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Executive Summary 

The Best Babies Zone (BBZ) Initiative, launched in 2012 with funding from the 
W.K. Kellogg Foundation, is a place-based, multi-site, multi-sector approach to 
reducing disparities in infant mortality and birth outcomes. Through community 
mobilization and local partnerships, the Initiative aims to increase health equity 
by supporting solutions driven by resident needs in neighborhoods most 
impacted by disparities in birth outcomes. The BBZ Initiative began with three 
pilot Zones, now known as Cohort 1: Castlemont, Oakland; Hollygrove, New 
Orleans; and Price Hill, Cincinnati. Over the last two years, the Initiative 
brought on six new Zones across the United States (Cohorts 2 and 3) and 
Initiative leadership, based at the University of California, Berkeley School of 
Public Health (UCB), transitioned to a Technical Assistance Center focused on 
providing a cross-Zone learning community, resources and information, and 
evaluation support.  

As part of the transition to a Technical Assistance Center in 2017, BBZ staff at 
UCB–referred to throughout this report as BBZ National–continued to develop a 
suite of tools and best practices to support the work of Zones as well as other 
organizations engaged in maternal and child health birth equity work. The most 
comprehensive resource developed to date is the Best Babies Zone Basics step-
by-step guide, which BBZ National published in December 2017. BBZ Basics is 
a guide for organizations in public health as well as other sectors to use when 
exploring or beginning to implement a place-based, multi-sector, community-
driven approach to reducing racial inequities in infant mortality. It includes support 
for each phase of the work, including planning, engaging residents, building a 
multi-sector collaborative, and establishing a Zone strategy.  

Year six of the BBZ evaluation continued to focus on providing ongoing, 
developmental learning, demonstrating outcomes, and supporting the internal 
evaluation capacity of BBZ National. Key areas of emphasis in 2017 included 
assessing the TA provided to new Zones, and learning about ongoing work in pilot 
Zones. In addition, the evaluation team provided TA to new Zones to support local, 
Zone-specific evaluation activities, and continued to support efforts in Cohort 1 
Zones when needed. In a new approach to reporting, the Harder+Company 
evaluation team provided rapid feedback memos throughout the year to support 
BBZ National in evaluating TA support and determining where additional support 
was needed. 

Implementing the Technical Assistance Strategy in New Zones 

BBZ National’s transition from front-line support for Cohort 1 Zones to a more 
distributed model focused on providing TA to nine Zones has involved a 
tremendous effort. To support these efforts, Harder+Company conducted a series 
of TA interviews at the beginning and end of Year Six, and gathered additional 
information about TA provided through a tracker maintained by BBZ National. 
Findings from these areas of data collection are reported on in this chapter. 

Needs for Technical Assistance in Cohort 2 Zones   

Multiple priority areas for TA emerged in Cohort 2 Zones, including many of the 
areas that are core to the BBZ approach such as partnerships and community 
engagement. While the particulars varied in terms of what each Zone needed, 
broad themes emerged across Zones regarding needs for TA. Local Zone staff saw 

Best Babies Zones 

Cohort 1 (Pilot) Zones 
• Castlemont, Oakland 
• Hollygrove, New Orleans 
• Price Hill, Cincinnati 

 
Cohort 2 Zones 
• Near Eastside, Indianapolis  
• Northside, Kalamazoo 
• Southeast, Portland 

 
Cohort 3 Zones  
• Central Harlem, New York 
• Hough, Cleveland 
• Westlawn, Milwaukee  
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connections to the BBZ community as a key benefit in BBZ TA, and also requested 
specific support in the following areas: 

• Strategic planning for the local BBZ initiative; 

• Developing partnerships outside the lead agency; 

• Community engagement strategies, including ways of increasing 
community participation and developing resident leadership capacity; 

• Evaluation, including help with comprehensive evaluation plans and 
building internal capacity to manage data; and 

• Communication and messaging about the BBZ Initiative, particularly in 
Midwestern Zones where the political climate calls for tailoring messages 
around birth equity. 

In addition to these overall findings regarding needs for TA, the report provides 
additional detail about the site-specific needs in each Cohort 2 Zone.   

Supports Provided to Cohort 2 Zones   

BBZ National responded to requests for TA throughout its first full year as a 
technical assistance (TA) center for a growing number of Zones. BBZ National 
tracked the nature of requests made as well as the types of supports provided. 
Overall, TA requests fell into the following categories: 

• Training needs, such as helping BBZ Zone staff introduce the Initiative in 
their community and requests for content to support workshops; 

• Thought partnership, including support around community engagement 
strategies, fundraising, and best/emerging practices of economic 
development and place-based work; 

• Research around topics central to building vibrant, successful BBZs;  

• Resource sharing, namely facilitating the sharing of resources like 
community engagement materials and grant applications across Zones; 

• BBZ learning community connections, including biweekly check-in calls, 
site strategy calls, and orientation webinars for new Zones; 

• Product development to support local work, such as grant language, 
briefs, and a community action plan; and 

• Referrals and connections between Zone staff and others working in 
relevant areas to support resource sharing and skill building on topics like 
community needs assessments, data dashboards, and multi-sector 
partnerships.   

Feedback and Ongoing Needs for Technical Assistance in Cohort 2 

At the end of 2017, Harder+Company conducted Post-TA interviews with Cohort 2 
staff to assess the TA received throughout the year, discern what Zone staff had 
found most valuable, and track emerging and ongoing needs. Findings fell into 
three main areas: developing partnerships, community engagement, and BBZ 
National’s role as a connector. 

A Place-Based Initiative 

The heart of the place-based 
initiative is the work that takes 
place in each of the Zones. Within 
the Zone in each city or 
neighborhood, a local lead agency 
works to spearhead the movement 
and coordinate organizational 
partners and community residents 
around a common vision for 
achieving improved birth 
outcomes. In each of the cities 
where BBZ Zones have been 
established, the BBZ Initiative has 
been implemented in a small 
geographic area selected according 
to a set of consistent criteria which 
includes strong community-based 
organizations and poor birth 
outcomes with racial disparities in 
these outcomes. 
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• Research-based frameworks and TA by BBZ National helped 
strengthen partnerships. All Cohort 2 Zone staff discussed the value of 
using research-based frameworks, including the life-course perspective 
and social determinants of health, for initiating and developing 
partnerships. When asked, Zones also agreed or strongly agreed that TA 
from BBZ National has helped their organizations establish shared goals, 
resources, and knowledge between partners.   

• Cohort 2 staff felt that BBZ National helped build their capacity for 
community engagement, but noted a limitation in BBZ’s TA 
capacity to support community-specific outreach and engagement. 
The tools, approaches, and best practices shared through BBZ TA 
encouraged Zones to continue with their community engagement efforts. 
Zone staff appreciated the thought partnership and perspective BBZ 
National staff offered, and found specific tools such as dashboards and 
social network analysis how-to guides particularly helpful. However, 
because each Zone and community is unique, community outreach and 
engagement cannot take a one-size-fits-all approach, and there remains a 
need to translate lessons learned and best practices from the national level 
to the unique local context of each Zone. 

• BBZ National’s role as a resource, connector, and thought partner 
was one of the most substantial benefits noted by Cohort 2 Zones. 
Zone staff valued BBZ National’s efforts to facilitate a peer network and 
build relationships between Zones and cohorts. They also valued the tools, 
frameworks, and best practices that BBZ shared, including topics such as 
partnerships, community engagement, policy, and evaluation.  

Looking Forward: Needs for Technical Assistance in Cohort 3 Zones 

As the BBZ Initiative expanded to new Zones at the end of 2017, the range of 
potential topics and needs for TA grew as well. Cohort 3 Zones discussed their TA 
needs in interviews conducted at the end of Year Six, and staff from Cohort 2 
Zones also articulated their questions and needs as part of the BBZ All-Site 
Meetings in February 2018. Emerging topics and areas of needs have overlapped 
with findings from Cohort 2, including support with strategic planning and 
evaluation tools. Some new areas surfaced in discussions with Cohort 3 as well, 
including an interest in the use of social media tools to engage residents. A full 
account of TA needs in Cohort 3 will be provided in a memo in March 2018. 

Drawing from a Rich Body of Experience in Pilot Zones 

The second chapter of the report presents overall lessons learned in the pilot years 
of Cohort 1 Zones, and includes the results of a partnership survey conducted in 
Castlemont and Hollygrove. 

Overall Lessons Learned in Cohort 1 Zones  

In order to better understand the early successes of the BBZ Initiative and capture 
key lessons that will support current and future cohorts, the evaluation team 
conducted a series of “lessons learned” interviews with current and past staff from 
Cohort 1 Zones as well as former members of the Policy Corps and BBZ National.  

• Authentic resident engagement is essential for the success of local BBZ 
efforts. Interviewees agreed that lifting up community voices, creating 
meaningful opportunities for resident involvement, and identifying 
champions from the community are all critical to success in this area. 
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• Organizational development and staff support are crucial to 
successful BBZ work at the local level. Interviewees shared a number of 
ideas for how to have success on this front, including ensuring alignment 
between project needs and staff goals; motivating and energizing staff; 
using tools that connect staff to the broader BBZ network and resources; 
and promoting staff development. 

• Building multi-sector partnerships to advance the work of the Zones 
continues to be an important element of the BBZ Initiative. Current and 
past staff from Cohort 1 agreed that engaging key entities invested in the 
community is essential for successful partnerships. Interviewees also noted 
the importance of investing time and effort in learning about potential 
partner organizations, finding key champions at potential partner 
organizations, and being patient, since strong partnership-building takes 
time. 

Developing Community Partnerships in Local Zones 

Given how central partnerships are to the ongoing work of local BBZs, BBZ National 
engaged Harder+Company to explore partnership development and maintenance 
over time, in two Zones: Castlemont and Hollygrove. To capture this in more 
depth, a partnership survey was administered in these two Zones in 2017. Findings 
show that these two Cohort 1 Best Babies Zones have built a network of agencies 
that has seen some change over time but remained consistent in terms of network 
size. The following reports findings that held true across the two Cohort 1 Zones, 
as well as Zone-specific findings where noted. 

About the Network of Partners 

• Multiple sectors were engaged with local BBZ work in Castlemont and 
Hollygrove. 

• Lead agencies played an essential role in convening local networks, and 
survey respondents saw opportunities for them to do more. 

Communication and Collaboration with Lead Agencies 

• Communication and collaboration between partners and lead agencies has 
improved over time, especially with respect to shared decision making and 
responsibility. 

• A few partners in one Zone saw a need for greater transparency from their 
local lead agency when approaching programmatic changes or transitions. 

Additional Areas for Improvement in Partnership Work 

• To successfully integrate public health frameworks into their work, 
partners expressed a need for support from their lead agency. 

• Lead agencies can take concrete actions to increase racial equity by 
supporting partners’ understanding and ability to take a leadership role in 
this area. 

• Castlemont partners thought their lead agency should do more to support 
advocacy efforts, including building the capacity of residents to contribute 
to these efforts. 



Best Babies Zone Year 6 Evaluation Report Executive Summary 
 

 

 February 2018 v 

• Findings from Hollygrove indicate overall satisfaction with the lead 
agency’s advocacy efforts, with specific areas where partners would like to 
see more action.  

 
 

Recommendations for the Future 

• Continue to convene Zones as a learning community. Across Zones, 
staff consistently indicated how much they valued how BBZ National 
disseminated information across the Zones, and the ways in which they 
provided a forum to connect and learn.  

• Provide additional technical assistance on community engagement. 
Newer Zones expressed a desire to receive more targeted TA on how to 
meaningfully engage residents in their local programming, and how to 
partner with organizations in this effort.  

• Develop new tools to support partnership formation, development, 
and sustainability. Across Zones, BBZ staff recognized that partnerships 
are central to advancing the goals of birth equity in their communities, and 
they continued to request assistance in these efforts.  

• Offer TA on strategic planning and systems and policy-level 
advocacy. To support the long-term sustainability of the BBZ Initiative in 
their communities, Zones would like support on how to engage in 
organizational and community level strategic planning processes, as well as 
policy work.  

• Develop clear and targeted messaging about the BBZ Initiative that 
Zones can modify to meet local needs. Zones and their partners 
continue to seek additional assistance with how to craft messages that use 
the core BBZ concepts in localized, relevant ways. 
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Introduction 

The Best Babies Zone (BBZ) Initiative is a place-based, multi-site, multi-sector 
approach to reducing disparities in infant mortality and birth outcomes by 
mobilizing community residents and organizational partners to address the social 
and economic determinants of health. Launched in March 2012 with funding from 
the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, BBZ began with three pilot Zones: Castlemont, 
Oakland; Hollygrove, New Orleans; and Price Hill, Cincinnati. The initiative now 
includes nine Zones across the United States. 

BBZ National, based at the University of California, Berkeley (UCB), coordinates 
work in the active Best Babies Zones, providing a cross-Zone learning community, 
resources and information, and evaluation support. BBZ National also works in 
collaboration with representatives from national organizations, local Zones, and 
maternal and child health consultants, in an advisory capacity known as the BBZ 
Policy Corps (Policy Corps). The Policy Corps is charged with advancing a national 
vision for BBZ and seeking out policy change opportunities at the national level. 
The BBZ Initiative is also supported by a Multi-Sector Advisory Group, made up of 
leaders from maternal and child health, education, and other sectors, that provides 
additional support to the Initiative. Together, leaders from each Zone meet with 
leaders from the Policy Corps and Multi-Sector Advisory Group to compare 
strategies and advance the BBZ vision.   

From Zones to national leaders, all members of the BBZ Initiative share the 
common goal of all babies being born healthy in communities that enable them to 
thrive and reach their full potential. To address disparities in infant mortality, BBZ 
works to build partnership and shared vision in four critical sectors that impact 
living conditions in local Zones: economic development, education and early care, 
health systems and services, and community systems and services. The BBZ 
theory of change relies on two guiding frameworks:  

• The life course perspective of health, which emphasizes the influence of 
early programming, cumulative experiences, and sensitive periods throughout 
an individual’s lifetime on their health trajectory.  

• The social, economic, and environmental determinants of health, 
including protective factors (e.g., social support, education, affordable housing) 
as well as risk factors (e.g., neighborhood violence, unemployment, poverty) 
that lead to chronic stress and ultimately to poor health. 

The BBZ Technical Assistance Center: Three Zones, known as Cohort 2, joined 
the Initiative in May 2016. They include Portland, Oregon; Indianapolis, Indiana; 
and Kalamazoo, Michigan. Further expanding the Initiative, an additional three 
Zones joined BBZ as Cohort 3 in 2017: Hough, Cleveland; Westlawn, Milwaukee; 
and Central Harlem, New York. For BBZ National, the growth in the number of 
Zones supported coincides with a transition to a Technical Assistance (TA) Center, 
which was started in 2016 with funding from The W.K. Kellogg Foundation. Staff 
from the Technical Assistance Center – referred to throughout this report as BBZ 
National – provide guidance and support both to the growing number of Zones and 
to other maternal and child health initiatives that aim to incorporate elements of 
the BBZ approach.  

The shift from front-line support in the three Cohort 1 pilot BBZ Zones to a 
Technical Assistance Center supporting multiple Zones has allowed BBZ National to 

BBZ Timeline 

2012 
BBZ launches 3 pilot sites in 
Castlemont, Hollygrove, and 

Price Hill. 

  

  

  

  

  

2015 

Price Hill integrated BBZ 
strategies into other initiatives. 

  

2016 

BBZ National receives The 
W.K. Kellogg Foundation grant 

to provide TA to those 
interested in learning about 

the BBZ approach. 

  

2017 

Cohort 2 Zones launch in 
Portland, Kalamazoo, and 

Indianapolis. 

  

2018 

Cohort 3 Zones launch in New 
York, Milwaukee, and 

Cleveland. 



Best Babies Zone Year 6 Evaluation Report Introduction 
 

 

 February 2018 2 

Best Babies Zone Basics: A Step-by-Step Guide 

The Best Babies Zone Technical Assistance Center developed BBZ Basics in 2017 as a resource for interested organizations 
in public health as well as other sectors to use when exploring or beginning to implement a place-based, multi-sector, 
community-driven approach to reducing racial inequities in infant mortality. The guide provides extensive detail for 
supporting each phase of planning and implementing a Best Babies Zone, and also includes tools and resources in the 
appendix that can support the BBZ planning process. The six foundational phases, each of which has detailed information 
and resources, include: 

• Phase 1: Select a Zone 

• Phase 2: Build a Multi-Sector Collaborative 

• Phase 3: Collaborate with Residents and Build Resident Leadership  

• Phase 4: Strengthen Social Movements 

• Phase 5: Establish a Zone Strategy 

• Phase 6: Plan for Evaluation 

While BBZ National developed the guide as a set of steps, the phases are 
intended to be iterative since it is understood that implementation will unfold 
differently in each local Zone. Development of the guide was informed by the 
experiences of the three pilot BBZs (Cohort 1), as well as literature on birth 
outcomes, place-based intiiatives, multi-sector collaboration, community 
engagement, and social movements. 

For more information, and to access the full guide, see:  
www.bestbabieszone.org/BBZ-Basics.  

expand the BBZ model to new sites. Lessons learned in the pilot years provide a 
rich body of experience for BBZ National leadership to draw upon when supporting 
new Zones. For example, as part of their work transitioning to a Technical 
Assistance Center, BBZ National developed “BBZ Basics” in 2017. BBZ Basics is a 
detailed, step-by-step guide to implementing the BBZ approach which draws upon 
lessons learned during the pilot years. Through BBZ Basics as well as other tools 
and supports, BBZ National is able to provide assistance and resources to more 
Zones as well as others doing similar maternal and child health work.  

The heart of the place-based initiative is the work that takes place in each of the 
Zones. Within the Zone in each city or neighborhood, a local lead agency works to 
spearhead the movement and coordinate organizational partners and community 
residents around a common vision for achieving improved birth outcomes. In each 
of the cities where BBZ Zones have been established, the BBZ Initiative has been 
implemented in a small geographic area selected according to a set of consistent 
criteria which includes strong community-based organizations and poor birth 
outcomes with racial disparities in these outcomes. 

The pilot years of BBZ have generated important insights that can support 
improved outcomes as BBZ integrates the new cohorts of Zones and looks ahead to 
Year Seven of the Initiative. This work connects with a broader movement in 
maternal and child health focused on moving away from clinical care as a primary 
model and towards community engagement and empowerment to support birth 
equity. BBZ’s Cohort 1 Zones have made early strides in testing this new model, 
and these along with the new Zones will continue to generate evidence of what 
works and where to improve as BBZ becomes established in new Zones. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All Best Babies Zones have: 

• Local, thriving community-based 
organizations;  

• A strong sense of community 
pride and engagement; 

• High level of income inequality 
compared to the surrounding 
area; 

• Limited economic opportunities; 
and 

• Poor birth outcomes with racial 
disparities in these outcomes. 
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About the Evaluation 

The BBZ National leadership has contracted with Harder+Company Community 
Research to provide evaluation support across the Initiative since 2013. The BBZ 
evaluation aims to support ongoing, developmental learning, demonstrate 
outcomes, and support the internal evaluation capacity of BBZ National.  

Drawing on a developmental evaluation approach, the BBZ evaluation design 
ensures that there are ongoing opportunities for learning and reflection on 
emerging findings. This includes identifying promising practices, common 
challenges, and lessons learned across the pilot Zones. At the same time, the 
evaluation works to capture the impact of the work on the individuals, 
organizations, partnerships, communities, and systems where BBZ efforts are 
taking place. Finally, the evaluation creates tools and best practices that BBZ can 
use for future evaluation.  

With BBZ National’s transition to a Technical Assistance Center, Harder+Company’s 
evaluation activities have also transitioned to include evaluation of the TA provided, 
and direct assistance to Zones around evaluation needs. As the Technical 
Assistance Center continued to develop in Year Six, the evaluation team employed 
methods to assess the TA provided by BBZ National and determine where 
additional support was needed. The evaluation team has also provided TA to new 
Zones to support local, Zone-specific evaluation activities, and continued to support 
efforts in pilot Zones when needed. 

The Year Six evaluation design is guided by the following questions: 

1. To what extent has BBZ technical assistance (TA) supported new Zones to 
improve organizational capacity? To increase resident engagement in their 
work? 

2. What activities have Zones used to address the short- and mid-term 
outcomes that will eventually address disparities in infant mortality? How 
successful have these activities been? 

3. How is BBZ cultivating a learning community among Zones, BBZ National, 
and Policy Corps? What contributions has this learning community made to 
BBZ efforts? 

4. To what extent has the BBZ Initiative influenced policy, systems change, 
and public discourse related to health equity at the Zone and national 
levels? 

In Year Six of the BBZ evaluation, data collection efforts were summarized via the 
use of rapid-feedback memos and briefs. The aim was to provide real-time 
feedback to BBZ National and Zones that supported their ongoing efforts to learn 
from Zone staff and improve implementation of the initiative.  

Methods 

Year Six of the BBZ evaluation used a mixed methods approach that included 
methods for assessing the TA provided to new Zones as well as methods for 
continuing to gather information from Cohort 1 Zones. This year we also conducted 
interviews with leaders of social movements within and beyond maternal and child 
health, to support an increased BBZ Initiative focus on advocacy, policy and social 
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change.1  

Methods to Evaluate Technical Assistance in New Zones  

• Pre-Technical Assistance Interviews: A total of 16 Pre-TA telephone 
interviews were conducted. Nine staff from Cohort 2, three from each Cohort 2 
Zone and seven from Cohort 3 Zones, Interviews for Cohort 2 were conducted 
between December 2016 and April 2017 while Cohort 3 interviews were 
conducted in January 2018. These interviews gathered information about each 
Zone’s current work and goals, organizational capacity, evaluation capacity, 
and anticipated needs for TA from BBZ National.  

• Post-Technical Assistance Interviews: After receiving approximately one 
year of TA from BBZ National, Zones from Cohort 2 participated in post-TA 
telephone interviews. These interviews were conducted in November and 
December of 2017. Two staff members from each Zone, as well as two staff 
from BBZ allies in Columbus, participated in the interviews. These phone 
interviews asked staff members to assess the TA they received to date, and to 
identify ongoing and emerging needs for additional TA. 

• BBZ National Technical Assistance Tracker: BBZ National staff maintained 
a tracker to capture basic information about the TA provided by the Technical 
Assistance Center throughout 2017. At the end of the year, BBZ National 
shared this tracker with the Harder+Company evaluation team, who then 
conducted an analysis of the TA provided.  

 

 

                                                 
1 Findings from the social movement interviews are still under development, and will be 
shared in Year 7 of the initiative. For more, see page 22 of this report. 
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Methods for Learning about Ongoing Work in Pilot Zones 

• Lessons Learned Interviews: A total of seven interviews were conducted 
with current or former Cohort 1 Zone staff and former members of the Policy 
Corps and BBZ National between November 2017 and January 2018. The aim 
of the interviews was to gather information on the early success, challenges, 
and lessons learned during the pilot years of the BBZ Initiative. Findings from 
the interviews are intended to provide insights and recommendations to Zones 
as they implement their local strategies and identify additional TA needs.  

• Partnership Survey: Staff in two Cohort 1 Zones, Castlemont and Hollygrove, 
completed a partnership survey to learn about the developing partnerships in 
their BBZ work. The survey was administered online from May 2017 to July 
2017 using the Qualtrics survey software platform. Individuals identified by 
BBZ lead agency staff completed the survey in each Zone. Of 14 partners 
identified in Castlemont, eight completed the survey (57 percent response 
rate); of 12 partners identified in Hollygrove, eight completed the survey (a 67 
percent response rate).  

• Programmatic Data Tracker: Staff from Castlemont continued to use a 
programmatic data tracker as a way of documenting the Zone’s programming 
and community capacity-building efforts in 2017. As in previous years, 
Harder+Company analyzed the data from the programmatic tracker using 
Excel. Key areas of information captured in the tracker included resident 
leadership programs, parent groups, community markets, mini-grants, 
community events, trainings, and political engagement, among others. 

As mentioned above, in a new approach to reporting, Harder+Company prepared 
rapid feedback memos to report back on areas of data collection conducted in 
2017, including Pre-TA interviews, Post-TA interviews, the Partnership Survey, and 
Lessons Learned interviews. These memos served to provide information to BBZ 
National to improve the responsiveness of TA provided, and to deepen collective 
knowledge of the lessons learned in earlier years of the initiative. Note that the 
findings from these memos are included in this report in summarized form.2 

Limitations 

This evaluation aims to balance methodological rigor and available resources, while 
being sensitive to the varied context and needs of each Zone. Strengths of the 
approaches used in this evaluation include its emphasis on providing useful 
feedback that can guide improvements in TA provided, its engagement with 
multiple stakeholders to guide consensus regarding evaluation activities and 
design, and thorough adherence to ethical standards of the UCB Committee for the 
Protection of Human Subjects. Limitations to consider when reviewing the results 
include:  

• Limited sample sizes—A small number of participants provided the 
information included in this report. The findings therefore may not 
represent the perspectives of all Zone staff and participants in BBZ. 
Because the respondents included Zone staff, partners and advisors deeply 
familiar with BBZ, we believe their input provides valuable insights.  

• Selection bias—In most cases, leadership from BBZ National identified 
the list of respondents to participate in interviews, which can introduce 
selection bias since respondents may over-represent positive partnerships. 

                                                 
2 For questions about these findings, or to see the full versions of rapid feedback 
memos, please contact BBZ’s Principal Investigator, Cheri Pies, at cpies@berkeley.edu.  
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In addition, respondents who agreed to be interviewed may be different in 
important ways from those who declined to participate, and those 
differences are not captured in the findings presented.  

About the Report 

This evaluation report summarizes lessons learned from work across the BBZ 
Zones to date, and details findings around the national TA strategy in new Zones. 
In response to the new expanded focus of BBZ National as a Technical Assistance 
Center, the report focuses on the initiative as a whole, and the TA provided. Where 
relevant, Zone-specific findings are included, but the majority of the findings 
presented are not focused on individual Zones. The report also includes findings 
that show how the BBZ National is learning from pilot Zones as well as social 
movements in other sectors and working towards a future of increased advocacy 
and greater impact in maternal and child health. Findings are organized into two 
chapters as follows: 

• Implementing the Technnical Assistance Strategy in New Zones 
This chapter focuses on the work of the Technical Assistance Center. The 
majority of the findings present data gathered from Cohort 2. Early 
findings from Cohort 3 pre-TA interviews are shared at the end of the 
chapter. 

• Drawing from a Rich Body of Experience in Pilot Zones: In this 
chapter, we report on findings from the pilot Zones, known as Cohort 1. 
These include findings from the lessons learned interviews, as well as 
findings from the community partnerships survey conducted in Castlemont 
and Hollygrove.  
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Implementing the Technical 
Assistance Strategy in New Zones 

BBZ National’s transition from front-line support for Cohort 1 Zones to a more 
distributed model focused on providing TA to up to nine Zones has involved a 
tremendous effort. BBZ National staff developed BBZ Basics in 2017 along with 
consolidating access to many other resources and responding to a growing range of 
TA needs. To assess TA needs in new Zones, track the supports provided, and 
assess the success of the new model, Harder+Company conducted a series of TA 
interviews at the beginning and end of the year. This chapter begins with a 
summary of findings regarding needs for TA in new Zones. We then talk about the 
supports provided to Cohort 2, and present findings from the Post-TA interviews 
assessing the value of those supports as well as ongoing needs. Lastly, the chapter 
concludes with a short section detailing emerging needs for TA in Cohort 3.  

Needs for Technical Assistance in Cohort 2 Zones 

A number of priority areas for TA 
emerged from pre-TA interviews with 
Cohort 2 staff. Across these new 
Zones, staff expressed needs for 
support that included many of the 
areas that are core to the BBZ 
approach, including partnerships and 
community engagement. While the 
particulars of what each Zone needed 

varied from site to site, the overall priorities for TA fell into similar broad 
categories. The following section details these priorities for TA, which included 
connections to the broader BBZ community, support for strategic planning, and 
assistance developing partnerships. Site-specific findings around the needs for TA 
in each Cohort 2 Zone follow these overall findings.  

Priorities Across Zones 

Staff saw connections to the BBZ community as a key benefit in BBZ 
technical assistance. Across Zones, respondents from Cohort 2 anticipated 
benefitting the most from connections to the broader BBZ Learning Community, 
including the opportunity to glean lessons learned and strategies that led to 
success from the pilot Zones. Zones also expected TA to provide links to relevant 
experts, and access to research and resources that would help inform BBZ 
implementation. 

Support in strategic planning was named as a need in two Zones. Both BBZ 
Southeast in Portland and BBZ Northside in Kalamazoo pinpointed the need for 
support in strategic planning as a high priority. In BBZ Near Eastside in 
Indianapolis, organizational development goals were more focused on long-term 
plans for sustainability and scaling, and strategic planning was not named as a 
priority. 

Two Zones also requested support with developing partnerships. Support in 
developing partnerships outside their lead agency was a theme for BBZ Northside 
in Kalamazoo and BBZ Near Eastside in Indianapolis. Specific areas for support 
included helping them to fill in gaps in their network of partners and assistance 

 
Goals of BBZ Technical 
Assistance: 

• Increase recipients’ capacity 
to engage their communities 

• Increase recipients’ 
organizational capacity 

• Support recipients in creating 
and leveraging existing 
partnerships 

• Create a cross-Zone learning 
community for information-
sharing and thought 
partnership 



Best Babies Zone Year 6 Evaluation Report Technical Assistance in New Zones 
 

 

 February 2018 8 

with organizing their network of partners to work collaboratively. Although BBZ 
Southeast in Portland thought they would benefit from addressing specific topics 
related to partnerships with TA, respondents in the Zone generally identified their 
network of partners as a strength in their efforts. 

Cohort 2 Zones requested support with community engagement strategies, 
including ways of increasing community participation and developing 
resident leadership capacity. Although Cohort 2 Zones varied in their 
community engagement practices, all three Zones identified this as an area for 
growth. Generally, respondents emphasized that increasing the reach and depth of 
community participation was a high-priority goal for TA. Respondents across Zones 
also highlighted that providing more opportunities to develop resident leadership 
capacity was a high priority. 

Assistance with evaluation emerged as a high priority across Zones. 
Support in conducting evaluation activities resonated as a key need across all 
Cohort 2 Zones. Creating a comprehensive evaluation plan for the initiative, 
coordinating data collection activities and data sharing across partners, and 
building internal capacity to collect and analyze data emerged as key evaluation 
needs across Zones. In BBZ Northside and BBZ Near Eastside, immediate needs 
also included support in conducting Social Network Analysis. 

Zones named communication and messaging about the BBZ Initiative as 
another key area in which they needed support. TA in communication and 
messaging about the BBZ Initiative was another major need, and the specific needs 
fell into different areas of focus. BBZ Near Eastside and BBZ Northside both 
requested support in tailoring the message to the political climate of their regions. 
In BBZ Southeast, respondents indicated a need for support in communicating with 
health organizations as a priority. 

Site-Specific Priorities for Technical Assistance  

Although similar goals and needs were expressed among Cohort 2 sites, interviews 
confirmed that the lead agencies in Portland, Kalamazoo, and Indianapolis were at 
different stages of organizational development. ROSE Community Development in 
Portland began receiving TA from BBZ National nearly one year before becoming a 
Best Babies Zone in January 2017; staff in Kalamazoo and Indianapolis began 
receiving TA when they were initiated as BBZs in January 2017. These differences 
yielded unique needs for TA within each Zone, which emerged in interviews as 
respondents identified the areas in which they hoped to build capacity. 

BBZ Southeast (Portland, Oregon) 

Respondents sought support for organizational development and 
strategic planning. Participants from Portland highlighted a need for support in 
planning and coordinating the overall BBZ Initiative in their Zone. They particularly 
emphasized their request for assistance in developing a plan for the next two or 
three years, and implementing sustainable infrastructure to execute the plan with 
respect to fundraising, hiring, and staff retention. In addition, they asked for 
support systematically growing partnerships. Staff capacity to manage and plan 
organizational elements of the work has been a challenge in BBZ Southeast.  

Partnerships were identified as a strength of BBZ in Portland. Respondents 
identified existing collaboration with partners across sectors as a strength in their 
Zone, and noted a relatively high degree of trust among partners. Organizations in 
the community have a history of working together, and collaboration has been 
increasing in recent years. Despite this, respondents did note gaps in the BBZ 

 
Summary: Cohort 2 
Needs for Technical 
Assistance 

• Strategic planning support for 
BBZ at the Zone level; 

• Partnership development, 
especially cross-sector 
partnerships; 

• Help assessing staffing needs; 

• Assistance with monitoring and 
evaluation; 

• Community engagement and 
resident leadership development 
strategies;  

• Best practices for implementing 
place-based strategies, and 

• Best practices in infant mortality 
and birth outcomes work. 
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Southeast network of partners, including a need to strengthen partnerships with 
universities and colleges. One respondent also noted that partners in the health 
sector could be included more intentionally in data collection and evaluation 
activities in BBZ Southeast. 

BBZ Southeast leaders sought support in increasing community 
participation as well as resident leadership. Staff from Portland expressed that 
resident priorities currently play a strong role in shaping the Zone’s agenda, as 
residents actively participate in decision-making. However, the Zone seeks to 
increase participation at all levels of engagement, especially with respect to 
opportunities for residents to lead aspects of the work. Although residents are 
involved in decision-making processes, respondents noted that resident 
participation fluctuates and that the lead agency, in particular, has struggled with 
diminishing participation among parents. Additionally, respondents emphasized 
that finding ways to provide increased opportunities for leadership development is  
an area for future growth. 

Staff in Portland identified a need for support managing evaluation and 
data as BBZ Southeast grows, especially around measurement of health 
indicators. Staff from BBZ Southeast identified a need for support in developing a 
system-wide evaluation plan to ensure that evaluation outcomes align with BBZ 
outcomes. Because the lead agency is not a health agency, Portland staff requested 
specific support in measuring performance on health-related indicators. Once a 
plan is complete, staff also noted that they would benefit from support in 
implementing evaluation activities, including help collecting quantitative 
information to measure performance.  

Fundraising was also identified as a key area of need for technical 
assistance. The lead agency in Portland generates most of their funding from the 
renting of housing units, although respondents shared that their Baby Booster 
Initiative does receive some grant funding as well. In order to generate resources 
to support evaluation and other needs, BBZ Southeast hopes that the BBZ Learning 
Community (i.e., BBZ National and other Zones involved in the initiative) can help 
expand connections with local and national funders. In particular, one respondent 
expressed a need to obtain larger grants for BBZ Southeast rather than “nickel and 
diming it.” Another respondent added that the lead organization has relationships 
with some funders working in community development, but hopes to receive 
support connecting with funders focused on health and systems change. 

BBZ Southeast sought support with communication and messaging, 
particularly to support their partnerships with the local health sector. 
Respondents emphasized a need for support in communicating about BBZ. During 
early TA provision, BBZ Southeast sought feedback from BBZ National about a 
communications plan and connected with BBZ Castlemont for additional advice and 
input. These types of supports were very helpful to the Zone. In addition, one 
respondent also emphasized that given other lead agencies’ positions as health 
organizations, the larger BBZ Learning Community may be able to provide 
suggestions about communicating with and working well with partners in the health 
sector. 

 

BBZ Near Eastside (Indianapolis, Indiana) 

Staff from Indianapolis requested help with organizational development 
and strategic planning. Like BBZ Southeast, respondents in BBZ Near Eastside 
expressed a long-term goal to scale the BBZ Initiative within their area by 

 

“Working together around 

shared goals [has been] a 

great way to build trust.” 

 

-BBZ Southeast staff 

member  
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developing the BBZ model locally, and replicating the model in other zip codes in 
Indianapolis. Staff members hope that BBZ National can serve as a resource for 
expert advice, as well as a bridge to connect their initiative to other communities in  
the region. 

Partnerships were also identified as a priority area for BBZ Near Eastside. 
One respondent from Indianapolis highlighted that methodically organizing the 
large number of partners involved has been a significant challenge, as it has been 
difficult to identify and coordinate all the resources in the area. Another expressed 
concern about having too many partners, explaining that the community that BBZ 
Near Eastside serves struggles with duplication of services and a lack of 
coordination across organizations. One respondent mentioned that they have yet to 
identify a partner that can fill the knowledge gap with regard to working in prenatal 
care and early child care. While BBZ Near Eastside did not have a specific ask 
around this challenge, they made clear they would appreciate support managing 
partnerships. 

Although BBZ Near Eastside is in a community with a history of strong 
community participation, staff saw areas for improvement. Staff felt that the 
Zone has a high capacity to mobilize community residents, develop local 
leadership, engage them in decision-making processes, and shape their agenda. 
Respondents attribute this strength to the John H. Boner Neighborhood Center, 
which has cultivated meaningful community participation for many years through 
various opportunities including quarterly community summits, where residents vote 
on where funding should be focused or which issues should be prioritized. Despite 
this historical strength in the neighborhood, respondents noted that there is still 
room for growth in this area.  

Respondents had mixed assessments of the overall need for evaluation 
support, but agreed on specific areas that would benefit from technical 
assistance. Although one Zone staff member considered the organization’s ability 
to evaluate their work as a strength because they have been collaborating with a 
data team at a local university, others indicated their capacity to perform 
evaluation activities as an area that could be strengthened. Respondents expressed 
the need to increase internal capacity to collect and analyze data, as one 
respondent noted that their organization relies on external partners to oversee all 
data and conduct evaluations. They also requested support in conducting a Social 
Network Analysis to quantify the extent to which partners in the network are 
disconnected, noting that each organization involved in BBZ Near Eastside has 
historically focused on their own work. A need to develop more efficient and 
consistent methods with regard to data collection and reporting was also raised, as 
respondents identified their goal of tracking progress and findings among 
neighborhoods, as well as receiving feedback from residents. Zone staff hopes that 
TA will help to infuse more creativity into their evaluation work and help them 
better demonstrate the impact of their work. 

Staff identified fundraising as an area in which their Zone has capacity, 
and expressed hopes that BBZ connections would lead to additional 
funding opportunities. Respondents from Indianapolis identified a strong overall 
capacity to fundraise, sharing that they have been able to apply their strong grant 
writing skills or hire a grant manager to identify various opportunities and donors, 
and have received funding from various grants. One respondent noted that it has 
been particularly beneficial to have a large foundation associated with the health 
facility they work with. Although BBZ Near Eastside generally considered 
fundraising a strength for their Zone, staff expressed hope that connections in the 
BBZ Learning Community would lead to additional funding that could support 
expanding the program work to include child care and infant care. 

 

“We're in the Midwest. 

When we're talking about 

health disparities in the 

community and segregation 

in the community, it is a 

completely different 

language. I'm hoping [for 

support in speaking] about 

the systems within our 

community [that have] 

created the disparities that 

we see in every sector.” 

 

-BBZ Near Eastside         

staff member  
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BBZ Near Eastside sought assistance with BBZ communication and 
messaging. Respondents from Indianapolis requested support to communicate the 
goals and strategies of the BBZ approach. One respondent specifically noted that 
given the conservative stance of the state of Indiana overall, it would be helpful to 
have concrete strategies to help translate BBZ messaging to be more regionally 
appropriate. 

Respondents saw a need for help with implementation of new programs in 
their Zone. All respondents from BBZ Near Eastside agreed that they have a 
relatively high capacity for implementing new programs in their Zone. However, 
staff noted areas that may benefit from support and TA in the future. For instance, 
one staff member mentioned that despite her organization’s use of measurement 
tools to help identify goals for socio-economic growth among infants and toddlers, 
there is a lack of expertise in terms of how to implement specific activities around 
that growth. Another mentioned the future goals of developing a program for 
parents during pre-pregnancy or pregnancy, and improving tools to provide 
trauma-informed care and socio-emotional development for future parents; this 
staff member indicated their organization could use information and resources to 
develop the programs that would support these goals. 

BBZ Northside (Kalamazoo, Michigan) 

Respondents from Kalamazoo identified organizational development and 
strategic planning as areas in need of support. Like BBZ Southeast and BBZ 
Near Eastside, the need for support in strategic planning came up as a key theme 
across interviews with BBZ Northside staff. Respondents requested support in 
identifying specific goals and appropriate strategies for their Zone, developing clear 
roles for leadership, and planning for sustainability. They also expressed a hope 
that TA would bring an ecological perspective to BBZ Northside and help them 
focus more intentionally on systems-level and policy-level changes.  

Competition for funding poses a challenge for partnerships in BBZ 
Northside, and respondents hoped BBZ TA would provide strategies for 
overcoming this. One respondent from BBZ Northside explained that 
organizations have varying levels of trust within their network of partners, from 
distrust to close relationships, due in part to tension created by competing for 
funding. This respondent described how in their small town, there is a lot of 
competition over the same funds. Another respondent agreed, adding that trust is 
growing among some partners who are already working together. This respondent 
shared that some agencies have not joined the collaborative because they have 
concerns about sharing funding information or outcome data with other 
organizations. Additionally, respondents identified important gaps in the network of 
partners, including agencies focused on community development, housing, 
economic development, and the environment. While specific needs for TA were not 
identified, these challenges point to a need for strategies to help BBZs work in 
partnership and manage competition for funding in their local areas.  

BBZ Northside had goals for increasing community participation, especially 
resident leadership. The extent to which residents in Kalamazoo are engaged in 
setting priorities and in decision-making varies among organizations in BBZ 
Northside’s collaborative. Across organizations, respondents highlighted that a 
future goal is to build leadership capacity among residents. According to one 
respondent, “We have residents and community at the table… but we haven't 
[promoted] that leadership development [piece] and [given] community capacity to 
move a step forward and provide that leadership.” Specific areas of need for TA 
were not identified, but all respondents noted they would appreciate support in this 
area. 

 
“People are very territorial. 

We're a really small town. We 

have about 170,000 residents 

in the entire county… There 

are a lot of people trying to 

fight over the same funds, 

and all of our funders want us 

all to collaborate.” 

 

-BBZ Northside staff member  
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While evaluation and data were seen as strengths of BBZ Northside’s 
capacity, respondents saw upcoming areas of support. Evaluation capacity 
was identified as a strength of BBZ in Kalamzaoo, with respondents noting that 
YWCA and Cradle Kalamazoo have evaluation activities in place to assess current 
work. In particular, respondents noted that partnerships with the local medical 
school and the demands of certain funding streams have increased their capacity to 
demonstrate quantitative outcomes. However, evaluation was also identified as a 
topic for TA in the near future. Specifically, staff was seeking support to conduct a 
pre/post survey of their partners, including a Social Network Analysis component. 
One respondent added that there was a need to develop a system of shared 
measurements among partner organizations in order to track the impact of 
collective efforts. 

Staff identified a need to increase capacity for collective fundraising 
among partners. BBZ Northside respondents felt confident in each organization’s 
ability to raise funds, and identified this as a strength of the Zone. However, one 
respondent noted the collaborative does not yet raise funds for collective work. 
Strengthening the ability to raise funds as a network of partners would open up 
new opportunities for funding streams in the community, and possibly help with the 
challenge of competition around funding noted above.  

Communication and messaging around the goals and strategies of BBZ 
were also noted as areas for technical assistance for BBZ Northside. In 
alignment with the goals to strengthen and streamline strategic plans, respondents 
from Indianapolis requested support in framing external communications. One 
respondent specifically singled out the need to communicate externally and 
internally about policy and advocacy activities. Another respondent expressed a 
need for support in tailoring messages about segregation and discrimination to be 
appropriate for the cultural climate of their Zone, given the cultural realities of 
being in the Midwest.  

Supports Provided to Cohort 2 Zones 

Throughout its first full year as a 
Technical Assistance Center, BBZ 
National responded to requests for TA 
on an ongoing basis. To track the 
requests and help provided, BBZ 
National staff entered details for each 
interaction in a Technical Assistance 
Tracker. The Tracker included 
categories for gathering information 

about the type of TA provided as well as key information such as time, date, 
project name, and the name of the BBZ National staff member providing the TA.  

At the end of 2017, BBZ National staff shared their TA Tracker with the 
Harder+Company evaluation team. Harder+Company analyzed the information 
collected around requests for TA as well as TA provided, and identified common 
themes. TA participants, including Zones, BBZ-affiliated organizations, and other 
organizations interested in the BBZ approach, requested and received support in a 
number of areas. These included training, thought partnership, and referrals, 
among others. The following list provides an overall summary of the main 
categories of TA provided by BBZ National. 

• Training— BBZ National responded to several training requests including 
information about the BBZ Initiative and action steps necessary to become 
a Best Babies Zone. BBZ National also developed lecture content and 
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training materials designed to enhance multi-sector partnerships. In 
addition, BBZ National supported onboarding and training of new Zone 
staff members. 

• Thought Partnership—BBZ National provided support around community 
engagement strategies, fundraising, grant deliverables, information about 
logistics involved in partnership development, gaining community trust and 
sustained involvement, best/emerging practices of economic development 
and place-based work.  

• Information Gathering— Information about: fundraising and financial 
resource development, connection to and relationship-building with 
national funders, and multi-sector partnership development, was provided 
as part of the TA. 

• Resource Sharing—BBZ National provided examples of community 
engagement materials used by other Zones, grant applications, strategies 
for engaging in multi-sector partnerships, and program participant 
assessment materials to gauge satisfaction and participant rates. 

• Learning Community—The Technical Assistance Center established 
productive working relationships with Zones via regular biweekly check in 
calls, site strategy calls, and site visits, as well as orientation webinars for 
new Zones. This fostered a relationship between Zones, and established 
the infrastructure necessary for BBZ National to be able to act as thought 
partners, provide resources, and to otherwise support Zones.   

• Product Development—BBZ National developed grant language, briefs, 
and a community action plan for Zones and core partners to use for grant 
applications, community outreach, and collaborative efforts. 

• Referrals—The Technical Assistance Center connected Zone staff with 
others as needed, including with other colleagues across various BBZ 
Zones, to support resource sharing and skill building around community 
needs assessments, data dashboards, multi-sector partnerships, and 
organizational capacity. 

Beyond these areas of support from the BBZ National team, each Cohort 2 Zone 
also received TA from Harder+Company in response to their evaluation needs. 
Specifically, Harder+Company held calls with Cohort 2 Zones to identify evaluation 
interests and needs for assistance. The evaluation team then developed 
individualized evaluation plans for each Zone, and suggested tools Zones could use 
to carry out their evaluation goals. Simultaneously, the evaluation team developed 
an evaluation toolkit that included all tools that have been developed for BBZ since 
2013, and made the toolkit available to the new Zones. Finally, the 
Harder+Company evaluation team identified areas of common interest among 
Cohort 2 Zones and organized Webinar-based information sessions for Zone staff to 
learn more, including in the area of social network analysis described in the section 
above.  

Many Cohort 2 Zone staff joined BBZ with a strong capacity for evaluation and a 
clear sense of evaluation needs. Even with their existing strengths, staff from all 
Zones reported a notable increase in their capacity to evaluate their work as a 
result of TA provided by Harder+Company in partnership with BBZ National. Of the 
respondents in the Post-TA interviews (described in detail below), 75 percent 
reported a moderate or significant increase in their evaluation capacity. When 
discussing evaluation TA specifically, respondents emphasized the value of 
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individualized evaluation planning as well as the provision of the evaluation toolkit. 
Social Network Analysis was identified most frequently as the piece of the 
evaluation toolkit developed by Harder+Company that organizations found most 
useful.  

Feedback and Ongoing Needs for Technical Assistance in Cohort 
2 Zones 

At the end of 2017, Cohort 2 staff 
participated in post-TA interviews to 
assess the TA they had received 
throughout the year, discuss what they 
had found most valuable, and track the 
needs they still had for assistance. 
Analysis of the eight interviews yielded 
four categories of findings: developing 
partnerships; community engagement; 

organizational capacity; and BBZ as a connector. The following sections describe 
these findings in more detail. 

Developing Partnerships 

Successful partnerships are critical when working to improve maternal and child 
health and birth outcomes. Partnerships allow for collaboration both within and 
across sectors, and help strengthen partners’ accountability, impact, and reach as 
they work toward common goals. 

Zones discussed the value of using research-based frameworks from BBZ 
when working with new partners. All respondents from Cohort 2 Zones agreed 
or strongly agreed that their organizations formed new partnerships as a result of 
receiving TA from BBZ National. One staff member explained that by emphasizing 
both the life course perspective and social determinants of health frameworks, they 
were able to encourage new partners to learn more about the importance of 
focusing on successful birth outcomes.  

Research-based frameworks also helped Zones as they worked to form 
cross-sector partnerships. Engaging with organizations in different sectors 
pushed Zones to consider multiple perspectives when approaching their work, 
which expanded their awareness of how other sectors may impact outcomes. As 
one staff member explained, the social determinants of health and life course 
perspective frameworks have encouraged their organization to broaden who they 
work with, by raising their awareness of how critical cross sector collaboration is to 
advancing maternal and child health. They shared how they use the frameworks to 
encourage collaboration, saying, “we have to frame it in a way to where [potential 
partners] get it because we all need to be working to decrease infant mortality, and 
that's going to come through reaching out to sectors outside of the health field.” 
Similarly, a staff member from another Zone emphasized the importance of using 
BBZ’s guiding frameworks to “get buy-in from other sectors, so they realize that 
what they do contributes to the health of our community and health of our babies 
and our people.” When discussing future cross-sector work, respondents expressed 
a desire to further expand collaboration in a number of sectors, particularly health, 
education, economic development, housing, and transportation. 

Zones reported that existing partnerships were strengthened as a result of 
TA provided by BBZ National. When asked, all respondents agreed or strongly 
agreed that as a result of receiving TA from BBZ National their organizations have 
been able to establish shared goals, resources, and knowledge between partners. 

 

“We weren't using the life 

course perspective, at all, 

but we've started using it 

with our partners… We're 

trying to show them that 

this is why we need to focus 

on birth, on the first five 

years of life, and how that’s 

connected to what they’re 

trying to do with college 

readiness and employment 

issues.” 

 

-Cohort 2 staff member  
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Research-based frameworks, tools, and best practices were among the most 
frequently cited supports that respondents credited for strengthening work with 
partners. “As a part of our TA, [BBZ] shared metrics that they used to help gauge 
the success or progress of social determinants of health dashboards in their various 
communities,” shared one staff member.  

Community Engagement 

Community engagement is critical to the success of initiatives that impact the lives 
of community members. By drawing on local expertise, effective community 
engagement allows community members to guide priorities, inform programming, 
and play a meaningful role in decision making. 

Community engagement was emphasized as a high priority area across all 
Zones. Respondents from several Zones felt inspired to continue with their 
community engagement efforts through the various tools, approaches, and best 
practices shared through the BBZ TA, highlighting the nascent but growing nature 
of community engagement work for Cohort 2 Zones. Many Zone staff members 
shared that support from BBZ National has offered a perspective that keeps them 
encouraged and normalizes their experience with community engagement. For 
example, one respondent explained that TA and cohort gatherings allowed them “to 
hear other communities speak on what their challenges and barriers have been and 
what they have done and tried, and know that we're going in the right direction… it 
seems very slow right now like we haven't done much, but when we listen to the 
other cohorts, it seems very normal.”   

There was a noted limitation to BBZ’s TA capacity to provide support for 
community-specific outreach and engagement. Because each Zone and 
community is unique, community outreach and engagement cannot take a one-
size-fits-all approach. BBZ’s TA support to Zones takes place at the scale of a 
national initiative with limited capacity to attain deep local knowledge of each 
Zone. While Zones benefit from the cumulative knowledge and experience of the 
TA provided by BBZ National, there remains a need for organizations to apply 
lessons learned within their existing community context. Reflecting on the TA 
experience, respondents noted that site visits were an effective way for the BBZ 
team to learn more about each Zone’s community-specific needs and provide more 
detailed TA.  

Tools provided by the BBZ Technical Assistance Center helped Zones build 
their capacity for community engagement. Staff identified a number of tools 
that BBZ was able to provide Zones, including documents; dashboards; social 
network analysis how-to guides; and ideas and information. One staff member 
discussed how information from BBZ about the intersections of social determinants 
of health and life course frameworks positively impacted their capacity to “mobilize 
and design programs [in order] to increase the awareness level within 
communities.” Staff particularly appreciated that the tools BBZ shared could be 
adapted to suit the individual needs of each initiative and community, and that 
they also received individual resources tailored to each site. 

Organizational Capacity 

Strong organizational capacity enhances the sustainability and efficacy of 
organizations. When capacity building occurs simultaneously with programmatic 
work, it allows organizations to maximize their social impact.  

Some Zones were able to increase organizational capacity by using TA 
from BBZ National to offset staffing limitations. Through the provision of 

 

“Both the social 

determinants of health and 

the life course perspective 

are the foundation of the 

work within BBZ. [TA] helps 

remind us as an 

organization to keep that at 

the forefront of the work 

that we're doing.” 

 

-Cohort 2 staff member  
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aggregated research and data specific to each Zone’s needs and interests, BBZ TA 
was able to enhance organizational capacity, saving staff time and enabling them 
to move forward with their work. Some organizations were able to use TA from 
BBZ National to reinforce established and ongoing community outreach efforts and 
other work, while other organizations faced greater challenges due to competing 
demands and limited organizational capacity. Despite these positive outcomes, 
several organizations discussed ongoing staffing challenges, in particular, 
explaining that they had limited time and staff capacity to use best practices and 
tools provided by BBZ National. One staff member shared, “Even with the TA, even 
with having someone help design it, really, it takes time for someone to go out and 
actually implement the work. We just don't have the staff capacity.”  

Capacity-building was enhanced by the provision of guiding frameworks 
from BBZ National. When asked about the most significant contribution to their 
organization’s efforts, one Zone staff member said that it was “the introduction of 
the concept of social determinants of health, and a framework that allows [us] to 
address the issue.” Staff from several other Zones also discussed the ways that 
frameworks from BBZ have enhanced their organizational capacity in different 
ways. One staff member shared that because BBZ has been very intentional about 
infusing a broader framework into the local, neighborhood-based infant mortality 
work, they now seek out trainings “that talk about the social determinants of 
health, that talk about the life course perspective” in an effort to strengthen their 
own capacity as well as their team’s.  

Zones emphasized the benefit of leveraging BBZ National, University of 
California, Berkeley, and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation in their fundraising 
efforts. Across the Zones, respondents discussed the benefit of doing work that is 
affiliated with the University of California, Berkeley School of Public Health and the 
W.K. Kellogg Foundation, and noted the ways the affiliation builds confidence for 
prospective funders. One staff member explained, “We put ‘BBZ, UC Berkeley, 
funded by W.K. Kellogg’ on all of our [fundraising materials]. Even though it's 
technical assistance, the name of UC Berkeley carries a lot of weight. Obviously, 
W.K. Kellogg Foundation carries a lot of weight [too].” Others discussed how 
evidence-based research drives funder priorities, with funders looking to fund 
strategy rather than programming. By aligning their work with the research-based 
frameworks of BBZ, Zones are able to show funders that they are engaged in 
higher-level interventions that reflect a deep knowledge of current research.  

BBZ as a Connector 

One of BBZ’s central roles as a TA provider was as a network hub, connecting 
Zones to resources, support, and a network of peers. 

BBZ National’s role as a resource, connector, and thought partner was one 
of the most substantial benefits noted by Cohort 2 Zones. When asked about 
the most significant contribution of BBZ National’s TA to their organization’s efforts, 
staff from all Zones emphasized an appreciation for BBZ National’s role as a 
responsive and engaged thought partner. One respondent explained, “I would say 
the opportunity to be allies in this work, to think through any challenges or share 
any opportunities in this space has been significant.” Respondents shared a number 
of interactions that highlighted a significant investment of time and effort by BBZ 
National staff to support each Zone’s work by providing support, feedback, new 
ideas, and guidance as the need arose. One Zone staff member described her 
interactions with BBZ National staff like this, “We're not hearing, ‘No, I don't know.’ 
It’s ‘let me go and look through some things and talk to some people and see what 
we come up with and we’ll get back with you.’” 
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Zone staff members emphasized an appreciation for BBZ National’s 
facilitation of a peer network as well as its efforts to build relationships 
between Zones and cohorts. Respondents shared that they found it particularly 
helpful to be provided with access to a network of people doing similar work, 
highlighting the sharing of best practices and novel approaches between Zones as 
one significant benefit to participating in BBZ TA. Another respondent shared that 
their knowledge and awareness of critical issues has deepened by “being around 
other professionals from different sectors that talk about social determinants of 
health and its impact on infant mortality.”  

The tools, frameworks, and best practices that BBZ shared with Cohort 2 
Zones were a valuable support. Zone staff continually returned to discussions of 
BBZ National’s resource sharing as a highlight across each facet of their TA-
supported work, including topics on partnerships, community engagement, policy, 
and evaluation. As mentioned above, Zones discussed a number of ways that the 
social determinants of health and life course perspective frameworks positively 
impacted their work as well. The sharing of best practices was another frequently 
mentioned benefit, including how that contributes to Zones’ collaborative efforts to 
build a larger social movement. The Friday Update Newsletters were noted as a 
significant source of information, with one respondent saying, “For some reason, 
[BBZ National team member] could read my mind. Every Friday, she'd come out 
with something that I'd been thinking about. I found it really helpful because I 
don't have time every day to look at best practices and get ideas from other 
places.” Respondents appreciated the broader lens that BBZ was able to provide, 
bringing research, resources, and best practices to complement the already rich 
wealth of community-based knowledge that Zones brought to the work. 

Looking Forward: Needs for Technical Assistance in Cohort 3 
Zones  

As the BBZ Initiative expanded to new 
Zones at the end of 2017, the range of 
potential topics and needs for TA grew 
as well. In Pre-Technical Assistance 
interviews with Cohort 3 Zones – 
Hough, Cleveland; Westlawn, 
Milwaukee; and Central Harlem, New 
York – staff expressed interest in 
receiving TA on a number of topics, as 
outlined below. In addition, prior to the 
All-Site Meeting in February 2018, 

members of Cohort 3 attended an orientation session where they had the 
opportunity to raise questions and indicate areas where they might need support. 

Some of the needs for TA among Cohort 3 Zones echo topics raised by Cohort 2, 
such as assistance with strategic planning and tools around mobilizing community 
participation. Others, however, emerged as new topics in Cohort 3, including ideas 
about ways to use technology in carrying out BBZ’s mission. The following is a list 
of topics raised by Cohort 3 Zone staff in the Pre-TA interviews as well as the 2018 
Cohort 3 Orientation and All-Site meeting:  

• Networking opportunities with other Best Babies Zones;  

• Information about best practices and lessons learned in other Zones; 

• Help expanding community members’ access to information about 
health, for example nutrition, healthy eating and asthma, possibly through 

 

“[The BBZ National] TA has 

supported by giving us 

different ideas and 

approaches. They've created 

documents for us... A lot of 

it was just best practices, 

which has been really 

helpful.” 

 

-Cohort 2 staff member 
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online means such as podcasts or social media pages; 

• Assistance with strategic planning; 

• Guidance connecting the specific work of a Zone with the life course 
framework, for instance help linking specific local programming with 
impacts on health trajectories; 

• Aid in making sure lead BBZ organizations are tapping into the 
resources available within their partnerships, since some partners are 
large and it can be hard to know what to ask for with each partner; 

• Tools around mobilizing community participation, for example, 
assistance forming a community-based BBZ advisory group or help 
conducting an assessment of community needs; 

• Information about the potential use of social media tools to engage 
residents, for example, an app that can be downloaded that includes 
information about community resources; 

• Technical assistance around evaluation tools to assess impacts on the 
target areas of BBZ;  

• Tips for evaluating what is working in the use of social media for 
community outreach. 

These early findings from Cohort 3 will be elaborated on in the Cohort 3 Pre-TA 
memo, which will be shared with BBZ National in March 2018.  
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Drawing from a Rich Body of 
Experience in Pilot Zones 

Overall Lessons Learned in Cohort 1 Zones 

In an effort to better understand the 
early successes of the initiative and key 
lessons that will support current and 
future cohorts, the evaluation team 
conducted a series of interviews with 
seven current and former staff from 
Cohort 1 Zones as well as former 
members of the Policy Corps and BBZ 
National. Conducted between November 
2017 and January 2018, the interviews 
are intended to further inform the UCB 

National Technical Assistance Center in its support to Zones, and also inform Zones 
as they implement efforts in their communities. Findings provide insights on 
resident engagement, organizational development and staff support, and multi-
sector partnerships – all areas of emphasis across the BBZ Initiative. 

Resident Engagement 

All interviewees agreed that having authentic engagement with residents living 
within the Zones is fundamental to successful BBZ planning processes, events, and 
programs. Respondents provided the following advice to new Zones as they 
develop their resident engagement strategies: 

Lift up community voices. Interviewees agreed that listening to community 
members and taking them seriously as experts in their neighborhood is essential 
for resident engagement in the BBZ work. Respondents stressed that community 
members bring valuable perspectives that make the neighborhoods unique. A 
suggestion for lifting community voices came from a respondent who emphasized 
the value of drawing on elderly residents in the community, in particular their lived 
experiences of racism. Listening to experiences with structural racism and racial 
inequity is a critical element to addressing the health disparities that persist in the 
local Zones.  

Create authentic opportunities for resident involvement. In addition to lifting 
the voices of community residents, it is equally important to create opportunities 
for community members to meaningfully participate in all stages of the project in 
their community, from program planning to implementation. With its focus on 
place-based work, the BBZ Initiative is ideally suited to draw on the experiences of 
residents to identify needs and co-create viable solutions with the community. This 
gives agency to residents in the work, and helps situate them as a valued, driving 
force of the project in their community.  

Identify champions from the community. Designating staff members rooted in 
the community to engage with residents helps spread and advance the goals of the 
Zones. Community champions have deep connections within the neighborhood and 
effectively increased awareness of BBZ work through engagement with residents. 
Identifying community champions can further lift up community voices by building 
relationships on the ground and motivating residents to connect to these efforts. 

 

“[It is critical to] really look 

at the power and wisdom 

that [the] community holds, 

and [ask], how do you very 

intentionally create and 

build relationships with 

community members that 

help them feel honored?” 

 

-Cohort 1 staff member  
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Organizational Development and Staff Support 

Staff turnover has been a particular challenge for organizations in the Zones. 
Findings below shed light on what factors contributed to the high turnover and 
provide suggestions for staff in new Zones.  

Ensure alignment between project needs and staff goals. A primary 
challenge for Zones was the limited resources set aside for staffing. This translated 
to bringing on more junior-level staff members that were early in their career. 
These Zone staff eventually transitioned to more advanced positions that likely 
provided advancement opportunities and higher pay. For some Zones, funding 
constraints led to mismatches in staffing and project needs and tasks, as Zone staff 
were expected not only to take on more work, but also to operationalize the vision 
of the project. To mitigate some of these challenges, respondents specified the 
importance of providing clarity to potential hires about what the work entails, and 
understanding potential candidates’ career goals to ensure that they are the “right 
fit” for the position.  

Motivate and energize staff. While local BBZ efforts offer a rewarding 
opportunity to address deep-rooted inequities present in local communities, the 
work can be ambiguous and uncertain. Invested Zone staff have a responsibility to 
multiple stakeholders including community residents that expect to see change in 
their communities. This can potentially lead to staff burnout and a sense of not 
feeling supported. As one respondent explained, the many pressures and 
expectations felt from various stakeholders often led her to feel a huge sense of 
responsibility that led her to ask herself, “What are we really going to accomplish 
to address these big entrenched problems?” This brought to the forefront the need 
to build in structures for supporting, motivating, and energizing Zone staff.  

Use tools that connect staff to the broader BBZ network and resources. 
Communication exchanges between UCB and the Zones were an excellent tool for 
engaging Zone staff and boosting morale, while helping local BBZ staff feel less 
isolated. The Friday Update newsletter was uplifted as a valuable weekly 
connection to BBZ National. Additional resource sharing and communication efforts 
noted as valuable included: the BBZ All Site meetings, monthly video conferencing, 
bi-weekly check-ins with each of the Zones, and site visits to Zones.  

Promote staff development. A key element to decreasing Zone staff turnover is 
understanding staff members’ professional goals and helping them develop a 
career path as they navigate BBZ work. In interviews, staff emphasized the 
importance of BBZ lead organizations creating a culture that integrates professional 
development with support for Zone staff. This helps maximize staff strengths, 
respondents noted, while allowing staff to set career goals and receive guidance as 
they pursue their next steps. While the extent of staff development possibilities will 
vary with local project budgets, building in an understanding of its importance from 
the beginning can help lead organizations with the challenge of attracting and 
retaining Zone staff. 

Set up structures to track ongoing work. Information gaps that result from 
Zone staff transitions were a major challenge, as remaining staff members were 
often left to decipher and understand the work of those who moved on. To avoid 
utilizing excessive time and resources to fill in these information gaps following a 
staff transition, one Zone implemented a clear onboarding and documenting 
process to track the ongoing work of staff members throughout their time at the 
organization. These types of organizational practices can be especially valuable 
when preparing future Zone staff to assume these positions, so that they have a 
clear understanding of their roles and responsibilities.  

 

“It's not just having the 

connection to the larger 

BBZ national piece, and 

the technical assistance 

piece, but actually the idea 

that you're part of the 

community and a 

network.” 

 

-Cohort 1 staff member  
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Multi-sector Partnerships 

Building relationships with partners across multiple sectors to advance the work of 
the Zones continues to be an important element of the BBZ Initiative. Interviewees 
provided insightful suggestions for successful partnership building. 

Engage key entities invested in the community. Partnering with organizations 
that have been deeply involved in local efforts to serve the community was a 
common recommendation that surfaced across most interviews. Working with 
these key organizations provided a wider range of opportunities to advance BBZ 
work in the Zone.  

Invest time and effort learning about potential partner organizations. One 
challenge in developing partnerships with sectors outside of lead organizations’ 
concentrations is that other organizations may not feel that BBZ’s work is part of 
their mission. To address this, respondents suggested making efforts to attend 
meetings and conferences of organizations in other sectors. Attending events 
outside core areas of concentration, and inviting external organizations to attend 
local BBZ events, can both serve as important steps for becoming acquainted with 
a potential partner’s work and terminology.  

Find key champions at organizations to partner with. Zones highlighted the 
importance of building personal relationships over time before moving toward more 
formalized agreements with organizations. When building cross-sector 
partnerships, it is particularly helpful to identify key staff at organizations who 
express a genuine desire to collaborate, and are “open to new ideas and excited to 
engage in a different way.”  

Be patient, as building strong partnerships takes time. Interviewees 
acknowledged challenges will surface when developing partnerships with 
organizations. They stressed the importance of maintaining momentum by 
continuing to look for opportunities that may lead to successful partnerships in the 
future.  

 

  

 

“If you don't succeed with a 

partnership, it's not like 

that was your only 

chance…[You ask,] What 

else? What opportunities? 

Is there a grant that comes 

down the line that's going 

to firm up your partnership? 

I think you just plant seeds 

everywhere and then later, 

you see what actually 

grows.” 

 

-Cohort 1 staff member  
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Developing Community Partnerships in Local Zones 

Building strong partnerships and engaging in multi-sector collaboration are central 
goals of the BBZ approach. To learn more about developing partnerships in BBZs 
over time, the evaluation team conducted a partnership survey in Castlemont and 
Hollygrove in 2017, which explored how local BBZ lead agencies provided 
leadership and cultivated relationships within BBZ neighborhoods. The 2017 
Community Partnership Survey also captured how key stakeholders in each Zone – 
including community partners, residents, and other neighborhood stakeholders – 
worked together to build community within their local network. Findings from this 
survey were compared to findings from a partnership survey conducted in 2015 to 
assess changes in the formation and sustainability of partnerships over time.3  

About the Network of Partners 

The success of place-based initiatives depends upon having the right partners at 
the table collaborating on community transformation efforts. Cohort 1 Best Babies 
Zones have built a network of agencies that contribute to the local BBZ Initiatives. 
Over time, new partners have joined the network of agencies engaged in BBZ 
efforts – two out of eight 2017 survey respondents in Castlemont and six out of 
eight in Hollygrove were not included in the 2015 survey. 

Multiple sectors were engaged with local BBZ work in Cohort 1 Zones. 
Although there were opportunities to engage with additional sectors, the network of 
partners in Castlemont and Hollygrove was varied, with health, employment, 
economic development, K-12 education, and community development partners 
involved in the work. From 2015 to 2017, both Zones demonstrated a positive 
trend towards diversity in sector representation. In Hollygrove, a greater 
percentage of the network identified as working in health (50 percent, compared to 
13 percent in 2015), while a greater percentage of the network of partners in 
Castlemont identified as working in employment and economic development in 
2017 (50 percent, compared to 38 percent in 2015). 

Lead agencies played an essential role in convening local networks, and 
respondents saw opportunities for them to do more. In Hollygrove, survey 
respondents noted the lead agency’s role in increasing shared understanding 
among partners in the network, while in Castlemont, surveyed partners viewed the 
lead agency positively in their role as a network builder. On the other hand, 
respondents from Hollygrove were less satisfied with the lead agency’s role in 
strengthening relationships and growing the capacity of the group. Castlemont 
partners saw opportunities for their lead agency to improve in its role as an 
educator; all Castlemont respondents rated the lead agency as only somewhat 
effective in sharing useful tools and approaches to improve birth outcomes in the 
community. These and other findings from the survey indicated areas the lead 
agencies could work on to support deeper connections among partners in their 
Zone. 

Communication and Collaboration with Lead Agencies 

In related findings, partners assessed how well their lead agencies communicated 
about the BBZ Initiative and facilitated collaboration around shared goals, and 
offered suggestions for improvement. 

                                                 
3 The 2015 Community Partnership Survey was completed by staff from 21 partner 
organizations, out of 23 who received the survey (91 percent response rate). Of these, 
13 partners were from Castlemont and eight partners were from Hollygrove.  

2017 Community 
Partnership Survey 

 
Castlemont:  

• Lead agency: Alameda County 
Public Health Department 

• Eight of 14 identified partners 
completed the survey (57 
percent)   

 

Hollygrove:  

• Lead agency: Healthy Start 
New Orleans 

• Eight of 12 identified partners 
completed the survey (67 
percent) 
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Communication and collaboration between partners and lead agencies has 
improved over time, especially with respect to shared decision-making and 
responsibility. Castlemont partners rated communication with the lead agency, 
the Alameda County Public Health Department, higher in 2017 than in 2015. In 
Hollygrove, partners also observed clear overall improvements with respect to 
communication and collaboration between their organization and the lead BBZ 
agency, Healthy Start New Orleans, over this time period. Overall, the partners’ 
responses in 2017 indicated that despite new partners joining the BBZ networks 
over time, the lead agency had become more intentional in their communication 
and collaboration efforts.  

A few partners saw a need for greater transparency from the lead agency 
when approaching programmatic changes or transitions. In Castlemont, one 
partner organization felt that the Alameda County Public Health Department 
needed to be more consistent with regard to following through on their promises, 
suggesting that the lead agency had not been transparent regarding organizational 
transitions and changes. Similarly, in Hollygrove, partners identified Healthy Start 
New Orleans’ communication and transparency with regard to transitions and 
changes as an area for needed improvement.  

Partners’ Understanding of BBZ’s Mission and Approach 

The core mission of BBZ is rooted in the concept of health equity, namely, that 
everyone has the right to attain their highest level of health. In their efforts to 
work toward this goal, BBZ uses guiding frameworks from public health discourse, 
as described earlier in this report. Developing a shared understanding of these 
frameworks – the social determinants of health, and the life course perspective – 
among partners is an important step in spreading the BBZ vision locally. 

To successfully integrate public health frameworks into their work, 
partners need support from their lead agency. Partners acknowledged that 
they could use support in employing public health frameworks in their work. Similar 
to the findings described earlier regarding areas of Zones’ need for TA, findings 
from the partnership survey showed that partners need help understanding and 
incorporating public health frameworks into their place-based work. Across both 
communities, no respondents strongly agreed that they felt confident explaining 
the BBZ approach and agenda to other community stakeholders who they worked 
with, and the survey revealed a number of areas of uncertainty. Since both lead 
agencies are housed in traditional public health entities, they are well positioned to 
support community partners in understanding how these frameworks can be 
applied to work in sectors outside of public health through discussions in partner 
meetings and by sharing educational materials. 

Partners’ Perception of Community Transformation Efforts 

Lead agencies and partners in BBZ Zones work daily to improve the systematic and 
structural barriers to health in their communities, including economic adversity, 
experiences of racism, social isolation, and other factors that inhibit equitable 
outcomes in health. These efforts require lead agencies to work with residents to 
support community-driven planning and action, to directly confront sensitive topics 
including racism and racial equity, and to build collective awareness among their 
partners about the impacts of racism on health. 

 

 

”Staff changes have 

occurred over the last year 

and I’ve only learned 

through other community 

partners.” 

 

-Cohort 1 partner  
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In 2017, BBZ Castlemont: 
 

 Provided technical 
assistance to 7 local 

businesses, organizations, 
or programs 

 
Participated in 8 community 
markets and 18 community 

events/efforts 
 

Provided services, products, 
or information for   

9 in every 10  
community events and 

efforts 
 

Held 46 unique 
workshops/training sessions 

 
 

Castlemont, 
Oakland,  

CA 

Spotlight on BBZ Castlemont  

BBZ Castlemont is located in East Oakland, California, and is home to a primarily African 
American and Latino community. Occupying about one-half of a square mile, the 
neighborhood houses 5,030 residents, and has about 100 births each year. In 
Castlemont, 13 percent of babies are born premature compared to 9 percent across 
Alameda County, and 11 percent of babies are born with low birth weight compared to 7 
percent in the county as a whole.4 At the end of BBZ Year Six, programmatic data 
gathered in 2017 identified important ways in which Castlemont BBZ work has impacted 
local participants. These impacts demonstrate progress towards some mid- and long-term 
outcomes that BBZ seeks to change.  

Employment, Economic Development and Community Events 

In 2017, BBZ Castlemont and its partners engaged in a broad range of 
programs, with the majority of programming focused on employment and 
economic development. Major topics for workshops and trainings included 
small business development, job training programs, and financial literacy 
classes for parents and youth. Over the past year, Castlemont has also 
increased efforts to support a number of community events in the 
neighborhood by providing public health resources and information to 
attendees about various BBZ programs such as the East Oakland 
Community Market, baby showers, playdates, parent cafes, and boot camps 
for new dads. In addition, BBZ Castlemont provided referrals and facilitated 
connections to health services including a home visiting program.  

Resident Engagement Efforts 

Castlemont continued to support resident-driven initiatives in Year Six by 
engaging in programming that was focused on guidance and training to 
cultivate leaders in the community. For example, Zone staff led 
neighborhood-based economic development programs to help residents 
develop entrepreneurial skills and create their own business ideas. At the 
same time, BBZ Castlemont worked to increase resident engagement by 
inviting community members to attend events and works, and encouraging 
resident involvement in outreach. Looking forward, BBZ Castlemont hopes  
to continue boosting participation in these and other activities to further advance goals for  
resident engagement in their community. 

Partnership Development  

Promoting and facilitating partnerships between lead agencies and other community-based organizations is an 
important piece of the BBZ model. In Castlemont, partnerships have been a key area of work since the inception 
of BBZ, and working on partnerships continues to be an important part of the work. Findings from the 2017 
Community Partnership Survey as well as a social network analysis conducted in Castlemont show stability in the 
Zone’s partnerships as well as areas to deepen the connections.  

The number of connections in BBZ Castlemont’s network remained consistent in 2017 compared to 2015, and the 
social network analysis identified a core network of long-term partners. This core network may provide an entry 
point for BBZ Castlemont to leverage relationships with additional agencies and convene the broader community 
of partners in new and more meaningful ways. Another suggestion from the partnership survey involved the lead 
agency doing more to connect with partners in unrepresented or underrepresented sectors, including faith-based 
organizations, community clinics, organizations doing work in environmental health policy, organizations focused 
on housing, and grassroots arts and education organizations.  

                                                 
4 Alameda County Vital Statistics 2009-2013. 
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Lead agencies can take concrete actions to increase racial equity by 
supporting partners’ understanding and ability to take a leadership role in 
this area. In the partnership survey, BBZ Zone partners showed different levels of 
understanding of issues of racial inequity in Castlemont and Hollygrove. At the 
same time, they demonstrated different levels of readiness to engage in 
conversations around racial inequities in health. For instance, 43 percent of 
respondents in Castlemont strongly agreed that their organization understood and 
could articulate the issue of racial disparities in birth outcomes, while only 29 
percent of Hollygrove respondents reported the same. Castlemont partners offered 
greater depth in open-ended responses to questions related to equity, indicating 
that partners may feel more comfortable discussing the topic than their 
counterparts in Hollygrove. In Hollygrove, findings indicated that the lead agency 
could do more to increase awareness and understanding of the impacts of 
structural racism on health and birth outcomes. Together, these findings point to 
the leadership role BBZ lead agencies play, and the need for concrete supports and 
tools from BBZ National that facilitate difficult conversations and promote positive 
action around racial equity. 
 
Policy, Advocacy, and Systems Change 

Concerted efforts by lead agencies and partner organizations to engage residents in 
playing an active role in advocacy are essential to inspiring the changes in policy 
and systems necessary to carry out the BBZ mission. In this final section of 
partnership findings, Zone partners in Castlemont and Hollygrove offered 
suggestions for the areas in which they thought BBZ lead agencies could work to 
advance policy and systems-change goals. 

Castlemont partners thought their lead agency should do more to support 
advocacy efforts, including building the capacity of residents to contribute 
to these efforts. Compared to the 2015 Partnership Survey, a greater percentage 
of survey respondents reported that their program collaborated with their BBZ 
backbone agency on advocacy or systems change efforts in 2017 compared to 
2015. Despite this progress, a greater percentage of respondents in 2017 rated the 
lead agency’s advocacy efforts in the community over the past two years as fair 
(57 percent) compared to good (43 percent), suggesting an opportunity for the 
Alameda County Public Health Department to further develop their reach in this 
area of work. More concretely, respondents identified many specific issues that 
they would like to see the lead agency address through advocacy efforts, including 
universal preschool, bail reform, housing, and environmental health barriers to 
operating food businesses. Partners felt that BBZ Castlemont could do more to 
serve as a convener and leader in advocacy efforts. At the same time, Castlemont 
survey respondents also indicated a desire for their lead agency to offer trainings 
for residents in order to build community capacity to advocate for specific political 
or social issues. 

Findings from Hollygrove indicated overall satisfaction with the lead 
agency’s advocacy efforts, with specific areas where partners would like to 
see more action. Among the BBZ Hollygrove network of partners, 13 percent of 
respondents reported working with the lead agency on advocacy or systems 
change efforts, compared to zero percent in 2015. These low numbers indicate 
little activity in this area, yet most respondents rated their lead agency’s advocacy 
efforts in the community over the past two years as good (83 percent). When 
asked about areas in which they would like to see additional policy and advocacy 
work, Hollygrove partners specifically noted that they would like to see their lead 
agency become more engaged as a convener and advocate about the issues of 
post-partum depression screenings for all mothers, and birth outcomes in their 
community.  
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Social Movements: Mobilizing Public and Political Will  

The Best Babies Zone Initiative is part of a larger social movement in the United 
States that is working to decrease infant mortality and poor birth outcomes, and 
reduce health disparities for women and children of color. Building a social 
movement around health equity has always been central to the vision of BBZ, and 
as the Initiative has grown, BBZ leadership has begun looking for new opportunities 
to further this area of the work. In response to BBZ’s growing interest in movement 
building, the Harder+Company evaluation team conducted a set of interviews with 
social movement leaders in BBZ Year Six.  

The social movement interviews tapped the expertise of experienced contributors to 
social and political movements, including around the issues of civil rights, social 
justice, reproductive rights, obesity, and other public health issues. Findings were 
summarized in a draft brief, which was shared with BBZ National as well as Zone 
staff at the 2018 All-Site Meeting in Oakland, California. These preliminary findings 
fell into several key areas, which represent potential strategies that BBZ, Zone 
staff, and allies can use going forward to broaden thinking about how to expand 
action into a social movement.  

• Watch for opportunities to bring attention to the issue. Respondents 
emphasized the importance of looking for current events that have a topical 
connection to a cause, and seeking the attention of decision-makers one 
hopes to reach at strategic moments, as ways of bringing attention to an 
issue. 

• Present compelling data. Effective social movements, according to those interviewed, use quantitative and 
qualitative data to demonstrate the scope or severity of an issue. Interviewees shared examples of many 
social movements that have successfully used data to advance their causes.  

• Be deliberate about the message. Social movement leaders noted that a movement’s message will only 
spread if it resonates with its audience. They advised keeping messages broad and inclusive of people with a 
wide range of experiences, for example, rural and urban populations, policymakers, and different 
racial/ethnic groups. They also emphasized that using messages consistently is crucial for the success of 
social movements. 

• Build partnerships. Successful social movements bring together partners with complementary skills and 
strengths. Respondents stressed the importance of partnerships and suggested key strategies for building 
strong partnerships. These included sharing resources among partners to help reduce competition for 
funding, where possible, and sharing decision making among partners to help participants and the public see 
the work as a social movement, rather than an effort driven by one organization. 

• Lift community voices. Building a social movement involves many people at all levels of society. Leaders 
underscored the importance of including community voices to ensure a movement continues to be of and about 
the communities most impacted.  

• Be patient. Lastly, leaders of social movements reminded BBZ leaders that improvements at the scale of a 
community, a population, or a nation, take time. This slow progress can have a bright side, in that it allows a 
campaign to take stock, adjust strategies, and strengthen partnerships along the way. 

As mentioned above, these findings were shared with BBZ Zone leaders at the All-Site meeting, in a gallery walk activity 
where participants listened to a brief overview of findings and then discussed reactions, reflections, and questions. 
Evaluation team staff, with the support of BBZ National, collected notes on Zone staff’s feedback as part of this activity. 
This information will be used to further refine the social movement themes that were drawn from the interviews, and will 
be included in a Social Movements Issue Brief that is currently under development.  

For more about the social movement interviews or issue brief, contact BBZ National or the Harder+Company evaluation 
team. 

 
  

Interview Participants 

• Mario Drummonds, 
Independent Maternal 
and Child Health 
Strategist 

• Harold Goldstein, Public 
Health Advocates 

• Roma Guy, Social Justice 
Activist and Independent 
Consultant 

• Leslie Nicholson, 
Prevention Institute 

• Monica Simpson, Sister 
Song 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

Reflections on Year Six Findings 

Throughout 2017, BBZ National continued to expand the model launched in 2012 
with the original three Zones that became Cohort 1. The BBZ Initiative now 
includes nine Zones spread across the United States, and continues to support the 
implementation of the BBZ approach across additional communities. This year also 
marked the first complete year of the transition to a Technical Assistance Center. 
This transition was accompanied by the dissemination of the BBZ Basics document 
that is intended to be a resource for all organizations interested in implementing 
place-based, multi-sector, community-driven approaches to reducing racial 
inequities in infant mortality. Lastly, 2017 served as a year of reflection in terms of 
being more intentional about gathering input on lessons learned and insights for 
how to create a social movement around infant mortality.   

Recommendations  

Continue to convene Zones as a learning community. A consistent finding 
across the information gathered was the benefit Zones received from the multiple 
ways BBZ National disseminated information across the Zones and the ways in 
which they provided a forum to connect. BBZ National created a space for Zones to 
learn from peers encountering similar challenges, while expanding participants’ 
knowledge and understanding of new tools, frameworks, and best practices.  

Provide additional technical assistance on community engagement. Cohort 
2 Zones expressed a desire to receive more targeted TA on how to meaningfully 
engage residents in their local programming and how to partner with organizations 
in this effort. This was also identified as an emerging need among Cohort 3 Zones, 
with these Zones naming a specific need for help using social media tools in 
community engagement.  

Develop new tools to support partnership formation, development, and 
sustainability. From Cohort 1 Zones to the newest Zones that joined as part of 
Cohort 3 at the end of 2017, local BBZ Initiatives recognize that partnerships are 
central to advancing the goals of BBZ in their communities. Zone staff continue to 
seek assistance in these efforts, including help talking about BBZ with potential 
partners that do not work specifically in public health.  

Offer TA on strategic planning and systems and policy-level advocacy. 
Zones are interested in the long-term sustainability of the BBZ Initiative in their 
communities. As such, they would like support on how to engage in organizational 
and community level strategic planning processes. Similarly, Zones are eager to 
receive assistance with systems and policy-level advocacy efforts.   

Develop clear and targeted messages about the BBZ Initiative that Zones 
can modify to meet local needs. During the 2018 All-Site meeting, participants 
voiced the challenge and need to develop messages that resonated and were 
understood by local communities. Participants in the partnership survey also 
expressed the need for more support in using the public health frameworks that 
are central to BBZ. Assistance with how to craft messages that use these concepts 
in localized, relevant ways, would help Zones and their partners advance the work 
in their communities.  
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