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Community Change:  
The Way of Shared Ownership, Stewardship, & Accountability  

Presented on the Tuesday, October 25, 2022, plenary at the Community Change Experience in Delray Beach, Florida by Tom Klaus, PhD, Founder of 
Tenacious Change LLC and Developer of The Tenacious Change Approach. 

Good morning. My name is Tom Klaus and I’m the 
founder and president of Tenacious Change. Tenacious 
Change is located in Laurel, Maryland, on the ancestral 
lands of the Piscataway People. The Piscataway People 
were among the first in North America. I want to thank all 
generations of the Piscataway People who cared for that 
land and the other Indigenous peoples who cared for this 
land in Florida and throughout the Western Hemisphere. 

I’m also the developer of The Tenacious Change 
Approach. A postcard has been included in your welcome 
packet so you can learn more about The Tenacious 
Change Approach as a journey to achieving collective 
impact. I hope you’ll take time to check us out.  

Since the beginning, it has been my honor to serve as the 
convenor of the Core Planning Group for this event, which 
has included the EJS Project, Palm Health Foundation, 
and Tamarack Institute.  

Today our theme is “Grounding.” I’d to open this time by 
addressing what may be the three most obvious 
questions related to this theme.  

The first is… 

The answer isn’t overly complicated. The “grounding” is in 

the ideas of shared ownership and those of 
stewardship and accountability which follow with it. By 
grounding we mean these are the starting points for 
community change. They are foundational mindsets 
that we need to accept, embrace, and animate if change is 
going to take hold and endure.  

The second question is… 

 
Our four organizations, independently, have been on a 
journey that has brought us to these mindsets and this 
collaboration for several years.  

For me, that journey began when I was working at the 
state, and eventually national level, on projects funded by 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Since the 
early 1990’s my work has focused on helping communities 
embrace new attitudes, policies, and practices related to 
the reduction of teen pregnancy. Over those years I 
learned a lot about the dynamics of community 
change, especially as it related to hot “culture war” 
topics like adolescent sexual health and teen 
pregnancy. From that work the Tenacious Change 
Approach began to take shape.  

About 10 years ago I met Paul Born and Liz Weaver, at 
that time co-CEOs of the Tamarack Institute, at the first 
Collective Impact Champions for Change event in 
Cincinnati. Something in what I heard them say resonated 
with what I had been learning and doing in my work. Liz 
and I began to have regular conversations by phone and 
Zoom and we soon realized our organizations had been 
traveling parallel paths. I became a Thought Leader with 
Tamarack, contributed some blogs to its website, co-wrote 
an article or two with Liz, and was on faculty for some of 

https://tenaciouschange.us/creating-movements/
https://tenaciouschange.us/creating-movements/
https://ejsproject.org/
https://www.palmhealthfoundation.org/
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/
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their events. In 2018 Liz asked if Tenacious Change and I 
would take the lead on a collaborative proposal for Palm 
Health Foundation. That proposal became the project that 
helped establish BeWellPBC and which strengthened 
important connections with Palm Health Foundation and 
the EJS Project.  

After Tamarack’s 2019 Community Change Festival, 
where I had been on faculty, I talked with Liz and floated 
the idea of doing a similar event in the U.S. We discussed 
possible partners in the planning of the event and Palm 
Health Foundation and the EJS Project came almost 
immediately to mind because of what we knew about 
them from our time of working with them.  

Obviously, our friends in South Florida were quite open to 
the idea and by the winter holidays in 2019 we began 
planning. Now, in 2019 this event seemed very doable 
and with little risk. Then came 2020 and the COVID-19 
pandemic which has hung around, even until today. Our 
original event was planned for October 2020, as some of 
you may know. But here we are, finally, in 2022 and we 
are so grateful that YOU are here. Thank you! 

 
Speaking of “thank you,” this is the first opportunity I’ve 
had to publicly appreciate everything that the Core 
Planning Group, made up of people from EJS Project, 
Palm Health Foundation, Tamarack Institute, and 
Tenacious Change, have done to bring us to this day. So, 
to Dupree, Pat, Abby, Vanessa, Pam, Andy, Lisa, 
Duncan, and Jakob, sincerely, thank you for your 
tenacity, creativity, passion, goodwill, bravery, and even 
your good humor, over these past three years. We have 
met on the basis of faith. We had few financial 
resources but a strong faith that something good would 
come out of our effort, despite the pandemic. You each 

are exemplars of collaboration and collaborative 
leadership! Thank you, friends! 

This brings us to that third question… 

 
When Liz Weaver and I talked in 2019 we agreed that it 
was critical to find partners who had similar perspectives 
on what it takes to create community change as those 
held by our two organizations, especially as it related to 
shared ownership. In Palm Health Foundation and the 
EJS Project, we found those partners. Over the next few 
minutes, I want to share the Tenacious Change and my 
perspective on why shared ownership matters. However, 
while our Core Planning Group holds many common 
perspectives on shared ownership, some of our 
perspectives are unique because our lived and 
learned experiences are different. As a result, our 
language may be different as well.  

Therefore, it is not my intention to speak for them because 
they will be sharing out of their experiences in their own 
words, and examples, throughout this event. I own that 
for the next few minutes, you are hearing from my 
unique experience, learning, and understanding.  

In the U.S. we have a created an “expert” culture that has 
an extremely limited understanding of the meaning of 
expertise. Let me illustrate what I mean with a story.  

Prior to the pandemic, I was leading a day-long training 
event in Philadelphia. It was with an organization working 
on a change project in a neighborhood. In preparing for 
the event, I stressed – repeatedly – the importance of 
having participants in the training who were residents of 
the neighborhood. On the day of the event between 60 
and 70 people were in attendance. Throughout the day I 
greeted everyone individually and learned what I could 
about them in our very brief conversations.  

https://www.bewellpbc.org/
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At the end of the day, the planning team from the host 
organization sat down with me to debrief the training. I 
offered my observation that it seemed none of the 
people in attendance were residents of the 
neighborhood. In response, one of the host 
organization’s staff spoke up (well, actually, the person 
thumped the table and nearly yelled), “Why would we 
want them here? We are the experts!”  

This person, and organization, had a limited 
understanding of expertise. For them, “experts” were 
those with resources and the “know how” to make things 
happen, you know, like their staff and community partners.  

We refer to these folks with “learned experienced” as 
Content Experts. What that organization could not see 
then, and still may not see today, is they didn’t center the 
community experts – those with lived experience of 
what it means to be in and of the community, those 
who “know about” the issue because they live it every 
day. My colleague, Lisa, from Tamarack Institute has 
authored a wonderful paper describing these “Context 
Experts.”  

Look, I know there are times when we all might feel like 
that person did. Also, if you’ve ever tried working with 
community Context Experts and Content Experts 
together, you know it can be chaotic, difficult, drawn out, 
and occasionally maddening, just as it can be inspiring, 
energizing, and innovative.  

However, it is our history of prioritizing Content 
Experts with their learned experience while 
marginalizing the lived experience of Context Experts 
that has led to something quite destructive in 
community change work.  

It has led, especially here in the U.S., to the 
phenomenon of creating “buy in.” How many times 
have you been in meetings where the discussion has 
turned to the issue of “How do we get people to ‘buy-in’ to 
these ideas?”  

“Buy-in” is the product of centering Content Experts 
in community change work instead of Context 
Experts.  

When we Content Experts…and yes, many of us here are 
Content Experts…are left alone in control of the 
community change work, we will default to a mentality 
that pushes us to persuade the community to “buy-
in.” We ask them to “buy-in” to the results of our needs 
assessment, our analysis, our ideas, and our plans for 
change. Too often the community and its Context Experts 
have only a token or decorative role in all of it. 

The antidote to “buy-in” is “shared ownership” in 
which Content and Context Experts come together in 
equality, equity, trust, respect, and integrity to work 
together for community change.  

We Content Experts need to be honest. The only place 
we are really Context Experts is within the narrow scope 
of our unique lived experience. The reality is that we are 
Content Experts anywhere we go outside our own homes 
and communities. It has been my experience, and 
perhaps yours as well, that my training and learned 
experience makes it difficult for me to keep my eyes 
focused on shared ownership rather than buy-in when I’m 
working with other communities on change initiatives. As a 
result, I don’t always do it as well as I like or live up to my 
own aspirational standard. You may not either. Still, it is 
critical that we move from a “buy-in” mentality to a 
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shared ownership mindset, because ownership 
matters.  

Ownership matters for several reasons. Let me leave you 
with five reasons I believe shared ownership matters. 

First… 

“Buy-in” means someone else has already decided what is 
best for the community…even if they don’t really know the 
community. If our focus is “buy-in,” we are asking the 
community to trust us when trust has not been built and 
the community has had no say in what is being proposed.  

When we begin from a position of ownership instead of 
buy-in, we will first open the door to those new 
partners, their ideas, and their possession of the 
change. We will co-create the change with them, NOT 
create FOR them. Ownership creates the potential and 
possibility for change to happen and become part of the 
community fabric, its culture. For this reason, shared 
ownership matters. 

Second… 

“Buy-in” signals our relationship with the community is 
transactional. That is, “you do something for me, and I do 
something for you.” There is a greater risk of failure in the 
relationship then if or when, one of the parties fails to 
deliver on what is promised. My experience is this: if 
someone has to “sell me” on something and get me to 
“buy-in,” it means it won’t be what I really want, it 
won’t really be what I need, and it won’t meet my 
expectations. Overall, it won’t really be good for me.  

However, in a transformational relationship, people are 
being equipped and empowered to do the work of change 
without strings or a “quid pro quo.” It is a mutual capacity 
building relationship between Content and Context 
Experts as each empowers the other. As each supports 
the other. As each inspires the other. As each shares 
knowledge, insight, and wisdom with the other. As 
each calls forth the best in the other for the shared 
effort. It builds and strengthens the capacity of Context 
and Content Experts to lead change together. For this 
reason, shared ownership matters. 

Third… 

This is another way of saying that it prevents the 
community from “snapping back” or “backsliding” to the 
way things were before. Avoiding this snap back is 
important because it wounds the spirit of a community 
and its people when it happens. I consider “buy-in” to be 
“cheap change.” This can mean it is done cheaply, but 
more accurately, it means poor quality. As a result, cheap 
change can also do lasting damage. “Buy-in” change 
often leaves the community with the consequences, even 
damage, of the transaction. Sometimes the damage is not 
immediate and acute, but cumulative and nagging. The 
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sellers of cheap “buy-in” change too often leave 
communities with a mess to clean up.  

Look, we all know the stories about communities where 
some good things seem to be happening, but then it 
stops. Perhaps the changemakers lost funding, lost 
interest, or were no longer getting some other benefit they 
expected. In transactional “buy-in” change, a loss of 
benefit to the Content Experts is often a reason change 
just stops. When this happens, the community can revert 
back to where it was before. In fact, it may even go back 
to a worse state, because now, people feel betrayed. The 
resources might be gone too and are no longer available 
to help them. And they may be left with just the cleanup. 
But, when a community owns the change, they protect 
the gains they have made and do everything they can 
to keep from losing them. For this reason, shared 
ownership matters. 

Fourth… 

While treating people equally sounds like a good idea, 
focusing on it alone often fails in community work. Even 
more, it masks the inequities that exist in all 
communities. Focusing only on equality disadvantages 
people who have a different starting place.  

In community change work, Context Experts often have a 
different starting place than Content Experts. The starting 
place may not be the same because of community biases 
related to education, opportunity, wealth, power, and even 
race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or many other 
common differences. Equity means every effort is made to 
eliminate the bias and ensure everyone can participate 
fully and meaningfully in the change. Shared ownership 

requires equity to be a priority. For this reason, shared 
ownership matters. 

Fifth, and finally… 

Now that you’ve heard my rant about “buy-in” versus 
ownership, here’s what will be different. The next time 
you hear someone say they need to get a community, 
organization, or system to “buy-in” to a change, you’ll 
question what they really mean. You’ll wonder if they 
are centering Context Experts, the people with lived 
experience, and frankly, they probably are not.  

You see, how we speak about something is often a 
reflection of how we think about it. It is past time to lose 
“buy-in” from our vocabulary, as well as our mindset. 
If we want our work to be about shared ownership in 
communities, then we will speak the language of 
ownership. But we have to be careful. Too often we use 
the language of ownership when we really mean “buy-in.” 
Sometimes we think it is enough to simply swap our 
language from “buy-in” to “ownership” without changing 
our mindset. Changing our language without deception 
requires us to change our mindset first. For this 
reason, shared ownership matters. 

Now, does shared ownership – not just the words but 
the concept - matter to you and, if so, why? That is a 
question we’d like you to sit with and reflect on throughout 
the day. Shared ownership, stewardship, and 
accountability represent important mindsets upon which 
we need to ground our work in community.  
For more information on this presentation or The Tenacious Change 
Approach: 
www.tenaciouschange.us  
twklaus@tenaciouschange.us 
240-583-1754 

http://www.tenaciouschange.us/
mailto:twklaus@tenaciouschange.us
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About The Speaker/Author of This Presentation 

Tom Klaus, PhD is a Maryland-based nonprofit consultant, speaker, trainer, writer, and president of the consultancy, 
Tenacious Change, LLC. The mission of his consultancy is to animate and equip people, organizations, and communities to 
lead ownership-based change to achieve a common intention/vision for the greater good. In addition to his consulting practice, 
he is a Thought Leader with Tamarack Institute, a Canadian social change organization, and an adjunct professor at Eastern 
University (Philadelphia) in the College of Business and Leadership’s PhD in Organizational Leadership program.  

Tom specializes in leadership, program, and organizational development as well as research and evaluation. His clients 
include local, statewide, regional, national, and international organizations. He has experience with community engagement 
and change, organizational leadership and change, intractable controversy management, nonprofit board development and 
strategy planning, and the management of government funded health and human services grants and projects that are 
national in scope. He is a certified Appreciative Inquiry facilitator and has been trained in delivering the Courageous Follower 
workshops by author and developer, Ira Chaleff.  

Over several years, he collaborated with his friend and colleague Dr. Ed Saunders, Director of the School of Social Work at 
the University of Iowa (Emeritus Associate Professor), on the research, development, and prototyping of the Tenacious 
Change Approach. The Tenacious Change Approach (under the original working title, Roots to Fruit of Sustainable 
Community Change) was first described in 2016 in the journal Community Development. The Tenacious Change Approach is 
a set of operating principles for inclusive, broad-based collective change leadership. It offers a way to organize and catalyze 
the work of leading change for long-lasting impact in communities, organizations, and whole systems. It also features a 
developmental evaluation to monitor progress and aid in continuous quality improvement. The Tenacious Change Approach 
has been used in several community change initiatives in the United States. It was introduced internationally in Canada at the 
Tamarack Institute’s Collective Impact Summit and Community Change Institute and through the 17th Annual Global 
Conference of the International Leadership Association in Barcelona, Spain. 

Tom is also the co-author, with Liz Weaver of the Tamarack Institute, “Collective Impact as Disruptive Illumination,” the closing 
chapter of the 2018 book from the Community Development Society, “Progress Challenges, and Next Steps in Collective 
Impact.” Their chapter highlights the use of collective impact in community development, including the Tenacious Change 
Approach. 

In September 2016 Tom's work on the Tenacious Change Approach resulted in an invitation to the Obama White House to 
meet with Promise Zone leaders from across the United States.  

Tom has earned degrees from William Penn University and Drake University in Iowa, and his Doctor of Philosophy in 
(nonprofit) organizational leadership, from Eastern University in Philadelphia.  

To Contact Tom: twklaus@tenaciouschange.us or call/text 240-583-1754 
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