” of the 
projects and programs you have been involved with—whether you developed them or 
you chose them from a community RFP process—whether they were long-term 
initiatives or a cluster of Done in a Day projects.   
 
This audit will provide both helpful information on where you want to begin the 
community research phase, but more importantly, it will give you a sense of the 
issues to which your members are attracted….or not…depending on what your 
experiences have been.   
 
Option 1:   
 
The League has a series of short and long-term community projects...some DIADs, 
which fall loosely in the same issue area.  If this issue is of sufficient interest to your 
members then you build the issue platform under what you're already doing, 
adjusting some of your strategies/tactics as you go forward: 
 
• Quickly validate that your members are indeed interested in the issue that 

underlies what you are currently doing 
• Initiate the community research phase (and if appropriate, the External Research 

phase) 
• Go back to the membership with a range of possible Focus Areas within the Issue 

and begin to engage them in the areas that most resonate. Are you currently 
involved in activities that are located within the different Focus Area possibilities? 
If at this stage the membership exhibits a greater interest in some areas over 
others, this may signal that it’s time to begin to scale down some of your current 
projects while preparing to scale up others that better align with the prospective 
Focus Area. 

• Reach agreement on the Focus Area and the Strategies to be accomplished 
within each 

• Now…and only now…is it time to develop the actual projects 
  
Option 2:   
 
You aren't really issue-based at all; you're doing a wide range of short term DIADs 
and rely heavily on community agency requests for placing your volunteers. Do a 
quick survey of members about the issue areas embedded in what you're already 
doing to see which ones intrigue them and then begin the education process: 
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• In this scenario it often will be wise for a small group to be delegated the 
responsibility to do a broad “scan” of the community, e.g. review United Way 
Needs Assessments, etc., to quickly create a list of Topics as well as Issues 
within the Topics.  A simple overview of Topics and Issues should be sufficient to 
give your members the information they need to direct where further research 
interests them. The “three questions” is often a way to narrow at this phase: 

 
Members (as many as can be engaged) are asked to rank the Topics/Issues in 
three different ways: 

1. The degree to which they view the Topic and/or Issues that are a 
significant need/opportunity in the community 

2. The degree to which they believe The Junior League collectively has the 
capabilities to make a meaningful difference in each Topic and/or Issue 
Area 

3. The degree to which they are personally interested in, and see themselves 
“working” in, the Topics and/or Issue areas 

 
Tally this information (report it back out to everyone to close the feedback loop) 
and it will most likely direct the next phase of research. Narrowing the Topics and 
potentially the Issues within those Topics can be done in a face-to-face setting or 
via Survey Monkey. A small group now engages in the early phases of Topic and 
Issue research and begins to explore potential Strategies within different Issue 
Areas. At this point the research is brought back to the membership and often this 
is where the “dot” exercise can be very powerful. 

 
The “Dots” Exercise 
• All members (interesting to include new as well as sustainers) get “x” sticky 

dots (e.g. 2 or 3). The Topics and Issues are arranged on poster sheets 
around a large room. Research on each Topic, Issue(s) and Focus(es) are 
available for members to read.  Members are asked to place their dots where 
their greatest interest lies 

• Members can “vote” all their dots in one Issue/Focus or they can spread them 
around. This is a very transparent way of indicating where the intensity of 
interest lies 

• The “results” of this sorting are now delegated to a planning team to further 
develop Strategies and Tactics. 

  
Option 3:   
 
The League is nearing the end of a major project/program and ideally has at least a 
year and perhaps more before planning to launch a new/additional issue-based 
community program. This is the moment to launch the issue exploration/education 
process in order to be ready to tee up the next initiative: 
 
• In this situation you would begin at the beginning: Community Audit and then 

move into the Issue Identification Ladder. 
  
The Close: 
 
We’ve covered a lot of ground and this is just the beginning. However, this is also the 
foundational piece for effective community impact programming and we believe that if 
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you can create an effective Issue Education/Selection process you will find that the 
program design/evaluation, implementation, and operation phases are comparatively 
easy to execute. 
 
Being an organization of women, trained as civic leaders, creating meaningful and 
lasting community impact……That’s the Junior League.  




