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Most of the challenging social issues that funders would like to influence can only be successfully 

addressed with a large number of mutually reinforcing efforts that persist for many years with ongoing 

adjustments to overcome obstacles and capitalize on new opportunities.   Issues like homelessness, 

educational success, chronic disease prevention, community revitalization and the opioid crisis are too 

big and complex for even the largest foundations to solve by themselves.  Even when dozens of funders 

in one large community agree to focus on one specific issues such as a cradle to career initiative or 

reducing health disparities, their combined impact is usually far less than they had hoped for. Even after 

decades of investments in targeted communities, it is common to have seen little aggregate progress on 

the issues they are working to impact.  In some cases, it is as if they are like hundreds of people 

throwing random buckets of water on burning buildings in a neighborhood without significant 

coordination. In spite of their efforts, the neighborhood still burned down.  

If every funder in a community is independently trying to increase the impact of individual investments 

by trying to find better programs to fund or by increasing the accountability of their grantees to deliver 

results, they may achieve isolated improvements.  But, unless they systematically align their efforts 

around a strategy that addresses the large issue they are striving to improve, the results will be far from 

optimal.  They may even end up discovering that their disjointed funding practices are part of the reason 

why the non-profit ecosystem is achieving such poor outcomes.    

Rather than focusing primarily on improving performance by an individual organization or program, I 

often use a sports analogy to help non-profit organizations appreciate the need for better teamwork.  

This analogy applies equally well to funders who are focusing on their own performance and impact 

rather than doing their best to learn to be better team players.  

Imagine a town where the most popular and competitive sport was one-on-one basketball.  For 

decades, individual players honed their athleticism and skills to achieve success in playing the one-on-

one game.  It was the only way they knew how to play basketball.  Then, imagine if a college recruiter 

came to this town and gave scholarships to a bunch of players to form the college’s team.  How do you 

think this team of passionate and talented athletes would do once the college basketball season 

started?  It is almost certain that this team would lose game after game, and the frustration of the 

players, coaches and fans would quickly grow.  Suppose that the coach began collecting large amounts 

of data on each game and hired a top basketball statistician to work with the school’s computer science 

experts to do advanced analytics to enable the coach to make better, data-driven decisions so the team 

could start winning.  Do you think that would solve the problem?  Probably not.  Having more data 

wouldn’t address the core problem—they are not working as a team. 



Or, suppose the college trustees stepped in and insisted that the players be accountable for getting 

results—and insisted that individual players who didn’t start scoring more points would lose their 

scholarships.  Would that likely turn things around?  Not likely.  That would increase the stress, but it 

may actually undermine teamwork as each player became even more focused on trying to score as 

individuals rather than winning as a team.   

Now, imagine that a new coach came in and helped the players understand that team basketball was 

really a different game than one-on-one basketball.  They had most of the assets they needed to win at 

this new game (athleticism, ball-handling and shooting skills), but they needed to learn a new way of 

playing and they needed to learn a few new skills like passing, blocking, providing assists.  They also 

needed to learn how to understand and execute plays.  The whole concept of well-designed plays that 

involved multiple players would be unfamiliar to them.  If the players were willing to learn this new 

game of basketball and recognized that some of their past keys to winning would need to be replaced 

with some new practices, and if they passionately went after building those team skills, do you think 

they could start to win? Most likely!  It’s easy to imagine how this team of talented and hard-working 

athletes could quickly become a powerhouse on the college basketball courts. 

This sports analogy is useful for helping the non-profit organizations in a community see how they need 

to learn to work as a team and strive to achieve collective impact rather than just their own 

performance.  In discussions with the non-profit organizations that receive grant funding to survive, the 

foundations and funders are often seen as obstacles to teamwork because they tend to financially 

reward individual program performance rather than team success.  Furthermore, compliance with the 

different requirements of funders often hinders community teamwork.  This paper will explore ways in 

which funders can address these issues in the coming pages, but in this introduction, think about the 

foundations and other funders as the players who are not playing as a team.   

Success for foundations has traditionally been about demonstrating impact achieved by their 

organization.  They “win” when they can show their boards and their donors that the grants they give 

are having a positive impact—especially if they have both the data and the stories to share as evidence 

of those victories.  If you read the annual reports of the 20 largest funders in a typical metropolitan area, 

you would see victory after victory shown by both the statistics and the stories.  Looking at these 

glowing results, you might be tempted to wonder if the community will soon run out of social problems 

to solve. Like the passionate, gifted athletes who were proud of their history of winning one-on-one 

games in the fictional example mentioned earlier, the funders in a community have an understandable 

pride in the positive impacts of their individual grants.  But, if the game is reframed at the larger 

community level, the wins are harder to find.  In fact, the community-level measures of the highest 

priority “wicked problems” have often continued to worsen in spite of all the efforts of countless 

funders and their grantees.  Huge amounts of time and money have been spent on data analytics to 

discover the right solutions, and there have been many efforts to increase accountability of grantees for 

achieving outcomes.  There have been enthusiastic cheerleaders for Collective Impact and loud cries for 

teamwork from the fans on the sidelines.  These efforts to get better results have sometimes 

contributed to modest incremental improvements, but it is hard to find communities that are 

consistently winning at the scale it takes to move the community-level measures in a positive direction.   

The Stanford Social Innovation Review article in 2011 that introduced the term “Collective Impact” 

sparked a collective “aha!” that greater collaboration was needed to address complex social issues.  The 



Collective Impact approach has been widely discussed and frequently embraced for more than six years. 

I count myself among the fans and advocates of Collective Impact, but I recognize that most coalitions 

that have set out to achieve Collective Impact are only achieving slightly better results at the community 

level than had historically been the case. Funders have increasingly called for and emphasized Collective 

Impact to their grantees, but in far too many cases, the practices of the funders and their grantees have 

not significantly changed to reflect the realities of the new game.  Like the new recruits to the college 

team in the analogy, they are trying to play the team game, but they have not learned how to do it well.  

This paper describes eight important opportunities for funders to enhance their teamwork and help 

them spur greater teamwork among those that they fund.   By embracing these new skills, adding them 

to existing strengths, and replacing a few organization-centered practices with team-focused practices, 

the funders and the organizations they support can begin to achieve important victories at a high level—

one that can only be accomplished with a strategy built around funder and community teamwork. 

The eight opportunities for funders to improve teamwork that are covered in this paper are:  

1) Improve Funder Alignment around a Shared Strategy 

2) Improve the Visibility of Progress on the Strategies, Actions and Community Outcomes 

3) Improve Funder Practices to Encourage Grantee Collaboration and Enhance Efficiency 

4) Increase Funder Commitment to Improving Community Impact and Equity 

5) Create a Strategy Implementation Fund (e.g. Community Wellness Fund) 

6) Harness Non-Cash Resources 

7) Make Greater Use of Program Related Investments (PRIs) 

8) Support and Harness the use of “Multiplying Resources” 

Each of these opportunities can be pursued separately, but the more of them that are done together, 

the greater the positive impact.  The sections below provide additional details for each opportunity.  

Opportunity 1: Improve Funder Alignment Around a Strategy   

Complex social challenges won’t be solved with simplistic interventions.  There are no silver bullet 

programs.  While epidemiologists celebrate Dr. Snow’s discovery of the pump handle that was the 

source of a spreading cholera epidemic in England in the 1800s, the dominant issues that communities 

face today are of an entirely different nature.  Once Dr. Snow analyzed the data and discovered the 

source of the infectious disease, the fix was relatively simple.  In contrast, the complex social challenges 

mentioned at the start of this paper are often called “wicked problems” or “grand challenges” because 

the solutions will require a large number of changes to the many factors that contribute to the 

problems.  The most promising approach is to develop a robust, multi-faceted, cross-sector, long-term 

and appropriately “emergent” strategy that engages a broad range of stakeholders to work in parallel on 

the parts of the strategy they can best impact.  The strategy needs to be flexible and emergent because 

it is unrealistic to know all the steps, all the partners, all the unforeseen obstacles, and all the oppor-

tunities that will be part of the decade-long (or longer) journey toward the desired future outcome. 

Grant-giving organizations can become better team players if they fund the development of a strategic 

framework for specific issues and then organize their funding plans to support the implementation of 

that overall strategy.  Instead of each funder independently deciding on its own strategy and what they 

should fund, this team-oriented approach would have them looking at a larger (and quite detailed) 



strategic framework to determine where their financial contributions and other strengths could best 

support the success of the overall team.  A detailed strategic framework enables the funders to be able 

to look at an overall strategy and what things might be funded by government programs, what things 

could be done by non-profits with existing funding and what things might be done by social 

entrepreneurs or others in the community. Then each of the different funders can then determine 

which areas they might choose to fund to enhance the implementation of the overall strategy. Instead 

of trying to hold their grantees accountable to an unrealistic expectation of achieving an outcome that is 

driven by many different factors, the funders can have grantees focus on accomplishing particular 

“drivers” that are part of a larger strategy.  

In a simplified example, let’s assume that improving healthy eating for people in a low-resource urban 

neighborhood is influenced by three primary factors or “drivers” of improvement:  

• Education and motivation regarding healthy eating,  

• access to purchase healthy foods, and  

• skills for preparing healthy meals.   

Each of those drivers of change in the neighborhood can be influenced by many different interventions. 

Some of the interventions might focus on changing the environment by adding healthier foods to a 

corner store or reducing advertising for junk food in the neighborhood.  Faith communities could start or 

expand community gardens and incorporate an outreach program to have low-income neighbors 

participate in the garden. Another organization could provide training on cooking with fresh vegetables 

taught at a farmers’ market that is accessible on bus lines that run through the neighborhood.  

Additional interventions could focus on directly shaping individual choices and behaviors, such as having 

a community health worker providing coaching to a single mom on how to establish healthy eating 

habits.    

From this example, it should be apparent that focusing on funding specific interventions and expecting 

to get good results is problematic.  If a grant enables a corner store to add a section with fresh produce, 

but the people in the neighborhood don’t have the skills or motivation to cook with healthy vegetables, 

that corner store initiative will likely fail.  Similarly, if a non-profit organization gets a grant to teach 

classes on cooking healthy meals with vegetables, but there are no places to buy vegetables in that 

neighborhood, then the class may be considered a failure because it didn’t improve healthy eating or 

result in weight loss for the participants.  Success is not achieved by increasing the rigor of the analysis 

and evaluation to determine which programs “work,” but rather by having an intentional, multi-faceted 

strategy that weaves together the various mutually reinforcing activities that will result in the desired 

health changes for both the individuals receiving specific attention and for the neighborhood.  

A strategy map visually shows how the different elements of a strategy work together to achieve a 

desired outcome. The use of strategy maps is a well-established practice for organizing, communicating 

and managing the implementation of a strategic plan that comes from the Balanced Scorecard 

methodology.  The following is a simple strategy map for this aspect of healthy eating.  



 

In order for funders to take a system approach and align around a shared strategy, we recommend that 

this shared strategy framework be built using a “zoomable” strategy map.    There is a rich body of 

knowledge about techniques for developing good strategy maps.  The concept of “zoomability” borrows 

from map systems like Google Maps where a person can zoom out and see the big picture of a region, 

perhaps only viewing the Interstate highways.  A person can then zoom in to see more details on areas 

they care about—still seeing the Interstate highway, but also seeing secondary roads.  With this ability 

to zoom in or zoom out on a single digital map, a huge amount of information can be organized without 

it being overwhelming.   A zoomable strategy map works in a similar way.    You can see more examples 

at www.insightformation.com/zoomability  

The first reaction of many funders may be that developing a comprehensive strategic framework is 

simply too much work.  It is a daunting task to take on the effort to develop strategies to address the 

complex issues faced by their communities.   The reality is that developing a strategic framework for a 

wicked problem is significant undertaking.  But, funders can choose to support this process with the 

knowledge that it will increase the impact of all the other funders (and the organizations they support) 

in the community.  A group of funders can each agree to contribute to a shared funding pool to cover 

this high-leverage investment.  (There will be more details on a shared funding pool in one of the 

practices later in this paper.)   Neither of these options is likely to happen unless there is a critical mass 

of funders that agree in principle that they want to work as a team and are willing to modify their 

funding practices to support a shared strategy.   But, if they are willing to take that initial step, they can 

begin to develop that strategic framework around which to organize. 

One of the most comprehensive examples of taking this approach is in Monterey County, California.   

After the articles on Collective Impact were increasingly shared among the many different stakeholders 

in the county, the number of coalitions striving to accomplish collective impact grew rapidly.  At one 

http://www.insightformation.com/zoomability


point, there were, by one person’s count, nine separate coalitions pursuing Collective Impact on 

different overlapping health topics such as childhood obesity, healthy eating, diabetes prevention, and 

reducing health disparities.  In addition, there were five Collective Impact efforts in the county working 

on aspects of education, and there were four working on issues of safety, violence, gang-related 

problems or positive youth development.  There were also multiple groups working on workforce 

development and economic development.  The overlap and interconnections among these groups are 

numerous, and many of them were reaching out to the same stakeholders to pull them into their own 

coalition.  Making matters worse, each of these collective impact groups was using different language 

and different methodologies for creating a common agenda, shared measures and mutually reinforcing 

activities.   

As the number of meetings increased and “collaboration fatigue” grew more serious, a group of funders 

and county government leaders saw the need to try and have a shared approach.  After taking some 

training on how using strategy maps could enhance their teamwork, they decided to create a shared 

strategic framework to reduce the redundancy, complexity and confusion of all these efforts.  A diverse 

group of stakeholders participated in a series of in-person workshops and remote coaching sessions to 

gradually merge the many existing strategic plan documents and other sources of input into one 

comprehensive framework.  The strategy maps were organized around the four “domains” that had 

been established by Impact Monterey County.  Each domain had a high-level strategy map with the 

ability to zoom in on several sections to get more details.  The following shows a subset of the Education 

Strategy Map and a “zoom map” on  

 

 



Clicking on the + in the lower right corner of the objective reveals a more detailed “Zoom” map that 

contains the objectives that will drive the accomplishment of the top-level objective. 

 

The details of the zoom map would allow a coalition of funders and other community stakeholders to 

see the many factors that should be addressed to bring about the desired change at the community 

level.    

The complete set of strategy maps for Monterey County is now shared on their website and is serving to 

organize the alignment of many coalitions, organizations and funders.    

http://www.impactmontereycounty.org/what-are-strategy-maps   

Since a multi-faceted strategy for a “wicked problem” usually looks at a time frame of at least five years, 

the strategy map framework creates a refreshing amount of stability that gives the community time to 

move towards alignment and teamwork for strategy implementation.  A well-designed strategic 

framework should have enough specificity to help guide the efforts to achieving the desired outcomes, 

but the framework (strategy map) should not include the actions and (usually) not who is doing what or 

how the resources will be allocated.   The value, endurance and elegance of the strategy map framework 

is enhanced because the actions and measures are not included in the set of objectives that make up 

the strategy map.  Those details are added later in the process.  Also, because the strategy map does not 

include those details, it is easier to build a consensus on the outcome objectives and the strategy 

objectives that will lead to achieving those outcome objectives.   

Once created, the strategy map enables several of the other practices described in this paper.     

http://www.impactmontereycounty.org/what-are-strategy-maps


Opportunity 2: Improve the Visibility of Progress on the Strategies, Actions and Community Outcomes   

There are a cluster of practices that fall into this opportunity, all of which provide details on how to 

enhance the condition that Collective Impact refers to as “Shared Measures.”     

In most communities, the common measurement practices are both time-consuming and not as 

valuable as they could be.  With typical measurement practices, each organization tries to define the 

selection of measures in ways that allow them to look good in the eyes of their funders or the 

community--or at least minimize them looking bad.  With each major report they release, the 

foundations tend to showcase measures that either make them look good or that might be helpful in 

attracting donors or otherwise getting funds.   They try to establish measures for their grantees that will 

both help them hold the grantees accountable and will hopefully show some positive impact.   As each 

stakeholder plays this measurement game, the result is often what we described in the introduction—

everyone reports measures that make them look good, but the overall measures that the community 

cares about often fail to move very far in the desired direction.   As many different funders and grantees 

in a community work independently to define evaluation plans, the result is a tremendously fragmented 

set of measures and data collection. Most data sets are gathered for a specific grant cycle or report and 

then lost in some abandoned data silo as soon as the grant funding ends.  Even where there are efforts 

to improve standardization of measures and data sharing, the opportunity for a high-value approach to 

measurement is rarely realized.  

There are several specific practices that funders can adopt to greatly enhance the power and value of 

how measures are used—and reduce the amount of resources that are consumed with low-value 

measurement practices that rarely contribute to an enduring and valuable data environment.    

First, Establish a Community Scorecard of Measures Based on the Strategy Map 

A stable, well-defined, and broadly accepted strategy map creates a solid foundation for an important 

set of community strategy measures that will monitor progress toward achieving the priority community 

outcomes.  Funders (and other community stakeholders) can build a consensus on reasonable and 

practical community-level measures for each of the objectives in the strategy map framework described 

in the first opportunity.   This creates visibility for progress (or lack of progress) on each of the high-level 

community outcomes and the community-level progress on the key drivers that make up the shared 

community strategy.   This will likely result in a new set of measures that are not currently being tracked, 

since they are beyond the control of any one funder or any one organization.  They are not the type of 

measures that would be typically be selected for the evaluation plan for a grant or program because 

they are monitoring the progress of strategic changes that require efforts by many different 

organizations.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



This graphic shows examples of population-level measures that allow progress on both the outcomes 

and the drivers to be monitored over several years.  These measures become the strategic scorecard.  

 

The funders should then communicate that strategy and scorecard measures to all of their grantees (or 

potential grantees) and to the public at large.  Clear communication of the strategy can go a long way in 

attracting a greater number of stakeholders (other funders and a wide range of other community 

organizations and individuals) to help move the strategy forward.  By developing these measures and 

aligning funding around moving those measures in the right direction, the whole ecosystem starts to 

change to begin to align with getting community results.   The funders can assemble a mix of people in 

the community who would be involved with selecting those driver measures. Those people would bring 

insights on the magnitude of the changes that would be needed to actually achieve the desired 

community outcomes.    

 

Second, Collaborate to Collect and Share Data for those Strategy and Outcome Measures 

Once a community-level measure like that is agreed upon, there can be a broad effort to gather the data 

to be able to monitor progress with reasonable accuracy.  Gathering data on population measures is a 

big task for any one funder, but if the whole funder coalition and their grantees are working together to 

gather a carefully defined set of community measures, the task can be accomplished.  Ideally, data can 

be coded by zip code or neighborhood so analysis can look at smaller geographic regions than just 

counties).   As this data is collected, it should be in a shared system so that every precious data point 

that is collected is available for future us and not lost to history in some spreadsheet once a grant is 

done.   Then, as the community works on collaborative strategies to move that measure toward the 

target, they are forced to embrace teamwork.  No single organization can achieve the desired result. 



Third, Align Grants and Program Measures to the Strategy Map Objectives and Measures They Impact. 

Progress on the strategy measures and outcome measures won’t automatically improve just because 

they are being measured and reported.  They become powerful when the more detailed measures for 

programs or strategies of organizations are aligned to impact those strategy measures. Funders can 

require that grant-seekers study the community strategy map and strategy measures to show how the 

things they want to do can help move those measures in the right direction.   There will still be measures 

to monitor the impact of the grant-funded programs, but if the funded programs generally focus on 

advancing priority community strategy measures, there will be better alignment of how progress with 

the program performance measures will support progress on the community measures.   Efforts to 

achieve success in moving the community strategy measures will often involve discussions with other 

organizations who can contribute in differentiated, mutually reinforcing ways.  For example, a funding 

coalition working to improve healthy eating via the three drivers mentioned earlier may help bring the 

organizations who provide training on cooking with healthy foods together with those who are striving 

to increase access to fresh vegetables, so they can work in a collaborative manner.  By working together, 

they will be more effective in moving the community strategy measure—and thereby drive positive 

change in the outcome measures.  

 

 

Fourth, Use a Shared Measurement System 

Having a community scorecard with shared measures organized by a detailed strategy map is a valuable 

step, but it becomes even more powerful if it is managed in a shared measurement system that also 

includes information on objectives, measures, and actions for the many programs being funded and for 

the strategies of other organizations in the community.   Having strategy and measurement data in a 



shared, on-line system is a major step forward compared to having fragmented, redundant and 

inconsistent information in places that are easily lost rather than leveraged by others.   

If funders support the deployment and use of a shared measurement system, they remove the burden 

on each organization they fund in developing a separate data collection system that is often discarded 

when the grant ends.  If the funders (and others, like government leaders) access the shared 

measurement system to monitor progress of their grantees, they can reduce the time their grantees 

spend updating spreadsheets or otherwise generating reports that might be useful for the funders. 

By establishing a shared definition of a measure, consistent data collection methodology (e.g. survey 

questions), and the use of a shared measurement system, many different organizations can collect data 

in a standardized way so it can be combined for greater value.  This can create a much more robust data 

set that can be coded to look as smaller geographies (such as ZIP codes or neighborhoods) or by ethnic 

groups to better analyze disparities.  As data for measures is collected in a more consistent manner over 

time, more reliable trends can be seen.  This collaborative approach to data collection and use of a 

shared measurement system enables each organization that needs data to have better data with less 

effort.  

Weld County, Colorado, has adopted a shared measurement system that can be viewed at 

www.ThrivingWeld.com  In addition to showing their strategy maps and high-level strategy scorecards, 

funders like the United Way of Weld County use the system to track and display measures for their 

grantees.   

http://www.thrivingweld.com/


   

More examples of these interactive scorecards can be viewed at http://thrivingweld.com/our-

partners/community-service/united-way-of-weld-county/health/  

To see other communities adopting a shared measurement platform in Colorado, visit 

www.thrivingcolorado.com  

Fifth, Track Progress on Short-Term Actions that Move the Strategy Forward  

Since it is likely to take years to make significant progress on both strategy objectives and outcomes for 

wicked social problems, it is important to have a steady stream of urgent, aligned and short-term actions 

that help move the program objectives and measures in the right direction.   Once the actions being 

done by various organizations are defined, monitoring can be simplified by primarily looking at percent 

complete and perhaps a few other notes about how the actions went.   Actions should be frequently 

reviewed and updated at least annually to clarify and delegate responsibility of what can be done in the 

short term to move toward the longer-term objectives.  Having a well-defined, stable strategy map 

should simplify the process of creating and revising actions each year and not require recreating an 

entirely new strategy.    

http://thrivingweld.com/our-partners/community-service/united-way-of-weld-county/health/
http://thrivingweld.com/our-partners/community-service/united-way-of-weld-county/health/
http://www.thrivingcolorado.com/


The measures for many of the actions may be tied to specific funding, and funders often want to know 

“how much by when” for those actions.   These action-specific measures usually don’t need to be 

managed in the same way as the other strategy and outcome measures—with trends of data points and 

targets that go on for several years.   If these action-specific measures (along with the % complete for 

each action) are managed in a shared measurement system, both funders and grantees will benefit from 

an integrated set of measures that allow for effective monitoring, adjusting and evaluating of the work 

being funded and done.  

The following is an example of how a coalition in Indianapolis, Great Places 2020, led by the Local 

Initiative Support Corporation (LISC) of Indianapolis has created a public-facing scorecard to monitor the 

progress on their action plans.  

 

 

See more of their shared scorecard at: http://greatplaces2020.org/performance-measures/  

 

Learn more on this topic in the free E-book, “A Starter Guide to Implementing Population Health 

Strategies.”  https://www.insightformation.com/implementing-population-health-strategies/     

 

  

http://greatplaces2020.org/performance-measures/
https://www.insightformation.com/implementing-population-health-strategies/


Opportunity 3: Improve Funder Practices to Encourage Grantee Collaboration and Enhance Efficiency 

This cluster of practices strives to overcome several structural inefficiencies in the current funder/non-

profit ecosystem.  

• Typical funding practices often create fragmentation and hinder collaboration among non-profit 

organizations.  

• Funders’ independent work and inconsistent processes creates a lot of extra work and 

inefficiencies for the non-profit organizations they strive to support.  

• The lack of teamwork among funders creates inefficiency and extra overhead for the funders 

themselves.  

Shift to Practices that Promote Non-Profit Collaboration rather than Fragmentation 

The actions of organizations in the non-profit sector are greatly influenced by the practices of the 

funders they depend on for the money they need to operate.  If funders use competitive processes to 

determine who gets awarded grants, it should not be surprising that non-profit organizations often 

come to see other organizations that work on similar issues as being their main threat to getting 

funding.  Instead of teaming up with peer organizations that share a similar mission by sharing 

information, tools or ideas, the non-profits often treat these potential allies as competitors and strive to 

gain unique advantages (or even oppose things that would make other organizations in their sector 

stronger and more effective). This results in many system inefficiencies and missed opportunities to 

create value and improve outcomes with the current levels of funding. 

Example of Inefficiency in Competitive Processes 

Suppose a community foundation decides that they want to help address the issue of social isolation of 

seniors and the negative impact that isolation has on health and quality of life.  Imagine that they feel 

that giving $100,000 per year to a non-profit to accomplish that is an amount that will have a significant 

impact.  If they estimate their overhead cost of running the competitive process to select a recipient and 

managing the grant over 2 years will be $20,000, they would be making a $120,000 investment.  If thirty 

organizations from around the community felt they were going to go after this grant, it would not be 

unrealistic that each may invest $7,000 worth of staff time in the first year in developing a plan and a 

strong grant proposal.  That means that the “system” striving to address social isolation among seniors 

consumed $210,000 in staff time to get $100,000 in new grant money.  By offering the competitive grant 

funding, the foundation reduced the total system capacity for helping the issue by over $100,000.  But, 

perhaps even more damaging, the 29 organizations that don’t get funding may become less likely to do 

anything that would help any of their peers, since they would want their peers to become weaker in 

order to put themselves in a better position to win the next competitive funding round.   

If half of those organizations then commit to increasing the resources that go into writing better grant 

applications for the second year, the amount of systemwide resources consumed to pursue a $100,000 

might increase to over $300,000. The heightened competition and expenditure of resources to pursue 

competitive grants is exhausting for non-profit leaders and staff.  Instead of investing the time and 

resources to more effectively address the issues in their community, more and more of their time is 

spent competing for scarce dollars—a process that creates little value and can seriously undermine the 

community teamwork that is essential to achieving success on the community objectives.  



There are many steps that a coalition of funders could take that would enable and motivate the non-

profit organizations to collaborate and share.  Consider the following list as some of the “plays” in the 

new team-oriented game for funders to improve community success.  Funders could: 

a) Collectively fund the development of the shared strategic framework and shared measurement 

system (and practices) mentioned in the first two topics.  This becomes a foundation for 

nurturing many pathways for collaboration.  

b) Require (where appropriate) that any grant applicants study the community strategy maps (and 

supporting information that provides details on the desired changes) and make the case of how 

the work they will do with their request for funding will support accomplishing one or more of 

the community objectives.  This provides a strong incentive for the non-profit organizations to 

get out of their organization-centered bubble and think about the broader community strategy.  

This is more natural if the organizations were part of crafting the strategy map in the first place.   

c) Provide funding for accomplishing significant progress on specific “Driver Objectives” on the 

strategy map rather than funding specific programs.  This could involve issuing Requests for 

Proposals (RFPs) that would require the response of multiple organizations working together to 

move measures at a community level.   Since individual programs would not likely have 

sufficient reach and capacity (or breadth of services) to move the community measure, a group 

of organizations would need to be creative in how they would efficiently collaborate to achieve 

more through teamwork than they would achieve if each were acting independently.  

d) Fund and reward collaboration by having processes that shift time from creating, reviewing and 

selecting competitive applications to working on building a shared set of plans and that would 

enhance the efficiency of all the interested parties in accomplishing certain types of outcomes.  

 

Consider the following scenario for a foundation that wants to promote vegetable gardens at 

schools, employers, apartment buildings and faith communities.   Suppose they plan to give 

$20,000 in the form of 5 grants of $4,000 each.  If 40 organizations (10 in each category) each 

put in $800 worth of effort to develop the grant proposal, the “system” would be spending 

$32,000 in effort to pursue the $20,000.  Instead of using a typical competitive grant process, 

suppose that the foundation said they were committed to help any organization in those 4 

categories establish a successful vegetable garden—without them needing to go through a 

competitive process to apply for the grant. Suppose the same 40 organizations applied with a 

simple letter of intent at a total cost of $100 in time and effort per organization.  The time that 

would have been spent in designing and managing the competitive grant process could then be 

used to coordinate the groups wanting to build the gardens and divide up much of the work that 

would have normally been done using the $4,000 of grant money and do it in a way that 

supports creating all the gardens.  One group may work on the design for the raised beds. 

Another could shop to get the best prices on bulk purchase of timbers (for 40 gardens, not just 

one) and another could gather information on the policies or practices that could be used to 

address watering, distribution, or insurance.  Another could bulk order seeds and fertilizer and 

arrange to drop them off at each garden site, significantly reducing the cost per garden.  Now 

that the garden project was of larger scale and impact for the community, they could get media 

coverage, attract volunteers who wanted to help with the project, and seek additional sponsors 

to match the funds they were providing.   With the larger scale program and added volunteers 

and funding, they could have teams go to multiple sites and help each other get the gardens 



built and planted.   Instead of just funding the launch of 5 gardens, that funding and effort 

(extended with some added leverage of time and dollars) could help establish 40 gardens along 

with peer groups of 10 in each of the organization types that could learn from each other. 

 

e) Require, or at least encourage, consistent data definitions, survey questions and methodology 

and the sharing of data that is gathered in the process.  In many cases in the current competitive 

environment, organizations guard their data as a unique asset and competitive advantage, so 

they don’t share it with others.  Even if they do share the data, it is often defined in different 

ways so that it cannot be combined or used for analysis or trending.  Imagine that if many 

different organizations working to understand and address social isolation in seniors had some 

common survey questions or data gathering techniques so that they would collectively have 

much larger sample sizes and data that could be validly analyzed among geographies, ethnic 

groups, or over time.  Each organization would be able to benefit from much better data and 

less effort in collecting information that others may have already collected.  

 

f) Establish common applications for funding requests.  Instead of having to apply to 10 or 20 

different foundations to seek funding on a specific project, the non-profit organizations could 

submit an application via a common funding process that would be directed to the most 

appropriate funder or funders to see who would fund it.  This would save a great deal of time in 

the overall system, and it would create opportunities for the funding collaborative to connect 

people working on similar topics and have them improve their teamwork.  

 

g) Have shared evaluation and analysis capabilities.  If a group of funders pooled their efforts to 

establish evaluation practices and a shared evaluation capability, they could reduce a lot of 

redundant overhead and have better insights than if they were operating independently.  

 

h) Reinforce each other’s programs in ways that gain added leverage without needing more 

money.  Consider the following example:  

• Suppose one funder gives a grant to a non-profit organization that provides training on 

Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate Services (CLAS) to other non-profits.  But, the 

courses are only about 50% full.  

• Suppose another funder provides grants to community health centers to provide oral 

health services to low-income communities that lack resources for oral health.  But, the 

community health centers spend a lot of the resources in outreach to let the 

communities know about the services and sign up people to participate.  And, surveys 

show that they need to improve their cultural competency for the populations they 

serve.  

• Imagine that a third funder provides grants to a non-profit organization that supports 

people in completing their GEDs so they will be more likely to get jobs.  That non-profit 

also spend a lot of resources in community outreach to recruit people who don’t have 

high school diplomas to get GEDs and the organization also received poor ratings in 

cultural competency.  

Consider how the 3 funders could work together without spending any additional funds to 

improve their impact on the community.  



• Funder 2 could allocate points on their grant application for whether the applicant had 

staff taken CLAS training and if not, if they would take advantage of the free (or very low 

cost) CLAS training offered by the non-profit organization who had the grant from 

Funder 1.  They could also ask their grantees to ask program participants if they had a 

high school diploma, and if not, refer them to the GED completion program supported 

by Funder 3.  This would require very little effort, and the grant evaluation could have 

them report on the number of referrals made.  

• Funder 3 could have similar encouragements for their applicants and recipients to have 

staff take the CLAS training and cross-refer people who are in GED training to the oral 

health program supported by Funder 2.   

 

Without any additional funding, each funder and non-profit now has greater success and 

impact.  

 

i) Fund shared technology infrastructure.  Instead of each funder developing or acquiring 

technology (resulting in redundancy and fragmentation) or each funder requiring their grantees 

to acquire or develop technology (or use rudimentary tools like spreadsheets), the funders and 

the non-profits could invest in shared technology infrastructure that supports efficiency and 

collaboration.   

 

j) Fund shared training. If funders and the nonprofit organizations they support are using similar 

processes and technologies, then training investments can include many different stakeholders 

with the costs spread out over more organizations.  This not only gets a lot more value for each 

investment in training, but it also reduces the fragmentation of training on inconsistent 

processes and tools.  

 

k) Require grant applicants to explain how the funding they receive will be leveraged to help other 

organizations.  For example, if a non-profit organization is seeking funding for a computer lab for 

middle school and high school students to learn programming, perhaps that same investment 

could be shared with an organization that helps senior citizens learn computer or offers the 

Tune into Reading program for early elementary school students.   Or, if an investment is being 

made to develop a social media campaign, the grant applicants could propose that they will 

share it with other similar communities and allow them to customize it with their own brand.  

The stronger case they can make for getting extended leverage out of an investment, the more 

likely they will be go get the funding.  This would prompt conversations where the non-profits 

would begin to discuss how they could help each other make better use of their resources.  

 

l) Encourage that content created with their dollars will not only be available for others to use, but 

the grantee will actively post it to sharing sites (like the free Opioid Coalition Resource Hub). 

Grantees could also be required to actively share lessons learned so others can build on their 

experience to use the tools that were created.  

 

m) Reward the use of materials that were shared by others.  Grant applicants should be asked to 

show how they will make use of materials already developed by others, not just use the money 

https://www.tuneintoreading.com/
https://www.insightformation.com/opioid-coalition-resource-hub/


to re-invent the wheel.  This will prompt applicants and grantees to explore what materials 

others have created that can be modified and re-used for much less than recreating them.  

 

n) Funders can organize and pay for Quarterly Team Meetings for the various organizations that 

should be collaborating on specific Objectives.  These can promote creative problem-solving and 

sharing of good ideas.  (These meetings could have community sponsors like restaurants or 

hotels that give great discounts to make the events appealing to attend yet keep the cost low 

for the funders.)   For communities addressing a complex issue like the opioid, heroin and 

fentanyl crisis, there could be dozens of these team meetings each month, each focused on a 

specific objective from the shared strategy map.  

Imagine how the non-profit and social sector would be transformed if a large number of funders 

adopted many of these 14 ideas to improve funding practices to support community teamwork! 

  



Opportunity 4: Increase Funder Commitment to Improving Community Impact and Equity 

Foundations often have patterns of funding programs and organizations that are largely based on their 

history, location, the social connections of the foundation leaders, and the source of the wealth that 

launched the foundation.  These factors can all contribute to the grant dollars flowing into the 

community in ways that may disproportionally benefit parts of the community that are already relatively 

well-off rather than flowing to the areas and uses that would have the greatest impact to help improve 

equity.  It takes a new mindset for the foundations to step back and look at the larger system view and 

ask where they could focus their funding to best support a robust strategy for improving impact and 

reducing disparities.  This change would ideally involve coordinated discussions with other funders in the 

coalition who work together to make funding decisions that include the context of who is funding what, 

and what important areas are being neglected.  If each funder is committed to working as a team player 

to help advance a co-created strategy, then many of them may be prompted to change their funding 

priorities.   

Changing funding priorities is never easy.  It can require clear communication to the board members of 

the foundation so they understand the rationale for the foundation making changes to become a better 

team player and have a greater community impact. The development staff who work with donors who 

contribute to the foundations would benefit from having new tools and training to help them make the 

case for this new approach.  And, there should be communication with the community about the 

wisdom of shifting from acting independently to playing a valuable role of a team that is working more 

systematically on very challenging issues.    

Coming up with the messaging and communication tools to influence each of these stakeholders is a 

challenging task for each foundation to do on their own.  The funding collaborative could invest some 

shared resources to help equip all the funders in the collaborative with tools and messaging to help 

convince their boards, development teams, donors and staff that this new collaborative approach is a 

better way to achieve impact and reduce disparities—and why that is important.    

As part of optimizing where philanthropic dollars flow, most communities would benefit from improved 

data on where grants are currently being given and for what purposes.  This is best accomplished if 

funders all agree to a shared structure of how to code their grants and then report that data to a 

centralized database so they can all benefit from the analysis.  These reports, along with the strategy 

map, can help funders adjust allocations to have a greater impact on increasing equity. 

 

   

  



Opportunity 5: Create a Strategy Implementation Fund (e.g. Community Wellness Fund) 

One of the most powerful ways for philanthropic organizations to enhance Collective Impact and 

improve the implementation of a community strategy is to create a special Strategy Implementation 

Fund (which I’ll refer to as the Fund), managed by the backbone organization to help streamline 

collaboration and encourage strategy implementation. This Fund would be separate from the 

operational budget for the backbone organization. Its purpose is specifically to help overcome obstacles 

to implementing the strategy and to provide fast turnaround dollars that allow organizations to act 

quickly on valuable opportunities.  All of the participating funders in the coalition should agree to multi-

year commitments to make annual donations to this Fund, which has several unique characteristics:  

a) It is not used to fund backbone organization operations, but it is managed by the backbone 

organization with oversight by the steering committee of the Collective Impact coalition.  

b) Funding requests to tap into these resources come from the “Lead Advocates” who are 

champions for specific Objectives on the strategy map along with a majority of the members of 

their “Action Team.”  The funding request should ideally come with letters of support from the 

Lead Advocates of several of the other related objectives.   While the funding may go to one 

specific organization, it should be for purposes that clearly help advance the strategy that 

multiple organizations are jointly committed to. 

c) This Fund exists to provide relatively small amounts of funding that are considered important to 

advance the objectives that are on the strategy map and that allow other resources to be 

leveraged.   There are often opportunities to harness significant resources that are missed 

because nobody quickly provides the small amount of resources that would be needed.  For 

example, one organization may be willing to modify their data management system so that their 

data would be more easily shared and integrated (with big benefits to many other organizations 

and the community at large), but they don’t have money to cover that small investment in their 

budget. Since they don’t need the modifications for their own organizational purposes, it 

doesn’t get done.  Or, perhaps a high-impact event could be launched to respond to a specific 

crisis, and a community organization is willing to provide an expensive venue for free—if the 

coalition can cover the small cost for a security person and the maintenance person.  But, since 

no one organization is willing to step up and cover that cost, and the processes for seeking 

funding from foundations takes too long, the opportunity is missed.   

d) This fund has a fast turn-around time—usually between one and four weeks. The speed is 

possible for several reasons: 

a. There is already strong agreement on the strategy and well-defined Objectives and 

Actions. 

b. The use of the funds is seen as a high-value priority by the multi-organization team 

working to advance one or more objectives (not just by one organization). 

c. The use of the funds has the ability to leverage other significant resources. 

d. The request has to meet the minimum conditions for accessing the Fund, so the process 

of making the request serves as a filter for the types of requests that get to the 

backbone organization.   

e. The backbone organization is transparent about what is being funded and is 

accountable to the Steering Committee to use this funding for the purpose it was 

designed for. 



e) The fund motivates non-profit organizations to learn the details of the strategy and think about 

how what they do (or want to do) fits in with advancing key Objectives.  This creates an 

improved understanding of the community strategy that enhances teamwork and shifts thinking 

from silos to systems.  

f) Since a request for this funding requires teamwork, the process of considering how to access 

this fund helps build communication among community organizations and improves teamwork.  

g) While the fund may allow for some specific action (e.g. having several community members 

attend a national conference on a topic that is an important part of the strategy), it should not 

become a source of funding for those types of things in multiple years.  If the fund is used to 

enable participation in something seen as valuable but that was not included in the budgets of 

the organizations that are seeking the money, part of the condition for granting the funds could 

be that the organizations report on the value of the event and agree to include participation in 

their own budgets to participate in subsequent years.   

The rationale for having this type of funding comes from two main sources.  First, leading practitioners 

of the Balanced Scorecard methodology, which is the basis for many techniques for community strategy 

management, consider it a best practice to have a Strategy Execution budget (StratEx) along with a 

Capital Expenditures Budget (CapEx) and an Operational Expenditures Budget (OpEx).   Second, as more 

and more communities work on ways to better achieve collective impact, the creation of some sort of 

“community wellness fund” or similar fund is increasingly being recommended and highlighted as a 

promising practice.  In California, a great deal of study went into designing the plan for the California 

Accountable Communities for Health Initiative (CACHI), and an important element was to design some 

sort of community wellness fund to help support the collective impact efforts.  

One of the practical steps that funders can take to enhance the use of a Strategy Implementation Fund 

is to create an annual report on the things that the Fund was used for and how those things supported 

the strategy implementation and met the characteristics of this special Fund.   Funders would also use a 

version of this report to show their boards and donors the value of the Strategy Implementation Fund.  

 

  



Opportunity 6: Harness Non-Cash Resources 

If the organizations in a community are making progress towards effective community teamwork, they 

will likely come to realize that much of what had previously required cash (when each organization was 

working independently) can be accomplished with “in-kind” contributions of non-cash resources.  

Examples of non-cash resources include: 

• Office space 

• Use of facilities and AV equipment for meetings, training or presentations 

• Marketing and communications expertise 

• IT support (including helping with Websites, social media, etc.)  

• Computer Training Room 

• Administrative support  

• Human Resources expertise 

• Copies or color printing 

• Transportation or delivery of materials 

• Information gathering and research 

Instead having of a community culture where the non-profit organizations ask for money to spend on 

getting things accomplished, funders can help non-profit organizations think of what they need the 

money for and then consider if others could meet those needs with in-kind donations so the money 

would not be needed.  Many organizations in a community have assets and staff that are not consistently 

used internally. When not fully utilized, those resources could be shared to help implement a community 

strategy.  Perhaps a corporation’s accounting staff is underutilized during part of the year. They could use 

the slow time to support organizations in the coalition or projects that are part of the community 

strategy.  A college may have a space that is ideal for conducting a workshop, or a faith community may 

have a recreation room that could be used to support an evening program for teens.  A seasonal business 

may have warehouse space that is vacant for significant parts of the year.  The list could go on.  

As the competition for talent grows, employers can attract and retain employees by creating 

opportunities to give back to the community in valuable ways.  By showing how they are working as part 

of a well-defined strategy, employers can inspire their employees to go beyond the paid time that the 

company might allocate for community projects and volunteer some of their own time.   One national 

organization, Hacker Fund (www.hacker.fund), exists to “empower technologists to create social 

change.”  If a community has a clear strategy around an important issue, they can invite organizations 

like Hacker Fund or local social impact groups to examine the strategy and look for ways that they could 

mobilize and use available resources to help accomplish the objectives.   This can bring a fresh way of 

thinking that is not based on the view of an individual non-profit struggling to survive.   If efficiently 

engaged and put to work, the time and talent of a community’s workforce can be a valuable source of 

in-kind donations that can reward both those who give and those who receive the contribution.       

Just as technologies like AirBnB have helped harness the value of people with extra space in their 

homes, technologies can be used to help connect the non-profit organizations in a community with 

other organizations that may have resources that could be shared.   When a community is organizing 

their efforts around a detailed strategy rather than around the organization-focused interests of each of 

the non-profit organizations in the community, the ability to maximize the value of non-cash resources 

should be much better.  

http://www.hacker.fund/


Opportunity 7: Make Greater Use of Program Related Investments (PRIs) 

Most grant-giving organizations seek to positively impact their communities primarily though the grants 

that they give.  U.S. tax law requires that grant-giving organizations must give away 5% of their assets in 

the form of grants (or equivalent) to maintain their tax status.  This means that for any given year, up to 

95% of the assets of a foundation may not be doing much to advance the mission of the foundation.   

Program-Related Investments (PRIs) and Mission-Related Investments (MRIs) are ways that foundations 

can use some of their investment portfolios to have a positive impact in the community.  PRIs include a 

wide range of investments that align with the public benefit mission of a non-profit and the types of 

programs they fund, but they are not just grants.  They are investments that could be paid back, possibly 

with a positive financial return, but they are investments that would not be market viable for either 

mainstream investors seeking to maximize their financial return or social impact investors who seek to 

have a double bottom line—a slightly lower financial return and a positive social return on investment.   

PRIs count towards the 5% that must be given as grants and are essentially treated as grants for tax 

purposes.  MRIs don’t meet the threshold that allows the IRS to treat them like grants, but they are still 

made to help advance the mission of the organization that chooses to make MRIs.  

In most communities, there are a significant number of foundations that have substantial investment 

portfolios that could be partially shifted to PRIs that support the implementation of a strategy to achieve 

a desired outcome—outcomes that would ideally be communicated via the Strategy Map and the 

supporting information.  

Many foundations are aware of PRIs but are not comfortable with them because they are unsure of 

exactly what might qualify and what might not.  Because of this uncertainty, they usually choose to not 

spend the time, money or effort to make sure they are doing PRIs right. In contrast, giving grants is a 

comfortable process that they have done many times, and they have no concerns that they will get in 

trouble with the IRS for doing something wrong.   

A new intermediary foundation, the Venn Foundation, was launched to make the process of making PRIs 

easier, less risky and more powerful for supporting positive changes in communities. 

www.vennfoundation.org  A Venn account is like a Donor-Advised Fund that can make social impact 

investments that would be too risky and/or have too low of a return to appeal to mainstream investors 

or social impact investors—perhaps even expecting a negative return.   Imagine approaching a 

mainstream investor with an opportunity for them to invest $1 million, and over the next 5 years, the 

most they would get back would be $1.1 million, and the more likely return would be between $750,000 

and $900,000.  You would be flatly declined.  Even a social impact investor would almost certainly turn 

down that offer.  But, imagine approaching a foundation that was going to give away a $1 million grant 

and share with them an opportunity where not only would that $1 million meet some important need in 

the community, it would also help create something that would become self-sufficient so it could 

continue to create value in the future without requiring more grants.  On top of that, the investor would 

likely get most of that $1 million returned over five years—maybe even more than they gave, up to $1.1 

million.  As that money was returned, the foundation could choose to give it away as grants or re-invest 

it in more social impact investments.  They could essentially give the money, have a long-term impact 

and then get much (or more) of the money back to donate or invest again.  That would seem to be a 

very attractive opportunity for them.  

http://www.vennfoundation.org/


When a philanthropic organization makes a donation into a Venn Foundation Fund, they get the full tax 

benefit as if it were a donation, and it counts towards the 5% of their assets that they must give away 

each year.  Corporations or individuals can also donate money into a Venn Foundation Fund and get the 

full tax benefits as if it were a donation—even though it can be paid back into the Venn Foundation 

Fund.  The Venn Foundation then works with those who have Venn Foundation accounts and helps 

them make qualified investments that meet all the IRS requirements.  Since the Venn Foundation exists 

specifically for the purpose of making PRIs, they know how to do them very well. If a coalition of grant-

makers in a community all establish Venn Foundation accounts, they can pool their investments in a 

social investment vehicle and spread out the risk while increasing the amount of dollars available.  Once 

the investment vehicle is in place, the funders who have committed to making the initial investments 

can encourage others in the community to also open up Venn Foundation accounts and make donations 

into those accounts so they can also invest in some of these things that support the implementation of 

the overall strategy.  This could be appealing to organizations and individuals because they can put their 

tax-deductible donations toward things that create value and should become sustainable, and they will 

likely get at least some of their money back to socially invest again.   

This type of funding encourages innovations where value is created so there is a path to pay back the 

loan from the Venn Foundation fund.  It would not need to be something that is financially viable for a 

standard business loan, but it would have to be a way to create value and not just consume resources.   

Here are some examples of how this could work.  

Affordable Housing Acquisition 

A group of funders could pool together millions of dollars from their Venn Foundation accounts into an 

investment pool that could be used by a Community Land Bank to quickly acquire residential properties 

that had been acquired by banks due to foreclosure or taken over by the city or county due to tax liens.  

With this added funding (that allows a higher-than-normal tolerance for risk-taking), the community 

land bank could move quickly to snap up properties that were being sold at discounted prices rather 

than have them purchased by investors, house-flippers, or developers that would pursue profit-

maximizing paths that would likely decrease the supply of affordable housing and opportunities for first-

time home ownership by low-resource individuals or families.  The community land bank would work 

with a coalition of non-profit organizations that are taking a Collective Impact approach to improving 

options for affordable housing and pathways for home ownership.  This collaborative effort could 

include working with job skills training programs and with a sentencing-to-service program where 

people convicted of non-violent crimes do community service instead of going to jail.  People in these 

programs could work alongside volunteers (perhaps organized by Habitat for Humanity) and with the 

future homeowners interested in building sweat equity to be able to acquire the house from the 

Community Land Bank.  The Community Land Bank would get back enough money to cover their initial 

investment in the home plus their direct cost of making some of the upgrades, but that should be 

significantly less than the market value of the upgraded home.  They could work with a credit union or 

community bank to offer an attractive mortgage to the person or family that had participated in the 

renovation work (earning some sweat equity) giving them a manageable mortgage (and home equity) 

because the home was acquired at a favorable price and then significantly improved.  These mortgages 

are not to enable house flipping or for creating profitable rental units for investors, but to create a 

pathway to home ownership for revitalizing a neighborhood.     



The PRI dollars used by the Community Land Bank for this purpose would be a higher risk and lower 

return than would be acceptable by mainstream investors.  The investments would be part of a larger 

effort to create stable, resident-owned neighborhoods.   This approach to improving options for 

affordable housing has many advantages over traditional uses of funds (taxpayer or otherwise) to 

provide vouchers to help people pay rent or building expensive new “affordable” housing 

developments—neither of which build assets for the people who receive the support.  In this scenario, 

the new homeowners are building sweat equity and developing a vested stake in their houses and 

neighborhoods.  

Social Enterprise Building Tiny Homes 

In a second scenario, the money from the Venn Foundation accounts of a group of local foundations 

would get pooled to create a loan for establishing a non-profit organization that builds tiny house kits 

and then works with the buyers to help assemble and finish the tiny houses.  The loan would cover start-

up costs and working capital.  The loans would be paid back with a designated amount for each tiny 

house kit that was sold and assembled.  This would be part of a larger Collective Impact effort that could 

include students from architecture or design programs at area schools. Student teams could create a 

series of standardized designs that a future tiny home owner could select from a catalog. The program 

could possibly work with the prison system to have some of the components of the kits be built by 

people who are incarcerated (probably in the last year before they were expected to be released). This 

has the dual benefit of building skills for the people who are incarcerated (so they could work in the 

non-profit organization upon release) and reducing the costs of the kits to keep the price as affordable 

as possible. The non-profit organization would work with existing programs that support re-entry after 

incarceration and hire people who developed these skills during their time of incarceration.  These same 

employees could potentially build their own tiny houses (with the lowest-cost kits) which they may be 

able to pay for based on income they earn working in this non-profit enterprise.   

If this new enterprise was funded with a $1 million loan from the Venn Foundation accounts of the 

various local foundations, the payback model could be $5,000 for each of the first 220 tiny homes sold.  

These loans would not be market viable because that total return is low and there is no definite timeline 

on how long it will take to sell 220 tiny homes.  There is no guarantee that the loan will be paid back.  In 

the event of the non-profit enterprise going under, the loan would be forgiven.   On the other hand, 

consider all the ways value is created in this example.  If all goes well, the loan should be eventually paid 

back, and the money will have helped to establish a self-funding non-profit organization that provides 

valuable job training, affordable housing, and stable housing for people returning to communities after 

incarceration—reducing the likelihood of them returning to prison or jail.  Plus, it lowers the cost and 

increases the supply of housing in a community with a new set of affordable home ownership 

opportunities. 

In addition to the loan via their PRI through the Venn Foundation, some of the funders may make grants 

to support other services provided by this non-profit (such as life skills training or counseling to address 

past trauma) or they may fund other programs that contribute to the success of this new non-profit 

social enterprise.   Other non-profits could help targeted groups, like veterans, community health 

workers, or childcare workers (or other valuable workers who earn low wages) be able to purchase (and 

possibly help assemble) the tiny hose kits so they have affordable housing and can build personal 



wealth.  The Collective Impact coalition may also include organizations that provide coaching on 

financial management and home ownership.  This would help new homeowners be more successful.  

When a group of funders that have come together to support a specific collective impact effort agree to 

put money into Venn Foundation accounts, there is a new, positive incentive for non-profit 

organizations to come up with innovative ways that create value and allow for a flexible, low-interest 

PRI-based loan to be paid back.  This opens up a vast array of possibilities between the typical options of 

market-viable business enterprises and just “giving a man a fish” forms of charity.   This approach could 

allow the team of non-profits to loan the proverbial man enough money and provide enough support 

that he can not only feed himself (which would have been hard if he was taught to fish but couldn’t 

afford a fishing pole or bait) but to also launch a fishing business that allows him to become a valuable 

contributor to a thriving community.  

Added Benefits of PRI-based Funding Models 

There are important benefits of having the source of funding for these social impact endeavors come 

from PRIs by philanthropic organizations versus a credit union or community bank that had a high-risk, 

low-return loan product.  If needed, the philanthropic organizations that made the PRIs could target 

some extra grants to help shore up a struggling enterprise if things are not going as well as planned or if 

unexpected obstacles occur.   If one of the recipients of a Venn Foundation investment hit a rough spot 

or a cash flow crisis or lower-than-planned-for revenue, the foundations that helped launch the effort 

could make a donation (grant) out of their Venn Foundation accounts to that organization (or to 

organizations that could help strengthen their enterprise).  For example, they could fund a local non-

profit that provides technical assistance or marketing support to help the enterprise they invested in.  

Or, they could make a donation to help fund an unexpected leadership transition.  Whatever the need, 

an occasional, targeted injection of cash might be enough to get the enterprise through the difficult 

stretch and allow them to get back on track in paying off their loan and creating the self-funding non-

profit organization that helps a lot of people for a long time.  It is difficult to imagine that even a very 

friendly bank would just give a grant to help one of their borrowers. Banks are not in the business of 

giving grants. But, if the investors are funders who ARE in the business of giving grants (and are legally 

required to do so), then targeting some of those grants to help support the payback of their loans to 

social enterprises is very reasonable.  

  

  



Opportunity 8: Support and Harness the Use of “Multiplying Resources”  

If a funder gives a non-profit organization in their community a $100,000 check, that non-profit can’t 

give photocopies of that check to 100 other organizations and have the donation multiply to 

$10,000,000.   Money doesn’t work that way.  It is what economists call a “zero-sum” resource.  When 

one organization gives $100,000 to another organization, the balance of the giving organization’s bank 

account is -$100,000 and the balance of the receiving organization’s account is +$100,000.  The sum 

always equals zero.  Not all resources are zero-sum resources.  Some can multiply and grow as they are 

shared or given away.  Funders seeking to maximize their impact and support Collective Impact 

teamwork should strive to support and use multiplying resources. 

Example 1: Addressing Stigma of Getting Help for Substance Abuse 

If foundations across the country give $100,000 grants to 100 different organizations to create media, 

social media, guidebooks, and training programs on reducing stigma for getting help with substance 

misuse, they would be using zero-sum resources.   Each of those communities may end up hiring subject 

matter experts, media content creators and editors to create materials and then have those experts 

provide training on how to use those materials.  In the end, $10 million of zero-sum philanthropic 

resources were consumed to create this material for 100 communities.   

Imagine instead if the funders were committed to creating and using “multiplying resources” to address 

these same community needs.  If someone develops a set of digital media, even Virtual Reality content, 

that includes the subject matter expertise and state-of-the-art training practices on these topics, those 

resources can be uploaded to a Website and shared with the other 99 communities.  Each time the 

resources, with a value of about $75,000 (based on what it would cost to create them), are given to 

another community, the community that gives them does not lose them.  The value is multiplied.  And if 

the 99 communities that received the tools shared back with ideas for improvement or innovative ways 

that they used the products to positively impact their communities, the community that gave away the 

resources would end up with more value than if they didn’t share.   

Suppose that in the above multiplying example, the first community spent an extra $100,000 to make 

the resources they created easier for others to use and benefit from.  And if we suppose that each of the 

100 communities still needed to spend $25,000 to customize and learn to use the multiplying resources, 

the total investment to equip the 100 communities with the resources to address these two issues 

would total $200,000 + 99 x $25,000 or $2,675,000.   By focusing on using multiplying resources instead 

of zero-sum resources, the 100 communities got what they needed with a cash savings of well over $7 

million dollars!  The foundations could now use that money to meet far more needs. 

How Funders Can Increase the Use of Different Types of Multiplying Resources 

There are many ways that technology enables the creation and sharing of multiplying resources, but not 

all multiplying resources involve digital content.   An idea can be a multiplying resource, or a bunch of 

recipes to easily make delicious meals, or relationships can all multiply when shared.  If one organization 

knows about another valuable organization and they make an introduction from one executive to 

another that allows them to both be more efficient and successful, then both of those organizations are 

better off.  The organization that made the introduction didn’t lose the relationship—in fact, they may 

have increased the value of their relationships with all of the people they introduced.  Another valuable 



multiplying resource is the experience of lessons learned or discoveries made while trying to address a 

problem that others often face.  Multiplying resources do not always involve sharing without financial 

exchange.   A large number of valuable tools are available at a low cost in software platforms that can be 

licensed for a tiny fraction of the cost of developing, supporting and improving them.  If you look at 

much of the wealth that has been created in the business world, many of the most dramatic success 

stories involve harnessing the power of combinations of multiplying resources.      

Funders can play a powerful role in increasing the use of multiplying resources rather than zero-sum 

resources.  There seems to be a natural tendency for coalitions and organizations, if given the funding, 

to build things for themselves rather than considering how they might use materials or media or content 

that others have developed and modify them for their local use.  Both national funders and local funder 

collaboratives working as a team have the ability to significantly change the behaviors of the non-profit 

organizations who approach them for resources.  If the funders all begin to emphasize that grantees 

should maximize their use of ideas, tools, and materials developed around the country that are available 

for sharing, the non-profit organizations would likely increase their use of multiplying resources.   

While most grants, especially government grants, require that the materials developed with the grant 

funding be shared, there is rarely an easy way for organizations who created content to share it.  

Organizations that could use shared resources lack practical ways to find and customize materials others 

are willing to share.   Given that grants and non-profit budgets typically do not cover time to make it 

easier for others to find and use materials that have been created, most organizations that have created 

valuable materials do not invest the time to help others take advantage of those resources.  When the 

resources are shared, they are often in a PDF format or in a final video format that is difficult to modify 

and customize.  

Several practices could help community non-profits shift to using more multiplying resources rather 

than relying as heavily on zero-sum resources. 

1) Funders could allocate money to support an on-line “resource commons” to make it easier for 

communities to find resources that have been shared.  An example is the Opioid Coalition 

Resource Hub at https://www.insightformation.com/opioid-coalition-resource-hub/  

2) Funders could encourage grant applicants to demonstrate how they will make it easy for others 

to build on and modify the content that is created by the grant funds, such as sharing the 

editable files in a resource commons (aka resource hub or clearinghouse), documenting lessons 

learned and ideas for what they might do to make something even better.  

3) Funders could emphasize that grant applicants should explain how they will make use of existing 

resources that others have created and give points (for the grant application process) for those 

who make a strong case on how they are maximizing the use of materials that have already 

been created rather than using the grant money to “re-invent the wheel” or recreate something 

that others have already created.  

4) Funders could include reporting and evaluation requirements for grantees to share how they are 

making use of “multiplying resources” and how they are sharing materials they have created 

(including lessons learned or recommendations for improving the multiplying resources). 

5) Grantees could be encouraged to create videos, interview people working on the projects, and 

create Frequently Asked Questions documents (with answers, of course) to help others learn 

from their experience in developing and using new materials to address a particular issue.  

https://www.insightformation.com/opioid-coalition-resource-hub/


6) Funders could begin to measure the estimated dollars saved by their grantees who used shared 

material instead of re-creating materials they could have gotten for free.  It can also track and 

estimate the value of other organizations that were using the materials created by their 

grantees.  This can help quantify the value of the extra dollars invested to increase sharing.  

7) The funder coalition could create reports, media and communications materials so that the 

foundations working together would be able to educate their boards and donors about how the 

funder coalition is increasing the impact of financial donations by expanding the use of 

multiplying resources. This would build support for investing in way to  improve the sharing of 

materials rather than using scarce dollars to re-create what others have built.  

8) The funder collaborative could publicize their emphasis on using multiplying resources in 

publications and at conferences attended by other philanthropic organizations around the 

nation.  This could prompt more funders nationwide to support increased sharing of materials 

via resource commons.  The more funders around the nation adopt these practices, the better 

the resources will be for local funder collaboratives that are trying to improve collective Impact.  

Example 2: Expanding the Amount of Culturally and Linguistically-Appropriate Materials  

Given the limited budgets to create educational material, training tools, videos, social media and other 

content, information is often just created in English.  But, many of the targeted populations may not 

speak English, or it may not be their native language for reading and internalizing content.  If 100 

communities were each given a $10,000 to make more of their materials on becoming a trauma-

informed community available in Spanish, it would be easy to imagine that each community would use 

that money to either pay staff to translate the materials or hire professionals to translate and recreate 

the materials.  The more sophisticated the materials (e-learning courses, Virtual Reality experiences, 

etc.) the more expensive it would be to translate it and make it more culturally appropriate.  In this 

example, each of the 100 communities may make some significant progress in converting at least some 

material to be available in Spanish, but there would likely be a lot of redundancy in their efforts and the 

$1 million would not accomplish nearly as much as would be possible if they were striving to maximize 

the use of multiplying resources.   

Consider the alternative where all the organizations were encouraged to share their current material on 

becoming a trauma-informed community to a centralized resource hub.  After a quick review of some of 

the best (and most locally-unique) materials, several of the organizations divided up the materials and 

agreed to translate each of the items (flyer, video, training guide, etc.) into Spanish and make 

appropriate cultural modifications.  Then, each group would share those translated materials back to the 

hub (also called resource commons) in a format that could be easily edited for localized information and 

branding.  People from all 100 communities could then share their best ideas on how to work with 

community partners to get these materials out into the neighborhoods and organizations that would use 

them.   By coordinating the efforts across the communities and emphasizing the use of multiplying 

resources rather than zero-sum resources, each community would likely get better Spanish-language 

materials and better ideas for using those materials. The funders would have achieved a greater impact 

and would likely have at least half of the $1 million still available to fund important work to help the 

communities adopt trauma-informed practices.  

In a time when the needs are overwhelming and funding is tight, funders can help their zero-sum dollars 

get much greater results if they encourage and emphasize the use of multiplying resources.   



Conclusion 

It often seems that the biggest challenge in the social sector is that there is not enough money to meet 

the needs.  The initial response is to encourage funders (or the government) to give more money.  The 

scope of the grand challenges we face today is such that more money is almost certainly needed.  But, 

this paper suggests that great progress can be made with existing money if funder learn to work 

together as a team and strive to take advantage of the eight opportunities described in this paper.  

Each of these eight opportunities could have a major impact on improving the success of Collective 

Impact efforts and enabling communities to make significantly greater progress toward achieving the 

outcomes they are working to deliver:  

1) Improve Funder Alignment around a Shared Strategy 

2) Improve the Visibility of Progress on the Strategies, Actions and Community Outcomes 

3) Improve Funder Practices to Encourage Grantee Collaboration and Enhance Efficiency 

4) Increase Funder Commitment to Improving Community Impact and Equity 

5) Create a Strategy Implementation Fund (e.g. Community Wellness Fund) 

6) Harness Non-Cash Resources 

7) Make Greater Use of Program Related Investments (PRIs) 

8) Support and Harness the use of “Multiplying Resources” 

Each of these opportunities has a variety of different steps that can be taken by funders that aspire to 

move forward and achieve greater impact and success in their communities.   The more steps that 

funders take to advance these opportunities, the greater the likelihood that the dynamics in the non-

profit sector will change to become much more efficient and effective.  This is not an exhaustive list, nor 

is this the final word on any of these topics.  Much will be learned as funders begin to embrace these 

techniques and tools to improve their teamwork and results.   We look forward to working with funders 

around the nation who want to pursue this path.  
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