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FSG was founded on the idea that philanthropy 

should be proactive, dynamic, and multi-faceted 

Philanthropy’s New 

Agenda: Creating Value 

(HBR 1999) 

Catalytic Philanthropy  

(SSIR 2009) 

Do More than Give 

(Jossey Bass 2011) 

Collective Impact 

(SSIR 2011) 

Strategic Philanthropy for 

a Complex World 

(SSIR 2014) 

Foundations can create value 

beyond their giving by 

mobilizing others, and 

building capacity and 

knowledge. 

In order to truly catalyze 

large-scale change, funders 

must develop a strategy that 

takes responsibility for 

achieving results, mobilizes 

a campaign for change, 

uses all of their assets, and 

creates actionable 

knowledge. 

Today’s complex social problems 

require philanthropists to shift to 

an emergent model of strategy 

that allows for greater flexibility, 

opportunism, and adaptation. 

http://www.fsg.org/AboutUs/OurPeople/MarkKramer/tabid/366/Default.aspx
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Foundations continue to learn and develop 

different approaches to creating value for society 

• Responsive, ‘community / 

researcher knows best’ 

approach 

• Grants for individual 

organizations’ programs 

and capacity building 

• Directive, ‘foundation 

knows best’ approach 

• Use multiple tools to 

create a desired outcome 

against priority focus 

areas 

“Strategic  

Philanthropy” 

“Traditional  

Philanthropy” 

“Catalytic 

Philanthropy” 

 Catalyze large-scale, 

systemic change along 

targeted social issues 

 Emergent strategy 

informed by community 

sensing 
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Catalytic Philanthropy differs from traditional 

philanthropic approaches 

TRADITIONAL 

PHILANTHROPY 

CATALYTIC 

PHILANTHROPY 

What is the key 

question? 

Which organizations should 

I support and how much 

money should I give them? 

How can I catalyze a 

campaign that achieves 

measurable impact? 

Who is responsible 

for success? 

Nonprofits Funders and nonprofits 

What gets funded? Individual nonprofits Multi-sector campaigns 

What tools are used? Nonprofit programs All possible tools and donor 

resources 

How is information 

used? 

To compare grant requests To support the campaign 

and motivate change 
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Complicated 

Problems 

Complex 

Problems 

Simple 

Problems 

Require  

easy to execute, 

proven, and often 

isolated, interventions, 

supported by 

responsive funding 

Demand  

technical solutions 

to advance against 

clear goals and whose 

progress can be 

measured 

Call for  

Better systems  

to emerge, enabled 

through on-going 

learning, adaptation 

and collaboration 

Catalytic funders understand that complex 

problems cannot be solved through linear thinking 

Strategic 

Philanthropy 

Catalytic 

Philanthropy 

Traditional 

Philanthropy 
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Emergent strategy combines rigor with flexibility 

and better fits the complexity of social change 

 Clear goals 

 Testable hypotheses 

 Tracking of success 

metrics 

It’s not “either/or” but “yes/and”; elements of both are 

needed to equip foundations to navigate complexity 

 Learning agenda 

 Systems mapping 

 Continuous sensing 

 Course-correcting 

Emergent strategy: 
rigor + flexibility 

Classic Strategy: 
necessary but not always sufficient 
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Which image feels more apt when you think about 

your context and what you try to accomplish? 
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Key Elements of “Catalytic” Philanthropy: new 

roles for foundation leaders 

Co-creating 

strategy 1 
Sensing 

momentum 2 
Improving 

system fitness 3 

Engaging peer 

organizations, funders, and 

other field influencers in 

the strategy development 

process 

Developing/enhancing 

processes that identify 

energy, resistance, 

windows of opportunity, 

and key influencers in 

the field 

Making investments and 

developing tools to 

strengthen the connections 

among network actors as 

well as identify emerging 

needs in the field 
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$42M 
$6B 

Example: Rockefeller Foundation 

catalyzed the Impact Investing field 

Co-creating 

strategy 1 
Sensing 

momentum 2 
Improving 

system fitness 3 
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Methods: Collective impact has proven to be a 

successful model for addressing systemic problems 

What is collective impact? 

Collective impact is the commitment of a group of important actors from different 

sectors to a common agenda for solving a specific social problem at scale.  

It is characterized by five conditions: 

 

Backbone 
support 

 

Common 
agenda 

Commu-

nication 

Shared 

measure-

ment 

Mutually 

reinforcing 

activities 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 
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Foundations of all sizes can work catalytically with 

others to target complex challenges 

“Helping government facilitate and implement fundamental 

system reform is something that foundations should strive for. If 

private funders want to get the biggest bang for their dollars, this 

type of profound and sustainable commitment to change is worthy 

of investment.” 

Emily Tow Jackson , Executive Director The Tow Foundation  
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