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Here’s a thought experiment: when you hear the word 

infrastructure, what are the words that come to mind?

Collective? Support? System?

Let’s add a word to this association exercise. When you 

hear philanthropic infrastructure, you think:

Support?

The other words probably don’t come to mind. 

Philanthropic infrastructure is not a phrase that causes the 

pulse to race and, perhaps, should be changed to some-

thing more exciting. We suggest that a close look at the 

words also reveals a deeper issue of substance: The orga-

nizations that support the field don’t generally function 

as part of a common system. As philanthropy continues 

to mature, becoming less an archipelago of disassociated 

foundations and more a cohesive profession, it needs 

its supporting organizations to partner strategically and 

systematically to stitch our field together. 

This inquiry was commissioned to assess the extent to 

which philanthropic infrastructure groups currently col-

laborate and to determine ways to encourage more effec-

tive partnerships. The good news—infrastructure groups 

have planted many collaborative seeds. Despite numerous 

hurdles (discussed in detail in the report that follows), the 

impetus to collaborate regularly prevails. 

As we interviewed philanthropy support organization staff 

and CEOs, we heard about an abundance of thoughtful, 

effective collaborative efforts. We found ample evidence 

that infrastructure groups are collaborating. What they 

need is the support to be more strategic and systematic in 

their choices. 

Collaboration Drivers and Barriers— 
A Summary of Findings

Impetus for Collaboration

Increased value and greater impact—Collaboration 

brings additional value in the form of diverse program-

ming, resources, and expertise to their members and cus-

tomers. Strategic collaboration is often a way to fill gaps 

in expertise or to create a stronger, more holistic picture of 

an issue or practice.  

Outreach beyond membership: For some groups, col-

laborating allows them to share their content expertise 

beyond their membership or immediate constituency.  

Leveraging resources: cost savings—Some collaborative 

activities, like shared space, shared web platforms, and 

shared back office functions, are compelling ways to save 

money and maximize efficiency without necessarily giving 

up organizational autonomy.

Funder demand: just do it!—Grantmaker members and 

funders have been more vocal in the last few years about 

wanting their supporting organizations to work together 

more effectively, reduce duplication in services, and ensure 

that programs and resources are complementary.

Economic pressure—Concern from funders about the 

high cost of memberships and the increasing tenuousness 

of funding for many infrastructure groups played a domi-

nant role in prompting this latest round of thinking about 

effective collaboration.  

Advancing a sectorwide agenda—Infrastructure groups 

form strategic alliances to advance larger efforts that they 

could not undertake alone. This phenomena is exempli-

fied by efforts like Project Streamline, the Diversity in 

Philanthropy Project’s D5 coalition, PolicyWorks for Phi-

lanthropy, and the Education Design Team of the Council 

and Forum.  

EXECUTIVE SNAPSHOT
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What Gets in the Way

Institutional Imperative—Fragmentation and competition 

for resources can leave organizations susceptible to being man-

aged for the sake of the organization rather than for the sake of 

stakeholders.1

One-Stop Shop Mentality—Very few, if any, of the sector’s 

infrastructure groups think of themselves as having the capac-

ity to provide all the benefits, knowledge, and information 

that their members might need, but many still aspire to be 

plausible one-stop-shops for members.  

The Squeeze Isn’t On—Although philanthropy support or-

ganizations feel pressure from funders, they don’t perceive that 

members are agitating for measures like joint memberships 

that would reduce membership fees.

Lack of Capacity—Collaboration takes time and significant 

effort.  It is hard work and requires thoughtful conversations 

among the groups involved. 

Relationship and Personality-dependent—Effective collabo-

ration often boils down to trust and compatibility—both on 

the personal and organizational levels.  

Differing Business Models and Fee Structures—Collabora-

tive activities that would require an organization to change 

their business model—particularly in relation to membership 

dues – are challenging to develop. 

Systemic Financing Challenges—It’s not surprising that 

that buck often stops at, well, the buck.  Financing within the 

infrastructure is a systemic problem. The financing system be-

comes a barrier to collaboration when it causes organizations 

to become territorial and lost trust in each other.

Recommendations for Strengthening  
Collaboration Across the Infrastructure

We have the opportunity to strengthen the capacity of the 

philanthropic infrastructure to collaborate in strategic ways, to 

provide more value for members less expensively, and to work 

more efficiently. 

Going Wide: Seven Ways to Systematize  
Support for Greater Collaboration 

1.  Map the overlap in memberships and status of membership 

numbers across the sector and systematize this data  

collection. 

2.  Institute a biannual collaborative survey to foundations on 

“customer service.” 

3.  Promote a shared calendar of events and use it to make 

events and education accessible. 

4.  Create an RSS feed of information and events from all 

philanthropy support organizations. 

5.  Sponsor regular gatherings to share information on existing 

and emerging collaborative projects and systems.

6.  Create guidelines and templates for higher intensity collabo-

ration practices, including various ways to share cost and 

profit. 

7. Develop a speaker/trainer databank.

Going Deep: Five Priority Collaborative Projects 

1.  Take action to enable co-working, collective purchasing, 

shared jobs, and fiscal sponsorships.

2. Develop shared marketing and branding campaigns. 

3.  Create collaborative membership models, especially among 

“noncompetitive” organizations.

4.  Expand shared knowledge creation and knowledge manage-

ment systems. 

5.  Create a funding pool and/or advocate a foundation “tith-

ing” to secure sustained funding.

1		Tactical	Philanthropy	blog:		March	4,	2010.		http://tacticalphilanthropy.com/2010/03/the-nonprofit-institutional-imperative? 
utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+TacticalPhilanthropy+%28Tactical+Philanthropy%29  
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Over the next few years, the philanthropic infrastructure 

can demonstrate its ability to operate as a coordinated 

support network in service to the field. The timing is right. 

In a difficult economy, a functioning infrastructure is even 

more essential to strengthen our sector.2 And the momen-

tum is already there. Collaborations abound. Many orga-

nizations are already considering different business models, 

new operating structures, and strategic partnerships that 

create more sustainable relationships with colleague orga-

nizations. Our challenge will be to identify and commit 

to the collaborative projects and systems that help the 

philanthropy support infrastructure demonstrate its value 

and function at its highest and most coordinated level. 

2	Philanthropies	Working	Together:	Myths	and	Realities.	(2005)	Robert	Hughes.	Foundation	Center.	
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THE JOURNEY TO STRATEGIC  
COLLABORATION

The organizations that support philanthropy hold collabora-
tion in high esteem. Many philanthropy infrastructure leaders 
articulate a belief that more collaboration makes sense, espe-
cially in the current economic climate, when organizations 
must be creative to get by with less. And many practice what 
they preach. Collaborations abound, although the approach 
remains largely relationship-based, dependent on “who you 
know.” The bigger question, we found, is how to help infra-
structure groups become more effective in their collaborative 
practice. We believe the answer is in moving from more ad 
hoc to more systematic collaborations. 

In this inquiry, we explore the ways in which organizations 
inside and outside philanthropy think about and undertake 
collaboration. We organize examples of collaborations within 
the context of a framework to provide an analytical tool to 
help infrastructure organizations make better choices about 
their individual collaborations. We also surface recommenda-
tions for increasing or enhancing strategic collaborative efforts 
across the infrastructure. 

This work arose from a series of conversations between the 
Council on Foundations (Council), the Forum of Regional 
Associations of Grantmakers (Forum), regional associations, 
and affinity groups about how to function most effectively 
in our continually emerging field. Historically, many of the 
groups that now constitute philanthropy’s infrastructure, 
such as the Forum, began as part of the Council.3 Cycles of 
dialectical restructuring are at play across the infrastructure, 
with regional associations and affinity groups also renegoti-
ating their relationships and reconsidering the benefits and 
challenges of building or rebuilding “hubs” for their respective 
networks. Many want to move toward systems and structures 
that encourage and enable collaboration yet are wary of any 
activity that has the potential to threaten their autonomy. At 
the same time, funders—particularly those most invested in 
the growth of the infrastructure—have increasingly called for 

more collaborative activity to save money, reduce duplication of 

effort, and add greater value. 

Philanthropy’s Infrastructure: 
A Definition

Even though the term may not be the core issue, it’s still 

a problem. Big Duck, a communications firm serving 
nonprofits, recently proposed a set of “Words for Non-
profits to Avoid in 2010” on its Duck Call blog. The term 
“infrastructure” was one of the six chosen. Even those 
behind the Nonprofit Quarterly’s Study on Nonprofit and 
Philanthropic Infrastructure note problems with the term, 
how it “connotes a fixed and unchanging support system” 
rather than “interactive forces that transmit information 
and propel change.”

Although it’s imperfect, this remains the term used for 
philanthropy’s support organizations, which include:

•  Place-based (such as the Council and regional associa-
tions), issue-focused (such as Grantmakers for Educa-
tion), identity-focused (such as Funders for LGTBQ), 
foundation type-specific (such as the Association for Small 
Foundations) groups—often but not always member-

ship organizations 

•  Research institutions—collecting data and conducting 
research for and about philanthropy (such as the Foun-
dation Center)

•  Other philanthropic support groups or initiatives de-
signed to address issues or concerns (such as Philanthro-
py for Racial Equity) or promote effective grantmaking 
(such as GrantCraft).

3  The	Forum	was	originally	part	of	the	Council,	then	emerged	to	form	a	type	3	supporting	organization,	and	now	remains	a	distinct	
organization	that	shares	space	and	back-office	function	with	the	Council.	The	organizations	have	a	strategic	alliance	with	a	joint	
board	task	force	and	specific	shared	goals.
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Funders and the Infrastructure

A senior philanthropy professional joked recently that the 
smallest affinity group in philanthropy is “Grantmakers 
Concerned About Philanthropy.” Indeed, this imaginary 
group is small and getting smaller as funders that have 
supported the growth and development of the infrastruc-
ture begin to rethink their strategy and priorities in light 
of economic challenges. Although 1,300 foundations 
have been identified as having made grants to nonprofit 
infrastructure since 2004, more than 55 percent of the 
funding to infrastructure organizations comes from only 
10 foundations, and a mere five foundations account for 
40 percent of infrastructure funding, according to The 
Nonprofit Quarterly Study On Nonprofit And Philan-
thropic Infrastructure.4 The article goes on to state that, 
with the exception of “the outstanding financial commit-
ments of foundations such as Ford, Kellogg, and Gates, 
among others, many other large foundations have not put 
much thought or commitment toward supporting the 
national nonprofit and philanthropic infrastructure.”5 It’s 
a scary prognosis for organizations that rely on support 
from these funders for many of their most innovative 
programs and projects. With recent evidence that some 
longtime infrastructure funders are shifting their support, 
the struggle and competition for scarce resources is only 
likely to intensify. 

At the same time, most staffed grantmakers do hold a 
membership in one or more of the national, regional, and 
issue or identity-based affinity groups. Many also utilize 
research and access other support services and resources 
of the nonmembership infrastructure institutions like the 
Foundation Center, Center for Effective Philanthropy, and 
others. Grantmakers’ reasons for connecting with these 
groups vary, but tend to boil down to the following:6 

•  Networking and relationship development. Regional 
associations provide geographically based networking 
while affinity groups provide networking around com-
mon interests, foundation type, or foundation strategy. 
The identity-based groups provide support, advocacy, 
and empowerment for staff belonging to specific  
communities. 

•  Educational programming and professional develop-
ment, including basic grantmaking education for new 
staff, information on best practices and new thinking, 
technical support and materials related to legal and 
accounting standards, and resources focused on more 
advanced grantmaking practice. 

Unpacking Aspects of the 
Infrastructure:

Regional Associations and Affinity Groups

At the most basic level, regional associations (RAs) focus 
geographically, convening and supporting grantmakers in 
their region. They provide a forum for peer networking, a 
voice for policy and advocacy, and education about local 
issues. Many were created as entities to help “professional-
ize” the field in response to the Tax Reform Act of 1969, 
Congress’ first real attempt to regulate private foundations. 

Affinity groups (AGs) are issue-focused, providing mem-
bers with learning opportunities and data about specific 
topics, such as education, smart growth, or LGBTQ is-
sues. They educate their members and other grantmakers 
about the state of their issue and to advocate in relation to 
that issue. Many grow or downsize depending on how hot 
their issue is at any given time, often relying on consul-
tants rather than building a large staff. Many AGs were 
created by single funders or cohorts of funders concerned 
with particular issues.

The practical distinction between the regional associations 
and the affinity groups of grantmakers is not always so 
clear. Regional associations of grantmakers often convene 
local issue-based affinity groups or study circles, which 
may or may not be affiliated with the national affinity 
groups. Many RAs also have growing content expertise, 
which they provide to their members, and, prospec-
tively, to the larger field. However, these distinctions are 
articulated to remind us that different cohorts within the 
infrastructure face different circumstances, opportunities 
and challenges when approaching collaborative work.

4 NPQ, p. 12

5 NPQ, p. 49

6  Similar to reasons people value associations, according to the American Society of Association Executives website,  
Association FAQ.
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•  Specific job-related information and training, particularly 
in the case of the job-based affinity groups such as the Grants 
Managers Network and the Technology Affinity Group.

•  Topical issue and policy-related information, data, and 
statistics to assist foundation staff in their program areas of 
interest. 

•  Contextual information, data, and research about trends in 
philanthropy and the nonprofit sector.

•  A platform for advocacy and relationship-building at the 
state and national levels.

•  Community and forum to discuss shared purpose, values, 
and standards.

Funders join and create new support organizations when they 
feel that specific interests and needs are not being met. This is 
a very common phenomenon in all sectors, according to John 
Graham, president of the American Society of Association 
Executives (ASAE). Once support organizations such as as-
sociations become large, their members or users create off-shoot 

groups that are more focused on their specific interests. “People 
don’t like to belong to groups that are too large, so it’s a natural 
response to look for something more specialized,” Graham said. 7 

The flip side to this organic process of differentiating is that 
funder networks can seem to be “islands unto themselves,” as 
one foundation executive put it in an interview, each trying 
to provide a full complement of services, including member 

service, knowledge and content generation, and educational 
programs and conferences. The result is a duplication of efforts 
that is noticeable to foundation members and users. Accord-
ing to another foundation executive interviewed, “With the 
Internet, people just don’t need the duplication, but organiza-
tions and their leaders don’t want to merge. They see each other 
as competition.” She added, “Most infrastructure organizations 
are milquetoast—they need to put a stake in the ground. That 
may mean you don’t get support from everyone, but you get 
more support from others.”

Impetus for Collaboration

After a little probing to get beyond immediate affirmations, 
interviewees cited a number of rationales for increasing col-
laboration.

Increased value and greater impact 

Most people we spoke with see collaboration as a way to bring 
additional value in the form of diverse programming, resources, 
and expertise to their members and customers. Organiza-
tions—such as regional associations and the Association of 
Small Foundations (ASF)—that have established mechanisms 
for outreach to large constituencies often bring in issue-based 
programming from colleague organizations. Strategic col-
laboration is often a way to fill gaps in expertise or to create a 
stronger, more holistic picture of an issue or practice.

Outreach beyond membership 

For some of the affinity groups, conversely, collaborating with 
other entities allows them to share their content expertise 
beyond their membership or immediate constituency. Recruit-
ing new members or customers is secondary to the primary 
objective of simply educating more grantmakers about the 
specific issue of the group. As one affinity group executive ex-

plained, “Success for us would be to go out of business because 
so many foundations have [our] lens.” Such a philosophy, if 
taken beyond the rhetorical, would prompt an organization to 
distribute its materials and knowledge very broadly through all 
available channels. 

What Do We Mean  
By “Collaboration”? 

There’s a wide spectrum of activities that organizations 
might engage in together, from basic information shar-
ing to co-creating publications, to sharing office space, 
positions, and memberships, to full mergers. This report 
looks at the whole range of alliances, but, as the collabora-
tions framework on page 3 demonstrates, most current 
collaborative activity is task-oriented and focused on the 
development and dissemination of programming. 

7  John Graham, interview
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Leveraging resources—cost savings 

Some collaborative activities, like shared space, shared Web 
platforms, and shared back-office functions, are compel-
ling ways to save money and maximize efficiency without 
necessarily giving up organizational autonomy. 

The Forum of Regional Associations of Grantmakers was 
able to offset the high cost of website and content manage-
ment system development by creating a shared system that 
member regional associations could buy into. 

By sharing space and back office functions with the Coun-
cil, both the Forum and Funders Concerned About AIDS 
(FCAA) are realizing cost savings, as much as 30 percent 
in the estimation of John L. Barnes, executive director of 

FCAA. (See more detailed “Mini-Case” on page 17.)

Funder demand—just do it! 

Grantmaker members and funders have been more vo-
cal in the last few years about wanting their supporting 
organizations to work together more effectively, reduce 
duplication in services, and ensure that programs and 
resources are complementary. When members and funders 
demand something, a response is necessary. When these 
demands come from members that provide grants beyond 
membership dues, that pressure is intensified.

Economic pressure

Concern from funders about the high cost of memberships 
and the increasing tenuousness of funding for many infra-

structure groups played a dominant role in prompting this 
latest round of thinking about effective collaboration. 

The funding stream to infrastructure organizations may 
not always be ample enough to support all organizations 
within the current philanthropy landscape. In its recount-
ing of themes from interviews with 25 infrastructure lead-
ers, the Nonprofit Quarterly (NPQ) noted that a decline 
in general operating support and multiyear funding and an 
increased emphasis on revenue generation are all identified 
by leaders as salient trends.8 

Certainly, grantmakers consider the costs of their member-
ship dues, even if those considerations haven’t yet resulted 
in changes to membership. As one funder cautioned, “To 
be honest, having seen the cost structure of all of these 
memberships over roughly 10 years now, I would say that 
they were all pretty reasonable for the first five years, but 
in the last five years, they have by and large been raising 
dues and raising dues and some may be starting to price 
themselves out of the market.” 

Advancing a sectorwide agenda 

Infrastructure groups partner to better handle initiatives 
that they could not undertake alone. This phenomenon is 
exemplified by efforts like Project Streamline, the Diver-
sity in Philanthropy Project’s D5 coalition, PolicyWorks 
for Philanthropy, and the Grantmaker Education Design 
Initiative of the Council and Forum. In these cases, the 
benefit to the individual entity may be the opportunity 
to contribute to (and benefit from) an effort that is apart 
from their day-to-day work but that is important to their 
mission.9 

What Gets in the Way

Broadly speaking, how can anyone argue against working 
together? However, collaboration is not always easy. We 
gathered the following themes from interviews about what 
makes collaboration difficult in our sector:

“… Having seen the cost structure of all of these mem-
berships over roughly 10 years now, I would say that 
they were all pretty reasonable for the first five years, but 
in the last five years, they have by and large been raising 
dues and raising dues and some may be starting to price 
themselves out of the market.”

—Grantmaker

8 NPQ, page 23

9		Information	on	Project	Streamline	and	D5	can	be	found	on	the	following	sites:	www.projectstreamline.org	and	 
www.diversityinphilanthropy.org. 
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Institutional imperative 

The maturing of the philanthropy infrastructure, particularly of 
the funder networks and affinity groups, has resulted in much 
greater fragmentation and competition than previously existed. 
As the affinity groups have transitioned to independent 501(c)3 
status, they are understandably concerned about the sustain-
ability of their organizations. In our knowledge-based sector, 
organizations and membership associations have reason to be 
cautious about sharing intellectual property, compromising 
their brand, and losing the support of tenuous funding. This 
can lead to what Sean Stannard-Stockton recently referred to 
as the “Nonprofit Institutional Imperative.” He writes, “The 
Nonprofit Institutional Imperative leads nonprofit management 
teams to run their organization for the sake of the organization 

rather than for the sake of stakeholders.”10 

One-stop shop mentality

Very few, if any, of the sector’s infrastructure groups think of 
themselves as having the capacity to provide all the benefits, 
knowledge, and information that their members might need, 
but many aspire to be plausible one-stop shops for members 
that may not have multiple memberships. This tension drives 
collaboration, as organizations strive to provide a wide range of 
opportunities for members. However, it also makes collabora-
tion more difficult, as they try to ensure that their members 
perceive them as the main source for value. 

Funders may not see this one-stop-shop approach as entirely 
positive. “Occasionally you’ll see a joint project, like Grantmak-
ers in Health might do a health panel at a SECF meeting,” said 

one interviewee, adding, “but for the most part, it’s all indi-
vidual. I think this is a bad strategy for them.”

The squeeze isn’t on. 

Although interviewees talked about feeling anxious about the 
economic climate, leaders did not seem particularly concerned 
about losing members and none spoke of that possibility as an 
incentive for greater collaboration. If the squeeze is on, it is not 
intense enough to provoke consideration of some of the more 
intensive types of collaboration. Infrastructure organizations 
do not perceive that their members are agitating for significant 
cost-saving measures like joint memberships. 

“The potential for success seems small. People feel that they 
would do better on their own,” one affinity group CEO said. 

“The customer will always want a cheaper package,” another 
CEO said. “So, if they want a cheaper package, but they are 
still buying this package, there’s no incentive to do anything 
dramatic.” 

Lack of capacity

Collaboration takes time and significant effort. It is hard work 
and requires thoughtful conversations among the groups 
involved. Even an alliance as seemingly simple as an affinity 
group providing a program in collaboration with a regional 
association of grantmakers raises a host of potentially tricky 
questions, including: How will the communications, branding, 
and registration be handled? Should there be cost and revenue 
sharing? If there is a cost to funders, whose fee structure should 
be used? 

Relationship and personality-dependent 

Effective collaboration often boils down to trust and compat-
ibility, both on the personal and organizational levels. Person-
alities of those involved can shut collaborations down. Inter-
viewees cited some key examples where a joint effort just didn’t 
happen because of egos and personality conflicts.

Differing business models and fee structures 

We found, in general, a real ambivalence about collaborative 
activities that would cause an organization to change their busi-
ness model in any way, particularly in relation to membership 
dues, which are the dominant form of revenue for most of the 
infrastructure groups. This is why collaboration has clumped 
around program-based collaborations, particularly those that 
don’t involve any risk or revenue sharing. 

This barrier was cited repeatedly as a reason why shared mem-
berships could not work11 and why other types of alliances were 
often challenging. It is true that membership fee scales vary 
quite dramatically—from a flat rate of under $500 in the case 
of ASF to sliding rates based on a percentage of assets, ascend-
ing from $150 all the way up to more than $80,000 per year. 

10Tactical	Philanthropy	blog:	March	4,	2010.	http://tacticalphilanthropy.com/2010/03/the-nonprofit-institutional-imperative?utm_
source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+TacticalPhilanthropy+%28Tactical+Philanthropy%29 

11  One	specific	concern	seemed	to	be	that	if	foundations	compared	membership	dues	for	different	organizations	side	by	side,	
they	would	suddenly	realize	that	they	did	not	need	the	more	expensive	membership.	
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Systemic financing challenges

It’s not surprising that the buck often stops at, well, the 
buck. Financing within the infrastructure is a systemic 

problem, notes the Nonprofit Quarterly study. 

“There has been a relative lack of attention to 
building an appropriate overall financing system for 
the infrastructure. A skewed reliance on foundation 
funding and the lack of capacity (and resources) to 
pursue more diversified funding streams … has not 
only led to dwindling resources for infrastructure 
groups but also, led them to create business models 
that pull them away from their missions and/or 
serve only those who ‘can pay the fee.’ ”12 

The financing system becomes a barrier to collaboration 
when it causes organizations to become territorial and 
lose trust in each other. And as discussed earlier, when 
organizations have a primary interest in maintaining their 
institution, they are unlikely to do work that might cause 
organizational lines to become blurred (or disappear alto-
gether) as a result of partnerships, cost-sharing, and other 
strategic collaborations.

Contradictions and dynamic tensions

In aggregate (and sometimes individually) our interviews 
with sector leaders contained contradictions. Many of the 
issues and questions around effective collaboration arise 
from a certain cognitive dissonance within our sector. We 
tracked the following areas of dynamic tension:

•  Niche versus one-stop shop. Organizations often want 

to occupy a strong and distinctive niche, from which 
they can add value for constituents by collaborating, 
particularly on programs and resources. At the same 
time, many feel the need to maintain their value by being 
seen as the best source for a full complement of services. 

Funders add confusion by simultaneously encourag-
ing the creation of new, more focused and specialized 
organizations, while asking groups to collaborate more 
effectively, to lower dues, and to streamline the sector’s 
offerings.

•  Glory of startup versus stark reality of sustainability. 
Funders create networks and supporting organizations 
and value them for the specific services they provide, but 
somewhere between the glory of startup and the (rela-
tive) comfort of venerability lay a scary gray zone. Almost 
as soon as they are created, these same organizations 
begin to struggle to raise money to survive. 

•  Competitive versus complimentary business models. 
Collaboration is one thing when it’s between two organi-
zations bringing different market shares to the table. It’s 
a very different proposition for organizations compet-
ing for the same market. In many cases, the greater the 
overlap, the greater the tension and the less chance of 
successful collaboration. Yet shouldn’t organizations with 
overlapping markets (aka members or funders) be doing 
all they can to combine forces and minimize redundancy? 

•  Responding to members versus advancing the whole 
sector. Infrastructure organizations must navigate a fine 
line between serving members and doing what’s best for 
the field. Collaboration can be tough if one party toes 
the line of members and the other acts as a driving force 
for change in the way the sector operates or approaches 
particular issues.

Tensions like these can’t be resolved, but they can be recog-
nized and managed when they arise, as they inevitably will. 

It seemed useful to us to call them out since they are often 
at the root of challenges that collaborations encounter. 

12	Rosetta	Thurman	blog.	(2009	July	9).	What	Does	the	Future	Hold	for	Nonprofit	Infrastructure	Organizations?;	NPQ,	page	12.	
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THE COLLABORATIVE FRAMEWORK 
There are myriad frameworks to describe levels of collabora-
tive activity. Most delineate a linear spectrum of collaboration 
from networking or information exchange to coordinating, to 
cooperating, to collaborating, to integrating. We chose to use a 
matrix instead, so that we could evaluate activities on two axes: 

•  Scope of Work (x axis): how much an organization (staff, 
time, and resources) is bound up in the endeavor

•  Intensity of Relationship (y axis): the investment, risk, and 
potential reward of the alliance

It’s not a perfect model. Some efforts fall on the border 
between two categories, change categories over time, or have 

the potential to be in different categories depending on the 
types of organizations engaged and the personalities of staff. So 
while we’ve attempted to capture where types of collaboration 
generally land, we suggest that you consider where your own 
concrete examples might fall. That will help you identify the 
resources and level of investment your effort needs and the level 
of risk and reward it might bring.

In the pages following the graphic framework, we describe 
the quadrants in more detail, highlighting various types of 

collaborations that are underway or might be created in our 
sector. We also lift up seven cases that clearly demonstrate the 
collaborative impact, programmatically and/or financially, on 
the organizations involved. 

High intensity, limited scope:
require considerable energy, negotiation, mutual benefit, 
but short in duration or may not engage full organization

Examples:
Contracting—content development/sharing
Collaborative research projects
Joint conferences
Jointly developed materials and programs

(blue text = recommended areas for growth)

High intensity, broad scope:
involve the full organization and require a high level of  
intentionality, energy, negotiation, mutual risk and benefit

Examples:
Long-term issue-based alliance (e.g. D5)
Fiscal sponsorship

Low intensity, limited scope:
although mutually beneficial or neutral, these activities 
entail little risk and don’t require change to the organization’s 
mission-based activities or identity

Examples:
Information and content sharing
Reciprocal memberships—association staff
Guest memberships

Joint memberships—noncompetitive orgs
“Sponsorship” of another group’s events
Speaking at a colleague orgs event
Engaging as advisors

Low intensity, broad scope:
affect the whole organization but don’t change the orga-
nization’s mission-based activites and identity

Examples:
Co-working, collective purchasing
Shared technology/KM platform
Shared marketing and branding
Joint memberships—overlapping audiences

Co-created funding pool
Shared jobs
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Framework Narrative and Examples 

Low Intensity, Limited Scope

Many of the sector’s joint activities fall into this category—
and for good reason. They require little risk and very little 
expenditure of energy. They are often marriages of conve-
nience and collegiality—“good neighbor” behavior—but 
are generally not strategic alliances that change the entities 
involved.

•  Information Sharing: At the most basic level, organiza-
tions share information about their plans, upcoming 
materials, and programs, etc. This isn’t really a collabora-
tive activity, but it is a prelude to collaboration. And it is 
strikingly hard to accomplish. Many interviewees com-
mented that they would collaborate more, but they don’t 
know what their colleagues are doing in time to build a 
collaborative project or tie others’ programs into their 
annual schedule.

•  Content sharing: This can entail sending materials for 
distribution through another network, providing content 
(or links to content) to be included in another organiza-
tion’s online newsletter, or providing access to online 
resources. 

As part of the Project Streamline initiative, the Grants 
Managers Network (GMN) knew that outreach through 
the regional associations of grantmakers would be es-
sential for raising interest in the effort. The initiative 
held a webinar for regional associations to introduce the 
project, and then sent 50 Project Streamline reports along 
with a turnkey newsletter article and press release to each 
regional association for outreach to members. The costs for 
materials were absorbed as part of the grant-funded Project 
Streamline initiative. Regional associations contributed 
staff time to modify the article and include it in their 
newsletters, and to adapt and send the press release. 

•  Exchange of member benefits for other association staff: 
Many affinity groups offer reciprocal memberships or 
member rates to staff of other affinity groups so that 
they can attend each other’s conferences for reduced rates 
and have access to each other’s materials. This practice 
encourages collegiality and exchange of information, 
although according to interviewees, it can be challenging 
to stay abreast of news from colleagues much less attend 
their conferences and programs.

The Council has a variety of ways to extend member 
pricing for conferences to colleague organizations. The 
first staff person of Council-recognized affinity groups 
may register for conferences at the lowest available rate. 
Every other staff person may register at the member rate. 
Additionally staff persons of regional associations may 
register for conferences at the member rate. The Council 
also offers a profit-sharing initiative, where members of 
Council-recognized affinity groups can register for Council 
conferences at the member rate, provided they use a special 
code given by the Council to the affinity groups. Finally, 
members of regional associations that sit on the Council’s 
conference host committee can register at the member rate 
regardless of their membership status with the Council.

•  Guest memberships: Guest memberships exist between 
the regional associations of grantmakers, specifically to 
serve family foundations that may have family members 
in multiple regions. If a family belongs to one regional 
association, members may attend programs in their own 
regions without purchasing a membership for the whole 
foundation. 

•  Joint memberships among noncompetitive organizations: 
Groups with nonoverlapping memberships (or pri-
mary membership anyway) can offer joint, discounted 
memberships as a way to increase membership in one 
organization while providing a member service to mem-
bers of the other organization. We were only able to find 
one operating joint membership program. Philanthropic 
consultants who join both Philanthropy New York and 
the National Network of Consultants to Grantmak-
ers (NNCG) receive membership discounts from both 
organizations. This program is available only to consul-
tants and consulting firms that are vetted by NNCG and 
qualify as “full” NNCG members. (See page 23 for a 
more detailed case story about this partnership.)

•  Sponsorship of another group’s events: When a national 
infrastructure group like Association of Small Founda-
tions (ASF) and the Council, or an affinity group such 
as Grants Managers Network (GMN), or Grantmakers 
for Effective Organizations (GEO) brings a program to a 
region, several levels of coordination are possible with the 
local regional association (RA). At the most basic level, 
they let the RA know that the program is coming. Often 
the RA can provide marketing and logistical support, and 
often their members receive discounted registration rates. 
With slightly earlier planning, the groups can produce 
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coordinated materials listing the RA as a “sponsor” of the pro-
gram, which may or may not mean that the RA contributed 
money or staff time to the event. 

Philanthropy Solutions is a project of the Council to promote 
and facilitate knowledge sharing among corporate grantmakers, 
with the goal of fostering high levels of stewardship in the field. 
Corporate grantmakers meet at regionally sponsored roundta-
bles to discuss pressing corporate philanthropy issues. Roundta-
bles are held in partnership with RAs across the United States, 
where the RA is known as the sponsor of the program and is 
responsible for promoting the event to the members, hosting 
the meeting at their location, and helping to draw in corporate 
philanthropic leaders. The event is financially sponsored by 
a corporate foundation and is usually branded with all three 
logos (financial sponsor, the Council, and the RA sponsor). 
Following the roundtable, the recommendations drawn from 
the discussion are presented via teleconference to reach a larger 
audience.

•  Speaking at a Colleague Organization’s Conference or Training 

Event. This is a very common method of collaborating, in 
which speakers from colleague organizations bring specialized 
content to a conference session or plenary. Colleague organi-
zations are also often engaged to provide specialized training 
within a region or for a group of funders. These transactions 
are generally fee-based. 

•  Engaging as advisers. Organizations often engage colleagues in 
their work through advisory panels, as reviewers, and on con-
ference planning committees. This serves to bring additional 
and diverse expertise to the development of a plan or program 
and also builds a foundation for additional collaboration.

High Intensity, Limited Scope

These alliances involve joining forces to create something or 
make something available. They are task oriented, focusing 

on specific programs, resources, or events. As such, they may 
be high-intensity, requiring significant work and compromise, 
but they don’t fundamentally shift the organization’s position, 
identity, or business model.

•  Contracting for content development and sharing. Organizations 
with specific content expertise can connect in long-term rela-
tionships with networks with broad membership bases. Many 
regional associations of grantmakers provide programming 
to their family foundation members by contracting with the 
National Center for Family Philanthropy (NCFP). 

NCFP provides fee-for-service access to its specialized resources 
and teleconferences. The model has in many ways been a win-
win-win. The regional associations can offer this specialized 
programming to members without investing in additional and 
duplicative staff expertise, NCFP secures a revenue stream and 
an audience for its content, and family foundations receive 
targeted educational programming and still see their regional 
association as the “go-to” place for learning.

•  Collaborative research projects. Research-focused infrastructure 
groups develop reports on issues of interest to funders. These 
research efforts are often undertaken in partnership with 
other groups, taking advantage of their content or regional 
expertise. 

The Foundation Center has worked with several RAs, includ-
ing the Council of Michigan Foundations, Northern California 
Grantmakers, and Philanthropy New York to baseline, analyze, 
and track progress around diversity and inclusion in our field. 

The Council engages regional associations to help disseminate 
its annual grantmaker salary survey in order to catch a wide 
net of responses. Regional associations that secure more than 
15 responses from their region are eligible to receive raw data 
(tables) for their region, free of charge. The Council gets much 
better data through this partnership, and participating RAs are 
able to learn more about their own members.

•  Joint conferences. Smaller budgets mean that many foun-
dations are paring down the number of conferences that 
staff can attend. In addition, some foundations have noted 
“conference fatigue” can set in, especially when there seems 
to be “a ‘sameness’ to the conferences these days.” To address 
these issues, some infrastructure groups have experimented 
with collaborating to produce conferences. Joint conferences 
may or may not entail shared risk and reward. In some cases, 
the lead partner may fund the conference and take home the 
revenues, while the other partner(s) participate in planning, 

promotion, and hosting the conference. In other cases, part-
ners devise a way to share the cost of the conference as well as 
any revenue. (See a detailed case describing several models of 
joint conferences on page 18.)

•  Jointly developed materials and programs. Organizations often 
partner to develop materials, and these collaborations are par-
ticularly effective when each organization brings a different 
expertise to the topic. As with conferences, these collabora-
tions may have different business models. Organizations may 
jointly fundraise to produce materials, they may fundraise 
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separately and each put money into the work, or one 
might take the lead in funding the work with a contribu-
tion of staff time from the other entity. 

Independent Sector (IS) and Board Source both work 
around nonprofit leadership, but Board Source focuses 
more on the practical tools of governance. When IS sought 
to provide tactical support for smaller organizations, they 
partnered with Board Source to produce a workbook to 
go along with their principles for good governance. For 
IS, this was a way to increase their advocacy, while Board 
Source saw it as a way to reach more groups with their 
materials. Since then, the two organizations have partnered 
to develop additional pieces that bring the workbook to 
life, including webinars and a “how-to” video. The col-
laboration has grown from a tangible product to a deeper 
relationship. 

Similarly, groups can work together to create and 
offer programming that combines expertise in a 
way that brings more value to members or custom-
ers. The most successful collaborations for regional 
associations, several reported, are those in which the 
programming is co-created, rather than simply being 
brought into a region. 

In one particularly comprehensive partnership program, 
Grantmakers in Aging (GIA) received an Atlantic Philan-
thropies grant that enabled them to work closely with 12 
regional associations. The goals of the project: 1) to raise 
awareness of issues related to aging, 2) to educate grant-
makers, 3) to build leadership, and 4) to identify potential 
members. Regional associations received grants of $10,000 
to $15,000 to expose their members to issues around ag-
ing. The RAs had to provide a match, and then could use 
the funding however they wanted, as long as they could 
document outcomes. GIA hired a staff-person to pull all 
participating groups together through monthly conference 

calls, issue-briefs, and individualized consultation. As a 
result, participating RAs greatly increased programming 
around these issues in ways that were distinct and targeted 
toward their particular memberships and cultures.

Low Intensity, Broad Scope

These activities are ones that, while they may require 
significant energy and relationship building to launch, 
mainly affect an organization’s back office operations and 
don’t necessarily require it to change its public face. These 

collaborations or alliances may not immediately enhance 
the value that customers see, but they have substantial 
operational implications. 

•  Co-working/shared space. Sharing space is a practical 
response to the challenge of costly rents and the periodic 
need for specific types of facilities (such as conference 
rooms) but co-locating can also be a strategic decision. 
Increased proximity almost always results in more oppor-

tunities to collaborate in substantive ways. For example, 
the Foundation Center shares space with Philanthropy 
New York and the Council on Foundations shares space 
(and other functions) with two other membership orga-
nizations. (See case on page 17 for details.)

•  Collective Services. Organizations can decide to share ac-
counting, human resources, and other “back-office” func-
tions. In some cases, a larger organization contracts to 
provide these services to a smaller organization. In others, 
two or more organizations decide to contract these 

Funder Collaboratives 

Although this project focuses on collaboration 
among infrastructure organizations specifically, we 
wanted to note that many philanthropy support 
organizations support funder collaboratives, a highly 
prevalent form of collaborative activity in our sector. 

As lifted up in a recent GrantCraft publication 
entitled Funder Collaboratives: Why and How Funders 
Work Together (2009), many funder collaboratives 
have been created to share information, leverage and 
maximize resources, develop shared structures and 
guidelines for operation, and to promote systemic so-
lutions to problems funders seek to address through 
grantmaking. Generally, funders collaborate to 
leverage greater impact around shared grantmaking 
interests in various ways, from developing learning 
networks to pooling funds. Supporting infrastructure 
groups are often involved at some level, whether as 
funding intermediaries, technical assistance provid-
ers, or convening resources. 

For more information and a copy of the GrantCraft 
funder collaborative publication, go to www.grant-
craft.org.
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services out to a third party, negotiating a collective purchas-
ing agreement that saves money. Finally, organizations each 
contribute funds toward the creation of a back office third 
party entity to provide these services, such as the Back Office 
Cooperative. (See the case study on page 17 for details.) 

•  Shared jobs. Although we didn’t find any current examples of 
this within the infrastructure, the idea of a shared job, such as 
communications or public policy, holds promise, particularly 
one shared between organizations with compatible missions. 
Many groups cannot afford a full-time employee to fulfill 
roles like these.

•  Shared technology platform, content management systems, and 

knowledge bases. Websites, content management systems, and 
servers are expensive and represent another area where groups 
can share costs without compromising their distinct identity 
or mission. The Forum of Regional Associations of Grant-
makers, for example, created a content management system 
that is shared by many regional associations, each of which 
contributed toward the cost of the system. (See page 21 for 
more details.)

•  Shared branding and marketing. Examples exist of collabora-
tive efforts that are jointly branded and marketed (Essential 
Skills and Strategies curriculum, for example), but we did not 
uncover any specific cases of partnerships in which organiza-
tions strategically marketed partnering entities in a coordi-
nated fashion. However, this could be done. The Michigan 
Community Foundations’ successful joint marketing cam-
paign in which a common identity system and positioning 
statement (tagline) were adopted by all community founda-
tions in the state, could serve as an example.13  

•  Joint memberships between organizations with overlapping 

membership bases. While we could not identify any examples 

of these types of memberships, these kinds of collaborations 
might yield long-term benefits, especially if membership 
numbers across the infrastructure significantly drop in the 
next few years. 

High Intensity, Broad Scope

These efforts involve the full organization and require a high 
level of intentionality, energy, negotiation, and mutual risk and 
benefit.

•  Long-term, issue-based alliances. This kind of collabora-
tion—represented by initiatives such as the D5 effort, which 
brings philanthropy support organizations together for five 
years of focused effort to build the sector’s diversity and 
inclusiveness practice—requires organizations to commit to 
a long-term organizational emphasis involving at least some 
of the following: designated fundraising, communications 
activities, information sharing, cooperative activities, and 
mutual accountability. Other high-profile examples include: 
Project Streamline (improving practices), PolicyWorks for 
Philanthropy (developing proactive strategies), and Katrina at 
5 (improving collaborative responsiveness).

•  Fiscal sponsorship. Sometimes it’s advantageous for an effort, 
especially an emerging effort, to become a project of another 
organization. Fiscal sponsorship offers a full array of back-
office supports, including financial management, human re-
sources, governance, and a 501(c)3 umbrella. Often, as in the 
case of the PRI Makers Network (project) and Philanthropy 
Northwest (fiscal sponsor), the project has designated staff 
and can draw on the financial/operation expertise of fiscal 
sponsor staff. (See case on page 23 for details.) 

13 http://www.wingsweb.org/download/CMFmarketingCFs.pdf 
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Real-World Case: 
Collective Services Under  
Separate Nonprofit Umbrella

Back Office Cooperative

What innovations can emerge in an environment of 
decreasing revenue streams and increased demand for 
health and human services? For one, new collaborations 
that create collective vendor purchasing arrangements and 
other consolidated administrative functions within a new 
organization. Here’s a promising example developed in 
Chicago several years ago:

The Back Office Cooperative is a membership-based non-
profit that was formed in 2007 by the Chicago Alliance 
for Collaborative Effort (CACE). CACE was interested in 
developing back-office initiatives and the United Way of 
Metropolitan Chicago, one if its 23 members, commis-
sioned a pro bono study by McKinsey & Co. that explored 
new ways to create efficiencies. This report concluded that 
more than $100 million could be saved annually by con-
solidating the administrative functions of greater Chicago’s 
health and human services agencies, which, at the time, 
spent more than $750 million combined from their $3 
billion combined annual operating budgets. 

Eight members of CACE—organizations with budgets 
ranging from $6 million to $150 million—joined the 
cooperative at the outset. “For ChildServ, I saw only an 
upside in joining the Back Office Cooperative,” said Jim 
Jones, president and CEO of ChildServ and chairman of 
CACE at the time it formed the cooperative. “By cutting 
costs and eliminating duplication, we are being effective 
stewards of our resources. That gives us greater capacity to 
serve more children and families.”

Cost Model: 

The United Way and the Chicago Community Trust pro-
vided grant money to launch the initiative in 2007. In the 
first year, each member agency invested about .13 percent 
of its annual operating revenue as seed money. The initial 
capital of $900,000 was used primarily for staff positions 
and start-up costs. By the third year of operation, the 
cooperative expects to realize cumulative net savings.

Benefits:

•  Access to savings through participation in a group pur-
chasing program

•  600 negotiated vendor contracts with access to online 
purchasing tools, phone, and/or Internet-based customer 
support.

•  Preferred pricing on future product and service offerings

•  Access to other members’ experiences and best practices

•  Input into the design of future product and service offerings

•  Access to facilitated discussions for sharing and imple-
menting best practices 

•  Account managers available to train staff onsite or by 
webinar

•  Peer agency members available to discuss questions/strat-
egies around implementation

• Phone and Internet-based customer support available

Challenges: 

It requires start-up investment and time to realize a return. 
(In the cooperative case, grant money and seed invest-
ments from founding members were based on a percentage 
of annual operating revenue.)

Implications for field: 

As with co-working spaces, collective purchasing arrange-
ments are popping up across the country. Several examples 
exist in the nonprofit sector, including the Back Office 
Cooperative profiled here and the Non-Profit Purchasing 
Group. Philanthropic infrastructure groups might consider 
joining forces with some of the existing nonprofit models, 
or forming their own cooperative to serve their particular 
needs.

Real-World Case: 
Coworking Collaborations (Shared  
Offices and Back-Office Functions)

Council on Foundations shares space and operational 
function with two partners: the Forum of Regional As-
sociations of Grantmakers and Funders Concerned About 
AIDS (FCAA)
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The Council provides office space and back-office functionality 
to two organizations: the Forum of Regional Associations of 
Grantmakers and Funders Concerned About AIDS (FCAA). 
This co-working collaboration made strategic sense to the 
Forum, which has a strategic alliance with the Council. And for 
both of the smaller organizations, the decision to co-locate and 
share services with the Council also had economic implications. 
According to John Barnes, FCAA was able to reduce expenses 
by 30 percent by eliminating an office manager position, shar-
ing IT services and a Web server, reducing rent, and sharing 
things like copiers, postage machines, conference rooms, and 
telephone services. It also yields programmatic benefits. “In an 
ideal world, [smaller groups] could just focus on programming 
instead of operations,” Barnes said.

For the Council on Foundations, situated in a new office with 
extra, unused space, the decision to share space was straightfor-
ward. They are still refining the process of providing back-office 
support and determining the appropriate fee to charge for 
these services—a fee that has been negotiated separately with 
each organization. According to Kristin Lindsey, executive vice 
president and COO of the Council, “There are obvious econo-
mies of scale that we can realize, but it is important to do this 
honestly and look at the real costs. We can’t substitute good 
will for good sense.”

Cost Model: 

Fixed and variable costs are negotiated up front (e.g., fixed flat 
fee for rental space, use of equipment and access to IT support; 
variable costs for long distance phone calls according to actual 
use).

Benefits: 

•  Economies of scale in terms of back-office support,  
IT network, conference room space, etc.

•  Make use of additional space for mission-compatible pur-
poses

•  “Water-cooler” conversations enable consistent communica-
tion and smaller daily collaborations

• No start-up costs—organizations already exist

•  Immediate ROI—rent money for organization sharing space, 

decreased administrative costs for organization leasing space

Challenges: 

•  Some loss of autonomy, energy required to negotiate (and 
renegotiate) relationship over time

•  Assumptions about capacity can create tensions (just because 
one organization is big doesn’t mean it can take on all admin-
istrative functions for another)

•  Turf issues can undermine relationship—need to establish 
“neutral” collaborative space

•  Need to establish clear expectations and have a contract to 
prevent misunderstandings 

Implications for field: 

More layoffs and a growing independent worker market ushers 
in the creation of more co-working offices in the United States. 
As one would expect, these numbers spiked in recent years. 
Some sources report that co-working spaces in the United 
States increased by 60 percent in 2009.14 

It isn’t uncommon for philanthropy organizations to share 
space; several regional associations share their space with 
grantmakers (or the grantmakers share space with them). It is 
surprising, however, how few of the philanthropic support or-
ganizations choose to share space and, more importantly, back-
office function. “When you think of the nearly 100 organiza-
tions that constitute the sector’s support structure, each with its 
own human resources, accounting, and information technology 
function (whether internal or contracted out), the inefficiencies 
seem undeniable,” said John H. Graham IV, ASAE president.

Real-World Case: 
Jointly Offered and Combined  
Conferences

Joint Conferences: Models of Expense, Profit, and 
Workload Sharing 

1.  The Minnesota Council of Foundations puts on a confer-
ence in partnership with the Minnesota Department of 
Nonprofits. The two entities share expenses and income, 
based on percentage of attendance (about an 80/20 split 
in revenue and expenses). They have worked out the bugs 
after three years of this shared venture and now the biggest 
challenge is balancing the content. In 2009, the conference 

14	Dicker,	R.	(2010	Jan	15).	Boom	in	shared	office	spaces—yeah,	that’ll	work.	www.walletpop.com	
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garnered the highest attendance ever (more than 1,800 
participants) and raised over $100,000 in sponsorship 
funds.

2.  Grantmakers for Education (GFE) and Grantmakers 
in the Arts (GIA) structured their annual conferences 
so that they could offer an Arts and Education Week-
end between their two convenings. This allowed them 
to bring together the universe of education and arts 
funders and encourage these funders to share informa-
tion and strategies. GFE ran their conference from 
Wednesday to Friday, and GIA from the following Sun-
day to Tuesday, with the Arts and Education Weekend 
taking place in between. 

     The program was designed by a joint planning com-
mittee that included staff and members from both 
networks, with Grantmakers in the Arts playing the lead 
role in staffing and fundraising for the process. Corre-
spondingly, program revenues were shared based on the 
relative roles each organization had contributed to the 
process. The organizations shared responsibility for the 
hotel contract obligations, with each organization tak-
ing on responsibility to fill the number of rooms it had 
projected would be needed for its members. 

3.  Council on Foundations and Affinity Groups: 
Every year, the Council provides meeting space for 
affinity groups to host convenings before and during 
its annual conference. It also publicizes these conven-
ings in its conference program brochure. In 2010, the 
Council piloted a new collaborative revenue-sharing 
model to encourage affinity groups and their members 
to participate in the Council’s annual conference. The 
Council offered the annual conference member-rate to 
non-Council members who are members of Council-
recognized affinity groups. In return, the Council paid 
each affinity group $100 for every registered participant 

of the annual conference who is not a Council member. 

Cost Models:

Joint conferences can be divvied up in many different 
ways, as these examples demonstrate. Costs and revenues 
can be shared according to participation, they can be split 
down the middle, or they can be assumed by one party. 
Organizations can also jointly fundraise, emphasizing to 
funders the cost and resource sharing of the joint confer-
ence, as the Council on Foundations and Philanthropy 

Northwest did when they held a joint conference in 
Seattle. 

Potential Benefits:

•  Better member benefit: Provide a peer learning oppor-
tunity for donors, trustees, and staff of member founda-
tions, reach more and different audiences, bring groups 
together that may not always interact.

•  Field building: Highlight and examine what the philan-
thropic community has, can, and will do to address issues 
of local, regional, and national significance. Combine 
expertise to do something new and exciting. 

•  Peer collaboration: Bring together our peers in the 
philanthropy support community to address issues of 
importance to our diversity of members.

Potential Challenges:

•  Challenges inherent in sharing responsibility for a major 
event—negotiations around business model, responsibil-
ity, authority, and accountability.

•  Time and effort in planning together.

Implications for Field:

Conference fatigue is an issue in our sector. The sheer 
volume of conference opportunities can feel overwhelm-
ing, and some have complained that the content can be 
very similar between one conference and the next. Since 
conferences are, for many organizations, a significant 
resource generator, combining conferences might not be 
an intuitive move. However, as these examples, and others, 
show, there are ways to coordinate efforts so that value 
to members is significantly enhanced and revenues are 
protected. 

Real-World Case: 
Collaborative Conference: Katrina @ 5

In 2010, the Association of Small Foundations (ASF) 
convened a collaboration of the greater philanthropic 
community to explore philanthropy’s role as a partner in 
disaster response, rebuilding, and transformation. This 
special-interest conference was titled Katrina @ 5: Partners 
in Philanthropy as a benchmark for the nearly five years 
of progress made and the work that remained in the Gulf 
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Coast. On March 22–24, 2010, 300 grantmakers and non-
profit leaders converged in New Orleans for Katrina @ 5. The 
conference’s goals were to:

•  Educate: Share best practices and lessons on key issues, such 
as disaster planning and response, housing and homelessness, 
rebuilding, and civic engagement, brought to the forefront in 
the Gulf Coast by the impact of the hurricanes

•  Elevate: Inspire continued philanthropic work and progress 
in addressing these issues in communities directly impacted 
by hurricanes Katrina and Rita

•  Disseminate: Apply these best practices, lessons learned, and 
inspiration to philanthropic work being done or that needs to 
be done in communities across the country.

To create this collaborative effort, ASF cast a wide net for 
partners, reaching out to philanthropy support organiza-
tions, regional associations, affinity groups, and key local and 
national funders. ASF divided partners into two “Krewes,” 
based on commitment. The baseline commitment for “Net-
worker Krewe” partners was to market the conference to their 
networks, to send at least two high-level representatives, and to 
be listed as a conference sponsor. Other organizations elected 
to be part of the “Builder Krewe” and played a hands-on role in 
developing and delivering the conference program. More than 
30 organizations signed on as Katrina @ 5 partners. 

As the organizing partner, ASF facilitated regular communica-
tion among Katrina @ 5 partners and ensured continued prog-
ress toward the conference through biweekly planning calls, a 
Google Group, e-mails and telephone calls, and an in-person 
planning meeting with local partners in New Orleans.

Cost Model: 

ASF took responsibility for paying all conference expenses 
and determined that any profits would be reinvested in the 

New Orleans community. Partners contributed staff time and 
in-house marketing/communications resources and paid costs 
associated with sending staff to the conference.

Benefits:

•  Member benefit: Provided a peer learning opportunity for 
donors, trustees, and staff of ASF—and partner—member 
foundations.

•  Field building: Brought together a much broader cross-section 
of the sector to examine ways that philanthropy can address is-
sues of local, regional, and national significance.

•  Peer collaboration: Focused the philanthropy support com-
munity around a single issue and event, leveraging diverse 
expertise and knowledge.

Challenges:

•  Clear goals for the collaboration. Before even reaching out 
to potential collaborators, the lead partner must have clear 
expectations for what they want the collaboration to achieve. 
Each partner organization must also articulate its own goals 
for participating in the collaboration and ensure that it has 
buy-in from staff and leadership—from top to bottom. 

•  Leadership. Early in the collaboration, ASF tried to achieve 
consensus on decisions big and small. However, partners were 
quite comfortable with ASF making decisions that would 
facilitate the most effective use of their resources of time and 
talent.

•  Communication. With the many moving pieces of a collabo-
ration, it’s easy for partners to misinterpret communication, 
miss deadlines, and feel that workload is inequitably distrib-
uted. ASF found that offline conversations in-person or by 
phone were likely to resolve issues before they escalated. 

•  Shared expectations. ASF explored a variety of types of 
memorandums of understanding (MOUs))—from the very 
simple to the highly complex—but ended up not putting in 
place any at all. When lack of clarity around partner expecta-
tions arose, there was no formalized agreement to serve as 
common ground.

Implications for the Field: 

A collaborative conference focused on a specific issue from 

multiple perspectives has the potential to break down many of 
the artificial silos that philanthropic work often falls into. By 
serving as lead partner and handling all financial aspects of the 
conference, ASF sidestepped questions of how to share risk and 
reward. Under other scenarios, these questions would need to 
be addressed by the partnering organizations.
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Real-World Case: 
Co-Developed Content

Essential Skills & Strategies for New  
Grantmakers curriculum 

Essential Skills & Strategies (ESS) for New Grantmakers 
is a comprehensive educational program to help familiar-
ize new and up-and-coming grantmakers to the founda-
tion world and the field of philanthropy. ESS is the field’s 
new, standardized orientation for grantmakers. The ESS 
curriculum was developed by a volunteer leadership team 
that included representatives from the Council on Founda-
tions (Council), the Forum of Regional Associations of 
Grantmakers (Forum), the Council of Michigan Founda-
tions (CMF), and Grantmakers of Western Pennsylvania 
(GWP). The sessions are designed to provide new grant-
makers with the knowledge, insight, skills, and tools to be 
effective in their work. ESS is meant to be used by:

•  Sponsoring organizations—grantmaking foundations 
and philanthropic infrastructure organizations, such as 
affinity groups, regional associations of grantmakers, 
nonprofit research and education organizations.

•  Faculty—experts and seasoned professionals in the field 
can use the information and resources on this website to 
present and teach the material to participants.

•  Participants—grantmaking staff, board members, and 
trustees who have up to two years of experience at a com-
munity, corporate, family, public, operating, independent 
foundation or giving program.15

For-profit organizations and consulting practices are not 
eligible to use the curriculum.

In 2005–2006, the Council, the Forum, GWP, and CMF 
formed a project partnership and convened colleagues 
from foundations and philanthropic infrastructure organi-
zations to design a fieldwide new grantmaker curriculum. 
The Council contracted VeraWorks Inc. to design the cur-
riculum model using an instructional strategy based on the 
principles of adult learning. The curriculum’s real-world 
case examples and frameworks used in each workshop are 
drawn from field experience. Four regional associations 
piloted the curriculum in 2006; the participant and faculty 

suggestions and revisions were incorporated into each 
workshop. The Forum and regional associations of grant-
makers are key partners in the development and delivery 
of ESS.

Cost Model: 

Development of the ESS curriculum was supported by the 
Council on Foundations’ grants from Lumina Foundation 
for Education and Ford Foundation. When an organiza-
tion decides to offer the curriculum, they are responsible 
for training faculty and making all arrangements. While 
the use of the curriculum is free, the sponsoring organiza-
tion may choose to charge a fee to its participants, either to 
cover costs or as a way of generating revenue.

Benefits: 

•  Created vetted standardized curriculum (quality control)

• Modular and adaptable to different needs and schedules

•  Networked organizations have opportunity to further 
adapt and innovate from each other

• Speaker pool emerging 

•  For users—become part of peer cohort (of new founda-
tion professionals in similar positions)

Challenges: 

• Start-up funds required

•  Significant investments of staff time—start-up and ongo-
ing (to expand the curriculum)

•  Organizations must have capacity to take on this kind of 
work 

•  Time and effort required to ensure consistency in quality 
and delivery

Implications for field:  

Content collaborations like this create platforms from 
which to build other standardized training curricula. They 
may also provide significant cost savings for organizations 
over time, as more organizations replicate versus reinvent  
curricula.

15 From Forum of Regional Associations of Grantmakers website and ESS website
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Real-World Case: 
Shared Technology Platforms

The Forum of Regional Associations of  
Grantmakers and its members share a  
sophisticated technology platform.

Five years ago, the Forum of Regional Associations of Grant-
makers (Forum) and its 33 members shared common chal-
lenges: how to manage the large volumes of content gathered 
and produced by their organizations, how to serve their own 
members well as associations, and how to afford the robust cus-
tomer relationship management and Web content management 
systems that were increasingly essential to their missions. To ad-
dress these issues, they embarked on an intensive collaboration 
to co-purchase, build, and implement a technology platform to 
meet their needs. This collaboration continues today.

The founding partners—eight regional associations (RAs) 
and the Forum—contributed up to $30,000 each to develop 
and customize a content management system (CMS) and a 
knowledgebase and to purchase an association management 
system (AMS). Once the systems were built to their specifica-
tions into a collective platform, other RAs could also buy into 
it by contributing toward conversion of their own websites and 
databases; support, hosting, and maintenance fees; and train-
ing. The Forum’s membership was divided into four tiers, based 
on annual budget; smaller organizations pay up to $6,600 for 
ongoing services while larger regionals now pay up to $12,000 
per year.

All members of this partnership have signed memorandums of 
understandings (MOU) that lay out the terms of their agree-
ments. In addition to stipulations about management, costs, 
payment schedule, staffing, support, and termination, the 
MOU also lays out expectations for how proprietary informa-
tion will be treated and how decisions will be made. It notes: 

The KM system will not and cannot be an all-inclusive solution 

for every RA. Each decision pertaining to the system will be driven 

by the notion of “common good” and made with majority’s interest 

in mind. The Forum’s President and Board will reserve the right to 

prevent any given RA from making modifications to the system that 

will significantly deviate from the established principles of stan-

dardization, jeopardize its stability, or adversely affect the majority 

of participants.

About half of the regional associations are now part of this 
collaboration. In addition to sharing the system, the participat-

ing groups have access to other users’ wisdom and expertise. 
According to Val Rozansky, the Forum’s director of knowledge 
services, the partners interact continuously, helping each other 
to solve problems, use the system effectively, and discover new 
strategies for getting the most from it. “It is by far the most 
collaborative thing that the Forum has ever done,” he said. 
“Beyond simply sharing the technology, the partners are a really 
responsive community for each other.”

Cost Implications: 

•  Development: Costs for the development of the system(s) 
were shared by founding partners who also got to drive the 
design of the effort. They contributed up to $30,000 each. 
An MOU established expectations. 

•  Once the platform was developed, additional partners could 
join for an annual fee, designed to accommodate the varying 
sizes and budgets of the RAs. The Forum currently is able to 
cover its technology-related costs for the initiative and a por-
tion of a staff person through the fees collected.

Benefits:

•  Allowed development and purchase of sophisticated system to 
be shared within a network rather than individual organiza-
tions paying for individual systems 

•  Much less expensive overall than purchase of individual sys-
tems, as well as far more comprehensive 

•  Websites can be individually branded.

Challenges:

•  Significant investment of up-front time, energy, and funds

•  Early adopters paid more for the privilege 

•  Potentially laborious process when decisions or changes need 
to be made regarding the shared system

Implications:

Every organization in today’s world needs a Web page. In a 
knowledge industry, like philanthropy, the management of 
knowledge is central to serving customers and members. Shared 
systems, particularly within a network of like organizations, are 
tremendous cost savers and can also significantly bolster the 
amount of knowledge that organizations have at their fingertips 
(and can make available to members and constituents). 



COUNCIL ON FOUNDATIONS22

Real-World Case: 
Joint Membership Between  
Noncompeting Organizations 

The National Network of Consultants to Grantmakers 
(NNCG) and Philanthropy New York joined together in 
2010 to offer a new cooperative membership program for 
New York-area consultants—a first for regional associa-
tions around the country.

Philanthropic consultants who join both organizations in 
2010 receive membership discounts from both Philan-
thropy New York and NNCG. This program is available 
only to consultants and consulting firms that are vetted by 
NNCG and qualify as “full” NNCG members.

“Consultants play an integral role in the development 
and ongoing effective management of foundations of all 
kinds,” said Ronna Brown, president of Philanthropy New 
York. “We believe that NNCG’s full members will find a 
warm welcome in and contribute greatly to the strength of 
Philanthropy New York’s grantmaking community.”

The partners believe this joint effort will show that includ-
ing consultants in a regional association’s membership 
brings great benefits to the philanthropic sector, such as:

•  Consultants often work with start-up foundations not 
yet affiliated with the larger philanthropic sector.

•  Both consultants and grantmakers are working toward 
the same goal: expanding and deepening effective philan-
thropy in their regions.

•  Consultants who engage with regional associations 
strengthen their knowledge and make stronger partners 
for the grantmakers they serve.

•  Seasoned consultants bring to regional associations a 
breadth of professional experience that makes them 
exceptional resources for program presentations.16 

Cost Model:

Developmental costs were shared between both organiza-
tions. An MOU established expectations. Philanthropy 
New York lowered its $1,000 membership dues for philan-
thropic consultants to $650 as part of this arrangement.

Benefits:

•  Potential for new members—opens doors to new audi-
ences.

•  Helps both organizations increase their visibility to new 
audiences.

• Opens possibilities for joint programming.

•  Helps foundations access vetted philanthropic advisors, 
and advisors network with foundations.

Challenges:

PNY and NNCG’s joint membership model may or may 
not yield new members. 

Implications for the field:

In this collaboration, the parties have specific intersecting 
self-interests. Philanthropy New York’s members are inter-
ested in accessing seasoned, vetted philanthropic consul-
tants. NNCG’s members are seasoned, vetted consultants 
who work across the full scope of philanthropic practice. 
Membership organizations, especially those with non-com-
petitive member bases, can identify these kinds of “sweet 

spots” as opportunities to add value for members and build 
their membership ranks.

Real-World Case: 
Fiscal Sponsorship

PRI Makers Network and Philanthropy North-
west

PRI Makers Network (PRI Makers) is an association of 
grantmakers who use program-related investments and 
other investments to accomplish their philanthropic goals. 
It provides a forum for networking, professional develop-
ment, collaboration, and outreach to funders, including 

16 Excerpted from press release issued by PNY and NNCG, October 14, 2009
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16 Excerpted from press release issued by PNY and NNCG, October 14, 2009

those not currently making PRIs or other social investments. 
PRI Makers’ goal is to help make the process of understanding 
and implementing PRIs less complicated and more common. 
PRI Makers is a relatively small affinity group with a national 
membership of about 90 members. Although PRI Makers 
Network hosts a national conference and some specific train-
ing programs itself, it thinks of itself as primarily a supplier 
of information to its members and to other groups, including 
regional associations and affinity groups.

In 2008, PRI Makers Network moved from being a project 
of the Neighborhood Funders Group (NFG) and became a 
project of Philanthropy Northwest (PNW), the regional as-
sociation of grantmakers based in Seattle. PRI Makers chose to 
make the move because the network had grown substantially 
from its origins in 2005 and needed more support and staffing 
than could be provided through NFG. Instead of becoming an 
independent entity, PRI Makers issued a request for proposals 
to find a new home. PNW was determined to be the best fit for 
the initiative and the partnership was born. 

The relationship is structured to provide governance overlap. 
Because PRI Makers is a “program of” PNW, a national steer-
ing committee advises its work. Governance is provided by 
PNW’s board of directors and the president of PNW’s board 
is also a co-chair of the PRI Makers steering committee. The 
two entities share a small number of members and provide 
discounted programming for each other’s members, although 
there is no discounted joint membership available.

However, the real synergy between PRI Makers Network and 
Philanthropy Northwest is not in the membership, but in the 
complementary skill sets and missions the two entities offer 
each other. PRI Makers Network is a source of expert informa-
tion about an exciting new aspect of philanthropy. Philanthro-
py Northwest is a recognized leader in the delivery of philan-
thropic programs, conferences, and training. Since PRI Makers 
is located at Philanthropy Northwest, it provides added content 
to Philanthropy Northwest programming. At the same time, 
Philanthropy Northwest’s team offers PRI Makers low-cost, 
easily accessible professional support necessary for its opera-
tions. Through the partnership, PRI Makers can lower its cost 
for national programs and training. Additionally, Philanthropy 
Northwest is closely aligned with its sister regional associations 
and provides a national network for PRI Makers Network to 
access when delivering its programs.

Cost Model: 

PRI Makers is completely self-supporting with all dollars raised 
by the PRI Makers steering committee restricted to its purpos-
es. PRI Makers has its own membership fee model with a low 
dues rate of only $250 to become a member. After one year of 
discounted membership, dues vary depending on the grant-
makers PRI portfolio, spanning from $250 to $5,000.

The PRI Makers executive director is a Philanthropy North-
west staff person. Additionally PRI Makers Network purchases 
additional support from Philanthropy Northwest as needed for 
fundraising, communications, event planning, and member 
services. Because it is not a free-standing organization, PRI 
Makers does not need to create its own financial reporting 
systems or set up its own administrative systems. These are 
all provided by Philanthropy Northwest. PRI Makers reim-
burses Philanthropy Northwest for this support according to a 
“strategic partnership” agreement that guides all aspects of the 
relationship. Both entities feel that they are stronger as a result 
of the partnership.

Benefits:

•  Avoids creating another self-sustaining 501(c)3 organization 
and instead provides a robust and collegial support system for 
the effort

•  Creates a national “hub” for a specific strategy within a 
regional association of grantmakers—and with good access to 
the full network of regional associations of grantmakers—ex-
panding the reach and influence of PRI Makers Network and 
the value and expertise offered by PNW

•  Makes efficient use of resources by sharing space, back-office 
functions, and fundraising capacity

•  Draws on the experience and expertise of the staff of both 
organizations to strengthen its services and enhance member 
benefits

• Cost efficient

Challenges: 

•  Negotiation of RFPs, fiscal sponsor selection, and memoran-
dums of understanding can be time- and energy-intensive.

•  Sponsored project does not have full autonomy and is gov-
erned by sponsoring entity’s board of directors. Therefore, a 
carefully developed MOU is critical.
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•  Communication is critical prior to and throughout 
partnership so that expectations are transparent on both 
sides.

•  Effective communication is essential to avoid conflicts in 
the areas of programming, marketing, and fundraising, 
particularly if both parts of the partnership want to ap-
proach the same funder for different work.

Implications for the field:

It is unusual for a growing network to choose to position 
itself within a sponsoring network, rather than to become 
an independent entity. However, we believe that there 
could be more of this in the field, especially as smaller 
strategy or issue-based organizations find themselves 
stretched thin. If negotiated properly, larger, higher-ca-
pacity organizations like some of the regional associations 
of grantmakers could be natural fiscal sponsors for other 
philanthropy support organizations. The result would be 
“hubs” of strategic expertise around the country. 
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COLLABORATION ACROSS THE  
INFRASTRUCTURE:  
RECOMMENDATIONS

We have the opportunity to strengthen the capacity of the phil-
anthropic infrastructure to collaborate in strategic ways—to 
provide more value for members less expensively and to work 
more efficiently. 

Everyone we spoke with had thoughtful ideas for improving 
collaboration across the infrastructure. We’ve distilled their 
ideas into specific action items in two categories:

  Going wide: This includes steps infrastructure organiza-
tions and foundation funders could take to systematize 
and support a broad range of collaborative activity across 
the philanthropic infrastructure. These action items are 
intended to reduce duplication, improve delivery systems, 
strengthen content development, improve field access to 
resources, and help funders go deeper into the issues they 
care about.

  Going deep: This includes recommendations for collabora-
tions in less common, mainly administrative areas to create 
organizational efficiencies and cost-cutting. 

Going Wide: Seven Ways to Systematize 
Support for Greater Collaboration 

1.  Map the overlap in memberships and status of member-
ship numbers across the sector and systematize this data 
collection. Respondents overwhelmingly wanted to know 
more about the extent of membership overlap, the universe 
of funders engaged by one or more membership associations, 
the comparative dues structure arrangements (fixed versus 
variable based on assets), and the data around membership 
gain or loss in the last two years. 

    VALUE TO FIELD: A mapping of infrastructure groups 
could be used to: 

    1.  Establish a baseline understanding of membership

   2.  Convey scope and value of the infrastructure to affiliated 
foundations

   3.  Market to unaffiliated foundations

   4.  Help infrastructure organizations to better seek and find 
collaborations beyond ad hoc

2.  Institute a biannual collaborative survey to foundations 
on “customer service.” Infrastructure representatives want-
ed to know more about funders’ perspectives on the value of 
what supporting organizations provide. What are we doing 
well? What else do you want and need? Where do you see 
our programs and services as unnecessarily redundant? What 
drives decision-making about joining or supporting infra-
structure organizations? Will you make different decisions 
about membership dues or supporting grants in the future? 

    VALUE TO FIELD: This type of information would help 
infrastructure groups respond to market interests and needs 
and proactively take action to weather future financial storms 
should they be on the horizon. It could suggest areas where 
funders desire greater coordination. Most of all, it would give 
us additional insight as to how funders understand the role of 
the infrastructure.

3.  Promote shared calendar of events and use to make 
events and education broadly accessible. Funders sug-
gested a coordinated calendar to help them navigate the of-
ferings of the field. The Council on Foundations and Forum 
of Regional Associations of Grantmakers recently launched 
Philanthropy Currents, an aggregated events calendar for re-
gional associations, Council-recognized affinity groups, and 
other infrastructure groups like Independent Sector. A site 
like this is only a resource to the extent to which groups put 
information into it and funders use it to find programming. 
In addition, regional associations and Council-recognized 
affinity groups are not the only providers of content and ser-

vices for foundations. We recommend a broad campaign to 
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increase the use of this system by support organizations 
and funders. In conjunction with the Education System 
Design Initiative under way to explore a sectorwide 
educational platform, we recommend that members of 
the Effective Collaborations Taskforce consider how to 
make all high quality existing resources broadly avail-
able. 

    VALUE TO FIELD: There’s obvious value to grantmak-
ers in being able to see and access events and program-
ming across the sector rather than accessing program-
ming randomly or taking it upon themselves (as some 
have) to create calendars of professional development 
opportunities. In addition, if infrastructure groups com-
mit to sharing information, especially well in advance 
of planned events, they could more readily identify 
redundancies and work together more effectively. Indeed, 
perhaps an annual calendar of planned and upcoming 
work would also be a useful tool to enable infrastructure 
collaborations.

4.  Create RSS feed of information and events from all 
philanthropy support organizations. An RSS feed 
syndicates Web content so content on websites is linked. 
Infrastructure groups can negotiate distribution of their 
content via RSS for a fee. An RSS feed could be used 
in conjunction with the new Philanthropy Currents 
calendar to ensure that information about field offerings 
is current. 

    VALUE TO FIELD: An RSS feed would help to 
automate the process of updating the events calendar 
(Philanthropy Currents). With a feed, any change made 
to the events part of an organization’s website would be 
automatically uploaded to the Philanthropy Currents 
calendar, rather than requiring the additional step of post-
ing the information directly. This would mainly serve as 
a convenience to the organizations participating in the 

calendar, but would also help to make information shar-
ing at this level a routine part of daily business. 

5.  Sponsor regular gatherings to share information on 
existing and emerging collaborative projects and 
systems. Many affinity groups recommended that the 
Council go back to offering and sponsoring an annual 
gathering of groups. Alternately, the Council could 
sponsor quarterly conference calls so that organizations 
might better coordinate and share information about 

existing collaborations and emerging systems, such as 
the regional association education framework and the 
shared educational system, currently under discussion. 

    VALUE TO FIELD: One of the complaints that we 
heard consistently was that it is quite hard to keep up 
with what other organizations are doing and planning. 
This strategy would increase communication and build 
relationships among groups systematically. It would pro-
vide an anticipated touch point for information sharing 
and planning.

6.  Create guidelines, cost models, and templates for 
higher-intensity collaboration practices, including 
various ways to share cost and profit. This might in-
clude resources, including guidelines, templates, “how-
to” lists, case stories, connections to field experts, and 
sample documents, to assist groups in coming together 
around:

   • Collaborative conferences

   • Co-created materials and programs

   • Shared space and back office

   • Fiscal sponsorship

   • Joint memberships

   • Shared jobs

   • Mergers

    VALUE TO FIELD: As more organizations decide to 
pursue higher-intensity collaborations, these resources 
would help to ensure that they aren’t reinventing the 
wheel each and every time. 

7.  Develop a speaker/trainer databank where staff and 

board members of infrastructure groups can list their 
names, areas of expertise, and examples of talks or work-
shops they’ve led. 

    VALUE TO FIELD: This information sharing currently 
happens through word of mouth. Again, this resource 
would serve to make the process of planning program-
ming a bit more systematic. As an organization began 
thinking about a program or resource to develop or offer, 
they would have the benefit of this resource to prevent 
them from reinventing the wheel unnecessarily.
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Going Deep: Five High-Priority  
Collaborative Projects 

1.  Take action to enable co-working, collective purchasing, 
shared jobs, and fiscal sponsorship arrangements. While 
there’s still more to learn about these kinds of relationships, 
we know some infrastructure groups, particularly those with 
only two or three staff yield great economic, operational, and 
programmatic benefits from sharing operational resources. 
These groups and others would benefit from a targeted 
campaign to promote these types of alliances. Although we 
didn’t find any current examples of shared jobs within the 
infrastructure, we think that the idea holds promise, par-
ticularly for shared communications or public policy staffers 
in organizations with compatible missions. Discussion of 
shared jobs could start by creating a space where organiza-
tions could articulate their needs and meet up with other 
organizations with the same needs.

    There is a range of ways that such activities could be sup-
ported, from advocacy to action. A campaign could include 
workshops, case studies of existing models, sample docu-
ments (such as RFPs, memorandums of understanding), cost 
models, and other “how-to” information. Taking action could 
also entail setting up a new collaborative structure or joining 
an existing one. Existing back-office collaboratives could be 
expanded to philanthropic infrastructure organizations (e.g., 
The Back Office Cooperative). If joining existing structures is 
not found to be desirable, we should consider forming a new 
entity or entities to serve the philanthropic infrastructure, 
specifically.

VALUE TO FIELD: These collaborations and alliances 
promote significant cost savings, but they are significant, 
long-term commitments, requiring a real change from busi-

ness as usual. We believe that a forward-thinking funder, in 
cooperation with a group of interested support organizations, 
could provide the funding, technical assistance, and incentive 
for others in the field to take the plunge into these types of 
operational collaborations.

2.  Develop shared marketing and branding campaigns. Us-
ing findings from the mapping of the infrastructure, groups 
could collectively market to unaffiliated foundations, profes-
sional advisers, and current members. Regular convenings 
or calls would also allow groups to brainstorm collaborative 

marketing campaigns on a variety of issue-based to opera-
tional topics (e.g., from diversity to back office sharing).

    VALUE TO FIELD: Marketing is accomplished organization 
by organization and often is neglected altogether. A com-
bined marketing campaign would communicate the value of 
the infrastructure to current and prospective members alike. 

3.  Create collaborative membership models, such as trial 
collaborative memberships for unaffiliated founda-
tions and joint membership templates, especially for 
“noncompetitive” organizations. While many unaffili-
ated foundations may have no interest in connecting to an 
affinity group, regional association, or other membership 
organization, targeted grantmakers might be enticed to join 
with a one-year discounted trial membership to two or three 
entities, such as their regional association and an issue or 
identity focused affinity group. Similarly groups with rela-
tively noncompetitive programming and services may forge 
new bonds to expand their membership ranks.

Remember the Dynamic 
Tensions: 

For each collaboration, explore where your organization 
stands on the following questions: 

•  Does participation in this collaboration help you occupy 
a strong and distinctive niche, from which they can add 
value for constituents by collaborating, or position you 
to offer a full complement of services (serve as a one-
stop shop)?

•  Is your organization or the particular collaborative effort 
benefitting from the “glory of start-up?” Can the col-
laboration survive the stark reality of sustainability?

•  Do the organizations in the collaborative have competi-
tive or complimentary business models? Are they com-
peting for the same market? If so, how can the alliance 
be a win-win?

•  Are the organizations in this collaborative responding to 
members or advancing the whole sector, or both? Is the 
leadership role consistent with member needs or will it 
create problems down the line?



COUNCIL ON FOUNDATIONS28

    VALUE TO FIELD: It is possible that shared or dis-
counted memberships will never gain traction, simply 
because they are seen as money losers rather than mem-
ber gainers. However, it’s also possible that with the right 
information and resources showing smart and sustain-
able ways to make this strategy work, more organizations 
would be willing to give it a try. The value to funders 
would be the opportunity to take advantage of member-
ships in more organizations. The value to infrastructure 
groups would be the chance to expand membership.

4.  Expand shared knowledge creation and knowledge 
management systems. Efforts are already under way 
to try to address the redundancy and ad-hoc nature of 
knowledge access in philanthropy. In addition, the sys-
tems themselves should be shared. We recommend using 
the Forum/Regional Association example as a model of 
how a comprehensive knowledge management, content 
management, and association management system can 
be co-created and shared within a network, saving huge 
amounts of money and greatly increasing the utility of 
individual partners’ Web services.

    VALUE TO FIELD: Websites and content manage-
ment/association management systems are a large 
expense for every infrastructure organization in philan-
thropy. It is also often quite hard to get the functional-
ity that organizations need. Shared purchasing and/or 
development of these systems would create economies of 
scale and would enable greater purchasing power to buy 
or build better systems.

5.  Create a funding pool and/or advocate a foundation 
“tithing” to secure sustained funding. The Nonprofit 
Quarterly recommends two important collaborative 
fundraising efforts. The first is co-creation of a fund-
ing pool: “Foundations should consider establishing an 
intermediary organization to economize on fundrais-
ing and grantmaking expenses by pooling financial 
support from foundations of all sizes and allocating 
them to different types of activities and different sizes 
of infrastructure organizations, including smaller ones. 
Funding pools could be established for both operating 
and capital support.”17 The second is a campaign to 
create a standard “tithe” for foundations to support the 
infrastructure (not only philanthropy infrastructure but 
that of the whole nonprofit sector).18 Such a tithe would 
require a coordinated campaign promoted by all of the 
major philanthropy support organizations.

    VALUE TO FIELD: A coordinated campaign for fund-
ing of the infrastructure would have several notable im-
pacts: (1) it would mitigate the competitive nature of the 
current financing model by allocating a portion of the 
pooled fund to different parts of the infrastructure; (2) it 
would allow the infrastructure to better reflect a coordi-
nated system in which funding is allocated for specific 
purposes and efforts, rather than for organizations per se; 
and (3) it would dramatically reduce the time and energy 
spent on continual fundraising by infrastructure groups. 

17		NPQ	(2008)	page	63	

18	NPQ	(2008)	page	63	
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Our Collaboration Opportunity

Organizations that serve grantmakers—the infrastructure—are valuable to the many funders that take advantage of their services. 
Even so, like the roads and bridges of the transportation infrastructure, these supporting organizations may be nearly invisible to 
their users, taken for granted until a problem arises. As a result, we can’t be complacent, especially in the face of funding chal-
lenges. 

Over the next few years, the philanthropic infrastructure can demonstrate its ability to operate as a coordinated support network 
in service to the field. Collaboration requires careful planning and negotiation, and the faith that more can be accomplished 
together. Increasing collaborative activity will require new ways of working, deliberate structures to encourage greater and more 
strategic collaborations, and fieldwide efforts that consolidate the interests of multiple entities toward a single purpose. 

 The timing is right. In a difficult economy, a functioning infrastructure is even more essential to strengthen our sector.19 And the 
momentum is already there: collaborations abound. Many organizations are already considering different business models, new 
operating structures, and strategic partnerships that create more sustainable relationships with colleague organizations. Our chal-
lenge will be to identify and commit to the collaborative projects and systems that help the philanthropy support infrastructure 
demonstrate its value and function at its highest and most coordinated level.

19		Philanthropies	Working	Together:	Myths	and	Realities	(2005)	Robert	Hughes,	Foundation	Center
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