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Fresno’s New Leadership Network 
Case Study Executive Summary 
 
 
Below is an executive summary of the independently written NLN case study by Jenny Johnson, 
published July ‘15. To download the full report, visit irvinenewleadershipnetwork.org/case-study 
 
 
The Network Works 
 
What started as an experiment in fostering more 
networked ways of working has quickly become a 
mechanism for making real progress against 
longstanding civic problems. Although still in its 
infancy, the James Irvine Foundation New Leadership 
Network (NLN), a network of cross-sector leaders 
working to revitalize the city of Fresno, CA, has already 
helped form more connections, foster more 
collaborations, and achieve far more impact and 
momentum across the city than anyone had 
expected—making it a potentially powerful model for 
how leaders in other cities and communities could 
organize to solve intractable local problems. 
 
Says the Irvine Foundation’s Amy Dominguez-Arms: 
“The network has already exceeded what we’d hoped 
for or expected. And [NLN members] feel they are 
getting much more back than they put in—in terms of 
their own professional development, the relationships 
they have formed, and the ideas that have come 
forward about how to advance their own work.” 
 
As of January 2015, the network has launched 86 formal collaborations. Some of these are smaller, 
more time-bound projects that the group calls “micro-collaborations.” Meanwhile, other 
collaborations that existed prior to the network are getting a lift from more connected leadership.  
 
Impressively, none of these projects are funded through the NLN. “They’re doing them on their own 
because they’ve built strong ties and they’ve learned about each other’s work,” says Heather 
McLeod Grant, the network’s managing director. “It’s amazing to see all the ways in which they’re 
starting to combine their assets and their efforts in new ways.” 
 
The ultimate aspiration of the network, of course, is to transform Fresno—to have real influence and 
real impact on the shape of its future. While it is too early to say whether the network will have that 
level of community impact in the long run, right 
now it feels extremely promising. 
 
In the meantime, it would be hard to overstate the 
impact that the NLN has already had on its 
members— on how they operate as leaders and 
how they show up in their city and for one another. Nearly all report that being part of the NLN has 
enhanced their leadership and problem-solving skills, widened their perspective on Fresno, and 
given them greater optimism about the future of their community and their ability to affect its 
direction. “It’s hard to change your city,” says Caty Perez, director of development at California 
State University Fresno. “It’s really hard and it’s really slow. But this network has changed us as 
people, it has changed the way that I think and changed certain parts of the core of who I am. And 
now are we using that change to better our city in the work that we do every day.” 
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This network has created a kind 
of potential that would never 
have existed otherwise. 
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The Network Has Changed the Way Fresno’s Leaders Work 
 
“I don’t think any of us has ever been part of anything like this,” says Scott Miller, former chair of 
Fresno’s Chamber of Commerce who operates Gazebo Gardens, a nearly 100-year-old nursery in 
the middle of the city’s oldest neighborhood. Adds Keith Bergthold, executive director of the faith-
based organization Fresno Metro Ministry and a former city planner: “This network has created a 
kind of potential that would never have existed otherwise.” 
 
It has also created a level of support and solidarity among its members that has taken everyone by 
surprise. Before joining the NLN, Terance Frazier, a former professional baseball player turned real 
estate developer, had lost faith in Fresno and was dissolving his holdings. “Fresno kind of beat me 
up mentally,” says Frazier, who has invested in many of the city’s blighted neighborhoods. “I just felt 
like nobody wanted to change things, and I didn’t want to be there anymore.” Then he joined the 
NLN. Forming bonds with like-minded leaders who shared the same frustrations—and the same 
determination to improve Fresno—changed everything for him. Rather than dissolving his holdings, 
he started reinvesting and is now part of a group seeking to revitalize the downtown. “Being part of 
the network rejuvenated me,” he says. “It ‘brought me 
back’ to Fresno.” 
Frank conversation in Fresno’s professional sphere 
can be extremely hard to come by. Yet in order for 
trust and empathy to begin to develop, difficult 
conversations needed to happen. Jeff Sands and 
Miguel Arias—as advocates for charter schools and 
public schools, respectively—have long found 
themselves on opposite sides of many debates. Now, they’re more able to have honest 
conversations about the state of education in Fresno, even if they rarely agree. “Which is not what 
would have happened before,” says Sands. “We would have been very protective of our own 
priorities. I think it could radically change our work going forward.” 
 
For six years, Scott Miller, former chair of Fresno’s Chamber of Commerce who operates Gazebo 
Gardens, a nearly 100-year-old nursery in the middle of the city’s oldest neighborhood, sat on a 
board with another leader who would also become part of the NLN. They didn’t particularly like one 
another. Now, they’re working on a city beautification project together. “This was a guy I knew and 
was not going to work with,” says Miller. “And now we’re working together. That would not have 
happened without the network.”  
 
These small small shifts have big impact, potentially even beyond the network and on Fresno itself. 
“You can almost see the fundamental connective tissue of the city changing,” says McLeod Grant.  

It’s hard to change your city.  
But this network has changed us 
as people, and now are we using 
that change to better our city in 
the work that we do every day. 
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Understanding Fresno  
 
Fresno sits at the epicenter of a $6.9 billion local agricultural economy, the largest city in a region 
that grows 40 percent of the nation’s fruits and vegetables. It is a place of enormous wealth, yet that 
wealth is highly concentrated and tends to flow to companies outside the Valley, with very little of it 
used to support a community that so urgently needs the investment. Fresno boasts the fifth highest 
concentrated poverty rate among all US cities and, despite the lush farmland surrounding it, the 
state’s highest rate of food insecurity. It also has the nation’s eighth highest unemployment rate, the 
second highest vehicle theft rate, the eighth lowest literacy rate, and one of the lowest rankings for 
educational attainment. 

Fresno is a notoriously difficult place to achieve lasting, 
scalable social impact—in part because its thorny 
political environment makes any change difficult to 
achieve, but also because so few of the individuals and 
groups trying to improve the city’s future actually work 
together effectively. “There are a lot of silos in Fresno and not a lot of trust,” says Caty Perez. As a 
result, even the best efforts to address the city’s mounting inequities can only go so far.  
 
 
The Network’s Secret Sauce – Designing For Trust 
 
What made the NLN different from many other networks was the goal of creating a systems-level, 
cross-sector network of leaders capable of going both fast and deep. Fast in the sense that they 
would be looking for the network to have community impact not at some distant point down the road 
but almost immediately. And deep in the sense that they would be connecting Fresno’s social 
change leaders on a personal as well as professional level. 
 
To achieve this, the network’s curriculum would feature two reinforcing threads. First, participants 
would move through highly interactive peer-learning experiences that exposed them to a number of 
social change tools and ideas related to system leadership—including systems dynamics, social 
network analysis, asset-based community development, design thinking, strategic planning, group 
and interpersonal dynamics, and individual leadership and management tools and skills. All of 
these would help them gain new perspective on the system-level problems they’d been wrestling 
with for years if not decades.  

Being part of the network 
rejuvenated me. It brought me 
back to Fresno. 
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The other thread was trust and relationship building. Many of the leaders who would join the NLN 
already knew one another, though mostly from a distance. Some liked one another, and some 
didn’t. So the team built into the design numerous big and small moments that would help 
participants understand one another on a deeper level. “We wanted them to really see each other—
to understand why they do what they do and what experiences they had that led them to become 
who they are,” says David Sawyer, the network’s 
design director. “We didn’t want them to climb up 
the ladder of inference and make preemptive 
judgments.” These intentional moments would help 
participants gain new perspective on one another 
and hopefully develop greater empathy and trust as 
a result.  
 

To learn how the NLN rapidly developed a capacity for finding common ground, read             
The Tactics of Trust, as seen in Stanford Social Innovation Review’s Winter 2016 issue. 

 
Most participants point to one exercise in particular—the “three-minute speeches” that each gave 
after dinner on the first evening—as foundational in that regard. One by one, the leaders stood up 
and talked about why they do what they do, sharing both their dreams and their challenges. “I was 
shocked at how quickly people were able to open up and be authentically honest about the issues 
they face personally and professionally, the things they have struggled through,” says Perez. “We 
were really talking about some very serious, very personal, very private things quickly with 
complete strangers.” 
 
Those personal revelations laid the groundwork for other candid—and even contentious—
conversations. In many collaborative efforts, differences are stifled in service of building goodwill 
and consensus. But in the NLN, the goal was to bring everything to the surface, and only then to 
look for common ground. The truth was, some of 
the leaders had stood on opposite sides of heated 
debates for years, and many were deeply 
suspicious of one another’s motives. But the design 
team called all of this out. “A lot of our work is 
saying the unsayable,” says Sawyer. 
That level of authenticity—and the permission to 
talk about tough issues out loud and without 
agreement— quickly became a signature of the 
network and part of its DNA. And it allowed for a new kind of trust to begin to develop, something 
that the design team dubbed “trust for impact.”  
Says Sawyer: “We realized that we needed to define trust differently. It’s not trust for friendship. It’s 
not trust for agreement. Everybody in the network wants to leave this community better than they 
found it. They don’t have to agree on how to get there, but they do need to respect each other’s 
process and that their intentions are good, and try to support them in ways they might not have 
otherwise.” Adds McLeod Grant: “It’s about the mission. You may disagree on approaches or 
tactics or strategies, but you’re all working toward a common goal.” 
 
At the initial NLN convening, giving each leader the opportunity to be understood in turn opened 
their willingness to empathize with the other leaders in their midst. It also helped them see overlaps 
and connections in their work. For most, the relief that came with taking off their usual “Fresno 
armor” proved invigorating. “I was so wildly enthusiastic after that first weekend,” says Craig 
Scharton, the owner of Peeve’s Public House, a restaurant located intentionally in an 
underdeveloped part of downtown, and the former director of Fresno’s Downtown and Community 
Revitalization Department. “It took down barriers—and we all started to value each other.” Adds Jeff 
Sands: “We now have a willingness to talk about what we disagree about, and a willingness to talk 
about how to do this better. And that’s the point of this whole thing—we’re creating a new way of 
relating and working with each other.” 
 
Together, these two threads would help equip NLN members with the hard and soft skills—and the 
system of support—they would need to take on tough community challenges. 

This was a guy I knew and was 
not going to work with. And now 
we're working together. That 
would not have happened 
without the network. 
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talk about what we disagree 
about, and a willingness to talk 
about how to do this better. We're 
creating a new way of relating 
and working with each other. 
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The Network’s Structure – Designing For Action 
 
The network itself would comprise roughly 36 people— but they would not 
all join at once. Rather, three cohorts of 12 leaders each would participate in 
three intensive three-day convenings over a period of six to eight months, 
successively. (Later, they would add a fourth cohort, bringing the total to 
roughly 48 people). David Ehrlichman, the network’s systems director, built 
and ran the “backbone organization” upon which the network operated.  
 
Once the individual cohorts had formed, they could be woven together to 
create one larger network. But having smaller groups at the outset, they 
hoped, would allow for greater relationship building—or “uncommon 
connectivity,” as David Sawyer puts it. And running leaders through these 

intensive experiences quickly 
would mean that they would start 
to have a robust network within 
two years, which could become a 
catalytic mechanism in the 
community.  

 
From the outset, the team designed the network based on how they wanted 
it to strengthen and evolve over time (see Figure 1 to the right) borrowing a 
model from network theorists Valdis Krebs and June Holley. The first step 
was to help Fresno leaders move from operating in scattered and highly 
fragmented ways to being connected to one another through a hub and 
spoke network, with the NLN design team serving as the hub. As 
participants started to form connections, organize around interest areas, and 
collaborate around critical issues, the NLN would evolve into a multi-hub 
network and, over time, into a dense core/periphery network that reached 
beyond its members and into the broader community. 
 
Knowing that not every leader in Fresno would be a match for the network, 
the team developed clear selection criteria to identify those who were. 
Specifically, they sought participants who were:  

• Strong citizen leaders with solid track records and an innate ability 
to get things done.  

• Hubs of existing networks who already have strong ties in the 
region, which would both broaden the reach and accelerate the 
growth of the NLN.  

• Boundary crossers who relish the chance to collaborate well 
across every kind of political, cultural, economic, and religious divide 
and who can relate across difference.  

• Ethical catalysts who hold high standards of personal excellence 
and prioritize selfless commitment to positive impact.  

It was also critical to have the “whole system” represented in the room, says McLeod Grant, which 
meant more than just ensuring a good mix of leaders from business, government, and the nonprofit 
sector. “That’s too narrow a definition for the intricacies of a civic system, because the most 
interesting social innovation is happening in the dynamic space between sectors, at the city and 
community levels,” adds David Sawyer. 
 
The design team planned for the trajectory of its network building to track along the stages of the 
Stanford d.school design cycle. The first convening focused on building empathy and fostering a 
shared understanding of the full set of problems facing Fresno. The second convening offered each 
cohort a different kind of disruptive experience—a three-day “Learning Journey” to either Portland 
or San Francisco designed to expose the leaders to innovative people, ideas, and models that they 
could adapt and apply to their work in Fresno. 

CORE/PERIPHERY NETWORK

  SCATTERED FRAGMENTS6

HUB & SPOKE NETWORK

MULTI-HUB NETWORK

6 From Building Smart Communities  
Through Network Weaving, by Valdis Krebs 
and June Holley.

Figure 1: The Evolution 
of a Network

Within 12 weeks of our first 
meeting, we had more than 30 
collaborations just within our 
cohort. 
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During the third convening, the initial design was for participants to identify and prototype high-
potential ideas aimed at collective community impact that they could move forward together. During 
and between follow-on convenings, the network would then begin to test these options through real 
experiments in the community. 
 
What the design team could not have anticipated, though, was that the cohorts would reach this 
stage having already moved into action. The tight bonds among members of cohort one—which 
reached the prototyping stage first—had sparked dozens of micro-collaborations among members 
within a few months of their first convening. “I’d say we became entrenched in each other’s lives,” 
says Caty Perez. “Within about 12 weeks of our first meeting, we had more than 30 collaborations 
just within our cohort.” 
 
Because of this, when the idea of selecting a few 
overarching projects that the entire network might 
work on was raised, there was some pushback. 
Rather than align the whole network around one 
or two goals, participants wanted to use the 
“innovation labs” to prototype the same kinds of collaborations they had already started doing 
organically on their own. The other cohorts took the same approach. “We naturally ended up going 
with these micro-collaborations, so at the third meeting we were really just talking about what is it 
that we were going to do together, how we could scale that up, and what we were individually doing 
that we could leverage each other more effectively on,” says Miguel Arias. 
 
This emphasis on collaborating on ideas and projects that are both in line with what each individual 
leader was already trying to achieve and innovative, aspirational, and scalable is another signature 
of the NLN—and one that makes it stand out from other attempts to unite leaders to collaborate 
around social change efforts. “When we all say, ‘Here’s what I’m doing, here’s what I need help with, 
here’s where the group can help me,’ then you see the power of the network, as opposed to let’s 
build benches for a park or something else that feels like a make-work project,” says Craig 
Scharton. “If we advance all of our causes within the network, then we’re going to do a lot of 
community transformation as well.” 
 
New network-wide gatherings continue to be organized so that network members can start to form 
ties, deepen relationships, and plan cross- cohort collaborations. The team also designated Caty 
Perez as the official “network weaver,” with the job of acting as the network’s local communications 
hub. Perez regularly organizes dinners and spontaneous meet-ups and tracks all of the network’s 
collaborations on a master spreadsheet.  
 
Participants widely report that whenever the network comes together, new ideas spark and they 
leave feeling energized. They also believe that these “touch points” could prove key to the 
network’s longevity. “What’s different about this program is this design to connect a bunch of 
groups that are going through the same experience and persistently keeping them connected and 
engaged, either socially or in other ways,” says Keith Bergthold. “Most [networks], I would say, are 
more like fleeting romances. This is looking like a longer-term relationship.” 
 
Appendix A – Examples of Collaborations Emerging from the NLN 

 
Improving children’s outcomes: A number of collective impact projects focused on improving 
children’s lives have sprung up in Fresno recently, and many are getting a boost from the NLN. The 
Birth Through Third Grade (B3) campaign aims to increase the percentage of students who are 
proficient in third-grade reading. Strive Fresno seeks to work through school districts to improve 
educational outcomes from “cradle to career.” The Children’s Movement has been working with 
grassroots activists and First 5 Fresno County on issues related to early childhood development 
and supplemental educational activities. Now, all of these collaborations are being knit together into 
one overarching network called the Partnership, thanks to strong leadership and coordination from 
several NLN members. 
 

Most networks, I would say, are 
more like fleeting romances. This 
is looking like a longer-term 
relationship. 
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Downtown revitalization: Several NLN members—a real estate developer, an entrepreneur, and a 
leader from the mayor’s office—are collaborating to transform a downtown Fresno city block into a 
fully developed “dynamic street” featuring mixed-use buildings, including retail, restaurants, a 
startup incubator, and high-quality mixed-income housing. This project dovetails with a larger 
initiative being led by the mayor’s office and other local agencies to revitalize downtown Fresno. 
 
Regional design lab: A subset of NLN leaders from Fresno Metro Ministry, the Fresno Housing 
Authority, First 5 Fresno County, The Children’s Movement, ValleyPBS, Youth Leadership Institute, 
and Every Neighborhood Partnership have self-organized to explore the development of a San 
Joaquin Valley design and innovation hub, called GoCreate. The innovation hub aims to bring 
diverse leaders in the wider Valley together to create new ways to address local community 
problems. 
 
Kindergarten readiness program: A partnership between five NLN organizations spawned a 
Kindergarten readiness program where moms in low-income Fresno neighborhoods train other 
moms on preparing their children for school. In just a few months the program led 138 parent 
education workshops across the city, and is quickly scaling. 
 
Significant discipline and restorative justice reforms were achieved at Fresno Unified School 
District through a partnership between NLN members representing the School District, Youth 
Leadership Institute, and Fresno Street Saints, an anti-gang organization. 
 
Neighborhood playground: A partnership between NLN members representing Habitat for 
Humanity and Kaiser Permanente led to a $400,000 grant to build a neighborhood playground in 
West Fresno, a highly impoverished area with high rates of childhood obesity. 
 
Summer meals and reading program: A collaboration between the Fresno County Library and the 
Fresno State Humanics Department led to a summer meals and reading program that distributed 
600 books and 1,700 meals to children in its first summer as a prototype. The library hopes to scale 
this program. 
 
Appendix B – Outsiders Have a Role In Creating Place-Based Networks 
 
When plans to form the NLN were announced, more than a few individuals were skeptical that a 
group of outsiders could create an impact network in Fresno. “I remember thinking that it was a 
really bad choice to get outside consultants to identify who the leaders are locally and try to 
establish relationships that are different,” says NLN member Miguel Arias.  
 
Scott Miller was equally dubious. “I thought, look at these outside consultants who are going to 
come to Fresno, introduce 36 reasonably successful people to each other, and teach us how to 
work better together,” he recalls. “That’s why I went to the interview, just to meet the people who 
had the nerve to come up with a plan like this.”  
 
Rather than ignore the obvious, the facilitation team raised the issue of their outsider status during 
the interviews. “We were quite aware that we were from outside their community and they probably 
didn’t trust us,” says David Sawyer. “So we would name it in the beginning of an interview. It let 
them know that we understood, at least a little bit, how we must look in their eyes.”  
 
Once the cohort gatherings began, much of the skepticism felt by Arias, Miller, and others was 
replaced by the realization that outside facilitation might even be a necessary ingredient to 
disrupting their normal patterns of interacting. “They don’t have an axe to grind in Fresno, and that 
mattered,” says Miller. Adds Caty Perez: “They don’t come with all this baggage because they don’t 
live here. But they’re also just so talented in the way that they facilitate conversations, and we 
needed that in order to get real connection going.” 
 
Says NLN member Jeff Sands: “If we’re going to get anything really moving in Fresno, we have to 
use local people buffeted by experience that comes from outside. So it’s got to be a perfect match 
of people from here doing the work, but guided and encouraged by people from outside the area 
who care, and who can bring a lot of resources.” 


