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Introduction  

Congratulations!  You recently completed and submitted a business plan and financial model to the 

RHND Program. These resources looked forward three years, and will hopefully continue to guide and 

inform your work for the entirety of that period. The best business plans are not static, however, but are 

“living documents” that are regularly updated to reflect ongoing learning, changing circumstances, and 

emergent opportunities. Ultimately, your goal is not simply to follow the plan as written, but to adapt 

the plan—and your actions—as needed in order to maximize 

impact, now and in the long term.   

With that in mind, this document introduces and provides tools 

related to three concepts, which together can support the ongoing 

assessment and adaptation of your work and your business plan to 

better position you for long-term sustainability. 

1. Sustainability and Sustained Impact 

2. Continuation Criteria 

3. Biannual Review and Strategy Confirmation 

1. Sustainability and Sustained Impact 

Over the past decade, sustainability has become the focus for many 

government agencies and foundations that fund community-based 

programs and nonprofit organizations. Increasingly, funders want 

to know how organizations and collaborations plan to sustain 

programs or services beyond the grant period.  There are multiple 

definitions of sustainability used by funders, researches, and 

community-based organizations. For the purposes of this 

document, sustainability is defined as programs or services that 

continue because they are valued and draw support and resources.  

Sustainability does not necessarily mean that the activities or 

program continue in the same form as originally conceived, funded, 

or implemented. Programs often evolve over time to adjust to the 

changing levels of support and needs of the community.  Your 

network may start with one approach, but end up sustaining a 

different model of service provision after testing it in the 

community. 

For example: 

▪ A grant may provide “start-up” funds to establish services 

that are expanded post-grant period. 

▪ An initial investment may fund a model or pilot program 

from which a new program approach evolves. 

▪ Some grant-funded programs may sustain, but the services 

provided or the coverage area are scaled back to reflect a 

reduction in resources to support the program. 
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Sustained Impact  

Most definitions of sustainability, including the one provided in the previous section, focus on the 

continuity of a service or program. This perspective, focusing solely on the sustainability of programs 

and services, may understate the full range of impacts that a program may have, and it does not 

explicitly describe the potential for lasting effects in the community 

that are distinct from the continuation of a service. There are 

multiple ways that an initiative can impact a community long after 

services have been discontinued.  

Sustained impact is defined as those long-term effects that may or 

may not be dependent on the continuation of a program. 

These long-term effects may go beyond services that are put into 

place. As illustrated below, the impact may include changes in the 

way agencies work together to serve community members, cultural 

shifts, practice changes, policy changes, and changes in the 

knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of community members and 

providers. 

 

 

Reflecting on Your Sustained Impact  

Periodically—and at least annually—your collaborative should 

reflect not just on your program outcomes (e.g., the degree to 

which you accomplished what you set out to do with the 
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individuals, groups, and/or organizations you defined as your intended participants or beneficiaries) but 

on the sustained impact, or long-term effects, of your work together. As you consider your sustained 

impact, it is important to think about what might be needed for these impacts to endure in the 

community. You will likely need to identify dedicated resources (including financial, human, and other) 

to sustain these long-term impacts. For example, will ongoing training be required to maintain staff 

capacity when there are changes in personnel? Will someone need to continue to facilitate meetings to 

continue the coordination of services? How will equipment be maintained and serviced over the long 

term? These questions will come up again in Section 3. For now, review the questions below and begin 

thinking about how to work discussion of these into your network’s annual agenda. 

 

Reflecting on Your Sustained Impact 

Discussion Guide 

Ongoing impacts of 
collaboration 

▪ Are service providers working together in a new way?  

▪ Are there new working relationships among organizations 
that will sustain beyond the grant? 

Improved service models ▪ Are there new procedures in place for coordinating 
services among providers and/or social service agencies? 

▪ Have healthcare providers changed their practice or 
practice standards as a result of your program or 
initiative? 

Increased capacity in local 
systems 

▪ Have people been trained to do something they could not 
do prior to the grant? 

▪ Did you purchase resources that will remain available to 
the community, such as a training curriculum, physical 
activity equipment, computer programs, or telemedicine 
equipment? 

New policies to sustain 
impact 

▪ Have any institutional, local, or state policy changes 
occurred as a result of your efforts? 

Changes in knowledge, 
attitudes, and behaviors 

▪ Have those you serve demonstrated measurable changes 
in knowledge, attitude, or behavior? 

 

  

TIP: For this discussion, there may be relevant information that you want to document 

that is pulled from your RHND Project Evaluation Plan, Evaluation Reports, and Data 

Dashboard Reports.  In addition, these same reports may provide information for your 

continuation discussions introduced in the next section. 
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2. Continuation Criteria 

In the course of reviewing, assessing, and adapting your work and your business plan you will face 

decision points. Once all data has been taken into account, which of your current activities will you 

continue (perhaps with adjustments or refinements) and which will you wind down? By establishing 

criteria for making decisions of about which of your activities to continue, you can make an often-

subjective process more objective. Developing criteria that match the values and priorities of your 

network members/partners will help to ensure their commitment to the decision-making process and 

the eventual outcomes of the priority-setting. Defining your criteria before you engage in in-depth 

conversation can lessen the temptation to fit criteria to your preferred activities, and thus also support 

objectivity. 

Each consortium/network will have its own criteria by which to judge their activities. For instance, your 

members/partners may be more focused on the relevance of the activity to the current need than the 

short-term cost-effectiveness of the program. 

Criteria might include: 

• Has a demonstrable positive impact on individuals  

• Has a demonstrable positive impact on the community 

• Is likely to have sustained impact over time  

• Is cost effective (define) 

• Yields a positive return on investment 

• Has significant community support 

• We have—or can get—sufficient resources for continuation (financial resources, human 

resources, other) 

Once you have settled on criteria, you can include these in a chart like that found in the accompanying 

template. You may opt to simply discuss the alignment of each program with the criteria, but it can also 

be helpful to rank your activities based on how well they align with the criteria you have identified. You 

can use the following scale to do so. 

1 Definitely does not meet this criterium 

2  Probably does not meet this criterium  

3  Probably meets this criterium  

4  Definitely meets this criterium  

  

Data and discussion may lead your network to decide to wind down certain programs. Alternatively, you 

may decide that a program meets most criteria and is worth continuing, but with modifications that 

would bring it more in line with the criteria—and thus the priorities you have set together.   
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3. Biannual Review and Strategy Confirmation 

It is important to “check in” on how your programs, services, or initiatives are doing on a regular basis. 

You are likely doing this already, perhaps at regular meetings or via monthly or quarterly reports 

distributed to network members. We recommend setting aside time for a deeper dive around six 

months after the completion of your business plan, and every 6-12 months after that. The following 

describes how you might prepare and engage in such a conversation. 

Preparation 

When assessing and confirming or adjusting strategy, it is important that everyone understand what is 

true now. Before your conversation, take time to gather and distribute the following. 

A. A summary of where you are with the program, service, or initiative that your network has 

launched or is expanding, and that was a focus of your business plan —i.e., what have you been 

doing to date (and the last six months in particular), where, and for whom?  How many 

individuals (or organizations) have you served? 

B. A current budget-to-actual report for each program, service, or initiative that your network has 

launched or is expanding, and that was a focus of your business plan 

C. Any evaluation data or reports obtained since your last review 

If you have already developed continuation criteria with your partners, include that in your information 

packet. If you haven’t, include that in the agenda for your time together. 

Initial Review and Application of Continuation Criteria 

With data in hand, begin with a review of where you are vis-à-vis implementation of your program, 

service, or initiative. Consider: 

1. Where are we now with costs?  How does this compare with our budget? If actual expenditures 

differed from our budget, why? 

2. Where are we now with revenue?  How does this compare with our budget? If actual revenue 

differed from our budget, why? 

3. Where are we now with numbers served? How does this compare with our projections?  If 

actual differed from our projections, why? 

4. What evaluation data do we have, and what does it tell us?  Is our program, service, or initiative 

having the desired impact?  Are we still on track to have the sustained impact we hoped to 

have? If not, what might be the reasons? 

Next, consider what might have changed in your operating environment. (Tip: For these questions, note 

that you may have documented some of this information earlier in your marketing plan.) 

5. Has the need for what we are offering changed? If so, how? Are the circumstances in the 

community different now than when we began? Is the need less or more intense? What might 

be the impact of the shift on our work and our growth plans?  
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6. Are there any new players in our community working to meet those needs (e.g., new funders, or 

organizations or networks that are launching programs similar to ours)? If so, what are they 

doing, with whom? What might be the impact on our work and our growth plans? 

7. Have we seen any models or approaches we admire and might like to incorporate into our 

approach? 

8. Have any new opportunities emerged, e.g., for funding, visibility, partnership, impact…? 

9. Have we identified any new or emerging risk factors?   

With a common understanding of where you are now with respect to implementation and impact, and 

what, if anything, has changed in your operating environment, it’s time to put your Continuation Criteria 

to use and ask, “Of  what we are doing now, what would we like to continue (in its current or a modified 

form), what might we not want to continue, and what new ideas might we want to pursue?” 

 

4.Moving Forward: Refinement and Action Planning  

Throughout your recent plans such as the business plan and marketing plan, you described your 

network’s approach to governance and leadership; staffing; marketing and communications; 

information technology; financial management; human resources; facilities; network functioning and 

other collaborative relationships; and the funding of your work. As part of your biannual check-in and 

taking into account any decisions made in the process of considering your continuation criteria, consider 

what in each of these areas you would like to continue as-is, what modifications you would like to make, 

and what might like to stop doing or eliminate.  

5.Network Members/Partners Participation  

As part of your biannual check-in process, it may be helpful if you document the network members who 

provide insights into these discussions.  This can be useful to network staff and/or leadership to check in 

with those members unable to participate in all or parts of the discussions and decision making to 

provide a summary and answer questions.  For future reference, it could be helpful to know who was 

available for the previous review discussions should any prep work be necessary for members new to 

the review process.  For example, this could be important should a network member be sending a 

different representative who has not participated in a previous business plan review with your network.  

Invest in the Future 

The work your network is doing is incredibly valuable, and the investment required to regularly assess, 

adjust, and refine your work and your plan, while perhaps time-consuming in the moment, will ensure it 

only becomes more valuable—and sustainable—over time.  Hopefully, you are able to take the time to 

regularly celebrate the sustained impact of your efforts and this sustainability plan guide and template 

serves as a useful model for your network’s future discussions and decisions. 
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