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The circumstances that John Drew, president and CEO, and the team at

Action for Boston Community Development (ABCD), found themselves

in during the second half of last year would have been challenging, to say the least, for any

organization, much less for such a public, community-based and advocacy-oriented organization

as ABCD.

In the first place, the organization was coping with the recession, providing immediate and

necessary assistance to keep low-income Boston families fed, warm, housed, educated, and

employed.

“We triage every day to help people who need it,” Drew said, explaining that although ABCD’s mission is centered

on long-term programs to raise individuals and families out of poverty, central to its everyday operations involve

matching people who come into its offices in need of help with services. “We have thousands of stories of

homeless people we’ve helped be able to afford their own home, for example, but when an individual walks in

because his or her heat was turned off that morning, which has become more common during this recession, we

need to provide immediate assistance.”

In the second place, the organization received nearly $30 million in stimulus money from the federal government

that year, an increase that brought its typical annual operating budget from $120 million to $150 million. 

Growing existing programs and creating new ones is

always an exciting challenge, but it fell under the third,

unfortunate circumstance of the illness and death of Bob

Coard, who had served as president and CEO of ABCD

since the 1960s.

“Bob was larger than life for the ABCD family,” said Drew,

who worked his way up from the bottom of the

organization he joined 41 years ago and enjoyed a close

working relationship with Coard for 30 years. “No one

anticipated just how sick he was going to get and how

quickly he’d leave us.”

Drew, the board of directors, and the 1,000 employees

who make up ABCD needed to pull together, he said, to

maintain the agency’s momentum and build new programs funded by the econmic stimulous monies. Drew said

they hit the ground running.

“The experience of losing Bob, expanding critical programs, and developing new ones, all at the same time, really

was a trial by fire, but I couldn’t be prouder of how proactive, creative, and determined the team here proved to be,”

he said. “We came together and pulled through, and now I see so much more confidence in the staff; it makes for a

wonderfully upbeat place to work.”

Learning from the experience

That experience proved the importance of succession planning and strong, internal communication. Drew was

well-known in the communities that ABCD serves and had been Coard’s key partner in maintaining the

organization’s connections to local, state, and federal government bodies as well as its private stakeholders.

So a first step in overcoming the loss of Coard was to establish stronger communication links between the people

on the ground and the board of directors. Drew said the senior and mid-level managers at ABCD stepped up in that

regard especially, taking it upon themselves to share their opinions and vision for the organization.

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, has been strengthening ABCD’s ties to the community. “We’re a highly

visible organization thanks to Coard’s work reaching out to the federal and state governments as well as many

private groups and the community of the greater Boston area,” Drew explained.

Drew and his team have laid the groundwork to improve them further by way of adopting advanced technology and

social media. All of the graduation and celebratory events for ABCD programs were filmed and then the footage

was posted to YouTube, making it easier than ever for the organization to show just how much graduating from a
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was posted to YouTube, making it easier than ever for the organization to show just how much graduating from a

six-week college course that led to a job means to a previously unemployed man or woman. 

Social media, like traditional media, will make ABCD and its work ever more visible to the taxpaying public and its

shareholders, Drew said, but it will also allow for greater connectivity with those in need and internally. In the next

few months, the organization plans to implement more handheld devices for tracking and sharing information,

which will maximize the team’s efficiency and effectiveness on the ground.

“We’re on the cutting edge, balancing immediate needs with the long term goal of moving individuals, families, and

neighborhoods out of poverty,” Drew said. “Advanced technology and better communication will ensure that

taxpayers are getting their money’s worth.”

Secular missionaries of the future

Going forward, Drew and his team are working hard to expand both established and new programs, like Help for

At-Risk Tenants (Heart), which supports families struggling to make ends meet to prevent them from falling into the

expensive emergency shelter system. 

The organization also intends to work more closely with the public school system so it can track those 2,000 or so

five-year-olds who graduate from its Head Start program every year and enter kindergarten. Drew said there are

too many holes in the system that the kids might fall through in the next 13 years, limiting their opportunities. In

mind of this, ABCD put more than 3,500 teenagers to work in July. They spent the summer earning money and

contributing to their communities in a positive way.

Internally, ABCD has a number of goals related to institutional development, which refers to the adoption of

advanced technology and better communication practices. It also supports staff with professional development and

advancement timelines and integration of services, so someone looking for heat assistance also gets the

employment coaching and childcare he or she might need.

“I want to thank the many ABCD supporters who make it possible every day for our agency to achive its mission,

including the volunteer ABCD board, city, state, and federal government leaders, and the agency’s many private

sector partners,” Drew said. “We’ve come through a tough year, but we made it with flying colors; I have nothing but

confidence in this team’s ability to continue to help people in every way they can for many more years to come.” 
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