
Ecosystem Activation
Every Grand Challenge is held in place by multiple forces in different dimensions of society. 

I am going to use a Grand Challenge I am currently working on to illustrate, the Grand Challenge to 
eliminate mental health and substance use disorder stigma on a national scale1. We know from research 
that stigma exists on at least three levels:2 (1) structural including laws, regulations, and policies, (2) 
public including attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of individuals and groups, and (3) self-stigma or 
internalized negative stereotypes.

As we build our Grand Challenge to focus on these areas it becomes clear there are many players that 
need to be involved for us to succeed. For example, in addition to mental health care providers, medical 
experts, and well-known non-governmental organizations, we also need to engage mental health 
experts such as social workers, academics and peer-support specialists. And faith communities, 
governments at all levels, community advocacy groups, organizations large and small to address 
policies and deliver mental health to the workplaces of America, community leaders and trusted 
influencers. And, of course, the public.

If the Huntsman Mental Health Institute (HMHI) were to ask everyone to get behind them while the 
HMHI leads the parade, it would severely undercut the initiative. This is because most of the partners 
are already engaged in valuable initiatives to eliminate stigma and they would be resistant to suddenly 
being asked to be part of someone else’s parade. If the HMHI built a hub-and-spoke relationship with 
these organizations, it will require them to go through HMHI to get anything done, again undercutting 
the effectiveness of the work; HMHI would become a bottleneck.
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Instead HMHI is building an eco-system, a network of organizations and activists, and supporting them 
to find synergies with each other, resulting in a myriad of activities generating national momentum 
towards a common agenda.

Activating this eco-system, bringing it to life, is where a Grand Challenge focuses. This means making it 
possible for faith communities to work with trusted influencers without having to clear it with the HMHI. 
It means helping our partners to work together to reach their target audiences without overseeing how 
they do that.

The best work I have seen in understanding how to activate an eco-system is by Erich Joachimsthaler 
who writes and speaks about the interaction field3. Joachimsthaler shows how organizations can drive 
major impact by supporting all the players in their ecosystem to create value together, without having to 
go through a single point of contact. Instead, activation is achieved when the members of the 
ecosystem engage in meaningful (aligned with their missions) reciprocity (taking and giving) that 
generates value by providing benefits to the participants.

Meaningful interactions occur in a Grand Challenge when they achieve progress for both the common 
agenda and the missions of the organizations who are engaged. Reciprocity indicates that all the 
actions taking place are supportive of the participants, with their best interest in mind. And value is 
about delivering something to everyone involved that they want, they find compelling and worth the 
investment they are making.

Imagine a world where professional societies and faith communities collaborate toward a common goal, 
where organizations large and small are supporting workers in getting the care they need for 
themselves and their families, where community leaders are working together with government at the 
local, state, and federal levels to change policies and legislation to eliminate stigma. You can quickly see 
that it is too much for any one organization to track, let alone control. So, how does ecosystem 
activation work?

It works by first having a clear understanding of what you are working to do, the common agenda, and 
enabling an entire system to become better at creating synergies that lead to that common agenda. 
Next, the leaders start building the infrastructure that will help all the participants find each other and 
identify synergies on their own. This includes communications that quickly go to where they are needed 
most and can have the best impact. It includes finding ways to provide resources to participants when 
they need to grow to scale their impact, financial strategies. It means providing measurement that 
everyone can use to determine if they are succeeding both individually and together. 

Each of these, communications, financial strategies, and measurement, are some of the working groups 
that come out of the Collective Impact model.

Most importantly the leaders must share a common vision of ecosystem activation, enabling all the 
participants access to the relationships and resources they need to contribute to the common agenda 
and fortifying the interdependence of relationships without requiring approval by a central authority.

1https://healthcare.utah.edu/hmhi/about-us/stigma-grand-challenge/
2National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2016. Ending Discrimination Against People with Mental and Substance
Use Disorders: The Evidence for Stigma Change. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/23442
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3The Interaction Field: The Revolutionary New Way to Create Shared Value for Businesses, Customers, and Society, Erich Joachimsthaler, PublicAffairs, 2020


