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A few years back, leaders in Des Moines, Iowa, faced a common dilemma. While there was no
shortage of people and organizations working to better the community, there was little alignment
or master planning to coordinate the efforts.

“The city had a plan, Polk County had a plan, the United Way had a plan – there were lots of
plans,” says Kristi Knous, President of the Community Foundation of Greater Des Moines. “What
was lacking was a process that involved community input and tied everything together to create
an integrated approach to moving the Greater Des Moines area forward.”

Recognizing the potential of a more integrated approach, the Community Foundation saw the
unique opportunity to play a key leadership role in creating a sustainable future vision for Greater
Des Moines. The Foundation, working with the Greater Des Moines Partnership, took the lead in
engaging eight sponsor organizations and a 50-member steering committee to develop and
execute the plan.

The result has been a dynamic and unprecedented community planning process known as Capital
Crossroads. The effort led to the creation of a regional roadmap that includes 10 areas of focus to
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move the community
forward. Since its inception
about five years ago,
Capital Crossroads has led
to deeper community
engagement and
measurable results. It has
also positioned the
Foundation as the go-to
organization to lead
community change.

“As part of our strategic
plan we wanted to be
positioned as a community
leader and make it clear
that our role reaches
beyond grantmaking and

managing charitable contributions,” Knous says. “Capital
Crossroads has proven to be a perfect vehicle to put us on
the radar and raise more awareness about the many different
things that we do.”

Keys to keeping the momentum

Of course, a frequent outcome to ambitious community
efforts is that after the research and initial work are done,
interest fades and the study collects dust on a shelf.

Keenly aware of that risk, Knous said that from the very
beginning organizers focused on creating a sustainable
effort. She points to several key approaches that helped
ensure that Capital Crossroads would have a strong start and
maintain long-term momentum. One of the first steps was to
make sure that key decision makers from business,
government, education, health care and the non-profit sector
were fully engaged in the process.

“We knew for this to work and really take root we needed the
top leaders, we needed the CEOs, the President of Iowa
State University, the executive directors of organizations,”
Knous says. “We made it clear how important it was to have
these people at the table and not have a proxy sent in their
place – and once they saw who else was at the table they didn’t want to miss a meeting.”

While big hitters assumed a leadership role, organizers also focused on making sure that voices
from every sector and of the community were heard in an effort to better pinpoint the priorities and
get broad buy-in. To that end, more than 5,000 local voices contributed to the process via one-on-
one interviews, focus groups and online surveys. The information and opinions that citizens
shared was collected and assessed to get a clearer picture of current perceptions of the
community and areas that needed the most attention.

Organizers also drew on outside help, recognizing the value of tapping the resources and
expertise of a consulting firm that had overseen similar efforts in other communities. The firm that



was selected was able to provide ongoing guidance as well as the framework to keep the effort
going beyond the initial enthusiasm.

“The consultants had access to a lot of data and insights into how other communities have
approached efforts like this,” Knous says. “They helped us write a plan that resonated with the
community and was sustainable over a long period of time.”

Areas of focus

The end product of the planning, research, and information gathering was a dynamic plan that
drew on all the input and insights to focus efforts in 10 integrated priority areas. For instance, the
“Capital Core” focuses on revitalization of the “core city” with the understanding a thriving center
city is vital to the overall welfare of Greater Des Moines and Central Iowa.

Meanwhile, “Business Capital” focuses making sure on economic development and employment
creation is centered on Central Iowa’s most competitive and highest-value target sectors, thereby
maximizing investment in capacity-building, supportive resources, programmatic development,
and internal/external marketing.

“Cultural Core” recognizes that a region cannot be world-class without a comprehensive,
consistent and fiscally aggressive commitment to the arts as a critical driver of economic,
community, tourism, and quality of life development.

Knous says that there have been measurable results across the 10 areas. Each area of focus has
a committee and leadership that is accountable for tracking progress and making sure the efforts
are integrated with the broader community goals.

“A real game changer”

As time goes on, the Foundation’s day-to-day responsibilities associated with Capital Crossroads
have decreased with the operation of the program transitioning to other organizations. Organizers
have done a mid-course assessment of the effort, identifying key wins, areas that need additional
attention, and looking for ways to keep momentum going.

Knous believes Community Crossroads will continue to united the community behind shared
priorities and will remain an effective vehicle for positive change. Ultimately, she says, the effort
has led to a stronger, more vibrant community -- and a more high profile and engaged community
foundation.

“This has been a real game changer for the foundation,” Knous says. “It had given us additional
credibility and positioned us at a higher level as a community leader. I think it offers a concrete
example of how a community foundation can keep its finger on the pulse of a community and
really make a difference.”
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