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“Field building” is an increasingly popular prac-
tice in philanthropic work because it offers an
opportunity to go beyond funding individual
organizations or projects and to create a coherent
strategy for change on a much larger scale.
However, there is little consensus about what we
as a profession mean when we speak of field
building. Our goal in this paper is to inform and
provoke a broad conversation about field building
in philanthropy. Our hope is that this becomes a
useful starting place for foundations, corporations,
and other grantmakers who seek results beyond
the impact of individual grants. What does it
mean to move beyond individual grants or even a
portfolio of grantees? This is a question that
grantmakers are grappling with in many arenas.
We hope this paper accurately captures the chal-
lenges, identifies the possibilities, alerts us to
potential pitfalls, and nudges the conversation and
the practice forward. 

Philanthropy and field building share a long
history. As far back as 1906, the Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching
helped standardize and reform the field of med-
ical education through its funding of the Flexner
Report.1 In 1954, the Ford Foundation set out to
reform business education in the United States
through its philanthropic donations to educational
institutions.2 In 1974, the Commonwealth Fund
played a pivotal role in pioneering hospice care.3

Recent field-building initiatives include the Skoll
Foundation’s support for social entrepreneurship,4

the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation’s 
support for open educational resources,5 and the
Rockefeller Foundation’s support for impact
investing.6 

Despite this long history,
there is no simple answer
to the question: how do
you build a field? The
areas in which foundations embark on this work
are as diverse as the program areas they fund.
Sometimes the efforts at field building are delib-
erate, strategic, and carefully planned within the
foundation before any external partners are
engaged. Other times, the recognition that a
broader approach is necessary emerges naturally
from a foundation’s long involvement with key
organizations doing complementary work on a
specific issue. There is no set definition of “field”
in the lexicon of philanthropy, nor is there a 
singular set of strategies for building one, and we
are only now starting to see the beginnings of a
shared literature on how, why, to what ends, and
with what success or failure foundations and their
partners have worked in this endeavor we call
field building.

Instead of offering a recipe for success, we offer
a number of design principles for philanthropic
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field building, drawn from
our direct experience in
working with the John D.
and Catherine T.
MacArthur Foundation
and its five years of fund-
ing digital media and

learning as well as from interviews, research
reviews, and literature scans of other foundations’
field-building efforts. 

Why Build a field?

Foundations undertake field building for many
reasons, some of them stated and others implied.
Not every activity that a foundation undertakes —
no matter how far-reaching — may be 
considered field building. The Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation’s global agricultural develop-
ment work, for example, builds upon decades of
international aid work. The foundation’s role here
is to pick up where government spending ends,
not necessarily to create something new.

This notion of newness, or working to advance
new concepts or activities in a previously unher-
alded way, is an important part of field building.
Among the other attributes of field building that
we identified are: 

• Seeking attention and legitimacy for a certain
issue

• Increasing the exchange of theory and scholar-
ship between existing domains

• Reducing inefficiencies and duplicate activities

• Providing incentives for collaboration that may
not have happened organically

• Aspiring to a leadership role in a pioneering
endeavor

Perhaps the most significant characteristic of
field building is the focus on multiple institutions
and strategies to address an issue. The work ranges
beyond individual grants or institutional partners.
It involves considerations of scale, exit strategies,
and even sustainability, since field-building efforts
frequently create mechanisms for future work. 

In this paper, we will demonstrate how some
foundations and their partners have managed the
challenges of integrating divergent sectors and 
fostering collaboration in order to move a field 
forward. 

What is a Field?

Before identifying design principles for building
effective and sustainable fields, we must consider
the question: what exactly is a field? Both fields
and field building are abstract concepts without
precise definitions. In our research we encoun-
tered several definitions of “fields” in the context
of philanthropy. 

In the 1960s, a “field” generally referred to the
building of an academic base and establishment of
institutional scholarship on a given issue. Indeed,
within the academy, the definition of fields, 
subfields, domains, and disciplines is often quite 
specific and rests on the presence or pursuit of
distinct methodologies. For example, cognitive
science, a multidisciplinary academic field,
evolved from the intersection of research in 
artificial intelligence, psychology, and linguistics.
By the 1970s it had drawn in diverse disciplines
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and emerged as its own scholarly field.
Exploration of the mind via experiments in 
psychology, brain imaging, language acquisition,
and computer modeling demonstrate the breadth
of the field, and the founding of both a dedicated
journal and the Society for Cognitive Science has
solidified its presence within the academy.7 

These university-based definitions are not readily
transferable to the broader idea of fields as we
know them today. The involvement of nonprofit
institutions, commercial interests, and even the
beneficiaries themselves has stretched both the
locus and definition of fields. They may be uni-
versity-based or multi-institutional and they often
encompass community or beneficiary action, 
policy statements, and even product development. 

Foundations look at fields through different
lenses and with different priorities. Sometimes a
foundation will use field building to focus on
expanding an innovation or practice, as the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation did when it created its
Small Schools Initiative. By contrast, the Ewing
Marion Kauffman Foundation uses field building
to draw attention to a particular issue, associating
the brand of the foundation with the field of
entrepreneurship. Other grantmakers try to
bridge the divide between theory and practice, as
has been done in both conflict resolution and
youth development. To determine the best
approach for your organization, you may want to
ask yourself and your partners these questions:
How does your current grantmaking reflect the
practice of field building? What do you want to
accomplish by building a field? Whose philosophy
is aligned with your own?

Although the complexity and evolving nature
of the concept of “field” makes definition diffi-
cult, it is helpful to have some general guidelines.
One useful definition comes from the Bridgespan
Group, a nonprofit consulting firm, which defines
a field as “a community of organizations and indi-
viduals working towards a common goal and
using a set of common approaches to achieving
that goal.”8 However, a field is defined not only by
its community of organizations but also by the area
of practice and a body of evidence. Thus, we define
a field as “a multidisciplinary area of specialized
practice that engages diverse stakeholders.”9

This draws from the academic experience, in
which a field relies on distinctive research methods
and a concrete evidence
base, and adds the practi-
tioner component, bring-
ing in the world outside
of the academy.10 While
field-building efforts can
originate from the for-profit, nonprofit, and public
sectors,11 this paper focuses on the opportunity
that field building presents as a philanthropic
strategy. 

SIX DESIGN PRINCIPLES FOR BUILDING

A FIELD

Existing literature and experience with philan-
thropic investments in building fields as wide-
ranging as conflict resolution, homeschooling,
impact investing, and digital media and learning
has led us to posit six key design principles that
shape successful efforts. These principles may be
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EXAMPLES OF PHILANTHROPIC FIELD BUILDING

In our research, we came across many examples of field building in the context of philanthropy. A full

list of those we encountered can be found in the Appendix. This paper will draw examples primarily

from the following six efforts to illustrate the principles we discuss.

• Conflict Resolution — The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation ran its pioneering Conflict

Resolution Program from 1984 to 2004, helping to develop tools and processes to manage and

mitigate disputes in a vast array of conflict settings. 

• Impact Investing — The Rockefeller Foundation is spearheading foundation involvement in this 

relatively nascent practice of making investments that generate both social/environmental and

financial returns.

• Clean Technology — Google.org launched its RE<C (Renewable Energy cheaper than Coal) and

RechargeIT (commercialization of plug-in vehicles) programs in 2007 as a two-pronged strategy 

for combating greenhouse gas emissions. 

• Service-Learning — The W. K. Kellogg Foundation implemented a grants and investment strategy

over a ten-year period from 1990 to 2000 to help standardize the practice of service-learning, 

nurture a generation of leaders, and develop tools and curricula.

• Health Entrepreneurship — The Michael J. Fox Foundation, funding scientific research and

activism aimed at Parkinson’s Disease since 1998, along with the Myelin Repair Foundation, is

defining a new strategy for combating disease and functioning more like a business than a 

traditional foundation. Both efforts are part of the Milken Institute’s FasterCures initiatives.

• Digital Media and Learning — Officially launched in 2006, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur

Foundation’s Digital Media and Learning Initiative has sought to understand and act on the ways

digital technologies are changing the way young people learn, play, socialize, and participate in

civic life.



considered building blocks in the process of field
building. These principles are based on the litera-
ture from several philanthropic efforts but draw
most heavily from the Kellogg Foundation’s
reflections on the field of service-learning. They are:

• Recognize the Philanthropic Opportunity

• Establish a Research Base 

• Prioritize Sets of Actors and Networks  

• Develop and Adopt the Right Standards

• Build a Network Infrastructure 

• Share Knowledge 

This design process represents a cycle of activity
in which the principles may be acted on concur-
rently as well as consecutively. As important as
each principle is on its own, the interplay among
and between them will also prove important dur-
ing each stage of building a field, from the messy
beginning of finding key players to the ongoing
process of defining terminology to the roles and
types of standards to be considered. We should be
clear not to suggest that these six principles are all
it takes to develop a field; this is not a simple
checklist. However, the principles provide a
framework for action and have significant roles in
the design and development of a successful field.

Recognize the Philanthropic Opportunity

Philanthropic field building begins with making
sense of the opportunities that exist, assessing the
potential for a foundation’s role, and taking
advantage of those circumstances. All of these are
vital to a philanthropic field’s ultimate success and
impact. 

Although a foundation is rarely present at the
start of a field, it may be uniquely positioned to
provide a mezzanine-level view across many far-
flung independent efforts; from this vantage, it can
see patterns and possibilities emerge and support
the development and advancement of common
goals. One role foundations may play in field
building is to bring together disparate players and
help them to achieve
legitimacy. To do this,
foundation staff can take
advantage of the sociopo-
litical environment to
build an emergent field’s 
relevance to current needs
and strengthen its ability to grow. For example,
public debate over video games as distractions or
educational tools is key context for the emergent
field of Digital Media and Learning. 

A foundation must determine the best
approach to field building, given the strengths and
weaknesses of its own philanthropy. If foundations
are an organizing force for private dollars, then
foundation staff must identify the environments
in which their funds are able to sustain the most
impact. More often than not, these environments
exist in worlds far from a foundation milieu, so it
is important to recognize philanthropy’s potential
in supporting emerging opportunities. 

Many fields emerge, solidify, and sustain them-
selves amid a confluence of external factors.
Microfinance may have begun in the 1970s in
Bangladesh, but only in the 1990s did it solidify as
a field embraced by the philanthropic sector. Its
emergence as a field was driven partly by public
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awareness, partly by foundation investments in
research and infrastructure organizations, and
partly by broader social trends, such as greater
financial connectedness. Contributing to these
last two factors was the broad availability of cheap
personal computers, online video, and online
banking or payment systems that allowed quick,
global financial transactions. Once this occurred,
individuals, as well as large institutions, were able
to join the microcredit movement, expanding it
and providing new types of capital.

Similarly, the development and growth of digital
media and learning as a field is premised on the
social and political environments made possible
by broad access to Web 2.0 technologies. Some of
these changes are both field-supporting and field-
challenging. For example, without the rapid
adoption, easy deployment, and widespread and
diverse uses of these digital tools in everyday life
there may never have been an interest in under-
standing their uses for learning. At the same time,
the market-driven and entertainment-heavy uses
that led to the proliferation of these tools also
feed the skeptics who question their viability or
appropriate place as learning tools. The final 
section of this paper will focus on the digital world
and, in particular, the impact of a digital society and
its effects upon field building.

Establish a Research Base

A core set of shared beliefs exists among the players
whose collaboration marks early stages of field
building, although their professional setting,
industry jargon, or spheres of influence may make
these beliefs hard to articulate. Along with a 
recognized affinity for a particular issue or 

constituency, the existence of these shared beliefs
is a primary component of a field. However, to
move the field forward these beliefs need to be
informed by, to guide, and ultimately even 
to reconstitute research about the subject matter at
hand. By establishing a base of research and values,
what the contributors to a new field are really
doing is verifying each of their assumptions in the
context of a larger movement. 

A common set of ideas may exist in isolated
pockets, but recognizing the assumptions among
them is key to identifying interested parties 
and articulating common hypotheses and ques-
tions, especially where cross-disciplinary and
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cross-institutional collaboration is essential.
Establishing a research base helps those involved
in the work consider whether they are asking the
most pressing questions and learn from other dis-
ciplines, experts, or actors whose methods of
investigation may differ but whose areas of
inquiry are the same. The particular lines of
hypothesis, research, and justification (or synthesis)
are what ultimately differentiate one field from
another, especially in academia but also in fields
where practice matters as much as theory.  

It is also important to identify the “exemplars” of
a field — those groups that help solidify what
counts as good work or accepted work in an
emerging field or approach.12 Once shared values
are recognized and exemplars are embraced, a
more unified voice can emerge and the field will
be able to represent itself as a distinct entity when
dealing with the public13 or considering policy
implications.

For example, K-12 service-learning, champi-
oned by the W. K. Kellogg Foundation, evolved
from a tradition that focused mainly on commu-
nity service opportunities for adults. Scholars
note that before Kellogg’s official involvement,
“many schools valued community service as an
after-school activity, (but) few had connected
service with learning in any formal way.”14 Youth
educators, service advocates, and policymakers all
believed in the inherent value of service but their
individual interests had not been informed by a
common research base or fused into action.
Kellogg staff recognized the opportunity to build
on research underlying the National and
Community Service Trust Act and launched

“Learning in Deed,” a multi-year national initia-
tive to “engage more young people in service to
others as part of their academic life.”15

Prioritize Sets of Actors and Networks

While the second principle focuses on what
groups will have in common, the next requires
that they also bring key differences to the table.
New fields emerge and can be built when the
edges of existing practices
or disciplines begin to blur
or meld into each other. 

This design principle is
at the heart of the field of
clean technology; the continued success of the
field relies upon its diverse players’ values, per-
spectives, and objectives, but without a definition
of and manifest belief in a central issue the field
would never have been developed. In other
words, each stakeholder's objective may vary: a
funder such as Google.org may focus on using
“the power of information and technology to
address the global challenges of our age,”16 while
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scientists may care about technological advance-
ment and discovery, and entrepreneurs and venture
capitalists may pursue market opportunities from
clean-tech products and services. But it is the
common belief in the need to further research
and develop avenues of innovation in the clean-
tech realm that unites these stakeholders into a
clearly defined field. 

In the field of digital media and learning, this is
taking place in the dynamics between sectors —
including informal learning, civic engagement,
and product development, among others. In the
United States, particular schools have been 
synonymous with teaching and learning for so
long that many of us have forgotten about the
multitude of other environments where learning
takes place. Digital media, of course, are not lim-
ited to the area between the walls of a school or
any other institution. Digital environments exist
in their own realm; they can facilitate media 
creation, access, use, critique, and learning from
anywhere, and thus they fundamentally call into
question the “where” of learning. 

As an emerging field, digital media and learn-
ing is broad enough that it attracts interests
beyond educators. Corporate game developers,
hardware and software manufacturers, media
companies, public oversight agencies, nonprofit
groups, individual tinkerers, and independent
gamers, as well as academicians from communica-
tions, media studies, education, sociology, anthro-
pology, and other disciplines are all involved in
relevant work. This diversity is critical, but it can
sometimes be a barrier to rapid progress. The 
different study methods, multiple ways of framing

a question, and variety of perspectives often lead
to robust conflict that is ultimately fruitful and
helps define the actual boundaries of a new field.
This process of choosing among and managing a
diverse and yet select group of actors is key to
solidifying a field’s identity and ultimate survival.17 

The specific mix of participants or vested inter-
ests will vary depending on the field. In the field
of conflict resolution, the key players are academics,
public agencies, policymakers, and nonprofit
groups.18 In clean technology, the universe includes
scientists, environmental activists, and venture capi-
tal funders. The MacArthur Foundation’s Digital
Media and Learning Initiative involves diverse
partners, each of whom brings a distinct perspective
and contributes to a collective that can legitimize
the work in multiple communities. However, in
every field it is also important to consider the role
of charismatic and magnetic personalities. As
Harvard Professor Howard Gardner comments:

8 Building to Last: Field building as philanthropic strategy

ASK YOURSELF…

• What can foundations do to ensure that

they keep new ideas coming in while

maintaining some stability within an 

initiative? (And how do they do this 

without funding the same people over

and over?)

• In what ways can technology bridge the

gaps between (and within) institutions?

What else might foundations provide to

help bridge those gaps? 



“Even in academic fields, the role of such indi-
viduals is likely to be important.… It is hard to
think about social entrepreneurship without
the personalities of individuals like Bill Drayton
and Muhammad Yunus. Or the rise of cognitive
studies without Jerome Bruner or Noam
Chomsky or Herbert Simon.… In our own
nascent study of successful and unsuccessful
collaborations, the role of personalities emerges
repeatedly.”19 

Develop and Adopt the Right Standards 
Standards cut in many directions but fall into
three main categories. 

• Standards can be used to define common 
terminology (such as “digital,” “media,” and
“learning”) so that participants from different
backgrounds can make progress together. In this
way, standards allow for discussion and debate
about substance beyond the mere meaning of a
term. 

• Standards can also be used to exclude certain
things, such as when they are used to set a bar
for participation or a standard of quality. In
some cases, for example, foundations have set
reporting requirements that are too sophisticated
for emerging organizations to meet, and those
standards effectively exclude certain participants.

• Finally, standards also facilitate inclusion and
growth, as when they are applied to certain net-
works or components that allow for a shared
point of connectivity, like the standard size of
the “poles and holes” on a LEGO piece. These
kinds of standards that make it possible for
building blocks to be joined together in limit-
less combinations are necessary for widespread
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innovation and growth. 

In the early stages of building a field, the first
type of standard — definition setting — domi-
nates. Often, groups with different backgrounds
realize they all have a shared interest in an emerg-
ing field. As Arizona State University Professor
James Gee writes of the emerging digital media
and learning field, everyone’s interest in the field
emerged in different ways, but somehow every-
one ended up in the same “place.”20 However, in
order to work together
effectively and move
beyond mere common
ground, members must
agree upon the same stan-
dards — language and 
jargon among them. As the Rockefeller
Foundation’s recent initiative in impact investing
illustrates (see sidebar on next page), defining
terms is a critical challenge for many field-build-
ing initiatives. This process is time-consuming,
often painstaking, and seemingly endless, but it
moves quickly once some basic agreements 
(especially the terminology for common beliefs)
are reached. 

The second kind of standards is those that
exclude. To some degree, these are inherent in
both the first kind (defining something also
defines what it is not) and the third (innovation
is bound by the scalability of the building
blocks). This second type of standard — the
exclusionary one — is probably most important to
building a field because of the role it plays in setting
boundaries. We commented earlier that  fields
emerge where two (or more) earlier disciplines

In the early stages of building a

field, the first type of standard —

definition setting — dominates.
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IMPACT INVESTING AND THE NEED FOR STANDARDS

In the report “Investing for Social and Environmental Impact,” the Monitor Institute identifies several

challenges for the field of impact investing related to the issue of standards. Like many emerging

fields, impact investing lacks a common language, which affects the field’s ability to coordinate

activity and advance. The report notes that “the lack of universally accepted vocabulary and market

segmentation makes it difficult for impact investing actors to communicate about opportunities. The

diversity of approaches and ways of describing them makes it difficult for actors to locate them-

selves in the impact investing ecosystem and to identify potential partners.” It quotes Preston

Pinkett, the director of Prudential Social Investment, who explains: “It takes consistency in language

to create a business. The biggest challenge is to have a coherent set of terms and phrases that are

clearly defined and have clear meaning.”

However, language may not be the only standard a field needs to adopt. A closely related but 

distinct need is a common standard for measuring outcomes. Investors and entrepreneurs alike have

found common financial terms insufficient for the new industry. They have discovered that new met-

rics for financial return, as well as social and environmental impact, are needed to fully capture and

compare the value created by different impact investment opportunities. The report notes that

“there are no metrics or ratings agencies to help make relative financial risk and social or environ-

mental impact more transparent” and “the financial performance of many impact investments is

uncertain, even though these investments might meet or beat return benchmarks … which make 

valuation quite challenging.” 

To solve the thorny issue of developing and adopting standards, the report observes that two key

initiatives would help: developing rigorous metrics and a standard-setting body to implement them.

Developing rigorous metrics “would allow [investors] to assess the results from investments that may

be below market rate” and a “basic rating system would help organize the market by making it 

possible to compare outcomes of investments.”

To download and read the report, please visit:

http://www.rockfound.org/efforts/impact_investing/impact_investing.shtml
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or fields start to blend or blur. To locate this
intersection, it can be helpful to draw lines or
Venn diagrams in order to find the common
beliefs and build the most appropriate new set of
connections to deepen work in that blurred space.
Eventually, what was once blurred becomes clear;
this marks an important transition in field build-
ing from emerging to solidifying. At this point,
standards will be used to “protect” those lines in
order to deepen the work within the field. These
types of standards may be represented by profes-
sional qualifications, key publications, or even the
presence of acknowledged leading institutions or
“gurus” in the field. 

The third kind of standards, those that allow for
innovation and expansion, are particularly impor-
tant in both the digital realm and the world of
learning. Digital media are, by definition, remix-
able, reusable, and easily duplicated. What makes
this possible is that some underlying forms (soft-
ware code, application and program standards) are
set to certain standards so that a person can 
borrow another person’s content, add to it, and
put it back into the world in a new form. Without
these kinds of standards, research and knowledge
production remain fragmented, individual
endeavors. Good examples of “collaboration-
enabling” standards include the Charles Stewart
Mott Foundation’s support of GrantsFire, which
publishes grants data in an open-standards format
to enable better collaboration and information-
sharing in the field of philanthropy, and the Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation’s support for common
standards in the reporting of childhood obesity
research.

STRENGTHENING NETWORKS 

DIGITALLY

President Barack Obama’s presidential

campaign website successfully harnessed

networks of existing communities, such as

Latinos, organized labor, and the under-25

vote, and catalyzed these organized grass-

roots groups into action for the campaign

itself. A wise and expedient use of technol-

ogy helped, and the success of the website,

YouTube missives, and email blasts demon-

strated that online media can not only

expand networks but strengthen already

existing networks and relationships.

Likewise, the emergence of “Twestivals”

in early 2009 pledged to bring together

Twitter communities and their non-user

friends for in-person meetings in more than

180 cities worldwide with the goal of raising

money and awareness for a nonprofit

organization that provides safe drinking

water in the developing world. The impact

of the Twestivals is drawn from a diverse

global digital network collaboration and is

perhaps less about any one issue than the

use of the technology itself. This low-cost,

potentially high-impact social networking

fundraising model could benefit a variety of

nonprofits or causes. 



support in the mainstream benefit from an exist-
ing participant infrastructure.21 Service-learning,
for example, emerged out of collaboration
between two established communities — youth
educators and community service practitioners
— and was then able to take advantage of the net-
works, processes, and players already involved in
these groups.

Networking allows for organized and logical
relationships among a field’s participants, and
recent field-building efforts have also demonstrated
the potential in networks of networks. By layering
networks of schools, educators, researchers, and
funders, the MacArthur Foundation is developing
a larger web of interconnectedness, allowing it to
move beyond the connections of its individual
grantees. The MacArthur Digital Media and
Learning network differs from the approach of
many other fields by eschewing familiar institutions
such as schools and relying on hybrid 
institutional models, such as an after-school 
program administered by a consortium of public
schools and research universities. The network also
includes partners, such as the Woodrow Wilson
Institute and the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching, whose roles are to help
members of the network connect through infor-
mation sharing, small-meeting facilitation, and
network mapping. This complex web of relation-
ships and joint projects has many benefits: it brings
together broad bases of support, helps to catalyze
new ideas, makes product lines more efficient, and
provides better feedback mechanisms. 

Network theory, networked organizations and
learning networks are relatively new concepts for
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ASK YOURSELF…

• What is the process for developing new

standards in your field? What about

agreeing upon standard terminology?

Have you felt it is easy or difficult to 

contribute to this standard-setting?

• Are there examples of standards nurturing

social innovation in your area of expertise? 

• When is it too early for a foundation to

get involved? When should a foundation

let something evolve on its own? What

unintended (negative) consequences could

result from foundation involvement?

The role of these kinds of standards in the field
of philanthropy is just becoming apparent. For
most of its history, organized philanthropy has
been too dispersed and institutionally independent
for common standards to emerge. In the last five

years or so, driven by
forces as diverse as interest
in financial returns and
technological innovation,
philanthropy itself has
become more of a field,

and thus the possibilities and limitations of stan-
dards are beginning to be visible. 

Build a Network Infrastructure

One of the more important features of a field’s
future viability is the strength and reach of its net-
works. Some practices that emerge from the
grassroots level and ultimately find widespread

Networking allows for organized

and logical relationships among a

field’s participants … 



philanthropy. The David and Lucile Packard
Foundation has undertaken a line of work look-
ing specifically at the role of networks in social
change. It has commissioned research on the topic
and also tried some experiments in using net-
works for information gathering and diffusion.
More traditional views of networks — which
might have been called clusters of organizations
or even collaborations in earlier foundation
parlance — offer a useful perspective on the role
of networks. Our view has shifted from focusing
on a set of independent organizations brought
together to pursue common goals to instead trying
to see and influence how the connections
between those organizations shape the work of
the collective. 

Share Knowledge

Sharing knowledge is important to field building
at all stages in the process — from the earliest
efforts to identify common beliefs to the deploy-
ment of standards that will allow innovation,
growth, distribution of knowledge, and remixing
of ideas. Without a commitment to sharing infor-
mation, research won’t progress, practices and 
lessons learned won’t be shared, and collaboration
won’t occur. In many cases, a foundation’s most
useful investment in new fields is the time and
effort it puts into supporting both the creation
and sharing of knowledge.

The natural barriers to effective information
sharing are numerous. The Hewlett Foundation,
in a paper co-written by McKinsey & Company,
articulates three challenges to effective informa-
tion sharing across the philanthropic sector:
improving information supply, increasing demand

for information, and
strengthening intermedi-
aries and interactions.22 

A number of initiatives
exist to improve the
information supply, from
GuideStar to GiveWell,
DonorEdge, and DonorsChoose. Where informa-
tion demand is concerned, the issue is as much
about knowing what information is really useful
as about building the demand for those data. To
date, much of the data on nonprofits that can be
made easily available to outsiders has been of
somewhat limited value. The demand equation is
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ASK YOURSELF…

• The network model, which is relatively

new in philanthropic circles, focuses on

funding clusters of activity as opposed to

individual grantees and deliberately con-

siders the dynamics between organiza-

tions and clusters as part of the strategy

for change. One possible outcome of this

model is that it might allow for more of

the network’s strategy to come from the

grantees themselves, restricting the

grantmaker to a convener role. How else

might this change the role of funders?

• Can you envision social media as a way

to facilitate this network funding model?

Are there ways these tools might under-

mine a network infrastructure, by blurring

boundaries too quickly, for example? 

Without a commitment to sharing

information, research won’t

progress, practices and lessons

learned won’t be shared, and 

collaboration won’t occur.



shaped by trying to find, aggregate, and standardize
meaningful data, then make it available while also
making its uses widely understood. The third part
of this information puzzle — collecting, vetting,
and providing the data — is where the depend-
ence on strong intermediaries between nonprofits
and donors comes into play. 

One tactic is to stipulate that knowledge sharing
among relevant stakeholders is a requirement for
receiving grants. A relatively new set of philan-
thropic foundations, which The New York Times
calls “activist disease foundations,” such as the
Cystic Fibrosis Foundation, the Prostate Cancer
Foundation, the Myelin Repair Foundation, the
Multiple Myeloma Research Foundation, and the
Michael J. Fox Foundation for Parkinson’s
Research, are “us(ing) their money, unabashedly,
as weaponry, to finance targeted research, hold
conferences where scientists must share informa-
tion and underwrite clinical trials conducted by
drug companies.”23 By stipulating information

sharing as a condition for grant money, these
foundations are trying to change the culture of
research to speed the development of treatments
and cures. Their money is a tool; information
sharing is the key. 

Nonfinancial incentives can play an important
role as well. As the Kellogg Foundation writes in
its report on service-learning: “It is human nature
to want to be valued and appreciated. Service-
learning advocates are no different. Launching any
innovation is usually labor-intensive and chal-
lenging, so incentives to continue the innovation
play an important part in the adoption process.”24 

The MacArthur Foundation has provided sup-
port in the Digital Media and Learning Initiative
to the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement
of Teaching and the Woodrow Wilson National
Fellowship Foundation to convene grantees and
other Digital Media and Learning stakeholders in
small meetings and larger conferences. The
expressed purpose of the meetings is to “ask what
lessons are emerging and where those lessons
lead.”25 By funding grantees to do nothing but
hold meetings, MacArthur has established these
sessions as explicitly separate from the work funded
by individual grants. It has not merely encouraged
grantee-led conversations and information
exchange but has mandated it. This series of 
face-to-face meetings provides an opportunity for
participants to meet on their own terms, outside
the confines of their own grant-funded opera-
tions. It also creates an incentive for them to 
collaborate with one another, building on indi-
vidual discoveries to create new, remixed, and
refined content and theory. 
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ASK YOURSELF…

• Has your organization changed how it

uses and shares information in pursuit of

your mission? What has worked well or

not so well?

• How might you ease resistance to or

encourage greater information exchange,

both within your organization and with

others? What has been difficult for you,

and what has worked?



Another information sharing tactic is to have
grantees support any in-person meetings with
online discussions before or after the event. Yet
even the Digital Media and Learning grantees,
who are generally tech-savvy and engaged in
multiple online communities, have not wholly
embraced the idea of an online grantee portal.
For this group, the challenge is not generating
interest in or familiarity with the tools; it is layer-
ing on an additional website, RSS feed, or other
information source to people who are already
immersed in many digital resources. 

FIELD BUILDING IN A DIGITAL WORLD

The application of our suggested design princi-
ples will illuminate and inform any field-building
endeavor, whether rooted in human rights, com-
munity development, conflict resolution, or
information-sharing. This section focuses on the
impact of information and communication tech-
nologies on field-building activities, as seen
through the lens of the MacArthur Foundation’s
approach to its Digital Media and Learning
Initiative. 

Of course every foundation’s experience will
be unique, but the communication tools available
today are relevant to most sectors and fields.
Before the advent of the Internet and widespread
digital information sharing, the approach founda-
tions took to field building was very different.
Research was conducted on site or through
phone calls and letters, printed, shared by mail,
and discussed in academic settings. Practitioners
waited for that research, discussed it among them-

selves, and determined what did and did not
work. In the best-case scenarios, there was slow
and episodic exchange between those who con-
ducted research, those who used it, and the funders
for whom it was relevant. Today, there are count-
less tools to make these exchanges easier, more
ongoing, and more inclusive. 

A look at some of the partners in the Digital
Media and Learning Initiative illustrates how
some of the six principles
outlined above work in
the real world. Groups
like the National Writing
Project follow a central
mission (to improve 
student achievement by improving reading and
writing) as a professional development network
that focuses not just on teachers but on K-12
schools and university research centers as well.
NWP’s participation in the initiative helps it to
adapt digital media and learning tools to fit its
network. It also ensures that the standards devel-
oped by academics and policymakers are tested,
modified, and put into practice by teachers in
thousands of sites across the country rather than
in one research environment.

The MacArthur Foundation funded the game
development company Gamelab,26 which used
the opportunity to create a game to redefine the
ways media literacy is taught and game theory is
used as a pedagogical approach. Gamelab created
“Gamestar Mechanic,” an experiential game that
teaches media literacy through activities and
problem-solving rather than through traditional
explicit lessons. The developers made use of the
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The communication tools available

today are relevant to most sectors

and fields.



learning principles of game-playing identified in
academic research by their grantees, the
University of Wisconsin Academic Co-Lab and
the Institute of Play, and by adding a social net-
working component created a game that required
a player to call upon a number of diverse skills
and abilities. The next step — connecting

Gamestar Mechanic to
curriculum — will allow
teachers to adapt the
game to their content
areas. Students then mod-
ify it further, adapting it to

their areas of interest, learning skills, and content
in customized ways that can also be widely shared.
The potential is the redefinition of literacy, games,
and learning theory in classroom settings. New
forms of learning and new ways of teaching may
yield new learning environments; none of the
elements alone represents a total departure from
present-day learning, just a new way of reusing
them all in cooperation with each other.

In the past, differing standards and platforms led
to networks based on exclusion; today’s digital 
networks promote inclusion through standards that
facilitate innovation and remixing. We expect that
these approaches will lead to fields that are defined,
heterogeneous, and interconnected, with special-
ized activities contributing to a core objective. 

Digital environments are reforming each of the
field-building design principles: common beliefs
are centered on activities that harness new tech-
nologies for one’s advantage; networks are capable
of connecting people and institutions worldwide
cheaply and efficiently, and standards for inclusion

are critical. But digital innovation isn’t game-
changing simply because it facilitates new rela-
tionships or identifies allies faster and at greater
distances. Rather, the attribute of digital environ-
ments that we believe is most significant is the
way it both encourages and relies on remixing. It
is an environment and a culture in which our
analog expectations about ownership, borders,
innovation, inclusivity, distribution, and creation
are being constantly reset. This dynamism and
ambiguity are now widely mirrored in the work
of and relationships among commercial, nonprofit,
and public institutions. We expect that some of
these core characteristics of digital media and
learning will be apparent in the field that develops
and the ways in which it forms.

CONCLUSIONS

We have considered the whys and hows of field
building and we have offered six design principles
for foundations to keep in mind as they shape
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their own strategies. Part of field building is the
learning involved in the process itself; as literature
on field building is developed over time, we con-
tinue to learn from and add to it. One important
element that emerges from the literature is the
variety of roles that foundations may play in these
processes, from “catalyst for growth” to a “steward
of the field.”27 One effort may be focused on
reducing fragmentation while another may be set
on responding to a pressing national issue. These
different intentions may ultimately drive field-
building processes down different paths. 

The different styles of initiation and growth
among fields also lead to different models of sus-
tainability. Traditional academic fields are more
stable and may persist over time, but the more
complex model of a field that we’ve outlined here
may transform quickly. Not every field should
persist, particularly if participation narrows over
time or its relevance is tied to a specific temporal
environment. Given the rapid pace of technolog-
ical change, it is not hard to imagine that success
may come to be defined less by longevity than by
interconnectedness, fruitful production of ideas or
methodologies, the capacity to generate new
fields, or other measures. Some successful philan-
thropic fields may be short-lived, perhaps even 
by design. This may even be the case with serv-
ice-learning, which evolved from a niche activity
into a widespread practice; it was formed and sup-
ported initially within the nonprofit sector but
eventually spread out into the mainstream and was
embraced and adopted by public institutions.

The advantages of field building in a digital age
are numerous. This environment allows for the

inclusion of diverse voices across many sectors, as
seen with Google.org’s clean-energy efforts. It
can also draw on a wide range of funding sources,
as seen in the foundation, multilateral, and 
private-sector support for
the mobile health field. By
actively supporting this
diversity, the foundations
involved have established
themselves as the force
that galvanizes and organizes communities, 
combats fragmented efforts, and facilitates 
relationships and networks. How this will work
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over time, as new funders enter the field and
alternate funding mechanisms are deployed,
remains to be seen. Small-scale experimentation
with the notion of remixing is underway across
almost every aspect of field building — from the
digital environments being developed, the methods
of academic research being used, and the partici-
pants in different discussions to the types of
licenses and ownership rights sought, the means
of distribution and partnerships among institu-
tions, and the sources of sustaining revenue for
those efforts that require it. Defining success in
this sphere is not easy, nor is there likely to be a
single, static, or simple model. What we do know
is that those with the ability to transform and
develop rapidly are in the best position to see that
success. 

Appendix: A

Review of Philanthropic Efforts in Field Building 

• Digital media and learning (John D. and Catherine T.
MacArthur Foundation) 

• Homeschooling (Hewitt Research Foundation) 

• Palliative care (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation) 

• Microfinance (Acción International, Grameen
Foundation) 

• Afro-American studies (Ford Foundation) 

• Gender studies (Ford Foundation) 

• Clean tech/clean energy (Google.org)

• Social enterprise (Skoll Foundation) 

• “Green” economy (United Nations Environment
Programme, Nathan Cummings Foundation) 

• Combating childhood obesity (Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation)

• Mobile health (Vodafone Foundation, Rockefeller
Foundation, United Nations Foundation)

• Spirituality in youth development (John Templeton
Foundation)

• Capacity building for small foundations (Annie E. Casey
Foundation)

• Out-of-school-time nonprofits (Wallace Foundation)

• National security and human rights (Open Society
Institute)

• Service-learning (W. K. Kellogg Foundation)

• Donor education (Ford Foundation, among others)

• Children, youth, and families (William and Flora Hewlett
Foundation)

• Impact investing (Rockefeller Foundation)

• Health entrepreneurship (Michael J. Fox Foundation,
Myelin Repair Foundation, Multiple Myeloma Research
Foundation) 

• Business ethics (Aspen Institute) 
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