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From Programs to a System of
Opportunity
A youth-development nonprofit had no shortage of worthwhile

programs. The work began by asking whether they added up to lasting

change.

S P O R T S

S T E M

C R E A T I V I T Y

L E A D E R S H I P

M E N T O R S H I P

O N E J O U R N E Y

O P P O R T U N I T Y

1 9 7 0  S O M E T H I N ’    ·    S T R A T E G Y  &  O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T    ·    2 0 2 6



P R E S E N T E D  B Y  1 9 7 0  S O M E T H I N ’C L I E N T  C A S E  S T U D Y :  P R O J E C T  T R A N S I T I O N  

Most nonprofit organizations begin with conviction.
The  strongest  ones  eventually  discover  that
conviction alone does not create lasting impact.

T H E  C O N D I T I O N

Project Transition had no shortage of energy. Young people were participating in sports,

leadership activities, creative programs, and mentorship experiences. Community partners

believed in the mission. Volunteers were willing to serve.

What remained less certain was how those individual efforts connected to one another.

“The question was not whether the programs were
worthwhile. It was whether they added up to a system
capable of producing lasting change.”

T H E  D I S T I N C T I O N  T H A T  B E C A M E  T H E  S T A R T I N G  P O I N T

T H E  H I D D E N  P R O B L E M

Rather  than  asking  how  to  expand  programming,  the  work  first  examined  how

transformation actually occurs for young people facing economic, social, and institutional

barriers. The answer proved to be larger than any single event.

A  sports  camp  might  build  confidence.  A  STEM  workshop  might  introduce  a  new

possibility. A mentor might change the direction of a student’s life. Each mattered. None

was sufficient on its own.
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Sustainable  change  required  experiences,  relationships,  follow-up,  community  support,

family engagement, educational opportunity, and leadership development to reinforce one

another over time.

T H E  I N T E R V E N T I O N

The strategy reframed Project Transition’s mission. Instead of organizing around programs,

the  organization  began  organizing  around  transformation.  Sports,  STEM,  creativity,

leadership,  and  mentorship  were  no  longer  separate  initiatives.  Together  they  became

different entry points into the same developmental journey—helping young people discover

confidence, belonging, agency, and opportunity.

That shift reached the organization itself. Staff, volunteers, partnerships, and operations

were aligned around one theory of  change.  Programs were designed not  only  to serve

participants,  but  to  strengthen  community  relationships,  generate  credible  evidence,

deepen donor confidence, and produce lessons that improved future work. Each initiative

served multiple purposes rather than existing as an isolated event.

Growth  was  approached  with  the  same  discipline.  Instead  of  attempting  to  expand

everywhere at once, Project Transition adopted a staged architecture: smaller initiatives

created proof, relationships, and organizational learning before larger regional and national

efforts were introduced. Scale became the consequence of demonstrated capability rather

than aspiration alone.

Perhaps  the  most  significant  change  concerned  storytelling.  Individual  success  stories

stopped serving primarily as fundraising tools and became evidence of a broader theory of

change—connecting  participant  experiences  with  measurable  outcomes,  community

partnerships, and institutional learning. Personal narratives were meant to complement,

not replace, data, evaluation, and continuous improvement.

T H E  E V I D E N C E

The  result  was  an  organization  better  prepared  to  mature.  Programs  became  clearer.

Partnerships became more intentional. Staff gained greater alignment. Funders could see a

more coherent pathway from investment to impact.
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Most  importantly,  young people  were  no longer  viewed as  recipients  of  services.  They

became participants in a developmental system designed to help them become leaders,

mentors, and contributors within their own communities.

T H E  L A R G E R  M E A N I N G

The lesson extends beyond one nonprofit.  Many organizations  believe  they need more

programs, more fundraising, or greater visibility. Often, what they need first is a clearer

understanding of how change actually happens.

Activities  create  motion.  Systems  create  impact.  Project  Transition  began  the  work  of

building the latter.

A  N O T E  O N  R E C O G N I T I O N

When the vision has moved beyond the system supporting it, the next

step is not more activity. It is clarity.

If parts of this account describe what is happening inside your own

organization, that recognition is worth a conversation.
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