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We recognized that this was not the type of work that any one person or any one  
organization could do. The responsibility of developing an organization, services,  
facilities, and responding to issues and interests can be overwhelming. It requires  
moving from a place of individual responsibility to shared responsibility. 
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“I was telling him how hard it was, especially at the very begin-
ning we were hands on, sweeping the floors and putting up shelv-
ing … But it was always people issues that were hard … I didn’t 
know how I was going to deal with it. And he looked at me and 
said, ‘Terry, you’re not alone, there’s all of us on the Board, it’s not 
your decision, it’s our decision.’ That was a powerful moment for 
me … to share the load was a new concept! And so I learned, I 
started practising at the Board meetings: OK, I don’t have any an-
swer for this one. What do you think about it? … I would just be 
absolutely amazed at how the wonderful ideas and the solutions 
that came from all these other people.” – Terry
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Instead of feeling a loss of power, it feels stronger with others involved. It 
is less stressful, like a weight off your shoulders, like Terry described.
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intercultural policies

There were some challenges as a result of our initial  
approach. We initially had staff and volunteers work 
with specific language groups as we thought this would  
be more welcoming and comfortable for our new settlers. 
While this helped participants bond with the neighbours 
that shared their same language and culture, we started 
to see that segregation and conflict was starting to exist 
between groups. 

We had to re-design our approaches. Bilingual staff and 
volunteers worked with a variety of cultures, participants 
were mixed and encouraged to form cross-cultural rela-
tionships. In some circumstances we had first-language 

delivery; however, we intentionally bridged people into 
intercultural programs as soon as possible.

As we worked on bridging cultures, we also looked for 
opportunities to bridge generations and people from  
different economic backgrounds.

This was the unique work CNH could take on. They 
choose an approach that encouraged interaction and ex-
changes between different cultures and ages. A concrete 
way they encouraged interaction was in the design of 
the facility, resisting rooms for particular populations.
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The Board ultimately decided to resist exclusive poli-
cies and create an atmosphere and philosophy of 
inclusion. They recognized that bringing groups to-
gether that were homogenous happened quite natu-
rally but bridging relations would require skills and 
approaches beyond traditional practices.
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evolving diverse roles and succession

At the Board level, Presidents stayed on in the Past-
President position and took their responsibility to mentor 
the new President until they could find their feet. We also 
developed a process to bring on four new Board mem-
bers every year. This set up a revitalizing approach. The 
new Board members asked those important clarifying 
questions and brought new life to the Board. The par-
tially experienced members were eager to take on more 

responsibilities as they were clearer on the culture, vision, 
and activities of the organization. The most experienced 
understood the importance of contribution and modeled 
this as well as paid attention to “passing the torch.”
In staffing, people moved into different positions as we 
grew in size and also during staff leaves. With our focus 
on local hiring, we filled the positions within the neigh-
bourhood and supported career skill development.
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“...while the overall work of my values were in the pro-
cess … You really get a sense of the organization and 
how that piece of it was just as important as the out-
come. The process is part of the outcome, they are con-
nected. That really is key. It’s absolutely key to the or-
ganization.” – Jennifer, Executive Director of CNH
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Meeting our challenges
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Balancing Interests 
Looking at child raising as an example, we had some 
people on the Board and people living in the neighbour-
hood that felt our focus on children had to be moved to 
other populations such as youth and seniors. Others felt 
we focused too much on systems approaches (e.g., 

licensed child care) rather than neighbour-to-neighbour 
approaches (e.g., babysitting co-ops). There were often 
differences in child-raising practices that were culturally 
based and a great deal of effort was put into under-
standing these differences and providing education.

One of our greatest growths came through meet-
ing our challenges and not shying away from the 
harder issues.
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Mobilizing resources 
In the early years, it was tough getting support to bring 
on staff and create partnerships for service delivery at a 
time when competition for resources was high

An endowment was established as part of our building 
campaign which provided stability for our organization 
and has allowed us to venture into community develop-
ment areas beyond what most organizations could afford.

There were changes in government policy and funding 
structures which set up an environment of competition 
rather than cooperation, tugging at the values we were 
trying to keep in action.

The challenge is to find resources to support the work 
“the glue” that brings us together.

“I think there is flexibility to the meaning of intentionality 
… it’s the ability to hear and change and not get stuck 
in certain ways. Like the ability to change with chang-
ing ideas, changing environments, changing people.” 
– January
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services and community development
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Managing Growth 
In the history of complex and long-standing organizations, there are usually a number of 
growth cycles. In the case of CNH, there are six distinct and inter-related cycles under two  
strategic directions:

Each of these cycles overlap as we mostly grew new 
stories before older ones were saturated. We re-directed 
resources in each cycle to renew the system. We also 
integrated work between cycles. As one cycle was 

developed and another one came on stream, there were 
intentional efforts to create bridges and integration 
between groups and neighbourhood services/initiatives.
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Service development
Knowing the neighbourhood and people
Developing multicultural family and immigrant services
Building facilities, expanding programs, and integrating recreation

Community development
Encouraging resident-led initiatives
Reaching the marginalized
Fostering intercultural neighbourhood development 
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In the history of complex and long standing organizations, 
there are usually a number of cycles. In the case of Colling-
wood Neighbourhood House, there are six distinct cycles 
under two strategic directions (service development and 

community development) over the organization’s 25 year 
history. These cycles and strategic directions are not mutually 
exclusive; each supported the other and worked together like 
the strings of a finely tuned instrument.

CYCLE
1 CYCLE

2

CYCLE
3

the First strategic direction: priMary  
Focus on prograM and service  
developMent supported by coMMunity 
developMent approaches 

Knowing the 
neighbourhood and people  
(1985-1991)

building Facilities and  
eXpanding prograMs  
(1991-1997)

Multicultural FaMily  
and iMMigration services 
(1988-1995)

This direction was the primary focus for a 12 year 
period from 1985 to 1997 and can be described in 
three cycle of focused development. 

1985
1987

1988
1989-1991

1989
1990

1991
1992

1996

society 
incorporation 
– november 
20th, 1985.

action research 
conducted 
in multiple 
languages on 
immigrant 
settlement 
needs and chil-
dren and Family 
support in the 
neighbourhood.

Multicultural 
policy  
established.

charitable 
organiza-
tion status 
achieved – 
august 31st, 
1987.

targeted 
recruitment of 
board, staff, 
and volunteers 
with a diversity 
lens.

area services net-
work developed.

new facility plan-
ning began.

Multilingual 
information and 
referral service 
launched.

esl classes 
began in partner-
ship with van-
couver school 
board continu-
ing education

paula carr hired 
as the executive 
director.

executive director 
and president 
attend intensive 
multicultural 
training through the 
hastings institute.

Multicultural com-
munity services 
directory with the 
collingwood busi-
ness improvement 
association is 
launched.

childcare develop-
ment and family 
support strategy 
implementation 
began.

opened doors to 
new 26,000 sq. ft. 
facility and 2 new 
childcare centres.
 
settlement services, 
seniors, Family, and 
childcare support 
services expanded.

began youth and 
recreation services.
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the second strategic direction priMarily 
Focused on coMMunity developMent, sup-
ported, in part, by prograMs and services.
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CYCLE
4

the second strategic direction oF coMMunity developMent supported by prograMs and services

resident led initiatives 
(1996-2004)

1997

Multilingual seniors 
asking seniors action 
research. 

Family of Schools 
partnership focuses 
on intercultural youth 
leadership.

Environmental work 
launched in Renfrew 
Ravine.

2000

Slocan Park redevelop-
ment (totem pole, mosa-
ics, lighting, pathways).

Multicultural faces of 
Collingwood mural 
complete.

2003

Homelessness research 
began.

New murals by various 
artists from different 
cultures completed.

Early childhood literacy 
programs established.

1998

Synala Housing Co-
operative (Aboriginal) 
and CNH partner on 
the totem pole carving 
project.

Multicultural Arts Pow 
Wow launched, leading 
to Arts and Cultural 
development.

Anti-Racism  
project launched.

2001

Multicultural Leadership 
Institute was launched.

CNH became unionized.

2004

Showering and Break-
fast program for the 
homeless established.

Teen parents programs 
established.

Collingwood Days Cel-
ebration began with the 
Business Improvement  
Association and Com-
munity Policing Centre.

1999

Multicultural Week 
celebrations launched.

Drug and Alcohol 
forums and actions 
launched.

Adult Basic Education 
for marginalized youth 
brought into the neigh-
bourhood house.

Commnity newspaper 
launched.
CNH awarded City of 
Vancouver’s Cultural 
Harmony Award.

Multicultural Gateway 
was raised.

Prevention Education – 
a peer youth program 
was launched. 

Aboriginal Family Place 
(Amlat’si) was launched.

2002

Multicultural Food 
Security Institute 
established.

Multicultural Youth 
map child and youth 
friendly public spaces.

Neighbourhood Small 
Grants launched with 
focus on encouraging 
intercultural relations.
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CYCLE
6CYCLE

5

reaching the Marginalized 
(2004-2010)

intercultural neighbourhood 
developMent (2006-present)

2004

Showering and Break-
fast program for the 
homeless established.

Teen parents programs 
established.

Collingwood Days Cel-
ebration began with the 
Business Improvement  
Association and Com-
munity Policing Centre.

2005

Three new community 
gardens established.

Youth Aboriginal Canoe 
Club established.

Campaign to save a 
historical building – 
Firehall #15 with Col-
lingwood Pioneers.

How Strangers become 
Neighbours film debut 
at CNH 20th anniver-
sary celebration.

2006

Multicultural banners 
along our streets.

Civil Society forums 
held in the neighbour-
hood.

2007

CNH and Leonie 
Sandercock awarded 
the International 
BMW Group Award for 
Cultural Learning.

Youth Media Club 
established.

Cultural Connectors 
established.

Social Enterprise idea 
began.

2008

Literacy planning 
launched.

Building Welcoming and 
Inclusive Neighbour-
hoods launched with 14 
neighbourhood houses 
in the Lower Mainland.

Ideas Gathering held 
in first languages and 
through intercultural 
dialogues.

Consulting services 
began.

2009

Saved Firehall #15 – a 
heritage site.

Living in Community 
demonstration project 
confirmed.

Community Assistance 
for Seniors Indepen-
dence confirmed.

Homeless Count 
initiated.

2010

Celebrating the 25th 
anniversary and sym-
bolizing our growth as 
an orchard.

Leadership change- 
Jennifer Gray- Grant 
becomes Executive 
Director.

New partnerships with 
settlement services
Planting the seeds for 
facility expansion.

2011

Expansion for CNH and 
Mosaic amenity space 
approved by Council as 
a condition of re-zoning
Intercultural neighbor-
hood development.

the second strategic direction oF coMMunity developMent supported by prograMs and services
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We realized that measuring success in small increments is not sufficient. These developments 
take time and experimentation, and frustratingly, they were often interfacing with systems that 
measured and provided support in small increments.

“You don’t necessarily measure success in short little 
increments. For a long time we’d be thinking that we 
weren’t really doing much, then two or three years lat-
er you look back and say, ‘Look at what we’ve done.’ ” 
 – Rob
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summary of cnh’s becoming story
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People involved had an attitude that shared responsibility was an advantage rather than a threat. Taking a shared 
responsibility approach requires learning to let go so others can come forward

Invest in coaching, mentoring, and succession planning. This requires an ability to believe in people their capacities 
and potential and to act as a guide and cheerleader

Funders and supporters invested in the neighbourhood’s proposals to glue different approaches and “in-between” 
areas together. They invested in sustaining structures that convene and link people and organizations in small-scale 
geographic areas like neighbourhoods

Support intercultural learning organizations that use a variety of tools and approaches to encourage curiosity, 
inquiry, and reflection, as well as courage to go to new places. It seeks out stories and experts to help inform direc-
tion and decisions and explores new ways of doing things with patience, nimbleness, and flexibility. This learning 
organization takes on challenges, uses collective problem solving and negotiation, facilitates conversations and  
actions, and uses integrative and strategic thinking

Create impact measurements that recognize long-term and integrated processes of building intercultural relationships

View change as inevitable and assist people to see opportunities rather than resistance, understanding rather than 
ignorance, inclusion rather than exclusion
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where do we go from here?
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This summary of lessons from the  
Renfrew-Collingwood case study is a 
starting point for conversations in the 
neighbourhood and elsewhere.

lets talk: 
contact Paula Carr at 604-908-4448 or email pcarr@cnh.bc.ca
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