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Eight Powerful Opportunities for Funders to Embrace 

Teamwork and Improve Outcomes 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

by Bill Barberg 

Contact bill.barberg@insightformation for the full White Paper 

Issues such as reducing homelessness, improving education success, preventing chronic diseases, 

revitalizing communities or solving the opioid crisis are too complex for even the largest foundations to 

solve alone. Even when dozens of funders in a large community focus on an issue such as a cradle-to-

career initiative or reducing health disparities, their combined impact after a decade is usually far less 

than they hoped. The discouraging truth for countless foundations and funding collaboratives is that 

even after decades of investment, many community-level measures have barely improved. In some 

cases, it seems as if a neighborhood burns down despite having hundreds of people throwing random 

buckets of water on burning buildings. 

Individual funders can achieve isolated improvements, but unless they work together using a strategy 

that addresses the larger issue, their results won’t be optimal. They may even discover their disjointed 

funding practices contribute to fragmentation, turf wars, systemic dysfunction and poor outcomes.  

Foundations traditionally use data and success stories to show their boards and donors that the grants 

they give have a positive impact. If you read the annual reports of the 20 largest funders in a 

metropolitan area, you would see victory after victory illustrated by statistics and stories. Looking at 

these glowing results, you might wonder if the community will soon run out of social problems to solve. 

But if the focus is taken off individual success and reframed at the larger community level, the wins are 

harder to find. In fact, the community-level measures of the highest priority “wicked problems” often 

continue to worsen despite the efforts of countless funders and their grantees. Huge amounts of time 

and money have been spent analyzing data to discover the right solutions. And there have been efforts 

to increase accountability for grantees for achieving outcomes. Even so, it’s hard to find communities 

that are consistently winning at the scale it takes to move community-level measures.  

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. 

Despite the fact it has been frequently embraced for more than six years, most community coalitions 

that set out to achieve collective impact only achieve slightly better results. Grantees haven’t yet 

developed the skills and adopted the practices to truly work as a team—in part because of how they are 

focused on chasing funding and following the requirements of countless funder who continue to 

operate independently.  To help grantees improve their teamwork, funders can first look at their own 

teamwork and what they can do adopt practices that demonstrate and support greater collaboration. 

By embracing new skills, adding them to existing strengths, and replacing a few organization-centered 

practices with team-focused methods, funders and the organizations they support can begin to achieve 

high-level victories that can only be accomplished with a strategy built around funder and community 

teamwork. 
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This paper describes nine opportunities for funders to improve community teamwork:  

1) Improve alignment around a shared strategy 

2) Measures and communicate progress of actions, strategies and community outcomes 

3) Support grantee collaboration and enhance efficiency 

4) Adjust what gets funded to increase community impact and equity 

5) Create a strategy implementation fund (like a community wellness fund) 

6) Harness non-cash resources 

7) Make greater use of program-related investments  

8) Use “multiplying resources” 

Each opportunity can be pursued separately, but they achieve greater impact when combined. 

 

Opportunity 1: Improve Alignment around a Shared Strategy 

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

programs. “Wicked problems” or “grand challenges” require multi-prong solutions because many factors 

contribute to them. Rather than search for the silver bullet, the most promising approach is to have a 

robust, multi-faceted, cross-sector, long-term and appropriately “emergent” strategy that engages a 

broad range of stakeholders to work the parts of the strategy where they can have the best impact. The 

strategy needs to be flexible and emergent because it is unrealistic to know all the steps, the partners, 

the unforeseen obstacles and the opportunities that will be part of the decade-long (or longer) journey 

to success. 

Grant-giving organizations in a community can become better team players if they jointly fund the 

development of a strategic framework for specific issues and then organize their respective funding 

plans to support that overall strategy. Instead of each funder setting its own strategy, this team-oriented 

approach encourages funders to each look at a larger strategic framework and determines where their 

financial contributions and other strengths could best support overall success. A detailed strategic 

framework enables funders to look at overall strategy and what might be funded by government 

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

entrepreneurs or others in the community. Then each funder can determine how they can best support 

the overall strategy.  

For complex social issues, success depends on the combined influence of multiple factors, not isolated 

programs.  As a simplified example, assume improving healthy eating in a low-resource urban 

neighborhood is influenced by three primary factors:  

• Knowledge of healthy eating benefits (motivation), 

• Ability to buy healthy foods (access), 

• Skills to prepare healthy meals (capacity). 

Each factor can be influenced by different interventions. Some interventions might focus on educating 

parents on the importance of good nutrition or reducing advertising for junk food. Another program 

may support adding healthier foods to corner stores or starting a community garden that includes 
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outreach to low-income neighbors. Yet another could provide cooking classes using fresh vegetables to 

make delicious meals.  

This example illustrates how focusing on funding isolated interventions and expecting to get good 

results is problematic. If a grant enables a corner store to add fresh produce, but the people don’t have 

the skills or motivation to cook with healthy vegetables, that 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, 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 combines activities that result in the desired health changes for the 

neighborhood.  

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

“zoomable” strategy map. There is a rich body of knowledge about techniques for developing good 

strategy maps, and InsightFormation has spent years drawing on that knowledge to create a simplified 

set of strategy map practices for communities to use. The “zoomability” concept borrows from systems 

like Google Maps where a person can zoom out and see the region’s big picture that focuses on 

interstate highways. A person can then zoom in to see details while still including the interstates, but 

also adding secondary roads. With this ability to zoom in or out on a single digital map, a huge amount 

of information can be organized without being overwhelming. A zoomable strategy map works in a 

similar way. 

Some funders may feel overwhelmed or uncomfortable at the thought of developing comprehensive 

strategies to address complex issues. Developing a strategic framework for a wicked problem is a 

significant undertaking. But, funders can work together to convene a group of stakeholders and fund 

this process knowing it will increase the impact of all the funders and the organizations they support. 

 

Opportunity 2: Measure and Communicate Progress of Actions, Strategies and Community Outcomes 

Clear communication of the strategy can help attract more stakeholders, other funders and a wide range 

of other community organizations and individuals. This process can be further enhanced by creating and 

publicly monitoring an important set of community progress measurements for different elements of 

that strategy.  

Since the strategic framework is often built for a five-year time horizon, the adoption of a strategy map 

should create a refreshing amount of stability as the community moves toward strategy 

implementation. A well-designed strategic framework should have enough specificity to guide efforts to 

achieve the desired outcomes without being bogged down with specific actions or details about who will 

do what or how resources will be allocated. Those details are added later. Because the strategy map 

does not include those details, it is easier to build consensus on the desired changes and key drivers. A 

stable, well-defined, and broadly accepted strategy map creates a solid foundation to monitor progress 

using a set of shared measures.  

• Establish a community scorecard based on the strategy map. Funders (and other community 

stakeholders) can build consensus on reasonable and practical community-level measures for 

http://www.insightformation.com/zoomability
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each objective in the strategy map. 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 organization. By 

developing these measures and aligning funding around moving those measures, the whole 

ecosystem starts to align with getting community results. The funders can assemble a mix of 

community members who would be involved with selecting those driver measures. They would 

bring insights on the changes needed to achieve the desired outcomes. For example, reducing 

the number of households that have unsecured opioid prescription drugs in their home from 

75% to 65% might be the result of several programs that could each hit their targets (drug 

takeback days, drug disposal programs and smaller prescriptions), but people might agree that 

such a change may not be sufficient to discourage people from breaking into homes to look for 

drugs to steal. If 65% of the homes still had unsecured opioids in their cabinets, thieves still have 

a pretty good chance of finding them. If, however, the number of households with unsecured 

opioids drops to 20%, then few would risk breaking into a house to try to get pills.  Ambitious 

community goals require improved teamwork to accomplish. 

 

• Collect and share data. Once community-level measures are selected, there can be a broad 

effort to gather data to monitor progress with reasonable accuracy and ideally track data by 

smaller geographies (like census tracts, zip codes or neighborhoods rather than just counties). 

As data is collected, it should be shared so every data point is available for future use and not 

lost when a grant is done. Collaboration on defining measures and collecting data saves time for 

many partners (grantees and funders) and results in a more robust and useful data set for all.  

 

• Align grants and program measures to strategy measures. Strategy measures become powerful 

when programs or strategies are aligned. Funders can require grant-seekers to study the 

community strategy map and strategy measures to show how what they want to do can help 

reach the targets for those measures. There will still be measures to monitor the impact of the 

grant-funded programs, but if funded programs focus on advancing priority community strategy 

measures, there will be better alignment of how program performance measures support 

progress on achieving community outcome measures. Efforts to achieve success often involve 

discussions with other organizations who can contribute in different ways.  

 

• 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 more powerful if it is 

managed in system that also includes information on objectives, measures, and actions for other 

programs and strategies being funded in the community.  

 

• Track progress of short-term actions. 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 forward. Once actions are defined, monitoring can be simplified by looking at 

percent completed and perhaps a few other notes about how the actions went. Actions should 

be reviewed and updated at least annually to clarify and delegate. 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.  

https://www.insightformation.com/implementing-population-health-strategies/
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Opportunity 3: Support Grantee Collaboration and Enhance Efficiency  

Funders can adopt new practices to minimize structural inefficiencies in the current funder/non-profit 

ecosystem to promote collaboration among both funders and grantees.  

• Typical competitive funding practices create fragmentation and hinder collaboration.  

• Independent work and inconsistent processes create extra work and inefficiencies for the non-

profit organizations receiving grants.  

• Lack of teamwork among funders creates inefficiency and extra overhead for funders.  

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

provide their operating money. If funders use competitive processes to determine who gets grants, it 

should not be surprising that non-profit organizations often see similar organizations as competition. 

That tends to make them unwilling to partner with peer organizations by sharing information, tools or 

ideas. This results in inefficiencies and missed opportunities to create value and improve outcomes with 

funding. 

When funders act in isolation, their inconsistent requirements for their grantees makes the process of 

applying for grants and complying with grant requirements excessively (and unnecessarily) burdensome 

for the organizations the funders are trying to support.  At the same time, the fragmentation and 

inconsistency increases the work for funders who could benefit from streamlined process and better 

teamwork.   

 

Opportunity 4: Adjust What Gets Funded to Increase Community Impact and Equity 

Funders often support programs and organizations based on history, the funder’s location, the wealth 

that launched the foundation, and the social connections of foundation leaders. These factors can 

contribute to keeping grant dollars from flowing to areas where they could have greater impact and 

improve equity. It takes a new mindset to step back and consider where the foundation could focus 

funding to best support a robust strategy for improving impact and reducing disparities. This change 

would ideally involve coordinated discussions with other funders to ensure no important areas are 

neglected.  

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

donors so they understand the new approach. And, there should be communication to the community 

about the wisdom of shifting from acting independently to playing a valuable role on a funder team that 

is working to more systematically provide resources for addressing complex system issues.   

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

data on where grants are given and for what purposes. If funders all agree to a shared structure of how 

to code their grants and then report that data to a centralized database, they can all benefit from the 

analysis. 
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Opportunity 5: Create a Strategy Implementation Fund  

One of the most powerful ways for philanthropic organizations to support accelerated strategy 

implementation is to create a special strategy implementation fund for coalitions striving to have 

collective impact.  The fund will be managed by the backbone organization to help streamline 

collaboration and encourage strategy implementation by coalition members. This fund is separate from 

the operational budget for the backbone organization and is set 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 a coalition should agree to multi-year 

commitments to make annual donations.  

One of the practical steps funders can take is to create an annual report on how the money in the 

strategy implementation fund was used to support high-impact and high-value actions to implement the 

strategy. Funders could then use a version of the report to show their boards and donors the fund’s 

value. 

 

Opportunity 6: Harness Non-Cash Resources 

If the organizations are making progress towards effective community teamwork, they will realize that 

things that required cash when everyone worked independently can often be accomplished with “in-

kind” contributions. Examples of non-cash resources include: office space, meeting space, marketing 

and communications expertise, IT support, administrative support, human resources expertise, copies 

and printing, transportation or delivery of materials and information gathering and research. 

Many organizations have assets and staff that are not always fully used or busy with internal work, so 

they could be shared to help implement a community strategy. Perhaps a corporation’s accounting staff 

is underutilized certain times of the year, and they could use that slow time to support coalition 

organizations or projects. Or, a private college may have a space for conducting a workshop, or a faith 

community may have a recreation room that could be used to support an evening program for teens.  

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

opportunities to give back to the community. This could even inspire employees to go beyond the paid 

time the company might allocate and volunteer some of their own time. National organizations like 

Hacker Fund exist 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 to mobilize and use available resources to accomplish 

objectives.  

 

Opportunity 7: Make Greater Use of Program-Related Investments  

U.S. tax law requires grant-giving organizations to give away 5% of their assets in grants (or equivalent) 

each year to maintain their tax status. This means that for any given year, up to 95% of a foundation’s 

http://www.hacker.fund/
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assets may do little to advance the foundation’s mission. 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. PRIs count 

towards the 5% that must be given as grants and are treated as grants for tax purposes. MRIs don’t 

meet that threshold, but they still help advance the organization’s mission.  

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

portfolios that could be partially shifted to PRIs that support implementing a strategy to achieve a 

desired outcome that would ideally be communicated via the strategy map and the supporting 

information.  

A new intermediary foundation, the Venn Foundation, was launched to make the PRI process easier, less 

risky and more powerful. 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 a mainstream investor 

or even a social impact investor—perhaps even one expecting a negative return but has a positive social 

impact.  

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 tax 

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

them make qualified investments that meet all the IRS requirements. If a coalition of grant-makers in a 

community all establish Venn Foundation accounts, they can pool 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 

Venn Foundation accounts and make donations. 

 

Opportunity 8: Use “Multiplying Resources” 

If a funder gives a non-profit a $100,000 check, that non-profit can’t give that check to 100 other 

organizations and have the donation grow to $10,000,000. Money doesn’t work that way. It is what 

economist 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 used, shared or given away. Funders seeking to 

maximize their impact and support collective impact should strive to support and use multiplying 

resources. 

Example: Addressing the stigma of getting help for substance abuse 

If foundations across the country give $100,000 grants to 100 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 and content creators to produce materials and then have those experts provide training on how 

http://www.vennfoundation.org/
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to use those materials. In the end, $10 million of zero-sum philanthropic resources were consumed to 

create this material for 100 communities.  

Instead imagine if the funders were committed to creating and using “multiplying resources” to address 

these same community needs. If the funder invests $200,000 for one community to develop 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 those 99 communities provided ideas for improvement or shared 

innovative ways they used the products, then the initial community would end up with more value.  

In this scenario, the first community spent an extra $100,000 to make the resources easier for others to 

use. And if we suppose that each of the 100 communities still needed to spend $25,000 to customized 

and learn to use the multiplying resources, the total investment to equip the 100 communities would 

total $200,000 + 99 x $25,000 or $2,675,000. By focusing on using multiplying resources, the 100 

communities got what they needed with a cash savings of well over $7 million dollars! The foundations 

could use that money to meet far more needs. 

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 to build things for 

themselves rather than considering how they might use materials or media or content that others have 

developed and instead 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 rather 

than relying primarily on seeking zero-sum resources like money.  

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

funding be shared, there is rarely an easy way to do so. 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. 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.  Resource Hubs like the opioid coalition resource hub are examples of ways to efficiently 

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

 

Conclusion 

It often seems that the biggest challenge in the social sector is that there is not enough money to meet 

the needs. And while the initial response is to encourage funders (or the government) to give more 

money, that’s not the only option to help provide important resources. In many cases, greater progress 

can be made with existing money if funders learn to work together.  

The more steps that funders take to combine their efforts, the greater the likelihood the non-profit 

sector will change to become more efficient and effective.  

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