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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Americans, through private donations and public resources, lend their support to the 
promotion of human and social welfare on a large scale. In 2006, combined public-private 
philanthropic donations and spending reached $1 trillion.1 Giving USA (2007) estimates that 
private charitable giving in the U.S. totaled nearly $300 billion in 2006—roughly $1,000 for 
every American. The private sector philanthropic activities supported by these donations 
sometimes dovetail with US government programs and initiatives. Other times, however, public 
and private funds are devoted to similar tasks with little or no coordination between them. 

 
In an environment of increasingly urgent domestic and international challenges and finite 

public and private resources, there is a compelling policy interest in better understanding the 
interactions between the two sectors’ efforts and learning how to promote more effective 
collaborations. To improve their knowledge of the intersection between private philanthropic 
efforts addressing health and social services and similar public initiatives funded by the federal 
government across the country and around the world, the Assistant Secretary for Planning and 
Evaluation (ASPE) at the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) contracted 
with Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR) to study public and private philanthropic 
activity. The exploratory study was designed to examine whether and how public and private 
philanthropic efforts can complement each other to improve effectiveness of services and 
programs.  

 
Unlike the donations of individuals, households, and businesses, foundations and U.S. 

government (USG) agencies expend their philanthropic dollars through large, carefully planned 
and budgeted grant or assistance programs. Because of this similarity in the scope of their efforts 
and approach, and the multiple opportunities for interactions between the two sectors, the study 
focused on foundation and government spending, approaches, and interactions. First, MPR 
analyzed public-use and secondary data on federal government and foundation spending on 
health and human services initiatives in the U.S. and the developing world to understand the 
scope, distribution, and overlaps of spending. Second, we reviewed the literature on USG and 
foundation philanthropic approaches to understand the processes by which the two sectors 
develop, implement, and sustain their domestic and international health and social services 
initiatives and to identify different models of USG-private sector interaction in philanthropic 
efforts. Third, we conducted case studies focusing on contextual factors that might influence the 
feasibility and success of partnerships to empirically examine the development and 
implementation of these different models. 

 
 

 
1 For purposes of this report, we use the term “philanthropy” to refer both to foundation and US government 

spending on comparable health and social service programs. Where specific government figures are cited, these 
exclude large health and social service entitlement programs such as Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security. For 
an expanded discussion of what is treated as philanthropy, see Appendix C. 
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FINDINGS 
 
The study found that many foundation and USG priorities overlap, interactions between the 

two sectors are common, and partnerships between them can be fruitful. The study also showed 
that partnerships involve costs as well as benefits, so they may not be appropriate in all cases and 
they should be considered and developed with care. USG-foundation interactions vary, and 
similarities and differences between the sectors affect whether and how partnerships operate. By 
thinking more purposefully about partnerships and other less intensively collaborative 
interactions with foundations, policymakers can take better advantage of the relative strengths of 
each sector. Through such purposeful interactions, public and private sector organizations can 
also benefit from innovations in philanthropic tools and approaches that are emerging from both 
foundation and U.S. government practices. 

 
 

Shared Philanthropic Priorities 
 
Americans dedicate vast funding to charitable causes. Foundations spent roughly $28 billion 

in 2006 on programs in health, education, development, the environment, human services, and 
relief. An estimated 75 percent was spending on domestic projects, with the greatest 
concentration in health and education. The federal government’s philanthropy totaled $720 
billion in these same six sectors. This federal spending was heavily weighted toward domestic 
needs, with 97 percent spent in the U.S., and focused heavily on development (government and 
civil society, and social, physical, and economic infrastructure) and human services. Public and 
private priorities overlapped in international philanthropy, with both foundations and the federal 
government directing the bulk of their efforts to health and development, particularly in Sub-
Saharan Africa. 

 
 

Five Types of Interaction, But No Best Model for Partnering 
 
Since they share many priorities, it is no surprise that foundations and the federal 

government often work in the same program areas and interact or collaborate in various ways. 
The study identified five main types of USG-foundation interaction. Each is marked by different 
degrees of alignment among goals, strategies, resources, and implementation: 

 
 
• Incidental overlap: government and foundation goals overlap and they work on the 

same problem or target population, but their activities are not otherwise aligned 

• Supplementary action: one donor seeks to “fill a gap” in other donors’ activities 

• Communication: donors share goals and communicate about their strategies, 
resources, and implementation without necessarily formally aligning them 

• Coordination: goals, strategies, and resources are formally aligned to some degree, 
but implementation is not shared 
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• Collaboration: full and formal partnership, in which different donors’ goals, 
strategies, resources, and implementation are aligned.  

Only the latter three types of interactions represent true partnerships, and each comes with 
its own opportunities and challenges. In particular, there is a tradeoff between stronger 
partnerships and higher transaction costs. Hence, there is no “best” partnership model for all 
situations—and in some program areas or initiatives, partnerships may not be appropriate or 
possible. 

 
 

Factors Supporting Partnerships 
 
Narrowly Defined Problems. Donors’ understanding of the “problem” at hand informs and 

delimits possible strategies for addressing it. Case studies suggest that the more intensely 
collaborative USG-foundation interactions probably are more likely to occur and be readily 
supported when problems can be narrowly defined and interventions are clear in scope (for 
example, malaria). Problems broader in scope with less clearly defined remedies (for example, 
poverty) may present more challenges to partnership and, as such, a less intense donor 
collaboration may be more feasible. 

 
Value Added. Even for narrowly defined problems, it is important that any collaborative 

effort add value over and above what donors might achieve separately. Assessing value added 
can be difficult, however, so it may help if organizations take a systematic approach to making 
such assessments. Formal cost-benefit analysis may not always be feasible for organizations 
considering partnership, but more qualitative assessments of the feasibility of partnering can be 
built into decision-making processes. One foundation included in the cases studied pursues such 
partnerships as an explicit program strategy, and takes such an approach to examining their 
feasibility. 

 
Participation by Decision Makers. Finally, the success of any interactive effort requires 

the participation of those with authority to make decisions and direct resources. Identifying aid 
priorities and committing resources can be complicated. Foundations’ independence may make 
this an easier process in the private sector than it is for government agencies. Within the federal 
government, initiatives with centralized authority—such as the  AIDS and malaria initiatives 
described in this report—may be better able to support collaborative efforts, as there is greater 
clarity about where and how decisions are made. 

 
 

Key Considerations for the Feasibility of Partnerships 
 
Stakeholders may engage in interactions or partnerships with different organizations at 

different points in the lifecycle of an initiative—from planning and implementation to evaluation 
and promoting sustainability. Each stage presents opportunities and challenges for partnerships 
of various types, and case studies highlighted a host of issues for stakeholders to consider in their 
efforts to maximize their philanthropic efforts. 
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• Planning. In the planning phase, it is important for stakeholders to consider the 

opportunities for various types of interaction and weigh these against the costs of 
partnering, although costs may be difficult to identify and measure.  

• Implementation. Once a problem has been identified and a strategy to address it has 
been developed, implementing the strategy through some type of partnership requires 
attention to concrete issues such as resources and administration, but also to less 
tangible matters, in particular, the culture and constraints of the various stakeholder 
organizations.  

• Evaluation. In evaluating more collaborative efforts, it helps for partners to reach a 
shared understanding of what constitutes evidence and how best to obtain it. 

• Sustainability. There appear to be two general approaches to sustainability: through 
mechanisms built into the initiative and through external mechanisms. These are by 
no means mutually exclusive and, in the best case scenario, both are probably 
desirable. Still, the USG and foundation sectors may make different contributions to 
sustainability, and practitioners will benefit from considering the comparative 
advantages of different donors in shaping their respective roles as an initiative plays 
out. 

Innovations in Philanthropy 
 
To optimize resource use, it is important for both government and foundations to use the 

tools that best support effectiveness. A potentially important benefit of interactions and 
partnerships between the federal government and foundations is the opportunity they create for 
sharing emerging innovations that may strengthen philanthropic efforts. Through case studies, 
we identified three main areas of innovation in philanthropy: metrics and measurement; funding 
mechanisms; and administration and governance. 

 
 
• Metrics and measurement. All funders must decide which problems to address, how 

to allocate resources, and whether to modify, continue, or wind up specific programs. 
Innovative, systematic approaches and analytic tools for making such decisions 
emerged from the case studies. They included strategic planning processes, 
quantitative metrics combining information on expected benefits and potential risk to 
compare alternative program investments, and objective indicators to assess readiness 
and eligibility for assistance. In addition, both USG and foundations have established 
organizations dedicated to improving measurement and program evaluation. 
 

• Funding mechanisms. Delivering adequate funding to efforts most meriting 
resources is a critical aspect of philanthropy. Innovative funding mechanisms 
examined in the study include one adapted from the private sector for determining 
who receives funding, and a leveraging mechanism used to create a substantial and 
stable flow of funding for immunization programs. 
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• Administration and Governance. Complex health or human services initiatives, 
especially on a global scale, require substantial communication, coordination, and/or 
collaboration among multiple entities. Establishment of a single, centralized 
coordinator with decentralized implementation has strengthened two USG initiatives 
addressing HIV/AIDS and malaria. A central secretariat located and staffed 
separately from donor organizations provides a unique governance structure for a 
multilateral vaccination program. 

EXPANDING THE POTENTIAL BENEFIT OF PARTNERSHIPS 
 
Partnerships between federal and foundation stakeholders potentially benefit both sectors. 

For instance, communication could facilitate situations in which foundations support 
explorations of high-risk or experimental program approaches and, if they prove feasible, USG 
then supports scaling them up by providing additional resources or infrastructure to expand into 
new locations or populations served, or to sustain provider funding. Study findings such as these 
suggest there may be value from pursuing additional efforts to understand and promote 
purposeful U.S. government-foundation interactions. Potentially fruitful avenues to maximize the 
value of philanthropic efforts could include: (1) stimulating awareness of USG-foundation 
interactions by sharing the information from this report and other sources with key policymakers, 
planners, and administrators within the federal government, and potentially in the foundation 
sector; (2) supporting dialogue about interactions and potential partnership opportunities with 
foundations through a variety of forums; and (3) conducting further research to understand better 
the approaches that might leverage foundation and other philanthropic resources more 
effectively, and the effectiveness of partnerships. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Americans, through private donations and public resources, lend their support to the 

promotion of human and social welfare on a large scale. Giving USA (2007) estimates that 

private charitable giving in the U.S. totaled nearly $300 billion in 2006—roughly $1,000 for 

every American.1 These gifts—by individuals and households (76 percent of the total), bequests 

(8 percent), corporations (4 percent), and foundations (12 percent)—supported religious 

activities, human services such as food and shelter, health services and assistance, education, the 

arts and culture, the environment, and other causes undertaken both domestically and abroad. In 

addition to these private donations, Americans provided roughly $700 billion through grant and 

assistance programs operated by the U.S. government (USG) in fiscal year 2006—a form of 

public philanthropy.2 In total, then, Americans spent more than $1 trillion in private and public 

funds to promote human and social welfare in 2006. Of this amount, at least $26 billion went to 

aid developing countries.3 Total private and public philanthropic spending by Americans was 

thus larger than the gross domestic product of all but the 14 largest nations in the world in 2007 

(adjusted for purchasing power parity). 

 
1 2006 is the most recent year for which data were available. 

2 For purposes of this report, we use the term “philanthropy” to refer both to foundation and USG spending on 
comparable health and social service programs. Where specific USG figures are cited, these exclude large health and 
social service entitlement programs such as Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security. For an expanded discussion of 
what is treated as philanthropy, see Appendix C. 

3 This amount represents international spending in developing countries by U.S.-based foundations and USG; it 
excludes spending in other international regions, as well as spending by other types of nonprofit or philanthropic 
entities (for example, public charities or religious organizations). 
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A. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

In an environment of increasingly urgent domestic and international challenges and finite 

private and public resources, there is a compelling policy interest in better understanding 

interactions between private and public philanthropic efforts and learning how to promote more 

effective collaboration between the sectors. To improve their knowledge of the intersection 

between private philanthropic efforts addressing health and social services and similar public 

initiatives funded by the federal government, the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation 

(ASPE) at the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) contracted with 

Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR) to study public and private philanthropic activity. The 

study was designed to explore whether and how public and private philanthropic efforts can 

complement each other to improve effectiveness of services and programs across the country and 

around the world. 

Rather than studying private philanthropic organizations of all types, such as nonprofit 

service providers or religious organizations, ASPE and MPR focused the study on foundations 

and their interactions with the federal government. Unlike individual, household, and business 

donors, foundations and U.S. government agencies expend their philanthropic dollars through 

large, carefully planned and budgeted grant or assistance programs. While agendas and decision-

making differ between foundations and federal agencies, their spending and programs reflect 

many overlapping interests and priorities. 

The distribution and overlap of public and private funding are of interest not just as 

descriptive statistics, however, but also as potential opportunities. Philanthropy and its impact 

could be enhanced through more purposeful interaction between the federal government and 

foundations. Developing a greater understanding of the ways in which the USG and foundation 

sectors develop and implement their philanthropic endeavors could allow for a more informed 
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approach to interaction, and ideally the more efficient use of this nation’s vast philanthropic 

resources. To promote this understanding, ASPE posed questions for the study such as: How 

often and in what ways do foundation and USG spending and efforts overlap? What options are 

there for more productive interactions between the two sectors? What can each sector learn from 

the other? What research or other activities could enhance prospects for productive synergies 

with foundations and other members of the philanthropic and nonprofit communities?  

B. METHODS USED AND DATA COLLECTED 

The study relies on three complementary sources of information to explore the interactions 

between public and private philanthropy in the United States and abroad. First, as background, 

public-use and secondary data sources were used to estimate total charitable giving and to 

analyze the distribution of USG and foundation spending on domestic and international health 

and social services. The analysis examined how aid flows to service sectors, program areas, and 

geographic regions. Second, MPR conducted a systematic review of the literature on USG and 

foundation philanthropic approaches. From the literature review, we developed a conceptual 

framework to explore public-private interactions and developed a focus and method for 

conducting case studies of selected philanthropic endeavors and organizations. 

With the spending information and conceptual framework as background, MPR then 

examined specific cases of the development and implementation of different models for domestic 

and international health and social services initiatives, with a special focus on collaboration 

between the USG and foundation stakeholders. We identified potential cases after conducting a 

scan of USG and foundation entities, philanthropic initiatives, and tools. Based on selection 

criteria—including the geographic and programmatic area of focus, magnitude of financial 

contributions, prevalence of the problem addressed, and leadership or innovation status—ASPE 

selected ten cases for inclusion in the study, nine of which were completed (stakeholders in one 
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case declined to participate). Table I.1 presents an overview of the cases. MPR conducted these 

case studies by reviewing publicly available documents and records and interviewing selected 

key leaders or experts associated with each case. 

C. BACKGROUND: KEY FINDINGS FROM THE SPENDING ANALYSIS AND 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. Foundation and USG Spending 

Of the $1 trillion in private and public giving in 2006, U.S.-based foundations and USG 

together provided almost $750 billion of the total, at home and across the globe. Both groups of 

institutions focused more on domestic than on international work, though U.S. government 

spending was far larger than that of foundations.4 In 2006, foundations spent roughly $28 billion 

on programs in health, education, development, the environment, human services, and relief, 

with roughly three-fourths of that amount dedicated to domestic projects and with the greatest 

concentration in health and education.5 The federal government’s philanthropy totaled $720 

billion in 2006 and was even more heavily weighted toward domestic needs: 97 percent of USG 

philanthropic spending in the six specified sectors occurred within the U.S. This government 

spending was highest in the areas of development (government and civil society, and social, 

physical, and economic infrastructure) and human services. 

 

 
4 There is no single, authoritative source for data on philanthropic spending by the different sectors. The main 

sources for our analyses were: GivingUSA Foundation for broad private sector spending; the Foundation Center for 
all foundation spending; the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development for U.S. government 
spending on foreign aid; and the Federal Assistance Award Data System for federal domestic spending. For more 
detail on data sources and spending patterns, please see Appendix C. 

5 The proportion of foundation grants awarded domestically and the proportions dedicated to different program 
areas reflect proportions of the $14 billion in 2006 foundation grants that are included in the Foundation Center 
database. We estimate that these proportions hold for the entire $28 billion of grants awarded by all U.S. 
foundations. The discrepancy between the total grants ($28 billion) and the grants included in the database ($14 
billion) results from the fact that the database includes only those grants awarded by the 800 largest U.S. 
foundations and the 15 largest from each state.  
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TABLE I.1 
 

OVERVIEW OF CASE STUDIES 
 

Case Name USG Private Focal Region Program Area and Focus 
Reason for Inclusion in 

Study 

Number of 
Individuals 
Interviewed 

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation – 
Global Health Program 

 X Developing world Health, including malaria 
and HIV/AIDS. Focus on 
problems with large, 
immediate impacts. 

Major foundation actor re: 
finances, influence, 
partnerships. 

2 

Global Alliance for Vaccines and 
Immunization (GAVI) 

X X Developing world, 
mainly Africa and Asia 

Childhood infectious 
diseases. Focus on vaccine 
development and access to 
immunization. 

Influential public-private 
partnership. 

1* 

President’s Malaria Initiative (PMI) X  Africa Malaria. Focus on prevention 
and treatment. 

Major public initiative 
(useful comparison to 
PEPFAR). 

2 

President’s Emergency Plan for 
AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) 

X  Mainly Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

HIV/AIDS. Focus on 
prevention and treatment. 

Major public initiative 
(useful comparison to 
PMI). 

2 

Ashoka Fellows  X All regions Social entrepreneurship. 
Focus on individuals 
working for systemic change. 

Innovative foundation 
initiative. 

1 

Millennium Challenge Corporation 
(MCC) 

X  Mainly Africa, East 
Asia, and Latin 
America 

Development, governance, 
sustainable economic 
growth. Focus on high-
performing countries. 

Innovative public initiative 
and tools/metrics. 

2 

Rockefeller Foundation – 
Accelerating Innovation for 
Development 

 X U.S. and international Development, innovation. 
Focus on incentivizing 
identification of problems 
and development of 
solutions. 

Innovative foundation 
initiative and tools/metrics. 

1 

William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation – Expected Return 
Metric 

 X Sub-Saharan Africa, 
South Asia, and 
Mexico 

Development, evaluation. 
Focus on funding for social 
returns. 

Innovative foundation 
tools/metrics. 

3 

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation  X U.S. Health. Focus on advocacy 
and convening around major 
public health issues. 

Major foundation actor re: 
finances, influence, 
partnerships. 

1 

 
* Indicates that respondent was from outside of the organization. 
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In the international sphere, priorities for foundation and USG spending appear to be similar. 

In 2006, the largest proportion of international spending from both sectors went toward health 

and development. Geographically, nearly half of international foundation spending was directed 

to sub-Saharan Africa, while two-thirds of USG spending supported projects in Africa and the 

Middle East.6 

2. Philanthropic Approaches 

Efforts to maximize philanthropic spending could benefit from more explicit efforts to 

exploit the relative strengths of the public and private sectors. The literature suggests that 

foundations are comparatively advantaged by their independence, agility, flexibility, and ability 

to take risks and innovate. They often engage in cutting-edge work where they can “plant a 

seed,” but they are not often directly involved in large “scaling-up” activities that expand 

implementation of the intervention beyond initial demonstration programs or sites. Since 

foundations have more limited resources than the federal government, many of their investments 

aim to leverage other resources or influence the activity of larger players—potentially 

governments.  

In contrast, the U.S. government has greater resources and potential influence, relatively 

more stringent accountability structures, and often longer time horizons. The federal government 

more typically implements proven solution strategies rather than high-risk experiments, and it 

can play a special role in bringing solutions to a broader target population. Foundations and USG 

both may play an important convening role—bringing the relevant actors together to address 

social problems—although some foundations may be advantaged by their perceived neutrality. 

 
6 Public and private data sources reference slightly different geographic regions, making direct comparisons 

somewhat difficult. For more information on data and analytic classifications, see Appendix C. 
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Despite these differing strengths, the processes by which foundations and federal agencies 

identify problems to address, develop and implement interventions, and monitor progress are 

similar, and the literature indicates that both private and public sector actors are keenly interested 

in cross-sector collaborations. But successful partnerships require that all parties involved 

understand the interests, capacities, and approaches of the other actors, which may be difficult to 

achieve (Fosler 2002). Indeed, one study found that private sector partners felt the USG did not 

understand their interests and looked to them only to “fill gaps,” even as USG actors felt they 

were ill-equipped to deal with private sector partners and that bureaucratic structures hindered 

the development of partnerships (U.S. Department of State 2008). Opportunities for partnership 

exist at each stage in the development of philanthropic initiatives, but stakeholders must work to 

address these and other challenges to ensure success. 

A theoretical framework useful for analyzing public-private partnerships categorized 

foundation interactions with government along a spectrum of collaboration (Sandfort 2008). At 

one end, termed “supplementary” interaction, one organization or sector may explicitly seek to 

fill perceived gaps in the work of another organization or sector. Such cases of supplementary 

interaction require relatively little communication or coordination between the organizations 

involved. At the other end of the spectrum, full and formal partnerships require a high level of 

communication and coordination between actors. Through the case studies, MPR further 

developed this framework to describe five types of overlaps, interactions, and partnerships 

underway between foundations and the federal government. The case studies identified 

contextual and organizational factors that influence program approaches and the feasibility of 

partnerships. Several focused on emerging innovations in philanthropic decision-making, 

funding, and governance. 
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D. OVERVIEW OF THE REPORT 

Empirical findings from the case studies are the main focus of the report. It has been 

developed with several potential audiences in mind. First, the report seeks to help policymakers 

understand the ways in which the federal government and foundations can and do interact and 

the opportunities that different modes of interaction, including formal partnerships, may provide 

for more effective use of federal dollars. It also cautions that partnerships may not always be 

wise, if the transaction costs associated with forming and maintaining them exceeds their 

potential benefits, or when foundation and government players’ incentives and approaches differ 

even when they seek similar goals in a program area. Second, the study addresses program and 

grant planners and practitioners within the federal government, identifying important 

considerations for deciding whether and when to seek partnerships with foundations, and how 

these interactions might be optimally supported. The study may also be of use to individuals 

working with the foundation sector, as well as practitioners in other nongovernmental 

organizations who are working to address international or domestic health and development 

needs and may be considering possible partnerships with the federal government. 

1. Organization of the Report 

Subsequent chapters of the report provide information for both of its primary audiences: 

policymakers and practitioners. Chapter II describes our findings on USG-foundation 

interactions and types of interactions, using examples from the case studies. It may be of special 

interest to policymakers as a “primer” on existing interactions and opportunities for partnerships. 

Chapters III and IV focus on specific components of interactions. These chapters are aimed 

primarily at planners and practitioners. Using cross-case analysis of the data collected through 

the nine case studies of public and private philanthropic endeavors, both chapters present key 

issues relating to potential interactions and partnerships, which USG officials engaged in 
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philanthropic efforts may wish to consider as they identify problems, develop solutions, and 

assess progress. These chapters identify factors that influence the appropriate and achievable 

types of interactions between USG and foundations. In Chapter V, we examine innovations in 

philanthropy in the public and private sectors, highlighting innovative metrics and measures, 

funding strategies, and administration and governance structures, and suggesting ways in which 

the innovations might be adopted or adapted by other philanthropic actors. Finally, Chapter VI 

suggests next steps that could further inform USG-foundation interaction in addressing health 

and social service needs at home and abroad. Suggested steps build on this exploratory study to 

develop more knowledge about how partnerships might be employed to enhance the value of 

philanthropic spending. 

The appendices provide additional data and analysis that support the findings and 

recommendations in the body of the report. Appendix A contains detailed profiles of the nine 

cases studied. Appendix B is the full literature review, which provided background and an 

analytic framework for the case studies. Appendix C presents the analysis of public-use and 

secondary data on USG and foundation spending patterns. 

2. Limitations 

This study highlights many factors that may influence the feasibility and effectiveness of 

public-private collaboration. It is important, however, to acknowledge three limitations. First, 

while the cases include many prominent initiatives, they are not broadly representative of either 

USG or foundation activities in international or domestic philanthropy. Cases were chosen 

purposefully to provide both variation and comparability, particularly with respect to problems 

addressed and innovative strategies pursued. Second, while the study findings are informed by 

the review of many documents and the observations of key participants, we could not include all 

initiatives or interactions that might pertain to the focal organization of each case. Finally, 
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comments on the possible effectiveness of the endeavors described herein are based mainly on 

the perspectives of participants, rather than the results of independent evaluations. 
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II. PURPOSEFUL PARTNERSHIPS: OPPORTUNITIES FOR DIFFERENT TYPES OF 
INTERACTION 

Overlaps between the U.S. government and foundation program activities are virtually 

inevitable, given their shared funding priorities. Yet shared priorities do not necessarily imply 

that the two sectors’ approaches or specific program goals will be aligned, or indicate a need or 

opportunity for full and formal partnerships. 

Key Findings from This Chapter 
 
Five types of USG-foundation interactions occur, characterized by different degrees of 

alignment between donors in targets, goals, strategies, resources, and implementation. Three 
types—communication, coordination, and collaboration—constitute partnerships.  

 
Incidental Overlap. General targets for philanthropy are aligned, but the overlap is not 

intentional or planned.  
 
Supplementary Action. Goals are aligned and strategies may or may not be similar.  
 
Communication. Goals and strategies are aligned. Foundation and USG actors take account 

of one another’s activities in a shared arena and communicate with one another about goals, 
strategies, and progress. This form of partnership appears to be most appropriate when problems 
are not well defined or are very broad in scope. 

 
Coordination. Goals and strategies are aligned; implementation is aligned but carried out 

separately; resources are aligned but typically not pooled. Participating entities are able to plan 
around and respond to each other’s activities, but retain their autonomy. Coordination appears 
fruitful where problems are defined clearly and donors already implement interventions on their 
own. 

 
Collaboration. Full, formal partnership; goals, strategies, resources, and implementation are 

aligned, and participants from both sectors participate in joint decision making. May be preferred 
when a problem is well defined and interventions are fairly well-understood, stakeholders view 
each other as equals in addressing the problem or program area, and resources are adequate for 
supporting the partnership.  

 
In evaluating opportunities for partnerships, policymakers and practitioners should consider 

whether overlap or interactions already exist, whether more formal partnerships could better 
advance philanthropic goals, what type of partnership might be most productive and achievable, 
and its costs and benefits. No one model of partnership is best. 
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The federal and foundation-sponsored health and development initiatives reviewed for this 

study reveal a broad range of interactions, with opportunities and constraints associated with 

each. At one end of the spectrum, government and foundations work together in formalized 

partnerships—characterized to varying extent by similar goals, joint decision-making, 

coordination or pooling of funding or other resources, and/or sharing of responsibility for 

implementation. At the other end of the spectrum are less formalized or purposeful interactions, 

sometimes even characterized by diametrically opposed strategies, that may nonetheless provide 

opportunities for improving philanthropic effectiveness outside of full, formal partnerships.  

Our analyses suggest that the federal government could benefit from considering a variety of 

contextual factors in deciding whether and how to partner if it hopes to make the most of 

working with foundations. These factors are discussed at length in Chapters III and IV, but first 

we describe the five types of USG-foundation interaction that occur and provide an example of 

each to illustrate the interplay of factors that can shape interactions. 

A. THE INTERACTION FRAMEWORK  

Our review of the literature, scan of foundation and USG philanthropic initiatives, and case 

studies suggest that five types of USG-foundation interactions occur:  

• Incidental Overlap. Only general targets for philanthropy, such as needs, populations, 
or geographic regions, are aligned. Foundations and USG happen to be working on 
similar needs, targeting similar groups or geographic regions, or using similar 
approaches, but the overlap is not intentional or planned. 

• Supplementary Action. Goals are aligned. Strategies may be similar, but they are not 
developed together. One sector fills a perceived gap in the other’s activities or 
approaches. Because they have fewer legal and institutional constraints, foundations 
typically supplement USG activities, although the reverse may also happen. 
Supplementary activity by foundations sometimes includes advocacy for changes in 
public policy. 

• Communication. Goals and strategies are aligned. Foundation and USG actors take 
account of one another’s activities in a shared arena and communicate with one 
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another about goals, strategies, and progress—through, for example, conferences, 
publications, affinity or interest groups, or sometimes more formal communication 
structures. Resources are devoted to communication but are not otherwise aligned. 

• Coordination. Goals and strategies are aligned; implementation is aligned but carried 
out separately; resources are aligned but typically not pooled. Foundations and USG 
deliberately align resources but maintain distinct decision-making structures. These 
structures allow the participating entities to plan around and respond to each other’s 
activities, while strategies are developed and pursued independently. Thus, each 
sector retains autonomy. 

• Collaboration. Full, formal partnership; goals, strategies, resources, and 
implementation are aligned. Foundations and USG share decision making, often pool 
contributions of funding and/or other resources, and share responsibility for 
implementing specific initiatives within a broad area of need, or through specific 
components of individual initiatives or projects. Joint decision making occurs. 

These five types of interaction are characterized by different degrees of alignment between 

donors in targets, goals, strategies, resources, and implementation (Table II.1). However, these 

interaction types are dynamic, and they are not mutually exclusive. Over time, one type of 

interaction can evolve into or engender another. Moreover, since targets, goals, strategies, 

resources, and implementation are conceptually distinct and the degree of alignment may vary 

among them, not every interaction fits neatly into a single category. 

Overall, these five types suggest two broad levels of interaction. The first two categories—

incidental overlap and supplementary action—reflect relatively low engagement. They are not 

partnerships, although they sometimes—but not always—present potential opportunities for 

partnerships to be developed. The last three categories—communication, coordination, and 

collaboration—are true partnerships, in that they include different degrees of alignment and 

formalization. Examples from the case studies help to illustrate each category of interaction. 

More important, examples help stakeholders interested in maximizing their philanthropic efforts 

better recognize the opportunities and constraints that come with different types of interaction.
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TABLE II.1 

U.S. GOVERNMENT-FOUNDATION INTERACTION FRAMEWORK 

Interactions Alignment of: 

 Targets Goals Strategies Resources Implementation
Incidental Overlap X     
Supplementary Action X X    
Communication X X X   
Coordination X X X X  
Collaboration X X X X X 
 

B. EXAMPLES OF USG-FOUNDATION INTERACTIONS  

1. Incidental Overlap 

Incidental overlap occurs when USG and foundations (or other philanthropic entities) have 

common interests and target similar problems, populations, or geographic areas. Donors do not 

take particular account of each other’s actions and strategies to shape their own agendas, nor do 

they work together to align goals or strategies. Recognizing when such overlaps occur, however, 

can be useful, because these provide potential opportunities to explore common goals, build 

relationships, and, if appropriate, communicate in order to divide tasks and advance shared goals. 

An example of incidental overlap that led to communication can be found in the 

infrastructure development work of the Millennium Challenge Account (MCA) in Armenia. 

MCA-Armenia—the in-country implementing entity for the Millennium Challenge Corporation 

(MCC)—and various existing donors operated independently of each other as they sought to 

achieve similar development goals in the country. The Lincy Foundation, for example, had 

already undertaken road-building projects in Armenia when MCA selected road reconstruction 

as one of its top development priorities. MCA-Armenia persuaded the Lincy Foundation to cover 

areas beyond the MCC-funded projects so that the amount of reconstruction was expanded. The 

ability of MCA-Armenia to augment its resources in this way certainly made road reconstruction 
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a more attractive investment for MCC, but the two donor organizations did not share decision 

making about strategies, resources, or implementation. 

2. Supplementary Action 

Supplementary models of interaction occur when some goals are shared but strategies differ, 

so neither resources nor implementation are aligned. They occur when donors or sectors are 

unable or unwilling to address a particular need using similar strategies—or when they simply 

choose to take different approaches. This may happen because of some constraint under which a 

philanthropic organization or sector operates, such as national security responsibilities, 

differences in core values, aversion to risk, or a lack of technical expertise. 

Because of these potential differences, partnerships are not always necessary or practicable 

even when goals are similar or shared. The use of varied strategies and multiple players may in 

fact be the best way to address some problems, especially if this allows donors to take advantage 

of their different strengths or address different aspects of a problem. Target populations may be 

more fully served when one sector provides a good or service that the other cannot or does not. 

An example comes from the Ashoka Fellows program, which provides grants to social 

entrepreneurs with innovative ideas that have the potential to bring about systemic change at the 

country, regional, or global levels. Ashoka takes its program approach from the world of 

business, where one entrepreneur can create value from an idea and encourage others to embrace 

it. By funding individuals, Ashoka seeks to activate and enhance human resources that more 

traditional public aid or private philanthropy might overlook. Ashoka has been able to partner 

with various foundations to strengthen its network of Fellows but has thus far sidestepped 

collaboration with government agencies because they see reforming government as one 

important goal for many of the Fellows. Although the program avoids direct collaboration with 
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governments, the Ashoka Fellows have many interactions with government programs and 

agencies, both domestically and internationally. 

In such instances of supplementary action, however, USG may be able to learn from, and 

possibly emulate, some foundation approaches (and vice versa). In this example, if the federal 

government believes the Ashoka model to be effective, USG may consider providing support for 

social entrepreneurs in some situations or as one element of an overall initiative or grant 

program. 

In addition, where supplementary efforts occur, there may be opportunities for 

communicating and sharing information. Even if the federal government could not adapt 

Ashoka’s approach of funding individuals, shared communications between individual Ashoka 

Fellows and USG might be productive in some situations. For example, between 1990 and 2006, 

Ashoka supported 18 Fellows in combating the spread of HIV/AIDS in Africa—also a goal of 

the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR; Office of the United States Global 

AIDS Coordinator 2004). Opportunities to piggyback on each other’s efforts may be worth 

exploring. 

3. Communication 

Foundations and USG sometimes communicate explicitly and take account of each other’s 

strategies in their decisions, while still making their decisions independently. This is a form of 

partnership that appears to be most appropriate when problems are not well defined or are very 

broad in scope. Though both partners may devote resources to communication, program 

activities do not involve joint funding or shared implementation, which, in some sectors and 

situations, could overburden philanthropic efforts or be unachievable due to disparities in the 

underlying values and/or specific goals of philanthropic actors. 
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This level of partnership can help to identify and fill gaps, such as in funding or territory, 

which might otherwise persist in the overall activity of the philanthropic entities. Exchanges of 

information can enhance relationships between stakeholders, and stimulate new ideas to solve 

problems, while keeping partnership costs, such as the need for contractual agreements or on-

going strategic planning, low. This type of partnership does not require formal agreements. 

Structures such as task forces or affinity groups may be established, but participants are typically 

able to engage only to the extent that they perceive participation benefits them.  

The value of communication as a form of interaction is illustrated by the Nurse Funders 

Collaborative, convened in 2003 by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF) to bring 

together public and private funders interested in addressing the U.S. domestic nursing shortage. 

The Collaborative consists of more than 100 organizational members, including foundations, 

corporations, and 10 agencies within DHHS, including the Administration for Children and 

Families and the National Institutes of Health. The Collaborative’s quarterly meetings facilitate 

information-sharing about members’ nursing initiatives. Although members do not pool 

resources, information gathered by the Collaborative helps members to identify areas of 

overlapping funding, as well as areas that receive little attention where more action may be 

needed. 

Such broad membership arrangements are commonly made by foundations but less 

commonly by the federal government. Foundation-led collaboratives of this sort sometimes 

include researchers or other experts, advocates, service providers, and others who work in a 

common problem area. While USG operates similar internal groups, such as federal interagency 

work groups, these less often extend to private philanthropies or other stakeholders.   
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4. Coordination 

Stronger partnerships include shared goals and coordinated decision making and, hence, 

some level of alignment in strategies and resources. Coordination appears fruitful where 

problems are defined clearly and donors have already developed interventions that they 

implement on their own. This type of partnership can help to avoid redundancies and enable 

donors to build consciously on the efforts of others. Strategies can be revised or funds reallocated 

by partners in response to one another’s efforts, yet decisions are still autonomous. 

The President’s Malaria Initiative (PMI; Loewenburg 2007), led by USAID and 

implemented with the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, illustrates coordination 

in philanthropic efforts. PMI includes partnerships both within and external to USG. Partners not 

only communicate with each other but also adjust their strategies, use of resources, and 

implementation efforts based on what other partners are doing. The importance of coordination 

within PMI is indicated by the title given to the Initiative’s head: U.S. Malaria Coordinator. This 

position oversees both PMI and USAID’s non-PMI malaria programs. 

PMI coordinates the anti-malaria efforts of various federal agencies and its own anti-malaria 

program. Within USG, the U.S. Malaria Coordinator has decision-making authority over all 

federal anti-malaria efforts and resources. Outside of PMI, the Coordinator provides USG’s lead 

representation at all international malaria prevention and treatment meetings, including those 

sponsored by non- and quasi-governmental groups, such as Roll Back Malaria, the World Bank, 

the World Health Organization, and UNICEF. PMI leadership thus participates in shared 

decision making with these and other entities, such as the Global Fund to fight AIDS, 

Tuberculosis, and Malaria, and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Through these efforts, 

partners design and adjust their strategies and interventions to maximize the effectiveness of 

their efforts. For example, the Global Fund procured more than 8.7 million anti-malaria 
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treatments in Uganda, while PMI resources were used to support the distribution of these 

treatments to local health facilities and community drug distributors. In Zambia, PMI partnered 

with PEPFAR and the Global Business Coalition to distribute more than 500,000 nets to persons 

living with HIV. PMI focuses on four well-developed interventions, centering on malaria 

prevention and treatment via insecticides or netting and existing medicines, respectively. These 

efforts are coordinated but have minimal overlap, with the Gates Foundation, the major 

foundation stakeholder working on malaria, focusing heavily on vaccine development and 

distribution.  

5. Collaboration 

The fullest and most formal approach to partnership is illustrated by the Global Alliance for 

Vaccines and Immunization (GAVI), a public-private partnership created in 2000 and currently 

being restructured as a foundation based in Switzerland. GAVI brings together stakeholders 

committed to improving access to immunization in poor countries, and centralizes the processes 

of setting goals, developing strategies, guiding implementation, and allocating partners’ donated 

resources in its independent administrative structure. The founding members of the Alliance 

include the World Health Organization, UNICEF, the Gates Foundation, and the World Bank 

Group. The partnership includes many other players: developed and developing country 

governments, research and technical institutes, the vaccine industry in both the developed and 

developing world, and civil society organizations. GAVI follows a full partnership model. 

Donors pool resources, and the Alliance itself governs the project and allocates funds. The U.S. 

is one of the original six donor countries and currently is represented by the Assistant 

Administrator for the Bureau of Global Health at USAID, who presently holds a seat on the 

GAVI board. 
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Such full and formal partnerships appear to be an option when a problem is well defined and 

interventions are fairly well-understood, stakeholders view each other as equals in addressing the 

problem or program area, and resources are adequate for supporting the partnership function. 

Collaboration can create an effort that is “greater than the sum of its parts.” However, it requires 

a high level of commitment from participants and that participants cede a substantial degree of 

control over the resources they commit. While such partnerships can be very effective in 

leveraging resources, they require large up-front investments to function properly. In some cases, 

the potential benefits may be outweighed by the substantial transaction costs incurred in the 

process of identifying partners, seeking common ground, establishing formalized structures and 

agreements, and maintaining governance. It appears to be difficult to quantify such costs, but 

their significance was emphasized in both the literature (Sandfort 2008; U.N. Foundation n.d.) 

and interviews conducted as part of the case studies. 

C. NO “BEST” PARTNERSHIP MODEL 

The level and type of existing or possible interactions between foundations and the federal 

government reflect a complex web of factors. The nature of the specific problems they address 

may affect interactions between the two sectors. In some cases, the factors involve the 

availability and willingness of key actors to engage with each other and bring resources to the 

table. The culture and constraints within which each sector operates—including governance and 

organizational structures, rules, regulations, reporting requirements, time horizons, and stance 

toward risk—can constrain or facilitate different levels of interaction. Substantial transaction 

costs may limit the viability of formal collaborations; larger gains may be available through 

seeking opportunities for complementary action or coordination. 

This suggests that there is no one “best” model of interaction or partnership to be sought or 

fostered in every situation. Instead, policymakers, federal planners, and administrators should 
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first make themselves aware of any USG-foundation interactions that exist, for example, around 

shared targets or similar goals. They can then consider whether more formal partnerships could 

better advance philanthropic goals, and what type of partnership might be most productive and 

achievable.
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III. CHOOSING PARTNERSHIPS: FACTORS TO CONSIDER 

Whether and how USG-foundation interactions unfold depends on the answers to questions 

about the nature of the problem being addressed, communication between stakeholders and their 

commitment of resources, and the ways decisions are made. This chapter highlights some 

questions that federal officials engaged in health and social services may wish to examine as they 

consider philanthropic initiatives and whether to partner with foundations in their efforts.  

Key Findings from This Chapter 
 

Three central questions address the wisdom and feasibility of establishing partnerships 
between federal and foundation philanthropic stakeholders: 

 
1. What is the scope of the problem and what piece can stakeholder partners address? 
 

Our analyses suggest that more narrowly defined problems may hold greater potential for 
partnerships between USG and foundations. Clear or narrowly defined problems, such as 
reducing illness and death from malaria, allow potential stakeholders to assess whether strategies 
to address it are compatible with their organizational capabilities. When a problem is less clearly 
understood or broader in scope, such as poverty or democratization, greater ambiguity or 
complexity may hamper partnerships. 

 
2. What are the costs of the partnership and what value is added by partnering? 
 

Partnership costs stem from the need to identify partners, navigate organizational or cultural 
constraints and differences; maintain communication; execute, implement, and monitor 
agreements; and provide governance. Benefits can also be substantial, such as organizational 
learning, minimizing duplication, and leveraging additional funding. Organizations that use 
partnerships have sometimes developed approaches to identify and assess costs and benefits in 
order to choose whether, at what point, and how to partner. 
 
3. Who needs to be at the table and how can they be encouraged to participate? 
 

Convening stakeholders can be both a useful planning exercise and a potential partnership 
strategy. Including those with the authority to make decisions about participation and resources 
appears critical to an initiative’s success. Although foundations are not the only possible 
conveners, they may have advantages in this role over government or for-profit entities.  

 
Certain leadership structures used by USG, such as the U.S. Malaria Coordinator, may also 

facilitate partnerships by offering a single, well-defined, and clearly understood point of contact 
for foundations or other private entities, as well as aligning federal agencies and efforts.  
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Questions surrounding the desirability and feasibility of partnerships may not be answered 

definitively in the early stages of a philanthropic initiative. Nevertheless such questions merit 

thought from the beginning and reconsideration throughout the lifecycle of an initiative.  

A. SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM  

Philanthropic action may spring from specific and focused concerns, or from an 

understanding of a broad and global nexus of challenges. Some problems can be straightforward 

or narrowly defined, such as the suffering caused by malaria. Others inevitably entail greater 

complexity, such as the suffering caused by poverty. Either way, the nature of the problem has 

implications for the feasibility of different philanthropic approaches, including partnering efforts. 

Clear definition of a problem allows potential stakeholders to assess whether suitable 

strategies to address it are compatible with their organizational missions and within their 

programmatic capabilities. A clear view of the problem also allows already committed 

stakeholders to assess whether other organizations might be interested in addressing the same 

problem. In such instances, productive interaction among USG and foundations may be feasible, 

and partnership might be an option, even if the particular roles of each partner will need to be 

elaborated. 

When a problem is less clearly understood or broader in scope, there likely will be greater 

ambiguity or more complex choices regarding appropriate interventions. Moreover, as problems 

become more complex and multifaceted, it may be less obvious whether potential partners would 

be willing to buy into an integrated intervention strategy or will commit to supporting its 

intensive pursuit. In such instances, interactions between USG and foundations may take a less 

intensively collaborative form, focusing on coordination or communication about a problem. 

However, early interaction on that basis sometimes can allow stakeholders to work toward 
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narrowing the definition of the problem or, alternatively, to carve out their own pieces of the 

problem to address. 

USG-foundation work to address malaria offers an example of how a narrowly defined 

problem can become a focus for collaboration. While malaria affects many lives, its causes and 

effects are relatively straightforward and well-understood, as are the potential solutions. The Bill 

& Melinda Gates Foundation, an early leader in addressing the malaria problem, hired well-

credentialed senior advisors and program officers to craft a strategic plan for its malaria program 

and manage its implementation. The Foundation created formal partnerships through grant 

awards and informal partnerships through education and advocacy efforts. 

Some have suggested that USG’s centralization of malaria efforts in the President’s Malaria 

Initiative (PMI) was influenced by the Gates Foundation’s work (Seattle Times, January 24, 

2007). PMI was established to assist national malaria control programs in up to 15 target 

countries, focusing on four well-defined interventions: (1) spraying with insecticides; (2) 

insecticide-treated mosquito nets; (3) lifesaving drugs; and (4) treatment for pregnant women. 

All of these interventions use readily available approaches to reduce the number of malaria 

infections, supplementing the vaccine development and distribution work led by Gates. PMI, in 

turn, communicates and collaborates with federal agencies, international agencies, and private 

sector philanthropists, including foundations. 

Alternatively, MCC offers a good example of an agency that addresses problems with broad 

scope. Although it targets a short list of nations and focuses on economic growth interventions, 

MCC has defined the nature of the problem it is addressing and its goals in the expansive terms 

set out by the U.S. Department of State. In its Foreign Assistance Framework, the State 

Department sets as the primary goal of all USG foreign aid, “To help build and sustain 

democratic, well-governed states that respond to the needs of their people, reduce widespread 
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poverty, and conduct themselves responsibly in the international system” (U.S. Department of 

State 2007).  

MCC’s adoption of the broad USG mission may constrain the range and intensity of its 

partnerships with foundations. MCC’s organizational structure includes a unit dedicated to 

multilateral and donor relations, which seeks to engage NGOs, foundations, and other private 

sector entities. In practice, however, MCC has engaged in relatively few partnerships with 

foundations. This may, at least in part, stem from the expansive nature of the problem MCC 

seeks to address. MCC’s most noteworthy interactions with foundations have, to date, taken the 

form of fairly general memoranda of understanding (MOU) rather than concrete and intense 

partnerships. Another factor that limits partnerships is that MCC’s intervention strategy requires 

recipients of aid to devise their own interventions. Thus much of the onus for partnership rests on 

in-country actors (the MCAs), who may have little access to U.S. foundations. 

The result may be that collaboration between MCC initiatives and foundations is more likely 

to arise by serendipity than by plan. The example of MCA-Armenia’s collaboration with the 

Lincy Foundation—to augment road-building efforts called for in that country’s MCC 

compact—came about perhaps more through circumstance than through active efforts to promote 

collaboration. Lincy was already working on highway reconstruction in the country when MCA-

Armenia selected this activity as one of its development priorities.1 

 
1 Expansive goals are not unique to MCC or other federal agencies. Many foundations incorporate some of 

these same goals in their own mission statements. As one example, the Open Society Institute seeks to support 
democratic governance, and the Ford Foundation supports efforts to reduce poverty. Like federal agencies, these 
groups may also approach their broad problem area in ways that would not necessarily call for, or be amenable to, 
coordinated efforts. 
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B. WEIGHING THE COSTS AND BENEFITS OF PARTNERSHIP 

A clear caution emerged from case study discussions: intensive partnerships present 

challenges, and their value should be weighed carefully before partners commit. The United 

Nations Foundation echoed this caution in its undated report on public-private partnerships. The 

report emphasized the difficulties associated with such collaboration and concluded that any such 

effort “should deliver better results than what any partner could achieve alone” (U.N. Foundation 

n.d.). Case studies indicated that identifying partners could be difficult and time consuming. 

Moreover, after partners are identified, different and sometimes conflicting organizational 

cultures and constraints must be worked through. Also, the more intensely collaborative or 

formal the partnership, the more resources are likely to be required to support the interaction 

itself—including regular communications and structures for shared operations, administration, 

and governance. The relative paucity of full partnerships in the cases studied here may reflect 

this difficult reality. Examples from the case studies shed light on the issue, highlighting 

instances where collaboration has or has not added value, and suggesting some ways to 

determine if value is added. 

Formation of partnerships should be preceded not only by attention to the question of costs, 

but also by the specific identification of how value will be added. In formulating the Global 

Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization (GAVI), the founding partners (World Health 

Organization, World Bank, UNICEF, and the Gates Foundation) identified two primary areas 

where value might be added. First, they believed that a pooled financing mechanism—which 

eventually took shape as the International Finance Facility for Immunization (more commonly 

known by its acronym, IFFIm)—would enable GAVI to leverage more funding to support access 

to immunization than would be possible otherwise. Second, they recognized that the 

administrative burden on recipient countries could be reduced if GAVI centralized bureaucratic 
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procedures. Rather than dealing with multiple funders’ reporting requirements, recipients of this 

funding would deal with GAVI alone. This approach helped to address a major concern of U.S. 

foreign aid recipients voiced by the HELP Commission (2007). 

Organizations may also benefit from systematic procedures for assessing the value added by 

partnering activities. In-country MCAs working with the MCC might be interested in partnering 

with other funders, but they would be required to demonstrate explicitly the value of any 

collaborative effort in the cost-benefit analysis that is part of MCC compact development. 

Formal cost-benefit analysis may not be appropriate in all cases of potential collaboration, but 

such tools can formalize and systematize the assessment of value added through collaboration—

as can the more flexible and subjective measures, such as the “expected return” (ER) metric 

developed by the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, which considers other funders’ 

contributions. 

Part of weighing and identifying the value of collaboration is focusing on how to minimize 

its cost or burden. Avoiding reporting requirements from each of multiple donors in GAVI is a 

good example of lessening the burden associated with partnerships. MCC’s reliance on MOUs as 

its primary collaborative vehicle with other donor organizations, rather than more intensive 

collaborations, may reflect its emphasis on containing administrative costs. In some cases, 

important costs may be intangible. The Ashoka Fellows program offers an example in which 

partnerships with USG or other governments may be avoided, at least in part because the costs 

have been deemed to outweigh benefits. Ashoka does not accept any funding from USG or other 

governments and seems hesitant to interact with any government. This is understandable, given 

that Ashoka Fellows often seek to change the way their own countries’ governments act or are 

structured. Similarly, in some cases, social entrepreneurs’ independence or integrity might be 

perceived as compromised should they be affiliated in some way with the U.S. government.  
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The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF) is experienced in partnering with the federal 

government and other foundations. It has developed a process for the careful consideration of 

partnership opportunities. RWJF’s interactions with others often originate during the initial 

strategic process when RWJF considers different approaches to achieving its program goals. 

Consistent with the due diligence characteristic of large foundations, this process includes a 

survey of existing programs and players in the area. According to a respondent from the 

foundation, since USG is “involved in virtually everything we are interested in,” on most RWJF 

projects, program staff identify USG activities in the area. Staff members then evaluate what 

type of interaction offers the most potential for achieving the particular program goals. At the 

most basic level, there must be common ground on the approach, priorities, and goals. The utility 

of interaction will vary by program area and even by project; an RWJF effort to improve an 

existing USG program would involve a different type of interaction than trying to create broad 

strategies to reduce childhood obesity, for example. The type of interaction RWJF ultimately 

pursues depends on a staff evaluation, at a tactical level, of the costs and benefits of interaction. 

From its experience the foundation believes that the benefits to interaction can be 

substantial. They include useful learning, minimized duplication, and even leveraging additional 

funding. While deeper interaction can amplify these benefits, RWJF often decides that less 

formal or no interaction is the most efficient path. Previous RWJF interactions have revealed that 

initial enthusiasm over the obvious benefits of interaction can obscure the high costs of deeper 

relationships. Building full partnerships requires careful development and understanding of rules 

and roles, either through memoranda or contracts, which the foundation has found to be 

challenging. 
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C. PARTICIPATION BY KEY DECISION MAKERS 

Input from stakeholder organizations can strengthen philanthropic initiatives that address 

health and social service needs, regardless of whether or not the effort will involve partnerships 

with them. Hearing from stakeholders in recipient countries, NGOs, research organizations, and 

other donor organizations should increase the likelihood that the initiative avoids redundancies, 

encourages local ownership, and has a better chance for sustainability. The same is true in the 

domestic sphere. Of particular importance to interactive efforts is the participation of those with 

the authority to make decisions and direct resources.  

Although foundations are not the only possible conveners of such interactions, they have 

advantages in this role. The largest foundations, such as Gates (in its international and domestic 

work) and RWJF (in the domestic realm), bring stature and resources that create incentives for 

others to participate. Moreover, private foundations may be viewed as neutral actors, in 

comparison to federal agencies, which may engender partisan distrust, or for-profit companies, 

whose motives may be doubted by potential collaborators. 

Both the Gates Foundation and RWJF offer examples of this convening role. The former 

appears to have been particularly effective at bringing key stakeholders into their international 

initiatives. The fact that Gates’ program officers are technical experts in their fields appears to 

help them identify and enlist others doing important or innovative work on a problem. The Gates 

approach typically has involved convening meetings of those already working on some aspect of 

a problem as part of the Foundation’s initial formulation of its involvement in the field. Through 

large conferences and more intimate “listening sessions,” Gates has enlisted researchers, 

policymakers and other public officials, NGOs, practitioners, and other philanthropists to help 

understand problems and develop strategies for addressing them. The culmination of these 

processes has sometimes been the establishment of new collaborative entities—for example, the 
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Program for Appropriate Technology in Health (PATH), and GAVI. Similarly, RWJF has cast a 

wide net in convening meetings of stakeholders from various areas of the public and private 

sectors to strategize around problems, as the Nurse Funders Collaborative illustrates.  

Convening stakeholders, however, does not necessarily ensure their participation, whatever 

the level of interaction intensity. The evolution of the GAVI governance structure illustrates 

some of the tensions that can affect stakeholders’ participation. Over time, the interplay between 

GAVI members has yielded a structure in which founding members have permanent supervisory 

board seats, while developed and developing nations fill rotating seats; in fact, some problems 

have arisen with respect to representation in these rotating seats. Among developing nations, 

resource scarcity has made it difficult for all of the needed individuals to participate at an 

appropriate level. Meanwhile, those developed nations not holding a seat at a particular time may 

then have less incentive to continue participating. Also, although many agree that incentives are 

necessary to encourage private sector participation—primarily by drug companies developing 

vaccines—critics worry that profit may overwhelm other motives, with the potential to taint the 

alliance. 

In addition to convening a multilateral forum and promoting participation, the other side of 

the participation equation involves ensuring simple access to productive interaction. One 

example of attention to that concern is the legislation establishing PMI, which designates the 

U.S. Malaria Coordinator as USG’s lead representative at all international malaria prevention 

and treatment meetings, including those sponsored by Roll Back Malaria, the World Bank, the 

World Health Organization, and UNICEF. Rather than seeking to bring stakeholders to the table, 

the Malaria Coordinator responds to requests from foundations and other organizations to 

participate in interactive efforts, offering a single, well-defined, and clearly understood point of 

contact for foundations or other private entities seeking to interact with USG around malaria. At 



 32  

the same time, the Coordinator’s role in aligning the various federal agency anti-malaria efforts 

helps to ensure that these agency perspectives will be represented at such meetings. 
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IV. SUSTAINING PARTNERSHIPS 

Partnerships need not be built into philanthropic initiatives from the outset of the planning 

stage, nor do they necessarily last through the end of an initiative. Rather, they may arise later, 

during implementation, evaluation of results, or in the process of promoting sustainability. These 

stages may or may not be entirely distinct, and stakeholders may or may not recognize them as 

concrete steps in the initiative. Still, each stage presents opportunities as well as challenges for 

building or sustaining interaction or collaboration between funders. 

Key Findings from This Chapter 
 
After planning an initiative, further opportunities for interaction or partnership may arise in 

the implementation, evaluation, and sustainability stages. Case studies suggested that federal 
agencies and foundations should reflect on the following issues as they roll out initiatives and 
consider partnerships: 

 
Implementation Phase: Shared funding can help to streamline processes but may not be 

feasible. To support the pooling of funds, and shared implementation more generally, funders 
need to recognize the constraints under which other stakeholders operate—in particular reporting 
and accountability requirements, which can differ greatly across organizations and sectors. 
Support for the interaction or partnership is a necessary and sometimes underappreciated 
requirement. Even when partnerships begin with minimal administrative or governance needs, 
they tend to become more complex over time and require dedicated resources. 

 
Evaluation Phase: Attention to the conceptualization of change at different levels can 

support mutual understanding among USG and foundation actors. Government tends to work in 
the arena of measurable, individual-level change, whereas foundations often seek more abstract 
systemic change. For successful partnership efforts that involve evaluation, it is necessary for 
stakeholders to agree on what constitutes acceptable evidence and how best to obtain it. 
Foundations and USG often have very different expectations in this realm. 

 
Planning for Sustainability: In general, sustainability may be built into an initiative or it 

may rely on external actors. Either way, foundations and the federal government often play 
different roles in sustaining initiatives—with foundations tending to “plant seeds” and 
government tending toward long-term cultivation. 
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A. IMPLEMENTATION: PUTTING PLANS INTO ACTION 

Once a problem has been identified and a strategy to address it has been developed, 

implementing the strategy requires attention to concrete issues such as resources, but also to less 

tangible matters, such as the culture of the various stakeholder organizations. In cases where 

implementation will involve more intense types of interaction between the federal government 

and foundations, funders should consider the ways in which the collaboration itself can be 

supported. Depending on the situation, pooling resources may be more or less desirable. In some 

cases, a separate administrative or governance structure may need to be created. In all cases, it is 

important for public and private actors to recognize the constraints under which the various 

stakeholders must act. 

1. Sharing Resources 

There are many opportunities for synergistic use of USG and foundation resources, but 

recognizing and capitalizing on such opportunities requires consideration of the “strings” that 

might be attached to funders’ contributions. These strings may consist of funders’ expectations 

and requirements about disbursement, reporting, and the uses of funds they find most desirable—

or unacceptable. USG brings to philanthropic work vast resources and personnel with high levels 

of expertise, but federal resources typically come with more requirements than those of private 

sector funding and usually are dependent on annual appropriations that are, to a great extent, 

outside of the agencies’ control. In contrast, foundation funds may be characterized by greater 

flexibility and/or fewer requirements, but contributions may be smaller or available for a more 

limited period of time. 

Resources from stakeholder partners may be pooled and then allocated by a central authority 

or allocated directly by the partners. Within the federal government, both PMI and PEPFAR 

were designed so that the funding authority would be centralized in the Coordinators’ offices, a 
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structure that seems to promote coherence among the different federal agencies and helps to 

avoid redundancy or contradictions among aid efforts around malaria and HIV/AIDS. Such 

centralization in USG efforts may be useful to foundations, since it provides a central funding 

mechanism for partnering with USG in addressing malaria or HIV/AIDS. Other collaborations, 

however, have eschewed pooled funding. RWJF has engaged in multiple collaborative efforts 

with USG—the Nurse Funders Collaborative, Cash & Counseling, and the National Health Plan 

Collaborative, among others—but does not appear to pool resources with partners. Instead, these 

projects include clearly delineated pieces funded separately by the various partners in the 

collaboration. 

In some instances, there may be benefits to “partial pooling”—central allocation of federal 

funds, while private funding is allocated by the private partners. For example, government 

officials would not have the freedom to approve federal funds for programs not in line with the 

administration’s priorities. In some cases, however, private funding may be aligned via 

communication with these offices to supplement USG funding, for activities other than those that 

federal program funds can support.  

Whether resources should be pooled appears to hinge on the limitations donors place on 

their contributions, and on donors’ roles in the initiative and their attitudes toward one another. 

Pooling of resources may be more acceptable to donors when one organization takes a clear 

leadership role in implementation and has administrative structures in place to handle the funds, 

or when a separate governing structure has been created for the collaborative effort. The Gates 

Foundation has created several such entities within which funds have been pooled (such as 

PATH and GAVI). Such a structure may help to build trust among donors, provided an 

initiative’s governance is transparent and the various donors have a voice in the leadership that 

they perceive to be commensurate with their contributions to the collaboration.  
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2. Supporting the Interaction or Partnership 

Given the challenges associated with partnerships, it is clear that resources must be devoted 

to maintaining the interactive effort. Interaction “on the cheap”—for example, without staff or 

infrastructure—can lead to difficulties in coordinating between organizations, loss of 

momentum, and the potential for turf wars (Amadou et al. 2007; U.N. Foundation n.d.)   

Several examples of interaction at different levels of intensity illustrate the pressures to 

create structures and provide resources to support the interaction. Even though it was conceived 

to include a governing structure distinct from its founding organizations, the GAVI partnership 

began small, with only six staff members assigned to its secretariat, which was hosted by one of 

the partners. In response to annual governance studies (also part of the original conception of the 

partnership), which pointed to the need for greater administrative resources, the GAVI secretariat 

has expanded to about 80 staff members, and the organization is now establishing itself as a 

separate foundation. In its various collaborative efforts, the Gates Foundation has often dedicated 

funds for bringing partners together to enhance communication, collaboration, and the 

administration of the partnerships themselves. Examples of this include GAVI; Roll Back 

Malaria; and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria. Similarly, RWJF has 

funded national program offices (NPOs) to oversee efforts around their various national 

programs, such as those involved with nursing, health coverage, and childhood obesity.  

The approach to supporting interaction can be designed to promote specific programmatic 

values. For example, RWJF selects outside organizations with expertise in each program area to 

house and operate its NPOs, coordinating the efforts of grantees and other partners. The offices 

remain distinct from the foundation, as well as from other funders and stakeholders in the 

national program. RWJF views the NPOs as important not only from an administrative stance, 

but also because they may catalyze new connections to better address problems. Another 
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example can be found in the AIDS and Malaria Coordinators’ offices, which, given their 

substantial funding authority and political capital, are seen as having the ability to compel 

coordination among disparate programs across federal bureaucracies. 

3. Recognizing Constraints 

USG and foundations operate under very different constraints. In implementing health and 

social service agendas or initiatives, it is important that players from each sector understand the 

culture and constraints of the other. This is especially true of more intensively collaborative 

efforts, but such understanding supports all types of interaction around an issue. 

The primary constraints that emerged in the USG case studies lie in the rules and regulations 

of public agencies, public funding mechanisms, and bureaucratic organizational structures. As 

respondents noted, the problems that federal agencies can address, the means they can use, and 

the resources available to them are circumscribed by legislation and federal policy priorities, as 

well as a host of rules and regulations, none of which is easily altered or bent. For example, a 

respondent from MCC asserted that USAID’s approach to many problems is limited by earmarks 

on funding—the  legislation authorizing aid often ties it to a specific geographic region and/or 

programmatic area. Also, USG reporting requirements, typically meant to promote 

accountability, sometimes can pose challenges to collaboration. For example, the need to link 

spending to demonstrated results—as is the case, to varying degrees, for MCC, PEPFAR, and 

PMI—can, according to one respondent, serve as a deterrent to collaboration, since impacts 

could not necessarily be linked to one or the other donor’s efforts. Related to this, but not limited 

to the public sector, is the burden placed on aid recipients if they must comply with the many and 

varied reporting requirements of different funders (including various federal agencies, as well as 

foundations and others). 
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In several cases, USG funding mechanisms were cited as a source of difficulty for 

philanthropic efforts and as challenges to interaction with foundations. While the federal 

government has the resources to make long-term commitments to different initiatives, yearly 

appropriations processes introduce uncertainty. Moreover, one respondent lamented that USG 

funding decisions often are made at the last minute, making planning difficult. MCC’s multiyear 

compacts, relying on untied funds, were cited as a positive development. 

The nature of some federal agencies’ organizational structures was cited by foundations and 

agencies alike as a constraint. Decision making and reaction to events on the ground were said to 

be slow because of bureaucracy. Moreover, the complexity of federal structures—coupled with 

the many variations in structure across agencies—can make it difficult for parties seeking to 

interact with an agency to know where the authority lies to make decisions and direct resources. 

Foundations also operate under constraints that affect their ability to engage in some forms 

of interaction. The major constraints are their relatively short time horizons, and organizational 

cultures that view evaluation and accountability in terms quite distinct from those widely 

accepted in USG. The short time horizons probably are related to foundations’ focus on cutting 

edge, innovative programming, which case study respondents suggested may yield a self-image 

as “planting seeds,” rather than focusing on long-term cultivation of an initiative. This aspect of 

foundation culture may actually provide an opportunity for supplementary action or 

communication with USG, which typically lacks the degree of flexibility to innovate and 

tolerance for risk more typical of foundations. Communication could facilitate situations in 

which foundations support high-risk or experimental approaches, and if they prove feasible, USG 

then supports scaling them up. 

Whereas USG has put great effort in recent years into developing accountability 

structures—albeit with results that may, as yet, remain unclear—foundations have less 
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motivation for such procedures. Some even have argued that foundation culture is hostile to 

measuring outcomes, not to mention impacts. As Michael Porter and Mark Kramer point out in 

their seminal article, “Philanthropy’s New Agenda,” foundations’ own internal processes provide 

the wrong incentives for adequate measurement: “Failure risks censure,” they note, “but success 

adds no reward” (1999, p. 129). Cases like Ashoka and Hewlett illustrate a less rigorous 

approach to evaluation and a more qualitative understanding of impacts than at USG agencies, as 

highlighted below. 

B. EVALUATION: TRACKING PROGRESS TOWARD GOALS 

Public and foundation sectors’ views about measurement and evidence diverge. If funders of 

health and social service initiatives are to form deeper levels of interaction, they must jointly 

confront the feasibility and value of evaluation. They will have to consider questions about 

plausible effects and how these can be measured, the kinds of evidence they will accept, and the 

types of evaluation they are willing to support.  

1. Conceptualizing Change at Different Levels 

In their book, Money Well Spent: A Strategic Plan for Smart Philanthropy (2008), 

foundation leaders Paul Brest and Hal Harvey use a graphic model of a small cube within a big 

cube to illustrate the nature of different problems, the potential for philanthropic impact, and the 

potential roles for foundations and USG philanthropy. “Small cube” philanthropy seeks to 

address “near-term, non-life-threatening needs of a relatively small number of people” (p. 24). 

Such philanthropy lends itself to straightforward evaluation since the processes of change are 

direct and readily graspable; causal links between philanthropy and results tend to be clear; and 

results tend to be visible, tangible, and discernable in the near term. Such problems may be more 

appealing targets for USG, rather than foundations, given the federal government’s 
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accountability standards. Moreover, such efforts also involve relatively low risks, which may 

also appeal to government (cf. Fink and Ebbe 2005; Sandfort 2008). Still, according to Brest and 

Harvey, such “small cube” philanthropy has less potential for big impacts and perhaps less 

leverage for bringing other organizations on board. 

In contrast, “big cube” philanthropy can address issues that improve hundreds of millions of 

lives. However it requires that funders deal with ambiguity and complexity, both in terms of 

intervention design and impact measurement—something the authors claim foundations typically 

have done more effectively than USG. The Gates Foundations’ work—in particular, its Grand 

Challenges in Global Health program—provides examples of big cube philanthropy.  

Brest and Harvey suggest that collaboration and interaction between foundations and USG 

may be much more important with big cube philanthropy. In particular, they suggest that such 

systems-oriented philanthropy “may play a special role in goading businesses and governments 

into tackling a certain problem,” (p. 26) which appears to have been the case with malaria. The 

authors observe, however, that “global, long-term problems, even though potentially 

catastrophic, do not align with the rhythms or boundaries of our political systems or the 

incentives of managers” (p. 26). In sum, Brest and Harvey’s argument suggests—and case 

studies appear to support—that USG may be more naturally inclined and structured to deal with 

immediate problems where results are measurable, whereas foundations may be better equipped 

for those initiatives dealing with ambiguous problems and the potential for hard-to-measure, 

systemic effects.  

2. Agreeing On and Obtaining Evidence 

There are differences of opinion between USG and foundations, as well as among 

foundations, as to what constitutes useful evidence. Our study found cases in which funders 

sought and accepted relatively “soft” evidence of their programs’ impacts. Ashoka, for example, 
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requires Fellows to submit reports that track their progress against benchmarks. Yet self-reports, 

benchmarks that vary across respondents, and biased response rates result in evidence that might 

not be acceptable to organizations with different evaluation standards. For example, it would be 

difficult to reconcile Ashoka’s approach with that of MCC or the many federal programs that 

encourage or even require independent, often experimental evaluation before programs can be 

reauthorized. The point is not that one approach to evaluating effectiveness or success is superior 

to another in all instances, but rather that, in interacting, stakeholders need to be aware of their 

potentially conflicting approaches. 

Nor is the Ashoka example meant to portray the foundation sector as taking a “soft” 

approach to evidence in general. Indeed, the Gates Foundation has invested hundreds of millions 

of dollars in the development and dissemination of indicators to gauge the impact of its own and 

other philanthropists’ programs. Gates also is investing in rigorous evaluation methods. 

Moreover, several case study foundations show the development of particularly innovative ways 

to measure progress at different levels. Hewlett and RWJF both consider outcomes and/or 

impacts at the program, foundation, and societal levels. Similarly, the Rockefeller Foundation 

has developed (though not yet implemented) a monitoring and evaluation program to track 

changes at the user, provider, and funder levels. 

3. Selecting Evaluation Approaches 

If the efficiency and effectiveness of philanthropic efforts are at all a concern, it is in the 

interests of stakeholders to evaluate programs as rigorously as possible. If rigorous evaluation 

shows initiatives supported by philanthropy have achieved their goals, decisions on further 

investments can be made with greater confidence. Such evaluations, however, are not always 

feasible or appropriate. They are costly, and the context of many initiatives may not be suitable 

for experiments. In the developing world, there may exist little capacity to conduct such 
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evaluations, and willingness among the various stakeholders may be lacking because of cost or 

objections to making people subjects in an experiment and denying services or other benefits to a 

control group. 

With respect to collaborative efforts, it is important that donors have similar expectations for 

the evaluation of their programs—or at least that they can come to agreement about the 

evaluation approach. Given the costs associated with evaluation, it may be difficult to convince 

some stakeholders that the effort merits the expense, especially in cases where evaluations are 

not required or will not be used for further decision making. 

C. PLANNING FOR SUSTAINABILITY 

Many of the initiatives examined in our case studies are still in progress, but sustainability 

over time is a consideration for many philanthropic initiatives.1 Indeed, in some cases 

sustainability has been built into the initiatives from the beginning, while in others, it has 

developed over time. In general, there appear to be two approaches to sustainability: through 

mechanisms built into the initiative and through external mechanisms. These are by no means 

mutually exclusive and, in the best-case scenario, both are probably desirable. Still, the USG and 

foundation sectors may make different contributions to sustainability, and practitioners may wish 

to consider different roles for different types of funders as an initiative develops.  

1. Fostering Sustainability through the Initiative’s Own Mechanisms 

Both USG and foundation cases have taken sustainability into consideration when shaping 

their responses to health and social service problems. In some cases they have built innovative 

 
1 Some initiatives are not intended to be sustained past the original donor’s involvement—for example, in cases 

where a program is meant as a demonstration or where the problem is a passing crisis. Such cases are not within the 
focus of this section. 
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mechanisms for sustainability into their unique approaches to a problem. For example, Ashoka 

actively fosters relationships among Fellows so that they can draw on each other for support after 

Fellowship funding comes to an end. In addition to these networking opportunities, Ashoka 

Fellows are given lifetime access to communications and legal consultation through independent 

firms. In another example, GAVI’s IFFIm was designed specifically to keep immunization 

financing in low-income countries predictable and sustainable. IFFIm borrows against 10- to 20-

year legally binding aid commitments from donor countries to ensure that financing is available 

when needed and over the long term.  

Among some federal agencies, sustainability is intentionally linked to local ownership of 

initiatives, which, in any case, experts have agreed is critical to the success of development 

efforts (HELP Commission 2007). PMI, PEPFAR, and MCC all require that recipient countries 

take part in developing interventions and, in certain cases, co-financing programs. PEPFAR’s 

“harmonization” process requires that each country lead and take ownership of its own response 

to that nation’s AIDS epidemic. Similarly, MCC’s compact development process requires in-

country identification of problems and development of solutions, while PMI engages local 

governments throughout the assessment, planning, and implementation phases of an in-country 

malaria control strategy. PMI also actively encourages recipients to diversify their funding 

sources, in particular through involving NGOs and private businesses.  

2. Government and Foundation Roles in Sustainability 

USG and foundations bring different strengths and confront different challenges in their 

philanthropic efforts. Of particular importance for sustainability are the two sectors’ respective 

time horizons and attitudes toward their own roles in seeing initiatives through to full fruition. 

Foundations tend to accept risk, which leads them to innovative approaches but not necessarily 

to long-term commitment. Indeed, many private philanthropic funders—such as RWJF—limit 
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the length of time or the number of times a grantee may receive support. In contrast, the federal 

government is more likely to fund proven strategies, which suggests the potential for USG to 

cultivate the growth of initiatives for which foundations “planted the seed.” 

However, the sectors’ respective approaches to long-term commitment may be changing. 

Well-funded foundations, such as Gates, may be trending toward longer-term efforts than past 

foundation giving. Moreover, with federal budgets under extraordinary pressures, foundations 

may be in a better position than government to make such commitments (cf. San Francisco 

Chronicle, January 6, 2009). In any case, it is clear that the long-term solution of some problems 

will require long-term donor commitments, and more purposeful interaction from various donors 

might support such efforts. Both foundations and government appear to have embraced the 

philosophy of local ownership of their initiatives, which can also support sustainability. 



 45  

V. EXAMPLES OF INNOVATIONS IN PHILANTHROPY  

To optimize resource use, it is important for both government and foundations to use the 

tools that best support effectiveness. Given the dynamic and evolving nature of philanthropic 

practice, a potential benefit of interactions and partnerships between the federal government and 

foundations is the opportunity they create for sharing emerging innovations. Funders from one 

sector can emulate practices they observe among their counterparts in the other or simply benefit 

from practices deployed by their counterparts during their interactions. 

Key Findings from This Chapter 
 
The study identified three main areas of innovation in public and private sector philanthropy 

showing potential for adaptation or adoption across organizations or sectors: 
 
Metrics and Measurement: Innovative use of metrics and measurement can support 

decision making and findings from such efforts can inform future philanthropy. Examples from 
the Hewlett Foundation (the “expected return” metric), the Millennium Challenge Corporation 
(17 independently developed indicators of governance, social investment, and economic 
freedom), and the Gates Foundation (Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation) illustrate new 
approaches. The usefulness of such methods in different settings appears to depend on contextual 
factors, such as organizational constraints and the nature of the problem being addressed. 

 
Funding Mechanisms: Two cases highlighted innovations in funding approaches. The 

Rockefeller Foundation’s Accelerating Innovation for Development program employs forms of 
“prize philanthropy” that seek to incentivize the development of solutions to social problems. 
The federal government could adopt such approaches, although they appear most applicable to 
narrowly defined problems that are amenable to technological solutions. The Global Alliance for 
Vaccines and Immunization (GAVI) developed the International Finance Facility for 
Immunization in order to leverage greater funds and to ensure reliable access to them for 
recipient countries. The approach appears be most advantageous in health or other sectors where 
accelerating near-term investments can potentially eradicate a disease. 

 
Administration and Governance. Three examples from the case studies illustrate innovative 

approaches to the administration and governance of USG-foundation interactions and 
collaborative activities. The President’s Malaria Initiative and the President’s Emergency Plan 
for AIDS Relief are led and supported by a single, centralized Coordinator’s office within the 
federal government. GAVI was established with both public and private funding and has created 
its own Secretariat, whose growth underscores the substantial effort and resources needed for 
administering ongoing collaboration. 
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Through the case studies, we identified three main areas in which innovations in 

philanthropy are arising: metrics and measurement; funding mechanisms; and administration and 

governance. Descriptions of examples of these innovations suggest ways in which they might be 

applied in other settings. 

A. METRICS AND MEASUREMENT 

All funders must decide which problems to address, how to allocate resources, and whether 

to modify, continue, or wind up specific programs. Developing systematic approaches and 

analytic tools to support assessment and decision-making is therefore a high priority for many 

philanthropic organizations. Metrics and measurement can be used to guide decisions at various 

stages in the lifecycle of philanthropic initiatives: as part of formulation and planning, in support 

of implementation, and as a central element of the evaluation of initiative success and effects. 

Their use can also boost transparency (by making decisions and actions clear) and accountability 

(by showing the reasoning behind decisions), an important consideration for interactions between 

federal agencies and foundations discussed in the prior chapter. 

This study identified a number of innovative uses of metrics and measurement. The Hewlett 

Foundation’s expected return (ER) metric and MCC’s 17 indicators used to determine which 

countries and sectors should receive compact funding are used in planning stages. MCC’s 

indicators also represent an innovative application of measurement to help guide implementation. 

The Robert Wood Johnson and Rockefeller Foundations use innovative approaches to measuring 

outcomes in the evaluation phase of programs and overall operations. Finally, the Gates 

Foundation is supporting the development and application of quality metrics for use across all 

stages of the lifecycle of public health initiatives. 
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1. The Hewlett Foundation’s Expected Return Metric 

In 2007, the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation undertook to increase the rigor of its 

grantmaking. Two primary approaches were developed: an Outcomes-Driven Grantmaking 

(ODG) strategy, and an expected return (ER) metric. The ODG process creates a strategic 

program plan. The plan sets measurable goals for specified outcomes, defines the program’s 

scope, establishes logic models that lay out how programs are expected to affect outcomes, and 

determines how to allocate resources to achieve outcome targets. The ER is a quantitative metric 

used to evaluate and compare clusters of potential investments in grants with similar purposes. It 

is created by estimating the potential benefits of a particular grant, its likelihood of success, and 

its costs. Both ER analysis and an ODG process require a clear definition of goals in terms of 

explicit outcomes that can be measured and used to evaluate potential program investments and 

estimate their likely success. 

Though too imprecise to serve as the decisive factor in funding allocations, ER calculations 

have provided a structure for thinking about potential benefits and investment risk, according to 

Hewlett Foundation respondents. In their perception the ER fosters a common language for 

assessing tradeoffs, which is more important than the actual calculation of expected return. The 

ODG process and use of the metric forces program staff to be explicit about their program goals 

and assumptions and to clearly identify anticipated outcomes. With explicit goals and outcome 

measures established, the tradeoffs between different grant-making strategies have become more 

evident, providing a more objective framework for discussing trade-offs. 

The possibility of applying a tool like ER in other settings is thought-provoking. Hewlett 

respondents were cautious about suggesting that ER could be used in other settings, particularly 

in government. They felt that appropriate use of the tool necessarily involves flexibility and the 

freedom to make subjective judgments, which they surmised might be limited in government 
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settings. Still, the “investment attitude,” explicit assumptions, and common language fostered by 

such a metric could prove useful in many contexts in both the public and private sectors. 

2. The Millennium Challenge Corporation’s Indicators 

Using clear metrics and measurement can help to depoliticize sensitive decision processes. 

This was a core motivation shaping the MCC approach to foreign aid: using clear criteria for 

establishing countries’ eligibility for first receiving aid and continuing to receive it. Country 

eligibility for MCC assistance is based on the country’s performance in three categories: (1) 

ruling justly, (2) investing in people, and (3) encouraging economic freedom. Each category 

corresponds to the aims of the USG Foreign Assistance Framework. MCC publishes the 

indicators annually in the form of a “score card.” To “pass” on an indicator, a country must score 

above the median for countries at similar levels of economic development. Each country’s score 

is then considered along with other factors, such as opportunities to reduce poverty and spur 

economic growth in the country and the availability of resources, in deciding whether to grant 

assistance. 

The origins of these indicators add to their credibility. They were “developed by 

independent third-party institutions that rely on objective, publicly available data and an 

analytically rigorous methodology” (MCC, 2009). These institutions include the World Health 

Organization, the World Bank Institute, Freedom House, and UNESCO—groups not entirely 

unaffected by politics, but independent and respected organizations whose involvement adds 

credence to the indicators as sound criteria for country selection. MCC has also sought indicators 

that can be used consistently over time and across countries, which adds to their apparent 

objectivity and credibility, and potentially supports the development of knowledge about 

successful aid practices. 

































http://www.gavialliance.org/resources/3EN_GAVI_Aiilance.pdf


http://www.iff-immunisation.org/index.html




http://www.pepfar.gov/documents/organization/113827.pdf
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