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We are living at a profound moment in global history. COVID-19 has shaken the foundations of our economic, social, 

and health systems. No corner of society has been left untouched by the pandemic’s effects, including philanthropy. 

The current moment presents an opportunity not just to adapt but also to grow in how foundations approach 

strategy and use their power. During 2020, we collectively observed a common phenomenon in the wake of the 

pandemic and ensuing turmoil—some philanthropic strategies struggled to find their footing while others adapted 

easily, harnessing previously unanticipated opportunities to influence change. Recognizing that mass disruptions are 

likely to increase as communities seek greater social and economic equality and the climate crisis deepens, what 

wisdom might we draw from 2020 to inform future funding approaches? 

Based on decades of experience with philanthropy and an analysis of 

strategies that are succeeding at adaptation and struggling amid this 

disruptive moment, we propose a theory for what it takes for philanthropic 

strategies to be resilient, particularly those that seek to address wicked or 

systemic problems. This document is a short summary, based on a more 

full analysis and theory proposed in a pending Foundation Review article. 

Resilience, as used here, does not mean a return to pre-disturbance status 

quo; it means the inherent strength of a network of organizations working in concert to not only survive disruption 

but to redefine their approaches as opportunity permits – to bounce-forward, not merely bounce-back.  

Elements of Philanthropic Strategy Resilience 
Drawing examples from across diverse philanthropic settings and literature about what builds resilience, we propose 

five elements of resilient philanthropic strategies (Figure 1). At the core of these elements is the operating 

assumption that philanthropy must use its power differently. 

Figure 1.  Comparing a typical philanthropic funding model (A) to a resilient philanthropic strategy (B)  

 

A philanthropic strategy is resilient 

when it supports the ability of 

grantees to collectively achieve long-

term aims amid significant 

disruptions in context. 
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Release control over pathways & outcomes 
 

For a strategy to be truly resilient, the transfer of information and, importantly, the exchange of feedback are vitally 

important, allowing for rapid recalibration in response to disruption. For this to occur at the level where adaptation 

and action are most needed, funders to relinquish control over outcomes and pathways and allow organizations and 

networks to define and redefine their own. Grantmakers should resist the urge to offer up detailed descriptions of the 

problem and its context, and to specify outcomes, theories of change, metrics and measures. Instead, the emphasis 

should be on describing a problem and broad goal and then supporting multiple organizations best positioned to 

achieve progress. More than one pathway could be identified, but not to define which ones should be funded; 

instead consideration should be given to how funding might be positioned to resource whichever pathway is most 

relevant given changing circumstances. Foresight tools, like scenario mapping, could be used to justify strategic 

flexibility, and to engage partners so they have the opportunity to describe what they understand about the context. 

From a funding perspective, this also means maximizing the flexibility of the grants themselves, whether through 

general operating grants, having rapid response grants, or doing multi-year funding. Decisions about where 

technical support is needed – whether for evaluation, capacity building, facilitation, or convening -- should be made 

with partners not on behalf of them. To be clear: none of this means that grantmakers no longer have a seat at the 

table. Instead, it means their status is redefined as being just one actor among many.  

Support networks, not solutions 
 

Strategy resilience benefits from being embedded within a network of people and organizations who share a 

common vision, along with whatever other areas of focus or commitment they hold. Resourcing networks represents 

a contrast over funding strategies that focus on taking so-called proven solutions to scale. In some cases, 

foundations may fund the creation and strengthening of new networks. This can be needed when either networks do 

not already exist or existing networks are too specialized and narrow in their focus to be innovative and adaptive. In 

other contexts, networks already exist and the philanthropic opportunity is not to expect new relationships, but to 

work with members to understand what they need to strengthen the health of the network.  

Address systems, not symptoms 
 

Resilient philanthropic strategies are particularly relevant when the shared vision is focused on tackling a complex, 

systemic problem. This requires bringing together multiple organizations with the skills to see when and where the 

system is ripe for disruption, and where these disruptions can affect underlying problems, not just ameliorate 

symptoms. The skills include listening to and finding opportunities for action as well as applying feedback loops to 

understand the impact of actions being taken in the network. As anyone working on systems change knows, 

systems are often resistant to change and inclined toward the status quo. Moments of major disruption can help us 

to see where systems are fragile to intervention. These disruptive moments can also trigger systems failures at those 

points of fragility, forcing action to fix the system and creating opportunities and threats in how the system failure will 

be addressed.  

Philanthropic strategies that seek to build a whole systems approach into the network can help partners to sense 

when these systemic opportunities exist, find leverage points to act on, and advance change via strategic 

experiments and learning. Funding can be deployed to help build systems skills, fund the cost of system-sensing 

work, create spaces for shared analysis and strategy development to occur, or otherwise actively support the 

network to bring a whole systems lens. It can also help the network to consider, well before a disruption happens, 
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whether they have members with the reach and influence to intervene in many different parts of a system, rather 

than being limited to a specific narrow point of leverage. Finally, philanthropy can help to resource system sensing 

and information sharing at higher levels during critical points in time, recognizing the need for sensing and 

communication across different parts of the system may be much higher during disruptive moments like the COVID-

19 pandemic. 

Focus on transformative over transactional capacity 
 

Responding to a disruptive event in meaningful ways requires the ability to adapt, and even transform strategies. 

Here, what we mean by transformative capacity builds on, but is also beyond, adaptive capacity. It is inclusive of the 

abilities to assess the external environment, selecting strategies and tactics suited to the context, and rapidly 

adapting as the context adapts; and depends on the ability to do this work in partnership, adapting with others in 

order to move beyond the limited skills and opportunities of any one organization. It also depends on shifting not only 

strategy, but near-term or even longer-term outcomes. It depends on trust among multiple organizations, and those 

organizations being open to new information, flexible and able to adapt, and experienced at taking risks.  

Philanthropy has multiple roles to play in building transformative capacity: to not restrict how resources are used by 

each organization to the point of limiting their ability to respond, which includes not designing grants that are tied to 

deliverables; to fund in ways that decrease competition and thus increase collaboration; and to recognize and 

celebrate when organizations step back to create space for a very different skill to take the lead, not just celebrate 

and reward the organizations whose work is leading the charge at a given moment.  

Align philanthropic power to supplement not supplant 
 

Power imbalances between funders and community leaders are widely recognized within philanthropy. Yet, 

philanthropic power can also bring value to the work of grantees and networks, particularly when it seeks to 

supplement, rather than supplant, that of community leaders. Funders that disregard such dynamics or seek to 

mitigate them without a full exploration of the ways that power can be activated in support of communities are more 

likely to freeze in the face of disruption. Funders must recognize that leaders outside the foundation are best 

positioned to determine pathways to change and focus instead on how to use philanthropic power to supplement 

and strengthen network power. 

The theory we propose here dovetails with critical conversations taking place about power, race, and equity in the 

social sector. Foundations must do a better job in cultivating awareness of their own power and locating ways to 

simultaneously cede, share and wield it in support of community power. Foundations should neither freely use their 

power, nor abdicate it. They must think about how to be responsible with the power they have, using it to 

supplement that of community leaders who are closer to both the challenges and opportunities at hand. 

Next Steps 
The crises of 2020 have produced a watershed moment for philanthropy. How can we use the lessons of this year to 

get wiser about strategy and the role of foundations in supporting community success and self-determination? What 

might it look like for foundations to work in solidarity alongside grantees and other community leaders? If you are 

interested in investigating the concept of resilient philanthropic strategies more deeply, please contact us and we’d 

be happy to share the full article or start a conversation. 

Jewlya Lynn (jewlya@policysolve.com), Clare Nolan (cnolan@engagerd.com),  

and Peter Waring (peter.waring@ridgeway-information.com) 
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