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Challenges to Leading for Systems 

Change 
Because of the breadth of the partnership, and the number of individuals and organizations 

involved in a SS/HS effort, it is reasonable to anticipate and plan for challenges. Here are some 

of the most common, along with some suggestions to address them. 

Personal agendas 

Each of us brings a personal or agency agenda when working collaboratively. It can be a matter 

of personal style—how one person likes to organize a meeting, or as broad as the scope of the 

issues to be discussed. 

Suggestion: As project director, you may need to discuss some of those agendas privately 

and/or selectively designate roles for people that complement their agendas while contributing 

to the work of the initiative. 

Turf 

These are different from personal agendas in that they represent more about partner 

organizations’ missions and areas of expertise. Individuals who represent community-based 

organizations or government departments may receive differing amounts of funding from the 

grant, and when faced with the invitation to take responsibility for the entire initiative, may 

wonder, “What is in it for me?”  

Suggestion: Address this question at the beginning of the grant period through work on a 

shared vision and the connection between different program component outcomes. This can 

help support partners in maintaining commitment even as they are moving on to the next 

funding stream that will keep their agency alive in the community. 

Professional Culture and Language 

SS/HS Initiatives bring together a minimum of four systems (schools, mental health, juvenile 

justice, and law enforcement), each with its own language and way of doing business, that is, 

assessment tools used, referral process, criteria needed to be met. These professional 

differences in culture and language can interfere with people being able to create an integrated 

service-delivery system.  

Suggestion: Cross training can be a powerful force toward building understanding and 

allowing for connections to be made across systems. 

Cultural and Linguistic Diversity 

Differences between subpopulations within your community can interfere with an integrated 

initiative simply because the target populations for different programs may vary. In addition, the 
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partners around the table bring with them their own histories and cultural and linguistic 

competence issues. These issues are often difficult for people to address and tackle head-on.  

Suggestion: As project director, you may need to find language and goal statements that 

allow partners to focus on desired outcomes for each of your targeted populations —such as 

succeeding in making initiative services accessible to all families within the district—that unite 

rather than divide partners around the issues of diversity.< 

Program Thinking Versus Systems Thinking 

Grant activities are targeted within specific elements in part due to budgetary constraints. This 

fiscal segregation of elements enables the project director and partners to visualize, work with, 

and communicate the grants’ activities by element instead of as a comprehensive initiative. In 

essence, the project director is “forced” to look at the project through the trees instead of as the 

forest. 

Suggestion: Thinking in terms of systems change is the ability to visualize, work with, and 

communicate the grants’ activities as one comprehensive initiative that comprises the elements. 

Remember, the “forest” is the integration of the elements to create systems change, and the 

“trees” are the work of implementing a wide array of activities in different contexts and through 

different individuals’ efforts. 

Existing Paradigms 

Communities, schools, and individuals all have existing paradigms or ways of doing business 

that may have many advantages. However, many communities and schools may need to shift 

their viewpoints in order to realize the systems change at the heart of the SS/HS Initiative. 

Suggestion: The SS/HS Initiative is about changing the way services are delivered in schools 

and communities, which is best achieved through the coordinated efforts of education, mental 

health, juvenile justice, and law enforcement. For some communities this lens will represent a 

profound paradigm shift, and project directors and partners will need to be able to communicate 

about the need for and potential of such a shift. 

Conclusion 

No matter how you look at your role as project director or key partner, you will be called upon to 

both lead and manage. As a manager, you can execute, monitor, and report on all the tasks of 

the “project.” As a leader, you have the opportunity to work with your partners to fundamentally 

change the way you work together and, as a result, better serve children, youth, and families 

into the future. 

 


