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Given the shocking severity of the opioid crisis nationwide, a fast and comprehensive response 
by communities may mean the difference between life and death for many people.  Yet, most 
communities struggle with how to mobilize and manage a broad, many-faceted strategy when 
resources are tight and everyone is overwhelmed.  In this paper, we propose an innovative 
approach inspired by  KaBOOM! which helps communities come together to build a great 
playground--in one day!  This non-profit has engaged volunteers to build nearly 3,000 
playgrounds across North America, each designed (out of a catalog of options) by the children 
and families who live in the area where the playground is to be built.  By involving the whole 
community, KaBOOM! greatly reduces the cost of construction and increases neighborhood 
pride and ownership of the playground.    Here is a time-lapse video of a playground being built.   
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q8GTFtrkEkI  
 
The KaBOOM! build I participated in last summer inspired me to apply some of their ideas to 
population health issues.  When I registered, I found that my name badge had a starfish sticker 
on it. My wife’s had a unicorn sticker. Each of us was assigned to a group based on which sticker 
we had on our name badge.  One group was tasked with mixing cement.  Another assembled 
the slide.  Each group had clear instructions for their specific task.    
 
My group moved wood chips.   I may not have been quite as efficient as a professional wood 
chip mover, but I was given the appropriate tools and instructions to do a solid job.  When I 
looked back and saw the time-lapse video of the day, it was amazing to see the combined 
impact of our work: hundreds of people, each working on a subset of the larger plan, but all 
striving to achieve the same goal. We all trusted that our collective work would result in 
something much bigger than we could have ever accomplished on our own.  And when the day 
was over, the playground was completed and there was much rejoicing. 
 
Consider how different that approach is from a scenario in which neighbors gather repeatedly 
to analyze the problem (the lack of a playground) but find that their meetings make little 
progress toward an actual solution, even though the neighbors have a shared goal.  Or, suppose 
they mobilized hundreds of volunteers and everyone came together to build a playground, but 
they had no detailed plan and no process with which to effectively engage everyone present.  
Each of them individually, and all of them collectively, would have been overwhelmed, and they 
wouldn’t have completed the job efficiently if at all.  
 
One of the keys to the success of the KaBOOM! approach is that KaBOOM! provides a large 
catalog of playground structure options, each of which they design to be easy for untrained 
volunteers to construct.      A second key to the success KaBOOM! has seen  is that it has an 
established organizational system in place to harness the efforts of a large number of 
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volunteers.   In just a three-hour shift, people can make a significant and meaningful 
contribution to the project.  Third, KaBOOM! provides volunteers with the instructions, site 
preparations and supports necessary to help each volunteer be successful so no one leaves 
feeling discouraged or that they have failed.     
 
When it comes to launching and managing a response to the opioid crisis, too often initial 
meetings fail to provide a coalition with structure and direction. Even when large numbers of 
passionate people come willing to sacrifice time and effort, people quickly get overwhelmed by 
the complexity of the issue and the sheer magnitude of the factors that need to be addressed. 
It is hard enough for seasoned experts to grasp the full scope of a comprehensive strategy, 
much less a group of frequently changing volunteers.    
 
While we are not trying to replicate the exact model KaBOOM! uses, we have been inspired by 
their approach as we develop a plan to launch and manage a multi-sector effort to address the 
opioid crisis.   There are five factors that make this approach both unique and effective. 
  

1) Merging many strategies and “comprehensive plans” into a master template. 
There have been dozens of big reports from many groups that list a wide variety of 
strategies to address the opioid crisis.  Rather than have each community expend a 
great deal of time and effort searching through all these reports to develop their own 
plan, we have merged those many recommendations into a comprehensive master 
template.  We have not focused on federal policies, but on our area of expertise: 
strategies at the community level.  We are currently working on Version 21 of this 
template, and we welcome input from anyone who can add valuable ideas. 
  

2) Structuring the Master Template as a “Zoomable” Strategy Map.   One important way 
to tame the complexity of a comprehensive strategy is to structure it using a cutting-
edge version of a Strategy Map, well-established tool designed to make a complex 
strategy understandable.   Strategy management experts consider the strategy map to 
be the most important tool in the well-respected Balanced Scorecard methodology.  The 
strategy map’s power increases when paired with a technology that makes the strategy 
maps “zoomable” (think of the zoom function in Google Maps).  Nobody complains that 
there is too much information in Google Maps, because people can zoom in to see only 
the level of detail they care about.   

 
An essential feature of the strategy map is separation of the Objectives from the 
Measures and the Targets and the Actions.  Strategy maps are built exclusively with 
Objectives, allowing the structure to be far more enduring than a one that includes low-
level detail.    This way, Measures, Targets and Actions can be refined or added without 
changing the underlying strategy.   Learn more in this free E-Book, “A Starter Guide to 
Implementing Population Health Strategies.”  
 

3) The Opioid Coalition Resource Hub is the third major element of this new approach.  
This open-source resource hub is organized by (and linked to) the Zoomable Strategy 
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Map template.  This structure allows a staggering amount of information to be 
organized in a way that is easy to navigate and doesn’t overwhelm the user.   It not only 
includes valuable information about each detailed Objective in the strategy map 
template, but also digital tools, training materials, FAQs, information on what tactics 
other communities have attempted, and recommendations for measures, data sources, 
and actions.  The Opioid Coalition Resource Hub is designed to make as much 
information as possible instantly accessible to the people who need it.  We hope to 
recruit dozens, if not hundreds, of universities, schools of pharmacy, colleges, and 
volunteer organizations to keep the OCRH updated with the latest information and 
tools.   This is an excellent example of building a strategy that relies heavily on 
“multiplying resources” and available community assets rather than scarce dollars.  I 
explain more about this in this 15-minute excerpt from a presentation at the national 
meeting of “Communities Joined in Action” in early 2017. 
 
The primary audience for the OCRH is the coalition member who is part of a team 
assigned to address one strategic objective that is part of a much larger community 
strategy.  The person may not be an expert on the topic, but they want to contribute to 
solving the problem.  The OCRH’s wealth of information gives this user a solid level of 
competence (and an accelerated path to expertise) along with tools and instructions for 
how to take action.  
 
When a community is customizing its own strategy (like the neighborhood kids 
designing their dream playground), the zoomable strategy map template allows them to 
hand-pick the actions they want to include.  If, for example, they don’t want to provide 
places for safe injections of opioids, they don’t have to.  If they want to include the 
distribution of drug disposal packets in their strategy, the OCRH would have an 
abundance of information to help the team working on that Objective make rapid 
progress using minimal time and money.   
 
Separating the Objectives from the Actions allows communities a great deal of freedom 
as they design their own unique response to the opioid crisis.  They can select which 
Objectives they want to pursue and use the OCRH to identify Actions that will help them 
accomplish those Objectives.   Teams can begin to take rapid action with tools that have 
been shared for free.  They can also learn about ways of getting resources for Actions 
that require funding.  This 5-minute video introduces the Opioid Coalition Resource Hub. 
https://vimeo.com/220355433 

 
  

4) An Online Strategy Management Platform.  The fourth essential element of this 
approach to launching or accelerating an opioid crisis response is the use of an online 
Strategy Management System, InsightVision.  InsightVision is designed for collaborative 
Strategy Management, robust information sharing, joint measurement and action 
monitoring.   When a community selects the Objectives it wants to include in its own 
customized strategy maps, those Objectives can be quickly and easily imported into the 
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InsightVision software platform. Users can then add supporting information, like the 
names of those assigned to work on a particular Objective or Action.   Detailed 
information is efficiently managed within the Cloud-based platform, and key 
information can be shared with the public to build accountability and urgency.   This 
example in Indianapolis focuses on neighborhood revitalization, but it demonstrates 
some of the power of the platform:  http://greatplaces2020.org/maple-crossing-
performance-measures/ 
 

5) Community Mobilization: Imitating the KaBOOM! Process. When hundreds of 
community volunteers show up with the intention of building a playground in a single 
day, event organizers know they must have an efficient system in place to capitalize on 
the volunteers’ limited time together. This is the unique advantage of the KaBOOM! 
approach—no volunteer needs to be an expert architect or construction worker to help 
meaningfully. Training time is limited; all volunteers really need is a willingness to work 
for a few short hours on some specific task that benefits the team. There no series of 
meetings in which all volunteers show up to learn the process of building a playground in a day, 
or to learn each of the many types of tasks that are being done.    
 
In addition, no one organization has to commit to taking on such a large project. Few 
businesses or places of worship would be willing to take on such a big project alone, but 
many are excited about their employees being involved in a neighborhood development 
project for a few hours. The resources invested by any given organization in the 
community are low, because the burden is spread widely. This process makes volunteers 
feel like a part of something larger than themselves, and it gives them an emotional 
investment in the success of the project. 
 
When we apply this approach to the opioid crisis, we see that no one team will solve the 
entire problem. Even sub-topics, like treatment or prevention, can be 
overwhelming.  But with Zoomable Strategy Maps, the strategy can be deconstructed 
into small, “doable” steps, and volunteers (individuals or organizations) can put all their 
efforts into a narrow and less overwhelming Objective. The content in each section of 
the OCRH focuses on an individual Objective, and like Wikipedia® there can be as many 
pages as needed to click into deeper detail on that topic.  
 
 
The KaBOOM! community-building process engages residents in an “urban barn-
raising,” which builds connection by creating a shared space that draws people together 
who might not otherwise find an opportunity to interact. Community members thus 
build trust, expand social networks and foster a sense togetherness. Research confirms 
that the formation of neighborhood social ties depends on the informal social contact 
which occurs in neighborhood common spaces. Similarly, this approach could be applied 
to ensure widespread change in behavior patterns with the opioid crisis. Communities 
would come together for a joint cause, and feel a sense of shared pride in the work 
accomplished. Furthermore, research shows that social cohesion and strong social 
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networks correspond significantly with lower rates of drug abuse. When people know 
and interact positively with their neighbors, they foster mutual trust and reciprocity, 
leading to safer, more positive outcomes. 
 
The traditional steps for organizing a cross-sector coalition and engaging communities 
can be very time consuming.   KaBOOM! demonstrated a creative way to accomplish 
community teamwork with unprecedented speed.   With the opioid crisis in 
communities today, there is a compelling case to boldly move forward and adopt 
promising practices that can help communities work together and rapidly being to 
address the many factors needed to end this crisis.  
 
If you are interested in using this approach to help y our community more rapidly and 
comprehensively address the opioid crisis, please contact me at 
bill.barberg@insightformation.com.  
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