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Why Can’t Large Systems Embrace Concerted Action to Address  

Root Causes of Persistent Social Challenges? 
 

Ken Hubbell 

To begin answering such an important question, I incorporated a current study of the 
practices and patterns of Arkansas philanthropy since 1980.1 This exploration of Arkansas’ 
intentional push for increased opportunity, well-being and economic security illuminates 
the mental models of philanthropy2 and leadership in the social sector. It is our attempt to 
discern the tacit theory that must have underlay the investment and programmatic choices. 
And it tells a story about the way states struggle to build successful strategic responses at 
the right scale to the most difficult problems: poverty, growing hunger, health and well-
being, and developing competitive economies that work for all people. 

What was the philanthropic mindset in general in the last fifty years in Arkansas? If the 
prevailing theories of social and economic improvement were tacit or operating in the 
distant background during this era, what were the general assumptions? 

The state’s organized social philanthropy can be traced to a few passionate families with 
great means. Initially, this practice was largely “charity” and manifested as donor directed 
gifts or established funds linked to a few key concerns—those where great need were joined 
to philanthropic resources to champion new opportunities in the arts, expand scholarships 
and endowments and to address serious social problems. In larger cities, social 
improvement philanthropy emanated from associations of wealthy activists, like the Junior 
League. Most of these were designed and led by concerned women. Winthrop Rockefeller 
moved to the state in the early 1950s and set up a special fund, Rockwin Fund, to guide his 
                                                      
1 This short exploration was initially triggered to support a strategic retrospective of the Arkansas Single Parent Scholarship 
Fund (ASPSF), a twenty-five year-old statewide nonprofit in Arkansas addressing post-secondary opportunities and family 
resilience for the most vulnerable single parents. Working with key drivers and data collected by Hubbell, the ASPSF leadership 
generated the graphs. Data and measures that were provided by state (Arkansas Department of Higher Education, Arkansas 
Department of Workforce Services, University of Arkansas Extension, Arkansas Advocates, DHS-Division of Community Service 
& Nonprofit Support, LR Regional Chamber of Commerce) and national sources (Urban Institute, Foundation Center, National 
Skills Coalition, Guidestar, and Arkansas Democrat Gazette online archives and IRS 990 filings on individual charitable 
contributions.) The thematic patterns of philanthropy since 1975 were shaped by contributions from seasoned Arkansas 
philanthropists:  Pat Lile, Heather Larkin, Tom Bruce, Freeman McKindra, Herman Davenport, Mary Dillard, Stephen Schafer, 
Howard Walker, and Nan Plummer. Collectively, this group reflected deep experience with mainstream philanthropy—private 
and community foundations, and resource development from nonprofit leaders or fundraisers from large art museums, 
hospitals, and universities (including the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences). Economists John Shellnut and Wayne 
Miller contributed important insights that supported the idea of a systemic archetype at work. 
2 * We’re using a broad and simple definition of philanthropy: all contributions or investments toward the common good in 
Arkansas—“the desire to promote the welfare of others, expressed especially by the generous donation of time or money to 
good causes.” 
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philanthropy. This seemed to represent a new wrinkle, philanthropy emanating from a set 
of values that acted as scaffolding for social investment: dignity, fairness, democratic 
principles, and access to unlimited opportunity.  His step-daughter recounted the general 
theory for the arts: “It was about human dignity, and letting people see what humans can 
create and what they are capable of creating.”3 

After Governor Rockefeller’s death in 1973, his estate created a trust “with instructions to be 
bold, creative and devoted to a more comprehensive approach to balanced economic 
growth and human resource development in Arkansas.” The Rockwin Fund was reshaped 
into the Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation (WRF) and expanded in scope from education to 
include economic development and justice.4 The foundation made several catalytic grants 
to launch two key building blocks of the state’s expanded philanthropy and social change 
infrastructure: a statewide community foundation and an advocacy organization 
committed to children and families that focused on critical policy issues. These and a few 
other ambitious anchor organizations could be said to subscribe to the espoused theory of 
the Arkansas Community Foundation: “for good, for ever.” 

In retrospect, then, the early theories in use were to expand the infrastructure for human 
and social development and cause a transition in philanthropy from charity to more 
transactional philanthropic approaches that expanded educational models, institutions and 
access and started the groundwork for long-term sustained social change. At the same time, 
individuals and families contributed significant amounts to institutions and causes, 
primarily through growth campaigns (at hospitals, colleges, and art centers) and social 
events. The Walton family launched their family foundation in 1988 after the death of the 
company founder Sam Walton with a large focus on education and an entrepreneurial 
attitude: “we’re going to approach philanthropy with the same lack of reverence that we 
gave to the retail business when we started.” 

By 1990, WRF leaders articulated a change theory of building upon local leaders to create 
long-lasting improvement “person by person, organization by organization, and 
community by community.”  It sharpened the philanthropic focus to strategic philanthropy 
on equitable, quality education for all children, and strengthening the capacity of local 
communities to break the cycle of poverty. 

We sought to illustrate the evolution of the philanthropic worldviews and practices in the 
“change map” on the following page: 

                                                      
3 Anne Bartley, quoted in historical timeline of the Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation. Content provided by the Foundation; 
available online at wrfoundation.org 
4 Historical timeline of the Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation, op. cit. 
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 Organized philanthropy is dominated by a small number of foundations with huge 
assets but is differentiated by the persistence of small giving and a consistently wide 
range of targets for these funds. 

 While more strategic grant-making is practiced by a few, the field’s default is quite 
transactional. We have rarely seen transformational philanthropy except for the 
Walton Family Foundation’s investments in the world-class art museum, Crystal 
Bridges. 

 Philanthropy is very comfortable investing large sums in large organizations and 
institutions; there must be an unwavering belief that these are the optimal channels 
for social change. There has been a low-level “buzz” around the notion of “people’s 
philanthropy,” but the people are rarely at the same table as the philanthropists. 

 In general, philanthropy and social sector organizations have taken very segmented 
approaches. Cultivating a Niche has been more common than integrating efforts for 
the common good. Philanthropy is only beginning to take seriously deeper 
examination of the overall impacts of its social contributions and testing the 
prevailing theories of change. 

What have been the prevailing theories of growth among Arkansas’ leaders? 
Frame and lead into the patterns. Consider where to use the questions? 
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What seems to have been the resulting impact of fifty years of progressive philanthropy 
and social improvement in Arkansas? 

This is obviously a huge question; no doubt it is well beyond the scope of this small paper 
to accurately address it. Nonetheless, in seeking to discern a simplistic picture, I worked 
with a current client, Arkansas Single Parent Scholarship Fund (ASPSF), to build a partial 
glimpse of the overall outcomes for social and economic security. It represents a beginning 
proxy for the answer to how well we’ve done as a state in realizing the intentions and 
shared hope of philanthropists from every level. 

We selected this set of variables listed below. These seemed to the Single Parent Scholarship 
Fund to delineate the boundaries where the group works or the measures it seeks to 
improve.  Obviously, it is beyond just the philanthropy sector to catalyze and sustain social 
and economic opportunity and security—such a big goal is clearly a cross-sector challenge 
and responsibility. But it seems like only philanthropy has the calling and the flexible 
innovation resources to make sure leaders at all levels stay focused on the big picture. 

In the area of education: How accessible is higher education and how well have non-traditional 
students succeeded 

In the area of economic 
vitality: 

How strong and capable is the workforce and what level of income do 
most jobs produce and what are the trajectories for the most vulnerable 
(poverty and hunger) 

In the social well-being 
area: How healthy and well are people in general 

In the world of social 
action: How do we contribute time talent and resources to support opportunity? 

As a simple but comprehensive snapshot of the elements for the state’s “opportunity grid” 
for adults, these historic trends ASPSF produced using public data illustrate some 
fundamental impressions: lower income and working people are having trouble securing 
economic and social opportunity and good health in Arkansas—and the picture represents 
a deeply persistent pattern: “built-in limits to opportunity.” 



G H C  C o n v e r s a t i o n  2 0 1 5  

 
5 

The levels of vulnerable single parents are rising steadily (red) as is the cost curve for 
post-secondary (pink) education. The state’s scholarship resources for these students 
are in great demand and are markedly larger since the Scholarship Lottery resources 
became available. While considerable, these total fund levels are falling (orange) and 
post-secondary success rates for non-traditional students have hit a plateau (light blue). 
There are economic constraints (especially the average job wages that barely provide 
living wages (purple) and workforce skill mismatches that seem to be slowing down 
people’s access to good paying jobs. Food insecurity, hunger is rising steadily (gray) and 
the state’s overall health outcomes still rank among the very lowest in our country (bright 
blue). 

Fortunately, philanthropy and volunteerism are steadily at higher levels (philanthropy has 
grown dramatically but has not been able to appreciably trigger real improvement in the 
conditions for vulnerable families). How can these be wisely and strategically deployed to 
address the persistent systemic patterns?  Without fresh approaches, leaders must be 
assuming that current models and emerging education and health reforms can—over 
time—alter the fundamental issue: Arkansas seems to be working through a constraining 
systemic “field” that is causing recurring limits to growth and opportunity despite the 
serious investments and dedicated programs and services that are being delivered.   
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The first behavior over time graphs express the general outcomes since 1980: the number 
of single moms raising children at the poverty level has been steadily rising and the state’s 
food pantries are distributing skyrocketing supplies of supplemental food to vulnerable 
people. We’re building a corporate-like system to effectively distribute food to more needy 
people. This is a double-edged issue: excellent service delivery and rising generosity amid 
rising systemic vulnerability. 

Overall workforce skill levels and wage and per-capita income are slowly improving but 
remain in the lower ranges; along with persistently low levels of overall health outcomes. 
The state’s post-secondary success levels are somewhat improving for those coming 
directly out of high-school (we didn’t include that line in the graph) but have flattened 
significantly for older students and working families despite record-levels in Arkansas for 
scholarship supports. 

The second behavior over time graphs highlight the social investments and key cost 
curves since 1980: like other states, Arkansas has been passing on to its students increasing 
costs for post-secondary learning (the pink line averages the total academic costs for 2-and 
4-year higher education. Four-year institutions’ expenses have skyrocketed). The state 
created an educational lottery that began offering scholarships in 2010 (note the growth in 
the orange lines), but lottery profits and contributions for scholarships are steadily 
dropping. 

During these decades, Arkansans have greatly increased individual and charitable 
contributions (green lines) and overall volunteer hours are quite high. A sampling of 
individual contributions in 2011 to a diverse cross-section of 30 of the state’s largest 
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institutions (health, education, cultural) revealed over $250 million. Traditional 
philanthropic grant-making has tripled. These very positive levels have clearly boosted 
access to culture, education and the social safety net and kept the suffering from 
intensifying. Unfortunately, it looks like high levels of generosity (and relatively consistent 
state investments in education and workforce development) have not been able to catalyze 
a marked lift in the picture for the most vulnerable people.  

What does the “big picture” tell us about the current situation? 
People who depend on post-secondary opportunities face steadily increasing costs. There 
was a corresponding rise in levels of nontraditional public scholarship funds through the 
Lottery proceeds, but has tailed off  resulting in reductions in the amount of state support. 
The charts show that securing a post-secondary credential as a nontraditional student is a 
longer process, filled with family pressures and intervals of work. Over time, this pattern is 
contributing to a slowdown in the level of postsecondary completion. To make it more 
complex, the average wage per job is rising incrementally but not producing enough living 
wage work. As a consequence, many working people juggle multiple jobs in order to take 
care of their families before, during, and after post-secondary studies. 

Another interesting tension in our chart is the sluggish improvement in the state’s overall 
workforce skill/talent levels despite some recent successes in lifting the levels of people 
with college credentials. It begs the question: is the education directly leading to good 
employment and good wage or career opportunities HERE?  

If we aim to help nontraditional students, lower income folks, single parents succeed in and 
through college to secure jobs or careers at or beyond a living wage in a state where the 
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average wage per job does not pay fully a living wage, then we have a huge structural 
problem. This presents a real dilemma as we try to construct an appropriate Opportunity 
Grid that moves people out of poverty.  

The full composite behavior over time chart follows.  

Considering the Arkansas Experience as an Example of the Social Sector’s Tendency to 
Address Social Improvement in Fragmented Fashion 
There is still much more to examine and learn in Arkansas about integrating the social 
change and well-being strategies to more effectively transcend the systemic complexities 
that we have encountered during this last progressive era (1970-2015) in service of realizing 
the driving hope: to create a place where an equitable, quality education pathway for all 
people produces diverse opportunities to earn and sustain meaningful work and life in a 
healthy place. 

However, there are some insights that surfaced that may help leaders think more clearly 
about creating a more convergent social change roadmap for the next forty years, one that 
could attempt more effective and adaptive cross-sector concerted efforts. 
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1. It is rare for there to be sustained collective action (and learning) focused on the 
deepest, systemic social challenges (hunger, poverty, educational equity, total 
population health and well-being, workforce competitiveness, or large-scale 
ecosystem services and habitat preservation. [Note: Winthrop Rockefeller 
Foundation is championing a 10-year large effort, Moving the Needle on Poverty, 
trying to widen the engagement circle so more stakeholders come into 
collaborative strategic action. It is premature to assess how this might lift the 
trajectories in our behavior over time summary graphs.] Seemingly, in the face of 
serious and long-term complexity of these issues, the most common response is 
piecemeal, with little intentional cross-issue or cross system integration. As a 
result, most social action produces small models as small remedies: we’re very 
busy doing small good effectively. Other strategies have been short-term issue 
campaigns, many of these have indeed produced helpful policy changes which, 
over multiple generations, could help shift the behavior of the entire system 
toward more opportunity and equity, and small networks which advocate for a 
unique enhancement (improving assets, or grade-level achievement, or pre-
diabetes prevention) or small set of societal improvements at a small scale that 
could require years or decades to gain traction even after an adoption as beneficial 
mainstream policy shifts. 

2. Delay, time lags, and unforeseen changes in the surrounding external environment 
(the context) make it harder to ensure that any short-and intermediate-term 
strategy can generate sufficient leverage to “tip” the system toward an accelerated 
wave of improvement. 

3. To disturb the complex “system” of an entire state or region to greater growth, 
opportunity or resilience is clearly a multi-generational challenge requiring system 
thinking and “social ingenuity.” We have to move from what futurist Thomas 
Homer Dixon calls the “science and focus on parts” which has been the prevailing 
mental model to one of “the science and practice of the integration of the parts.”5 

4. This really calls for integrative responses around a shared vision for a society that 
invests in and depends upon the skills, talents, overall health and individual 
resilience of each and every person. It now must be done in a more concerted, 
cross-sectoral network that can wonder, learn, act, and adapt in sync.  Such efforts 
need to be framed by common mental models of the importance of integrated, 
holistic approaches like these health improvement models advocated by the 
Virginia Commonwealth University’s Center for Human Needs Director Dr. 
Steven Woolf: 

                                                      
5 Thomas Homer Dixon, The Ingenuity Gap; Vintage Books, New York, 2002, pages 22-23; 130-131. 
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“We have a problem of silos in which we deal with health issues 
on one committee and education issues on another committee and 
people don’t think about the interconnections between them. So 
we’re trying to reach out to people in the health policy world and 
say if you want to bend the cost curve and control rising rates of 
chronic disease and deal with the burdensome effect of health 
care costs on government and employers, don’t just think about 
reforms in health care delivery and financing, think also about 
education and other public policies that can reduce the flow of 
disease into the system and thereby more dramatically curtail 
health care costs. 

Conversely, we're going to the education community, including 
national education organizations and education agencies at the 
national and state level who are out there trying to advocate for 
the importance of funding for education and education reforms, 
and are making their case based on traditional arguments: We 
want our kids to do better in school; we need to improve our 
math and science scores; and we need a more competitive work 
force. We want to add into the health argument that, in addition 
to all the above, our kids will end up living longer and actually 
being less sick, and therefore lessen demand on the health care 
system. We're talking to employers about how investments in 
education that they can encourage both in their communities and 
at a national level will benefit them in terms of a healthier, more-
productive, better-trained workforce to compete internationally.”6 

5. There is built in competition and separateness in the philanthropic sector. 
Large foundations migrate to a selective focus and invest to trigger impact 
in a few small areas and are accountable to board commitment to the 
institutional strategy. Large institutions (health care, education, arts) 

                                                      
6 Retrieved January 22, 2015 from http://www.rwjf.org/en/blogs/new -public-health/2014/01/the_links_betweened.html. Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation interview with Dr. Steven Wolfe, Virginia Commonwealth University Center for Human Needs. A key comment:  

“If you take the comprehensive approach you realize that a policy strategy that’s focused on one piece of the puzzle is only going to be partially 
effective. Current efforts to make schools healthier places for students are obviously important and providing better education in schools about 
a healthy lifestyle obviously are important. But we also need to think about how to make college more affordable, how to deal with a high 
school dropout problem and how to improve the availability of good jobs and better economic conditions. 

The current policy debate about how to create job opportunities and grow the economy is very much tied up in this relationship between 
education and health. But the upstream issues are also front and center. Early childhood education—and even before that, support for 
parental leave and early childhood interventions for couples that have infants or toddlers—have been shown to be extremely important in 
improving the health outcomes and put kids on a track for success both in terms of educational success and future job opportunities and a 
healthier trajectory for their future. So policymakers who say  ”Well, I'm all for education,” but are cutting funding for these programs that have 
an impact in early childhood are perhaps missing the larger point.” 

http://www.rwjf.org/en/blogs/new%20-public-health/2014/01/the_links_betweened.html
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compete with others in the same sector for “customers,” donors, talent, and 
brand reputation and are accountable in some fashion to public agencies 
and other market factors. It is relatively uncommon for a large set of social 
sector stakeholders to collectively commit to concerted action on common 
measures for very wicked social problems, though this approach has been 
used successfully for shorter term campaigns and initiatives.  

In philanthropy and its larger ecosystem, the writing is on the wall: without a 
new commitment to social transformation manifested through concerted 
learning and action, we won’t succeed in moving the “needles” on graphs like 
these in Arkansas. If we’ve been waiting for a group of leaders in elected office, 
in progressive social agencies, in educational centers or policy organizations, in 
hospitals, communities, and in mainline foundations to figure out a new 
program to effectively address the limits to opportunity for vulnerable people, 
we’re stuck. It is time for a collective holistic and integrative response. 
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Appendices 

Historical timelines prepared by Ken Hubbell to facilitate strategic thinking about philanthropy and social change in Arkansas. 



G H C  C o n v e r s a t i o n  2 0 1 5  

 
13 



G H C  C o n v e r s a t i o n  2 0 1 5  

 
14 

Here is the most distressing indication of the chronic “limits to opportunity” pattern in 
Arkansas—this is the scenery in the background of our collective action.  Since 1980, the 
state’s basic growth pattern is incremental fluctuations in a rather tightly bounded ceiling. 
The upward moves in recent years are due to differences between the state and others in 
the last recession and long recovery. Those other states will probably now push us back 
down some toward that more static line like the 1980-2005 period. Some “invisible” 
systemic forces are continuing to resist broad upward momentum. Until leaders can learn 
new ways to confront this dilemma, the patterns are likely to continue despite all kinds of 
good efforts and investments. In a limits to growth archetype like Arkansas’, doing more of 
the same will not counter the resistant forces that are at work slowing down positive 
momentum. It is time for transformative thinking and concerted strategy! 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Gary Hubbell Consulting Conversations are one central element of our work.  
GHC was founded on the belief that every individual and each organization is capable of 

bringing about profound change in the world.  
We are personally and professionally committed to learning and, by choice, place ourselves 

where we can partner with like-spirited leaders,  
engaged continually in a process of discovery to deepen presence, impact, and value.  

We seek to be in the community of wise change makers.  

These Conversations—and our client work in planning, strategy,  
philanthropy, and coaching—are all designed to  

strengthen adaptive organizations for  
inevitable change and  

greater impact. 
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