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The idea that eventually became Catalyst Miami: Local Impact, National 
Implications arose in conversations in 2017 between David J. Erickson, 
PhD, then the director of community development at the Federal Reserve 
Bank of San Francisco and Catalyst Miami chief executive officer Gretchen 
Beesing. At the time, Gretchen1 had been in her new role for about three 
years as only the second CEO in Catalyst’s history. She had begun moving 
the organization in interesting new directions that had caught the attention 
of (among others) David’s group, whose mission is to document and support 
best practices to expand economic opportunity and security among low-
income Americans.

Gretchen and David agreed that Catalyst Miami’s story could make for useful 
reading for the range of stakeholders—practitioners, funders, policymakers, 
opinion leaders—focused on addressing the complex and entrenched 
obstacles that prevent low- and moderate-income families from achieving 
their full potential. Catalyst Miami has achieved success on several fronts 
that are relevant to organizations all over the nation. 

First, Catalyst Miami has developed a model to deliver wraparound services 
to its community members. Historically, community-based organizations 
(CBOs) have been sector-specific: focused on health, or education, or 
job placement, or any one of a number of other discrete interventions. In 
a business context, there is an argument to be made for sticking to one’s 
comparative advantage. In the social services realm, a siloed approach 
means that people who are already stressed and vulnerable must undertake 
a sort of scavenger hunt to secure the many disparate services they may 
need. More and more stakeholders have come to understand the necessity 
of one-stop bundled services, but services integration is easier said than 
done.

Second, Catalyst Miami has successfully positioned itself to function as a 
sort of honest broker among Miami-Dade CBOs. For a variety of reasons 
elaborated in this report, Catalyst has earned the trust and respect of other 
local CBOs and of large, technical funders with a national presence. The 
phrase that comes up repeatedly is that Catalyst sets the table. Their ability 
to bring stakeholders together in a productive way is arguably as important 
as the direct-services delivery they do with their own resources.

Finally, Catalyst has not only survived but flourished through a process that 
has proven the undoing of many a nonprofit in the past: the transition from 
a charismatic founder and long-time leader to a new chief executive officer. 
Gretchen had been a Catalyst Miami staffer prior to promotion to the top 
job, but familiarity is by no means a guarantee of success. Catalyst managed 
to avoid “founder’s syndrome,” and those lessons learned hold potential 
value for organizations facing transitions at the top.

On behalf of the Catalyst Miami team, we hope that readers find this report 
of our experiences and evolution to be useful. We welcome your comments.

1 This report refers to people by their first names after the first instance, in keeping with the informal and egalitarian spirit of 
Catalyst Miami and for the sake of simplicity.
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Foreword
David Erickson
Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco (2005-2019)

It is hard to deny that the United States has spent hundreds of 
billions of dollars to fight poverty since the 1960s without making 
the progress we wanted. Poverty would have been worse had we 
not spent that money; it is also true that we have not found the 
right combination of policies, practices, and investing strategies to 
improve the lives of people in low-income communities. We have 
been tinkering for almost half a century with the old system of social 
service provision, and making it marginally better is not going to get 
us the breakthrough we want. 

Recent years have also seen the acceleration of several powerful 
trends that make anti-poverty work more complex and possibly 
harder. Automation and globalization have significantly reduced 
the number of low- or medium-skill/middle-wage jobs available 
in the United States. The economic revitalization of many of the 
country’s great urban centers has resulted in gentrification that 
has dislocated working-class families. As a result, the challenge of 
providing a middle-class wage in an opportunity-rich neighborhood 
is getting harder. 

Climate change is also forcing itself on the agenda. Whether it 
is year-round fire seasons in the West, hurricanes with added 
punch along the Gulf and East Coasts, or an ever-widening range 
for tornados, natural disasters are hitting harder every year. The 
damage from these disasters tends to hurt low-income communities 
the most. 

***

In our hunt for new ideas and breakthroughs, it makes sense to 
focus on places that are at the vanguard of the powerful trends 
we see in the economy and the environment. One such place is 
Miami, the subject of this report. The Miami labor market long ago 
settled into a pattern of low-wage service jobs and higher-paid jobs 
requiring college education, the same pattern that more recently 
has been taking hold in the nation as a whole. And as we saw ocean 
waves lapping up against downtown skyscrapers during Hurricane 
Irma last year, it became clear that Miami is on the forefront of 
climate change issues too.

If Miami is a good place to understand the trends that are shaping 
our future, it is also a place where we are seeing new ideas and 
new business models to respond to the needs of its low-income 
communities. As you will read in these pages, Catalyst Miami, 
for example, is trying to turn a disadvantage—its home city’s 
underdeveloped social service sector –into an advantage. With no 
entrenched social-services culture to have to challenge, Catalyst 
is innovating new business models that leapfrog over old ones that 
in other cities may be harder to disrupt even if those models are no 
longer serving their intended communities well.

One of Catalyst Miami’s most important strategies involves building 
organizational and operational capacity in a new way. Yes, part of 
the strategy is to help individual organizations improve. But the more 
important piece is to build a collective voice: to build the capacity of 
local organizations to work together as a network to tackle problems 
that can only be addressed meaningfully at scale. Network-level 
capacity building is crucial if you want to tackle all the overlapping 
issues—among them education, work, housing, financial security, 
public safety, transportation, and health—that low-income people 
face. Catalyst Miami pursues this strategy via a tactic that the 
Federal Reserve calls “the community quarterback.” Unlike a coach 
(to continue the analogy) the quarterback is also a player on the field, 
responsible for solid execution of its own plays. But the greater value 
lies in the ability to inspire and bring out the best in the whole team. 
This report details Catalyst Miami’s embrace of that approach along 
with providing other insights on how to create and sustain effective 
networks.

I commend Catalyst Miami for the important work they are doing, 
both for the benefit of their own Miami community and as a model for 
stakeholders all over the country. I also thank the author, Anne Folan, 
for this important report. It contributes substantially to the debate of 
how to improve the life chances of low-income people. It compellingly 
describes effective new approaches to the elusive combination of 
coordinating comprehensive and place-based interventions. And 
it helps the reader understand a community’s struggles, and one 
dedicated and talented organization’s responses, to some of the 
most critical problems likely to increasingly shape the rest of the 
nation’s future.

All of us working to navigate that future successfully are fortunate 
to have the example of Catalyst Miami’s work. It is surely easier to 
identify what is not working—on-going tinkering with a system that 
for 50 years has not taken our nation where it needs to go—than 
to pinpoint where to go next. Although there are no one-size-fits-
all answers, the experience of Catalyst Miami contains intriguing 
possibilities. 

It also conveys that vital ingredient, a sense of hope, from which all 
progress ultimately springs.



Executive Summary
A wide and growing gap between the have’s and the have-nots. 
Low levels of civic engagement. A divided and mutually distrustful 
population, with factions that regard each other with indifference at 
best and open hostility at worst. An economy over-focused on low-
paying service jobs. A fraying social safety net. A fragile environment 
vulnerable to climate change, where extreme weather events increase 
in frequency and intensity.

Some of the most serious negative trends now facing the United 
States have been facts of life in Miami for more than four decades. 
It is true that life in Miami has been shaped by the accidents of its 
unique geography and history. No other American city grew in the 
particular shock-wave pattern that characterized Miami in the wake 
of Cuba’s communist revolution. No other American city has become 
the safe haven for so much money of dubious origins: to drive around 
Miami is to see stunning houses and condominiums that appear to sit 
empty most of the year and to serve little purpose beyond legitimizing 
assets while making real estate unaffordable for the working people 
who actually call the city home. No other American beach city has 
the same mix of stunning natural beauty and Art Deco architecture 
combined with serious widespread poverty. What Joan Didion wrote 
more than 30 years ago remains true in 2018: “Miami was a city, 
like so many to the south of it, in which it is possible to pass from 
walled enclaves to utter desolation while changing stations on the car 
radio.”2

But if the causes of Miami’s particular evolution are unique among 
American cities, their net effect—the poverty, income inequality, 
dysfunctional civic culture, climate change, and other serious social 
issues—increasingly define the life of the nation. Miami is thus 
considered a bellwether city: one whose conditions hold warnings as 
well as potential lessons for the rest of the country.

Catalyst Miami is a community-based organization, or CBO founded 
in 1996. It is widely regarded, both in its own city and beyond, as 
one of a kind. Public funding for human services in Miami (again, as 
in the rest of the country) has been retreating even as the need for 
services (again, as in the rest of the country) has been increasing. It 
has been left to CBOs to fill the gaps and CBO capacity in Miami lags 
behind. Many of them target just one of Miami’s many ethnic groups. 
Many others are category-specific (just health, for example, or just 
education or emergency assistance).

Catalyst Miami recognized the need for integrated services years 
before the concept of scarcity gained traction. As elaborated in 
an influential 2013 book of the same name, scarcity3 describes a 
“tunneling effect” that keeps people trapped in poverty because they 
are unable to focus on anything except the immediate crisis at hand. 

2  Didion, Joan. 1987. Miami. New York: Simon & Schuster.
3  Mullainathan, Sendhil and Eldar Shafir. Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much. New York, NY: Henry 

Holt, 2013.
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Escaping poverty permanently requires a future-oriented mentality: 
the ability to set goals and make plans. Scarcity’s tunneling effect 
makes that impossible, trapping poverty-affected households in a 
self-perpetuating vicious cycle: they’re constantly stressed because 
they’re poor but they are poor because they are constantly stressed.

An Integrated services approach which delivers emergency 
assistance, healthcare services, leadership skills training, financial 
capability counseling, and other wraparound services, breaks the 
logjam. Catalyst Miami launched its Prosperity Campaign in 2002, 
one of the first integrated services models in the country and still 
one of the most successful. Catalyst also runs successful family 
empowerment trainings aimed at increasing civic engagement, and 
it is the convener and central node in a network of local and regional 
CBOs that use their collective voice to influence policy and share best 
practices.

Catalyst Miami’s ambitious and multipronged organizational 
strategy—direct services and leadership training and organizing and 
collective action—is unusual. So is the organizational culture that 
drives that strategy. In a much more intentional and systematic way 
than many places, Catalyst is a learning organization. It maintains 
an ongoing relationship with researchers at the University of Miami 
who have provided rigorous audits of its programs; Catalyst has 
absorbed those audits’ findings, even when they were hard to hear, 
and responded accordingly. Its leadership possesses and models 
a hunger to learn constantly about important trends in practice, an 
appetite for calculated risks, and a willingness not only to “fail well” 
but to share the lessons learned through failure.

Catalyst Miami has also developed a highly motivated multi-ethnic 
staff who provide a tantalizing glimpse of what their community, 
and perhaps their nation, could be. Despite (or perhaps because 
of) the enormous unmet needs in their city, the Catalyst Miami team 
demonstrate a certain gritty resolve combined with a sense of humor. 
They come from the neighborhoods Catalyst Miami serves; in fact, 
several key staffers are themselves former clients. They speak the 
languages and understand the cultures of Catalyst Miami’s client 
populations. 

Catalyst Miami: Local Impact, National Implications traces Catalyst 
Miami’s evolution from a grassroots response to the welfare reform 
movement of the mid-1990s, to a start-up navigating its way through 
all the possible responses to its community’s many unmet needs, to 
the position it occupies today: as a high-performing organization that 
provides a national model in best practices. Along with presenting 
the organization’s history and describing its programs, Catalyst Miami 
presents key stakeholders’ perspectives on the organization’s culture. 
Several recurring themes emerge.

Discipline. In the early days of any organization, there is a temptation 
to do whatever donors are willing to pay for. As Catalyst Miami has 
evolved and achieved a measure of financial stability, they have 
shown great discipline about avoiding mission drift. Increasingly over 
time, all stakeholders—board, staff, funders, clients, the general 
public—understand better what Catalyst does and why. 

Risk-taking. Catalyst was consistently described as willing to “just 
try stuff” even when success was not assured. Its newer initiatives 
around child savings accounts and financial technology provide the 
most direct and recent examples. Multiple stakeholders observed 
that this spirit reflects well not only on the organization’s staff but 
on its funders. Because Catalyst has managed to secure sufficient 
amounts of necessary but hard-to-get general operating support, the 
organization can afford to try things without, so to speak, having to 
bet the house.

Honesty. As one interviewee put it, Catalyst has figured out that 
donors are human beings. They don’t appreciate being manipulated 
and they respect people who tell the truth in a spirit of partnership. 
“Because I worked in practitioner organizations before going over to 
the donor side, I know how hard it can be to be completely honest 
with funders, and how tempting it is to hide the challenges,” said 
one donor representative. “I so appreciate that Catalyst doesn’t do 
that. They are willing to share the truth, the good, the bad, and the 
ambiguities.”

Curiosity. The Catalyst staff get out from behind their desks. They 
are in their communities, asking questions. They study organizational 
development, change theory, and public policy. Some of them 
volunteer their own scarce free time to work on partner organizations’ 
projects. 

Willingness. As one staffer put it, “Two things you never hear around 
this place are: ‘We’ve always done it this way’ and ‘We’ve never done 
it that way.’ If you have an idea, you can bring it. And if it doesn’t work 
out, you’re not punished.”

Commitment. Catalyst Miami has emerged as a best-in-class 
national model, but has managed not to lose focus on the local 
community it exists to serve. Their work on financial technology 
services provides a case in point. As a nationally recognized CBO 
leader describes it: “Catalyst is a real pioneer in not being afraid to 
use fintech in a nonprofit setting. What I really appreciated was that 
Catalyst would test-drive financial smartphone apps themselves 
before putting them in front of clients. They used their clients’ 
reaction as the barometer instead of what the tech world insists is so 
great. Catalyst’s clients didn’t care about all the bells and whistles: 
what they wanted was the middle-of-the-road, tried and true (as 
much as smartphone apps can be said to be the tried and true). I 
really appreciate that with Catalyst, what matters is what’s best for 
the clients, always.”4

4  Interview with Kate Griffin, vice president of programs for Prosperity Now (formerly CFED), January 16, 2018.
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Catalyst Miami: Local impact, National Implications begins with 
some background on Miami: both the factors that make it unique 
(particularly the powerful role of the Cuban exilio in shaping Miami’s 
specific destiny) and also broader factors that make Miami an 
important bellwether city for the rest of the country generally. These 
include stark wealth disparities (as the report elaborates, in the 
entire nation, Miami-Dade is second only to New York in income 
inequality), vulnerability to climate change, and an economy that 
produces few opportunities for the non-college educated other than 
low-wage service jobs on which it is difficult to support oneself, let 
alone a family. All these factors and more—the distrust that various 
ethnic groups have for each other and for the political process, 
the shrinking public budgets available for social services even as 
demand is increasing, and the tendency for civic unrest to take 
violent expression—are increasingly trends in the United States more 
broadly. 
 
After that context-setting, Catalyst Miami provides a profile and 
history of the organization and its strategy.  Of particular note is the 
organization’s successful leadership transition from its founder to 
the current CEO, who is only the second person to hold that job in 
Catalyst’s history. Conventional wisdom suggests that any milestone 
that important should follow a systematic and structured process: 
appreciative inquiry of the organization’s current status, forming of a 
search committee, multiple drafts of position description, screening, 
short-listing, and so forth. Catalyst Miami did none of those things. 
They had a hard deadline (the departing founder had to file papers of 
intention to run for county commissioner), they had a willing and able 
promotable candidate, and the organization was on sound footing. 
The nonprofit and for-profit worlds alike are rife with examples where 
stormy transitions at the top drain morale and productivity. The 
Catalyst experience provides a hopeful counter-example.

CATALYST MIAMI  
AT A GLANCE
Catalyst Miami is transforming the way low-wealth 
Miamians lift themselves, their neighborhoods, and their 
city. The work focuses on both clients and systems.

Helping Clients Change Their Futures. Catalyst Miami 
provides services to help clients change their own lives 
and their communities. These services include connecting 
low-income families to healthcare services and insurance 
and to financial services such as free tax preparation, 
credit building and savings opportunities, and 
comprehensive financial coaching. Catalyst Miami also 
works to develop community members’ leadership skills, 
offering training and practice opportunities in advocacy 
and public policy for adults and youth alike.

Innovating and Seeking out New Methodologies. 
Catalyst Miami believes there are better ways to create 
change, so they work to find those ways, build on them, 
host them, or whatever may be required to advance them. 
The organization has become a trusted leader to activate 
coalitions and networks to work on a range of issues, 
ranging from climate change to living wages, that are best 
tackled through collective action. 

Year founded:  
1996 (as the Human Services Coalition)

Annual operating budget:  
$4.4 million (for FY 2019

Full time/full-time equivalent staff members:  
31 

Points of service in 2018:  
4,819
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Catalyst Miami describes in depth the organization’s approach to 
“wrap-around” services integration. There are many reasons for using 
an integration approach to deliver services. Most CBOs operate under 
tight budgets, and it is typically less expensive to build on what you 
have than to create something new. An integrated approach will also 
make it easier for clients, who are often already juggling multiple 
priorities, to participate in services. Beyond efficiency considerations, 
research has found that integrating services generally improves 
outcomes.5 In one of numerous examples, clients who received 
multiple, integrated services were three to four times more likely to 
achieve a major positive economic outcome—such as getting out of 
debt, getting a job, or completing a training or education program—
than those clients who only received one service.6 Catalyst Miami 
was one of the pioneers in developing integrated services more than 
17 years ago and that approach remains a key to its programming 
strategy.

Along with providing financial coaching and access to healthcare 
services and insurance, Catalyst Miami delivers leadership training 
on a variety of fronts, most recently climate change. It has focused 
intensively on the issue since 2016, embedding climate change 
awareness and empowerment into its integrated suite of services. 
In order to bring climate change resilience into client interactions, 
Catalyst Miami created materials that address the issue from the 
financial and health perspectives. This serves to strengthen the 
connection in the minds of their nearly 6,000 clients between the 
sometimes-abstract notion of climate change and its concrete effects 
on their lives. Perhaps more than any other issue, climate change 
illustrates the power of the Catalyst Miami model: of empowering low-
income people to exercise true agency and advocacy by integrating a 
long-term perspective into the work of meeting short-term needs.

Another key tactic in the strategy, discussed in depth in this 
report, is Catalyst Miami’s role as convener and “quarterback.” The 
organization pioneered this approach, too, and learned carefully 
from early failure. Catalyst had launched “Miami Thrives” as an early 
experiment in network building, but that initiative lost momentum 
quickly after an initial burst of enthusiasm. The design process has 
been too top/down, and the call to action too vague. With guidance 
from researchers at the University of Miami, who produced an audit 
report that pulled no punches, Catalyst hired a dedicated staffer to 
lead the convening function, provided resources for staff training and 
support, and relaunched the idea as Social Justice Table. Although 
working collaboratively remains something that does not come 
naturally to the Miami community, Social Justice Table has grown 
rapidly, has a much clearer idea of what success would look like, and 
has begun achieving successes. 

5  New York City Department of Consumer Affairs. Municipal Financial Empowerment: A Supervitamin for Public 
Programs. New York, NY: NYC Department of Consumer Affairs, 2013. Available at: http://www.nyc.gov/html/
dca/downloads/pdf/SupervitaminReport5.pdf.

6  Working Families Success Network, A Successful Strategy for Promoting Financial Stability. WFSN, 2013. 
Available at: http://workingfamiliessuccess.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/WFSNOverview-Case-Making-
Document-101013-FINAL.pdf

The Miami Thrives/Social Justice Table experience also provided 
valuable lessons learned which Catalyst Miami was able to apply 
quickly and effectively as it launched its convening work around 
climate change. The Miami Climate Alliance, or MCA, is a group of 
80 local organizations committed to working on climate justice. As 
head of MCA’s Clean Energy Working Group, Catalyst Miami has led 
a network of hundreds of stakeholders to work with County staff on 
increasing usage of renewable energy and reducing energy poverty 
for low-income Miamians. In collaboration with other partners, 
Catalyst Miami has also scored significant climate policy victories at 
the city, county, and regional level. Considering that Catalyst Miami 
only launched its climate change response work in 2016, it may seem 
startling that it has achieved so much success so quickly. But as the 
report describes, the convening skills and, more importantly, the 
relationships have actually been patiently honed over decades, with 
Social Justice Table, and before that Miami Thrives, all the way back 
to the Human Services Coalition. 

This section of the report also describes Catalyst Miami’s delicate 
balance in providing leadership—and being the fiscal agent for the 
donor funds that support the convening function—without generating 
resentment. As one interviewee noted, “They are serious about 
service beyond self. I have actually seen Catalyst spend time trying to 
raise money for other CBOs: this does not happen in life.”

Catalyst Miami: Local Impact, National Implications concludes with 
some some specific calls to action and recommendations for different 
stakeholders. For funders (public and private), it recommends a 
serious reconsideration of the trend away from general operating 
support. Funders say they want grantees to innovate, and further 
acknowledge that real innovation by definition involves risk. However, 
this requires acknowledging a related truth: no organization will take 
those risks if doing so poses a threat to survival. Without a cushion of 
reliable general operating support to pay rent and keep the lights on, 
no organization can be expected (or should be asked) to assume the 
genuine risks that come with true innovation. 

For policymakers, the report provides insights into the model of the 
“quarterback organization,” the institution in a given community 
that can play a coordinating role to drive collective action. The 
quarterback model is even more important for issues, such as climate 
change, which by their nature can only be meaningfully addressed 
at scale and defy piecemeal or siloed solutions. For community-
based organizations, the report describes the value of focusing 
on comparative advantage, working collaboratively (whether as a 
quarterback organization or in collaboration with one), and cultivating 
strong, candid relationships with funders and public officials.

Miami is shifting sands, 
literally and figuratively. 

There is no fixed hierarchy, 
no real Establishment like 

the old-line American cities 
have. It is a much more fluid 

place. There’s an upside 
to that—a person or an 

organization can gain visibility 
more quickly than other 

places, perhaps—but it’s also 
harder to navigate through 
a landscape where nothing 
is fixed. It is very, very hard 

to exercise real leadership in 
Miami because nobody has 

the same information, or the 
same allegiances, or even 

the same worldview. So it is 
the Wild West, a place ripe 

for opportunism of both the 
good and the bad variety.

Daniella Levine Cava
Founder, Catalyst Miami
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Finally, Catalyst Miami: Local Impact, National Implications offers 
closing reflections on Miami as a bellwether city and Catalyst as a 
bellwether institution. Our nation is more divided today—politically, 
socially, economically, culturally—than at any time since the Civil 
War. The rise of social media has done for the nation what the Mariel 
boatlift did for Miami 40 years ago: sowed the seeds for resentment 
and demonization that have erupted into a toxic civic culture. The 
Great Recession of 2008 did for the nation what Miami’s identity 
as primarily a tourist hub did for that city: strand people in low-
paying service jobs in the gig economy. Ballooning budget deficits in 
states and municipalities across the country have driven cutbacks in 
education that leave more and more Americans in the same position 
young Miamians have faced for years: unevenly educated and ill 
equipped to find or create good jobs.

Along with all the challenges and liabilities, however, Miami has major 
assets that can and are being leveraged. Those include a cohort of 
community-based organizations, still small but growing in number 
and capacity. Catalyst Miami’s work in bringing people to the table 
in such a way that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts is 
delivering impact in its home city—and suggesting a potential model 
for a nation where responsibility for social services and community 
support is shifting, and will likely continue to do, from the public to 
the private sector.

BACKGROUND ON MIAMI7

Miami, Florida is a global city shaped by continuous migration, 
economic booms and busts, destructive tropical storms, and low 
confidence in political leadership. Miami is also a place where diverse 
social groups, immigration, poverty, and inequality create an intense 
need for economic and social supports. Miami-Dade County has the 
second-highest income inequality of any large county in the country. 
Of the nation’s 25 largest counties, Miami-Dade has a Gini index of 
.503.18 From this group, only New York County, New York (Manhattan) 
has a higher Gini index.9 In the state of Florida, 22.6 percent of 
more than 18.6 million residents can be qualified as poor, in deep 
poverty or near poverty.10 In fact, the poverty rates in Florida all rose 
continuously between the years 2007 and 2011. These tremendous 
challenges highlight the need for collaboration within and across 
sectors, but for a variety of reasons, Miami has had limited success in 
creating and sustaining collaborative, inter-organizational, and cross-
sector solutions to complex community challenges. Miami has also 
been characterized as having very low civic engagement indicators. 
Among 50 major cities, the Census Bureau’s Current Population 
Survey identified Miami as last, or close to last, on four key indicators: 
voting, volunteering, donating, and participation in community 
meetings.11 

Part of the reason for Miami’s fragile civic culture can be explained 
by simple arithmetic. The greater metropolitan area’s population grew 
from barely 1,000 to more than 5.5 million in just 110 years (1896-
2006),12 a scale of growth experienced nowhere else in the nation. 
To be sure, other American cities had grown by shock waves (the 
19th and early 20th centuries’ influx of Chinese railroad workers in the 
West, or the Italians to New York, or the Irish to Boston, or Polish to 
Chicago). But along with its sheer scale and pace, there were several 
important ways that Miami’s growth represented differences of kind, 
not just degree, and those differences had major socio-political 
implications.

7 This section draws extensively from two publications: (1) Evans, Scotney D., Adam D. Rosen, Stacey M. 
Kesten, and Wendy Moore. 2014. “Miami Thrives: Weaving a Poverty Reduction Coalition.” American Journal 
of Community Psychology, April. and (2) The chapter “Competing Elites: Cuban Power, Anglo Conversion, and 
Frustrated African Americans” from Stepick, Alex, Guillermo Grenier and Max Castro. 2003. This Land Is Our 
Land: Immigrants and Power in Miami. Berkeley: University of California Press. Sincere gratitude to Scot Evans 
of the University of Miami for recommending and providing both publications.

8 The Gini index (also Gini ratio or Gini coefficient) is a measure of inequality of income or wealth. A Gini ratio 
of zero expresses perfect equality, where all values are the same (for example, where everyone has the same 
income). A Gini index of 1 (or 100%) represents maximal inequality (e.g., where, in a large group, one member of 
the group has all the income or consumes all the resources). The closer to 0, the closer to equality; the closer 
to 1, the closer to maximal inequality.

9  2012 U.S. Census Bureau data as cited in Evans et al (2014).
10  Bustamante and Unterberger 2013 as cited in Evans et al (2014).
11  National Conference on Citizenship 2010, as cited in Evans et al (2014)
12  U.S. Census data

There is a lot of wealth 
in Miami but the city 
doesn’t seem to have a 
correspondingly robust 
philanthropic sector yet. 
There are a couple of major 
local funders and for the most 
part they adhere faithfully 
to their core programmatic 
areas. Things that feel a 
little funny or different, like 
integrated services delivery 
or nonprofit sector capacity-
building or some of the other 
things Catalyst is doing, are 
simply harder sells. Right now 
Catalyst is pulling in out-
of-town dollars to do local 
work. The value, for those 
out-of-town donors like us, 
is the huge potential Catalyst 
holds as a national model, 
particularly around mitigating 
the effects of climate change 
on low-income vulnerable 
communities.

Michael Shaw
Kresge Foundation

It is only anecdotal, from 
my own observations and 
experiences and those of 

my circle of professional and 
personal acquaintances. But 

we see young adults who 
grew up here returning to 

Miami after going to college 
or graduate school in the 

Northeast. There is a sense 
that they see the positive 

aspects of Miami’s leadership 
vacuum, that they sense an 

opportunity to get ahead 
faster and farther than they 

could in places like New York 
or Washington where there 
is a much more established 

hierarchy. I wonder if maybe 
Miami’s brain drain could be 

poised for reversal.

Gina Ciraldo Stabile
Catalyst Miami board member
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First, the Cuban exiles who fled Cuba after the 1959 communist 
takeover were not the huddled masses of the Ellis Island variety. The 
early waves especially included a substantial share of the professional 
and business elite. Castro may have seized their property, but they 
retained their education (often extensive), their expertise, and their 
upper-class habits of mind. Second, the Miami Cubans left their 
homeland to take up residence in a new country practically around 
the corner—Havana is less than 230 miles from Miami—and they 
did so during the age of mass broadcast communications that made 
it possible to maintain an ongoing, meaningful connection in a way 
that had not been true for earlier immigrants. Third, the Cuban exiles 
spoke Spanish, a major world language. Earlier immigrants to other 
cities may have continued to speak, for example, Yiddish or Gaelic 
or Ukrainian at home, but when your mother tongue has only a few 
million native speakers, you have a greater incentive to learn the new 
country’s as quickly as possible. Finally, and perhaps most important, 
even many years after the revolution, the Cuban exiles were certain 
that their expatriation would be a temporary thing. 

In short, for all of these reasons, their native land simply did not 
become the half-forgotten “old country” for the Miami Cubans 
but instead remained the focus of intense attention and concern. 
From the point of view of the pre-existing White establishment, 
and perhaps even more from that of Miami’s African Americans, 
the energy and resources the exilio devoted to its own community 
(on and off the island) came at the expense of Miami’s needs and 
its civic culture. They perceived the Miami Cubans’ preoccupation 
with Cuban affairs, and specifically their low level of giving to 
broad-based charitable drives such as the United Way, as a form 
of ingratitude.13Relations between the major ethnic groups in 
Miami have not recently erupted into the violent riots that nearly 
destroyed the city in the 1980s and 1990s. But trust and inter-group 
cooperation remain difficult to nurture. 

The serious challenges facing Miami’s civic life—the wide and 
growing gap between the haves and have not’s, the distrust that 
various ethnic groups have for each other and for the political 
process, the shrinking public budgets available for social services 
even as demand is increasing, the tendency for civic unrest to take 
violent expression—all of these are increasingly trends in the United 
States more broadly. For this reason, Miami is known as a bellwether 
city: a harbinger of things to come but also a laboratory to test 
possible responses. 

Miami is a bellwether city in two other important ways as well. Its 
inequality in incomes and household assets is exacerbated by the 
structure of its economy. Miami’s major industries are tourism, 
financial services, international trade, media and entertainment, 
and biotech research. While much of the rest of the nation has lost 
a manufacturing base that once generated good jobs for semi-
skilled workers, Miami never had much of one in the first place. 
The kinds of jobs that tourism generates (e.g., food service, hotel 

13  Stepick et al (2003).

housekeeping, taxi driving) tend to be low-wage. As with the rest of 
the nation, Miami’s economy generates good jobs for people with 
college degrees and above, and dead-end jobs for everyone else, 
with little in between. Miami’s school system, again like those in many 
of the nation’s major cities, struggles to prepare its students for the 
knowledge economy while simultaneously being expected to act as 
the provider of an array of vital social services interventions (meals, 
after-school programming, and much more) for the time- and cash-
strapped low-income families it serves.

Finally, Miami, along with New Orleans and other low-lying cities 
with large shares of people living in poverty, is a bellwether city for 
the effects of climate change. The symptoms of climate change are 
undeniable in Miami-Dade County. The sea level has risen about 
a foot since the pre-industrial days of the 1870s, and the increase 
is expected to accelerate, with projections of up to 6.8 feet sea 
level rise by 2100. Flooded streets are becoming common even on 
sunny days, triggered not by storm surge but by high tide. Rising 
seas exacerbate the impact of hurricanes, always a threat in Miami. 
The number of days with temperatures higher than 95 Fahrenheit 
in Florida has steadily increased since 1970, putting the health of 
residents at risk. Despite conventional wisdom that holds that climate 
change is a sort of universal leveler affecting rich and poor alike, 
the reality is that the poor suffer much more. They are more likely to 
live in lower quality housing that leaves them more vulnerable to the 
stifling heat and flooding that are part of the new normal. And they 
are more likely to hold the kinds of jobs where missing work (because 
you can’t get to your job through flooded streets or because your 
workplace is closed due to power outages) means not getting paid—
when you have very little cushion against lost income.14

Miami’s increasing recognition as a bellwether city suggests the 
seriousness of the challenges it faces—one of which is its current low 
capacity, at both the political and the civil society level, to confront 
those challenges effectively. But it also means that policymakers 
at the national level are paying attention. They are increasingly 
determined to find responses that work: well-designed interventions, 
models that can achieve impact and scale, and organizations that can 
partner cross-culturally and create permanent impact. 

For many of them, the Catalyst Miami model—integrated services 
delivery, meaningful advocacy work, partnering with and building the 
capacity of other CBOs, an emphasis on staff empowerment and a 
learning culture—holds great promise.

14  Kelly, Cathleen, Miranda Peterson, and Madeleine Boel. 2016. Miami-Dade in Hot Water: Why Building Equitable 
Climate Resilience is Key to Public Health and Economic Stability in South Florida. Washington, DC: Center for 
American Progress, January.

One of the challenges with the 
way social services are evolving 
in Miami has to do with the fact 

that the sector, like the city 
itself, is relatively young. There 
are a lot of CBOs in Miami that 

seem to lurch from one crisis to 
the next, so much drama. But if 

you are looking to mold the next 
generation, you need to get your 

own house in order first.

Stephanie Sylvestre
The Children’s Trust

What I think Catalyst does best 
is to define themselves around 
their mission and not their set 
of services. They don’t get 
fixated on those things: they 
incubate when that is called for, 
spin off things when their time 
has come, start up new things, 
wind down others. Basically, 
they have the mechanism for 
adjusting their operation, and 
the ability to do that well is 
rare, maybe even unique in 
their context. They have huge 
capacity but because they don’t 
have a correspondingly huge 
ego, they are just all about the 
work and even then they are not 
married to the “how” or even to 
the “what.” They are married to 
the “why”—to the residents of 
their community and respecting 
that voice, even when it means 
taking risks. Risk-taking is also 
part of Kresge’s organizational 
culture. We’re not paying for 
program outcomes—one of the 
things we want Catalyst to do 
is to have outside influence and 
the way you do that is by being 
the one willing to go first. We’re 
interested in making sure that 
other groups get influenced by 
this disruptive (in a good way) 
force that is Catalyst.

Michael Shaw
Kresge Foundation
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CATALYST MIAMI
PROFILE AND HISTORY
The organization that became Catalyst Miami was born in response to 
the drive for welfare reform in the mid-1990s. Founder Daniella Levine 
Cava convened a group of like-minded people concerned about the 
effects of welfare reform on low-income Miamians. Together with 
Carol Von Arx of the Roblee Foundation, Daniella went on to formalize 
that group as the Human Services Coalition, or HSC, initially a 
project of the League of Women Voters. HSC quickly grew in size and 
influence to the point where it needed to be its own entity: in 1996, 
HSC was spun off from the League and formally incorporated. HSC 
began doing business as “Catalyst Miami” in 2010. The new brand 
better reflected the organization’s identity as a change agent, not just 
a services provider, and the name change was legally formalized in 
January 2017.  

CATALYST MIAMI AT A GLANCE

Catalyst Miami is transforming the way low-wealth Miamians 
lift themselves, their neighborhoods, and their city. The work 
focuses on both clients and systems.

Helping Clients Change Their Futures. Catalyst Miami 
provides services to help clients change their own lives and their 
communities. These services include connecting low-income 
families to healthcare services and insurance and to financial 
services such as free tax preparation, credit building and savings 
opportunities, and comprehensive financial coaching. Catalyst 
Miami also works to develop community members’ leadership 
skills, offering training and practice opportunities in advocacy 
and public policy for adults and youth alike.

Innovating and Seeking out New Methodologies. Catalyst 
Miami believes there are better ways to create change, so they 
work to find those ways, build on them, host them, or whatever 
may be required to advance them. The organization has become 
a trusted leader to activate coalitions and networks to work on 
a range of issues, ranging from climate change to living wages, 
that are best tackled through collective action. 

Year founded: 1996 (as the Human Services Coalition)

Annual operating budget: $4.4 million (for FY 2019

Full time/full-time equivalent staff members: 31 

Points of service in 2018: 4,819

There is a lot of potential in our 
leadership programs. When you 

get people in a room talking 
about serious issues, and the 

policies that shape those issues, 
they start to see the similarities 

and the opportunities to work 
together. They start to see 

each other as the same and not 
The Other. Yes, language and 
ethnicity are real differences, 

but affordable housing? It’s 
everyone’s problem. So is 

transportation and the lack of 
basic preventative care. Once 

they see the connections, they 
want to work together. In one 
of the cohorts of our CLEAR 

[the Community Leadership on 
the Environment, Advocacy, 
and Resilience] program, we 

had an affluent lawyer and 
residents from very low-income 
communities sitting in the same 
room, exchanging perspectives 

and identifying solutions 
together, for weeks. If Catalyst 

can get our model right and build 
on it, I honestly believe we can 
change Miami. And if you can 

change Miami, you can change 
anything. 

Aidil Oscariz
Catalyst Miami vice president for 

policy and advocacy

What I am most proud of, about 
Catalyst, is the courage. It takes 
courage for an organization not 
just to go into a community to 
deliver services but to create 
a staff that can work in those 
communities successfully to 
move issues forward. It seems 
like there is a much more 
deliberate effort to have staff 
that reflect the communities 
we are supposed to serve. And 
it takes some courage to really 
commit to staff diversity.

Izegbe Onyango
Catalyst Miami neighborhood 
engagement manager

IMPACT: 2018

Serving Clients Driving Innovation

1,403 individuals assisted with 
health-insurance applications.

1,394 individuals assisted with 
applications for SNAP benefits.

600 referrals to CBOs or safety-
net health clinics.

710 individuals educated on 
preventive health measures and 
navigating health-care systems.

883 individuals received financial 
education or coaching 

434 received free tax preparation 

$1,987: average increase in sav-
ings balance for clients with posi-
tive savings change

25 points: average increase in 
credit score for such clients.

100% of CLEAR graduates report-
ed an improved understanding of 
climate resilience—a 51% increase 
from before CLEAR.

86% of CLEAR graduates reported 
an increase in their confidence 
speaking to their family about 
climate change.

70% of all Parent Leadership 
Training Institute participants 
showed an increase in advocacy 
skills.

100% showed an increase in com-
munity involvement and volun-
teerism.

100% showed in increase in 
knowledge of public policy.

93% completion among
young-adult participants in the 
Public Allies program

93% Public Allies participants 
increased leadership skills

Continued with Hurricane Irma 
recovery efforts, including 502 
individuals with assistance (e.g., 
hurricane-related supplies, help 
in completing FEMA and Disaster 
SNAP) and 50 individuals with a 
$1k no-interest loan

Through the Miami Climate Al-
liance, launched the Miamians 
for Energy Freedom coalition, a 
network dedicated to working col-
laboratively with County staff on 
renegotiations with the private util-
ity, Florida Power & Light (FPL). 

Collaborated with key community 
stakeholders to form the Future 
Bound Miami Consortium. The 
Consortium has secured funding 
for initial seed deposits in prepar-
ing to launch Florida’s first uni-
versal children’s savings account 
(CSA) program next year, which 
will be the country’s largest CSA 
program at scale.

Ventured into worker cooperatives 
to see if it could be a potential 
solution for low-wealth employees 
to build wealth in Miami. Catalyst 
was selected as a Shared Equity 
in Economic Development (SEED) 
Fellow within a regional collabora-
tion aimed at understanding how 
local businesses can leverage the 
worker cooperative model in order 
to preserve locally owned and 
operated businesses.
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Early days
One of the most unusual features of the Human Services Coalition 
was the “coalition” aspect. As noted above, Miami was (and remains) 
an unusually divided city whose many different ethnic groups have 
historically found it easier to work for and among themselves than 
collectively for the common good. The sweeping overhaul of the 
nation’s welfare system provided a shock that brought people 
together. But even before then, 1992’s Hurricane Andrew had set a 
precedent. Daniella was appointed to Miami-Dade’s Department for 
Children and Families to help restore the homes and lives of people 
affected by the hurricane. She recalled the spirit of people pulling 
together to help each other in the aftermath of a storm that was the 
most destructive event in Miami’s history (and remained so for 25 
years, until 2017’s Irma). But she wryly notes that the experience also 
made her “determined to find ways other than a Category 5 disaster 
to bring people together.”

HSC’s broad-based coalition and its skills quickly earned it 
the credibility to start winning important victories. In 1999, the 
Community Coalition for a Living Wage, an HSC project, won passage 
of a living wage ordinance for the County—the first of its kind in the 
entire southeastern United States. Three years later, the John S. and 
James L. Knight Foundation awarded HSC $200,000 to promote the 
Earned Income Tax Credit and free tax preparation. That same year, 
the United States Department of Agriculture made a grant for HSC 
to promote food stamp outreach. Support from additional funders 
including the Children’s Trust and the United States Department of 
Health made it possible for HSC to develop an integrated services 
model—consumption support (food stamps), financial services, 
and health services—years before that model achieved national 
prominence. In 2002, that integrated model (known as the Prosperity 
Campaign) was formalized. 

The theory of change behind the HSC model was that advocacy and 
direct services had to work in tandem. As one Catalyst staffer put 
it: “You can’t expect people to prioritize civic engagement if their 
basic needs are not being met.”15 With funding from the Children’s 
Trust, HSC launched its Parent Leadership Training Institute, or 
PLTI, in 2007 to train parents and children to become effective 
advocates in their communities. That same year, the Children’s Trust 
also funded creation of Public Allies Miami to train young adults as 
nonprofit leaders, with a special emphasis on encouraging people 
to work collaboratively across ethnic lines. The programs’ curricula 
(and in some cases the names) have evolved over time, but Catalyst 
Miami’s programs continue to train hundreds of adults, youth, and 
children each year in civic engagement. One of the most important 
recent training programs, CLEAR (Community Leadership on the 
Environment, Advocacy, and Resilience), has become a particular 
focus of national attention as it tackles the urgent issue of climate 
change. (See discussion next section.)

15  Interview with Adil Oscariz in Miami, November 28, 2017.

Finally, true to its 1990s origins as the node of a network for 
collective action, the organization now known as Catalyst Miami 
remains the convener for other local and regional CBOs to share best 
practices, capture efficiencies of scale, and advocate for policies with 
a collective voice. At the national level, Catalyst Miami is the CBO 
face of Miami: bringing its community’s lessons learned to a broad 
audience and also bringing back home good ideas and practices that 
can be adapted to the local context.

The importance of general  
operating support
As noted elsewhere, Catalyst’s model of integrated bundled-services 
delivery rests on a core insight: that individuals cannot simultaneously 
operate in survival mode and creative mode. Until they are secure in 
their basic needs, individuals cannot spare the mental and emotional 
energy required to imagine a different future, and they cannot (and 
in truth probably should not) take even calculated risks with scarce 
resources. 

The Catalyst story suggests that what is true at the individual 
and household level is also true for institutions. Catalyst staffers 
themselves, their funders, and other key informants all forthrightly 
acknowledge that Catalyst Miami’s financial cushion is one of the 
major factors that enable the organization’s creativity and spirit of 
innovation. Stephanie Sylvestre is an executive with The Children’s 
Trust, a publicly-funded initiative to improve the lives of Miami-Dade 
County’s children. Children’s Trust was one of Catalyst’s original 
funders and remains a major donor. Stephanie Sylvestre forthrightly 
explains that Children’s Trust needs Catalyst as much as Catalyst 
needs Children’s Trust: as a taxpayer-funded entity, Children’s Trust 
must disburse a certain level of funding each year, that funding must 
stay within the County, and it must produce results. 

Children’s Trust is looking to build—with Catalyst’s help—the 
capacity of more community-based organizations to absorb and 
make effective use of Children’s Trust funding. In the meantime, 
she says, “How (could anyone) imagine a nonprofit would be able to 
function without money for overhead? People who would never hire 
an incompetent to work in their own business somehow imagine that 
nonprofits can pay low salaries and still get good talent. I cannot 
understand the suggestion that funders should somehow not have to 
cover general operating costs.”

Allegany Franciscan Ministries is another long-time major funder 
of Catalyst. Funded with the proceeds from the sale of hospital 
operations formerly run by women religious, Allegany Franciscan is 
also a well-capitalized and  -managed funder committed to building 
the capacity of local CBOs. Daniel Gibson, their regional vice 
president for Miami-Dade, acknowledges that Allegany Franciscan’s 
20 years of support to Catalyst is not typical. But he notes: “We 
have partnered with some effective organizations for the long term. 

From our perspective, 
the leadership transition 
was handled in the right 

way at the right time. 
I’ve seen organizations 

wait five years or so 
too long to make the 

change at the top, and 
it’s a much bumpier 

process. Catalyst was 
ready for this transition 

and Gretchen did a 
fantastic job of working 

through any surprises 
or adjustment period 

that people needed. The 
communication to funders 

was clear and proactive; 
they handled it very well 

from that perspective, too.

Eileen Coogan
CEO Allegany Franciscan 

Ministries (longtime  
core funder)
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It’s not a given. One of the reasons we continue to fund Catalyst is 
because their approach and impact align so closely with our mission 
and values. Yet they also understand that they are not entitled to our 
funding. They really do approach the relationship as a partnership 
and they call me even when they don’t need something. That is rarer 
than you might think.”

Leadership Transition
Founder’s syndrome (n):  a popular term for the difficulty faced by 
organizations where one or more founders maintain disproportionate 
power and influence following the effective initial establishment of the 
project, leading to a wide range of problems for the organization.16

On paper, Catalyst Miami might have seemed uniquely vulnerable to 
founder’s syndrome.17 After all, It was founded by a woman universally 
described as a charismatic force of nature, and led by that person 
for almost 20 years. Instead, the organization not only survived the 
founder’s departure but has won new supporters, remained on solid 
financial footing, and grown in national prominence in the five years 
since the transition to the new CEO. Catalyst Miami’s experience thus 
holds important lessons for other organizations strongly associated 
with one charismatic leader.

Founder Daniella Levine Cava recalls that more than 50 people 
showed up to the first organizing meeting for the group that would 
become the Human Services Coalition (or HSC), eventually to be 
rebranded Catalyst Miami. Initially a project of the League of Women 
Voters, HSC quickly grew large enough to be spun off and was 
separately incorporated in 1996. 

Because it was born as a response to welfare reform, HSC from the 
very start combined advocacy with direct service provision. The 
coalition’s member organizations were committed to filling the void 
created by the reduction in public benefits and, at the same time, to 
making the case against further erosion of social protections. Along 
with this dual identity embedded in the organization’s DNA, the 
Coalition also reflected Daniella’s personal restlessness, energy, and 
curiosity. “In the early days, I ran HSC out of my house and did not 
receive any salary,” she recalls. “But the great thing about a start-
up organization is that there were really no constraints. I was free 
to explore for ideas beyond Miami, and to bring back home what I 
learned, and to just try things.”

16 Wikipedia definition. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Founder%27s_syndrome
17 This report uses “founder’s syndrome” in a value-neutral way to describe simply the tendency on the part of 

people in general to associate an organization with that organization’s founder. “Founder’s syndrome” as used 
herein has as much to do with the all-pervasiveness of celebrity culture in general than with anything specific 
to a particular organization or even to the nonprofit sector. We recognize that this is not the only perspective on 
founder’s syndrome, and we welcome recent contributions to the literature which question the over-diagnosis 
of “founder’s syndrome” as the root cause of organizational challenges. See for example: Schmidt, Elizabeth. 
(2017). “Rediagnosing ‘Founder’s Syndrome:’ Moving Beyond Stereotypes to Improve Nonprofit Performance.” 
Nonprofit Quarterly, December 6. 

That energetic explorer’s spirit came to define the organizational 
culture in a way that has endured and that reflects the real (if less 
remarked upon) upside of “founder’s syndrome.” People interviewed 
for this report (December 2017-February 2018) consistently noted 
Catalyst Miami’s willingness to learn from other sectors and other 
geographic markets, to learn by doing, and to avoid complacency, 
and they attributed that organizational spirit to the spirit of its 
founder.

As the Human Services Coalition grew and evolved, Daniella also 
became a self-described “avid student” of human resources and 
organizational development issues. She focused on succession 
planning for years before the transition actually happened.

I knew that the organization was a reflection of my restlessness and 
my acquisitiveness. I also knew there was a danger of it being too 
personality-driven, and I did not want that to be the case: strong 
organizations have succession plans. Scot [Evans, from University 
of Miami] helped us a lot with internal change management. And the 
more we got real and intentional about succession planning, the more 
safe I felt: that what the team had built was real, that it wasn’t just all 
The Daniella Show, that other people could lead it, and in fact, that 
that should happen. 

In September 2013 I was asked to consider running against 
the incumbent to represent Miami’s 8th District. It was a hard 
decision. My husband and I loved the house where we lived and 
had raised our children, but it was not within the district lines. 
We would have to move out of that house and into one in the 
district, and we would have to do it fast, within two months. But 
I just decided: We can do this. We can do it.

I spoke with Gretchen (Beesing) and Brian (Larson, Catalyst’s 
CFO) and the initial thinking was that I would not leave Catalyst 
altogether: that maybe I would stay on part-time, or take a 
leave of absence and come back if I did not win the election. 
My political advisers made it clear that that idea was a non-
starter. For one thing, campaigning was going to be a more 
than full-time job. For another, failing to cut ties with Catalyst 
would be seen as potentially a conflict of interest (since the 
commission votes on matters affecting CBOs’ work) and would 
definitely signal a bet-hedging lack of seriousness about the 
run. 

At that point, Gretchen stepped up. She is a calm and strong 
person, and she likes a challenge. In a perfect world, maybe 
the process would have been more systematic. But we were 
working against a ticking clock, Gretchen was definitely eligible 
for promotion, and she raised her hand and said “I’ll do it.” So 
the board agreed, we made the announcement to the staff, 
Gretchen took over the leadership, and I went on to run my 
campaign which turned out to be successful.
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In the timeframe when this report was being prepared, Gretchen 
Beesing had been in the top job for a little more than four years. 
Although four years is not a vast amount of time compared to the 
18-year tenure of her predecessor, it is enough time for stakeholders 
to form meaningful opinions about the state of the organization under 
new leadership. The consensus of those opinions was striking.18  
Gretchen was consistently described as a gifted communicator 
and a person who deeply understands that her job is to create 
the organizational context for the rest of the team to excel.19 Like 
Daniella, she is a lifelong learner who makes it her business to remain 
well read, not just on industry literature but on general topics. She 
also has the particular skill of translating industry concepts and 
jargon and making them not only comprehensible but compelling to 
the uninitiated.

Catalyst’s integrated-services model20 provides a case in point. 
In this area, as in others, Catalyst was ahead of its time. As noted 
above, Catalyst’s own operations from the very start had integrated 
advocacy with direct services provision; its direct services, in turn, 
integrated tax preparation with leadership skills, job skills, financial 
capability-building and a wide range of other services. But what 
Catalyst insiders understood as a sort of unified field theory of social 
change looked, to other observers, like an incoherent mishmash of 
random activities.

Gretchen’s early tenure prioritized an intensive audit, in close 
collaboration with the staff, of all Catalyst’s programming. Together 
as a team, they took the time to step back, reflect on Catalyst’s 
mission and its theory of change, and see which activities still fit, 
which should be discontinued, and which new directions they should 
explore. 

The willingness to experiment remains. Catalyst continues to be 
a first-mover in its community, most notably around child savings 
accounts, financial technology, and climate change response. What 
Gretchen’s gifts as a communicator, and her collaborative leadership 
style, have meant is that staff and other stakeholders are more 
personally bought in. They understand better what the organization 
is doing and, in the case of the staff, they had more of a hand in 
steering it.

The case of Catalyst Miami suggests several important factors 
for avoiding founder’s syndrome and maximizing the likelihood of 
successful transition of leadership.

18 With the exception of two Catalyst staffers who were interviewed together, and three board members who were 
interviewed together, all interviews were conducted individually, for reasons of confidentiality and to minimize 
the likelihood of interviewees conditioning each others’ responses. 

19 For an excellent discussion of this as the essence of a CEO’s job, see Porter, Michael, Jay W. Lorsch, and Nitin 
Nohria. (2004) “Seven Surprises for New CEOs.” Harvard Business Review, October. https://hbr.org/2004/10/
seven-surprises-for-new-ceos

20 See next section, Strategic Approach, for a more extensive discussion about integrated services delivery.

Start before you need to. The Catalyst transition felt sudden. Key 
staffers recall coming to work one day and hearing the announcement 
that Daniella was leaving to run for office and that Gretchen had been 
promoted. That said, what’s striking about the leadership transition is 
not so much the speed with which it was made but the fact that the 
necessary preconditions were in place to make that rapid response 
feasible. As Daniella put it, “It is not as if I got this opportunity and 
just left. We had already been working on succession planning in a 
serious way when I was approached to run for office. So by then, 
I was ready to leave, Gretchen was ready to be promoted, and the 
place was on solid financial and operational ground.” 

Don’t needlessly prolong the suspense. Conventional wisdom 
would suggest that something as important as a leadership transition 
be carried out in a highly systematic and transparent way: with an 
open process for internal candidates to apply, with advertisements 
in leading publications and industry platforms, possibly with a 
specialized executive recruiting firm. Catalyst Miami did none of those 
things—they did not have that luxury—and it worked out happily 
anyway. It is difficult to say how much this result reflects something 
particular about Catalyst Miami versus how much it suggests that 
perhaps the conventional wisdom could be wrong. But Catalyst 
Miami’s conclusion was: when the right person is staring you in the 
face, stop looking. 

Seriously consider the effect on morale of promoting from 
within. One of the things Catalyst Miami staffers consistently 
reported loving about their jobs was the opportunity to go as far as 
their talents and work ethic would take them. As one of them put it, 
“You are not limited here. You don’t have to wait for the old dude in 
the box above yours on the organizational chart to leave, because 
we are always growing and trying new things.”21Multiple staffers 
pointed to Gretchen’s promotion as the prime example of the way 
Catalyst “walks the talk” in terms of valuing and respecting the staff. 
Along with the powerful statement the promotion made about valuing 
staff, the continuity it provided boosted morale. Staff had just one 
hurdle to clear—saying goodbye to the founder—instead of the added 
challenge of going to work for a stranger.

Prior to that, create the necessary preconditions for promotion. 
Catalyst Miami was already widely seen as an exciting and nurturing 
place to work. Gretchen had been on the team since 2007, taking on 
increasing responsibilities and visibility. The respect she had already 
earned from her co-workers and other stakeholders meant there 
was a built-in reservoir of good will that played a decisive role in the 
success of the transition. 

21  Interview with Izegbe Onyango, November 28, 2017.
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Avoid the “sticky fingered hand-off.” Even if she had been so 
inclined (and she was not), Daniella could not have remained a 
hovering presence in Catalyst’s operations after her departure. The 
sheer demands on her time as a public official (and the appearance of 
impropriety) would have made it impossible for her to keep a hand in 
Catalyst. The clean break, though startling after 18 years, meant that 
the team had the operational and psychological space to reconstitute 
itself along new lines.

The points above are essentially process fixes: structural approaches 
that might be usefully generalizable for other organizations. The most 
important factor, however, is more elusive and does not lend itself to 
prescription: the people. The most important success factor in the 
Catalyst Miami transition ultimately came down to the character—the 
integrity, curiosity, servant’s hearts, and grit—of the people involved, 
even more than their technical and professional skills or the structural 
conditions of the organization.

The danger with comparisons is that they can become a false binary. 
Daniella is a magnetic charismatic visionary—but also a person who, 
whether as a CEO or an elected official, has an extensive track record 
of accomplishing difficult things that require consensus. Gretchen is 
a calmer personality and a person who understands how to turn ideas 
into activities into results—but also a person whose listening skills 
and personal warmth (and sly sense of humor) are their own brand 
of quiet charisma. Perhaps it is not an accident that both Daniella 
and Gretchen studied psychology and started their careers as 
social workers. They both have the talent of understanding people’s 
motivations and tapping into them for the greater good.

CATALYST MIAMI
STRATEGIC APPROACH
Vision: A just and equitable society in which all 
communities thrive.
Mission: To identify and collectively solve issues 
adversely affecting low-wealth communities 
throughout Miami-Dade County.

Strategy begins with goals: what you do depends on what you want to 
achieve. Goals, in turn, depend on who you are: your capabilities, your 
comparative advantage, and your values. It is important to remember 
that Catalyst Miami was born as a platform for collective action, as a 
network whose members understood that the whole could be greater 
than the sum of its parts. It was also born in Miami, a city where the 
need for social services is greater than many places even as available 
resources (financial and human) are scarcer. 

In short, the operating context of Miami practically demands that 
effective community-based organizations proceed on multiple fronts 
and that they work collectively. Seen in this light, Catalyst Miami’s 
ambitious mission, its long list of diverse programs and services, and 
its extensive web of partnerships seem natural and inevitable.    

Catalyst Miami’s menu of client-facing services is extensive: access 
to healthcare services and insurance, financial coaching, and 
leadership training on a variety of fronts, including, most recently, 
climate change. Core to it all is an agenda of empowerment and 
transformation. The Catalyst Miami team is passionate about the 
organization’s “teach a man to fish”22 approach; they understand it 
not only as consistent with a respect for individual human dignity but 
also as the only path to scalable and structural change. Only when 
clients become active partners, rather than passive beneficiaries, can 
communities thrive: the vision at the heart of Catalyst Miami’s work.

22 From the familiar proverb: “Give a man a fish and he eats for today. Teach a man to fish and he eats for a 
lifetime.”

When I began working at 
Catalyst, I was consistently 
struck by how ahead of 
its time it seemed like the 
organization had always 
been. Services integration 
is a case in point: I would go 
to conferences and listen 
to practitioners talk about 
their integration pilots and 
realize that we’d been doing 
it for more than a decade. Or 
I would get what I thought 
would be a great new idea 
and run it by (then CEO) 
Daniella (Levine Cava), and 
often, she would email me an 
old memo or grant close-
out report or something 
describing exactly “my” idea 
and explaining how it had 
been tried years before. It’s 
both exciting and humbling 
to be leading an organization 
that has been at the forefront 
of so many important trends 
for so many years.

Gretchen Beesing
Catalyst Miami Chief Executive 
Officer

There are organizations 
in our community that do 

take that holistic approach 
to individual, family, and 

community. But they do it in 
a geocentric or ethnocentric 

way. Catalyst is trying to 
transcend that—to do it in a 

multi-ethnic way even though 
(or especially because) those 

efforts are often met with 
resistance.

Charles Auslander
Catalyst Miami Board Member
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Services Integration
“If you want to lower my blood pressure, 

help me pay my electricity bill.”
 

– Low-income resident of Rochester, NY as quoted in Jason Q. Purnell’s 
2015 essay “Financial Health is Public Health”23

Catalyst Miami’s list of diverse and powerful programs and services 
is long because, as noted, it has to be: the needs of the community 
are great and the available resources are few. But that list is also 
long by design as well as by necessity. Catalyst Miami was among 
the very first community-based organizations to understand the 
power of wrap-around services delivery. Not only does it make 
program participation logistically easier for clients—itself no small 
consideration for stressed and vulnerable people—it improves 
outcomes.

Poverty is more than a lack of money and the things that money can 
buy. It is a complex, multi-dimensional phenomenon in which causes 
and symptoms—unemployment, poor health, lack of education, 
family dysfunction, weak neighborhoods, criminal involvement, low 
civic engagement—become conflated in a perpetual vicious cycle 
which defies easy solutions. In the prosperous decades immediately 
following World War II, when the United States still had a large and 
relatively secure middle class, poverty was regarded as an issue 
primarily affecting inner-city racial minorities.24 It was still possible in 
the 1950s and 1960s to raise a family on a single income derived from 
a job that did not require a college degree. That picture has changed 
dramatically. 

Any discussion of the loss of family-wage-paying manufacturing 
jobs leads necessarily to policy questions, especially around free 
trade and globalization and the decline of labor unions. Those policy 
questions, in turn, necessarily involve political dimensions that 
are beyond the scope of this report. For every left-leaning study 
that claims the loss of millions of jobs and the widening of income 
inequality, there is a right-leaning one that cites the creation of new 
and better jobs to offset those losses, along with the much wider 
availability of affordable goods to low-income consumers. No doubt 
both lines of argumentation contain some truth. No doubt, too, that 
even if it were possible to find clear signals among all the noise in the 
data, free-trade policies and their direct effects still only tell part of 
the story of the erosion of middle-class life in this country, a story 
which also includes less family stability, more drug addiction, and the 
powerfully destructive effects of a consumer culture that has become 
all-pervasive. 

23 Purnell, Jason Q. 2015. “Financial Health is Public Health” from What It’s Worth: Strengthening the Financial 
Future of Families, Communities and the Nation. (Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco and the Corporation 
for Enterprise Development (now known as Prosperity Now). Laura Choi, David Erickson, Kate Griffin, Andrea 
Levere, and Ellen Seidman, editors. San Francisco: Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco. 

24 Although this was hardly the whole story of postwar poverty (poverty remained an issue among working-
class urban whites and was also widespread in rural America), it is nevertheless true that poverty did 
disproportionately affect communities of color due in part, ironically enough, to the effect of the GI Bill. See 
Dedrick Asante-Muhammad’s essay “African American Inequality: A Twenty-First Century Challenge” in What 
It’s Worth. 

If the causes of the erosion of middle-class life remain subject to 
debate, the effects are clearer to see. A stunning and widely reported 
statistic from a Federal Reserve study25 found that almost half of all 
Americans (46 percent) could not cover a $400 emergency expense. 
Full-time jobs with benefits are no longer the rule. The General 
Accounting Office reports that 40 percent of Americans now work in 
“the gig economy.” Jobs from which one retires with a pension are no 
longer the rule, either, but have not been offset by personal savings. 
A 2016 study from the Economic Policy Institute found that the 
average American couple has only $5,000 saved for retirement. 

Harvard sociologist Robert Putnam’s latest book, Our Kids: The 
American Dream in Crisis analyzes poverty in America by dividing 
society into the college-educated versus those with a high-school 
diploma or less. The evidence of a growing divide is clear. The less 
educated make less money and own fewer assets, and they’re much 
more likely to feel financially stressed. Divorce is twice as frequent 
among the less educated. Single parenthood, unemployment, and 
rates of imprisonment are all roughly seven times more likely among 
the non-college-educated. 

If a college diploma is now the must-have for entering (or remaining 
in) a reasonably secure middle-class life,26 here, too, the news is 
not encouraging: Sallie Mae research from 2016 reported that 43 
percent of parents have not started saving for children’s college even 
though the cost of college rose 100 percent between 2001 and 2017, 
according to the College Board.

In short, the increasing financial insecurity of the American working 
class and middle class is the convergence of trends that have been 
years or even decades in the making. But it accelerated dramatically 
with the Great Recession triggered by the collapse of the housing 
sector in 2008. Families saw the value of their houses and other 
assets evaporate seemingly overnight, and as with so many other 
facts of economic life, there was a disproportionate effect along 
racial lines: white households lost 16 percent of their wealth between 
2005 and 2009, but communities of color lost more than half, with 
Hispanic and African American households losing 66 and 54 percent, 
respectively.27

Community-based organizations all over the country responded by, 
among other tactics, intensifying efforts around financial capability. 
Defined as “the capacity, based on knowledge, skills, and access, 

25 Larrimore, Jeff, Alex Durante, Christina Park, and Anna Tranfaglia. (May 2017) Report on the Economic Well-
Being of US Households for 2016. United States Federal Reserve Division of Consumer and Community Affairs. 
Washington, DC. https://www.federalreserve.gov/publications/files/2016-report-economic-well-being-us-
households-201705.pdf

26 This report recognizes that such may very well not be the case. For one thing, the lifetime value of a college 
degree will depend greatly on the field of study, the reputation of the college or university, and the ability of 
the student to graduate without onerous debt. College is also not the great eraser of racial economic inequality 
it is sometimes imagined to be. Median household income for white households was $71,300 in 2014; for 
African American households, it was almost 40 percent lower, at $43,300. For college-educated whites, it was 
$106,600; the comparable figure for African Americans was $82,300, a smaller but still significant 22 percent 
gap. Finally, it is also true that the kinds of young people who go on to college are more likely to come from 
stable, prosperous families in the first place. Nevertheless, a college degree is increasingly correlated with 
higher incomes and asset levels, even when controlled for other factors.

27 Nieves, Emmanuel. “An Improving Economy Is Good For All, but a Growing Racial Wealth Gap Is Not.” Prosperity 
Now blog, December 19, 2014 

Within Miami’s nonprofit 
social service sector, 
Catalyst was one of the first 
organizations to introduce 
and regularly use the 
term “civic engagement” 
as a component of its 
work and to incorporate 
it into its programming. 
Catalyst was an early 
pioneer in understanding 
the importance of civic 
engagement by the families 
and communities it served, 
developing programming 
such as PLTI to assist in 
building this capacity.

Claire Raley
Catalyst Miami board member

I am proud of the way 
Catalyst Miami has become 

more integrated into the 
community, and become 

more of a household name. 
For me back when I was a 

client, Catalyst was “the 
place to go get your taxes 
done.” Now it is “the place 
to go if you need help—if 

they don’t provide it, they will 
refer you out to a company 

who does.” Miami has always 
been a place with a lot of 

poor people, but in the last 10 
years it has gotten especially 

sad, with people pushed 
out of their houses, their 

neighborhoods, their lives, 
really—at the same time that 

emergency assistance and 
social services providers are 

closing offices. I’m proud that 
there is still someone who will 

help you fight the fight, that 
we’re committed to the whole 

big picture. «

Rosemine Lederl
Catalyst Miami community 

financial coordinator
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achieve gains around financial capability. It also appears to increase 
the likelihood that they will succeed in other programs.

Rather than experimenting with services integration after first 
trying a siloed approach, Catalyst Miami was born as an integrated 
model. Here again, it’s important to remember Catalyst’s origin as 
a response to welfare reform: the founders of the Human Services 
Coalition (Catalyst’s predecessor) were deeply concerned about how 
the dismantling of “welfare as we know it” would play out across 
the board for low-income Miamians, not just in a particular aspect 
(financial stability, health, nutrition, housing, education) of their lives. 
As early as 2002, the Prosperity Campaign was offering integrated 
nutritional supports (i.e., food stamp eligibility determination and 
enrollment) with financial and health services as a bundled suite of 
services.

The key difference in Catalyst’s approach to services integration 
(along with being one of the earliest adopters of the model) is its 
emphasis on going beyond services delivery entirely to build its 
clients’ leadership and life skills also. (See box “A Shift in Mentality.”) 
Catalyst’s South Florida context is highly relevant in this regard. Many 
residents are recent arrivals from countries where civic engagement 
is pointless at best, dangerous at worst. Before they can become 
effective advocates and organizers, many of the people in Catalyst 
Miami’s low-income target demographic must overcome ingrained 
distrust in public institutions. They also must sustain the commitment 
to engage in civic life and fight for change even as they struggle to 
meet their own basic needs. Although the core insight of Scarcity—
that it is extraordinarily difficult to operate in survival mode and 
planning mode simultaneously—it is important to recognize that all 
over the country, low-income people do engage in community and 
neighborhood civic affairs despite the economic pressures they face. 

Catalyst Miami’s integrated services model leads with health 
and financial services. As the figure on page 19 shows, most 
clients receive some combination of assistance registering for 
health insurance under the Affordable Care Act, receiving free tax 
preparation (a service with which Catalyst Miami remains particularly 
closely associated in the public mind), or determining eligibility for 
benefits. In some cases, clients receive those services and are not, at 
least for the moment, interested in other program offerings. In other 
cases, once their more immediate needs are met, clients may have 
increasing “bandwidth” (as Scarcity terms it) to tackle longer-term 
life skills building, especially leadership and civic engagement. Or 
they may come to a Catalyst Miami-sponsored town hall meeting or 
leadership program, learn about the financial services, and decide 
to take advantage of those resources, too. Catalyst Miami does not 
require or formally structure a sequenced set of interventions: rather 
the staff work to ensure that all clients are aware of the full range of 
services and are encouraged to use the ones that best respond to 
their individual circumstances and life goals. 

One of the things Catalyst 
Miami does really well is 
harder than it sounds: listen. 
This is especially true around 
services integration, if your 
model requires partnership 
with other organizations. 
Whether it’s a bank, or a 
telco, or a workplace, or 
whatever the case may be: 
a lot of CBOs don’t know 
how to figure out who is the 
right person in that potential 
partner organization to talk 
to. Then if they find the right 
person, they don’t have the 
arguments that will move 
him or her, because they 
don’t know what he or she 
cares about. A typical CBO 
will go into a meeting with, 
say, a community college 
and just ask if they can co-
locate financial coaching 
services, maybe have an 
empty classroom after hours, 
because “it’s the right thing 
to do.” Catalyst will lead with 
“Let us help you understand 
how partnering with us 
will help you achieve your 
goal of increasing on-time, 
debt-free graduation rates 
and higher post-graduation 
job placement.”  OK, now 
you have my attention! that 
person thinks, and the whole 
dynamic is different. But that 
kind of emotional intelligence 
is rare.

Daria Sheehan
Citi Foundation

to manage financial resources effectively,” 28 financial capability for 
years tended to emphasize financial education for low-income clients. 
The premise seemed straightforward and sound. As Brandee McHale, 
president of Citi Foundation which is a major funder of financial 
capability put it: “The working hypothesis was that if you taught people 
how to manage their money, they would be better able to navigate 
financial choices and challenges, which in turn would improve their 
financial standing.”29 She goes on to note that Citi invested $68 million 
over six years but concluded that Citi’s classroom-based, information-
imparting approach was not having the desired effect. 

Money is not an abstract subject to be studied in an academic way. It 
powerfully influences, and is influenced by, every aspect of a person’s 
life. To be effective, financial capability services must stress hands-on 
experiential learning—not a lecture about the importance of saving, 
for example, but the chance to actually open an account, on favorable 
terms, make deposits, and link them to a concrete goal—and those 
services must be integrated into other meaningful aspects of the 
person’s lived experience.

Innovative organizations around the country have led the way in 
integrating financial capability services into social services with positive 
results.30 There is a growing body of evidence from across the country 
that integrating financial capability services into other programming 
produces better results for clients than stand-alone, classroom-based 
approaches. In one of numerous examples, clients who received 
multiple, integrated services were three to four times more likely to 
achieve a major positive economic outcome—such as getting out of 
debt, getting a job, or completing a training or education program—than 
those clients who only received one service.31

In a study from New York, clients in a workforce development program 
who received financial counseling had higher job placement rates and 
earned higher average wages than the comparison group.32 In New 
Mexico, community college students who received financial capability 
services as part of an integrated suite of services were far more likely 
to achieve positive outcomes such as staying in school and/or obtaining 
a certificate or degree than students who did not.33 In Nebraska, low-
income mothers who received financial capability services integrated 
into a health program reported better nutrition (weekly fast food 
consumption decreased significantly for both the women and their 
children), and generally better physical well-being after one year.34

In short, integrating financial capability services not only helps clients 

28 United States Department of the Treasury. Amended Charter: President’s Advisory Council on Financial Capability. 
Washington, DC: Department of the Treasury, 2010. Available at: http://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/financial-
education/Documents/PACFC%202010%20Amended%20Charter.pdf.

29 McHale, Brandee. 2015. “So What? Keeping Our Eyes on the Prize.” From What It’s Worth. 
30 Bowen, Rita. Financial Stability through Integrated Service Delivery: Highlights from the United Way System. 

Alexandria, VA: United Way, 2011. Available at: http://unway.3cdn.net/a6b53e050d6a0507f4_y0m6yx1rg.pdf
31 Working Families Success Network, A Successful Strategy for Promoting Financial Stability. WFSN, 2013. Available 

at: http:// workingfamiliessuccess.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/WFSNOverview-Case-Making-Document-
101013-FINAL.pdf

32 New York City Department of Consumer Affairs. Building Financial Counseling Into Social Service Delivery: 
Research and Implementation Findings for Social Service Programs. New York, NY: NYC Department 
of Consumer Affairs, 2014. Available at: http://www.nyc.gov/html/ofe/downloads/pdf/Research_
BuildingFinancialCounselingintoSocialServiceDelivery.pd

33 WFSN (2013)
34 Kalkowski, Julie, Nicole White, Kathleen Packard (et al). “Promoting Health and Strengthening Communities 

Through Financial Education.”All Things Ignatian. Omaha, NE: Creighton University, 2014. Available at: https://
dspace.creighton.edu/xmlui/handle/10504/49052.
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Given the urgent importance of the issue of climate change to a 
geography as exposed as Miami is, Catalyst Miami has focused 
intensively since 2016 on embedding climate change awareness 
and empowerment into its suite of services. Catalyst Miami’s staff 
meets with nearly 6,000 individual clients each year to provide health 
and financial services. In order to bring climate resilience into these 
interactions, Catalyst Miami has created materials that address 
climate change from the health and financial perspectives, focusing 
on issues such as energy poverty and hurricane preparedness, to 
strengthen the connection in clients’ minds between the sometimes 
abstract issue of climate change and its concrete effects on their 
lives. Every member of the Catalyst Miami staff has been trained 
on basic climate science, environmental justice, and the impact of 
climate change on Miami-Dade County so that they can bring an 
informed perspective on this vital issue to every client, whatever the 
issue that brought that client through the door.

Catalyst Miami also offers client training specifically around climate 
change issues through its CLEAR (Community Leadership on the 
Environment, Advocacy, and Resilience) Miami program. CLEAR Miami 
is a free 11-week program open to youth and adults. The program 
teaches participants what they can do to embed climate change 
resilience not only at the household and neighborhood levels but also 
how to be effective advocates at the policymaking level. Catalyst 
Miami has tracked CLEAR Miami participants’ post-program activities 
and has found that 100 percent of CLEAR graduates have taken some 
civic action in relation to climate resilience. They have participated 
in County budget hearings, community input sessions for the 2018 
Comprehensive Development Master Plan Evaluation & Appraisal 
report, the campaign to place a moratorium on further development 
encroachment into the environmentally sensitive Everglades, the City 
of Miami’s Sea Level Rise Committee meetings, and numerous policy 
meetings about emergency response training and recovery. CLEAR 
Miami graduates have been featured in local and national news 
articles on climate justice issues, including a National Geographic 
Explorer TV program about US Senator Bernie Sanders’s tour to 
witness the issues Miami’s low-income communities are tackling.

Perhaps more than any other issue, climate change illustrates the 
power of the Catalyst Miami model: of empowering low-income 
Miamians to act as change agents by integrating a long-term 
perspective into the work of meeting short-term needs, creating a 
seamless, holistic strategy that proceeds on all fronts at once.

A Shift in Mentality
Some of the most important things I got out of 
(Parent Leadership Training Institute) really come 
down to a shift in mentality. We explored the exam-
ple of a traffic light in one of Miami’s low-income 
neighborhoods. Maybe the light was broken, or 
maybe just the setting was wrong: it cycled too 
fast to give little kids and old people the time they 
needed to cross the street safely. The attitude of 
the people in the neighborhood would be: OK, just 
be sure never to cross the street there—walk to a 
different intersection to cross or send somebody 
else to do the errand, or whatever. It honestly is 
just not the first thought that, “Hey, it is, actually, 
somebody’s job to make sure the traffic lights are 
working properly!” 

So one way that Catalyst does important work is by 
assisting the community in figuring out the system, 
obtaining access to those whose job it is to ensure 
that things function properly.

But way beyond that, what Catalyst does that is so 
important is to shift people’s thinking:  away from 
resignation and just tolerating the ineptness, to-
wards confronting those public officials, engaging 
and eventually resolving the issue.

Linda Sippio
Retired Miami-Dade schoolteacher and longtime 

Catalyst Miami client

We rely on Catalyst and 
the other members of 

our Community Progress 
Makers cohort to be leaders 

and teachers in their local 
contexts. Our feeling is, if you 

are good enough to receive 
our funding, you have a lot 

to share and you have a high 
capacity to learn. We task all 
our grantees to come to our 
convenings and webinars as 
both learners and teachers. 

And we really look to them 
to drive the content for 

technical assistance and to 
mentor others.

Kristen Scheyder
Citi Foundation

My sense is that (other local 
CBOs in Miami) don’t resent 
Catalyst Miami for their track 
record of winning significant 
grant support from out-of-
state technical funders. I 
think they realize that it’s 
not as if, if Catalyst didn’t 
get that funding, it would 
have gone to them. They 
understand that Catalyst 
plays a unique role, and that 
in fact they benefit from that 
role, because Catalyst has 
figured out a good system 
for subgrant making and is 
also genuinely committed to 
building others’ capacity.

Michael Shaw
Kresge Foundation
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The key takeaway was essentially that Catalyst Miami had the 
necessary soft skills to lead the network but not all the requisite 
hard skills. Interviewees for the 2014 University of Miami report 
consistently cited Catalyst’s historical and current focus on 
relationship-building and how well that positioned the organization 
for Miami Thrives: “I think the organization’s and [the CEO’s] 
tentacles reach far and wide . . . it was amazing how many of 
these organizations already have a history with Catalyst that might 
go back 10 or 12 years, or Catalyst might have had a role in their 
genesis.” Respondents consistently cited the positive qualities: “good 
facilitators” “relationship builders” “high profile and long history” and 
so forth.

That said, Miami Thrives was the experience that taught Catalyst that 
running a network is science as well art. Respondents, especially 
Catalyst staff, made the point that they had the spirit but not the 
skills. “I think part of the issue might be that a lot of us don’t really 
understand how to get from A to B . . . we don’t have a background in 
organizing or policy or community psychology. So a lot of stuff we’re 
learning as we go, and we’re confused a lot of the time. We don’t 
necessarily know what we’re doing.”

Catalyst had also attempted to integrate Miami Thrives into other 
programmatic areas of the organization, but it ended up muddying 
the lines and making it hard for staff to balance competing demands. 
Catalyst staff expressed concern about the additional workload, but 
mostly about the anxiety of unclear expectations. Many were simply 
unsure what they were supposed to be doing, how to actually do it, 
and what success would look like. Because no one really had directly 
relevant knowledge or experience with coalition-building or managing 
complex multi-stakeholder projects, they felt they were in over their 
heads. And without effective leadership or knowledge management 
to keep things moving forward, there was a sense that the group was 
perpetually starting over. 

Based on the research findings, Miami Thrives concluded that they 
should focus on finding ways that the power of the network could 
help member organizations better execute their existing projects 
rather than attempting to create new ones. Catalyst Miami itself made 
two major decisions based on the University of Miami team’s report. 
First, they hired a full-time, experienced community organizer and 
rewrote some staff positions, both to align the work more closely with 
staff’s actual skills and experience and also to make expectations 
clearer. Second, they invited in national consultants to help Catalyst 
Miami build project management skills and collaborative capacity. The 
rapid response to the research findings was accompanied by frank 
discussions with the Kresge Foundation about what had worked well, 
what needed attention, and what the next best steps would be.

With funding from Allegany Franciscan Ministries, Miami Thrives was 
reborn in 2014 as the Social Justice Table, or SJT. Based on lessons 
learned, both positive and negative, from Miami Thrives, Catalyst 
chose to play a less prescriptive role. In the early planning days of 
Miami Thrives, for example, Catalyst had emphasized the need to 

Setting the Table—and Learning 
Through “Failing Well”35

Catalyst Miami sees its convening role as the heart of its unique value 
proposition. As important as the client-facing direct services provision 
undeniably is, the organization understands that only through 
collective action can Miami hope to make meaningful progress on the 
serious societal-level issues the city faces. 

But collective action is hard. In the nonprofit context, collective action 
often requires organizations who see each other as competitors for 
donor funding and for public recognition to set self-interest aside—
never an easy thing to do—and work together, often in an unclear 
chain of command toward vaguely defined goals. Collective action 
also presupposes a level of basic civic trust, which in the specific case 
of Miami has historically been in short supply.

Catalyst Miami’s experience has taught it valuable lessons which have 
shaped the way it now understands and pursues collective action. 
Because Catalyst Miami had been created as the collective response 
to the 1990s drive toward welfare reform, It was the organization best 
equipped to play the convening function in Miami when the Kresge 
Foundation wanted to create a network of CBOs in Miami-Dade. So in 
the fall of 2011, Catalyst Miami received a three-year grant to support 
a community coalition of nonprofit organizations and their constituents 
to effectively address root causes of poverty in Miami. The initiative 
was named the Miami Thrives Network and the efforts began in early 
2012 to form the network.

The first year was focused on planning, building relationships with 
potential coalition members and leaders, and coming to consensus 
about the mission and activities. Catalyst hosted a small stakeholders 
meeting in the spring of 2012 with representatives from 15 CBOs 
to announce the network’s launch, discuss priority concerns, and 
learn about the various organizations’ respective efforts. Catalyst 
followed up with a series of “dialogue circles” representing about 80 
people from 30 different organizations. Eventually, in early 2013, a 
leadership structure began to emerge, with representatives from four 
organizations agreeing to serve as “Network Stewards” to actively 
shape the coalition’s priorities and strategies. 

Throughout these early planning and organizing days for Miami 
Thrives, Catalyst was going through staff changes and organizational 
restructuring of its own. Both Catalyst staffers and the Network 
Stewards asked the University of Miami research team, long-time 
thought partners and co-designers of the network, for increased 
participation. They wanted to understand how their own experience 
with Miami Thrives aligned with network theory generally—and 
especially to understand how to make their work more impactful.

35 Special thanks to Scot Evans for phone interviews conducted in February 2018 and to him and his team from the 
University of Miami for the scholarly work on which this section is based, especially: Evans, Scotney D., Adam 
D. Rosen, Stacey M. Kesten, and Wendy Moore. 2014.“Miami Thrives: Weaving a Poverty Reduction Coalition.” 
American Journal of Community Psychology, April. 
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raise local awareness about the mechanics of how policy gets made 
and how to influence it. With Social Justice Table, the process was 
much more open-ended: Catalyst provided the organizational support 
but left it to the attendees to set the agenda.

With the benefit of a dedicated community organizer staff person, 
and with strengthened project management across the institution, 
Catalyst is facilitating more encouraging results from Social Justice 
Table than Miami Thrives had produced. The progress report for the 
two-year period ended December 31, 2015 found that the network 
had grown from 18 organizations to 43. The SJT members have 
articulated a clear concrete set of goals:

• Raise minimum wage, living wage, earned paid sick time
• Reduce homelessness
• Sufficiently funded schools, libraries, and other social 

institutions
• Stable progressive tax sources
• Increased access to quality education, jobs, and 

transportation
• Better policy on climate change mitigation and adaptation

They also, significantly, see a healthy SJT network as a “win” in its 
own right, and compared to baseline, more members believed that 
SJT served a unique purpose that no single member organization 
could achieve on its own.

That said, respondents acknowledged that working collaboratively 
is a skill: one that is being strengthened and nurtured through SJT, 
but that continues to represent a difficult cultural shift for many. 
The ability to inspire institutions and the people who work in them to 
power through that discomfort and embrace a new way of working 
may be the highest and best use of Catalyst Miami’s unique identity 
in the community. As the 2014 University of Miami report put it: “One 
could imagine that no adequate level of intra-organizational capacity 
(could compensate for) a lack of substantive existing relationships” of 
the sort that Catalyst Miami had developed over decades within the 
broader community.

Scot Evans, whose team at the University of Miami was involved in 
program design as well as monitoring and evaluation, stresses that 
the lessons learned from Miami Thrives did not necessarily translate 
seamlessly into successes for Social Justice Table. Beyond the 
Catalyst Miami lead staff and the SJT inner circle, SJT members still 
struggle to articulate the network’s mission, vision, and purpose. It’s 
also an ongoing challenge to persuade participating organizations to 
play a long game when everything else about their modus operandi is 
set up to respond to shorter-term problems.

Its longer-term, more visionary orientation may be the primary 
leadership advantage Catalyst Miami brings to the collective action, 
convening function. Says Scot Evans: “They really are committed to 
this idea of being a learning organization, or not getting stuck in that 
classic nonprofit cycle of doing ‘strategic planning’ and then creating 
a bunch of programs but not thinking deeply about what they are 
really trying to do, and why. In 10 years, they have created a culture of 
gentle critique and ongoing questioning that keeps them grounded in 
the long-term vision.”

That long-term vision has proven decisive for the convening work 
Catalyst Miami has now undertaken around climate change. Just as 
the issue of climate change has driven the most significant recent 
work Catalyst Miami has done in leadership training and advocacy 
(through the CLEAR Miami 11-week program discussed earlier), 
climate change is also increasingly the focus of Catalyst Miami’s 
convening function as it works to turn fragmented climate resilience 
efforts into a cohesive regional strategy.

Anyone who lives in Miami has experienced the effects of climate 
change. As noted earlier, sea levels, the frequency and intensity of 
storms, and the number of days above 95 Farhenheit have all been 
increasing significantly since the 1970s. Concern is high; solutions 
are few. The Miami Climate Alliance, or MCA, is a loose organization 
of 80 organizations, including Catalyst Miami, committed to working 
on climate justice in Miami-Dade County. Catalyst Miami is taking a 
leadership role in setting the MCA’s agenda, moving it from a group 
focused on producing special events to one that leads a climate 
policy agenda. In partnership with other MCA members, Catalyst 
Miami is also meeting with funders to secure an organizational 
budget and paid staff to manage the MCA’s operations. As head of 
the MCA’s Clean Energy Working Group, Catalyst Miami formed a 
network of about 100 community residents, activities, and national 
experts to work collaboratively with Miami-Dade County staff on 
the renegotiations of the franchise agreement between the County 
and the private utility company, Florida Power & Light. The goal is to 
increase the use of renewable energy, shorten the tenor of service 
provision contracts (from 30 years to no more than 10, to enhance the 
public’s leverage in ensuring that renewable energy benchmarks are 
met), and to reduce energy poverty in low-income communities.

In addition to the MCA member organizations, Catalyst Miami is 
working with other local, regional, and national organizations to 
promote climate resilience and equity. Partners range from political 
organizations such as the League of Women Voters to unions such 
as the AFL-CIO, from educational institutions such as University of 
Miami, Florida International University and the Frost Science Museum 
to civic organizations such as Haitian Women of Miami. Catalyst 
Miami staff have spoken at dozens of local and national conferences 
about climate change. In 2017 alone, Catalyst Miami hosted events 
collectively attended by more than 1,000 people. Catalyst Miami also 
launched the “CLEAR Fellowship Program” in 2017, giving CLEAR 
graduates a chance to apply for small grants, ongoing mentorship, 
and technical support to launch their own community-based climate 
resilience projects.
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Catalyst Miami and its partners’, including the CLEO Institute and 
New Florida Majority, collective climate change work has already 
scored significant policy victories. Thanks in part to Catalyst Miami’s 
leadership in mobilizing collective action around climate change, 
the City of Miami and the Miami-Dade County commission both 
signed on to the Paris accords. A proposed expansion of the Urban 
Development Boundary into environmentally sensitive lands was 
defeated, and the budget for the City of Miami’s Office of Resilience 
was maintained. After Hurricane Irma made landfall in September 
2017, Catalyst Miami partnered with Miami-Dade County and other 
partners to expand relief efforts targeting food insecurity and income 
disruption. At the regional level, Catalyst Miami was asked to provide 
policy recommendations to the Southeast Florida Regional Climate 
Change Compact as a result of Catalyst Miami’s longstanding 
relationships with staffers in Broward, Monroe, and Palm Beach 
Counties as well as Miami-Dade. 

At first glance, the remarkable thing about Catalyst Miami’s 
performance around climate change response is its speed. The 
organization only undertook climate change response in a systematic 
way starting in 2016. No doubt part of the explanation for the speed 
and effectiveness of Catalyst Miami’s performance on climate change 
has to do with the sense of urgency the issue inspires. Miami mayor 
Tomas Regalado (R), a relatively recent adopter of the resilience 
agenda, used his 2017 State of the City address to declare climate 
change “the biggest challenge the City of Miami will ever face.” 

Catalyst Miami’s already large and growing cohort of CLEAR Miami 
graduates and fellows, its successful integration of climate change 
awareness into its direct services offerings, and the enthusiastic 
embrace of those messages by its clientele debunk one popular 
myth: that climate change is a luxury preoccupation for the well-to-do 
and that working class people are too focused on putting food on the 
table to worry about things like sea level rise. 

The organization’s success at galvanizing collective action around 
climate change is a testament to its convening skills and to its 
well-cultivated network of relationships. But those skills and those 
relationships have been patiently honed over decades, with Social 
Justice Table, and before that, Miami Thrives, all the way back 
to the founding of the Human Services Coalition. Time, practice, 
commitment, and respect for others have all worked to deepen 
Catalyst Miami’s capacity to serve as a powerfully effective convener. 
As Miami’s needs evolve, Catalyst Miami can deploy that convening 
role where it can do the most good, innovating as it has always done 
throughout its decades-long history.

CONCLUSION
A thing I have been paying attention to lately is how easy it is for 
someone’s life to go abruptly sideways. So how to help people in that 
situation? It’s considered unfashionable to say so, but often, there are 
simple solutions. We make them more complicated than they need 
to be. Somebody lost their job because the hotel where they worked 
was destroyed by Hurricane Irma. So what do they really need? They 
just need a couple of months’ expenses. For want of a few thousand 
dollars, we let their whole life go sideways. That is where we are right 
now, and we are all apparently OK with that. Or affordable housing. 
It’s just not that complicated—if there were the political will. People 
wring their hands about the lack of affordable housing, but the 
reality is, those of us lucky enough to own decent homes in good 
neighborhoods have seen our values triple because demand outstrips 
supply, and we don’t want to lose those gains. We could build more 
houses. We could do that tomorrow. The reality is, most problems 
do have solutions. Problems only seem intractable when you’re 
basically trying to have your cake and eat it too. And one of the things 
I appreciate about Catalyst is the way they can bring people together 
and gently force some of these uncomfortable conversations. I 
also appreciate the way they honor their clients’ dignity. If you go 
into another sort of social services office to apply, for example, for 
affordable housing, you will be presented with a five-page application 
that asks some of the most unbelievably intrusive questions, the kind 
of questions no one would ever dare ask a person who wasn’t poor.

– Stephanie Sylvestre
The Children’s Trust

The experience of Catalyst Miami suggests several important 
directions in which community development might constructively 
evolve. But as noted in the influential essay “Routinizing the 
Extraordinary,”36 the most important reason why community 
development needs to evolve in the first place is clear: “it is not 
solving the problem it was set up to fix—namely, reducing the 
number of people living in poverty.” Citing Department of Commerce 
statistics, “Routinizing the Extraordinary” makes the point that the 
percentage of Americans living in poverty when the War on Poverty 
got underway was about 15 percent, and it is about 15 percent today. 

To be sure, the successes or failures of community development 
organizations do not tell the whole story, or even the most important 
part, about that statistic’s apparent stubborn refusal to budge. 
Living-wage-paying, unionized jobs in the manufacturing sector, 
once an engine of working class stability, have declined dramatically 
in this country since the declaration of the War on Poverty in 1964. 
Changes in the economy, the composition of the labor pool, political 
support for anti-poverty interventions, and a significant influx of very 
low-income immigrants have all, as the essay argues, complicated 

36 Erickson, David, Ian Galloway, and Naomi Cytron. “Routinizing the Extraordinary.” Published on Investing in What 
Works for America’s Communities (http://www.whatworksforamerica.org/ideas/routinizing-the-extraordinary/#.
WycFIRJKjoz
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the fight against poverty. The persistence of the poverty rate may 
also reflect, as various commenters have suggested, a collective 
consensus about what’s acceptable: perhaps 15 percent is the 
unspoken set point that our society has decided to tolerate.

Given the broader economic and societal trends of the past 50 years, 
perhaps what is most remarkable about the national poverty rate is 
that it has not gone up much more dramatically. But in a nation as 
large as the United States, any blended statistic can mask important 
disparities and obscure emerging trends. Miami’s identity as a 
“bellwether city,” and Catalyst Miami’s function as a quarterback 
organization, hold potentially valuable lessons for multiple 
stakeholders.

For funders and public officials. Strong, effective community 
based organizations are indispensable partners in the fight against 
poverty. They know the needs and priorities of the neighborhoods 
they serve: in the strongest organizations, like Catalyst, the staff 
come from, and live in, those neighborhoods. Even if there were not 
serious constraints on taxpayer revenue and political will for anti-
poverty interventions—even if, in other words, the public sector could 
theoretically do all direct services provision itself—strong CBOs will 
always enjoy that major comparative advantage of real relationships 
with low-income populations. CBO staff can be eyes and ears on the 
ground, providing not only more effective provision of direct services 
but also valuable insights to inform effective policy making. From 
its earliest days as the Human Services Coalition, the experience 
of Catalyst Miami illustrates the power of effective public-private 
partnerships, formal and informal, to influence positive outcomes.

For private-sector funders, the Catalyst Miami experience may 
indicate that it is time to rethink the trend away from general 
operating support. Multiple interviewees expressed the inconvenient 
truth that even the leanest and most efficient organization has to pay 
rent and keep the lights on. If anti-poverty stakeholders recognize, 
as they increasingly seem to do, that tackling poverty effectively 
requires innovation, and that innovation by definition involves risk, 
then they must also recognize a related truth: no one will take those 
risks if doing so poses an existential threat.

Funders should commit the time and patience to carry out meaningful 
due diligence on organizations that seem to show promise: that invest 
in their staff, that operate with integrity, that maintain meaningful 
ties to the poverty-affected neighborhoods they seek to serve, 
that have technical expertise. It may be wise to “test drive” such 
CBOs on smaller projects and gauge their performance and integrity 
before committing to general operating support. But the point 
remains. If funders are serious about addressing poverty, then stable 
sources of general operating support to strengthen CBO capacity—
commitments of at least three years if not five or more—must be part 
of the equation.

For policymakers. One of the most intriguing concepts being 
explored is the one “Routinizing the Extraordinary” calls the 
quarterback. This is the role that Catalyst Miami has played in its 
city since its founding as the Human Services Coalition in the 1990s 
(long before the “quarterback” term was coined) and continues to 
play today. The quarterback serves primarily in a coordinating role, 
managing a diverse coalition of players in order to achieve community 
betterment. The quarterback articulates the vision (the outcome 
of poverty reduction), marshals the necessary funding (often from 
multiple sources), acts as fiduciary agent for that funding, and 
manages multiple partners to execute against that vision. Like a good 
quarterback, the organization may be a star player in its own right, 
but the ultimate value is the role of leadership and of bringing out the 
best in the rest of the team. 

The quarterback role becomes especially important for issues that 
by their very nature can only be addressed at scale. Climate change 
is a case in point: even more than individual- or family-focused social 
services interventions, climate resilience defies piecemeal solutions.

Catalyst Miami’s climate resilience programming prepares low-
income communities to respond to the threats of climate change 
by educating them to advocate for solutions and to influence policy 
through its CLEAR (Community Leadership on the Environment, 
Advocacy, and Resilience) program. Miami’s low-income residents 
rightly fear what they call “climate gentrification.” In other 
communities, low-lying areas are often home to low-income 
residents; in Miami, the opposite is true. The waterfront areas 
(ocean and bay) have been highly developed for tourism and luxury 
homes, leaving the higher elevations to African American and 
immigrant communities. As sea levels rise, those higher-elevation 
neighborhoods, sandwiched as they are in the limited amount of land 
between the ocean and the Everglades, take on a new desirability and 
face powerful development pressures.

Catalyst Miami sees one of its leadership roles as encouraging 
stakeholders to take the long view on land use, keeping climate 
change in mind. In South Florida, anti-poverty stakeholders are rightly 
focused on the intersection of land use with the issue of affordable 
housing: the Miami area’s low-income families are dangerously rent-
burdened in part because there is simply not much land to go around. 
Catalyst Miami, which has recently joined with other partners in an 
effort spearheaded by Citi Community Development to look at land-
use issues, is working to ensure that the region’s plans also reflect 
an understanding of the long-term importance of conservation. 
Aggregating large, unfragmented swaths of land has the potential to 
absorb the flood waters the region increasingly experiences, divert 
those waters (in Miami’s case, to the Everglades), and ultimately 
preserve more land for other uses, including affordable housing 
and improved mass transit. All jurisdictions face the natural human 
tendency to prioritize the urgent over the important. With climate 
change, as with so many other issues, the stakes are higher and more 
visible in the bellwether city of Miami, and the need for long-term-
thinking and leadership is more visible as well. 
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It’s important to note that other cities and organizations, not just 
Catalyst Miami in its hometown, provide good examples of the 
quarterback model, in both resource-rich and resource-constrained 
environments. The Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St Paul, for 
example, have many strong CBOs, but needed better coordination 
to achieve optimal results. Living Cities employs what they call “one 
table” to bring the parties together and provide added value in the 
form of administrative support and below-market capital as incentives 
for cooperation. So in the Twin Cities, the quarterback role played by 
Living Cities is more one of light-touch coordination.

On the other end of the spectrum are communities that lack high-
functioning institutions. There the quarterback may need to be more 
aggressive in organizing resources and creating capacity where it did 
not previously exist. Harlem Children’s Zone, for example, essentially 
invented many of the institutions that were ultimately essential to its 
success. There are many examples of quarterback-like entities across 
the spectrum including: Strive Partnership (Greater Cincinnati area;) 
Magnolia Place Community Initiative (South Central Los Angeles); 
LISC’s Building Sustainable Communities Initiative (which sponsored 
quarterback-like entities such as the Quad Communities Development 
Corporation in Chicago and Codman Square Health Center in Boston). 

Regardless of where along the spectrum the quarterback model 
may fall—light touch coordinator, heavy touch creator—in a given 
community, the indispensable ingredient is trust. The other entities 
being quarterbacked must accept being managed, and for that to 
happen, the quarterback must earn and keep their trust. As the 
story earlier in this report about the Miami Thrives/Social Justice 
Table illustrates, learning to work collaboratively is not an automatic 
process. It requires patience and commitment as well as that baseline 
trust. Possibly the most remarkable thing about the Catalyst Miami 
experience as a quarterback entity is the evidence it provides that 
the model can work even in a city characterized by historically low 
trust among different ethnic and racial groups. As “Routinizing 
the Extraordinary” points out, part of the answer involves aligning 
incentives: in Miami, Catalyst’s quarterback role unlocks funding that 
would not otherwise be available. The interviewees for this report 
also made clear that another key ingredient to the success of the 
quarterback model is the personal characteristics of the quarterback. 
The Catalyst Miami leadership and staff keep self-promotion to a 
minimum and genuinely seek to serve. Other CBOs recognize and 
respond positively to the valuable talents and resources Catalyst 
Miami brings to the table along with their unmistakably genuine 
attitude of service and respect.

For community-based organizations. Especially in an era of shrinking 
budgets and increasing demands, the temptation is powerful to 
look good at all costs: to take fewer risks, to sugar-coat unpalatable 
truths, to avoid failure where possible and hide it when necessary. 
The experience of Catalyst Miami suggests another way. Their 
funders and other supporters consistently said how much they 
appreciated Catalyst’s willingness to treat them as true partners: to 
state upfront that they weren’t sure whether an idea was going to 

work, to make the case for trying it anyway, to let the process unfold 
transparently, to tell the truth about results, positive and negative. 
To be sure, relationships like that require time and shared history. 
The reason Catalyst Miami is trusted to take risks, and the reason 
they trust their funders enough to let them “watch the sausage being 
made” as one funder put it, has to do with long history and past 
performance. Given the needs of the Miami community, however, 
and indeed the scope of poverty across the nation, the willingness to 
innovate and take risks is a necessity not a luxury. The instinct to play 
it safe and sweep failures under the rug should be resisted: it doesn’t 
work anyway, and it impedes necessary progress.

The increasing interest in the quarterback model means that 
CBOs will also probably have greater opportunities—and a greater 
mandate—to work together. For some, this will mean becoming their 
community’s quarterback: accepting the responsibility of executing 
through others with all the challenges that entails. For other CBOs, it 
will mean accepting the leadership, at least in certain contexts, of an 
organization perhaps seen in other contexts as a rival. For all, it will 
likely require staying firmly grounded in the collective purpose. In a 
country where almost half the people could not put hands on $400 to 
meet an unexpected expense, where income inequality is increasing 
and public budgets are shrinking, where the safety net is fraying 
and the sense of solidarity is strained by bitter divisions, there is an 
urgent need for community-based organizations to set aside self-
interest and focus collaboratively on the public good.

***

Beyond stakeholders with a specific professional role in the fight 
against poverty, the story of Catalyst Miami should inspire the 
general public, in its hometown and beyond. The social services 
sector is subject to multiple pitfalls. One is to over-focus on scale 
and efficiency, and forget the reality that the work is intended to help 
human beings, often when they are dealing with significant hardship 
and vulnerability. The other side of that coin is a tendency to become 
so preoccupied with individual clients’ circumstances that there is no 
time or energy to devote to building organizational capacity.

Catalyst Miami consistently manages to strike that elusive balance. 
It stays meaningfully connected to its low-income constituents in a 
way that keeps the organization relevant and strong; and it keeps 
its organization relevant and strong in a way that advances the best 
interests of its low-income constituents. It achieves this balance 
in a city that combines some of the most acute levels of need in 
the nation with some of the lowest capacity to meet those needs. 
It demonstrates a genuine passion to learn, grow, collaborate, 
experiment, and share. And it demonstrates a willingness to lead even 
when leadership involves duty and obligation more than rights and 
privileges.

To the extent that Miami is indeed a bellwether city for the rest of 
the nation, the example of Catalyst Miami provides a template for 
meeting the enormous challenges of addressing poverty, expanding 
opportunity, and making the American dream achievable in the 21st 
century. 
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