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Seeing the Possibility in Philanthropy R&D 
An ongoing conversation in the field 

 
The conversation about grantmaking for possibility or “Philanthropy R&D” was seeded by a small 
group of grantmakers over dinner at a Council on Foundations conference in 2012. We discovered 
that each was attempting to seek innovative solutions to big problems in a variety of ways.  While 
their methods differed, we found that our approaches were similar -- allowing flexibility to grantees 
to adapt to new information or changed circumstances, rather than identifying measurable outcomes 
at the outset and judging results based on those goals. We wanted to see who else among 
grantmakers might be doing something similar, so we sent out a request on GEOList titled “Do 
You Invest in Possibility?” and received dozens of responses. Some of the respondents were actively 
engaged in this type of grantmaking, others were not, but wanted to learn more. The post seemed to 
strike a chord; it revealed many grantmakers with a hunger to join the dialogue.  
 
In early 2013, a group of 13 grantmakers who had responded to the GEOList post came together 
for a day-long conversation in San Francisco with the goal of honing a definition of Possibility 
Grantmaking, later renamed Philanthropy R&D. The group concluded that a precise definition for 
this emerging strategy would be premature. As one participant observed, “It’s more of a menu than 
a recipe.” However, the group identified several clear markers that characterize this type of 
grantmaking:  
 

 Suitable for complex issues that don’t have a clear solution. 

 A more flexible approach to grantmaking that doesn’t dictate the specific end results at the 
beginning of the grant. 

 Allows for learning and adaptation along the way. 

 Requires trust and open communication. 

 Funder patience and stamina are necessary. 

 Important to work with the right people who have the right platform to move ideas forward. 
 
This framework has been further refined by a group of grantmakers that gathered virtually in 2013 
and 2014 for “Grand Round” peer-assist meetings, and by those that came together in person at the 
GEO 2014 National Conference in Los Angeles. It continues to be top of mind for many of us. 
 
There are of course tensions to working in this manner. Flexibility and adaptation are worthy values, 
but where do you cross the line into a lack of direction?  How does a funder know when it is time to 
declare failure and move on? These issues can only be resolved in practice, and even then they can 
remain troubling for their uncertainty. 
  
Because the stories of actual Philanthropy R&D grant programs are an effective way to 
communicate the concept, we’ve included in this document an exploration of how three innovative 
programs came to be –The Future of California Elections project of The James Irvine Foundation, 
Pioneers in Justice Program of the Levi Strauss Foundation and the Stanton Fellowship Program of 
the Durfee Foundation.  



 2 

 
At a time when “strategic philanthropy” is often defined as the ability to draw a straight line between 
philanthropic dollars and measurable outcomes, we seek to broaden the definition of strategic 
philanthropy to encompass this more adaptive approach that has the potential to seed even greater 
results. We are encouraged that many others are examining this work from different angles, such as 
the 2014 Stanford Social Innovation Review articles, “Strategic Philanthropy for a Complex World” 
by John Kania, Mark Kramer, & Patty Russell of FSG, and “Five Ways to Move from Strategic to 
Adaptive Philanthropy” by Susan Wolf Ditkoff of The Bridgespan Group. These conversations 
seem to highlight the importance of the values we see as key to this kind of grantmaking — 
flexibility, patience and trust. 
 
Moving forward, we seek to continue the dialogue about the value of Philanthropy R&D and 
perhaps make the case for grantmakers to include these practices in their grantmaking portfolios.  At 
the very least, we hope to create a community of practice among grantmakers willing to support one 
another, and to continue to convene discussions in which grantmakers can help one another work 
through some of the sticky issues that can present themselves in their R&D grantmaking. 
 
+++++ 
 
For more information or to participate in the conversation, please contact Claire Peeps, executive director, Durfee 
Foundation at claire@durfee.org or  Carrie Avery, president, Durfee Foundation at carrie@durfee.org.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  

http://ssir.org/up_for_debate/article/strategic_philanthropy?utm_campaign=SPCWAnnounce061214&utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter%23
http://ssir.org/articles/entry/five_ways_to_move_from_strategic_to_adaptive_philanthropy
http://ssir.org/articles/entry/five_ways_to_move_from_strategic_to_adaptive_philanthropy
mailto:claire@durfee.org
mailto:carrie@durfee.org
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Grantmaking Snapshot  
The James Irvine Foundation 
Future of California Elections project (an initiative of our California Democracy program) 
As of September 2013 

 

Total dollars: $1.3 million awarded in 2012; same amount 
budgeted for 2013 

Percentage of grantmaking portfolio: Almost 2 percent of total grantmaking (8 
percent of California Democracy program 

Number of Grantees: 11 grantees (in 2012) 

Type of grantee: County registrars, civil rights leaders and 
advocates for effective government. Our grants 
have supported the nonprofit members of the 
group, not the public agencies. 

Timeframe: Ongoing 

 
1. Overview 

 
The Irvine Foundation is devoted to expanding opportunity for the people of California. We 
focus our work in three program areas: Arts, California Democracy and Youth. The “possibility 
grantmaking” story we have to share originated in our California Democracy program, which 
sets out to advance effective public policy decision making that is reflective of and responsive to 
all Californians. Improving elections policies and practices was a focus area we identified and 
which led to the Future of California Elections project described below.  
 

2. Motivation or Inspiration 
 
This initiative started with two observations from Irvine. First, California’s voters do not 
represent the diversity of the state because California’s election policies and practices have not 
kept pace with the growth of the state’s diverse populations and with best practices for 
encouraging broad public participation in our democracy. Secondly, we observed that there was 
little interaction and communications among the elections officials civic organizations and 
experts in the field who needed to work together to change the system. This led program staff to 
convene a coalition of diverse leaders and experts in 2011 to advance a number of changes, large 
and small, that will modernize California’s election system and expand voter participation in the 
state. 
 

3. Structure of the Program  
 
Once the key partners were identified and agreed to collaborate on this effort, they developed A 
Roadmap for the Future of California Elections, which includes a set of goals and 
recommendations regarding voter participation and education, election administration and 
voting technology. The Roadmap generated a set of roles and tasks for specific organizations, 
which we supported through our normal grantmaking process. This process is updated annually 
based on accomplishments and new priorities identified by the group. 
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4. Results 

 
The results of this work are assessed by the group on an annual basis by comparing their 
accomplishments against the list of priorities they establish each year. Working together in 2012, 
FoCE members successfully advanced same-day voter registration, strengthened the National 
Voter Registration Act, helped implement online voter registration and improved the state voter 
guide. 
 
Priorities for 2013 include: 

 Expand the availability of the online voter registration system, including building extensive 
connections with public agencies and colleges 

 Achieve timely implementation of the statewide voter registration database and ensure it 
accommodates a variety of election reforms 

 Expand voting opportunities beyond precinct voting and vote-by-mail to include other 
approaches, such as in-person early voting, Election Day voter centers and “ballot on 
demand” technology 

 Improve the content and usability of both print and online state voter information 

 Expand access to election materials and services in languages other than English 
 
Recently we celebrated an achievement when the Secretary of State mandated that the new state 
health care system (Covered California) must offer Californians the opportunity to register to 
vote when they enroll in health care, much like our Department of Motor Vehicles does. They 
expect 1 million Californians to sign up for health care in the first year and eventually 6 million 
statewide. 
 

5. Challenges 
 
One challenge for Irvine has been building our trust in this effort so that we are confident in the 
grants we are awarding, which is mostly a challenge of changing our habits and recognizing a 
different mode of strategic philanthropy. This new type of strategy is developed in deep 
collaboration with the members of FOCE and necessitates that we relinquish some of the 
control of strategy development that we have been accustomed to. The great benefit of meeting 
this challenge is leveraging the collective wisdom of the group and their commitment to moving 
the work forward. 
 
As with any collaborative work, finding the consultants and facilitators with the optimal blend of 
expertise and people skills to keep things moving has also been tricky at times.  
 
A future challenge we anticipate is deciding when the group’s work is done, or at least when 
FOCE is sustainable without ongoing support from Irvine. 
 

6. Resources to Share 
 
Initiative description: http://irvine.org/grantmaking/our-
programs/californiademocracy/governancereform 
 

http://irvine.org/grantmaking/our-programs/californiademocracy/governancereform
http://irvine.org/grantmaking/our-programs/californiademocracy/governancereform


 5 

Blog updates: http://irvine.org/news-insights/tags/tag/future-of-california-elections 
 
Grantmaking Snapshot  
Levi Strauss Foundation 
Pioneers in Justice 
As of September 2013 

 

Total dollars: $790,000 

Percentage of grantmaking portfolio: 12 percent ($6.6m total) 

Number of Grantees: 8 

Type of grantee: Legacy civil rights nonprofits; 
technical/training partners 

Timeframe: Five years 

 
1. Overview  

 
Pioneers in Justice is LSF’s hometown social justice initiative.  Launched in Spring 2010, this 
five-year initiative  supports a cohort of five dynamic nonprofit leaders poised to shape the next 
wave of social justice work to create a more fair and equitable society.   
 
Our goal is to help them use the power of networks and new technologies to pursue equity and 
justice for marginalized communities for statewide, regional and national impact. 
 
We are investing in building a community of San Francisco-based leaders of legacy civil rights 
nonprofits to transform and scale their movements through two key platforms: 1) new forms of 
collaboration, and 2) social media for communication, organizing and base-building.   The 
initiative is premised on the theory that these leaders would benefit, and their influence and 
impact grow, from an intensive development program focused on these platforms. 
 

2. Motivation or Inspiration  
 
The inspiration and directive for this initiative sprung from our Board’s strong desire for LSF to 
re-invigorate our presence and influence in our global hometown community of San Francisco.   
 
After mapping the last 20 years of our local grantmaking, social justice emerged as LSF’s unique 
footprint and ‘product’, especially as a corporate foundation.  We also realized that the value 
proposition to the Foundation and Company was through a greater hometown presence, 
accomplished by investing in leaders who embody the pioneering spirit of LS&Co. founder Levi 
Strauss and continue his legacy of risk-taking and commitment to social justice. 
 
The social justice sector was in a sea change, catalyzed by two trends: 1) a wave of org leadership 
transfer from retiring baby boomers to a new cadre of younger, more ethnically diverse leaders 
with deep connections to their communities and 2) an urgent recognition that new strategies, 
tools and tactics are needed to strengthen a SJ sector weakened by decades of attacks on issues 
of equity and justice.   
 

http://irvine.org/news-insights/tags/tag/future-of-california-elections
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We realized that forward-thinking leaders need resources to experiment in ways that promote 
shared goals and connectedness as organizing principles.  New leaders also seek ways to connect 
and communicate differently, leveraging storytelling, message framing, digital media and social 
media platforms.   
 
At the end of the day, we believe that investing in emergent leaders from our hometown will 
leverage the innovative environment of San Francisco to help them create, practice and scale 
new ideas for connected action to benefit marginalized communities.  Our Board agreed, and 
approved the PIJ initiative in Nov 2009. 
 

3. Structure of the Program  
 
The program is designed with collaboration and convening at the center, bolstered by bi-
monthly, half-day forum gatherings of the cohort dedicated to peer learning, case studies and 
training.  We bring in leading experts to help the Pioneers move from theory to action.  We also 
explore shared leadership and partnerships across issues and with new and unlikely allies and 
constituencies. LSF is both an organizer and participant in the forums. 
 
The forums are complemented by skill-building workshops for the Pioneers and their key staffs 
on using and measuring social media tools for social justice outcomes, together with capacity 
building grants that help build the requisite technology infrastructure, communications capacity 
and strategies for integrating social media more deeply into their organizations.    We are 
working with ZeroDivide (a leader in increasing technology in underserved communities) as our 
technical partner to provide the social media training and to guide our efforts to help the 
Pioneers build a sustainable, integrated social media practice within their organizations.  
 
Funding is also available to the Pioneers for initiatives focused on new forms of collaboration to:  

 Link traditional policy advocacy with community mobilization; 

 Connect previously disparate issues and constituents through alliance building; and 

 Forge strategic partnerships with unlikely allies. 
 
For example, LSF is supporting Chinese for Affirmative Action’s work to launch a new network 
for progressive, emerging grassroots Asian and Pacific Islander groups, Asian Americas for Civil 
Rights and Equality (AACRE) and ACLU- N. California to create channels to reach younger, 
more diverse constituencies to advance criminal justice reform and immigrant rights in 
California. 
 
As we learn the contours of these tools and strategies, we are simultaneously driving reflection, 
learning and special grant resources to the PIJ organizations to pilot breakthrough collaboration 
efforts on the ground. 
 

4. Results  
 
We are now at the midpoint of this five-year initiative.   

 ZeroDivide conducted two assessments of the PIJ’s SM/tech capacity.  Results determined 
PIJs are adopting social media and integrating it into their tools, capacities and campaigns.  
They look nothing like the 2010 Pioneers in this regard.     
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 We have built new forms of social tools for legal-advocacy nonprofits along with a 
compelling set of new metrics for measuring a lifecycle of social media capacity 

 The work has demonstrated that “connective tissue” of networked collaboration is trust.  
The Pioneers describe the program as a “cherished” space for learning and strategizing – and 
their engagement with the Foundation as “refreshingly honest” and “value-adding” to their 
organizations and movements.   

 We have come to understand that while there is extensive theory on the importance of 
cultivating nonprofit networks, there are few examples of how this works in practice--
particularly for social justice/legal and advocacy organizations. This is new ground, which 
excites our Board and holds promise for building the relatively new and evolving social 
justice sector    

 
5. Challenges/lessons learned 

 
We have learned a lot along the way about the trajectory of a leader-focused initiative, as well as 
the practice of co-creation, culture change and capacity building with our Pioneers grantees.  
This work is messy, unpredictable, always changing and also incredibly rewarding. 

 Organizations recognize the value of collaboration, but are often stymied by logistical 
barriers.  LSF can remove these obstacles by providing funding, dedicated time and space, 
guidance and coordination.   

 It’s not the optimal use of LSF staff capacity to facilitate convenings.  Intermediaries are 
essential to effective program delivery, cohort cohesiveness and overall outcomes. 

 This is a pioneering journey requiring patience.  As we learn the contours of both social 
media and “networked” ways of working, we are simultaneously facilitating peer learning, 
training and funding programmatic action in these emerging fields.  There are no “turnkey” 
approaches to spur immediate results.  Adoption of these strategies is a “slow burn” 
requiring sustained commitment.       

 We are considering the importance of scaling this work after completing the five-year 
program arc in creative ways (e.g., ripple effect of our field-building efforts) outside a 
replication model of repeating tracks of new cohorts or new geographies.   

 

Grantmaking Snapshot  
The Durfee Foundation 
Stanton Fellowship Program 
As of September 2013 

 

Total dollars: $498,000 total budget 

Percentage of grantmaking portfolio: 25 percent 

Number of Grantees: 6 

Type of grantee: Fellowships, $75,000 each  

Timeframe: 2 years 
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1. Overview 
 
The Durfee Foundation is a small family foundation in Los Angeles that values individual 
initiative and leadership, risk-taking, creativity and continuous learning.  In 2006, we launched 
the Stanton Fellowship, a two-year Fellowship that gives leaders in the nonprofit, private or 
government sectors the opportunity to think deeply about an intractable problem in Los 
Angeles, and tease out solutions.   There have now been four rounds of the fellowship, with 24 
fellows, and we are about to select the next cohort. 

 
2. Motivation or Inspiration 

 
The Stanton Fellowships evolved from the Durfee’s Sabbatical Program, which makes grants to 
nonprofit leader to enable them to disconnect from work for three months to renew themselves.   
Durfee brings Sabbatical alumni together for semiannual luncheons and biannual retreats.  At 
one of these retreats, a Sabbatical alum observed that “Funders will give you money to do 
things, but no one will give you money to think about things.”  Her observation met with hearty 
agreement from her nonprofit peers.  This inspired staff and trustees at Durfee to develop a 
program to address the lack of opportunity for leaders to think deeply about complex issues.  
We recognized that we had access to a huge untapped resource:  leaders who are at a stage in 
their careers when they have the perspective to identify big issues, and also have the platform 
and knowledge to address them.  All they need is time – in the form of funding and a fellowship. 
 
Durfee’s mission focuses on leadership, creativity and risk-taking.  A fellowship for thinking is 
right in line with this mission.  The major drivers behind the fellowship were Executive Director 
Claire Peeps and Board President Carrie Avery, but the family board approved the program 
concept readily, as it aligns so well with our mission.  The program was named after Durfee’s co-
founder, R. Stanton Avery. 
 
To develop the program, Claire and Carrie brought together a “think tank” of leaders who had 
received different types of fellowships to talk about structures they found to be helpful and 
unhelpful.  We sought more opinions from the Sabbatical alumni group. 
 

3. Structure of the Program  
 
Stanton Fellows are leaders in nonprofit, government or public benefit organizations who 
propose a thorny problem in Los Angeles that they want to work on.  They should not know the 
answer to this problem when they apply – the purpose of Stanton is to fund the process of 
inquiry.  Examples of Stanton projects from the past are:  How can we animate public space for 
greater civic participation?  Is it possible to create partnership and communication between city 
government and the philanthropic/nonprofit sector?  Fellows and their issues come from all 
sectors – environment, the arts, education, housing – and represent nonprofits, for-profits and 
government. 
 
The Stanton Fellowship operates similarly to other grant programs that Durfee offers.  Durfee 
puts out a call for applications on our web site, and sends out email notices to our extensive 
database.   Applications are open to eligible candidates, and criteria are listed on the website.  
The application is online, and potential applicants are encouraged to call the office to talk 
through their ideas. 
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We typically receive about 40 applications for six fellowships.  All applications are read by the 
Selection Committee of Claire, Carrie and three Stanton alumni. The committee selects 12 
finalists from the pool.  Staff perform site visits to all 12 finalist locations and conduct reference 
checks.  The Selection Committee reconvenes to interview the 12 finalists and make its decision 
about the six fellowships. 
 
Stanton Fellows receive $75,000 each over two years.  The fellowship begins with a two-day 
retreat where the outgoing fellows overlap one day with the incoming fellows.  Fellows share 
their projects with one another and become acquainted.  The fellows meet once each quarter 
over the two years for almost a full day.  Each fellow is responsible for a half-day program to 
introduce the other fellows to his/her issue.  This usually involves site visits and guest speakers.  
After lunch, the fellows share their progress and bumps along the road with one another and the 
foundation.   
 

4. Results  
 
The program launched in 2006 with six fellows; we are currently in our fourth class and count 24 
Stanton fellows to date. The results of the fellows’ projects are as varied as the projects 
themselves.  We have had some spectacular results:  a wildly successful citywide bicycling event 
that takes place several times each year and is sponsored by the city and many others, and has 
recently raised more than $3 million in public funds; the creation of an Office of Strategic 
Partnerships in the LA Mayor’s Office; the launch of a social enterprise by the Downtown 
Women’s Center that sells goods made by the formerly homeless women who reside there; and a 
collaborative venture between the LA Unified School District, the Mayor’s Office and the 
Community Development Department to reengage high school dropouts, which has just won 
$12 million in federal support.   None of these would have existed without the time and space 
that the Stanton Fellowship afforded the fellows to think about, research and test their ideas.   
 
Other fellows have had less visible results for their projects, often because their projects are 
large and the Stanton fellowship is the first step along a much longer path.  Sometimes the result 
of the Stanton project is the realization that the proposed solution is not going to work.  We do 
not consider this a failure.  Indeed, sometimes the definitive knowledge that a project is not 
going to work, for political or structural reasons, is the most valuable lesson to be learned.  The 
important thing is to share this knowledge so that others do not go down the same path. 
 

5. Challenges 
 
There are many challenges with the Stanton program.  The first challenge is selecting the right 
fellows.  The program is multidisciplinary and the applications present detailed proposals that 
require specific knowledge to evaluate.  Our challenge is to determine:  is this the right issue, and 
is this the right person to address it?  We rely deeply on our Stanton and Sabbatical alumni pool, 
and call issue area experts for their help to evaluate proposals. 
 
Once the fellows have been selected, it can be very challenging to strike the right balance 
between allowing them flexibility to pursue their projects on their own timeline, and asking for 
some accountability about how they are proceeding.  Fellows are asked to set aside three months 
for their projects over the two-year fellowship period.  Time must be taken in two-week 
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increments or greater, as we have found that it is difficult for fellows to get in the mindset of 
their projects on an ad hoc basis.  Even though they agree to these requirements in advance of 
receiving the fellowship, it is very difficult for Fellows to set aside the requisite time.  The 
urgencies of day to day work interfere.  Durfee does not want to be in the role of policing 
Fellows to make sure they are devoting adequate time and effort to their projects, but sometimes 
the issue arises. 
 
Another challenge that we have at the foundation is how to share the lessons learned from the 
Fellows’ projects.  Fellows write short papers about their projects that are posted on Durfee’s 
website, but we don’t believe that this is the best way to share what was learned. We also create 
video profiles of some of the projects and post them on the Durfee website.  We are currently 
exploring further options to disseminate lessons learned, including engaging a communications 
fellow and/or contracting a p.r. consultant to identify media outlets for Stanton stories, and 
partnering with universities to present Stanton Fellows at conferences. 
 

6. Resources to Share 
 
http://durfee.org/what-we-support/stanton-fellowship/ 


