SCANNING THE ENVIRONMENT

or Philanthropic
Best Practice Systems

oundations ore growmg in aumber and in weolih, Yot the flush times have not eeesd pro
gram prassures. The naton’s politices and policies require more of the private sector. At the
same tme, the axpectatons of sakeholders push foundatbons toward increased account-
alilicy,

[n this cEmale, ibe valume of gransmaking is growdng faster than philanthropy s ability
to laarmn about irnovative practices. Thai's why there's a greater need than ever for founda-
tians o leam about and axchange axsmples of the innovarive pranmalkong tha hold

promise for the febd.
Of course, thar's much seasber said than dooe

The Scanning Technigue

Ope proven approach 4 foendation can we b learn abaut the fatest offorts of other organizations &5 the
“environmental scan,” Such studies affer mogt of the advantages of o systemabie review of curren]
practces in philanthropy without the time, the cost and the inevitable voluminous reports that often
make fuli-bloom schodarly research unappealing for foundations that want o move nimbly in @ chang-
ing world

Emphasizing brief descnpuons of many imnovatons, savironmental scams wll readers s liftle
about & lot (se= “Refated Repors,” page 28, for examples of recent scans commussioned by founda-
tions). Such seans can help fousdations creatively blend strategic planning, staff raming, effors w
Fromote sacorntabiiry and efforts (o share news of philanihropy with the public.

As parnt Hs of cngoing planning, the Jobhm 5. and James L. Knight Foundaoos of Miamd used an
environmental scon (o gather information on thres srategic practices foundations have adopied 1o
increase the impact of their grantmaking: evalustion, coliaboration and best prastices—ibe latter
dafined og gystoms fae ientifving, formatting and shanng information about & foundstion's mosr
Promising Of proven grantmaiing efforis

The aonprofit Hieman Interaction Research Institute conducied the scan berwesn Movermber 1963
and March 1999, It invalved a series of interviews with foundation leaders and other key informants
and a review of wiithen materials about theae new approachss.

Best Practice Systems

Best practics svstems imvolve an organized set of methods for identifying and reviewing effective
inmovations & well as storing and shadng information about tose innovations. As Elizabeth Howerd
and Thomas Backer wroae in a 1998 paper, Private Sector Beit Practice Systems: An Overview, the
term “best proctize” mow increasingly is used both in the public and private seciors. In the seorch for
IErOVETRENt in organizations and markeis that are ipereasingly governed by corstant extemal

cfan ge. tight resources and inbense competition, best practices offer a valuable strategic advantage.

What's worked?
That's what
gveryoRe wants o
know. Here's what
pag study found
when it lnokad

at the ways
ioandations
caplure and
communicata this
kind of informatien.
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Almegt any concelvable opic is covered in some
best pracoce syseerm, from menial health servizes
o niche markenng of high-technoiogy products,

Ir: the privare seciar, multinatonal corpora-
tions swch as Chevron, Hewle-Fackard and
Texas Instruments have developed highly sophis-
ticarsd, compuler-driven hes! praclice syatemd.
These provide corparaie employess worldwids
with a huge detabase of innovative problem-
solving sirstegies, along with the ability to inter-
act {typically iz an Indernei-based sysiem) with
nthes emplovess working on related jzsues. In
the government secios, the 1.5, Depanment of
Education has cresied a fairly complex infra-
strucidre for reviewing best procices in educa-
tion, rating the quality of evidence supporting
their classification ac “best,” and then sharing
the information with seachers, schools and
schood distmicts nationwade.

Now the notion of best practice is eMering
inta philanshropic tewght end practics & well
Laaders interviewed for this sudy noved that
“hest practice” B o slippery 121 that cas mmean
virually anyihing—from someone’s subjective
individual opinion te am intensive peer review
procass for judping the scientific evidence of te
weorth of iaovations,

bany foundarions, interviewees nobed, are
reluctznl 13 “get inic the best practice business "
The reasons inciude (1] concemnes aboul promo-
ing a3 “best” innovations that may not really be
#hl= to meet o kigh standard for excellence, (2}
ihe costs invelved in seiting up end operating &
besl practices sysiem, and (3]s reluetance o be
aeen 8s 'singing their own praises” by designat-
ing a project they funded &5 & best practice. The
cOsLE can be intrmdating; in the privase secier,
the accounting conglomersate Arthir Andersen
spends 58 million & vear just on ressarch for its
best practice system

Partly as a resuli of these concerns, relatively
{ew foundations have invesied in the develop-
ment 2nd operation of best practice aysisms,
Instead, foundations have prelerred i identify,
synthesize and communiceie information about
proousing work they heve funded in Jess expen-
give ways using more tenistive language

By far the most common approach, mer-
noned by elmost every mnterviewee, is the
“ledgons leamed” document. This presents both
the promising findings ard the problemsichal-
lenges of & foundstion grant or grantmaking
inmtianve,

Lessonz Jearned documsnds tenc W have iwo
dissinctive features. First, they deal both with
succegses and challengss, which is nol a corm-
mon practice in the waditionalty failure-gverse
world of philanthropy. many inerviewees said.
Second, they use a highly compact. readable
“sedipnoe journalism” style to present their find-
inge

Curreni “Bast Practices” Practices
Following are some exampies of the vanety of
ways foundations are dealing with best practices
informstion, s wentfied in our scan.

Uring mulfiple communication chamnnels,
Beston Foundation has created a comprehensive
Web zite, & publication series and learning vents
incheding regular conferances o shase best prac-
fices in communicaton methods among naapeed-
W orgenizations. Benlon presents & wide vanety
of specific tools and more geaeral "lesstns
leareed” im hese formnats.

Thie toois explan ko b commupicats with
individual stakeholdess {ziens of polential ser-
vice recipients, for instance), commumitiss, fun-
ders, government and news media The Web slte
s updated regularly, and users are encouraged t
became “best practifioners” themgelves by fll-
ing ot an on-line questonnare {hat inbegTates
iheir responses ine the sysem.

Buping space in professional jowrnols. The
California Endowment and the Californis
Healthcare Foundation both purchase space 1n
the: well-known palicy journal Health Affiains to
publish article: summarizing the resuits—inclod-
ing best practices=from their grantmakang.

This wehicle, they believe, offers them &
credible, more widzly accessible venue far zhar-
ing best practices than if they issued thelr own
publications. In particular, articles in o jourpal
keve & “shelf life” much greater then foundation-
isswed repors, which are often more difficult to
track down & yaar or mare afier their publication.

Fublishing o rynthesis of findings. Charles
M. Diana Fousadation publishes Delivaring
Results: A Frogrees Report on Brain Research,
&n annual report that provides bath baske infor
mation on the research program of the Dags
Alliance for Brain Indtistbves and emerging best
pracrices from the research they fund om brain
disesges auch as Alzheimer's, In symthesizing the
waork of 175 Dans-sponscred brain researchers,
tois brjef publication provides & context in
understanding 1he salre sweep of brain esearch
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vodkay, a8 well as Dana's specilic invalvement in
0 as a funder

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation alsa pub-
fishes im ook form an arnual anthobogy desenb-
mg socne of 108 most cutstanding grant projecis.
Thesa tend 1o highlight emerging best procrices
from grantes propects. The book 15 disseminased
trough an anpus! mailing 1o nonprofit cganiza-
ons, funders, lbraries, universides anc othes
key audiences

Giving awardr, Peter F. Drocker Fourdation
for Monprofit Isncvation and Bruner Foundation
offer highly wisible arnual awarcs to leaders in
noaprofic masagament and urban axcelieace,
respectively. These awards help ideniify and dig-
seminate best practices. Both foundations have
created systems for recruiting nominees and for
publicizng the sesuiting awards 20 (hog the ape-
cific best practices they highlight can be shared
with o relatively broad audience

For instance, the Drucker Award for Mon-
profit Iemcvation includes & 525,000 prize and
production of & vidso on the winning program.
The award iz preseniad m the Trucker founda-
tion's annual Leadership and Managemend Con-
ference, (Dhnucker is now is implementag the
Dirucker Inmovation Discovery Site (arwonpldf,
org) which aims 1o share the lessons consaiped
within all of the 2.500+ nominess for the Druck-
er Award.)

dirganizing mifermaoion en=lins. Roben
Wood Tohnson Foundstion hacs, throwgh a pan-

menl for program staff information abowt goals
ang ogteomes of projecis will be entared on the
system, whazh will have sophisiicared cameval
ord synthess properdes so thal it can be used to
genesate knowbedge as weil. For example, con-
cree paramerars will be developed for classify-
ing “lessors lemmed” {Is it @ hinch or 15 i evi-
dence-based? If the lacker, it is supported by
qualitative or quantitative evidence?] thal
emerge from grant projects. The ulbtmets adm is
1o allow a program officer oo "poiac and click” a
an ares of interest=collaboranon, sustanabakiy
and so fonth—and remeve a series of progec
SUMITLAES.

Using imermediory organizanons. Roben
Wood lolhsen Fourdation fands inermadiany
orgamizations such as Jon Together, o progrum
bazed ai Bosion University that is part of the
fendmion's sehstamce abuse prevention imica-
live, 1o Serve ai sxiernal agents for wentifying
and communicatng best practicss to the eld,
Join Together does this through annual sorveys
of best practices in the prevention field, pukiica-
iiom of the resuies, sponsorshup of conferences
and training workshops, and operation of & Web
sile,

Daing an anrnal in-howse review, Mo-
Knight Foundation brings in a graduate siodent
e=ch year o review all grant project reports sub-
mitced to the foundsison in that year, The studeni
ther prepanes a lessons leamned document that
can be shared witk foundawon siaff, graniess anc

1 Rochestar, "Hm-'ﬁuﬁt_.

Innovations in
Fraluation and

Collsboration, Too

Tra: n.rd]re:m;ud ners,
Inraieation \n Condast aisn

“leantifed 24 foundstion

innarvations in-he #ran ot
HHLB’.R].“ a.l'a:l..uﬂ-h"rﬂu'a-

; Mﬂmufﬂuﬂlw -

i,
" For instance; #-
E:r:l‘mri.‘irm'rhn

Farum ang the Erumrﬂu.lm b

datian col anar -
H'.Fur.'rw: Ictrﬂl'tp‘"

that belngs together ol
(=1 TR rm-
profit service w:-ﬂmm-

to design, mpﬁmmp.qm *f‘-ﬁ-ﬂ 5

I'lﬂ'l'#ﬂm‘.'lm

. ?.'\1.-
related b philseEnraplc n_}k ~_

rentmeking in the fagion. - "‘*’b
Thelr work nchaded devee

cring & “Rechester g 5

rodel” for evaluation,

‘which now 5 pert of appl-
‘zation forms and review

""'_11i.'.

nership betwesn (s evaluanon and sommunica. others as a firgt-cut seview of what = balng arooesses seed by lacal
ton divigions, ereated & "Closed Grani Repor legrmed from the fourdatdon’s grantmaking BT, .
Project.” This is a computerized, cn-line system Publishing a periodical David and Lucile A group of foundations
that provides o briel summary repart, including Puckerd Foundation publishes a professional i the San Francies ares
evaluation and digsemination fndings, forevery jowrpal through its lrge grantmaking program coitaborgied on the fnding
grant project of the foundation. Designers are on the future of children. Thes joumnal reperts on of the Bay Aroa indepan-
developing a coding scheme that will help foun-  highly sophisticared revizws of research and s dent Elders program, which
dation siaff, graniees and oihers use the system dissemiraied both through conventional academ-  Fcluced develaping and
sffectively to remisve summanes of completed ic charnels and theeugh a apecial distribudon. epsrating 13 prasarocts
projects in subjeci areas of their inberest. The Creafing cate pfudirs. Pew Charlable Trusts  coalitions to Imerovwe the -
foundation has been working for several vears 10 commuassioned the Harvard Business School wo oty of servipes for aider
prepara brief summaries for major grant projecis write cage studies on best praclices cmErging I paope. The funders ce-
it funded in the past. This way, the system will from its funded projects, using the famed Has- sted & tazhrical axaisiance
be usefial for mirospective analyses a3 webl. [t is vird B-school case formar These cases cin then - SUpport orgsnigation bo
a significan effort, budgeted at 52 million a be disseminated by Pew o vanious audisnces heo their gramees, and
year, with a foll-4ime gaff of two and 20 confract  and also can be vsed for internal review purposes - thes oenter now has
Writers. to improve their future granmeaking. ressved federal fending to

W, K Ezllogg Foundation is developing the Supporting replication of model programs.  continue its work wih the
master plan for a "Kaowledge Loom™ best prac- Virginia Healthcare Foundation deveioped the coalitiors
tice syapern, IF fully immplemented, this system “Blodels That Made It Program,” which is now —T.8. and LB
will provide computenzed knowledge manage- in omeration in suppor of 15 statewide health
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Relatively few
foundatians have
invested in the
gevelopment and
operatfon of best
practice systems.

LT

philantidopy in Virginin This effor jgentifles
bezt pracisees from completed grast projecis sup-
ported by the foundation and publishes informa-
Lion abowt tem in sammary formeats for dissedmi-
nztcn throughout Virginia. The foundackon also
makes §TOnS o CrEEnizanons 1o fseplicats thess
Jest practices i pew seftings.

Philanthropic Field-Building
There aps seversl ways ip which perigdic sweeps
of the field for innevations like tese could con-
mibule io field-building in phikanthropy. For
imstance, &an umbreila organization such a2 Coun-
oi! on Foundations might cosabs & “think ank”
on innovations 1 philanthropy apd commedsion
envircomentsl scans in on® orf mare -:|:|:|:|.|:.'|!
arzas. This kind of resoufee also could serve as 3
cleannghouse and archive for scan reports foun-
dations produce on B variety of mpics
Envirsnmental scans could be shared with
exigting educstonal programs in philasthropy,
and coulc sumelnic mew maining efons that
might be sporscred by the Council or by affinity
proups such as Oranimakers for Effective Orge-
mazaticms. They also could be addressed inan
annual eveal at the Couneil confarence, and pee-
haps ihrmagh reguiar calumes m professional
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publicatizns, Finally, the Coumcil or anmbes
philanihiopic sssociation could mainkan & oa-
ine database of environmenial scans in philans
thropy and ther kay resulis, with links io other
an-line or print esources for those interested in
knowing more. The prmary chellenge is & cre-
at= tonls that make existrng informalion £asy 13
pcosss Bnd oss. Several exisong best practice
regources already offer anaotabed lis2ngs of buc-
drads of potable inngvations in plularakropy.

Bulding the figld f philenthropy requires
havimg access to "the best.” Environmental scans
thas whentify effective Innovations in philan-
ihropy con help foundations develop promising
new siraicgiza. w

Thomas E Becker ix president of the nenprofil
Human fmteraction Research fastdute in Log
Argeies. Jokn Bare &5 dirscior of evaluation for
the Johm 5. and James L Knight Foundoron in
Migm. This arricle iy adepred from Innovaton
in Contexl: New Foundation Approsiches Lo
Evalustion, Collaboration and Best Practices. o
Sdy conducted by the Haman laierachon
Research (ranruie for the Knipht foundation,
Call #]8/384-21 37 for a copy af the fudl reporr,
ar g fr www. knightfoundabon.org
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