
Durham, North Carolina, is one of 33 cities selected around the 
world to receive a Smarter Cities® Challenge grant from IBM in 
2012, as part of IBM’s citizenship efforts to build a Smarter Planet™. 
During three weeks in February and March 2012, a team of six IBM 
experts worked to deliver recommendations on a key challenge 
identified by Durham Mayor William “Bill” Bell and his senior 
leadership team: develop a well-coordinated strategy and roadmap 
to address youth between the ages of 14–25 who have become 
disconnected from school or employment pathways, and position 
them to become positively contributing members of the community 
by the age of 25. The challenge was also to enhance understanding 
and reach consensus for how to collectively and comprehensively 
address the issue of disconnected youth and fragmented services 
across the public, private and nonprofit sectors.

The challenge
Durham is a vibrant community that is widely recognized for its embrace 
of diversity. Its communities include a large, established African-American 
population and a new, rapidly growing Latino population. While this is  
a positive time of growth for the Durham community overall, significant 
challenges persist across the area. 

There is wide economic variation across the city’s neighborhoods, resulting 
in higher concentrations of poverty in some districts, and this is a key 
factor contributing to as many as 500 youths and young adults slipping out 
of the Durham Public Schools (DPS) system each year, heading towards  
a lifetime of disconnection from opportunities for economic independence 
and success. Further, this disconnection can often result in instances of 
criminal and other non-productive behaviors. These behaviors negatively 
impact lives and place a significant strain on county health and human 
services, local law enforcement and criminal justice systems.

While DPS has made important steps in improving overall student 
achievement in recent years, the number of disconnected youth persists 
and has been further aggravated by the US economic recession. To succeed, 
the community needs a robust and integrated partnership to provide  
a well-coordinated support network to strengthen the academic, social  
and employment skills of disconnected young people.

Highlights: 

• Envision and set the path (0 – 6 months): 
Appoint champions, establish key governance 
structures and operating model, define vision, 
clarify budget needs, identify service provider 
landscape, and launch communications

• Implement and scale (6 – 12 months): 
Define performance metrics, implement 
Balfanz indicators broadly, architect data 
strategy and shared-service platform, apply 
system of care, build youth engagement 
strategy, design Connect Youth, Inc.

• Monitor and sustain (12 – 24 months): 
Implement integrated funding, define case 
management system, design youth care 
system, automate Service Provider Catalog, 
launch Connect Youth Center, and  
appoint CEO

• Integrate and engage (24 – 36 months): 
Connect Youth, Inc. operational, implement 
shared service platform, technology-enabled 
youth care system, predictive analytics and 
ongoing progress monitoring.
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Overall themes
Given the complex nature of the issue of youth disconnection,  
a Youth Disconnection Framework will help to provide 
structure and a more coordinated approach to understanding 
and addressing this challenge. The IBM team’s findings and 
recommendations are grouped under seven themes:

Culture: The City of Durham has strong cultural attributes 
and momentum, but some current community mindsets and 
behaviors are hampering its ability to successfully address 
youth disconnection. The recommendations in this report 
comprise a holistic, transformational change program to 
increase alignment, collaboration and outcomes.

Vision: Although stakeholders agree on the urgency of this 
issue, successful progress requires that Durham establish  
a common vision and focus, and a collective community 
ambition. A vision will provide guidance for day-to-day 
challenges and setbacks across diverse groups and enable  
all participants to see that their efforts matter. 

Leadership and governance: Translating the vision into 
action requires an overarching and unambiguous Governance 
Model that will drive all stakeholders towards a common set 
of outcomes and hold them accountable. It starts with identifying 
the right leadership, who have authority and community respect, 
and can bring the voice of the youth to the table, acting as a 
catalyst to unite stakeholders. At the heart of the recommended 
Governance Model is the Youth Opportunity Corps (YOC), 
supported by an Executive Council and Youth Council. 

Youth journey: Multiple services are available to address 
youth needs at different points of their development, but the 
landscape of service providers in Durham is fragmented and 
unclear. Coordination of youth services is a challenge faced  
by most cities, but Durham has an opportunity to take the 
lead in designing and implementing a fully coordinated 
youth-centric Service Delivery Model (SDM). 

Youth Services Care System: To effectively support a 
comprehensive SDM, the City must design and implement 
an integrated Youth Services Care System (YSCS), including 
an integrated case management system, that is readily 
accessible through a portal with strong access and security 
controls. The YSCS portal should contain links to generic  
and individual care plan information, Early Warning System 
indicators to determine appropriate preventive and recovery 
actions, documentation on interventions, a Dynamic Service 
Provider Catalog, and workflow to manage referrals  
and handoffs.
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Insights to outcomes: Durham and its numerous service 
providers have a myriad of data and information-tracking 
systems with little to no data or information exchange, either 
informally or formally. The community’s ability to collectively 
address youth disconnection can be dramatically improved 
through a common taxonomy, data standards, an integrated 
data repository, predictive analytics, and a timely performance 
measurement system, enabled by technology. 

Roadmap and action plan: An integrated roadmap, along 
with a rolling three-year action plan, should be tied to Durham’s 
overarching vision and desired outcomes for addressing youth 
disconnection. These will help to coordinate ongoing efforts, 
capitalize on scarce resources and ensure benefits realization. 
The roadmap should be based on four phases of actions, as 
laid out in this report, and must be updated, tracked and 
reviewed to ensure timely delivery of results. 

For more information
To learn more, send an email to smartcc@us.ibm.com  
or visit smartercitieschallenge.org

Conclusion
To tackle the issue of disconnected youth, the City of 
Durham must establish a vision, leadership, governance  
and accountability across the many stakeholders that deliver 
services to its youth. Ultimately, a coordinated approach to 
connecting youth to opportunity will reduce dropout rates 
and increase employment.

As the City of Durham, County of Durham, public schools, 
and non-profit sector organizations finalize their strategies, 
budgets and plans through 2013, the time is right for  
the community to put a more concerted effort towards 
improving youth disconnection. 


