Collaborative Stewardship Sustainer Kit

Worksheet – Exploring & Finding Project Themes

Introduction & Purpose
Stewardship collaboratives often generate long lists of project ideas—different scales, disciplines, geographies, partners, and levels of readiness. Without a way to make sense of the whole portfolio, partners can feel overwhelmed or misaligned.
This worksheet helps partners:
· Identify patterns across diverse project ideas
· Cluster related efforts into meaningful groups
· Name the larger themes that can guide strategy, funding, and coordinated action
· Build shared understanding of how individual projects contribute to collective goals
This step-by-step process can be used to help sort through and organize many project ideas into collective themes or groupings.
Step 1 — List All Project Ideas
Write each project idea on its own line (or sticky note, index card, digital tile, or other format).
	Project Name / Idea 
	Brief Description 
	Lead Partner 
	Notes 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 


Step 2 — Identify Patterns & Group Projects into Emerging Clusters

A. Review Each Project Using Shared Characteristics
Below are characteristics that can be used to understand what each project includes. The characteristics in this list can be modified to meet your collaborative’s purpose and shared function(s). (You may check multiple per project.)
Ecological Focus 
☐ Habitat restoration 
☐ Forest health / wildfire fuels reduction 
☐ Watershed / hydrologic function 
☐ Invasive species management 
☐ Wildlife connectivity 
☐ Climate resilience / carbon benefits  
☐ Research / monitoring
Community & Social Focus 
☐ Recreation / public access 
☐ Education / interpretation 
☐ Community safety 
☐ Equity / access / cultural relevance 
☐ Tribal stewardship or cultural resource protection 
Infrastructure & Operations 
☐ Trails / facilities 
☐ Roads / culverts / crossings 
☐ Equipment or operational capacity
Collaborative Value 
☐ Cross boundary coordination 
☐ Multi‑partner implementation 
☐ Shared data or monitoring 
☐ Builds long‑term partnership capacity
Feasibility & Readiness 
☐ Ready to implement 
☐ Requires planning or permitting 
☐ Dependent on other projects 
☐ High cost / high complexity 
☐ Low cost / quick win  
☐ Funding available/ fundable 
Geography 
☐ Same watershed 
☐ Same habitat type 
☐ Same jurisdictional boundary 
☐ Same community or user group
Other 
☐  
☐ 
B. Possible Techniques to Group Projects
Below are approaches that are often used by collaboratives, networks, and landscape partnerships to explore patterns and group projects. They are described at a high level below, with a list of key references at the end of the worksheet. Partners should choose a technique or methods that work best for the group.
Technique 1 — Affinity Clustering (Silent Sorting)
Affinity Clustering, also known as Silent Sorting, is a rapid, low‑bias technique for organizing many ideas or projects into meaningful groups without discussion shaping the outcome too early. Participants begin by silently placing their notes on a shared surface and then, still without talking, move related items closer together, forming clusters based on natural patterns they see. The silence keeps dominant voices from steering the process and allows intuitive, pattern‑based grouping to emerge from the whole group rather than from a single perspective. Once the clusters stabilize, the group steps back, names the themes that have formed, and refines them together. For example, in a land‑management workshop, silent sorting might reveal clusters like “Riparian Restoration,” “Fire & Fuels Work,” and “Community Engagement Projects” simply by noticing which project tiles consistently gravitate toward one another.
Technique 2 — “Common Threads” Mapping

Common Threads Mapping is a collaborative technique for surfacing the deeper patterns that run across a diverse set of projects, ideas, or partner inputs. Instead of sorting items by predefined categories, the group looks for recurring concepts, motivations, challenges, or outcomes that appear again and again—those “threads” that quietly weave through the work. Participants review all projects together, highlight repeated words or themes, and then cluster items based on these shared through‑lines, revealing the underlying logic of the collective effort. The result is a set of organically derived themes that reflect what truly matters across the portfolio, not just what was planned in advance. For example, a group might notice that very different projects—trail restoration, youth stewardship programs, and invasive species removal—all share a common thread of “community connection to place,” which becomes a unifying theme in the final map.

Technique 3 — The “Three Lenses” Sort
The Three Lenses Sort is a fast, transparent way to group projects by looking at them through three complementary perspectives: ecological impact, social and collaborative value, and feasibility or enabling conditions. Teams sort projects into clusters based on patterns that emerge across these lenses—what contributes most to ecological outcomes, what strengthens relationships or community benefits, and what is realistically implementable given capacity, timing, and constraints. Projects that repeatedly land together across lenses form strong clusters. Once clusters stabilize, the group names the themes that naturally surface, checks for coherence and gaps, and refines them into a shared project portfolio. For example, a set of projects might cluster into themes like “Fire‑Adapted Landscapes,” “Community Access & Trails,” or “Capacity‑Building & Partnerships” once viewed through all three lenses. Sort projects through three rounds: 
Technique 4 — Dependency Mapping

Dependency Mapping is a collaborative technique used to uncover how projects, actions, or conditions rely on one another, revealing the sequence, prerequisites, and interdependencies that shape what can move forward—and when. Participants lay out projects or key activities and then draw connections showing which items must happen first, which depend on shared resources or partners, and which unlock or accelerate others. This creates a visual network of relationships that helps groups identify bottlenecks, critical path items, and opportunities to bundle or phase work more strategically. For example, a collaborative might discover that a meadow restoration project depends on completing a culvert replacement and securing tribal consultation first, while a youth stewardship program can begin immediately and later support monitoring once restoration is underway.

Technique 5 — Funding Alignment Sort
Cluster projects that could be funded together because they share:
· Eligible funding categories
· Similar budget scale
· Similar reporting or monitoring requirements

Technique 6 — “Storyline” Clustering

Storyline Clustering is a technique for grouping projects or ideas by uncovering the narrative arcs that connect them—focusing not just on similarity, but on the story they collectively tell about change, momentum, or impact. Participants lay out projects and look for sequences, progressions, or shared plotlines: what begins the story, what accelerates it, what deepens it, and what outcomes it leads toward. Instead of clustering by topic alone, the group identifies the underlying journey—such as “building capacity,” “restoring function,” or “strengthening community relationships”—and organizes projects along that arc. This helps partners see how individual efforts contribute to a larger narrative and where gaps or leverage points exist. For example, a group might notice that projects ranging from volunteer training to trail improvements to cultural interpretation all form a storyline of “reconnecting people to the landscape,” revealing a coherent arc that guides future investment.

C. Document the Emerging Clusters
	Emerging Cluster 
	Projects Include 
	Why They Fit Together 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 


Step 3 — Name the Themes
Partners can work together to identify theme names that capture and help describe their shared purpose or benefit.
Examples:
· Forest Health & Fire Resilience
· Watershed Restoration & Connectivity
· Community Access & Recreation
· Cultural Stewardship & Tribal Partnership
· Climate Adaptation & Monitoring
· Cross Boundary Operations & Infrastructure

	Theme Name 
	Description 
	Projects Included 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 




Step 4 Identify Opportunities Within Each Theme
For each theme, identify what the collaborative could do together.
	Theme 
	Collective Opportunities 
	Dependencies / Needs 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 


Prompts:
· Are there shared funding opportunities?
· Are there efficiencies in bundling projects?
· Are there shared messages or community benefits?
· Are there cross boundary or multi‑agency advantages?

Step 5 — Select Priority Themes for Collaborative Action
Partners discuss and choose which themes (and/or subset of projects within a theme) should guide the next phase of collaborative work.
	Theme 
	Priority Level (High/Med/Low) 
	Rationale 
	Lead(s) 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 

	 
	 
	 
	 



Step 6 — Document the Final Themes
These can then become the backbone of your collaborative’s project portfolio and used to inform fundraising and collective action.  Typically, these are nested within a larger strategic document, and are “living” and revisited at a regular (often annual) cadence.
Final Agreed Upon Themes:
1. _______________________________________________________
2. _______________________________________________________
3. _______________________________________________________
4. _______________________________________________________
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