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Introduction  

The health issues facing communities today are troubling and complex. Obesity, chronic diseases, and 

unhealthy behaviors such as lack of physical activity and poor nutrition are among a few of the 

multifaceted problems YMCAs, local health departments, and communities have pledged to combat. 

These issues involve more than medical or clinical health. The YMCA/Steps National Partnership 

recognizes that the causes of the current crises in public health are embedded in social and economic 

conditions that make up the very fabric of society. So are the solutions.  

The basis for the national partnership effort rests on the belief that local residents are usually in the best 

position to identify barriers that exist in their community. When given the right tools, families, 

businesses, schools, work sites, and faith-based organizations can and do work together to set the stage 

for healthier choices. At the same time, national leadership can create a support network, leveraging local 

efforts so that communities can learn from each otherôs experiences. 

Since the YMCA/Steps National Partnership began in 2004, the collaborative approach has built local 

synergy, linked content experts, and engaged national partners to concentrate on some of the most 

pressing health issues in the country. Together, national and local partners used evidence-based public 

health programs to address risk factors including poor nutrition, physical inactivity, and tobacco use. 

This evaluation report describes the YMCA/Steps National Partnership and focuses on the experiences 

and achievements of the YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives between 2004 and 2008. The report 

introduces some of the fundamental concepts underlying the partnershipôs success, highlights the 

partnershipôs accomplishments, and shares the post-project evaluation results. 

YMCA/Steps: A Natural Partnership  

One reason for the success of the YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives was the complementary nature 

of the partnersô goals. Each partner contributed unique assets that strengthened the overall effort, and the 

relationship in turn helped to further the priorities of each partner.  

Steps to a HealthierUS, a community health promotion initiative that is part of the U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services and is coordinated by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 

focuses on prevention of the leading causes of death and disabilityðchronic diseases and conditions such 

as heart disease, cancer, obesity, diabetes, and asthma. In addition to addressing these conditions directly, 

Steps to a HealthierUS encourages communities to identify and improve policies and environmental 

factors that influence individualsô health in places where they live, work, learn, worship, and play, 

enhancing supports for healthy choices and reducing risks such as poor diet, physical inactivity, and 

tobacco use. By reducing the risks associated with chronic diseases, communities can broadly impact 

health outcomes and the economic costs of poor health due to chronic conditions (CDC 2004).  
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A centerpiece of the Steps to a HealthierUS initiative is the four-year Steps Cooperative Agreement 

Program (Steps Program). Through this program, states, cities, and tribal entities receive funds ranging 

from $500,000 to $1.5 million to implement chronic disease prevention efforts focused on reducing the 

burden of diabetes, obesity, and asthma and addressing three related risk behaviors: physical inactivity, 

poor nutrition, and tobacco use.  

In 2003, the Steps Program allocated $13.6 million to fund grantees representing 24 communities. In 

2004, the Steps Program granted $35.8 million to increase funding to the existing communities and fund 

an additional 16 communities. These 40 funded Steps Communities are implementing community action 

plans to reduce health disparities and promote quality health care and prevention services. 

It is in this work of mobilizing communities that YMCAs make their greatest contribution to the 

partnership. As of 2004, there were 2,594 YMCAs already working within communities throughout the 

United States. With the shared commitment expressed in the national YMCA mission statement to ñbuild 

healthy spirit, mind, and body for all,ò YMCAs lend the partnership their expertise in cultivating 

community relationships that ensure programs and services are integrated into all aspects of life and reach 

out to those in need. Through Activate America
®
, the YMCA movementôs own approach to addressing 

the nationôs growing health crisis, YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives gain YMCAsô ability to 

convene community leaders, enable them to assess their communityôs health needs, and help them work 

to improve the health of their communityôs residents. 

In 2004, the Steps Program selected YMCA of the USA (Y-USA) as its national partner to increase the 

impact and reach of the Steps Cooperative Agreement Program. The Steps Program awarded Y-USA $2 

million over four years to help facilitate and build lasting partnerships between local YMCAs and 40 

communities supported by the Steps Program. Each year between 2004 and 2008, YMCAs could apply 

for mini-grants to work with a Steps Community to form a local-level partnership known as a 

YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative. The mini-grants facilitated the development of community 

action plans that focused on local needs and drew on local resources. In order to meet specific community 

needs, each collaborative considered how the YMCA partner could contribute to at least one area of the 

community action plan. 

The accomplishments of YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives between 2004 and 2008 have 

improved coordination of community programs through focused integration of YMCA services with 

activities of the Steps Communities. The overall percentage of awarded funds matched by YMCA/Steps 

Community Collaboratives over the four years was 131 percent, demonstrating a strong local commitment 

to building healthy communities. At the same time, the YMCA/Steps National Partnership helped Y-USA 

reach its Activate America goals.  

Acting separately, YMCAs and Steps Communities have been successful. But acting in partnership has 

resulted in even better planning, increased outreach, development of knowledge and skills, strengthened 

leadership abilities, and sustainability. 
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Fundamental Concepts  

Local focus, national scope  

The 40 YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives and the relationship established with national partners 

demonstrate that an integrated national-local approach to community health can build synergy that makes 

a difference at the community level.  

During the past four years, the projects confirmed that lasting changes in support of public health often 

occur at the community level with the help of local leaders and stakeholders. The projects included 

grocery stores, school nutrition and physical education, mass transit, walking and biking trails, 

engagement with health care providers, and collaboration with local government to address health-related 

policies, as well as programs offered through parks and recreation departments. 

But these achievements on the local level did not happen in isolation. Formal agreements between the 

national partners and lessons learned from the experiences of the collaboratives were systematically 

collected and shared with the 40 YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives through local programs, 

services, and outreach.  

The national scope strengthened the momentum of projects the collaboratives undertook on the local 

level, and at the same time, the local focus provided a great deal of baseline information and qualitative 

data about which strategies had a good chance of success.  

The Community Healthy Living Index (CHLI) is a good example of how the national and local aspects of 

the YMCA/Steps partnership worked together. At the local level, the collaboratives recognized a need for 

a tool that would help them identify the assets and opportunities for improvement in their communities. 

Responding to that need at the national level, Y-USA used federal funding to spearhead the development 

of CHLI, an in-depth assessment and improvement-planning tool designed for key community settings. 

Released in 2008, CHLI is now available to aid YMCAs and communities nationwide as they carry on the 

local work of building healthier environments.  

In order to increase leadership capacity for the YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives and encourage 

collaboration among national organizations, Y-USA established the YMCA/Steps/National Association 

of Chronic Disease Directors (YMCA/Steps/NACDD) National Steering Committee. The committee 

consisted of 21 individuals, representing 18 national and 3 local organizations. The steering committee 

members acted as advisors, participating in regular conference calls with leaders from local YMCAs and 

Steps Communities, providing technical advice, and taking part in meetings with the national partners and 

local communities.  

The creation and engagement of the YMCA/Steps/NACDD National Steering Committee was an 

important factor in moving from planning to action. Since 2004, 18 national organizations have dedicated 
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staff time and resources to coaching and providing technical assistance to the national effort and local 

communities.  

One unexpected and fortuitous outcome for the steering committee occurred after several committee 

members lent advice and support to local partners that were reaching out to five American Indian/Alaska 

Native communities. As that project evolved, members of the steering committee were asked to serve as 

coaches for the 2008 ACHIEVE (Action Communities for Health Innovation and EnVironmental 

ChangE) Action Institute. 

ACHIEVE is a national partnership between Y-USA and NACDD that connects local health departments 

to YMCAs and bears resemblance to the YMCA/Steps National Partnership in its aim to convene and 

collaborate with leaders around health policy and systems change. Since the purpose of the ACHIEVE 

Action Institute was to build community leadership for improving health, the steering committee 

members were able to transmit valuable knowledge and experience between the two undertakings.  

This network, which was formed at the national level and extended to the state and local levels, was 

evidenced by the formation of partnerships created by the 40 YMCA/Steps Communities.  

 The New Orleans Steps Program works with the municipal government, schools, and the 

Tulane University Prevention Research Center to advocate for and build safe playgrounds as 

the city is redesigned. In addition, the mayorôs office partnered with the YMCA/Steps 

Community Collaborative to plan and market health promotion efforts.  

 In Tulsa, Oklahoma, the leaders of the Cherokee Nation adopted health facility/community 

center operations models developed by the YMCA of Greater Tulsa.  

 In Jamestown, New York, the community Steps coordinatorôs office was located at the 

Jamestown YMCA. 

 The YMCA of Philadelphia & Vicinity  used local cultural interest in cooking and 

socialization to sponsor healthy ñgrill outò nights in a low-income neighborhoods. 

 Broome County, New York, focused on a population of at-risk elderly and disabled residents 

whose obesity or disabilities made it impossible to participate in physical activity. The 

Broome County YMCA added a pool lift chair and developed program services to serve the 

vulnerable population that was identified in the Steps Community Action Plan. The Broome 

County YMCA has since seen an increase in physical activity and compliance with diabetes 

management programs.  

All of these activities demonstrate the wealth of opportunities at the local level to include wellness in 

family togetherness, build community capacity to address local needs, and develop chronic disease 

prevention activities for special needs populations. They also show the power of communities to make 
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these changes in support of healthier lifestyles when they work with other community and national 

partners. 

Social -ecological mod el   

Because major public health problems are so closely tied to social behaviors and environmental 

conditions, the national partnership aimed to expand community capacity to identify and promote healthy 

action at all levels of society. The goal was that collaborative efforts would lead to small behavioral 

changes that, over time, would help improve overall health. The social-ecological model was key to 

helping local partners understand this multi-level approach. 

According to this model, people exist within a hierarchy of social relationships, from the most basic 

individual level up to the interpersonal, organizational, community, and society levels. Each level can be 

seen as a potential support to help individuals and families stay healthy and avoid disease (McLeroy 

1988). The social-ecological model is represented in the following diagram: 

 

YMCAs and community leaders involved in the YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives were trained in 

the following main tenets of the social-ecological model to better understand the complexity of 

community health issues: 

 Society is the all-encompassing category that describes the values, norms, laws, and policies 

that affect individuals. Society shapes a communityôs view of health and what actions will be 

taken to improve its health.  

 Community is where we live, work, learn, and play. A communityôs environment can have a 

great impact on healthy options, such as access to healthy foods in grocery stores and 

environments that support physical activity. 



YMCA of the USA  YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives Evaluation Report  

6 
 

 Organizational structures include schools, work sites, places of worship, and agencies. 

Organizations can provide support for members to make better choices about healthful eating 

and physical activity. Often it is within these groups that individuals learn about healthy 

lifestyles and spend time in activities that can improve health. 

 Interpersonal groups help support individual health decisions. Families, coworkers, and 

other social groups can help initiate healthy behavior or make it easier to stay committed to 

healthy lifestyles.  

 Individual behaviors, ultimately, have to change for improvements to be seen in health. 

Behaviors are influenced by the individualôs knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs. 

Local teams used this model to develop a Community Action Plan aimed at the needs and resources in 

each teamôs community. The YMCA/Steps partners developed targeted community objectives to improve 

physical activity and healthy eating. The objectives included 

 changing the Kï12 curriculum for physical activity skills; 

 addressing zoning requirements or building codes; 

 considering construction incentives; 

 encouraging non-vehicular transportation; 

 building walking trails and bike paths; 

 promoting activity at work sites; 

 encouraging restaurants to develop heart-healthy menus; 

 creating vending machine restrictions; 

 developing healthy eating policies for meetings; 

 enabling better access to healthy foods. 

Throughout the four years of the YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative projects, the social-ecological 

model helped local practitioners and residents understand that an effort or program should not exist in 

isolation. The interaction between the multiple levels of the model is more effective.  

Ongoing eval uation and learning  

From the start, the YMCA/Steps National Partnership was founded on the belief that small changes had 

the potential to make improvements in health behaviors that would ultimately lead to a reduction in the 
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leading causes of death, such as diabetes, obesity, and asthma. While it would be a long time before 

differences in morbidity and mortality rates could be documented, the partnership hoped to instigate 

changes in community environments that would support better health through nutrition, physical activity, 

and reduction in tobacco use. 

Because these environmental changes would not have an impact on the overall population during the four 

years of the project, its success could not be measured with traditional health outcomes data. Although a 

few funded programs were able to document changes in risk factors over time, most focused on reaching 

target populations with promising practices that had the potential to change the fabric of the community.  

Nevertheless, the partnership knew that sharing lessons learned from interventions in real-time would be 

beneficial to communities. Since all community collaborative projects were grounded in evidence-based 

efforts to increase physical activity levels and improve healthy eating, projects were encouraged to share 

success stories, challenges, and local solutions with the broader network of communities, as well as with 

other groups interested in this work. These lessons were shared through the National Steering Committee, 

annual Steps meetings, and technical assistance. The invaluable practical outcomes from YMCA/Steps 

Community Collaborative projects formed a stable platform for future community-based partnerships. 

The YMCA/Steps National Partnership understood the value of evaluation, but at first it was a challenge 

to develop an evaluation plan that would suit the diverse needs of YMCA/Steps Community 

Collaboratives. As Goldie MacDonald, et al., describe in an article that appeared in the CDC online 

journal Preventing Chronic Disease, the YMCA/Steps Program needed an overall national evaluation 

combined with a locally flexible assessment effort (2006). The authors suggested basing the evaluation 

plan on a framework for program evaluation developed by the CDC in 1999. The framework included six 

essential program evaluation elements (CDC 1999): 

 

 Engage stakeholders.  

 Describe the program. 

 Focus the evaluation design. 

 Gather credible evidence. 

 Justify conclusions. 

 Ensure use and share lessons learned. 

This framework informed the approach eventually adopted by the YMCA/Steps National Partnership, 

which drew upon both public health and YMCA field experience. The approach included collecting 

biannual progress reports from the 40 YMCA/Steps Communities, using overall evaluation measures for 

the national effort, and gathering site-specific stories as told by local communities. Since program 
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planners and local residents best understand the context of the local communities, this type of evaluation 

was invaluable in describing changes in the fabric of the community and the existence of lasting supports 

for health and wellness. 

The evaluation process held three attractive benefits for YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative projects. 

First, process evaluation allowed program planners and residents to make adjustments in their programs 

and outreach based on lessons learned during implementation. For these communities, real-time 

modifications often made a difference in program delivery, marketing, and assessment. Community 

members were involved in planning at the grassroots level, and many lessons learned resulted in 

immediate adjustments.  

For example, the issue for the Boston YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative was not creating a school 

wellness policy, but ensuring that the existing policy was enforced. Engaging parents in this effort 

improved the schoolôs compliance level. It also created an innovative partnership to work with a school in 

Bostonôs Chinatown community to offer year-round physical activity to students whose schoolôs funding 

only permitted one semester of physical education each year. YMCA staff contributed time to lead 

elementary schoolchildren in swimming lessons combined with physical activity and water safety 

instruction.  

Second, the evaluation process identified effective programs and vehicles for dissemination. For example, 

when a YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative project documented successful strategies in one school 

district, information about the strategies was disseminated to other collaboratives and national partners. In 

some communities, this early dissemination resulted in adoption of strategies that facilitated positive 

changes in school policies and practices, day care regulations, recreational opportunities for families, 

special needs programs, and local government programs and policies. 

Third, this evaluation process allowed communities to tell their stories in their own words. In Santa Clara 

Valley, California, for example, 81 percent of students who had not been able to pass a school 

FitnessGram were able to pass after participating in the YMCA/Steps exercise program. More than half of 

the families involved increased their physical activity levels. In addition, many were connected to local 

health providers who could offer guidance on healthy behaviors and necessary health screenings. These 

wins formed the basis for a compelling success story that the YMCA/Steps Community developed into 

three PowerPoint presentations to be used to introduce policy and decision makers to the essence of local 

YMCA/Steps partnerships. 

  

Since the evaluation process allowed communities to talk about their successes in terms that would be 

familiar to their own residents, sharing results helped garner hometown recognition. In Minnesota for 

example, the Kandiyohi Area County Family YMCA & Steps to a Healthier Willmar improved the 

walkability of the community by engaging local leaders and the media. Efforts were publicized along with 

ñHealthy and Well Seminarsò and ñHealthy and Well Womenôs Fitness,ò which were participant-driven 

and helped keep community members actively engaged. 
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Individual interventions have used the model at the most practical level to assure that the funding and 

community resources dedicated to improving health were maximized at the grassroots level. Collectively, 

the evaluation process highlighted community-level opportunities and demonstrated how successful 

partnerships flourish when provided with limited resources and evaluated with qualitative measures. 

Overall, evaluation of the YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative projects showed clear growth in the 

use of evidence-based programs, progress toward planned results, increased opportunities for sustainable 

community improvement, enhanced accountability, and development of long-term community capacity.  

Achievements  

In the past four years, the 40 YMCA/Steps Communities developed local community action plans that 

connected YMCA work with local public health and community efforts. Although the nature of each plan 

is specific to each communityôs health needs, several common focus areas were identified. Examples of 

policy and environmental approaches employed are listed by sites and type of intervention in the 

following table. 

Change 

Intervention  Work Site  School Health Care 

YMCA Healthy 

Families 

Programming  

Policy  

 

 

 Encouragement 

of exercise at 

work  

 Coverage of 

health 

screenings by 

benefits plan 

 Changes in 

school vending 

 Increase in 

school activity 

time 

 Acceptance of 

referrals from 

YMCA 

 Prescriptions 

for physical 

activity 

 Improvement of 

vending and 

afterschool 

nutrition policies 

 Increased 

flexibility of 

facility hours to 

meet community 

needs 

Healthy 

environment 

 

  

 Organization of 

corporate 

exercise   

 Engagement of 

business leaders  

 

 Enhancement or 

establishment of 

community or 

school walking 

trails 

 Engagement of 

YMCA and 

public health 

staff in schools  

 Distribution of 

healthy 

cooking 

information at 

doctorsô 

offices 

 Inclusion of 

obesity 

curriculum in 

health care 

settings  

 Addition of pool 

lifts to increase 

accessibility for 

residents with 

disabilities 

 Alteration of trail 

environments to 

engage all ages 
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It has been estimated that changes in the health of future generations will depend in large part upon our 

ability to address risk factors for chronic diseases through improved nutrition, increasing physical 

activity, and prevention of diabetes, heart disease, and cancer. The partnership between Y-USA, Steps to 

a HealthierUS, and the National Association of Chronic Disease Directors has allowed these 

organizations, local YMCAs, and Steps Communities to learn important lessons, gain relevant experience 

about how to make health improvements in communities, and build a successful collaborative process 

through which families and individuals learn about being healthy where they live, learn, work, and play. 

Here are two highlights from the many achievements of the 40 YMCA/Steps Communities: 

Salinas Community YMCA and Steps to a Healthier Salinas  

Salinas, California 

The Salinas Community YMCA and Steps to a Healthier Salinas forged a working relationship after the 

findings of the Monterey County Behavioral Risk Factor Survey showed obesity was a major health issue 

for the Latino community. This collaborative work has prompted new relationships within the 

community.  

The Salinas Community YMCA was asked to assist in designing a Girlsô Health Summit and develop 

healthy vending policies within the YMCA. As role models, YMCA staff and partners have adopted 

healthier practices and initiated nutrition education among YMCA staff, afterschool program staff, and 

their families. 

YMCA of Pueblo and Steps to a Healthier Pueblo  

Pueblo, Colorado 

The YMCA/Steps program created YMCA Fitness on the Riverwalk and H.I.P. Kids to engage the entire 

community in exercise activities. The programs will be sustained through community support. Funds will 

be used to support reduced-rate enrollment in H.I.P. Kids, a 12-week program offered to children ages 8ï

12 who have been identified as at risk of becoming overweight or obese and to enable the YMCA to offer 

no-cost outdoor exercise classes at Riverwalk.  The YMCA of Pueblo and other organizations have 

adopted healthy food options for events, facilities, and meetings to support this focus on health. 

The experiences and achievements of the 40 YMCA/Steps Communities during the four years of the 

YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives are described in greater detail in YMCA/Steps Community 

Collaborative Projects: Success Stories, available at 

www.ymca.net/activateamerica/activate_america_partnerships.html. 

http://www.ymca.net/activateamerica/activate_america_partnerships.html
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Post -Project Evalua tion  

Survey purpose and implementation  

In addition to the success stories and biannual progress reports collected from the 40 YMCA/Steps 

Communities throughout the course of the four-year project, Y-USA and NACDD, in collaboration with 

the National Steering Committee, designed two post-project surveys to assess the perceptions of local 

YMCA leaders and national partners related to the process and impact of YMCA/Steps Community 

Collaboratives.  

One survey, the YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative Questionnaire, measured perceptions of YMCA 

program managers. The other, the National Steering Committee Questionnaire, was directed to steering 

committee members. Often, this type of data helps gauge the health of a project as it is operationalized in 

the field. A Likert scale was used in the survey to gauge perceived changes at the organizational and 

community level. The scale also allowed respondents to rate their successes in policies that promote 

healthy living. All questions were designed to stimulate respondentsô thoughts about their experience 

related to YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative projects. 

The YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative Questionnaire asked YMCA leaders questions in four 

categories: (1) capacity, (2) dissemination, (3) partnerships, and (4) sustainability. Short definitions for 

each of these areas were provided as shown in the table.  

Category Definition 

Capacity Improving program design, program delivery, policies, and 

environmental supports for health promotion 

 

Dissemination Deliberately spreading knowledge of effective interventions 

 

Partnerships Engaging diverse stakeholders to solve health problems that no 

one group or organization can solve alone 

 

Sustainability Assuring that new or expanded programs build a legacy of service 

that will outlast time-limited resources 

 

 

In addition, this questionnaire asked local YMCA staff to provide information regarding other similar 

efforts and funding that had been secured. Responders answered an open-ended question to articulate the 

most important success achieved by the YMCA/Steps program at the local level. 
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The National Steering Committee Questionnaire asked committee members about the following topics: 

 Length of time each committee member had served on the YMCA/Steps/NACDD National 

Steering Committee 

 Benefits of serving on the steering committee both professionally and for their organization 

 Value of technical assistance they provided at the local and national level 

 Changes in the level of new partnerships and improved relationships 

 How to ensure that the 40 YMCA/Steps Communities could sustain their successful efforts 

Since many of the national organizations represented on the steering committee have continued to work 

with these communities, lessons learned from their work through the YMCA/Steps program have already 

been used at the local, state, and national levels. An example of this was the Montgomery Metro Board 

YMCA and Steps to a Healthier Alabama River Region that set a goal to increase the number and quality 

of walking/biking trails in the area. The trails extended the reach of the YMCA and the Steps Program 

beyond the target audience and into underserved communities. National Steering Committee members 

were an important catalyst in helping grassroots efforts connect with additional resources and turn small 

efforts into significant changes. 

The National Steering Committee Questionnaire was created using an online survey tool, Key Survey. A 

link to the survey was sent to the 21 committee members, and the response rate was 70 percent. The 

online YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative Questionnaire used a similar process. A link to an online 

survey was sent to a contact at each of the 37 YMCAs that participated in a partnership with a Steps 

Community. The response rate for this survey was 80 percent. At each of the 37 YMCAs that participated 

in the 40 YMCA/Steps partnerships, a point of contact was identified. An e-mail with a link was sent to 

each of these contacts requesting that they complete the questionnaire and indicating that the link would 

be live for two weeks. After one week, a reminder e-mail was sent to those who had not already 

completed the survey. The initial close date for collecting responses was extended two more weeks. 

During the extended time, additional reminder e-mails were sent and follow-up phone calls were made to 

contacts who had not completed the survey. This effort resulted in a response rate of 80 percent. 

Results  

The following charts and information highlight some of the findings related to the impact from the two 

questionnaires described above. Complete results of the survey can be found at 

www.ymca.net/activateamerica/activate_america_partnerships.html.  

http://www.ymca.net/activateamerica/activate_america_partnerships.html
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National Steering Committee Questionnaire 

Steering committee members were engaged and involved throughout the projectôs life span. Their unique 

views of the projectôs results are summarized below: 

 Participation on the steering committee was beneficial to each agency (92 percent agreed). 

 Technical assistance provided was valuable to the YMCA/Steps Communities (85 percent 

agreed).  

 The YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative project encouraged steering committee 

members to develop new partnerships (92 percent agreed). 
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YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative Projects Questionnaire 

The findings below provide clear insight into the success of the YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative 

projects as seen through the eyes of local YMCA program staff. 

The survey distributed to YMCA/Steps Communities had an 80 percent response rate. Overall results 

showed that 

 Ninety-three percent indicated an increased familiarity of effective practices in chronic 

disease prevention; 

 Eighty-seven percent have been able to implement evidence-based programs; 

 Ninety-three percent said that outreach to underserved populations increased; 

 Ninety-seven percent believed that the project resulted in new/improved partnerships; 

 Seventy-seven percent of sites had changes in community policies and environments. 
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Most respondents (83 percent) indicated positive changes in environments or policies internal to the 

YMCA. Many respondents felt the project had resulted in positive environmental or policy changes at 

external sites: work sites (48 percent of respondentsô perceived positive changes), schools (45 percent), 

and other state or recreation agencies (41 percent). Importantly, most of the communities have also 

received complementary funding for Pioneering Healthier Communities (55 percent) or REACH 2010 (9 

percent). A majority of the YMCAs (73 percent) were participating in YMCA Activate America cohort 

activities to implement internal systems strategies to improve health. 

 

Accomplishments and critical components  

Some of the lasting accomplishments the partners indicated they were most proud of include:  

 providing more nutritious food at YMCAs, child care centers, schools, and recreation centers;  

 incorporating health promotion in afterschool programs that promote good health; 
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 gathering local businesses engaged in community health and supporting community events;  

 connecting health care systems to YMCA and community efforts;  

 building a national network of organizations dedicated to promoting the YMCA/Steps 

National Partnership model of collaboration. 

The YMCA/Steps National Partnership continues to disseminate these accomplishments through 

published documents of lessons learned, presentations at national, regional, state, and local events, and 

the NACDD and YMCA Web sites.  

The following critical components were consistently found among the 40 YMCA/Steps Communities and 

served as foundational elements in the success of YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative projects:  

Integration 

 Support at the local level is crucial. Staff from YMCA/Steps Community Collaborative 

projects were able to respond to families in need, low-income populations, disparate groups, 

and individuals with disabilities within a local context and with local expertise and resources. 

 Community buy-in encourages success. There was a high level of interest across all these 

communities in improving health through physical activity and healthy eating. Common, 

agreed-upon strategies, along with a cohesive action plan, can provide synergy, willpower, 

and ownership to make community changes and provide needed services.  

Sustainability  

 Diverse partnerships ensure program relevance. Involvement of a cross section of 

organizations, including non-profits, government agencies, businesses, and faith groups can 

foster partnerships that address specific community challenges and needs.  

 Flexibility encourages growth. Although local programs should be evidence-based and tied to 

accountability measures, they should also be flexible enough to find opportunities in the local 

communities they serve. Funders and sponsors need to view this as taking advantage of 

opportunities rather than deviating from a standard protocol.  

Resources 

 Small investments yield great impact. In most cases, small investments of dollars and other 

community assets were leveraged with community engagement to create impacts that will 

lead to a legacy of wellness. 
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 Long-range planning and support is important. Additional financial, technical, and leadership 

support is critical for successful community collaboration. Ongoing planning will need to 

continue if a substantial reduction on the impact of chronic diseases and their risk factors is to 

be accomplished.  

Conclusion  

The 40 communities that participated in YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives say they have benefited 

from the involvement. The policies and environments touched by these partners serve as examples of 

what can be accomplished by a small group of dedicated individuals whose collective efforts will 

continue to impact communities for years to come.  

As the YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives model is adapted for use in other communities in the 

future, the focus should remain on scale, scope, and sustainability. The success of the grassroots approach 

of the YMCA/Steps National Partnership, with expertise from public health officials, support from 

national organizations, and some funding and other resources, clearly points to a ripple effect of 

community health changesðsmall investments can create community-based health improvements 

through policies and environments that have the power to multiply. The cumulative effect of these 

collaborative strategies improves the likelihood that they will not only have an impact, but sustainable 

modifications will continue to meet local needs. 

YMCA/Steps Community Collaboratives have helped the YMCA movement build strong kids, strong 

families, and strong communities. At the start of the project, collaborations to address local health were 

embraced by partners at the national level but were not yet in place at the grassroots community level. 

Through seed grants and a dedicated National Steering Committee, YMCA/Steps Community 

Collaboratives realized a level of local and national partnership that contributed to lasting changes in 

programs, services, and policies across diverse communities.  

Many neighborhood environments were changed throughout the course of the project, and lasting 

relationships were forged between local agencies, businesses, and schools. The practical experience of 

YMCAs and Steps staff has facilitated the expansion of targeted programs to underserved populations in 

all of these communities. Systems changes have taken hold that will promote the YMCA movementôs 

mission inside and outside of YMCAs and support public health efforts to establish wellness and health 

opportunities where people live, work, and play. 
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