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Introduction
Continuous learning and development are essen-
tial for success in today’s ever-changing world. 
This may be particularly true for grantmakers. 
Foundation staff are often required to be thought 
leaders in the communities they serve, possess-
ing the knowledge and expertise to help grantees 
achieve greater impact. Foundation staff may 
also have the time and resources to investigate 
emerging practices, test innovative solutions, 
gather data and information, and reflect on what 
they are learning. In many communities, foun-
dation staff serve as conveners, bringing people 
together to network, share challenges and suc-
cesses, and explore promising approaches. And, 
finally, foundations are uniquely positioned to 
generate new knowledge and disseminate it 
to peers and grantees. Given the complex and 
dynamic environments in which our communi-
ties are situated, creating a culture of continuous 
learning is imperative.

In this spirit, four health legacy founda-
tions partnered to create the Health Legacy 
Collaborative Learning Circle. With par-
tial funding from the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation (RWJF) and additional investment 
from each participating foundation, the collab-
orative created an opportunity to learn across 
similar organizations around the country.

The learning circle was comprised of the 
PATH Foundation, in Warrenton, Virginia; 
the Danville Regional Foundation, in Danville, 
Virginia; Interact for Health, in Cincinnati, 

Key Points
 • Learning from fellow grantmakers is 
imperative in today’s ever-changing world. 
In late 2016, four health legacy foundations 
partnered to launch the Health Legacy 
Collaborative Learning Circle, creating an 
opportunity to understand not just the 
participating foundations’ visible invest-
ments and programs, but also the underlying 
behaviors, structures, and mindsets that 
ultimately explain why certain results were or 
were not achieved.  

 • This article describes the yearlong process 
of creating the collaborative, and presents 
a new learning framework — based on 
the iceberg metaphor — that can be used 
to create learning environments that test 
and expand assumptions about promising 
approaches to common population health 
challenges, explore organizational best 
practices related to programming and 
operations, and understand the roles and 
impacts peer health legacy foundations have 
in their communities. 

 • For the learning circle participants, the 
process provided a new and valuable 
problem-solving tool that allows their 
organizations to have a more profound 
impact on the communities they serve. This 
article concludes with recommendations 
for how other foundations can create similar 
transformational learning journeys with their 
fellow grantmakers.

doi: 10.9707/1944-5660.1468
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Ohio; and the Paso del Norte Health Foundation, 
in El Paso, Texas. These foundations were 
recruited based on their similar constitutions 
and sizes, desires to learn from each other, and 
orientations toward community action and mul-
tisector collaboration. Spending a year together 
in this learning process, which was facilitated 
by Healthy Places by Design, the learning circle 
designed a collaborative experience to test and 
expand assumptions about promising approaches 
to common population health challenges, 
explore organizational best practices related to 
programming and operations, and understand 
the roles and impacts peer health legacy founda-
tions have in their communities.

Upon reflection, the partners realized that that 
this intentional process generated a deeper 
level of learning — one that surpassed the orig-
inal goals and assumptions. In this article, the 
authors, who participated in the learning circle, 
will briefly explore practices in collaborative 
learning, describe the process of developing 
the learning circle, introduce their learning 
framework, and provide recommendations for 
foundations that are interested in creating pro-
ductive and insightful learning opportunities.

Review of the Literature
The learning circle process was built upon les-
sons learned from organizational learning, 
learning-network research, and the participants’ 
own experiences and observations. Scholars 
in the past several decades have developed a 
variety of models for effective organizational 
learning, all aimed at the development and man-
agement of new knowledge in order to improve 

performance. According to Basten and Haamann 
(2018), organizational learning includes the 
strategic creation, capture, internalization, and 
management of knowledge with the goal of 
improving performance.

In 1990, Peter Senge published The Fifth 
Discipline. Radical at the time, the book described 
how a business could boost productivity and suc-
cess by becoming a learning organization (1990). 
He outlined five disciplines: personal mastery, 
mental models, shared vision, team learning, and 
systems thinking. According to Senge, systems 
thinking integrates the disciplines into a coherent 
body of theory and practice. Systems thinking 
is the “framework for seeing interrelationships 
rather than things, for seeing patterns of change 
rather than a static snapshot” (p. 68). Since then, 
many theories of organizational learning have 
been developed, including single-loop and dou-
ble-loop learning, organizational knowledge 
creation theory, and the five building blocks 
(Basten and Haamann, 2018).

While Senge’s primary focus was on business 
success, the field of philanthropy indirectly ben-
efited from his arguments. In 2005, researchers 
at the Chapin Hall Center for Children at the 
University of Chicago looked specifically at 
how foundations use knowledge, in addition to 
money, to create community change. They iden-
tified seven core components of foundations that 
learn, including an internal structure aligned 
to learn and leadership committed to learning 
(Hamilton et al., 2005).

Milway & Saxton (2011) then identified three 
major challenges of organizational learning: a 
lack of clear and measurable goals about using 
knowledge to improve performance, insufficient 
incentives for individuals or teams to partici-
pate, and uncertainty about the most effective 
processes for capturing and sharing learning. A 
few years later, in a Nonprofit Quarterly article, 
Milway (2013) described four strategies that a 
nonprofit can use to overcome these barriers: 
build a culture of ideas and learning, share good 
practices, collaborate and learn alongside others, 
and advance the field through shared knowledge.

The learning circle process 
was built upon lessons learned 
from organizational learning, 
learning-network research, 
and the participants’ own 
experiences and observations. 
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The California Health Care Foundation had 
similar findings after an intensive effort to 
institutionalize organizational learning (Tran 
& Shah, 2013). The foundation developed a 
grantmaking toolbox that documented inno-
vative approaches to grantmaking with the 
potential to increase impact. It also implemented 
new reporting and closeout procedures, hosted 
learning sessions, and developed a Grantmaking 
101 series. Through this process, the foundation 
found that (1) effective learning is a collabora-
tive, not individual process; (2) a willingness to 
experiment is an important aspect of creating a 
learning culture; and (3) both experienced and 
new staff members have significant roles in orga-
nizational learning efforts.

Recent work has started to more deeply explore 
learning with external partners. Ehrlichman 
and Sawyer (2018) define learning networks as 
“a form of collaboration that enables groups of 
stakeholders to cultivate connections across com-
munities and organizations, and to strengthen a 
whole system simply by focusing on the potential 
for participants to share information and learn 
from one another” (para. 1). They explain that 
effective learning networks share four important 
factors: they have dedicated network coordina-
tion, actively gather information from the field, 
help disseminate information out to the field, 
and enable information to flow across the field.

A recent release from Grantmakers for Effective 
Organizations (2019), Learning in Philanthropy: A 
Guidebook, compiled much of this research into 
a toolkit for foundations that want to create an 
internal culture of learning as well as create col-
laborative learning opportunities with nonprofits, 
other grantmakers, and communities. Learning 
networks learn in action, learn together, and 
learn on an ongoing basis and over time.

Method and Process
Through the RWJF, the learning circle partners 
had the challenge of designing a learning pro-
cess that utilized best practices, mostly from 
research focused on single-organization learning, 
and apply it to a learning cohort comprised of 
four foundations in distinct parts of the country. 
Each foundation assigned a lead staff member to 

work as part of the cohort, designing the learn-
ing circle process together with support from 
Healthy Places by Design. The authors of this 
article served as the lead staff members for the 
foundations.

An early turning point was the decision to 
seek and retain a consulting partner to act as 
a recorder, thought partner, facilitator, and 
co-author of site-visit case studies and other 
dissemination products. The learning part-
ners knew early on that the process would be 
time-consuming and that outside assistance 
was necessary to ease the burden on each orga-
nization. After reviewing multiple proposals, 
the partners chose Healthy Places by Design 
(previously known as Active Living by Design), 
a nonprofit organization highly experienced in 
population health, philanthropy, and community 
engagement.

The core element of the collaborative learning 
process was a series of site visits to each of the 
partner’s communities and monthly conference 
calls in between. The site visits featured past 
and current grantee and foundation work that 
was relevant to the challenges that communi-
ties faced. In meeting with community partners 
learning circle members discussed a range of 
interventions, from policy advocacy to services 
for individuals. In a more private setting with 

Through the RWJF, the 
learning circle partners had 
the challenge of designing a 
learning process that utilized 
best practices, mostly from 
research focused on single-
organization learning, and 
apply it to a learning cohort 
comprised of four foundations 
in distinct parts of the country. 
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learning circle members only, conversations 
about internal approaches and effective practices 
were held.

Programmatic interests targeted for in-depth 
learning included healthy eating and active liv-
ing, school-based health, access to care, the use 
of community health workers, economic devel-
opment, community safety, and mental health. 
In addition, site visits and conference calls gave 
participants an opportunity to explore each 
partner foundation’s practices related to equity, 
evaluation, and use of backbone organizations.

The learning circle was intentionally designed 
to be structured enough to proactively identify 
and address specific topics of interest, yet flex-
ible enough to absorb new ideas that emerged 
during the collaboration. As core representatives 
reported that relationships and trust grew, other 
complex and sensitive topics were added to the 
list of learning interests, such as community 
engagement and capacity building, program and 
portfolio exit strategies, grantee and board rela-
tions, program staff roles, succession planning, 
and change management.

Each visit spanned two days and followed a 
common format, beginning with an overview 
of the host foundation’s history, structure, mis-
sion, programs, and personnel; an introduction 
to the community to orient visiting partners to 
its demographics, culture, challenges, history, 
and assets; and community visits to meet with 

partners, programs, grantees, and signature 
initiatives supported by the host foundation and 
related to partners’ shared interests. In between, 
participants had scheduled and unscheduled 
time for reflection, conversation, and deepening 
relationships as a cohort. Scheduled reflection 
occurred near the end of each site visit and was 
led by the host core representative for about two 
hours. Unscheduled reflection, as the term indi-
cates, occurred in an emergent manner, usually 
in the evening or while transiting among sched-
uled events. Each visit concluded with a debrief 
session among the partners in order to identify 
and explore emergent lessons and themes and to 
discuss agenda ideas for the next site visit. Each 
of the participants left with ideas that had already 
been tested by another foundation and further 
explored through inquiry, analysis, and discus-
sion among the partners.

Each partner organization designated one or two 
core representatives to participate in all of the 
site visits and conference calls, providing con-
tinued support throughout the process. These 
representatives were selected by their respective 
foundation based upon criteria that included 
program officer interest, availably, role in health 
programs, and ability to effect change. Up to 
three additional representatives from each foun-
dation participated in the site visits, ensuring 
that each core member was joined by colleagues 
to share in the learning. The additional repre-
sentatives included a cross-section of foundation 
staff, including communication directors and 
evaluation, operations, and program officers. 
This helped maintain momentum for reflection 
and action when representatives returned home 
and shared their experiences with colleagues, 
foundation leadership, board members, and com-
munity partners.

Before any site visits, core representatives 
attempted to prioritize and identify discrete 
and potentially quantifiable learning outcomes. 
However, the emergent and unexpected learning 
from the first site resulted in a more goal-free 
approach to experiencing a foundation’s work, 
thus being open to unanticipated learnings and 
construction of knowledge. As visitors, they had 
the unusual experience of “seeing inside” the 

The learning circle was 
intentionally designed to 
be structured enough to 
proactively identify and 
address specific topics of 
interest, yet flexible enough to 
absorb new ideas that emerged 
during the collaboration. 
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work of a peer institution and gaining insights 
into challenges and successes. At the same time, 
the process of hosting was equally valuable and 
allowed each foundation’s staff to reflect on their 
own initiatives and see them through the eyes of 
their peers.

By the end of the year, the partners had experi-
enced a much deeper level of learning compared 
to traditional professional development expe-
riences. The unique combination of activities 
created an environment that allowed learning 
circle core members to swim below the surface 
and uncover the deeper reasoning behind the 
programs, practices, and procedures of each 
foundation.

The Collaborative Learning Iceberg
Throughout history, the iceberg metaphor has 
been used to describe the complexities that lie 
under the surface of any given group, challenge, 
or pursuit. Part of an iceberg can be viewed 
above water, whereas much is below the surface. 
Early in the 20th century, Sigmund Freud used 
the metaphor to describe what he defined as the 
three levels of the mind: the conscious, precon-
scious, and unconscious (Freud, Stratchey, Freud, 
Stratchey, & Tyson, 1961). Ernest Hemingway 
(1932) developed an iceberg theory for a style of 
writing where the written words are only a small 
percentage of the underlying themes. Edward 
Hall (1976) formulated an iceberg analogy of cul-
ture, proposing that while behaviors exist above 
the surface, there are hidden beliefs, values, and 
thought patterns underneath those behaviors.

The iceberg metaphor can also be applied to 
learning — specifically, collaborative learn-
ing. Simply put, a learning circle can develop 
questions about and see grantee programs and 
initiatives in action, but the real transformative 
learning comes from going much deeper. Our 
framework describes four distinct levels of 
learning: visible programs, behavior patterns, 
structures, and mindsets; and then explains 
how the Health Legacy Collaborative Learning 
Circle process allowed participants to move 
below the waterline.

Visible Programs
At the top of the iceberg, above water, lie the 
components of the work that we can see. (See 
Figure 1.) This includes programs and strategies, 
requests for proposals, contracts, and external 
marketing and communications. It is common 
to set learning questions in this space. Often, 
when we return from a training, we are asked, 
“What did you see that we could bring here?” 
Traditional learning opportunities, like confer-
ences, summarize programs and other visible 
components of grantmaking. Though this level 
of learning has many benefits, it does not explain 
the less visible behaviors, structures, and mind-
sets that lie beneath the surface.

The participants launched the learning circle by 
focusing above the surface, largely discussing 
population health strategies. They then planned 
site visits that focused on the history of their 
organizations, community demographics, and 
introductions to the programs, initiatives, and 
grantees supported by their foundations. They 
did not anticipate how the learning circle process 
would allow them to go beyond the questions of 
who and what, to understand the how and why.

Behavior Patterns
Just below the surface, the partners began to 
discuss the behavioral patterns, or the recurrent 
way of acting within each foundation, that led 

The iceberg metaphor can 
also be applied to learning 
— specifically, collaborative 
learning. Simply put, a 
learning circle can develop 
questions about and see grantee 
programs and initiatives 
in action, but the real 
transformative learning comes 
from going much deeper. 
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to the development of specific grants or pro-
grams. They found that as trust built, they felt 
more comfortable exploring topics and asking 
questions that might have felt inappropriate in 
another learning environment.

It was established early on that the Health 
Legacy Collaborative Learning Circle would be a 
safe space for each participant to share both suc-
cesses and challenges within their foundations 
and philanthropy as a whole. Trust increased 

FIGURE 1  The Collaborative Learning Iceberg 
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throughout the process as partners continued 
to share more private information about the 
inner workings of their organizations, seeking 
guidance and innovative ideas from the other 
participants. Extremely comprehensive notes 
were captured during each discussion to help 
with reflection and analysis of the process.

The partners discussed the potential con-
sequences of limiting funding to small 
organizations, not requiring community input, 
avoiding risky grantmaking, funding only large 
transformational projects, or refusing to fund 
overhead expenses. They asked and explored 
what behavior patterns fuel these decisions. 
They were able to observe how staff speak 
to each other, with respect to both tone and 
approach. They asked questions about how and 
when feedback is provided to grantees. The part-
ners discussed how much time program officers 
spend in the community initiating change versus 
sitting behind their desk. They asked, where do 
these behaviors come from?

Structures
The participants began to see that behaviors 
among staff are influenced by the underlying 
structures within each foundation, which may 
include hierarchy, roles and responsibilities, 
rules, dress codes, titles, policies, and how infor-
mation flows between levels of the organization 
and to the community. These structures affect 
organizational culture, including office envi-
ronments and even board dynamics. Structures 
affect the way staff interacts with grantees 
or how board members interact with staff. 
Structures may come in the form of formal pol-
icies, informal practices and processes, and even 
paperwork, such as forms.

As the learning circle progressed, the partners 
began to dig deeper into their own founda-
tion’s internal structures. They shared internal 
documents, policies and practices, grant require-
ments, evaluation forms and results, and 
anecdotal information about how their offices 
function and how they structure relationships 
with partners, staff, board members, and other 
grantmakers.

The partners began asking questions about how 
structures affect grantmaking and improve or 
disrupt community impact. Does a foundation 
have strict submission schedules or require an 
online application? Are there specific formats or 
templates required in a proposal, such as a logic 
model? Is there flexibility in evaluation methods, 
or rigid reporting requirements? Are there mech-
anisms available to support capacity building and 
community engagement? To answer these ques-
tions, they had to go deeper still. Structures are 
put in place due to mindsets.

Mindsets
At the deepest level of the iceberg is mindset, 
or the set of assumptions, thoughts, and beliefs 
that affect how we view the world. In this case, 
mindset is how we fundamentally think about 
philanthropy and, therefore, how we define solu-
tions. Do we trust and rely on empirical science 
and evidence, value the wisdom of community 
members and listen closely to them, see return 
on investment and metrics as critical, or aim to 
simply make stakeholders happy?

The learning circle partners began to see the 
philanthropic mindset as a set of continuums, 
with each of organization at different points on 
each. A mindset of equity and inclusion is one 
example. Does a foundation truly believe in the 
value of providing equitable opportunities for 
all community members? Another example is an 
evidence-based or science mindset. Does a foun-
dation believe in making investments only in 
projects that apply the best science, and therefore 
avoid more risky or innovative grantmaking?

The partners found that when they could answer 
questions about mindset, they began to truly 
understand how decisions were made, behav-
iors developed, and, ultimately, how and why 
a program, grant, or initiative achieved certain 
results. A well-established mindset creates a pow-
erful incentive within a group to continue the 
status quo. In contrast, deliberate efforts to shift 
the mindset within an organization could be the 
key to changing the structures in place and the 
behaviors of staff, ultimately leading to more suc-
cessful investments.
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Diving Below the Waterline: 
Recommendations
In order to successfully function at all levels of 
the iceberg, the learning circle partners devel-
oped recommendations, aligned with research 
and best practices, as well as lessons learned from 
the yearlong process, to help other foundations 
create engaging, productive, and transforma-
tional learning opportunities.

1. Recruit partner organizations that possess a 
range of expertise and have enough similar-
ities so that lessons learned are relevant and 
translatable. Learning circle partners were 
recruited based on comparable asset size, 
desire to learn from and with each other, 
and orientation toward community action 
and multisector collaboration. In addition 
to these similarities, the foundations also 
had important and beneficial differences. 
Partner organizations represented various 
ages and stages of institutional evolution, 
ranging from three to more than 20 years. 
In addition, each partner knew at least one 
of the other members, but no one knew 
everyone. Finally, the participants had sim-
ilar roles within their organizations, but 

varying levels of experience. The combi-
nation of known and unknown was a key 
to success in building trust and generating 
new perspectives.

2. Recruit partner organizations that are dedi-
cated, have leadership support, and commit 
specific individuals to the entire process. At 
the beginning, leadership from each founda-
tion committed to participation in the entire 
process. Though a verbal commitment was 
accepted, the partners recommend develop-
ing a memorandum of agreement, signed 
by foundation CEOs and learning circle 
participants, that clearly outlines expecta-
tions, including the commitment of time 
and resources, engagement of other staff, 
and how information and learning will 
be disseminated within and outside of the 
participating organizations. Early on, each 
partner organization also designated core 
representatives to participate in all site vis-
its and conference calls. Having the same 
individuals involved throughout the process 
was key to developing meaningful relation-
ships. Additional representatives helped 
expand the impact, but the core represen-
tatives were instrumental in and benefited 
from the deeper level of learning.

3. Design a planning period that purposefully 
builds relationships and trust, creates a shared 
vision and outcome, and identifies a set of 
flexible learning questions that can be revisited 
and adjusted as the process evolves. The learn-
ing circle team began working together 
nearly six months before the first site visit. 
This planning period gave them time and 
space to develop a proposal, choose focus 
areas, interview and select a consultant, 
develop learning questions, and plan the 
format of the site visits. They had time to 
develop relationships, establish a democratic 
decision-making process, and assure that 
the learning circle would meet individual 
and organizational goals.

4. Consider hiring an external consultant and 
designating one of the foundations as the back-
bone organization. Our consultant partner, 

In order to successfully function 
at all levels of the iceberg, 
the learning circle partners 
developed recommendations, 
aligned with research and 
best practices, as well as 
lessons learned from the 
yearlong process, to help 
other foundations create 
engaging, productive, and 
transformational learning 
opportunities.
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Healthy Places by Design, was able to stand 
inside the learning circle while maintain-
ing an objective perspective, keeping the 
conversation and process moving forward. 
She helped us develop learning questions, 
scheduled and facilitated calls, assisted 
with site-visit logistics, synthesized lessons, 
facilitated reflection sessions, and served 
as co-author. In addition to hiring Healthy 
Places by Design, the PATH Foundation 
served as backbone organization for the 
learning circle. It was the fiscal agent for the 
funding from RWJF, helped guide the vision 
and focus, served as the main contact for our 
consultant, and assisted with dissemination 
products. Designating a lead organization 
in advance helped the partners better under-
stand roles and expectations, and provided 
critical focus, direction, and administrative 
support throughout the process. Having 
both a consultant and backbone organi-
zation allowed the partners to be fully 
immersed in the learning environment 
without logistical distractions.

5. Carefully design site visits. Each site visit 
built upon the one before. The partners 
learned from experience and made changes 
as they moved forward. After completing all 
four site visits, they found that a deliberate 
mix of activities and experiences facilitated 
the deepest levels of learning. Include the 
following in site-visit agendas:

a. time with foundation leadership and staff 
to discuss history, community context, 
and practices;

b. meetings with grantees and community 
partners to see the foundation’s invest-
ments in action and learn about successes 
and challenges;

c. informal networking and social opportu-
nities to continue building relationships;

d. documentation of what you saw, heard, 
and felt, as well as sharing of insights and 
follow-up questions; and

e. time for reflection and debriefing at the 
end of the visit.

6. Allocate ample time for reflection and dis-
cussion throughout the process. In the early 
stages of the learning circle, the partners 
focused on the originally developed list of 
learning questions. As they built trust, they 
began to veer away from those questions. 
The partners realized that it was important 
to pause, reflect, and provide the time and 
space for lessons learned to emerge. The 
process was iterative, and they had to adapt 
and be flexible in order to move below the 
waterline, reaching a depth of conversation 
that we all found most meaningful and 
beneficial.

7. Consider how you will disseminate lessons 
learned with your organization, across the 
community, and with other interested stake-
holders. From the beginning, learning circle 
partners agreed that a final report should 
be written and disseminated to colleagues, 
community partners, and key stakehold-
ers. However, they did not plan how to 
effectively share learnings with other staff 
members. Upon completion of the pro-
cess, they realized that there were two 
groups who benefitted from the learning 
circle. The first was the tightly networked 
group of individuals who participated in 
the calls and site visits — those who were, 
together, getting to the bottom of the 
iceberg. The second consisted of staff mem-
bers who may have attended one or two 
site visits, and those who heard about the 
learning circle only peripherally. To better 
support organizational learning, we recom-
mend deliberately sharing lessons learned 
throughout the process with all members of 
your organization. For example, have sched-
uled times at each program staff meeting, 
grants committee meeting, or another com-
mittee to explore learnings.

Conclusion
The Health Legacy Collaborative Learning 
Circle allowed partners to explore at all levels 
of the iceberg, whereas other forms of learning 
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may only be helpful above the water line. The 
process allowed members to more deeply under-
stand the context behind decisions. The learning 
circle also reciprocally influenced culture, help-
ing partners develop deeper social networks and 
form a deeper understanding of and appreciation 
for the need to dive below the waterline. The 
process also gave partners a model for how to 
successfully create learning circles within their 
own communities. Partners are exploring how 
to replicate the experience with local nonprofit 
partners and community members to encourage 
learning, build trust, and develop mutual under-
standing of one another’s mindsets.

The sustainable impact of the learning circle is 
the individual relationships formed among the 
participants, and the support and partnership 
that brings to the future work of each organi-
zation. Since the cycle has ended, the group has 
continued to convene around topics of interest 
and need, and the support has strengthened each 
person’s network. There are now thought part-
ners across the country that can provide insights 
and possible solutions for the initiatives each is 
working on.

These relationships have resulted in internal 
changes and new initiatives for the participating 
foundations. For example, during the site visit to 
Interact for Health, the learning circle members 
visited a school-based health clinic, one of 32 in 
the region. Interact for Health has been invest-
ing in school-based health clinics for nearly 20 
years. Inspired by this work, Danville Regional 
Foundation staff took a group of community 
partners to Cincinnati, Ohio, to visit both urban 
and rural school-based health clinics supported 
by Interact for Health, as well as explore the 
Community Learning Center model through 
Cincinnati Public Schools. There are now school-
based health clinics under development in each 
school district within the Danville Regional 
Foundation’s service area. The learning circle 
process allowed members to not only learn about 
the school-based health clinic model and the out-
comes achieved, but understand specifically how 
program staff worked with partners to create 
an environment that allowed and incentivized 
school administration staff, health providers, par-
ents, the community, and other funders to come 
together, align resources, and bring a more holis-
tic version of the project to fruition.

During the learning circle process, Interact 
for Health was in the midst of a strategic plan-
ning process. After learning about the Paso del 
Norte Health Foundation’s evaluation methods 
and design, the Interact for Health was able to 
incorporate new evaluation measures within its 
updated focus areas. It also reframed how it cap-
tures information about equity from grantees, 
including what it wanted to learn and measure, 
based on the Health Equity report shared by 
the Danville Regional Foundation, a map-based 
report exploring health, social, and economic 
indicators by census tract or zip code.

These are just a few of the many examples that 
illustrate how learning circles can reflect upon 
the iceberg and use the metaphor as a way to 
explore philanthropy. Participants can observe 
the behaviors of other members of the circle and 
ask about their mindset. Since going deeply into 
mindset requires trust and time, a learning circle 
can support an exploration of the reasons why 
certain results were or were not achieved. For 

The sustainable impact of the 
learning circle is the individual 
relationships formed among 
the participants, and the 
support and partnership that 
brings to the future work of 
each organization. Since the 
cycle has ended, the group has 
continued to convene around 
topics of interest and need, and 
the support has strengthened 
each person’s network. 
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the partners, the Health Legacy Collaborative 
Learning Circle provided a new and valuable 
problem-solving tool that continues to allow for 
deeper examination of our own mindsets, struc-
tures, and behaviors in order to have a more 
profound impact on the communities we serve.
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