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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This project profiles different models for Community Technology Center (CTC) sustainability, based on our direct observation of plans and operations at a variety of CTCs throughout Seattle.  For the purposes of this project, “sustainability” is defined as the long-term ability of CTCs to maintain or improve their capacity to deliver services. Packed into this view of sustainability are requirements of financial stability in the face of changing digital technology, continued demand from community members for the services the CTC can provide, and the management capacity to respond to community needs by delivering quality services.
With guidance from the Citizens’ Telecommunications and Technology Advisory Board (CTTAB) and the City’s Department of Information Technology, this work has focused on two main research questions:
· What are operational elements common to all CTCs, and strategies that will help place (and keep) CTCs on a path to sustainable operations?

· Since Centers vary in size, structure, affiliation, and overall mission, how can strategies that work at one CTC be successfully applied by others?

Primary data collection involved a “tiered” approach – we conducted initial interviews with 25 Community Technology Centers, which we followed with a more in-depth look at 15 of these centers, and held a focus group discussion with representatives invited from the centers that we did not look at further.

Each CTC is organized in a distinctive way, the result of history, sponsorship, and the users it serves.  Despite this variability, however, a number of operational elements are common to all CTCs. A functioning CTC, to be on a path towards sustainable access and training services, will have these elements:

· Management and Administration (which includes staffing, volunteer coordination, business planning, technology planning, evaluation and reporting)
· Programming and Curriculum Development

· Fundraising and Resource Development 
· Partnerships (which serve to extend or substitute for in-house staffing, volunteers, training resources, financial and material contributions, space sharing)
· Networking and Potential Resource Sharing
· Facilities and Equipment (which cover space and furnishings, disability accommodations, operating hours and other access issues, hardware, software, other instructional equipment)
· Outreach, Participant Recruitment, and Community Involvement

The report highlights some of the key operational challenges in each of these areas, along with strategies and practices that help meet these challenges.

Management and Administration

· Coordinator has key role: A CTC’s operational success depends on having a technically competent, adequately paid Coordinator. No single job description captures the range of responsibilities a Coordinator might have in different settings. However, the more involved in direct services the Coordinator is, the more responsibility falls on the sponsoring organization’s executive director to support strategic planning, fund-raising, and recruiting volunteers.

· Look for instructor versatility: Instructors are most successful when they have attributes beyond the instrumental skills that support technology training, including knowledge of and sensitivity to the cultural backgrounds of their trainees and familiarity with an extended network of community resources that support other dimensions of their trainees’ lives.

· Plan for tech support: Technical support is an unglamorous but essential factor in sustained service delivery. Key to suitable technical support is preventive maintenance, having support available when it is needed, adequate funding for regular support (as exclusive reliance on volunteers for tech support rarely proves dependable), and clear documentation of equipment configurations to make trouble-shooting more manageable.
· Support your volunteers:  Volunteers extend the CTC’s resources. Recruitment, supervision, and retention require the attention of someone familiar with the CTC’s day-to-day operating requirements.

· Tracking is a useful planning tool: Tracking CTC use for reporting purposes is not just a requirement imposed by funders; it is useful for monitoring ongoing operations, helps evaluate users’ needs and future programming, and serves as evidence of the good work the CTC has accomplished.
Programming and curriculum development

· Training is a higher priority than just access:  “Instruction” and “classes” are favored over open access as the preferred use of space.  This is consistent with the renewed emphasis on digital technology as a tool that can be used to help individuals and families achieve specific skill development and communication objectives.
· Flexibility Matters:  Successful centers have learned to be flexible and creative in their program development to suit users’ needs (making classes run for extended periods of time, dropping structured classes for “workshops” or individualized instruction).

· Focus on meaningful content: Design and offer programs that will hook potential students’ attention or address real needs. Examples include brochure production, using the web to understand your doctor, or building a snappy resume.
Fundraising and Resource Development

· Wide participation complements leadership grants: While most CTCs have multiple sources of support, successful CTCs usually have a limited number of especially generous sources that have made a significant difference. For sustainability’s sake, however, widespread participation in resource development is just as important as landing that single big grant.

Partnerships

· Extend or substitute for staffing, training, financial contributions and space sharing: Most CTCs establish partnerships with entities other than CTCs to exchange both resources and information.  
Networking and Potential Resource Sharing Among CTCs

· Sharing can be worth it: Financial resource limitations can be mitigated (potentially) by sharing volunteer recruitment efforts, fund-raising, curriculum development, and access to discounted volume purchases.

· Information exchange opportunities are needed: More opportunities for exchange of specific information would help increase the awareness of successful operating strategies and effective approaches to fund-raising and volunteer recruitment.

Facilities and Equipment

· Access and visibility vs. security tradeoffs: CTCs are generally in accessible locations, but a tradeoff must be struck between making them visible and attractive to casual drop-in traffic on the one hand, and making sure they do not become inviting targets for theft, vandalism, and other security hazards.

· Upgrades – the never-ending quest: Initially, facilities and equipment have been the easiest to fund. However, it is a never-ending quest to keep up with new technology as it becomes available. CTCs have developed technology plans that address long-term needs, and are careful to make sure that their programs and services drive their determination of hardware / software needs, rather than upgrading just to have the latest versions available. Budget planning must properly anticipate upgrade and replacement cycles.

Outreach, Participant Recruitment, and Community Involvement

· Anticipate changes in demand: While many CTCs in Seattle are not being used to their full capacity, some have waiting lists. To reach and maintain adequate use rates, CTCs must demonstrate a willingness to make changes in program offerings, offer flexible operating hours, and pay specific attention to forms of outreach that target user populations will respond to.
· Develop a marketing plan and implement it: CTCs are most effective in reaching potential users when they design programs with their target audiences in mind, determine how best to reach them and invest in making sure they get the word.
These strategies generally are combined in an “opportunistic” approach, where (as one Center manager put it) individual CTCs “scratch and get by.” In the face of more limited future resources, concern is focused on whether individual centers “scratching and getting by” will result in continued access to digital technology and training for the folks who need it most.

We suggest that sustainability on a metropolitan scale requires CTCs, their funders, and other partners to build on the resources already in place, and to think strategically about opportunities to join forces. Working together can reduce the fixed costs associated with CTC operations and may also be attractive to funders who are looking for more systemic solutions, and who may also feel they can benefit from reduced administrative obligations. The challenge is to think about how CTCs might work together without compromising their individual ability to adapt their operations to the needs of those who form their core constituencies. As a first step in tackling this challenge, this report presents four different conceptual models of sustained service delivery and public access that involve varying degrees of pooling resources. The models are intended to spark a conversation among the City, CTC managers, and funders about the implications for CTC sustainability within the following organizational models:
Pure Enterprise Model:  Individual centers operating independently, sustaining themselves through user fees for access, training services, use of space by third parties, and other revenue generating services.

Pure Service Model:  Individual centers operating independently, sustaining themselves through fund-raising efforts (can be annual fund or capital campaigns/endowment-building efforts) so that users receive a 100% subsidy of costs for access and training.

“Affinity Group” Model:  Small clusters of 3-6 centers (clusters can be based on local geography or similar service populations).  The individual centers in an “affinity group” deliver services, do some outreach and fund-raising on their own, but rely on a central umbrella organization for major fund-raising, purchasing, volunteer recruitment, technical assistance, and public education.
“Association” Model:  A larger voluntary association, perhaps encompassing many CTCs throughout a metropolitan area, which emphasizes building access- and service-related brand identity; centralized assistance for training, volunteer recruitment, smaller “affinity groups” of managers to assure consistent record-keeping; smaller “affinity groups” may be encouraged within the Association, based on similarity of more encompassing mission for organizational operators; allows a group of corporate sponsors to band together to support one set of centers and identify more closely with outcomes.
Regardless of which model of collaboration emerges as most suitable for Seattle area CTCs, there is a need for information sharing that CTC coordinators would like to see better met. Some of this sharing could be done easily via a list-serv or discussion group, but many people expressed an interest in regular meetings to share information about hardware and software purchases, marketing and outreach strategies, programs that are particularly successful with specific target populations, sources of funding, technical support, and instruction.
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