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From the Fourth Quadrant Partners Research Team

We at Fourth Quadrant Partners (4QP) 
have been on a long journey.
The tools we began creating many years ago were a response to our intuitive sense that there was a mismatch 

between the complexity of the problems people in the for-profit and nonprofit worlds were tr ying to  so lve 

and the tools and practices they were drawing on to solve them. We labeled what we were creating emergent.  

We had a general idea of what that meant, having studied the work of John Holland, who created the field of 

complex adaptive systems theory. But our intuitions were far ahead of our ability to express the connection in 

any articulate way.

When the field o f p hilanthropy s tarted t o t alk a bout e mergent s trategy, w e f elt i t w as t ime t o s tep i nto t he 

idea of emergence more explicitly. We wrote an article for the Foundation Review that explored the distinction  

between adaptation and emergence. We visited researchers at the Santa Fe Institute—the epicenter of research 

into complexity in the US—to pressure test our understanding of complex adaptive systems theory and how we 

were translating it for practical use in the social sector.

This research project is our next step in a continuing process. Studying and comparing these seven very 

different initiatives has helped us to develop a more nuanced understanding of what emergence might look 

like in prac-tice. It has helped us to better articulate our intuitions about the role of emergence in creating 

sustainable social change that is fit to its environment and continues to evolve over time. We feel that we have 

just scratched the surface. 

We have written this report for what we refer to as core initiative teams. That may mean funders but, in several 

cases, it translates into those passionate nonprofit leaders who hold steady to a v ision and create the space  

to bring all the wisdom to the table. We hope this report offers insights and new questions to anyone who seeks 

to create change in a complex world. 

What we discovered was not some new way of doing philanthropy. Readers will recognize network strategies, 

data platforms, participatory facilitation, and many other familiar forms. What we have tried to lift up is how 

these strategies are being combined to create a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts—a hallmark  

of emergence.

This report represents where we are today on our journey. We hope that it stimulates a conversation among 

agents of change. We invite people to share their stories that might bring to light other examples of what  

emergence really looks like in practice. As we will say again in closing, there is much more to learn . . . always.

—Marilyn Darling, Heidi Sparkes Guber, and Jillaine Smith
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Why explore the role of  
emergence in social change?
Social change is complex and nonlinear. 
There is no single cause of low literacy in a community. 

Many factors—the percentage of children living below pov-

erty level, the breadth and depth of preschooler vocabular-

ies, teachers’ facility with the curriculum, child health or level 

of physical activity, the availability of books—interact with 

one another in ways that are difficult to tease apart and to-

gether contribute to a child’s readiness and ability to learn 

to read. They are nonlinear. If you increase physical activity 

across the community by 10 percent, you cannot count on it 

producing a 10 percent increase in literacy levels.

Philanthropy has been deeply focused on trying to solve the 

problem of how to have the greatest possible impact on 

complex social, economic, and ecological problems, such 

as literacy, with its still relatively modest resources. One idea 

that has gained interest in the last few years is emergent 

strategy. 1  

In a Foundation Review article from 2016,2 the 4QP research 

team argues that there is a difference between adaptive and 

emergent strategy and that a careful exploration of emer-

gence, using complex adaptive systems theory as a guide, 

would not only change the field’s understanding of the term 

but also suggest a wholly different approach to creating sus-

tainable change at scale when addressing today’s complex 

social challenges. Seen through this lens, emergent strategy 

is about creating the conditions that expand the agency of a 

whole ecosystem to work toward a shared goal. (See side-

bar: “Comparing Strategic Philanthropy Frameworks.”)

The difference between playing chess and playing a team 

sport illustrates the difference between strategies that are 

adaptive but still funder driven and those that are truly emer-

gent. In a game of chess, agency is maintained by the two 

chess players. The pieces have no vote in what happens to 

them. Chess players adapt their strategy on the basis of an 

opponent’s move, but it is still each player’s strategy that is 

being enacted. 

Thinking of social change as if it were a chess game fails to 

acknowledge the agency of the people in an ecosystem who 

are doing the real work of social change. It is more useful to 

think of social change as a sports team, where each play-

er has a unique perspective from his or her position on the 

field about the quickly unfolding game, a point of view about 

the best move to make in the moment, and the ability to 

make a split-second decision to act in support of the team’s 

goal. But funder-driven strategy unintentionally operates as 

if it were a chess game, designed to meet the needs of the 

funders’ boards, not the service mission of the nonprofits 

they fund.

1 Henry Mintzberg, “Patterns in Strategy Formation,” Manage-

ment Science 24, no. 9 (1978): 934–48; Patricia Patrizi et 

al.,“Eyes Wide Open: Learning as Strategy Under Conditions 

of Complexity and Uncertainty, Foundation Review 5, no. 3 

(2013): 50–65; John Kania, Mark Kramer, and Patty Russell, 

“Strategic Philanthropy for a Complex World,” Stanford Social 

Innovation Review 12, no. 3 (2014): 26–33.

2  Marilyn Darling et al., “Emergent Learning: A Framework for 

Whole-System Strategy, Learning, and Adaptation,” Foundation 

Review 8, no. 1, (2016): 59–73.
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Comparing Strategic Philanthropic Frameworks
In this report and the associated cases, we compare initiatives that reflect emergence and practices that reflect 

funder-driven philanthropy. We thought it might be helpful to map out these distinctions:

Funder-driven 
and  
predetermined

In this more traditional strategic model, the goals, metrics, and strategies are defined 

by the funder at the beginning of the initiative. The purpose of evaluation is to vali-

date performance against these goals, metrics, and strategies.

Funder-driven 
and adaptive

Goals, metrics, and strategies are defined by the funder at the beginning, but pro-

cesses are put in place that allow the funder to revise any or all of them. The purpose 

of evaluation is to support and track the evolving strategy.

Grantee- or 
community- 
driven

Goals, metrics, and strategies are defined by the grantee or by the community that is 

the beneficiary of the work. General Operating Support grants fall into this category. 

These initiatives can be designed to be emergent but on their own, they are not de-

signed to create a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.

Emergent Goals are defined at the beginning through some process, either by the funder or 

by the ecosystem of actors. The core initiative team creates conditions that allow 

individuals to (1) experiment with strategies in their context and (2) bring back what 

they learn and compare it with what other members of the ecosystem have learned. 

Goals, metrics, and strategies may evolve through iteration over the course of an 

initiative.

In reality, these models are not cut and dried. They are more like a continuum: any one initiative has elements that are 

predetermined and elements that are adaptive. In part, this reflects the fact that many different players are involved in 

planning and enacting an initiative. In the initiatives we studied, we sometimes saw the intention to be emergent, but 

the players involved in implementation chose strategies and actions that countered this intent. In other initiatives, there 

was no intention to be emergent, but the agents implemented strategies in a way that shifted the initiative to be more 

emergent over time.

Defining emergence
Emergence is about more than simply finding adaptable 

strategies or correcting course on the basis of evidence. 

Emergence is a process by which, through many interac-

tions, individual entities, or agents, create patterns that are 

more sophisticated than what a single individual or entity 

could have created alone. This is often described as creating 

a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.

This research project draws from the study of how complex 

systems use emergence to adapt—a field originated by Uni-

versity of Michigan researcher John Holland. Rather than 

analyzing a complex system from the outside in, Holland an-

alyzed it from the perspective of an agent operating inside 

of the system. 

Holland asked, How do the interactions of many agents, 

each engaging in its own actions, create emergent respons-

es that help the larger system to adapt to its environment? 



7Fourth Quadrant Partners, LLC A Whole Greater than Its Parts

3  Steven Johnson, Emergence: The Connected Lives of Ants, 

Brains, Cities, and Software (New York: Scribner, 2001), 20.

How do these solutions evolve in ways that are fit for their 

environment, even as the needs of agents change over time? 

Steven Johnson described this behavior of complex adaptive 

systems as “growing smarter over time” as patterns or solu-

tions “respond to the specific and changing needs of their 

environment.” 3 (See the attached article, “How Complex  

Systems Learn and Adapt.”)

An example of a familiar complex adaptive system is the 

ecosystem of the iPhone. Written histories tend to empha-

size the elegance of the iPhone’s design and its capabilities. 

But as brilliant as Steve Jobs was, if the iPhone had never 

evolved beyond his team’s original design, it would not be 

the powerful tool we use today. 

What made the iPhone a platform for emergence was open-

ing it up to a wide community of app developers and creat-

ing a marketplace that gives developers rapid feedback from 

an eager public. The whole community of app developers 

learned simultaneously how to design for the iPhone, and 

users learned how to interact with it. Popular apps are shared 

and less popular apps are ignored. Developers pay attention, 

and they focus on what works. Through trial and error; inter-

actions with users; and “mashing up,” or combining, popular 

apps, the collective ecosystem makes it possible for design-

ers to create even more innovative apps that no one could 

have thought of, much less designed, even a few years ago. 

Today, we use our phones to guide us through traffic, mon-

itor our health, and increase our home security. At the same 

time, users have extended the use of those apps in creative 

ways to solve their own, sometimes complex, challenges, 

stories of which make their way back to the developer com-

munity and feed into the next so-called killer app. And today 

no one person can predict how we will use the iPhone and 

similar devices two years from now. They (and we) will grow 

smarter over time.

Understanding emergence is important in the context of 

complex social change because it describes how the envi-

ronment in which we aspire to create change actually oper-

ates. This understanding helps us to see why some initiatives 

fail to achieve the impact to which they aspire, and why it is 

challenging to sustain or scale solutions.

But as brilliant  
as Steve Jobs was, 
if the iPhone had  
never evolved beyond 
his team’s original  
design, it would not  
be the powerful tool  
we use today.
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Our research goal  
and hypotheses
The goal of this research was to explore what emergence 

might look like in complex social-change initiatives and how 

it could help create the sustainable impact at a scale that 

philanthropy aspires to in these complex and nonlinear en-

vironments. What quality of results might we expect to see 

from an emergent strategy, and what does an emergent 

strategy look like in practice? What are the trade-offs to con-

sider in deciding to pursue an emergent strategy?

Our hypothesis about results

The most obvious benefit of an emergent strategy should 

be that it produces nonlinear results—results greater than 

the sum of the investments made in producing them. In an 

initiative designed to create a prototype for, and then scale 

up, a predetermined solution—for example, developing rep-

licable one-stop shops for social services—a funder could 

use the prototype to estimate how much money it would 

take to develop ten such centers and could use the findings 

from an evaluation to specify the benefits it should provide 

to community members.

A one-stop shop that was more emergent, as was the case 

in The Storefront (one of the initiatives we studied), might 

cost about the same amount of money to ‘replicate’ in  

other communities, but the benefit to each community would  

be unique and unpredictable. Because the community plays 

a role in defining and even producing these benefits, the 

benefits would be expected to evolve to fit the needs of 

that community, even as those needs changed over time. 

Most important, because of the agency activated within the 

community, collective solutions would emerge from partic-

ular needs and opportunities and, over time, be greater than 

what would be expected from a predetermined solution. 

Because of the agency fostered by an emergent initiative, 

we can also predict that the initiative would be more sus-

tainable or resilient in the face of major crises. A sense of 

local ownership might lead community members to, for ex-

ample, look for alternative funding or fight through major 

setbacks to sustain a benefit. Even if the specific program 

closed down, the community might discover new and cre-

ative ways to achieve the same benefit on a smaller budget. 

This increased sense of agency might also lead community 

members to develop additional unexpected benefits. In the 

case of a one-stop shop for social services, residents might 

discover that what they have learned about bringing the 

community together to design a building can be applied to 

addressing a spike in gang-related crime.
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The 4QP research team posed an emergence  

hypothesis at the beginning of this project that the  

presence of three conditions—(1) a strong line of  

sight, (2) the freedom to experiment which, together,  

amplify agency in a system, and (3) a way to return  

learning back to the system which, paired with the first  

two conditions, would serve as an engine to produce more 

emergent results from an initiative.

Line of sight refers to a straight line along which an observ-

er has unobstructed vision. In the context of this research, 

line of sight refers to actors maintaining unobstructed vision 

from their current decisions and actions to their ultimate de-

sired outcome. Maintaining unobstructed vision helps actors 

to avoid conflating strategies and outcome (e.g., collabora-

tion for its own sake) or neglecting their own outcome in the 

face of competing funder expectations. 

For funders and intermediaries, line of sight means staying 

focused on the agents who are producing actual results on 

the ground, and making sure everyone along the value chain 

is focusing on the same outcomes but is not feeling con-

strained to pursue the same aligned strategies. 

When the effort is collective, the whole system maintains a 

clear and shared view of an ultimate outcome, so that ev-

eryone recognizes what success looks like—it becomes their 

North Star.

Freedom to experiment refers to maintaining a clear dis-

tinction between the ultimate outcome and the pathway to 

getting there, and allowing actors the freedom to choose 

the path—or hypothesis—that, on the basis of their expe-

rience and perspective, is most likely to achieve this out-

come. With that freedom comes the expectation that actors  

will learn from their choices—to treat their decisions and  

actions as an experiment and to honestly assess and learn 

from their success or failure. 

The 4QP research team saw several types of learning  

activity: for example, learning journeys, peer learning 

events, and leadership development. Returning learn-

ing to the system, however, refers to a specific form of  

learning, one that sometimes is not even thought of as  

learning: the ability of the whole system to learn from the 

collective experiences of its agents as they explore different 

pathways to achieving a shared outcome.

The research team proposed that the rate at which a sys-

tem of actors adapts to produce better outcomes depends 

on how frequently and rigorously the actors learn from one 

another—about what they are seeing and what is work-

ing (or not) and why, in service to their shared outcome. 

Our hypothesis about the  
three conditions that create  
emergent results

Alice: Would you tell me, please, which way  
I ought to go from here?

The Cheshire Cat: That depends a good  
deal on where you want to get to.

Alice: I don’t much care where.

The Cheshire Cat: Then it doesn’t much  
matter which way you go.

Alice:  . . . So long as I get somewhere.

The Cheshire Cat: Oh, you’re sure  
to do that, if only you walk  
long enough. 

—Lewis Carroll
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This act is akin to bees returning to a hive and performing 

a dance that communicates the location and quality of a  

nectar-rich flower patch.

Conversely, what happens when line of sight, freedom to 

experiment, or returning learning to the system is missing? 

The research team hypothesized that the following results 

would occur: 

• If line of sight is weak: Line of sight creates the potential 

for rigor in the learning process—an agent either moves 

toward a goal or does not. Agents in an initiative can ex-

periment and can come together to learn from, and with, 

one another. But without line of sight to a recognizable 

goal, the agents, like Alice in Wonderland, will not recog-

nize or agree on a destination and, as a result, which path 

to take. We expected that the felt need for learning would 

be lost when line of sight is weakened, and learning activ-

ities, even if they happened, would not lead to the larger 

system adapting its behavior.

• If freedom to experiment is absent: When agents in 

an initiative are asked to align all their resources around a 

single approach to, or hypothesis about, how to achieve 

a goal, they can engage in learning together. But we ex-

pected that this learning would happen around the edg-

es and not get to the heart of the matter. In practice, the 

commitment to a single hypothesis would mean that there 

was only one experiment going on at a time, rather than 

many happening simultaneously. This commitment would 

make it more difficult to challenge prevailing thinking and 

would, as a result, impede the process of recognizing 

when the hypothesis was wrong or needed to be refined. 

And if agents did not take responsibility for learning from 

their experiments, even if they had the freedom to do so, 

progress toward a goal would likely be slower.

• If learning is not returned to the system: Each agent 

in an initiative can strive toward a goal, experimenting along 

the way. But we expected that if agents had no structure 

or process for returning learning to the system, they would 

have no way to adapt as a system. They would be like a field 

of a thousand blooming flowers that come and go with the 

seasons. The agents would not create a whole that is greater 

than the sum of its parts, and, rather than continually im-

prove, they would be more likely to keep learning the same 

lesson over and over.

(See the attached article, “How Complex Systems Learn and 

Adapt,” for a description of the basis for our hypothesis in 

complex adaptive systems theory.) 

The research case studies
For this project, we broadcast a call for examples of initiatives 

that reflected the principles of emergence. We were looking 

for initiatives in which the following had occurred: 
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• Ideas and solutions had emerged from the interactions 

of a diverse set of people doing the work—whether 

funders, grantees, partners, beneficiaries, or, ideally, a 

combination of these.

• The path that a successful program or initiative had taken 

could not have been predicted by any of these players.

• Ideas and solutions continued to evolve—to get smart-

er—over time, even if the program or initiative was done 

and the funding had gone away.

In short, we were looking for initiatives that expanded agen-

cy and created results that were greater than the sum of their 

inputs. Through a series of case studies, the 4QP research 

team sought to understand what emergence looks like in 

practice, what it might take to design emergence into an 

initiative, what results it might produce, and what trade-offs 

foundations might need to consider in choosing to take an 

emergent approach.

Our call for nominations brought forward forty-five initia-

tives. The research team reviewed the initiatives against our 

criteria and ultimately chose eight very different cases to 

study—from a small neighborhood-based community ser-

vices initiative to a multi-continent health initiative. Each  

initiative that was the subject of our three in-depth case stud-

ies—the East Scarborough Storefront, the Social Innovation 

Generation initiative, and the Leadership Development for 

Mobilizing Reproductive Health (LDM) initiative—had been in 

existence for ten years or longer. The other five initiatives be-

gan in 2012 or later. (See Appendix: “Research methodology 

and approach” for more information about how initiatives 

were chosen.)

The following is a brief overview of the initiatives we selected:

Case Geographic 
Focus

Goal Core Initiative 
Team

Time 
Frame

Funding 
Amount

In-Depth Case Studies

East  

Scarborough 

Storefront

Kingston  

Galloway/ 

Orton Park 

neighbor-

hood of 

Toronto, 

Canada

Facilitate collaboration and 

build community. Support 

people to learn and create 

together; live healthy lives; 

find meaningful work; and 

increase their knowledge, 

freedom, and opportunities.

The Storefront 

itself and the 

community 

of residents, 

service provid-

ers, and other 

partner organi-

zations

Ongoing

Started in 

2001

Current  

operating  

budget: 

$1,991,500  

(as of 2016)

Leadership 

Development 

for Mobilizing 

Reproductive 

Health

Ethiopia,  

India, Nigeria, 

Pakistan,  

Philippines

Effect systemic changes that 

improve reproductive health 

options and overall quality 

of life in Africa and Asia, 

especially for vulnerable 

populations

David and 

Lucile Packard 

Foundation 

and Institute of 

International 

Education

2000–2011 $13.5M

Social  

Innovation 

Generation

Canada Bring focus and scale to  

the work of social inno-

vators in Canada in order 

to address Canada’s most 

urgent social and ecological 

challenges by creating a 

culture of continuous social 

innovation

McConnell 

Foundation, 

University of 

Waterloo, MaRS 

Discovery  

District, and 

PLAN institute

Partnership: 

2006–2017 

McConnell 

still invest-

ing in social 

innovation

$10M (2006–

2011) 

$6M gov-

ernment 

funding for 

MaRS 

Additional 

funding for 

2012–2017
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Case Geographic 
Focus

Goal Core Initiative 
Team

Time 
Frame

Funding 
Amount

Promising Cases

Charleston 

Illumination

Charleston, 

SC

Promote both public safety 

and individual freedom  

following the 2015  

shootings at Emanuel AME 

Church in Charleston

The City of 

Charleston

Ongoing

Started in 

2015

$120,000  

in 2016

$25,000  

in 2017  

and 2018

Data Driven  

Decsion- 

Making Institute 

and Working 

Families  

Success  

Network

North Texas Help working families  

to achieve economic  

stability using data to identify 

community needs and help 

a cohort of nonprofits  

to become a working- 

family-success center

Communities 

Foundation of 

Texas

Ongoing

Started in 

2012

$150,000 

per cohort in 

2012, 2014, 

2016, and 

2018

Letsema  

Gender  

at Work 

The Vaal, 

South Africa

Eliminate gender-based  

violence in a part of South 

Africa experiencing chal-

lenging circumstances, 

including very high  

unemployment

Gender at Work 2013–2015 

Recently  

received 

new funding

Original 

budget was 

$150,000 

plus $20,000 

for capacity 

building

The Story 

Garden

Gallup, NM Create a small, safe space 

where children and adults 

who experience persistent 

poverty can create com-

munity while exploring the 

world of books, art, games, 

and crafts

ATD Fourth 

World

Ongoing

Started in 

2012

Annual 

budget is 

$1 million 

for four US 

centers
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Initiative results
The 4QP research team scanned each initiative for results that were greater than the sum of the inputs; results that were attuned 

to, and fit to, diverse and changing environments; and results that continued beyond the life of an initiative or its funding. Not 

surprisingly, the results varied widely. Surprisingly, some of the initiatives that started in 2012 or later, and which we labeled as 

promising, demonstrated more emergent results than some of the initiatives from our in-depth case studies, all of which had 

been active for at least ten years.

In-Depth Case Studies

East  

Scarborough  

Storefront

An early threat to The Storefront’s location and the loss of a major funding source drove the orga-

nization to build local agency by engaging residents in finding ways to bring broader attention to 

their needs and, in the process, helping them learn how to solve their own challenges. Residents 

and others involved with the community created numerous programs, including an arts program, 

a breakfast club, an after-school soccer club, a festival marketplace, and a reading partnership for 

mothers. The Storefront’s Neighbourhood Trust supported twenty-one resident-initiated efforts. 

These included a partnership with the local college to train, and in some cases certify, local residents 

in such things as child welfare, safe food handling, first aid and CPR, and developing and sustaining  

community partnerships.

The one remaining question in terms of emergence is whether The Storefront can sustain its commit-

ment to its principles and results after its founding director leaves. As of this report, the community  

is coming together to ask what it will take to sustain what it has created.

(For a more complete description of this case, see the attached case study.)

Leadership  

Development for  

Mobilizing  

Reproductive 

Health (LDM)

David and Lucile Packard Foundation Fellows came from widely varying regions of five very different 

countries in Africa and Asia. Strategies they created were tailored to the specific regional needs that 

they observed in their places. Their work ranged from policy advocacy in Northern Nigeria to reduc-

ing instances of female genital mutilation in Ethiopian villages to building maternal health clinics in 

India. Fellows were in a position to see and leverage site-specific opportunities. They were supported 

by their networks of peers and often funded by Packard mini-grants. Attempting to implement these 

diverse strategies through a funder-driven, predefined initiative would have been substantially more 

challenging and expensive than Packard’s ten-year investment of effort and money ($13.5 million) 

allowed. 

Some networks that had depended on infrastructure support lost momentum when the initiative 

closed. However, several of the networks of Packard Fellows are still active six years after the close 

of the initiative. Because it focused on leadership development, the initiative was, by definition, about 

local ownership. And because leadership was so well distributed, leadership transitions were never a 

sustainability issue. Local leaders trained in participatory methods like Future Search are now being 

called upon to use these methods to help their communities address other issues.

(For a more complete description of this case, see the attached case study.)
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Social  

Innovation  

Generation (SiG)

When it came to their goals of promoting social innovation and creating tools to support it, the part-

ners in this initiative were able to achieve far more than they had expected. The partners created a 

knowledge hub, a change-lab process, a task force on social finance, and a curriculum for social in-

novation. The Canadian government announced in June 2017 that it was creating a social-innovation 

and social-finance strategy for the entire country. During the initiative, however, SiG’s tight boundaries 

as a partnership and its lack of attention to learning from results decreased its ability to produce emer-

gent results related to Canada’s important social and ecological challenges. 

SiG’s design created the potential to address an endless range of issues. People who developed skills 

in social innovation to address one issue could easily apply what they had learned to other issues. The 

change-lab process embraced by SiG was designed to bring together change agents to address any 

type of issue. As SiG comes to a close, a greater focus on the innovators themselves—the agents of 

action—will help amplify and make visible results related to moving the needle on Canada’s social and 

ecological challenges.

(For a more complete description of this case, see the attached case study.)

Promising Cases

Charleston  

Illumination 

Project

The Charleston Illumination Project was a year-long project started in response to the shootings at 

the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, on June 17, 2015. 

The project was the crisis-driven extension of a community program that had been led by the chief 

of police since 2010. The City of Charleston has since continued the project, to expand neighbor-

hood resolution of local safety issues.

During the year that this project ran, local participants in thirty-four listening sessions identified five 

goals and eighty-six strategies, sixty-six of which came from ideas or comments provided by more 

than 850 citizens participating. 

The listening sessions and strategies that were generated continue to be owned by the city and have 

been incorporated into a strategic plan that is closely monitored by city organizers. 

Beyond the eighty-six strategic actions being tracked, there are many new activities emerging from 

the relationships and trust that were cultivated in the original effort. These include an emerging com-

munity leadership program and a faith-based book club studying the history of Charleston and delving 

deeply into racial history. This group hosted a conference on criminal-justice reform in November 

2017 that attracted two hundred attendees, showcased ten local agencies doing criminal reform, and 

received 160 commitments of support in the form of donations and volunteer service.

(For a more complete description of this case, see the attached case study.)
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Data Driven 

Decision- 

Making Institute 

(D3)  

and Working 

Families  

Success  

Network

Using the Data Driven Decision-Making (D3) and the Working Families Success (WFS) models as a foun-

dation, the Communities Foundation of Texas created a network of agencies with its own data-driven 

learning platform and encouraged those agencies to connect and communicate regularly with one an-

other. Results of D3 and WFS included organizational change and culture shifts in participating agencies. 

Now, caseworker’s lives are better, with less burnout, and individuals and organizations are excited and  

motivated by seeing clients do this work for themselves. 

Agencies also started rethinking how to permanently deliver services to change themselves and their 

philosophy. Between 2012 and 2015, forty-six nonprofit agencies that served low-income individuals 

and families participated in the D3 Institute. Among the reported results were (1) a heightened aware-

ness of the need to share information more frequently with frontline staff, as opposed to sharing 

information with only executive leadership and board members, and (2) program participants’ shifts 

in behavior on collecting large amounts of insignificant data, translating into decreased expenses and 

increased funding from grantmakers in the Dallas-Fort Worth area. There are nine active agencies 

that make up the Working Families Success Network of North Texas, and another nine that are in the 

process of adopting the WFS model. Early results indicate that the WFS members are seeing equiva-

lent client outcomes, including increased income, improved credit, and the retention of employment 

for longer than peers who receive only employment services. All of these agencies are also pursuing 

stronger, more effective collaborations to serve low-income clients with a more holistic approach.

Since August 2014, 3,424 clients have been served across nine WFS agencies. Eighty-nine percent 

received bundled (two or more) services. On-the-ground results as of December 2016 include 852 

people finding employment, 779 people enrolling in training and education programs, and 268 people 

increasing their credit scores. 4 

Evaluation of the WFS model, both in Dallas and nationally, showed that clients who  

received bundled services were three to four times as likely to achieve a significant economic out-

come—for example, increased income, decreased debt, improved credit score, or the purchase of a 

home or car. In the critical measures of monthly savings and hourly wages, receiving all three services 

more than doubled monthly savings, from $202 to $413, and almost doubled hourly wages, from 

$7.98 to $14.04.

(For a more complete description of this case, see the attached case study.)

4 The data in this section was compiled by the Communities Foundation of Texas and analyzed by Measuring Success. For more information, 

see these reports: Sandy Allen and Ena Yasuhara Li, Sparkpoint: 10 Key Findings (San Francisco: United Way of the Bay Area, September 

2015); Sarah Rankin, Building Sustainable Communities: Integrated Services and Improved Financial Outcomes for Low-Income House-

holds (New York: Local Initiatives Support Corporation, April 2015); Anne Roder, First Steps on the Road to Financial Well-Being: Final 

Report from the Evaluation of LISC’s Financial Opportunity Centers (New York: Economic Mobility Corporation, September 2016)
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Letsema Gender  

at Work

When funding went away after only two years, it was unclear what, if anything, in the Letsema Gen-

der at Work initiative would sustain itself. But the highly participatory design resulted in a core group 

of local leaders taking ownership of the initiative and launching a series of action groups that have 

remained active and have developed their own way of working toward the larger goal of zero gen-

der-based violence.

The Traditional Healers Action Group has focused, for example, on creating a safe space for dialogue 

among gangsters, government agencies, the broader community, initiation graduates, victims of the 

initiation malpractices, traditional initiation practitioners and the broader community. Participants  

reported having the confidence to speak out about gender-based violence, address LGBT discrimination 

head on, and address abuse in their personal lives. A sports action group has organized quarterly 

gender-based-violence workshops, holiday-school sports tournaments, and monthly Saturday sports 

clinics for boys and girls between the ages of six and fifteen to encourage positive relationships and 

give life skills that emphasize respect and nonviolence.

Other key institutions, such as schools, churches, local councils, and stokvels (community-based 

credit unions) have increased their knowledge of gender-based violence and have opened spaces to 

Letsema activists for engaging the larger community in conversation about the Letsema goal.

(For a more complete description of this case, see the attached case study.)

The Story  

Garden

As reported in a recent participatory evaluation, the Story Garden has brought greater peace, trust, 

and well-being to the entire market community of Gallup, New Mexico, and now to the rural com-

munities that meet there. Adversarial relationships between vendors and managers have improved. 

Safety and literacy for children has transformed the relationships in families and between flea market 

management and vendors. There is far greater intergenerational and intercultural accord—elders have 

had many redemptive experiences of being better neighbors and better parents and grandparents 

to a new generation of children. This has led to individual and family courage for sharing and taking 

on community issues, such as homelessness and the impact of incarceration on almost every low- 

income family in the community.

(For a more complete description of this case, see the attached case study.)
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In comparing these results, whether it was the funder, an in-

termediary, a single nonprofit leader, or some combination 

of these, we saw that when the core initiative team focused 

not on orchestrating action themselves but on creating the 

conditions for the larger community of agents to take action, 

it resulted in a variety of activities that had not been imagined 

when the initiative was launched, and that responded to the 

needs and opportunities seen by various agents in their envi-

ronments. Creating conditions for expanded agency led the 

core team to be more open to results they had not planned 

for or expected.

These results were most obvious in the geographic and cul-

tural spread of Packard Foundation’s Leadership Develop-

ment for Mobilizing Reproductive Health (LDM) initiative. But 

this variety of activities was also evident in a single communi-

ty in the case of The Storefront, an initiative in the East Scar-

borough neighborhood of Toronto, Canada. The Storefront 

was designed as a one-stop shop for social services with the 

intention that an external authority would decide what those 

services should be. But in this initiative, the agency for iden-

tifying needs shifted to the community itself, which led not 

just to social services being selectively invited in but also to 

the launch of a variety of activities that would otherwise have 

been challenging to conceive of and implement centrally by 

a small local nonprofit. 

Initiatives that focused on creating the  
conditions for expanded agency  
created wider-ranging, more sustainable results. 

In both the LDM and the Storefront initiatives, small grants 

were made to support some of these community-generat-

ed ideas. Former Packard Foundation program officer Kathy 

Toner said this shared agency made the LDM initiative not 

feel “terribly burdensome.”

In the case of the LDM initiative, six years after the initiative’s 

close, several of the networks that were created in Africa 

and Asia are still working on improving reproductive health 

and ancillary issues such as the environment and budget 

reform. Local leaders who went through leadership devel-

opment and who were also trained in participative meth-

ods like Future Search and Open Space have moved into 

different positions in nonprofits, foundations, and local and 

federal agencies. These leaders have continued to use their 

skills to support reproductive health and other social issues. 

A similar approach—training local leaders in participative 

methods—in the much smaller, two-year Letsema Gender 

at Work initiative continues to contribute to reducing gen-

der-based violence in the Vaal, South Africa. The initiative 

was conceived as an eighteen-month action-learning pro-

cess, and its original funding ended in 2016. But the impact 

of the initiative continued to be felt through local commit-

ment until this past year, when new proposals by local lead-

ers won new attention and funding. Organizers of Letsema 
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believe that the gender-based-violence work was unprece-

dented in engaging the communities at a deep level through 

local capacity building and informal leadership development 

in self-generated and highly popular working teams 

In cases where most of the decisions and implementation 

were managed by the core initiative team, the initiatives still 

depended on that central leadership to sustain existing re-

sults and generate new ones. The Charleston Illumination 

Project has fostered much greater understanding between 

the police and the community in the wake of a tragic shoot-

ing. Community listening sessions have generated a range 

of actions, and these actions have been centralized into a 

strategic-planning process that is owned by the city. The 

initiative is expanding, both within Charleston and to other 

cities, but that expansion still depends on design, implemen-

tation, and centralized funding. In the case of Social Inno-

vation Generation (SiG), the strong boundaries held by the 

partnership meant that the solutions it produced depended 

on the partnership leaders themselves and were owned and 

implemented by those original partners. Unlike the experi-

ence of the Packard Foundation with LDM, in the SiG initia-

tive the amount of work involved in creating these solutions 

left partners with little time for learning from and with one 

another. Now, the McConnell Foundation is more directly 

engaging the community of social innovators as a commu-

nity, which will help develop a network of innovators and 

make their achievements and learning more visible to one 

another.

Observations about  
our emergence hypothesis
Did we see evidence that the presence or absence of line of 

sight, freedom to experiment, and returning learning to the 

system affected the results above?

Line of sight

Nearly every initiative we studied had strong line of sight—

the reproductive health of women and children in Africa and 

Asia; eliminating gender-based violence in the Vaal, South 

Africa; marginalized community members in a Toronto 

neighborhood being able to identify and address their own 

social and economic needs. 

The goal of the Storefront, in Toronto, is to connect people 

with the systems that support them and create the condi-

tions for people within and outside the community to cre-

ate initiatives together and influence the systems that make 

the community a better place and improve the lives of its 

residents. This line of sight is kept alive through all of the 

Storefront’s work and is especially present in the group’s 

decision-making process. As decisions are made, the group 

asks itself these questions: 
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• Will this help us to fulfill our vision?

• Does this conflict with any of our values or beliefs?

• Who will receive the most benefit?

• What will be the impact on agency involvement,  

community involvement, staff time, and trustee agency 

resources?

• What do we need to put in place to ensure its success?

• Who needs to be consulted before we commit to  

this decision?

This decision-making process keeps the community at the 

center and, the 4QP research team believes, reinforces line 

of sight and ensures that it keeps producing emergent re-

sults. Keeping line of sight while making decisions is a form 

of reflection that also strengthens relationships across the 

community and increases the community’s confidence that 

it is getting better at making important decisions. 

The Charleston Illumination Project has also kept deeply 

focused on its line of sight: to promote the safety of both 

citizens and police by strengthening the relationship be-

tween them through polarity mapping. With the immediate 

crisis behind him, retired police chief Greg Mullen, who is still 

an important driving force in this project, now sees that the 

whole effort is really about the sanctity of life, which goes 

well beyond promoting safety. This shift may promote agen-

cy. It makes it possible for the whole community to work 

on the related problems they see in their environments and 

to see possibilities that reach well beyond addressing safety. 

In the interesting case of Social Innovation Generation (SiG), 

the funder, the McConnell Foundation, envisioned four 

partners working together to choose one social or ecolog-

ical issue in Canada and bringing together their skills and  

resources in social innovation to move the needle on  

that issue. Failing to achieve consensus on where to fo-

cus, the SiG partnership moved from a tight coupling 

to a loose coupling model5 and shifted its focus to pro-

moting and building tools to support social innovation 

as a concept. As a result, the SiG partners lowered their 

line of sight from moving the needle on an important is-

sue in Canada to promoting social innovation as an ap-

proach to creating systemic change. The SiG partners also 

held tight boundaries around their work, which reduced 

their ability to attend to what social innovators were dis-

covering on the ground, and the partners lost focus on 

learning from one another. As the case illustrates, this  

reduced their ability to learn together how to move the 

needle. (As the case also describes, recent shifts in line of 

sight are improving the chances that McConnell Foundation 

and the social innovators who are part of their ecosystem 

will produce more emergent results in the years to come.)

5 The concept of tightly coupled and loosely coupled organizations was created by Karl Weick. See J. Douglas Orton and Karl E. Weick, 

“Loosely Coupled Systems: A Reconceptualization,” Academy of Management Review 15, no. 2 (1990): 203-23, http://dimetic.dime-eu.

org/dimetic_files/OrtonWeickAMR1990.pdf.

http://dimetic.dime-eu.org/dimetic_files/OrtonWeickAMR1990.pdf
http://dimetic.dime-eu.org/dimetic_files/OrtonWeickAMR1990.pdf
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Observations: Freedom to experiment

Nearly every initiative the 4QP research team studied 

demonstrated significant freedom to experiment. For the 

initiatives that prioritized outcomes over hypotheses, the ini-

tiative team measured the success of each element of their 

strategy on the basis of the results being produced by those 

agents. With just a few exceptions, where the core team had 

the freedom to experiment, it also extended that freedom 

outward into the whole ecosystem. 

The results of having freedom to experiment were especial-

ly clear in the case of the Packard Foundation’s Leadership 

Development for Mobilizing Reproductive Health (LDM) ini-

tiative. This initiative focused on developing and then net-

working reproductive health leaders who were spread out 

over five countries on two continents. The core initiative 

team created a container for the initiative by defining the 

mission and desired outcomes. Within that container, Pack-

ard Foundation Fellows were encouraged to think for them-

selves about what was most needed, and many received 

mini-grants to help them implement their ideas. What they 

chose to focus on depended entirely on the conditions of 

their environment—large cities or small clusters of villages 

in very different countries with different politics, economies, 

and religious orientations. Their focus ranged from policy 

advocacy in Northern Nigeria to a reduction in female gen-

ital mutilation in villages in Ethiopia to the building of ma-

ternal-health clinics in India. As described in the LDM case, 

it would have been unrealistic to tackle this range of issues 

across five countries using a funder-driven strategic frame-

work and a $13.5 million budget.

The very short Letsema initiative received funding for just 

a couple of years, during which five action groups were 

launched. Self-generated and still operating, the groups 

have been credited with sustaining meaningful activity even 

when funding stopped, in 2016. Letsema’s action groups dif-

fer in size, but all groups work closely with the people in their 

community, so the regular participants in action-group ac-

tivities extend beyond a group’s members. Each action group 

has developed a differentiated work area (e.g., sports, gar-

dening, traditional healing) that greatly interests its members 

but is always linked to the overall, guiding question: How can 

we create a Vaal that has 0 percent gender-based violence? 

There was an observed tension in the Charleston Illumination 

Project between centralized control and freedom to exper-

iment. Perhaps because of the crisis it was addressing—the 

palpable tension immediately following the mass shooting at 

the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in 2015—

the Illumination Project in its first year was a highly orches-

trated series of thirty-three listening sessions that resulted 

in a long list of actions. These actions were incorporated 

into the city’s strategic plan, with a commitment to report-

ing specific, measurable results—for example, the number of 

sessions, the number of participants, the number of actions 

generated. To a city reeling from a harrowing incident, it may 

have been comforting to see real, concrete actions and a 

plan to implement them that was actively owned by the city. 

All of this is reported in detail on the project’s website. What 

is interesting, as described in the case, is that there were also 

experiments happening on the margins—outside the scope 

of the more structured process—that are not included in 

the report. This led the research team to pose the question, 

When a core initiative team communicates a strong sense 

of structure for an initiative, what does that say to residents 

about if and how they are invited to use their own agency 

to help improve the health of the community outside the 

bounds of what was defined in the plan?
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reflection on past decisions and results, as was done in The 

Storefront and the LDM Initiatives, informed the thinking of 

the core initiative teams. These practices also benefited from 

happening more frequently and in a just-in-time way that did 

not seem like extra effort.

In the case of the Packard Foundation’s LDM initiative, the 

core team did a good job of supporting peer learning with 

the resources they had at the time. There were annual 

peer-learning events that crossed borders and more regular 

events held within each country. The geographic spread and 

a lack of appropriate technology in 2006, when networks 

were being formed, made it difficult to come together to 

learn beyond country boundaries more than once a year. 

The intermediary, the Institute of International Education 

(IIE), conducted a participatory evaluation at the end of the 

ten-year initiative. It helped the network of leaders to see 

how much they had accomplished and how widely their ap-

proaches and activities varied from place to place. IIE was 

proud of the evaluation, but participants commented that 

making these results visible would have been most valuable 

earlier in the initiative. Done earlier, a participatory evaluation 

could have raised the level of confidence among Packard 

Fellows, helping them to expand their agency and develop 

more of their own funding sources. In 2006, many of these 

nascent networks were dependent on external financial and 

technical support. With today’s technology, LDM could have 

designed in this kind of learning across geographies more 

frequently and with less effort. Today, those networks that 

still exist are informally using social media to capture, share, 

and learn from results among their peers.

Observations: Returning  
learning to the system

Generally speaking, returning learning to the 

system was the least developed characteris-

tic in almost all the cases. The specific type of 

learning that complex systems need in order 

to adapt is best illustrated, as described above, 

by bees returning to the hive and doing the 

“here’s where I found flowers” dance. What is 

needed, and what was most often missing, is a 

way for agents in the system to easily and regularly 

communicate to peers, “Here’s what I saw, here’s what 

I did, and here’s what happened as a result,” and a way for 

the community of peers to compare these stories, begin to 

see patterns, and make meaning from them. It is the equiva-

lent of the players from a sports team watching a game film 

the day after a competition and talking about what they were 

seeing and thinking as they made their split-second deci-

sions about what action to take, and then reflecting together 

on the results and why it worked or what they might have 

done differently. 

Where learning from experiments is getting returned to  

the system, an observer should be able to see the whole  

system getting smarter over time. The change should be  

visible in the thinking of the core initiative team, as well  

as in the approaches being tried by agents in the system. 

(Complex adaptive systems theory refers to this process as 

discovering “building blocks” that help agents to navigate the 

“perpetual novelty” of a complex system. See the attached 

article, “How Complex Systems Learn and Adapt.”) 

Learning took very different forms in different cases—from 

annual peer-learning events to reflection days for communi-

ty residents to storytelling and participatory evaluations. The 

challenge of doing this kind of learning was different in each 

case—for example, a lack of technology; a lack of time for 

or focus on learning; an emphasis on education over peer 

learning; teams or team members working far away from 

one another; or a gap or boundary between the core initia-

tive team and agents in the system.

Some of the most successful efforts to return learning to the 

system did not look like learning at all. In particular, delib-

erate decision-making processes that included conscious 
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In the Letsema initiative, storytelling was in-

troduced in the initial meetings. Participants 

introduced themselves by sharing either a story from their 

own experiences with gender-based violence or something 

else that had deeply affected them. Members were also en-

couraged to share their work by telling stories at reflection 

meetings with coaches. In 2015, Letsema members and fa-

cilitators created the book Our Hearts are Joined, which is 

based on writing done through a writing workshop.7 The act 

of sharing their narrative helped members to connect at a 

deeper level and to compare their own experiences of gen-

der-based violence with one another. Sharing the narrative 

also reflects the kind of learning needed by a complex sys-

tem to adapt. 

The best example of returning learning to the system in our 

cases is the D3 Institute and Working Families Success ini-

tiative, launched by the Communities Foundation of Tex-

as (CFT). The initiative works with local agencies in North 

Texas to help working families achieve economic stability. 

In D3 (which stands for Data Driven Decision-Making), par-

ticipants began by questioning their understanding of the 

general terms and standard metrics used in the field and 

created deeper definitions with agencies that were doing 

the real work on the ground. CFT is using a cohort mod-

el to work with local agencies in North Texas, which al-

lows the agencies to do their own learning 

from year to year, and they are supporting 

a vibrant and growing network of graduates. Participants 

continue to question their understanding of these terms in 

every cohort and network learning session. Agencies meet 

frequently to talk about recent data and progress in the 

context of shared outcomes, but they talk with one anoth-

er even more frequently between sessions. They have an 

online platform, which they use frequently. They also visit 

one another, coach one another, and share their results and 

learning. CFT has been deliberate about helping the agen-

cies to build relationships with one another apart from the 

foundation. While the initiative is still relatively young, the  

frequency of these interactions, paired with CFT’s itera-

tive learning across cohorts, should set the stage for non- 

linear results over time. 

In summary, and to reiterate, the 4QP research team hypoth-

esized that three conditions—line of sight, freedom to exper-

iment, and returning learning to the system—would promote 

emergent results in complex social-change initiatives. This ini-

tial research was not so much intended to prove our hypoth-

esis as it was to clarify what we meant and develop a more 

nuanced description. Readers should consider this as more  

of a question to explore than a recommendation to follow.

6 Shameem Meer, ed., Our Hearts Are Joined: Writings from Letsema (Gender at Work and Labour Research Services, 2016), https://drive.

google.com/file/d/0B7Da5L0N_Qz4VmNvVmNsR2wxWG8/view.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B7Da5L0N_Qz4VmNvVmNsR2wxWG8/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B7Da5L0N_Qz4VmNvVmNsR2wxWG8/view
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Observations about the funder relationship

7 Anne Gloger, email to Jillaine Smith, 3 December 2017.

8 Gloger, email.

The most emergent funding relationship was that of a think-

ing and learning partner. It should be no surprise that those 

funders that created the most space for experimentation and 

had fewer requirements about how money was to be spent 

were rewarded by more emergent results. But the funder re-

lationships that produced the most emergent results were 

not completely hands off. Rather, they were relationships in 

which, as Anne Gloger of The Storefront put it, “They were 

with us the whole way, learning with us through a develop-

mental evaluation process, embracing learning and course 

correction . . . but putting us firmly in the lead of the pro-

cess.”7 This contrasts with the other end of the spectrum, 

where a core initiative team decides for itself what the solu-

tion should be and then finds grantees to help implement it. 

A funder can decide on its own to focus on workforce de-

velopment, but that represents the funder’s own hypothesis 

about how to solve someone else’s problem.

In a relationship similar to what Gloger described, the Mc-

Connell Foundation worked closely with PLAN institute—a  

Social Innovation Generation (SiG) partner and social innova-

tor focused on disabled individuals and their families—stand-

ing ready to offer ideas and new questions at the appropriate 

moment when the initiative was at an inflection point. The 

foundation’s patience and commitment to learning not only 

supported Plan’s evolution in developing more systemic and 

sustainable solutions but also contributed to McConnell be-

ing able to shift how it thinks about social innovation today.

The Packard Foundation’s Leadership Development for Mo-

bilizing Reproductive Health Program (LDM) initiative was 

transformed by the productive thinking and learning part-

nership between the initiative leaders within Packard and 

their intermediary, the Institute of International Education 

(IIE). In the initial five years of the LDM initiative, the rela-

tionship was more hands off, and a disconnect developed  

between the strategic focus of the Packard Foundation and 

the intermediary. A leadership change created the oppor-

tunity to strengthen the relationship and redefine strate-

gic as an ongoing process of learning together how to use  

resources wisely, on the basis of local needs, priorities, and 

opportunities. 

In the cases of LDM and SiG, interviewees praised the Pack-

ard and McConnell foundations for their patience and open-

ness to the emergent quality of the work of their grantees. 

Interviewees contrasted the stance of these foundations  

to that of other funders that held tighter expectations and 

constraints, describing how they typically found themselves 

having to work around conflicting or unrealistic expecta-

tions. At The Storefront, Anne Gloger described one founda-

tion that funded deep resident-engagement work. Initially, 

The Storefront was expected to use the foundation’s brand-

ed model, which Gloger found to be “formulaic in nature.” 8 

Given the strength of The Storefront’s history, the foundation 

not only allowed the initiative to define its own approach to 
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engaging residents but also removed the requirement of  

using the brand from future initiatives.

Nearly every core initiative team also made maintaining rela-

tionships across the whole system a deliberate priority. It was 

through those relationships that they could allow communi-

ty members to bring their own perspectives, creativity, and 

energy to identifying the most important local problems and 

developing creative solutions that made sense in their own 

environments, while ensuring that the whole system main-

tained strong line of sight.

This relationship depended as much on the stance of the 

agents in the system as on the funder. In the case of the LDM 

initiative, which supported network development, some of 

the networks took the traditional stance of beneficiary, de-

pending on the Packard Foundation and IIE for funding and 

infrastructure support. In the participatory evaluation done at 

the conclusion of the initiative, members of those networks 

complained that not enough had been done to secure future 

funding, and they had become inactive. But the networks 

that had made themselves self-sufficient remained active.

A leader’s style could expand or close 
down agency. 

A common characteristic of core initiative teams that were 

able to focus on creating the conditions for emergence was 

humility—a recognition that they could not know enough to 

solve these complex problems alone. While leading with ex-

pertise sometimes reduced the ability of agents to join the 

conversation, humility created the space for sharing agency 

with change agents in the system.

In some cases, it was an expressed acknowledgement made 

at the beginning of an initiative. The founders of the Story 

Garden defined and implemented their flea market initiative 

only after many months of community events and many 

conversations with an array of community members about 

what mattered most to them. 

In a few initiatives, this humility came later, as happened with 

the LDM and SiG initiatives, with the recognition that what 

they had been doing would not be enough to move the  

needle. These teams did not relinquish all decision-making 

to their communities, but they recognized that making deci-

sions is, indeed, a team sport, in which the experiences and 

perspectives of everyone are important to bring to the table. 

These teams  
did not relinquish  
all decision-making  
to their communities,  
but they recognized 
that making decisions  
is, indeed,  
a team sport...
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Evaluation played very different roles  
in the cases studied. 

Most of the initiatives did not try to narrow or quantify out-

comes in advance, recognizing that what they would look 

like was unpredictable. Evaluation was more about docu-

menting results as they emerged. Some evaluations focused 

on supporting the core initiative teams; others focused on 

supporting the larger system. Developmental evaluation,9  

when it was used, was more useful to the core initiative 

teams—helping them to keep their line of sight, keep the 

important questions in front of them, and think more crit-

ically about the decisions they were making. Participatory 

evaluations were more helpful in making results visible and 

building agency across the system. 10     

Both the Leadership Development for Mobilizing Reproduc-

tive Health Program (LDM) and the Story Garden used  

a participatory evaluation. Both evaluations 

involved participatory data-gathering and 

meaning-making. While both evaluations 

were resource intensive, each was seen as 

highly valuable—making results visible

9 Developmental evaluation aims to meet the needs of social innovators by applying complexity concepts to enhance innovation and 

use. Developmental evaluation focuses on what is being developed through innovative engagement. See http://aea365.org/blog/mi-

chael-quinn-patton-on-developmental-evaluation-applying-complexity-concepts-to-enhance-innovation-and-use/.

10 Participatory evaluation is an approach that involves the stakeholders of a program or policy in the evaluation process. This involvement 

can occur at any stage of the evaluation process, from the evaluation design to the data collection and analysis and the reporting  

of the study. A participatory approach can be taken with any impact-evaluation design, and with quantitative and qualitative data.  

See http://www.betterevaluation.org/en/plan/approach/participatory_evaluation.

11 The difference in results reported is dramatic. It is not clear, however, whether the lack of results in the previous evaluation was due to  

the evaluation methodology, the length of time of the intervention, or the fact that the program was focused on individual development, 

rather than networking.

that were surprising and validating for everyone involved. 

Organizers of the Story Garden see the participatory evalua-

tion as an inflection point in the growth of the initiative. The 

LDM evaluation revealed a remarkable forty pages of spe-

cific on-the-ground results. This contrasts with a previous 

five-year evaluation, which showed evidence of changing 

attitudes and behaviors but little evidence of on-the-ground 

impact. LDM participants wished the participatory evaluation 

had been conducted earlier.11 

The partners in the Social Innovation Generation (SiG)  

initiative began working with a developmental evaluator at 

the initiative’s inception but discontinued the relationship  

after a tense first year as a partnership. They hired the same 

evaluator to do an evaluation seven years into the initiative. 

Partners expressed regret that SiG had not main-

tained that relationship, which would have 

helped them to focus more deliberately on 

learning from their work.

http://aea365.org/blog/michael-quinn-patton-on-developmental-evaluation-applying-complexity-concepts-to-enhance-innovation-and-use/
http://aea365.org/blog/michael-quinn-patton-on-developmental-evaluation-applying-complexity-concepts-to-enhance-innovation-and-use/
http://www.betterevaluation.org/en/plan/approach/participatory_evaluation
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Is there a takeaway for those who are designing initiatives 

and for agents of change who operate within them? 

We did not discover any one model for designing an emer-

gent initiative. And we found no examples that matched our 

hypotheses exactly. Comparing all eight cases helped us to 

significantly refine our understanding of, and our ability to 

talk about, these hypotheses and showed us the variety of 

ways that social-change agents can create the conditions 

for emergence. We were struck by the amount of energy 

and potential that was lost when one of these conditions 

was not present. In comparing all eight cases, we aimed to 

demonstrate what happens when these conditions exist and 

what happens when they are absent, and what funders and 

nonprofits did that contributed to creating the conditions 

for emergence to arise. More research is needed to validate 

these initial observations. 

Below, we summarize our ideas and questions for funders 

and nonprofits to think about, on the basis of this initial study.

Expanding agency across an ecosystem

We observed that it is not so much what funders invest in but 

how they invest in it that promotes emergence. In the ini-

tiatives we studied, funders invested in networking, capacity 

building, leadership development, and community engage-

ment to facilitate participative processes. None of these in-

vestments is unusual, but it was the stance funders took in 

making the investments that seemed to affect emergence. 

Did they seek to expand agency, or was their approach more 

instrumental? 

A funder’s orientation shows up in the questions it asks. Ask-

ing, “What capacities do we need to develop in this com-

munity?” communicates that the funder is holding onto the 

agency to decide what a community needs. If the funder 

asks, instead, “What will it take for the community to be able 

to identify the capacities it needs and to make sure they get 

developed (and what role can we play in that?),” it communi-

cates the intention to share agency with the community. If a 

funder focuses on building agency from the start, the ques-

tion of sustainability should not come up only in the twilight 

of an initiative. 

What does it take to create  
the conditions for emergence?

Perhaps the most challenging proposal for funders that aim 

to be strategic in complex environments is the idea that it 

may not be possible to fully design in advance the “best” 

strategies—those that are both robust and adaptive, those 

that address the widest range of situations and adapt to stay 

closely fitted to those situations as they evolve. 

In the initiatives we studied, when funders became overly in-

vested in a particular strategy about how to achieve a goal, 

it reduced the agency of members of the larger system to 

experiment on the basis of their own perspectives. Emergent 

strategies arise from, and are refined through, experimenta-

tion among multiple actors. 

This raises the question, What is the role of strategy and 

whose strategy is it? Foundations do have a strategic role in 

an emergent initiative, but the initiatives that fostered emer-

gence had a meta-strategy: focusing on expanding agency, 

maintaining relationships, strengthening line of sight, fund-

ing experimentation, and supporting a process for return-

ing learning to the system. In a sense, their strategy became 

nested—the strategy itself was to support the development 

of adaptive strategies across the ecosystem. For the most 

agency-rich initiatives, the core initiative teams experienced 

What is the role  
of strategy and  
whose strategy is it? 
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the work as being more distributed and less onerous than 

what was reported by initiatives in which funders held the 

agency within their own boundaries.

Acting as a thinking and learning partner

In the initiatives that displayed the most emergent results, 

funders did not maintain a hands-off stance. They were in-

volved as thinking partners, and they learned, just as they 

expected their grantees or communities to experiment and 

learn along the way. The funders recognized that they need-

ed to be deliberate about how they made their own deci-

sions in collaboration with their grantees and communities, 

and they learned from this collaboration. There was a fractal 

quality to these relationships.12 It was not a one-way street 

from the funder to the grantee to the beneficiary. The more 

these thinking and learning partnerships existed at each level 

of the ecosystem, the more the whole ecosystem learned 

and adapted. The initiative teams that experienced the great-

est emergence focused on building and maintaining strong 

relationships and communication across the whole system 

to enable this flow of doing and learning. 

There were great examples in the cases of funders being 

there as a thinking partner to offer a new question or a new 

piece of research at an inflection point, but also being careful 

not to set up their ideas as expectations for grantees. This 

contrasted with initiatives in which funders had precon-

ceived ideas about what a good solution should look like and 

communicated these at the outset. (See sidebar: “The Search 

 for Impact.”)

In some cases, boundaries were an impediment. They exist-

ed to maintain agency within a boundary or with the good 

intention of giving others the latitude to make their own de-

cisions. In either case, strong boundaries impeded the learn-

ing and adaptation process. This suggests that managing the 

boundary relationship so that funders can both share their 

resources and perspectives and maintain the agency of their 

grantees and communities is an important component of 

creating the conditions for emergence to happen.

12 Fractals are infinitely complex patterns that are self-similar  

across different scales. For more on fractals, see:  

http://www.fractalfoundation.org.

Strategic philanthropy is a response by funders to 

some of the outcomes they were seeing in their work: 

programmatic solutions that were not going any-

where, that were not creating a measurable impact 

at a satisfactory scale. Instead, funders were seeing 

their dollars unintentionally reinforcing the status quo. 

Grantees may have said that they were experimenting, 

learning, and adapting, but in our conversations with 

funders, they shared their skepticism of grantees’ abil-

ities to get to impact at scale without assistance.

One result is that funders have been pushing grantees 

to work explicitly at a systems level from the get-go. 

As they launch new initiatives, funders have increased 

their investments in front-end planning processes 

and brought in experts to build skills in systems think-

ing, collaboration, and other areas where gaps are 

perceived.

From an emergence perspective, this strategic push 

has had unintended consequences.

One of the tremendous resources of the nonprof-

it world is its entrepreneurial spirit—the vision and 

doggedness that keep people doing the good work 

against all odds. A core principle of emergence is the 

expansion of agency for decision-making across a 

whole ecosystem of actors. A hallmark of emergence 

is that it can produce solutions that no one person or 

entity could have imagined in advance. Emergence 

depends on the wisdom and energy of the whole sys-

tem and the ability of each agent to make his or her 

own decisions, on the basis of that wisdom and the 

situation they see in front of them.

Initiatives that invest in these bulked-up planning and 

training phases may implicitly, or even explicitly, ask 

nonprofit entrepreneurs to hold off and to align with 

others on a consensus project or a set of actions that 

have been guided by in-depth data gathering and re-

flection. This process can unintentionally slow down 

or even discourage entrepreneurial experimentation.  

The Search for Impact 

(continued on page 28)

http://www.fractalfoundation.org
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The Search for Impact (continued)

It can make passionate visionaries feel frustrated and as 

if they are being judged to be wrong. This tension dis-

played itself at the beginning of the Social Innovation 

Generation (SiG) initiative. In its own work with initia-

tives, the 4QP research team has heard versions of this 

comment, which indicates a relinquishing of agency, 

from grantees: “Just tell us what you mean by systems 

change. What are you asking us to do?” 

Another potential risk of deep up-front investment is 

that it may overcommit a group to assuming that the 

solution they have developed is fully formed and guar-

anteed to succeed. In fact, by assuming that there is 

only one entry point into systems-level change, and 

that it needs to be driven from the outside to over-

come a stubborn status quo, strategic funders may be 

missing another path that could produce systems-level 

change in a way that is more sustainable and continues 

to evolve over time through emergence.

But does choosing an emergent approach have to 

mean giving up on pushing for greater impact? How 

can funders help grantees to discover more systemic, 

impactful solutions without squashing the entrepre-

neurial spirit and commitment that could inspire the 

next unpredicted breakthrough?

The challenge for funders may be having more pa-

tience—not concluding prematurely that small, local 

efforts cannot evolve into deeper systems change—

and being ready to walk the path with the people they 

have invested in. In the SiG initiative, the McConnell 

Foundation walked the path with the Canadian non-

profit PLAN institute—a group of parents of disabled 

children who are working to plan for their children’s 

future. McConnell created the conditions for emer-

gence by funding and following PLAN’s experiments. 

McConnell was there with new questions and ideas 

when PLAN was ready to ask a next-level question—

those moments when PLAN needed and welcomed a 

larger perspective. The rigorous back-and-forth about 

what was happening and what the next step might look 

like helped create inflection points that led to deeper, 

more systemic solutions. Meanwhile, from PLAN’s per-

spective, the grantee stayed focused on, and anchored 

in, the real and immediate problem of their children’s 

future, rather than being asked to focus on systems 

change in the abstract. McConnell helped PLAN to 

think about systems-level levers of change such as 

finance vehicles and province-by-province banking 

regulations. Without this mix of passionate agents of 

change who have direct, personal experience within 

the system, along with experts who can see other po-

tential systems levers that may be less visible from the 

parents’ perspective, some barriers might have been 

difficult to surmount. Some of the most innovative 

ideas might never have seen the light of day.

Expertise about systems change can be invaluable to 

social-change initiatives, but our research suggests 

that when and how systems change is invited into an 

initiative can significantly affect whether entrepreneur-

ial spirit gets fed or squashed; whether agency expands 

or contracts. To support emergence, expertise must be 

offered at moments, and in ways, that support agency, 

and in a way that continues to allow the system to be 

open to other perspectives and ideas.
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For grantees and communities, the cases suggest a bene-

fit from, on the one hand, not allowing externally imposed 

criteria to cloud their line of sight and, on the other hand, 

being open to funders as thinking partners to help them see 

patterns they were not aware of, and to ask questions that 

might challenge their thinking.

Using evaluation to expand agency

The initiatives we studied illustrate how developmental eval-

uation can support adaptation among core initiative teams 

by maintaining line of sight and supporting reflective deci-

sion-making, and how participatory evaluation can support 

growing agency by making results visible across the system. 

In our cases, technology could have been better used to as-

sist in growing agency.

The cases suggest that evaluation needs to be thought about 

in a different way for emergent initiatives. For the most part, 

the initiatives did not have predefined measurable outcomes, 

and they did not evolve from emergent to more structured 

frameworks. Per complex adaptive systems theory, adapta-

tion in complex systems depends on the ability of agents to 

identify and learn how to use building blocks that emerge 

from experimentation. It is through developing a collec-

tion of building blocks and becoming adept with combining 

them that complex systems learn. For example, meteorology 

and weather forecasting took a huge leap forward when the 

jet stream was discovered. Meteorology is still the study of a 

highly complex system, but the jet-stream discovery led to 

the discovery of other building blocks, and each new build-

ing block led to innovations in forecasting. (See the attached 

article, “How Complex Systems Learn and Adapt.”) By focus-

ing on identifying and understanding building blocks, rather 

It is through  
developing a collection  
of building blocks  
and becoming adept  
with combining them  
that complex systems  
learn. 

than assessing against predetermined outcomes, evaluation 

can help ecosystems to produce more emergent results and 

share useful knowledge that leads to new innovations in what 

will still be a very complex field of work.

Strengthening line of sight  
and freedom to experiment 

The core initiative teams that produced the most emergent 

results focused on outcomes for the whole ecosystem—for 

example, improving the reproductive health of women in Af-

rica and Asia—and helped the whole system to keep those 

outcomes in sight. These teams used decisions to keep test-

ing what their outcomes looked like in practice, asking, To 

what should we say yes or no? They adjusted their own strat-

egies over the course of the initiative to make those ultimate 

outcomes more likely. These funders did not conflate strat-

egies and outcomes and did not become overly invested in 

their own hypotheses. Continually focusing on outcomes as 

they made decisions and compared results with their original 

goals, helped the whole system to do the same.

What success looked like varied from context to context—

from improving maternal health in India to changing policy 

in Northern Nigeria to reducing female genital mutilation in 

Ethiopia. What appeared to matter more was how much care 

and attention local agents gave to these outcomes and how 

effectively these agents and the larger system recognized re-

sults and compared them with outcomes. The nonprofits with 

the strongest line of sight were able to stand their ground with 

funders that wanted to impose their own thinking.

Grantees chafed at cookie-cutter, or formulaic, program re-

quirements from funders. Those funders that were able to let 

go of their preconceived notions about what solutions should 

look like, and encourage agents to bring forward and exper-

iment with their own ideas, seemed to do the most to pro-

mote agency and emergence. But this did not mean simply 

unleashing agents to follow their own wisdom and letting a 

thousand flowers bloom. Emergence was most evident when 

the results of those experiments were made visible to the 

larger system—through storytelling, reflective writing prac-

tices, or participatory evaluations.
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Returning learning to the system

If the initiatives we studied are any indication, returning 

learning to the system may be the biggest challenge, and the 

biggest opportunity, for core initiative teams when it comes 

to creating a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.

Using complex adaptive systems theory as a guide, the 4QP 

research team proposed that the kind of learning that sup-

ports emergence is a very specific kind of learning—it brings 

the results agents are getting across the system back into 

the system, so that agents learn from the results together 

in order to strengthen everyone’s thinking and actions. This 

may not look like traditional learning. We saw examples of 

core initiative teams anchoring learning to decision-making. 

We saw examples of making results and data visible across 

the system through a data platform, storytelling, and partic-

ipatory evaluations.

What we did not find as often was this kind of learning hap-

pening across the ecosystem at a rate that supports the kind 

of adaptation that complex adaptive systems theory calls for. 

Agents do not have the time to wait for annual gatherings to 

compare notes with peers or wait five years to get data about 

their results. A sports team would never wait until the end of 

the season to reflect on its results and what contributed to 

them. The Working Families Success (WFS) Network offered 

the best counterexample with its online data-based platform 

and frequent peer interactions.

As the WFS initiative suggests, it may be useful to think about 

creating a platform with multiple kinds of learning sup-

ports—places to collect stories; easy ways to ask for peer 

assists; frequent but fit-for-purpose learning events; and 

decision-making processes that incorporate reflection on 

past results. Technology can play a role today that it could 

not play when many of these initiatives were being planned. 

Today, technology is available that can (1) connect people 

across geographies; (2) provide better, more specific, closer 

to real-time quantitative data; and (3) provide easy ways to 

gather qualitative data (e.g., simple-to-create surveys). 

This also suggests that initiatives seeking to create emergent 

results should focus convenings, as much as possible, on re-

turning learning to the system by giving participants a chance 

to compare what they are seeing, thinking, and doing and the 

results—both positive and negative—they are getting, rath-

er than use most of their valuable time together to provide  

expert-led training.

A corollary to this principle is being cautious about align-

ment. Funders of the most emergent initiatives had a clear 

outcome in mind (i.e., they had strong line of sight), but they 

did not constrain strategies by requiring that every player in 

an initiative commit to a particular strategy or to developing 

a predetermined set of skills. In fact, these funders encour-

aged the community to develop ideas and often funded ex-

periments to test out those ideas. The grantees who took this  

offer seriously generated their own agency and appeared 

more likely to sustain their work. The funders that committed 

to a particular hypothesis, on the other hand, risked not only 

hampering experimentation but also missing outlier data that 

might be an early indication of emergence.



31Fourth Quadrant Partners, LLC A Whole Greater than Its Parts

As described above, there is a real and undeniable trade-off for funders between wanting to know in advance what return on 

investment to expect and letting go of predictable results in the hope of creating a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. 

There is a trade-off between being able to take credit for what was created and creating something that has the potential to 

be greater, but in which one’s role may be relatively invisible. And there is trade-off between being able to use one’s own deep 

expertise and creating the space for others to bring their own, possibly different, ideas to the table.

Trade-offs: When is emergent strategy called for? 
When is it not?

Is there a natural transition from emergent to more stable strategies? In the cases we studied, we did not see any initiatives make 

this shift, though at least a couple of the initiatives shifted in the other direction, for some of the reasons cited above. 

When is emergent strategy a good fit? When is emergent strategy not a good fit?

Broadly speaking, we proposed that emergent strategy is a 

good fit for complex and dynamic challenges and environ-

ments. More specifically, we discovered that initiative teams 

chose emergence when 

• it was clear that more traditional approaches that relied 

heavily on ownership and agency by the core initiative 

team would be too resource intensive;

• their traditional approaches were not getting the impact 

they aspired to, and the team knew it did not know 

enough to tackle the problem on its own; 

• the geographic scope of the initiative was wide and 

diverse; 

• the initiative actors were more committed to the solu-

tion than to the credit for achieving it; or

• strengthening the community and its voice was a goal in 

itself.

We did not specifically research the question, When is emer-

gent strategy not a good fit? But on the basis of our cases, 

we propose that emergent strategy is not a good fit when 

• the problem is straightforward (perhaps complicated,  

but not complex) and the solution is replicable; 

• the issue being tackled is urgent and requires immediate 

and coordinated action; 

• the only way to achieve a goal is by aligning all the avail-

able resources to invest in a large or expensive solution;

• a funder requires commitment to specific, measurable 

outcomes in advance;

• a funder is committed to a fixed hypothesis or theory;

• a funder or intermediary is looking to validate and brand 

a predefined and complete solution (as opposed to the 

discrete building blocks of a larger strategy); 

• the core team is invested in taking responsibility for,  

or owning, the results; or

• the initiative team does not have an appetite for learning. 
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1. Focus on creating the conditions that expand 

agency

2. Be careful to keep goals and strategies separate

3. Hold the principles and strategies that get codified 

as hypotheses, not expectations

4. Be open to the idea that what gets branded may be 

only partly right and will need to be refined through 

working in partnership with new places so that 

local implementers can experiment and adapt

And this raises another question: 

Can emergence be propagated? When an initiative team—

whether it is led by a funder or a grantee—decides to expand 

(and possibly brand) its work to other locations, and if emer-

gent properties was one aspect of what helped the team to 

produce its results, how can the team ensure that what gets 

codified still supports that aspect of its approach? 

In our emergence hypothesis, the 4QP research team pro-

posed that holding both strong line of sight and freedom to 

experiment, and returning learning to the system, contributes 

to emergence. To propagate emergence, what we found in 

the examples we studied would suggest four guidelines:

In the case of The Storefront, in Toronto, Canada, after  

fifteen years of highly visible success, the executive direc-

tor decided to brand the work as the “Connected Com-

munity Approach” and bring it to other communities. The 

team hired a developmental evaluator and created a theory 

of change to help them spread their approach. It is prema-

ture to study the success of this effort, but it would be an 

interesting example to track to see if its emergent charac-

teristics were preserved.

There is one case that is already an example of propagat-

ing emergence. The Story Garden, in Gallup, New Mexico, 

is the latest in a long series of initiatives undertaken by ATD 

Fourth World since its inception, in 1956. From what we have  

observed so far, the Story Garden appears to have borne 

out our emergence hypothesis. Exploring the question of 

how to propagate emergence may be a useful next step in  

ongoing research into the role of emergence in complex  

social change.
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None of the initiatives we studied represent a fundamentally new approach to philanthropy. The forms they took 

included networks, data platforms, movement building, community centers, university curricula, and training in 

participatory facilitation models. Some of the initiatives set out to be emergent; some did not. What those that 

seemed to produce the most emergent results had in common was the way in which they approached these 

conventional forms. There was a fractal quality to it—applying the same principles to their own decision-making 

that they were applying to implementing these forms in the outside world. The initiatives created the conditions 

for everyone in the ecosystem to bring his or her own wisdom to the table in helping solve the complex social 

issues they were addressing.

John Holland observed that “the hallmark of emergence is this sense of much coming from little.”13 These cas-

es suggest, but do not prove, that growing agency across the system of actors in an initiative creates a whole 

greater than the sum of its parts and offers ideas about how to promote that agency. This raises the question, 

How would the field validate nonlinear results—results showing that a whole greater than the sum of its parts 

was actually created?

There is much more to discover from these cases. It is our hope that this report and the case studies associated 

with it will help create a conversation among funders and nonprofits about new ways to increase the impact of 

their investments and their work. We also hope that readers will recognize and bring forward other examples 

that might further our collective understanding about what emergence looks like, and can achieve, in complex 

social change.

There is much more to learn . . . always.

13  John Holland, Emergence: From Chaos to Order (Perseus Books, 1998), p. 2.

In closing. . .
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Research methodology and approach 
The research team used an inductive approach from the outset, starting with a definition of emergence developed 

from the literature on complex adaptive systems and our experience as consultants in the field. Because emergence 

in the philanthropic sector is still a relatively new and unexplored concept, the research team chose to explore this 

topic through a broad call within the sector for initiatives that exemplified emergence, rather than use a more repre-

sentative sampling method.  

The core research team was guided in its efforts by an advisory panel of philanthropic and evaluation-experienced  

practitioners: 

• Tanya Beer, associate director of the Center for Evaluation Innovation

• Diana Scearce, independent consultant and former director of learning and evaluation at the Skoll 

Global Threats Fund

• Lori Grange, strategy officer, effective philanthropy at the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation

• Kelci Price, senior director of learning and evaluation at the Colorado Health Foundation  

Nomination process 

Our definition and several examples of emergence were used to create a call for nominations from practitioners, 

researchers, and actors in the field. We asked them to nominate initiatives that they perceived to have achieved some 

level of emergence or that appeared to be on that path toward it. The call was announced in a blog post14 by the 

Center for Effective Philanthropy; on our own website; and through emails sent to professional contacts, funding 

organizations, and thought leaders in philanthropy. Individuals or organizations could self-nominate or identify likely 

candidates. Organizations and initiatives were encouraged to share the call for nominations with others and nomi-

nees were invited to nominate other projects. From this we obtained nominations for seventy-eight projects in the 

United States and Canada, and across the globe. 

We sought initiatives launched by any source—grant makers, nonprofits, communities, or government agencies. 

Nominations could be for current or past initiatives. We gathered a range of examples—from clear instances of 

emergence that would continue to evolve to examples that were not, in fact, in any way emergent under our working 

definition. This range helped us to discover patterns through the comparison of similarities and differences.  

Selecting initiatives to study   

To select initiatives for our case studies, we developed an in-depth questionnaire (thirteen pages, twenty-seven 

questions) using a combination of closed and open-ended responses.15 Nominated initiatives were sent a link to the 

online questionnaire and asked to describe the initiative’s beginnings, organization, strategy, funding, and results. 

Because one of the hallmarks of our definition of emergence was a sense of agency on the part of multiple players 

Appendix

14 For the announcement, see http://cep.org/whats-the-value-proposition-of-emergence/. 

15 Special thanks to our colleague James E. M. Stiles, who led the development and creation of the survey and this research 

methodology appendix. Thank you to our colleagues who reviewed the draft survey: Nora Bateman of the McKnight  

Foundation, Anne Gienapp of ORS Impact, and Kelci Price of the Colorado Health Foundation.

http://cep.org/whats-the-value-proposition-of-emergence/
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Appendix (continued)

within the initiative, we encouraged the primary respondent to suggest additional initiative participants who could 

complete the survey, such as funders, staff members, or beneficiaries. 

We received ninety-six completed surveys from a total of forty-five initiatives. Our first layer of analysis involved look-

ing at the survey responses for three characteristics of emergence:

• Ideas and solutions had emerged from the interactions of a diverse set of people doing the work, 

whether they were funders, grantees, partners, beneficiaries, or, ideally, a combination of these;

• The path that a successful program or initiative took could not have been predicted by any of 

these players; and

• Ideas and solutions continued to evolve—to get “smarter”—over time, even after the program or 

initiative had ended and the funding had gone away.

Using qualitative analysis, we identified initiatives that described creating agency across a number of stakeholders—

initiatives that did more than merely ask for people’s opinions and that appeared to actively involve a diverse set 

of people in either the design or the implementation of the initiative. We asked respondents to consider how their 

goals and strategies changed from initial design through implementation, and about the perceived freedom among 

stakeholders to experiment with strategies or tactics. We assessed respondents’ open-ended answers about the re-

sults created and how those results had evolved. While it was evident that all initiatives had some history of results, 

we categorized the initiatives into those with results that were traditionally conceived, those that were adaptive, and 

those that were potentially emergent.16 

The list included initiatives that showed promise of emergence but that were either too early in their development 

or too closely associated with one or more members of the research team to be added as full case studies. For the 

other semifinalists, we conducted initial interviews with a survey respondent to explore responses in depth. Using a 

semistructured interview protocol, we conducted these interviews in person, on the phone, or on Skype. From an 

analysis of these interviews, we identified nine semifinalists for case studies; four were selected for in-depth study and 

five for a category we called promising initiatives.

Case study development and analysis 

Ultimately, we completed three in-depth cases17 and four promising cases. The full case studies involved interviewing 

at least five individuals using semistructured and extensive document review. Individual respondents were generous 

with their time and often agreed to multiple conversations over a year as the case developed. The promising cases 

involved interviewing one or two people per case and document review.  

The in-depth cases ranged from a small neighborhood-based social services organization to a multi-continent re-

productive health initiative. Each reflected very different aspects of emergence. Likewise, the promising cases were 

16 The research team notes that the nomination process sought programs that the nominators considered emergent and by 

implication judged to be successful. Future researchers might consider what could be learned from programs that set out to 

be emergent but were not successful.     

17 One additional case study from the semifinalist list was planned but could not be completed in time for publication.  
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varied and described different components of the concept. While all the initiatives described in the promising cases 

were in their early years, the research team was often surprised about the results some of them had accumulated.

The analysis challenge in any research like this is how to use comparisons among the cases to develop a nuanced 

understanding of what a new concept, such as emergence, looks like in practice. Guided by the literature and the 

extensive review and comparison of the cases by the full research team, our analysis led to the development of the 

key themes and patterns noted in this report.  

We are deeply in debt to the research respondents who reviewed the case studies that featured their initiative and to 

our advisory panel, which reviewed both the case studies and the draft report. Our work was deepened and broad-

ened by their efforts. 

Limitations of the study

This research is exploratory in nature. Our purpose was to help deepen philanthropy’s understanding of the term 

emergence and how it applies to complex social-change initiatives. As noted above, we did not actively seek to 

study initiatives that represented other philanthropic frameworks (e.g., a purely funder-driven or grantee-driven ini-

tiative). Interestingly, though, some aspects of a few of the initiatives studied revealed elements of these frameworks.  

We were grateful to be able to study how these different elements affected emergence.  

The study was conducted using a combination of convenience and snowball sampling to discover examples from 

the field and, as such, our findings in no way represent the larger field. While our reach for nominations was wide, the 

findings are, by their nature, limited to the initiatives that were nominated and chosen for review.  

As exploratory research, this report is, in our opinion, a first step toward future study. The most obvious focus for 

future study might be a follow-up to the promising cases after several years and a more complete analysis of the 

full survey data from participants in the forty-five cases who completed the survey. While the full surveys were re-

viewed to select initiatives, and the responses to the surveys were used in developing those cases, we or another 

research team could use the data in that extensive survey to further this exploration. The research team looks forward  

to engaging with the philanthropic community to explore these ideas, and others, and how an emergent approach 

to addressing complex social-change initiatives can be developed in practice. We welcome contributions of more 

examples of emergent initiatives.





www.4qpartners.com

FourthQ uadrant Partners, LLC
W h e r e  L e a r n i n g  T u r n s  i n t o  R e s u l t s

Q


