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What we can learn from Denver’s systems change journey

The Northeast Denver Unified partnership was awarded an award from The BUILD Health Challenge® (BUILD) in 

2015 to build a community-wide support system for young children and their families. The partnership - East-

5ide Unified/Unido - includes community-based organizations, a public health agency, four health systems 

organizations, and residents. Together, the partnership serves five culturally, racially, and ethnically rich commu-

nities that are also facing pressures from gentrification and investments to attract new residents. The partners 

came together to address adverse childhood experiences in the neighborhoods, taking into account multigener-

ational (e.g., parental or caregiver mental health) and structural factors (e.g., poverty and racism) and leverag-

ing existing leadership, resources, and assets in these communities. Their aspiration was to create a place 

where all children and families are valued, healthy, and thriving.

From the outset, East5ide Unified/Unido engaged community residents and centered community leadership. 

Civic Canopy, the community-based organization and BUILD backbone, described their role as supportive and 

administrative. Civic Canopy leveraged its relationships with community leaders and residents to establish 

resident leadership and decision-making structures such as councils and outreach teams. Residents shaped 

and led the initiative from the beginning. 



“We were initially a project for early childhood, and we set out by educating all of the team members 

about early childhood, and the relationship between early childhood development and health. We then 

set out to…see if we could turn usual power structures and decision making on their heads and inte-

grate issues of race and power.” 

By the end of the BUILD award in 2017, resident leaders and BUILD partners had fielded outreach teams orga-

nizing residents around community issues in five neighborhoods, hosted a summit bringing together a range of 

partners, residents, and other leaders in the community to galvanize momentum and get input on the partner-

ship’s work, and provided child development programming to men and fathers. The BUILD award brought new 

resources, attention, and education to support early childhood development and families. A strengthened 

resident leadership structure emerged along with working relationships between organizations, laying the 

foundation to continue their efforts after the BUILD award. 

As we learned from “More Than The Sum: Networks, Public Will, and Scaling After The BUILD Health Challenge,” 

communities engaged in systems change most often see three shifts after the BUILD award: 1) in the network 

of partners involved in the work, 2) in public will to address the social determinants of health, and 3) in scaling 

infrastructure and programs in service of population health improvements and health equity. Denver demon-

strates an approach to systems change grounded in community, prioritizing the power, agency, and voice of 

those most impacted by inequitable conditions:

·	 A nested network: A small set of highly engaged, community-centered organizations elevated the 

leadership, narratives, and efforts of residents. A dynamic, larger network of well-aligned local organiza-

tions augmented the work. 

·	 Public will: Residents led the identification of emerging issues created by inequitable conditions and 

advocated with partner organizations for attention and resources, preserving a culture of the collective 

and self-determination.

·	 Scaling at the hyper-local level: The network developed highly localized programs to stimulate local 

entrepreneurship, community wealth-building, and collaboration across residents, organizations, and 

assets in the Northeast section of the city.

After their BUILD award, the work took some time to find a home, as Civic Canopy did not have the capacity to 

continue as the backbone. Partners wanted the partnership to continue to elevate resident leadership. A local 

leader helped identify Metro Caring as the new backbone because of its deep experience in community organiz-

ing, community activation, and improving food systems to address hunger. 

In the next section, the three shifts illustrating Denver’s continued journey of systems change are detailed:

http://buildhealthchallenge.org/resources/more-than-the-sum/


Building a nested network

Today, partners in Denver are fulfilling their aspiration to flip power and decision structures in ways that support 

a network of residents with the resources and assets of local agencies and institutions. When we approached 

Denver’s partners about identifying organizational partners in their network, they instead visualized residents, 

families, and children at the center of a network map. Surrounding them are a core set of dedicated, communi-

ty-centered organizations. Beyond is a large network of small and large organizations and institutions that are 

called upon when residents identify an issue that touches their respective services or resources. 

Guided by a structure centering residents and their lived expertise, the approach in Denver has evolved in three 

key ways:

·	 Resident-driven leadership: Two resident-led groups – Movement Makers and Neighbors Together – 

make up the leadership of East5ide Unified/Unido. Movement Makers plays a community organizing role 

and Neighbors Together focuses on addressing immediate community priorities. The groups formed 

when neighbors in northeast Denver came together to address the needs of their communities. As the 

work of East5ide Unified/Unido transitioned after the BUILD award, the residents in these groups 

became central to decision-making and leadership. 

·	 Valuing “community centeredness:” Partners are reconsidering the traditional meaning of “anchors,” 

shifting away from the idea that community anchors must be large, well-resourced, highly staffed insti-

tutions. Their work prioritizes the contributions and leadership of a smaller set of community-centered 

organizations who are dedicated to the neighborhoods in which they reside, including faith-based 

partners, neighborhood associations, and co-ops.



·	 Large and informal network: The network also includes a broad set of small and large organizations in the 

community, including health systems, schools, and small businesses. When an issue is identified by resi-

dent leaders, the core partners and residents mobilize those in the network who can help with the issue. 

Often support includes offering resources and the potential to scale small efforts. For example, early 

vaccine efforts were constricted by inequitable distribution; partners approached a large health system 

and strategized on COVID-19 vaccine distribution that would reach the five-neighborhood community. 

“Making that resident power shift was a really, really big difference of a unique, large success. That’s the 

glue holding it together are the residents – from Movement Makers and Neighbors Together are the core.”

Leveraging Public will 

With the transition to Metro Caring, East5ide Unified/Unido gained a partner who valued collaboration with 

grassroots efforts. Metro Caring leaned on their community-centered disposition to intentionally learn from 

resident-led efforts, leveraging their positionality in the community to amplify East5ide Unified/Unido’s work. 

As East5ide Unfied/Unido worked closely with Metro Caring, they recognized the need to shift internal language 

and mindsets about the work, specifically moving away from charity-based language. For example, during a 

grant development process, residents reacted to the use of the term “participant” instead of “community 

member,” stating that “you cannot be in solidarity calling individuals participants.” Metro Caring, also through 

the encouragement and insistence of residents, started to question their use of the phrase “movement build-

ing” or “leading the movement.” These terms felt isolating to residents and challenged Metro Caring’s ability to 

develop power neutral relationships because the nonprofit positioned themselves as the leader. Metro Caring 

and their partner organizations recognized that their need to be seen as a leader was to solicit philanthropic 

dollars at the expense of authentic community-centered relationships. East5ide Unified/Unidos’ communi-

ty-centered activism influenced Metro Caring to change not only their language, but their mindset about how to 

build relationships with residents, revising their approach to ground it in solidarity. With this new way of being, 

the partnership helps resident leaders, core organizations, and the greater network build will and momentum 

for change and has drawn additional funding to their efforts.

Despite gaps in funding and the COVID-19 pandemic, which hampered collaboration with health systems part-

ners, the core leadership of East5ide Unified/Unido – the residents – have kept the work moving. The resident 

groups continue to meet and prioritized working closely with other residents in their neighborhoods. They 

center efforts to address the structural and systemic drivers of inequities as the residents in northeast Denver 

intimately understand the impact of social determinants of health and can clearly articulate the larger systems 

creating the conditions for hunger and poverty in their communities. Living and working in the five neighbor-

hoods, the residents involved also recognize local assets and the value of building community wealth and 

entrepreneurship. 



Scaling at the hyperlocal level

Community Wealth Building

Focusing on community wealth building and anti-oppression and inspired by the success of HarvestShare, an 

Eastside community gathering where residents share food from their gardens, residents in the Whittier/Cole 

neighborhoods of northeast Denver organized a Walking Market. In the Walking Market, individuals walk through 

the neighborhood and purchase crafts, food, and other goods from residents. 

When Metro Caring learned about the project from East5ide Unified/Unido they shared the details of the 

market with their wider networks, garnering interest from a local entrepreneurship development organization, 

and leading to the launch of a Metro Caring Sunday Farmers Market. Metro Caring also leveraged their relation-

ship with a local hospital to start conversations with the health systems leaders to understand what it would 

take for local entrepreneurs to do business with the hospital. Health systems leaders and Metro Caring de-

signed plans for a similar holiday market. Unfortunately, the holiday market was paused due to COVID-19 health 

concerns, but conversations are ongoing for other opportunities. The collaboration between the health system 

and local entrepreneurs would create a pathway for community residents to access a large market, support the 

health system’s vision of being an anchor institution for the community, and support the local economy, bol-

stering community wealth building efforts. 

Base Building and Advocacy

East5ide Unified is leveraging their resident leadership and strong relationships with community leaders in 

northeast Denver to build an active base to advocate for policy changes. They established an organizing com-

mittee of 8-10 community members connected to Metro Caring either as volunteers or those engaged in pro-

grams. The committee is building their individual and collective organizing skills through trainings and one-on-

one conversations with other residents, and by participating in other coalitions aligned with their interests. The 

approach is emergent – organizers listen closely and often to residents which helps them stay in touch with 

evolving needs and priorities. One tactic the committee has employed is hosting house parties on different 

topics to raise awareness and build momentum. The most recent effort was a ballot party promoting voting and 

raising awareness about candidates. While the committee is still building their policy agenda, their efforts have 

coalesced the group around system-wide policy change for food access, housing, and community development. 

What’s next for Denver’s systems change efforts?

The combination of an expanded grassroots network, growing public will for resident-led community develop-

ment, and scaling community wealth building and entrepreneurial programs, has set the stage for partners in 

Denver to deepen their equity work and build new systems and ways of working that honor and value the resi-

dents in Denver’s northeast neighborhood. Their work is leading to new ideas and resources, including: 

·	 A pathway for local entrepreneurs to do business with a local hospital and nonprofits;

·	 Markets selling the wares of local business owners and makers;

·	 New funding for the partners to further develop their work together with greater creativity; 

·	 And base-building efforts to mobilize residents for policy advocacy. 

https://harvestsharedenver.org/

