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In mission-driven circles, systems-change work—which is focused 
on the root causes of problems—is sometimes treated like an 
unattainable dream. Excitement grips hold every few years about 
a promising pathway, only to simmer down once dreamers 
awaken to the long, hard road to lasting social change. At a 
recent conference, one funder confided they were tired of peer 
gatherings focused on “theoretical sea-change shifts” in the 
sector. “All these big ideas are just talk with no practical next 
steps or actions,” the funder said. 

And yet systems do change. It made us wonder: what does it truly take to nurture equitable 
systems change? (We are deliberately talking about systems change that centers equity, 
because not all such work has to. After all, the patient, coordinated, collective work in the 
United States to unwind reproductive rights or voting protections are changing systems, too.) 

At Bridgespan, we call the organizations that are often key to unlocking equitable systems 
change “field catalysts.” (See “What is a field catalyst?” on page 5.) One such organization 
we spoke to thinks of itself as a “midwife of social change,” which has a nice ring to it, 
too. While equitable systems change requires a diverse set of actors playing distinct and 
complementary roles across a field or ecosystem,1 field catalysts harmonize and drive that 
multifaceted work, serving as a kind of nerve center for the matrix of activity needed to 
transform our inequitably designed systems.2 Think of the critical role Gavi, the Vaccine 
Alliance, played in the eradication of polio, or the Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids’ 
contribution to the dramatic plunge in teen smoking rates. In another example, the goal 
of marriage equality in the United States was reached thanks, in part, to the Freedom to 
Marry organization, which orchestrated its campaign for 12 years. 

Behind the scenes, philanthropy often plays a role in these achievements. Take IllumiNative, 
for instance. For six years, as the head of one of the most well-connected and resourced 
Native-led organizations in the United States, Crystal Echo Hawk felt she was getting 
invites to all the right rooms in government, the private sector, and philanthropy circles. 
However, once she arrived, she says she always felt as if she had been “invited by accident.”

“There was never any data or discussion about Native kids and people,” says Echo Hawk, 
whose work at the time focused on improving the health and well-being of Indigenous 
children. “There was no recognition that if you invest in Native-led solutions, great things 
happen. I walk the world as a Pawnee woman and felt invisible.”

Determined to change that reality, in 2018 Echo Hawk founded IllumiNative, a racial and 
social-justice field catalyst dedicated to disrupting the invisibility of Native peoples and 

1 Lija Farnham, Emma Nothmann, Zoe Tamaki, and Cora Daniels, Field Building for Population-Level Change, 
The Bridgespan Group, March 27, 2020.

2 Lija Farnham, Emma Nothmann, Zoe Tamaki, Nate Harding, and Cora Daniels, How Philanthropy Can Support 
Systems-Change Leaders, The Bridgespan Group, January 14, 2021. 

https://illuminative.org/
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/field-building-for-population-level-change
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/how-philanthropy-can-support-systems-change
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/how-philanthropy-can-support-systems-change
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mobilizing support for Native issues. IllumiNative emerged from the Reclaiming Native 
Truth (RNT) project, the largest public opinion research and strategy-setting project ever 
conducted by, for, and about Native peoples. The two-year research effort, designed and 
led by Echo Hawk, documented how extensive such Native invisibility truly is, finding 
that 78 percent of Americans know little to nothing about Native people and almost 
90 percent of schools in the United States do not teach about Native Americans past 
the year 1900. RNT identified such invisibility as one of the greatest threats to Native 
lives and livelihoods, as it is the manifestation of systemic racism. 

IllumiNative set out to squash that invisibility, the root cause of so much Native harm, and 
to “shift culture to change behavior.” Although IllumiNative is still a relatively young field 
catalyst, it has already seen some successes, including the high-profile name change of 
a professional American football team to do away with the Native slur it had been called 
for 87 years.

Here’s how philanthropy fit in. For the 
RNT research, Echo Hawk secured an 
initial grant of $2.5 million from the 
W.K. Kellogg Foundation, an unusually 
generous amount for narrative-change 
work. Other funders took notice, and the 
RNT project ultimately raised $3.3 million, 
which contributed to the depth of data, 
thought partnership, and follow-up 
strategy co-developed among Native 
leaders—and the birth of IllumiNative. 
Impressed with the success of RNT, the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation leaned into its funder network to connect Echo Hawk 
with the New Venture Fund, which provides fiscal sponsorship to social change leaders. 
This relationship paved the way for the Pop Culture Collaborative, Novo Foundation, and 
MacArthur Foundation to each give flexible grants between $500,000 and $750,000 to 
officially get IllumiNative off the ground. 

“Ultimately, we wanted an organization that would be a movement of many movements,” 
says Echo Hawk, embracing the notion that no single organization can solve complex 
social problems alone. “Our secret sauce is we had funders who gave us flexible funding 
and allowed us to just innovate and be. That level of flexibility was amazing and made the 
work of systems change possible.”

Surely there must be other opportunities for funders to support equitable systems change. 
So we set out to learn more about the origin stories of field catalysts, the challenges they 
face, and—importantly—the ways in which they believe funders can help them.

“Our secret sauce is we had funders 
who gave us flexible funding and 
allowed us to just innovate and be. 
That level of flexibility was amazing 
and made the work of systems 
change possible.”

CRYSTAL ECHO HAWK, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, 
ILLUMINATIVE
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What is a field catalyst?
Population-level impact requires massive change in the entrenched systems that 
perpetuate inequitable outcomes. As part of these efforts, our research indicates 
there is an often unseen—at least by funders—yet highly effective type of 
intermediary or collaborative that we call a “field catalyst.” Each works to mobilize 
and galvanize myriad actors across a social-change movement, or field, to achieve 
a shared goal for equitable systems change. Many of society’s major social-change 
successes have benefited from their critical work, and aspirations for population-
level change will remain elusive until we unlock significant capital to support them.

For more on what a field is—and how to help build one—see The Bridgespan Group’s 
Field Building for Population-Level Change.

Why Should Funders Care About Field Catalysts?
In 2022, The Bridgespan Group surveyed 
about 100 field catalysts working on a 
variety of issues, including health equity, 
gender-based violence, climate change, 
and education, and interviewed more 
than 40 leaders. 

Our survey confirmed that their work 
could be accelerated with the right 
support from funders. We found 
that field catalysts are persistently 
underfunded, with most needing to 
raise between half to twice their current 
budget. Still, because these organizations 
consistently punch far above their 
weight, 87 percent of field catalysts 
believe they would achieve their systems-
change goals within just two decades if 
provided the necessary resources and 
consistent support. Imagine that! This 
held true even for leaders of color, who 
have historically received the lowest 
amounts of funding.3 Such confidence 
is grounded in field catalysts’ intimate 
understanding of how to set intermediate 
goals and adapt strategies to achieve 
lasting long-term social change.

3 Cheryl Dorsey, Peter Kim, Cora Daniels, Lyell Sakaue, and Britt Savage, “Overcoming the Racial Bias in 
Philanthropic Funding,” Stanford Social Innovation Review, May 4, 2020.

Field catalysts are overwhelmingly 
optimistic about achieving 
systems change
“We can achieve our goal in two 
decades.” (n=91)

Source: The Bridgespan Group
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https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/field-building-for-population-level-change
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/overcoming_the_racial_bias_in_philanthropic_funding
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/overcoming_the_racial_bias_in_philanthropic_funding
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With an eye for practical next steps, we then documented the origin stories of field 
catalysts to better understand how philanthropy can, with intention, fertilize the soil these 
leaders need to launch such efforts as well as how funders can nurture ecosystems so 
that field catalysts can flourish and thrive. All of our research indicates one key truth: field 
catalysts are among the highest-leverage investments philanthropy can make when it 
comes to equitable systems change. 

Let that sink in for a moment.

Unlike the strategies of traditional direct-service or advocacy organizations, with which 
most donors may be familiar, field catalysts are not interested in massively growing their 
organizations or in scaling programs. Instead, field catalysts focus on massive impact 
by building, strengthening, and coordinating relationships across actors throughout 
the ecosystem. They see the world, and their role within it, a little bit differently. While 
63 percent call themselves “organizations,” 20 percent identify as “collaboratives,” and 
16 percent as “movements.”

“We don’t ask ourselves, ‘What is it that 
Harambee needs to do?’ We ask, ‘What 
is it that the system needs, who is best 
placed to do that, and what is Harambee’s 
role in that?’” says Kasthuri Soni, CEO of 
Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator, 
which works to solve youth unemployment 
in South Africa and Rwanda through 
partnerships with business, government, 
civil society, and young people.

Admittedly, such harmonizing work takes a long time—decades, even—but it is necessary 
to ensure that the entire ecosystem is resilient enough to respond to evolving challenges 
while still having capacity to be proactive and take advantage of opportunities. This 
approach also gets results. For instance, the South African National AIDS Council, known 
as SANAC, has coordinated an effort to reduce by half the country’s rates of HIV, sexually 
transmitted infections, and tuberculosis by bringing together government, civil society, 
and the private sector to create collective responses. In another example, Community 
Solutions has managed to show homelessness in the United States is solvable by helping 
14 communities make homelessness rare and brief for an at-risk population, including 
three communities that have virtually ended both veteran homelessness and chronic 
homelessness.

In fact, despite the complexity of problems and issues being addressed, about half of the 
field catalysts who responded to questions on impact reported seeing what they describe 
as promising progress, with 42 percent saying they see impact growing at a consistent 
pace, with progress accelerating, and another 10 percent seeing impact accelerate very 
quickly at scale.

“We don’t ask ourselves, ‘What is 
it that Harambee needs to do?’ We 
ask, ‘What is it that the system needs, 
who is best placed to do that, and 
what is Harambee’s role in that?’”

KASTHURI SONI, CEO, HARAMBEE YOUTH EMPLOYMENT 
ACCELERATOR

https://www.harambee.co.za/
http://www.sanac.org.za
https://community.solutions/
https://community.solutions/
https://www.harambee.co.za/
https://www.harambee.co.za/
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Despite their outsized impact, field catalysts 
tend to be relatively small, especially in relation 
to the scale of the problems they tackle. The 
median budget size of field catalysts we studied 
is $5 million, and one-third of survey respondents 
have fewer than 10 people on staff. Notably, the 
median funding gap of how much field catalysts 
in our dataset say they need annually to fulfill 
their mission is just $2.5 million. That means 
closing that funding gap could be a relative 
bargain, considering the inroads these efforts 
can make to building a society characterized 
by equity and justice. 

The tremendous scope of day-to-day activities 
of field catalysts can be hard to grasp, especially 
for those who are accustomed to working with 
direct-service organizations. In general, most field 
catalysts use adaptive strategies and often learn 
their way toward equitable systems change. Only 
17 percent of respondents used traditional impact 
metrics like number of people served. Instead, 
with the long-term focus required to achieve 
transformative impact, these organizations rely on a varying set of indicators to gauge if 
the conditions holding inequities in place have shifted. Our survey revealed indicators that 
include changes in policy and institutional practices, the strengthening of relationships and 
networks among stakeholders across the field, or the changing of narratives and shifting 
of mindsets. 

“If you have a foundation that cares about 
year-over-year deliverables on your key 
performance indicators, that’s a certain type of 
work, but that’s not systems change. Systems 
change doesn’t give a damn about year-over-
year progress,” says Erin Ricci, senior director 
of philanthropic partnerships and strategy 
for Health Care Without Harm, which seeks 
to transform healthcare worldwide to reduce 
its environmental footprint. “Systems change 
is a longer play that needs funders willing to 
embrace the complexity of the landscapes 
they are working in.”

“Systems change doesn’t give 
a damn about year-over-year 
progress. Systems change is a 
longer play that needs funders 
willing to embrace the complexity 
of the landscapes they are 
working in.”

ERIN RICCI, SENIOR DIRECTOR, PHILANTHROPIC 
PARTNERSHIPS AND STRATEGY, HEALTH CARE 
WITHOUT HARM

Note: Based on a Bridgespan study of 
69 organizations with a median budget 
of $5 million.

Half of the field 
catalysts

$2.5million 
annually

we studied say they 
need just

to fulfill their 
mission

https://noharm.org/
https://noharm.org/
https://noharm.org/
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Where Do Field Catalysts Come From?
Typically, field catalyst leaders are motivated by the realization that a lack of connective 
tissue coordinating various actors is impeding equitable systems change in their area 
of work. Before taking on the work of a field catalyst, many of these leaders reported 
spending 18 months in deep dialogue with other actors in the ecosystem, testing and 
iterating ideas and priorities while building networks and trust in order to identify the 
precise needs of the field and ways they could meet them. 

Some leaders also pointed to a “moment in time” that sparked a call to action and built 
early momentum to launch a field catalyst effort. For example, the Movement for Black 
Lives (M4BL) was founded in the aftermath of the police killing of Michael Brown in 
Ferguson, Missouri, a time the M4BL network describes as a “critical rebirthing, when 
a new generation of freedom fighters were coming of age and being politicized by the 
police killings of young Black people.” 

In other cases, funders see opportunities for greater connection across their portfolios. 
The Families and Workers Fund (FWF) is a coalition of more than 20 donors and a 
$65 million pooled fund working to build a more equitable US economy. The COVID-19 
pandemic brought these donors together because they realized from their individual 
experience funding economic mobility work that the field was splintered and lacked the 
partnerships needed to move quickly enough for the moment. Actively reaching out to 
frontline leaders and communities to understand their needs and vision made it clear to 
FWF that people would be left out of the official economic response because of systemic 
racial and gender biases. 

“The nonprofit that could reach trans people in rural Alabama wouldn’t be the same 
one who could reach day laborers sleeping in the Home Depot parking lot. And neither 
of those organizations would reach government funding,” says Rachel Korberg, FWF’s 
executive director and co-founder. In addition to deploying $10 million within months of 
the start of the COVID-19 pandemic to frontline organizations, FWF also acted as a much-
needed connector in the field by building trusting relationships that would last beyond the 
immediate crisis.

Regardless of the specific call to action, leaders have choices to make about how to move 
forward. Those choices are influenced by each field catalyst’s genesis—its origin story. 
When we studied origin stories, we found there are three major pathways from which 
these systems-change efforts emerge:

 Evolved: An existing field organization pivots or evolves its work

 Fresh start: A field leader or team launches a new effort 

 Funder-founded: A funder drives the creation of a new effort

https://m4bl.org/
https://m4bl.org/
https://familiesandworkers.org/
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 Evolved field catalysts
In this pathway, the leader of an existing organization, typically a direct-service provider, 
feels its work is hitting a ceiling. As a result, it intentionally adds the roles of a field 
catalyst alongside the organization’s existing work. The direct-service activities continue 
as a laboratory for ideas and a testing ground that can provide valuable proof points to 
complement field-catalytic work, supporting the broader ecosystem’s efforts to achieve 
equitable systems change.

The Solutions Journalism Network (SJN) is trying to ignite a global shift in journalism to 
focus coverage on solving social problems. SJN was originally focused on getting articles in 
this model in the hands of newsrooms and allowing change to happen one article and one 
journalist at a time. Although the organization saw success with this direct-service model, 
SJN soon realized that if journalism were to help achieve an equitable and sustainable world, 
a systems approach was needed to shift the norms of the industry to center this model of 
news coverage. Instead of placing one article at a time, SJN started focusing more broadly 
on influencing the field of journalism by providing training in newsrooms, at convenings, 
and in journalism schools to shift the thinking and practices of a generation of journalists.

“Once you get to 100 proof points, 101 proof points doesn’t make that much of a difference,” 
says SJN Co-Founder and CEO David Bornstein. “We could also never meet demand 
ourselves. It’s like the problem with freeways—you add lanes, but as soon as you add them, 
they’re full because the cars are coming quicker than you can add lanes. So you must 
think of a different mode of getting people to where they want to go. That’s when we 
started seeing the potential of the field-catalyst model. We are now basically an influence 
organization that runs projects to give credibility to our influence.” 

This kind of evolution can be challenging to manage. 
Pivoting to take on new roles can make it tough to 
build trust and credibility with other stakeholders. 
Some evolutionary leaders have found it difficult to 
attract the funding and talent required to pivot an 
existing organization. 

In addition, balancing an organization’s focus 
between addressing root causes and working directly 
with the community to support immediate needs can 
put a strain on leaders. “We spend a lot of time as 
an organization thinking about how we can maintain 
our resilience as a team and as humans in the face of 
daunting challenges in the world,” says one US-based 
social justice field catalyst from our survey. “It’s not 
a marathon, it’s not a sprint, but it is a relay. We need 
a sense of urgency, but also need to pace ourselves.”

“It’s like the problem with 
freeways—you add lanes, but 
as soon as you add them, 
they’re full because the cars 
are coming quicker than you 
can add lanes. So you must 
think of a different mode of 
getting people to where they 
want to go. That’s when we 
started seeing the potential 
of the field-catalyst model.”

DAVID BORNSTEIN, CO-FOUNDER AND CEO, 
SOLUTIONS JOURNALISM NETWORK

https://www.solutionsjournalism.org/
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 Fresh-start field catalysts
In this pathway, leaders build on their lived and professional experience in the field to 
start new organizations focused on doing the work of a field catalyst from the beginning. 
In some cases, the core ideas of the new organization are incubated at a leader’s previous 
organization before being spun off into a new organization. More than 60 percent of field 
catalysts in our dataset were founded as a new organization (including IllumiNative), 
making this the most common pathway.

These leaders frequently spend extensive time in dialogue with other field actors, 
identifying the precise needs of the field and ways they can meet them. This time also 
helps build authentic relationships and the credibility necessary for the success of the 
new organization. 

The leadership of Liberation Ventures, a field catalyst devoted to the US reparations 
movement, spent almost two years gathering feedback from over 300 people both in 
and outside of the Black liberation movement before launching. “We were very explicit 
with people that we were not necessarily going to start an organization and that we 
were trying to figure out whether our unique combination of skills and experiences could 
be useful to the broader field, and then, if so, what shape that would take based on the 
needs,” says Co-Founder and Managing Director Aria Florant, whose previous experience 
includes grassroots community organizing and management consulting, both in pursuit 
of racial justice. The learning tour revealed the field was desperately in need of funding 
as well as additional resources, including the technical assistance and connective-tissue 
roles that Liberation Ventures now plays for the ecosystem while also being a funding 
intermediary.

In our previous research,4 we’ve noted examples of this pathway: 

• Rebecca Onie and Rocco Perla, both healthcare veterans, launched The Health 
Initiative as a field catalyst to spur and support a new national conversation on health 
informed by their deep expertise in healthcare and the drivers of well-being, including 
community-based work at Health Leads.

• Jordan Kassalow founded VisionSpring to provide affordable eyeglasses globally 
and, after growing for years, decided to launch EYElliance with Co-Founder and CEO 
Liz Smith to mobilize a broader ecosystem working to accelerate equitable access 
to eyeglasses.

• Rosanne Haggerty was a well-respected, longtime leader in the fight against 
homelessness and the CEO of a New York City nonprofit creating scalable supportive 
housing when she felt the call to change her approach. She first launched an exploratory 
project within her direct-service organization to gain an understanding of the surrounding 
ecosystem and its needs and constraints. She then spun off the work into a new 
organization, founding Community Solutions, which doesn’t build more homeless 
shelters but works to end homelessness. 

4 Lija Farnham, et al., Field Building for Population-Level Change, and Lija Farnham, et al., How Philanthropy Can 
Support Systems-Change Leaders.

https://www.liberationventures.org/
https://healthinitiativeusa.org/
https://healthinitiativeusa.org/
https://www.eyelliance.org/
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/field-building-for-population-level-change
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/how-philanthropy-can-support-systems-change
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/how-philanthropy-can-support-systems-change
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• The Movement for Black Lives—while officially founded in 2014—was born from 
decades of community-led work, a rich network of relationships, and shared values 
and experiences across racial justice leaders.

Notably, 62 percent of new field-catalyst efforts have funding gaps equal to or larger 
than half their current budget. Despite this, more than half say they see the field’s impact 
growing steadily or even accelerating.

 Funder-founded field catalysts
Sometimes, funders create field catalysts. This pathway was the least common in our 
dataset, representing only 11 percent of the field catalysts we studied. However, most 
of them started in the past 10 years, an early signal of rising interest. 

Funder-led field catalysts did not seem to have an advantage when it came to impact. 
They were just as likely to report their impact is scattered and sporadic as other field 
catalysts, and expressed similar confidence levels in achieving their goals in two decades.

Most commonly, we found funders created field catalysts in nascent fields where 
such organizations did not already exist. Funders, because of their vantage point, 
can sometimes see missing connective tissue and coordination within an ecosystem. 

Because funders hold such immense power, however, we approach this third pathway 
with informed caution. Based on our learning, we urge funders who go this route to lead 
from behind. Our research supports an approach that nurtures emerging fields by shifting 
power to other members of the ecosystem and learning alongside them. To be effective, 
a field catalyst needs to build the trust of ecosystem members, which comes from listening 
and learning. Taking time to gather with those who are most proximate to the issue will 
help ensure approaches resonate with the communities they are intended to serve. It takes 
patience to gain that kind of traction. 

Megan Ming Francis of the University of Washington uses the phrase “movement capture” 
to describe how well-intentioned funders can pressure social movements to change 
course.5 For example, in the early twentieth century, the NAACP, bending to the will of 
funders (particularly the Garland Fund), shifted its primary focus from fighting anti-Black 
violence to that of school integration and economic opportunity—altering the goals of the 
entire civil rights movement in the United States.6

The prospect of movement capture is a powerful caution to funders interested in supporting 
systems change. There are risks for well-meaning funders to not only inadvertently hijack 
the goals of an ecosystem by starting ventures themselves, but also to over-weight their 
interests in influencing field catalysts born through other pathways. In some cases, existing 
field catalysts were forced to sunset before achieving their systems-change goals because 
of a funder’s presence. (See “Watch out: What happens when funders don’t create 
enabling conditions?” on page 21.)

5 Megan Ming Francis, “The Price of Civil Rights: Black Lives, White Funding, and Movement Capture,”  
Law & Society Review 53, no. 1 (March 2019): 275-309.

6 Ibid.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/lasr.12384
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Mosaic, which invests in movement infrastructure in the environmental field, was formed 
through a co-generative process with inclusivity, authenticity, and equity at its core. Over 
the course of 18 months, Mosaic conducted workshops, surveys, polls, and conversations 
with more than 100 environmental leaders to develop a strategy and operating principles 
designed to democratize power and resources through participatory grantmaking.

“During the development process of Mosaic, we realized that in order to achieve the 
key goals of the movement, funders needed to 
provide key tools and infrastructure, because 
ultimately, if there isn’t a strong ‘how’—a strong 
ecosystem—then we can never get to the ‘what’—
the policy, the regulation, or the big win,” says 
Katie Robinson, Mosaic’s project director, who led 
its development and launch. Therefore, Mosaic 
focuses on strengthening infrastructure for 
the environmental movement by funding work 
across issues, silos, and communities. Since 2020, 
Mosaic has invested $11 million in such critical 
movement infrastructure, benefiting more than 
3,000 organizations.

“We realized that in order 
to achieve the key goals 
of the movement, funders 
needed to provide key tools 
and infrastructure, because 
ultimately, if there isn’t a strong 
‘how’—a strong ecosystem—
then we can never get to 
the ‘what’—the policy, the 
regulation, or the big win.”

KATIE ROBINSON, PROJECT DIRECTOR, MOSAIC

IllumiNative hosted Santa Fe Indian Market’s first-ever VIP event in 2022, IllumiNatives: Indigenous Futures. 
This exclusive experience featured Native art and culture, as well as powerful programming that celebrates Native 
representation in film and television, voting and using your voice for change, women and gender, and climate 
justice. (Photo credit: Wes Cunningham)

https://mosaicmomentum.org/
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The Challenges Field Catalysts Face
While each pathway has unique nuances, field catalysts reported facing four common 
challenges.

• Challenge 1: Insufficient long-term, flexible funding  
About 70 percent of field catalysts reported funding as one of their greatest challenges. 
Without flexible funds, field catalysts struggle to adapt their strategies, make critical 
investments, and maintain the momentum of their work over the long term, particularly 
as they enter a future that’s volatile and polarized. There are hard-won battles to defend 
or win again when the opposition strikes. What’s more, without the room and resources 
to innovate creatively and continually learn their way into their roles, the needs of the 
ecosystem go unfilled and opportunities are lost. And, of course, the challenge of funding 
can exacerbate and amplify the other challenges.

Over three-quarters of field catalysts named funding as  
a major challenge
What are the top three challenges you are facing? (n=87) (Top six responses illustrated)

Source: The Bridgespan Group
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• Challenge 2: Talent constraints  
Fifty-seven percent of field catalysts reported they are struggling with significant internal 
capacity issues. The talent needed for field catalyst work thinks differently than those 
who scale direct-service models. Instead, talent needs to be comfortable designing 
ecosystem-level approaches and adapting strategies to changing environments. 
Leaders shared that their limited capacity to execute their work constrains efforts 
and weakens partnerships. Difficulty securing and retaining the “right” talent can 
ultimately weaken a field catalyst’s strategies, overall effectiveness, and resilience.

• Challenge 3: Measuring impact on their terms  
To say that the work of tackling root causes and transforming systems to yield 
more equitable outcomes is complex is an understatement. In fact, nearly half the 
respondents in our survey found measurement difficult. Even funders who on some 
level understand that the social change they seek will take generations to reach 
might demand stubborn progress markers that ask systems-change leaders to fit into 
antiquated boxes that ultimately make their work harder to accomplish. This creates 
a difficult dynamic and can lead field catalysts to make strategic decisions to pursue 
more clearly defined direct-service 
work—which our interviews revealed 
can slow the forward momentum of 
an ecosystem. Measuring benchmarks 
that might not matter much for 
the ultimate goal also distracts 
field catalysts from helpful thought 
partnership with their funders. 

• Challenge 4: Finding balance  
About half of field catalysts we 
surveyed found it somewhat or very 
difficult to find balance in their work. 
That can manifest as juggling the 
needs of the field with those of the 
organization or as a tension between 
addressing the immediate needs of 
the community and the field-catalyst 
work required to chip away at root 
causes. Some nonprofit leaders 
shared they are effectively forced to 
do catalytic work on top of their day-
to-day work because those tasks are 
not what their organization receives 
funding for. This not only constrains 
systems-change potential, but also 
sets leaders on a path to burnout.

Only 16% of field catalysts find 
balance easy
How difficult is it to balance the needs 
of your organization and those of your 
field? (n=62)

Source: The Bridgespan Group
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Let’s Get Practical: How Philanthropy Can Advance 
Social Change by Supporting Field Catalysts
Funders can achieve great progress on social-change goals by seeking field catalysts who 
are “born from the field”—who our survey suggests are more effective than those hatched 
in funders’ boardrooms—and cultivating the environments in which they can reach their 
full potential. The following set of funder recommendations, culled directly from field 
catalysts themselves on what they say they need to achieve greatest impact, are also 
born from the field. 

In our survey and interviews, field catalysts explicitly talked about how philanthropy has 
successfully used its power to help accelerate progress. In the eyes of these systems-change 
leaders, philanthropy is most supportive when it funds and shares power in ways that foster 
shared learning and collaboration (instead of competition) among an ecosystem’s actors, 
including other funders.

This mention of power is important. It is impossible to authentically commit to equitable 
systems change without considering power; otherwise, the status quo and all its 
inequity are maintained. In The Fire Next Time, James Baldwin touches on power when 
he lays out a formula for needed social change. He was writing at the height of the 
civil rights movement—perhaps, the ultimate equitable systems-change moment in the 
United States—but his words still ring true today. He writes: “I speak of change not on 
the surface but in the depths—change in the sense of renewal. But renewal becomes 
impossible if one supposes things to be constant that are not—safety, for example, or 
money, or power.” In other words, reimagining power is a critical pathway to achieving 
equity and justice. 

The Power Moves framework from the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy 
also highlights the need for philanthropy to examine how it can build, share, and wield 
power for maximum impact. Keeping power dynamics in view and listening to what leaders 
shared in our survey, this report shares the core guidance we’ve developed for funders to 
create the enabling conditions for field catalysts to thrive. 

We should also note that some of this advice may sound familiar to those who have been 
exploring the tenets of “trust-based philanthropy.” Supporting field catalysts working 
toward equitable systems change is a concrete opportunity for funders to apply the 
principles of trust-based philanthropy as they learn how to build, share, and wield their 
power. Likewise, we are greatly influenced by the Catalyst 2030 report, Embracing 
Complexity: Towards a Shared Understanding of Funding Systems Change. Launched at 
the World Economic Forum Annual Meeting in Davos in January 2020, Catalyst 2030 is 
a global movement of social entrepreneurs committed to achieving the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals by 2030.7 Read on to learn what field catalysts say they need.

7 Ashoka, et al., Embracing Complexity: Towards a Shared Understanding of Funding Systems Change, Catalyst 
2030, January 2020. 

https://www.ncrp.org/initiatives/power-moves-philanthropy
https://www.trustbasedphilanthropy.org/overview
https://catalyst2030.net/resources/embracing-complexity-report/


16

Enabling Conditions for Field Catalysts to Thrive
Conditions to thrive fall into three categories: building power, sharing power, 
and wielding power

2
Support field 
catalysts to 
build their 
organizational 
capacity

1
Provide  
flexible,  
long-term  
capital

ENABLING 
CONDITIONS

6
Use voice/
platform to  
bolster field 
catalysts’ 
messaging

3
Support  
co-creation; center 
the measures that 
matter to field 
catalysts

5
Make  
connections  
to other  
ecosystem  
actors

4
Nurture  
the genius  
within your 
existing  
portfolio

These areas 
are not mutually 
exclusive; they are 
complementary and 
mutually reinforcing 

  Building power

  Sharing power

  Wielding power

Source: The Bridgespan Group

1. Provide field catalysts with flexible capital
Complex problems take extended time to solve. This kind of time frame requires deep, 
ongoing dialogue with actors across the ecosystem and continuous adaptation in order 
to understand changing contexts in the field and respond accordingly. 

We have given this advice before: complex, long-term work can only be adequately 
supported with flexible, multiyear funding and other forms of patient capital, such as 
endowments. We found large, unrestricted, multiyear grants can be transformative for 
field catalysts. Field catalysts who had received such funding stood out among those we 
surveyed because they typically no longer struggled with funding gaps. Removing that 
burden allows for more attention for the work.

But the reality is that, right now, the level of giving to these kinds of equitable systems-change 
efforts is falling far short of potential. Our own research on collaborative funds shows that 
those investing in field building and movements (the types of funds focused on ecosystem 
giving that would include field catalysts) reported giving between $1–2 billion in 2021.

https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/field-building-for-population-level-change
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/field-building-for-population-level-change
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/field-building-for-population-level-change
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However, these funds believe they could absorb as much as $10.9 billion annually.8

Specifically, funders can provide flexible capital to support the development of a field 
catalyst’s key strengths. This might include providing funding that allows for long-term 
adaptive planning and engagement in the field to understand the problem and vision for 
equitable systemic change, funding for ecosystem mapping to support the organizing 
work needed, and providing grantees the space and opportunity to develop the trusting 
relationships critical to this work.

“I wish more funders were funding like they actually wanted to solve the problem,” one 
field catalyst leader tells us. “It’s not just about check sizes, but also about long-term 
commitments that enable people to plan for the future.”

  BOTTOM LINE: Helps to overcome challenge 1—insufficient funding, which further 
addresses all the other challenges.

2. Support field catalysts to build their organizational 
capacity and ongoing sustainability
The work of equitable systems change is dynamic and constantly changing. Field catalysts 
need strategies that adapt to the churn of evolving field conditions and take advantage of 
ripe moments or opportunities. Community Solutions’ key management hire early on was 
someone who could “work without a map” and bring a new imagination not constrained 
by typical ways of thinking in the homelessness field. Dasra Adolescents Collaborative, 
which works to ensure India’s 254 million adolescents thrive, learned that prioritizing 
a team of generalists rather than technical experts allows for organizational flexibility. 

Not surprisingly, leaders shared that it can take significant time to find the right talent—
those with the “secret sauce” of skills who can thrive in such a dynamic environment. In 
addition, without the security of sustained funding, it can be difficult to retain such talent. 
That’s why funder support for talent sourcing and recruitment is so important. Funders 
can lend their weight toward diversifying sourcing pools to be inclusive of local talent 
while being mindful of racial biases that often exclude leaders of color. For key positions, 
they can also cover search firms’ fees. 

In addition, funders who provided advice and support to help field catalysts crystallize 
their strategies were named by 29 percent of field catalysts as helping to accelerate 
progress. Funders might thought-partner with grantees and provide external support on 
strategy while being mindful of the risks of movement capture. Without strategic clarity, 
it is impossible to determine what talent is most needed. 

Additionally, equitable systems-change work can be tiring, challenging, stressful, and 
emotionally draining. Respondents to our survey pointed to such fatigue at this moment in 

8 In forthcoming Bridgespan research on collaborative funding vehicles, of 400 such vehicles surveyed, 
about 200 responded. Of those, 61 percent self-reported that their fund supports “a range of efforts and 
organizations working on a shared goal (e.g., resourcing community-driven change, cross-sector coalitions, 
fields, and/or movements).” 

https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/how-philanthropy-can-support-systems-change
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/how-philanthropy-can-support-systems-change
https://www.dasra.org/10-to-19-dasra-adolescents-collaborative
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time as a critical challenge. “Many of our staff, as well as many of our partners in the field, 
are exhausted from the combination of the pandemic and societal and intergenerational 
trauma, as well as the challenges at the federal level that represent existential threats to 
democracy and particularly impact vulnerable communities,” says one respondent. 

A concrete way to invest in sustainability is to provide funding for sabbaticals, retreats, 
executive coaching, and other outlets for healing and rejuvenation. This can be particularly 
needed for social-change leaders of color, who have to navigate the added weight of 
working to upend systems of oppression and inequities that they themselves are also 
harmed by.9 A recent study conducted by the Building Movement Project found the toll 
of this weight to be “immense,” especially for leaders who are women of color.10

 
 BOTTOM LINE: Helps to overcome challenge 2—talent constraints. 

3. Center the measures of progress that matter to 
field catalysts
Leaders in our survey reported that the most helpful funders encourage thoughtful 
metrics that align with field catalysts’ roles and strengths, and support iterative learning 
that benefits the entire ecosystem. These funders often adopt a co-creative approach to 
evaluation that may engage many stakeholders. Likewise, leaders note that it can be harmful 
and slow progress when funders do not trust field catalysts to develop relevant metrics and 
instead try to evaluate equitable systems-change work through direct-service standards.

Burdensome reporting requirements of funder-imposed metrics were named by 20 percent 
of field catalysts as a significant challenge that hinders their work. It is important for 
funders to keep in mind that, although many field catalysts do engage in some degree 
of direct-service activities, it is often not the primary focus of their overall work, nor is 
it at the heart of their efforts to advance equitable systems change. 

“We had no initial core funding, which led to a trajectory of growth that relied on 
aligning with specific funder agendas,” says one field catalyst leader, whose DC-based 
organization works globally at the intersection of health, education, and nutrition. “This 
spawned a series of programs over time that, while each [were] successful, were not 
always strategically connected to one another. The number of sectors we worked in and 
our approaches to the work proliferated under different funders and different fragmented 
programmatic leaders. It also created silos and a culture focused on funder needs.” 

Field catalysts measured their impact in a variety of ways, including shifts in policy and 
institutional practices, narrative change and mindset shifts, and the strengthening of 
relationships and networks among stakeholders across the field, along with community 

9 Michael McAfee, Josh Kirschenbaum, Laura Lanzerotti, Willa Seldon, Lyell Sakaue, and Cora Daniels, 
Moving from Intention to Impact: Funding Racial Equity to Win, July 15, 2021.

10 Jen Douglas and Deepa Iyer, On the Frontlines: Nonprofits Led by People of Color Confront COVID-19 
and Structural Racism, Building Movement Project, October 7, 2020. 

https://bipocedcoalitionwa.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Sabbaticals-for-BIPOC-Leaders.pdf
https://bipocedcoalitionwa.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Sabbaticals-for-BIPOC-Leaders.pdf
https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/intention-to-impact-funding-racial-equity-to-win
https://buildingmovement.org/on-the-frontlines/
https://buildingmovement.org/on-the-frontlines/
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engagement and reduction in the scope of the issue. We encourage funders to learn from 
field catalysts about what it takes to work toward shared desired outcomes. Funders can also 
support field catalysts through adjustments in approaches and strategies, without penalty.11

  BOTTOM LINE: Helps to overcome challenges 3 and 4—measuring impact and 
finding balance.

4. Nurture the genius within your existing portfolio and 
create space for leaders to explore new roles
Most likely, leaders who have the desire to think bigger, at a systemic level, already exist 
within your grantmaking community. Some of these leaders would benefit from support 
that allows them to explore their budding interest in taking on ecosystem roles or that 
ignites the initial spark for a leader to make the mental transition to this work. By nurturing 
and activating the genius already before you, these leaders can ultimately accelerate the 
impact of your entire portfolio.

Providing grantees with leadership development support is critical. Investing broadly, 
deeply, and over time in leadership development helps these leaders reach their full 
potential and “solve the whole problem.” Patient capital, like an endowment, that allows 
for leaders to develop is also critical for successful leadership transitions. NOSSAS, an 
“accelerator for activism” in Brazil that helps communities self-organize, points out that 
this can be particularly important in developing local leaders in the Global South who 
might need time to develop relationships with philanthropy. NOSSAS is currently raising 
capital to create a runway of learning for its next CEO as the baton passes from co-founders 
with self-proclaimed privileged backgrounds and Western education credentials that US 
funders often find comfortable to a woman of color whose entire professional and life 
experience has been in Brazil. 

Connecting leaders with a diverse set of experiences can help create intentional on-ramps 
for them to explore field catalyst roles if they choose to, as there are sometimes new skills 
and mindsets needed to do this work well. For instance, field catalysts say it is helpful when 
funders use their convening power to regularly bring grantees together for collaborative 
planning and discussion of issues and shared barriers within their ecosystems. Designing 
these gatherings with equity in mind (including ensuring a diverse group of participants—
across race, gender, role, and so on—and making room for a variety of voices and work 
styles) will create space for grantees to raise their hands to take on new roles. Likewise, 
the networks these leaders have already built should be seen as assets and fostered. 

  BOTTOM LINE: Helps to overcome challenges 2, 3, and 4—talent constraints, 
measuring impact, and finding balance.

11 There are currently many efforts focused on “measuring systems change,” and field catalyst leaders are eager 
to continue to learn from and contribute to these. See, for example, the following resources surfaced during 
our interviews: Nikhil Dugal, “Impact Measurement for Systems Change,” Skoll Center Blog, August 27, 2020; 
Joelle Cook and Hallie Preskill, “How Do You Evaluate Systems Change? A Place to Start,” FSG, November 22, 2019.

https://www.nossas.org
https://skollcentreblog.org/article/impact-measurement-for-systems-change
https://www.fsg.org/blog/how-do-you-evaluate-systems-change-place-start/
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5. Make connections for field catalysts to funders and other 
ecosystem actors
Granted, fundraising for all nonprofits is hard. But we found fundraising for systems-
change work can be even tougher. Connecting leaders within your portfolio to other 
funders is important given the added difficulty. A key moment in IllumiNative’s origin 
story, for example, was its connection to the New Venture Fund made possible by the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. Because of the connective-tissue role field catalysts 
play, helping to expand the funding network of field catalysts not only helps the success 
of these organizations, but it also supports the collective success of the entire ecosystem. 
In our survey, 15 percent of field catalysts named connecting their leaders to other funders 
as a type of support from funders that was most helpful. 

Fundraising difficulties felt by field catalysts are more pronounced for organizations headed 
by leaders of color because of race-based barriers to capital. Racial bias—both personal 
and institutional, conscious and unconscious—creeps into all parts of the philanthropic 
and grantmaking process. The result is that nonprofit organizations led by people of color 
receive less money than their white peers.12

Given the funding difficulties, funders already supporting field catalysts can wield power 
among philanthropic peers by serving as evangelists of equitable systems-change work 
and help build an understanding about the critical roles field catalysts play. 

  BOTTOM LINE: Helps to overcome challenge 1—insufficient funding, which then 
helps to overcome all the other barriers.

6. Use your voice and platform to bolster the messaging 
of field catalysts
Funders can leverage their reputations to champion catalytic leaders and shine a spotlight 
on the issues they are working on. In other words, they can wield their power in service of 
the field. This use of a funder’s social and political capital can be especially beneficial for 
leaders of color and local leaders in the Global South. One specific way funders can wield 
their power is by using their platforms to provide speaking engagements and thought-
leadership opportunities to grantees. Funders can also have their institutions incorporate 
field catalysts’ messaging to amplify the reach and effectiveness of these leaders with 
key stakeholders. A funder’s help in raising the visibility of these issues can be particularly 
influential with policymakers and government officials, who may be critical to the ultimate 
success of equitable systems change. 

  BOTTOM LINE: In the short term, this helps overcome challenge 4—finding balance. 
Long term, this is also a practical way for funders to embrace a “systems mindset,” 
as Catalyst 2030 puts it.

12 Cheryl Dorsey, Peter Kim, Cora Daniels, Lyell Sakaue, and Britt Savage, “Overcoming the Racial Bias in 
Philanthropic Funding,” Stanford Social Innovation Review, May 4, 2020.

https://www.bridgespan.org/insights/library/philanthropy/disparities-nonprofit-funding-for-leaders-of-color
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/overcoming_the_racial_bias_in_philanthropic_funding
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/overcoming_the_racial_bias_in_philanthropic_funding
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Watch out: What happens when funders don’t create enabling 
conditions?
Orchestrating the work of equitable systems change is incredibly challenging. 
We investigated three examples where the journey was fraught and in which 
organizations were forced to ultimately sunset without having achieved their 
systems-change goals, leaving leaders burned out and frustrated. We see this 
not as a leader’s or an organization’s failure, but as a systemic failure of the 
social sector for not adequately supporting the types of organizations or 
leaders who are doing the most complex and messy systems-change work.

Sometimes a leader’s expertise and proximate experience is not valued. In one 
case, a US-based BIPOC-led effort was incubated under a funder’s aegis and then 
deliberately spun out by its CEO to focus on field-catalyzing work. Unfortunately, 
the board and key funders did not trust this vision. Instead of providing the CEO 
with the freedom and flexibility to learn into the role, including by using relevant, 
tailored metrics, the organization was forced by these key stakeholders to grow its 
direct-service work, ultimately leading to financial and organizational challenges 
it could not overcome. “When I think back,” says the former CEO, “all I can say is, 
there was just such missed opportunity in the field. We were so close.” 

At other times, a leader’s desire to think bigger is not authentically embraced. One 
longtime CEO of a locally led NGO in the Global South saw a need to move toward 
more ecosystem-level work. “Organizations may either go deep or go wide,” notes 
the leader. Tensions rose when the organization could not do both. The CEO wanted 
to move away from something branded and work more behind the scenes managing 
a collaborative approach. “You can’t just have one actor or five actors—you need a 
flotilla of boats working to fix the whole population-level problem for the change 
to be enduring,” he said. Lacking the proper support—time, flexibility, and staff—
to successfully make the pivot left the CEO so frustrated he decided to leave the 
organization he had led for 20 years. 

And sometimes funding challenges stop a field catalyst from fully developing 
its strengths and becoming what the field truly needs. For one organization, 
a generous one-time gift from MacKenzie Scott allowed it to take stock of what 
the field needed. After conversations with nearly 40 leaders across the ecosystem 
as well as the organization’s staff and board, the leader concluded that the needs 
of the evolving field were too great for what the organization could offer given its 
struggles with attracting long-term funding. There weren’t enough Scotts to sustain 
the organization over the long term. So it decided to sunset and instead use its 
resources to document and share key lessons from its experiences and help seed 
the field with the research-focused capacity it desperately needed. 

The consistent misstep through these examples: funders not trusting systems leaders 
enough to do the work those leaders see is needed for lasting social change.
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Final Thoughts
Our research started in search of practical advice for funders interested in the kind of 
social change required to build a more equitable society. Given that investing in field 
catalysts is the clearest way to get there, it made sense to better understand the origin 
stories of these critical efforts. Our research revealed that funder behavior does matter. 
By intentionally creating the conditions that enable a field catalyst to thrive, funders can 
shift the odds in favor of lasting population-level change. Alternatively, we found funders 
can also create obstacles and roadblocks for systems-change leaders that will continue 
to slow their progress. Indeed, to borrow from one of the great comic book origin stories, 
a young Peter Parker was wisely warned: “With great power comes great responsibility.” 
(You didn’t think we would let a report on “origin stories” to finish without making a 
Spider-Man reference, did you?) Comics aside, the advice speaks to why the issue of 
power runs deep in our guidance to funders. 

We also started this discussion with hope. As a reminder, nearly 90 percent of field catalysts 
believe they would achieve their systems-change goals within just two decades if provided 
the necessary resources and consistent support. Of all the data points our survey uncovered, 
that is perhaps the most striking, and one that should never be forgotten. It is a sign that, 
as complex as the problems are, as difficult as the work is to overcome them, as far away 
as the finish line may seem, there is a pathway to get there. And the reality is, it won’t be a 
single superhero who will swoop in to save the day. Instead, it will be an entire collective—
nonprofit field actors, grassroots efforts, field catalysts, impacted people, and, yes, funders—
strategically and intentionally working together, that will get us there.

Lija Farnham and Emma Nothmann are partners at The Bridgespan Group, based in 
San Francisco. Kevin Crouch is a manager, also in Bridgespan’s San Francisco office. 
Cora Daniels is editorial director in Bridgespan’s New York office. The authors thank 
Bridgespan colleagues Carolyn Daly and Nicole Austin-Thomas for their insights 
and contributions to the research. The authors also thank the Skoll Foundation for its 
collaboration for this report, including the thought partnership of Chief Executive Officer 
Don Gips, Chief Strategy Officer Shivani Garg Patel, Director of Strategy and Learning 
Nadir Shams, and Community Director Vanessa Wai.
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Appendix
Field catalysts we studied that act as nerve centers of large-scale social change. 

Organization Self-described field

2020 Mom Maternal mental health

AAPI Civic Engagement Fund Civic engagement/racial + intersectional justice

Aflatoun Social and financial education

African Centre for Biodiversity Food systems

Alight Humanitarian relief for refugees

All Our Kin Childcare

AMAN Indigenous rights (Indonesia)

American Public Health 
Association

Public health

Apparel Impact Institute Climate action

ArtPlace America Creative placemaking—arts and culture/community 
development

Arts Council Santa Cruz County Arts

ArtsMemphis Arts

AVPN Agnostic; focused on maximizing impact with capital

Branch Alliance for Educator 
Diversity

Education

Build Change Housing

BUILD Initiative Early childhood

Building Equitable Learning 
Environments (BELE) Network

Education K-12

CAMFED International Girls’ education/education equity

Campaign for Black Male 
Achievement

Black male achievement

Candid Social sector ecosystem

Catalyst 2030 Systems change for SDG achievement

Center for Employment 
Opportunities

Reentry/workforce development

https://www.2020mom.org/
https://aapifund.org/
https://www.aflatoun.org/
https://acbio.org.za/
https://www.alight.com/
https://allourkin.org/
https://www.aman.or.id/
https://www.apha.org/
https://www.apha.org/
https://apparelimpact.org/
https://www.artplaceamerica.org/
https://artscouncilsc.org/
https://www.artsmemphis.org/
https://avpn.asia/
https://www.educatordiversity.org/
https://www.educatordiversity.org/
https://buildchange.org/
https://buildinitiative.org/
https://belenetwork.org/
https://belenetwork.org/
https://www.google.com/aclk?sa=l&ai=DChcSEwikw7ixyN79AhUD_uMHHQl6BH8YABAAGgJ5bQ&sig=AOD64_1mMonsPj-bFiQnpzr5I2CU5B5y4A&q&adurl&ved=2ahUKEwi38K6xyN79AhVfF1kFHV5IAhYQ0Qx6BAgGEAE
https://candid.org/
https://catalyst2030.net/
https://www.ceoworks.org/
https://www.ceoworks.org/
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Organization Self-described field

Center for Health Care Strategies Health equity

Center on the Developing Child, 
Harvard

Early childhood

Civic Nation Civic participation; gender equity; economic equity

Clean Air Fund Movement for clean air

Climate Advocacy Lab Climate advocacy in the United States

Climate Reality Project Catalyze a global solution to the climate crisis by 
making urgent action a necessity across every 
sector of society

Coffective Maternal and children health

Co-Impact Health, education, economic opportunity, 
gender equality

Collective Change Lab Work across ecosystems

Communities for Just 
Schools Fund

Movement for racial justice in education

Community Change/Action Poverty and inequality (racial, gender)

Community Health Impact 
Coalition

Community health

Community Solutions Homelessness

Complete College America Higher education policy and advocacy

Converge for Impact Building networks for social transformation

Crisis Action Human rights/conflict prevention

Dasra Adolescents Collaborative Adolescent development

DEPLOY/US Climate change

Digital Action Protecting democracy and human rights from 
digital threats

Einhorn Collaborative Early relational health

Elite Youths of Anam Foundation 
(EYAF)

Education

Enterprise Community Partners Affordable housing/community development

https://www.chcs.org/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/
https://civicnation.org/
https://www.cleanairfund.org/
https://climateadvocacylab.org/
https://www.climaterealityproject.org/
https://coffective.com/
https://co-impact.org/
https://www.collectivechangelab.org/
https://www.cjsfund.org/
https://www.cjsfund.org/
https://communitychangeaction.org/
https://chwimpact.org/
https://chwimpact.org/
https://community.solutions/
https://www.converge.net/
https://www.converge.net/
https://crisisaction.org/
https://10to19community.in/
https://www.deployus.org/
https://digitalaction.co/
https://einhorncollaborative.org/
https://eyafonline.org/
https://eyafonline.org/
https://www.enterprisecommunity.org/
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Organization Self-described field

EYElliance Equitable access to eyeglasses

Faith and Ecology Collaborative Religion and ecology field/movement

Families and Workers Fund Economic opportunity

Financing Alliance for Health Community health

Foundation For Ecological 
Security

Natural resource management, land rights

Freedom to Marry Winning the freedom to marry for same-sex couples

Fund for Shared Insight Effective philanthropy

Generation Hope Economic mobility; student parents in college 
completion

Girls Not Brides Ending social injustice—child marriage

Global Health Corps Leadership development to address health inequities

Global School Leaders School leadership

Global Schools Forum Equitable and safe access to quality education

Harambee Youth Employment 
Accelerator

Youth employment/livelihoods

Harvard Graduate School of 
Education, EdRedesign

Youth success, cradle-to-career pipelines

Health Care Without Harm Environmental health and justice

Health Leads USA Health, dignity, and well-being for every person 
in every community

Help Me Grow National Center Early childhood system building

International Education Funders 
Group (IEFG)

Education

IllumiNative Native American rights

Immigrant Legal Resource Center Immigration law and immigrant rights

Industree Foundation Inclusive entrepreneurship in creative production

Janaagraha Centre for 
Citizenship and Democracy

Cities

Learn to Earn Dayton Education

https://www.eyelliance.org/
https://interfaithsustain.com/engaging-seminaries/ 
https://familiesandworkers.org/
https://financingalliance.org/
https://fes.org.in/
https://fes.org.in/
http://www.freedomtomarry.org/
https://fundforsharedinsight.org/
https://www.generationhope.org/
https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/
https://ghcorps.org/
https://www.globalschoolleaders.org/
https://www.globalschoolsforum.org/
https://www.harambee.co.za/
https://www.harambee.co.za/
https://edredesign.org/
https://edredesign.org/
https://noharm.org/
https://healthleadsusa.org/
https://helpmegrownational.org/
https://www.iefg.org/
https://www.iefg.org/
https://illuminative.org/
https://www.ilrc.org/
https://www.industree.org.in/
https://www.janaagraha.org/
https://www.janaagraha.org/
https://www.learntoearndayton.org/
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Organization Self-described field

Lend A Hand India Meaningful, useful quality education

Let’s Grow Kids Early childhood education

Lex Mundi Pro Bono Foundation Pro bono legal support

Liberation Ventures Truth, reconciliation, and reparations

Living Goods Community health

Media Democracy Fund Tech and society

Mercy Housing Housing and community development

Mosaic Environment and climate

Movement for Black Lives Racial justice

MyPath Youth financial capability

N Square Nuclear disarmament and nonproliferation

National Immigration Law Center Immigrants’ rights

National Institute for Criminal 
Justice Reform

Violence reduction or community violence 
intervention

National Mentorship Movement Mobilizing volunteer mentors, connecting them 
to beneficiaries together with partners

NCIT Capacity-Building Hub 
(managed by BUILD Initiative)

Early childhood

NOSSAS Defense of fundamental rights through activism

One Acre Fund Agricultural productivity

OneSky Education equity; women’s empowerment

Open Road Alliance Bridge financing to “unstick” impact capital for 
climate change and inequality reduction

Organize Organ donation

Over Zero (a project of 
Hopewell Fund)

Political violence prevention and mitigation; 
anti-authoritarianism/democracy protection

Panorama Global Gender-based violence

Partnership on AI to Benefit 
People and Society

Responsible AI

PolicyLink Equity

https://lendahandindia.org/
https://letsgrowkids.org/
https://www.lexmundiprobono.org/
https://www.liberationventures.org/
https://livinggoods.org/
https://mediademocracyfund.org/
https://www.mercyhousing.org/
https://mosaicmomentum.org/
https://m4bl.org/
https://mypathus.org/
https://nsquare.org/
https://www.nilc.org/
https://nicjr.org/
https://nicjr.org/
https://mentorshipmovement.co.za/
https://www.thencit.org/
https://www.thencit.org/
https://www.en.nossas.org/
https://oneacrefund.org/
https://onesky.org/
https://openroadalliance.org/
https://www.organize.org/
https://www.projectoverzero.org/
https://www.projectoverzero.org/
https://www.panoramaglobal.org/
https://partnershiponai.org/
https://partnershiponai.org/
https://www.policylink.org/
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Organization Self-described field

Project ECHO Health primarily, also education and climate change

Public Rights Project Equitable enforcement of laws designed to protect 
people’s civil and human rights

Raikes Foundation – Student 
Experience Project

Postsecondary persistence/success—equitable 
student experience as a lever for equitable outcomes

Results for Development (R4D) Global health and education

RIZE Massachusetts Foundation Philanthropy; substance use disorder

Safe Water Network Community water supply

SANAC HIV, TB, and STI response and prevention

SHOFCO Urban slum transformation

SkillUp Coalition Upskilling

Social Impact Movement Social impact education

Societal Thinking Climate, health, education, equity, and livelihoods; 
across all SDGs

SoLD Alliance Transforming education to be aligned with the science 
of learning and development and designed for equity

Solutions Journalism Network Journalism

Spark Health Africa Healthcare

Start Early Early childhood development

Student Experience Research 
Network

Narrowest: student experience of school 
Broadest: whole child development/science of 
learning and development

Tamarack Institute Ending poverty, building youth futures, addressing 
social isolation and loneliness, navigating climate 
transitions

Tech Matters Technology for systems change, currently in child 
protection and climate adaptation/finance

Ten Strands Student environmental, climate, and environmental 
justice literacy

The Health Initiative Investments in health

https://hsc.unm.edu/echo/
https://www.publicrightsproject.org/
https://studentexperienceproject.org/
https://studentexperienceproject.org/
https://r4d.org/
https://www.rizema.org/
https://safewaternetwork.org/
https://sanac.org.za/
https://www.shofco.org/
https://www.skillup.org/
https://socialimpactmovement.org/
https://societalthinking.org/
https://soldalliance.org/
https://www.solutionsjournalism.org/
https://sparkhealthafrica.co.za/
https://www.startearly.org/
https://studentexperiencenetwork.org/
https://studentexperiencenetwork.org/
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/
https://techmatters.org/
https://tenstrands.org/
https://healthinitiativeusa.org/
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THE BRIDGESPAN GROUP
BOSTON 2 Copley Place, 7th Floor, Suite 3700B, Boston, MA 02116 USA. Tel: +1 617 572 2833
JOHANNESBURG Bridgespan Africa, The MARC, Tower 1, 3rd Floor, Corner Maude and Rivonia Road, 
Sandown Johannesburg, South Africa. Tel: +27 11 012 9280
MUMBAI Bridgespan India Private Limited (registered address), 11th Floor, Platina, G Block, Plot C 59, 
Bandra Kurla Complex, Mumbai, 400051, India. Tel: +91 022 6628 9624
NEW YORK 333 Seventh Avenue, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10001 USA. Tel: +1 646 562 8900
SAN FRANCISCO 88 Kearny St., Ste. 200, San Francisco, CA 94108 USA. Tel: +1 415 627 4500
SINGAPORE The Bridgespan Group, Sponsored by Bain Singapore, 38 Beach Road, 15th Floor, South, 
Beach Tower, Singapore 189767

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons BY-NC-ND License.  
To view a copy of this license, visit http://www.bridgespan.org/about-us/terms-and-conditions

www.bridgespan.org
contact@bridgespan.org
contactindia@bridgespan.org

Organization Self-described field

The Institute for Liberatory 
Innovation

Systems change through Individual action

The Planetary Health Alliance Planetary health

The Philanthropy Workshop 
(TPW)

Transforming philanthropy

Transcend Education innovation

Vera Institute of Justice Criminal justice reform/immigration reform

Videre est Credere Human rights/accountability

Village Farmers Initiative (VFI) Agriculture

VillageReach Health equity

WITNESS Field of human rights video/tech activism

X Sector Labs Service and mental health

Year Up Workforce development

http://www.bridgespan.org
https://www.facebook.com/BridgespanGroup
https://twitter.com/bridgespangroup
http://www.linkedin.com/company/the-bridgespan-group
http://www.youtube.com/user/TheBridgespanGroup
https://www.liberatoryinstitute.org/
https://www.liberatoryinstitute.org/
https://www.planetaryhealthalliance.org/
https://www.tpw.org/
https://www.tpw.org/
https://transcendeducation.org/
https://www.vera.org/
https://www.videreonline.org/
https://villagefarmers.org/
https://www.villagereach.org/
https://www.witness.org/
https://www.xsectorlabs.com/
https://www.yearup.org/
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