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Background 
 
During 2015-2016, Patrimonio Natural, a Bogota-based non-profit organization, implemented a 
series of Community Innovation workshops in Colombia’s Piedemonte Amazónico region, with 
the goal of building the capacity of local organizations to better engage in strategic planning 
and sustainable territorial development in a post-conflict context. Over the course of 7 months, 
program staff and consultants working with Patrimonio Natural’s Conservation and Governance 
Program led a series of capacity building workshops – called the Laboratorio de Innovación 
Comunitaria (LIC) -- with two local organizations in the municipalities of San José del Fragua 
and Belén de los Andaquies. These workshops focused on organizational strengthening and 
utilized community innovation methodologies designed to cultivate collective leadership and 
more effective collaboration. In addition, participating organizations designed prototypes that 
utilize local and organizational assets to experiment with new models for sustainable 
development and production. 
 
The community innovation methodologies applied in these workshops were drawn from the 
experience of the Poder Pacifico Escuela de Innovación Comunitaria (EIC), a program led by 
the MIT Community Innovators Lab (MIT CoLab) in partnership with the Corporación Manos 
Visibles. Since its start in 2014, the Escuela de Innovación Comunitaria has worked with 60 
Afro and Indigenous leaders in Colombia’s Pacific Region to strengthen regional and 
transnational networks and build capacities and strategies to influence development agendas 
for the Pacific. The EIC uses leadership development and innovation methodologies to support 
networks of leaders exploring critical questions of equitable economic development, political 
mobilization, and multi-sector collaboration on the subnational scale.  
 
In mid-2015, Ana Maria Villar, a participant of the Escuela de Innovación Comunitaria, began 
working with Patrimonio Natural to design and facilitate the Laboratorio de Innovación 
Comunitaria in San José del Fragua and Belén de los Andaquíes. Alongside the innovation 
methodologies drawn from MIT CoLab’s work, including Theory U, Asset Mapping, and 
prototyping, Patrimonio Natural also incorporated a set of methods and tools focused on 
organizational strengthening and leadership development to create a unique pilot program for 
organizational capacity building in the Piedemonte Amazónico. Based on shared interest in 
better understanding how community innovation processes and methodologies play out in 
different contexts, in December 2015, MIT CoLab began to work with Patrimonio Natural to 
design a learning framework for assessing community capacity for innovation, identifying 
programmatic successes and setbacks, and disseminating lessons learned.  
 
To this end, this document serves to outline: 

● Key considerations for developing this approach to learning and assessment; 
● The Assessment Framework’s objectives and guiding conceptual frameworks; 
● How to use Community Innovation Capacity Assessment Framework; 
● How to use the Learning Toolkit to meet learning objectives 

 
Considerations for Developing an Approach to Assessment 

Assessment is a broad concept referring to a number of ways of measuring or learning from 
different phenomena. Methods and approaches used in development contexts have taken a 
number of forms, depending on the type of information being sought, the purpose of the 
assessment, and the needs and interests of the practitioners and funders. These have 



  

 3 

included approaches such as monitoring and evaluation, rapid rural/urban appraisals, 
diagnostics, impact evaluation, and logical frame approaches, among others. These can span 
quantitative and qualitative approaches, as well as include differing degrees of participation of 
the communities or groups they focus on. There are also a number of alternative approaches 
and methods gaining interest and popularity, including outcome mapping (Earl, Camden & 
Smutylo 2001), narrative-based approaches (Guijt 2007), Most Significant Change methods 
(Davies & Dart 2005) and Critical Moments Reflection (McDowell et al 2005). 
 
What do we mean by assessment?  
 
In our effort to assess community innovation capacity, we seek an approach to assessment 
that maximizes learning around how communities build capacities and processes for 
innovation, rather than one focused on evaluating and measuring impacts of a particular 
intervention. This requires specificity around what we mean by assessment, as well as 
identifying the characteristics of change processes that influence the shape an assessment 
framework will take. 
 
According to Guijt (2007: 17), “Assessment and learning are the processes of ongoing 
reflection about visions, strategies and actions that enable continual readjustment. Strategic 
adjustment and operational improvements are ideally not driven by crisis but by deliberate, 
information and experience-based reflections.”  

Assessment or evaluation does not always translate into learning. Assessment that takes the 
form of benchmarking or scoring matrices can be helpful for comparison across various 
programs or contexts, but less so for generating substantive knowledge that can inform 
complex problem solving within an organization or community. Similarly, as Guijt explains, “The 
terms ‘monitoring’ and ‘evaluation’...are often associated with specific, donor-defined 
obligatory systems to prove and be accountable for funding…Moving to assessment and 
learning that strengthens social change means recognizing the specific features of such 
developmental processes and then accommodating these methodologically” (2007: 17).  

Considerations for assessing processes of community innovation and social 
change 
 
The nature of community innovation and social change processes create a set of challenges 
for assessment, but also generate opportunities for more in-depth learning. Distinct from 
traditional impact evaluation or log frame approaches, which seek to attribute and measure 
impact of a particular intervention or evaluate specific outputs, assessing community 
innovation capacity and social change requires acknowledging the dynamic and complex 
drivers of change processes and accounting for them in the learning process. 
 
Some of these considerations that impact assessment design are understandings of 
community innovation (MIT CoLab) and social change (Guijt 2007) as: 
 

● Rooted in distinct epistemologies and emerging from the margins → Diverse forms of 
knowledge and value systems (including experiential, ancestral, territorial, and cultural, 
among others) offer critical insights into processes of community innovation and 
change, requiring us to look to and learn from the vantage point of the margins; 

● Non-linear and unpredictable → It is difficult to be certain beforehand what outcomes 
will emerge and what impacts a process will have; 
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● Produced by multiple efforts on multiple fronts → Attributing outcomes or impacts to 
any one program or factor is difficult (or impossible) because systemic change involves 
so many interacting players and events; 

● Processes, rather than end points or products → Assessment must find ways to 
recognize, value, and learn from incremental shifts, interim progress markers, and 
failure; 

● Ongoing and long-term → Outcomes and impacts often occur far downstream; there 
should be transparency and clarity around expectations of what can result in the 
project cycle. 

        
Framework Objectives  
 
Clarity around the objective and the target users of any assessment framework is a critical 
component for appropriate design, as the distinct functions that any assessment can serve 
(such as accountability to donors, coordination of institutional resources, generating new 
insights about development or how social change occurs, or using assessment as a capacity 
building tool itself) require different approaches (Guijt 2007).  
 
Framework Objective: 
 
In consideration of Conservation & Governance’s programmatic objectives as well as 
discussions with participants of the LIC, this framework for assessing community innovation 
capacity has a three-fold objective, intended to contribute to institutional, programmatic, and 
community learning: 
 

● Understand processes through which communities develop innovative responses to 
systems failures in order to strengthen efforts to build the infrastructure for community-
led social change; 

● Assess learnings from LIC implementation – including what has worked well and where 
challenges lie – in order to inform program replication or design of similar capacity 
building initiatives in the future; 

● Learn from the place-based knowledge and experience of community-based 
organizations in order to bring these insights into regional efforts for advancing 
ecologically sustainable economic production and democratic governance in the 
region. 

 
The Framework as One Element of a Larger Learning Process  
 
This framework is intended to be one component of a larger learning process about the 
knowledge being produced through efforts to build a set of key capacities for conservation and 
governance. Assessment that maximizes organizational learning must be built into various 
organizational spaces and practices, in addition to particular moments of the project cycle. 
Organizational learning cannot be achieved with a stand-alone framework or tool, but requires 
various strategies and practices to enable teams to see the whole picture (Senge 2006). In 
addition, as a framework focused on assessing processes of community innovation and 
change, rather than measuring program impacts or outcomes as the primary goal, it is not 
intended to be a fixed instrument. Rather, it should serve as a flexible framework that can be 
used and adapted in different organizational learning processes at Patrimonio Natural and 
other organizations it works with. 
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Target Users  
 
The Framework is designed to be used by Patrimonio Natural staff to synthsize and analyze 
learnings that emerge from its work with community organizations. The Framework consists of 
two components: the Community Innovation Capacity Assessment Matrix and the Learning 
Toolkit. The Community Innovation Capacity Assessment Matrix is intended to be used by 
Patrimonio Natural program staff to synthesize learnings about elements of community 
innovation capacity at three levels: the individual, the organizational, and the territorial. The 
Learning Toolkit – which includes self-assessment tools, reflection questions, and activities that 
draw out the collective intelligence of groups – is intended to be used by Patrimonio Natural 
program staff and by community organizations in capacity building workshops. These tools are 
useful for generating information and learnings that can serve as inputs to the Matrix. 
 
Ideally the framework will be adapted in part icipatory ways in response to the specific 
needs, assets, and objectives of the community organizations involved. Doing so tailors 
assessment to the reality of community groups involved and transforms the assessment 
process into an element of capacity building itself. Additionally, participatory processes also 
allow assessment to be built into existing programming, as opposed to a separate process 
requiring significant additional capacity, resources, and external evaluators. 
 
Conceptual Framework for Assessment: Community Innovation 
 
What do we mean by Community Innovation? 
 
With past models of development failing to bridge the inequality and exclusion gap, creating 
new, effective alternatives is needed to confront the complex structural, social and economic 
problems of today. Central to innovation that addresses systemic problems is the protagonism 
of communities at the social and economic margins, who experience the effects of systems 
failures most deeply and directly. With an important range of lived experience and crucial 
vantage points from the extremes of a system, marginalized communities possess critical 
experience, insights, and knowledge for driving innovation. 
 
We understand community innovation, however, as more than just the involvement and 
protagonism of marginalized communities in the development of new solutions. Rather, 
community innovation refers to a different approach to change - one which keeps communities 
at the center - but also works from a set of assumptions and practices that challenge 
conventional approaches to development and dominant understandings of innovation as top-
down, emerging from centers of concentrated economic power and profit, and rooted in 
mainstream ways of knowing.   
 
While we don’t put forth a fixed definition for Community innovation, we do draw on a set of 
guiding principles and practices that have contributed to innovative development approaches 
and solutions in the work of CoLab and its networks and partners -- including in the ‘Poder 
Pacífico’ Escuela de Innovación Comunitaria that CoLab implemented in the Colombian Pacific 
and that served as a model for the LIC.  
 
We understand processes of Community Innovation as ones that: 

• Value the social, economic, geographic, and/or cultural margins as critical vantage 
points for seeing systems-failures and articulating alternatives  

• Protagonize the voice, knowledge, and experience of local communities  



  

 6 

• Are context specific; shaped by and rooted in local dynamics 
• Emerge in spaces and processes of collective leadership, knowledge co-creation, and 

cross-sector collaboration 
• Focus on the comprehensive well-being of individuals, communities, and eco-systems  
• Orient themselves toward systems and structural change; are political and focused on 

social justice 
• Bring together different forms of power and knowledge in new ways to challenge and 

transform systems of inequity 
 
In our attempts to identify advances in processes of community innovation across CoLab’s 
networks, we have observed actors using different mental and analytical frameworks that allow 
for new ways of analyzing problems, the formation of unlikely alliances that leverage distinct 
forms of power towards a collective goal, and communities/practitioners acting on problems in 
new ways that make incremental steps at shifting power imbalances and forms of inequity. 
 
Why Assess Community Innovation Capacity?  
 
Within mainstream assessment in the planning and development fields, we believe there is a 
significant gap in understanding about the processes through which communities develop 
responses to systems failures and new alternatives. 
 
Despite the challenges with assessing such processes, we see a need to know if capacity 
building is helping communities better engage with increasingly complex challenges, and 
which components of a program have been particularly effective. In contexts of political 
turbulence and economic instability – which increasingly affect communities at a global scale – 
developing better understandings of the conditions and capacities that can help communities 
leverage their assets and take advantage of critical opportunities or openings becomes an 
important task. As building capacity to contribute to systemic change can be a slow moving 
process, we believe that methods and tools that help us systematically look for incremental 
changes across scales are important for building new knowledge about innovation. 
 
Defining Elements of Community Innovation Capacity 
 
The elements of community innovation capacity outlined in this assessment framework 
represent an effort to identify specific capacities and conditions that can contribute to 
community innovation. The elements do not represent an exhaustive or finite list. Rather, they 
are key elements that CoLab and the organizations, communities, and leaders in our networks 
have seen contribute to building community innovation capacity. Our hope is that through 
future learning and assessment processes this framework will evolve to reflect additional 
unique elements we have not accounted for.  
 
We explicitly identify elements at the individual, organizational and territorial scales for two 
reasons. First, we understand that systems change is dependent on transformations in 
individual intentions and ways of acting, organizational processes, and territorial relationships 
and interdependencies. Second, by delineating these three scales, the framework helps point 
to the specific elements of change we should be attuned to at different moments in a capacity 
building process.  
 
A Lens on Capacit ies for Conservation + Governance 
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The work of Patriomonio Natural’s Conservation & Governance program, along with the 
regional environmental context in the Piedemonte Amazónico, also contributed a unique lens 
on the definition of elements of community innovation capacity for this framework.  
 
The Conservation & Governance Program promotes a model of intervention focused on 
creating corridors that combine conservation and sustainable development. In implementation, 
this implies the transformation of how people relate to their environment with agreements 
around conservation and development of sustainable production models such as silvopasture 
and agro-forestry. For individuals this means the capacity for improved national resource 
management and the adoption of sustainable production strategies. At the organizational level, 
this refers to improved decision-making with trustworthy and useful information, which allows 
for more effective and sustainable development planning in the region. Elements of community 
innovation capacity especially informed by a lens on Conservation & Governance include 
“systems-focused action” “collective understanding of eco-system interdependency” and 
“collective governance of regional resources.”  
 
Framework Explanation  
 
Framework Design 
 
The framework design includes two major pieces. 
  
The first is the “Community Innovation Capacity Assessment Matrix,” which is designed to help 
assess elements of community innovation capacity at the individual, organizational, and 
territorial scales – and at different moments in the program cycle. 
 
The second is a “Learning Toolkit” that offers a set of learning tools that can be incorporated 
into LIC workshops and used to document the knowledge and insights that emerge. Based on 
the types of changes identified during the pilot of the LIC, this framework offers suggestions of 
which tools might be applied at which moments of the project cycle.  
 
Both of these pieces take a qualitative approach to assessment with the intent of accounting 
for the complexity of social change and innovation processes, as well as incorporating and 
learning from the voice and expertise of participants in capacity building programs. The Toolkit 
provides space for collecting qualitative inputs that emerge in the LIC, and the Assessment 
Matrix provides space to synthesize these inputs in a matrix for helping identify changes over 
time. 
 
Components of the “Community Innovation Capacity Assessment Matr ix”  
 
The Matrix is intended to help understand whether and how the capacity bui lding effort 
is affecting part icipants’ approach to themselves, each other, and their work. By 
gathering information about the different elements of innovation capacity at these scales, we 
can both generate insights into how innovation arises as well as reflect programmatic learnings 
from the implementation of LIC that will strengthen PN and its partners’ work in the future.   
 
This Matrix represents an instrument that - within a larger learning process – gathers and 
systematizes insights into elements of innovation capacity. It outlines elements of Community 
Innovation capacity we have found important to pay attention to, as well as the distinct 
moments for assessment throughout the project cycle.  
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1. Elements of Innovation Capacity: This column of the Matrix reflects individual, organizational, 
and territorial elements of innovation capacity MIT CoLab has identified and worked to cultivate 
in its work in the Colombian Pacific, the Bronx, NY, and elsewhere -- as well as insights gained 
during MIT CoLab’s visits to the Piedemonte Amazónico with Patrimonio Natural in March and 
August 2016. However, this column can -- and is meant to be -- adapted or augmented in 
participatory ways. In this way, it can reflect other elements of community innovation capacity 
identified by Patrimonio Natural program staff and/or community organizations to more 
accurately reflect the local context, assets, and needs that are relevant to capacity building 
programs.  
 
The framework examines elements of innovation capacity at three scales: the individual, the 
organizational, and the territorial. When focused on systems change, attention to the 
interrelationships across the scales is necessary for building effective strategy. Furthermore, 
by distinguishing between community innovation capacity at each scale, we can gain insights 
into where to orient programmatic attention or resources in efforts to cultivate conditions for 
innovation. Each scale also brings unique opportunities to unlock specific potentialities for 
community innovation. 
 

● Individual: The importance of cultivating innovation capacity at the individual scale 
relates to an understanding that in many ways, our most consistent and reliable tool is 
ourselves. Shifting the place from which we operate as individuals -- including our 
attention, our reflective practices, and our modes of interacting -- allows us to see new 
connections, develop different frameworks for understanding problems, and identify 
opportunities and solutions.  

 
● Organizational: As spaces where individual assets and capacities come together and 

transform into collective practices and outcomes, organizations represent an important 
unit of action in community and regional development work. In the context of Patrimonio 
Natural’s capacity building work, and the changing environmental and political contexts 
in the Piedemonte Amazónico, the ability of civil society organizations to play a role in 
conservation, sustainable production, and strong and sustainable governance 
arrangements is of particular interest.  

 
● Territorial: The territorial is the scale at which regional planning and development 

processes aim to generate change. Territory is also where social, cultural, political, 
economic, environmental processes come into contact with each other and play out.  

 
2. Moments for Assessment 
  
Following the phases of the LIC, this assessment framework identifies four key moments for 
assessment. These are included as columns in the Assessment Matrix to help track evolution 
or changes over time. Depending on the program or process being assessed, these moments 
can be adapted to meet specific needs.   
 

• Moment 1: Baseline 
o When: At the start of the Community Innovation Capacity building program 
o Purpose: To understand the existing structures, processes, assets, and 

challenges of participating organizations. This baseline can help identify the 
existing enablers and barriers to community innovation. It can also help 
Patrimonio Natural staff to tailor workshop content to the specific needs of the 
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organizations.      
 

• Moment 2: Assessing Community Innovation Workshops 
o When: At the end of the workshop phase of the program 
o Purpose: To assess personal transformation and organizational shifts or 

changes occurring during the first phase of the program. 
 

• Moment 3: Assessing the Prototyping Process 
o When: At the end of the prototyping phase of the program 
o Purpose: To assess the learnings that resulted from the prototyping process and 

document any outcomes that emerge. 
 

• Moment 4: Closing Assessment 
o When: At the end of the Community Innovation capacity building intervention 
o Purpose: To assess changes in key elements of community innovation capacity 

during the program, capture the most significant moments and changes 
experienced by the community organizations, and synthesize learnings to inform 
future program design. 

 
Components of the “Learning Toolkit” 
 
The “Learning Toolkit” consists of a set of tools that can be used at different moments in 
program implementation to gather data about participants’ perceptions of themselves, their 
approach to working collectively, and their work at different points in time, as well as about any 
changes emerging from the capacity building effort. 
 
In response to the challenges of carrying out assessment as a process separate from capacity 
building – such as strains on staff time and resources. – the tools are intended to be integrated 
into the capacity building workshops themselves. Many serve a dual purpose: they are both 
tools that contribute to capacity building itself, in that they support the development of 
participants’ reflexive and strategic capacity, and with proper documentation and strategic re-
application at different moments in the process, they serve as learning tools that generate 
insights and track changes over time.  
 
The tools included are not an exhaustive collection of methodological tools for understanding 
community innovation capacity. Rather, they are intended to be a foundation for the process of 
identifying learnings. Depending on specific interests or needs in a capacity building program, 
program staff may choose what is most relevant, adapt the tools, or expand the Toolkit.  
 
The Toolkit builds on the LIC and includes some tools used in the first iteration of the program 
(Guided Reflection Questions, Asset Mapping). Others are tools CoLab has used in similar 
initiatives (Network Mapping, Critical Moments Reflection). Other tools were created to respond 
to particular aspects of the LIC (Collective Sense Making: How We Work Together; Reflections 
on Prototyping) or adapted based on activities used in the first iteration (Appreciative Inquiry 
Organizational Diagnostic). 
 
The Toolkit suggests which tools may prove helpful at which moments in program 
implementation, based on patterns identified in types of change emerging during different 
phases of the LIC.  
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At each moment, the Toolkit offers three types of tools:  
 

• Individual reflection guides for participants 
o These questions are designed to help individuals reflect on their perspectives, 

voices, and experiences, and strengthen their capacities for reflective practice 
(an element of innovation capacity). This activity is intended to be carried out as 
individual journaling rather than as a set of questions that participants required 
to share or turn in.  

• Capacity building activities & questions that guide collective sense-making  
o These activities contribute to organizational strengthening and innovation 

processes by strengthening reflective, relational, and strategic capacities. 
Additionally, they offer questions for collective analysis and learning that can be 
documented.  

• Reflection questions for Patrimonio Natural staff to capture learnings about program 
design 

o These questions are intended to guide iterative program design at different 
moments in program implementation and to capture learnings for future 
iterations of the LIC. 

 
Using the “Community Innovation Capacity Assessment Matr ix” and the 
“Learning Toolkit” 
 

• Learning Toolkit: 
 
The Learning Toolkit is organized by the four moments during LIC implementation that are 
strategic opportunities for assessment. Within each moment, we suggest a series of tools to 
use at that point in time, to gather different types of information. Based on the phases in which 
we saw certain types of change occurring – both in the experience of the LIC and MIT CoLab’s 
Escuela de Innovación Comunitaria in the Pacific Region – we suggest tools that can be used 
to unlock insights particular to different moments. For example, after the first phase of the 
workshops, we have observed and expect to see primarily individual level transformation and 
some organizational changes. In the prototyping phase, focused on implementation, we expect 
to see shifts in organizational processes and to begin thinking about territorial context.  
 
Program staff can select which of these tools and activities to apply. As previously mentioned, 
they build on the type of the activities used in the LIC so that they can easily be integrated into 
program implementation. To be effective learning tools, collective reflection about the activity 
and documentation of what emerges is key.  
 
The Toolkit is designed to be interactive and to organize information in a way that assists with a 
systematic documentation. The Toolkit is formatted in Google Slides, so that data and 
reflections can be typed or uploaded directly into the slides. Each tool contains text boxes to 
type in reflections and/or image boxes where users can drop in images (such as photos of 
asset or network maps). The intent is both to help organize information and create a repository 
of written and visual data that can be easily referenced and analyzed going forward.  
 
This format is also designed to be adaptable. The tools can be edited, rearranged, or 
organized in different phases to meet the needs of the specific program it is assessing.  
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After data is inputted into the Toolkit pages, this repository can be referenced to help fill in key 
learnings to the Community Innovation Capacity Assessment Matrix (see below).  
 

• Community Innovation Capacity Assessment Matrix 
 
The Community Innovation Capacity Assessment Matrix offers space to synthesize key 
learnings about elements of innovation capacity at different moments during the project cycle. 
This is the space where PN staff, or other program implementers, can organize the insights 
generated throughout the assessment process in order to notice trends, assess progress, and 
– through reflection – deepen their understanding of the elements of innovation capacity in the 
places and contexts where they work. 
 
The Matrix is meant to be revisited at each moment for assessment, and the document 
suggests tools from the Toolkit that might be useful for revealing knowledge about specific 
elements and offers space to document key learnings. In addition to documenting insights 
emerging from different toolks in the Toolki, program staff can also use the Matrix to document 
any additional observations or learnings that emerge at different points in the process. These 
might be insights gained as community organizations respond to external events, pressures or 
changes, or knowledge that emerges through ongoing discussions.  
 
 


