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1. 

Note to the Foundation 

Over its nearly ten years of existence, the MacArthur Award for Creative and Effective Institutions 

(MacArthur Award) has provided a diverse, international group of Foundation grantees with critical 

institutional support. It gives organizations recognition and validation for work that is often challenging, 

but profoundly important, and gives the leaders and staff of those organizations the kind of morale boost 

that is needed to keep going: it “helps us stand a little taller,” said one organizational leader. It allows 

them to breathe easier, financially speaking, and changes the decision calculus about where to invest 

resources in subtle, but important, ways. For instance, it enabled organizations to expand programming in 

areas that would otherwise be difficult to fund, to invest in the human capital that is the backbone of 

many nonprofit organizations, and to respond quickly and creatively to new opportunities or challenges in 

their operating context. It has helped organizations to invest in necessary, but unglamorous, areas of 

nonprofit administration: replacing outdated software, accounting systems, or customer relationship 

management systems; supporting ongoing maintenance of key intellectual or technological assets; 

building key communications infrastructure. And for a subset of organizations, it has helped to make 

major organizational transformations a reality: making it possible for one to capitalize a separation from a 

parent organization and to grow into innovative new programmatic areas, for example, or providing 

another with the means to engage in the kind of deliberate leadership succession planning that only 

sometimes happens in the nonprofit world. (We found little evidence that there are differences in 

organizations’ experiences with or outcomes from the MacArthur Award based on their age or budget 

size at the time of receipt, or even based on their geographic location. We did, of course, see a variety of 

experiences with the award, but the different experiences we observed weren’t systematically connected 

to these characteristics.) 

To some degree, these kinds of outcomes shouldn’t be surprising: the MacArthur Award is not just a 

substantial infusion of capital, but a surprise infusion of capital; it’s an unexpected and unplanned for 

award that, for many organizations, is on the same scale as their annual operating budget. It is not tied to 

specific programming or projects, which makes it a much more flexible form of support than the funding 

that most organizations are accustomed to receiving from institutional funders. And it is conferred by a 

foundation that the awardees hold in great esteem.  

Yet we came away from our conversations with both internal Foundation stakeholders and awardees with 

a sense that the MacArthur Award is leaving on the table the potential for deeper and more profound 

impact on the institutional strength and long-term sustainability of awardee organizations. There are two 

key factors that contribute to our thinking in this regard. 

The prescribed uses of the award, and the way those uses are operationalized, suggest an implicit 

vision of the path to organizational sustainability—one which we and many Foundation staff see as 

relatively narrow, and which can seem at odds with the more comprehensive notion of strength and 

sustainability that program officers (and organizations) have in mind. The stated goals for the 

MacArthur Award are very general: the award is meant to recognize exceptional organizations for their 

work and to ensure their sustainability into the future. Yet while the goals are general, the architecture of 

the award is much more specific, requiring organizations to allocate at least 80% of the award to one of 



 
 

2. 

four purposes: an endowment, a cash or operating reserve, a venture or innovation fund, or a real estate 

purchase. In practice, the funds are used even more narrowly than those potential choices suggest, with 

the majority of organizations selecting a cash reserve or a real estate purchase. Moreover, the funds 

allocated toward a cash reserve or venture fund must be replenished if they’re drawn on, though in 

practice, relatively few organizations replenish those funds (especially if they’d been allocated to a 

venture fund).  

In our view, these requirements for how the award can be used strongly suggest a very specific, though 

implicit, vision for what MacArthur believes leads to sustainability and what institutional strength looks 

like, with access to protected resources as the key factor that contributes to sustainability and strength. A 

number of internal stakeholders challenged this assumption, however, suggesting that the award’s 

structure minimizes the importance of having adequate working capital to operate from a position of 

strength and ignores the reality that most nonprofits have very limited access to resources they can invest 

in the critical organizational infrastructure they feel necessary to operate as effectively, efficiently, and 

sustainably as possible.  

We agree, believing that sustainability requires much more than access to resources necessary to 

weather a crisis. This is not to say that establishing and maintaining an endowment or reserve is 

unimportant; but we also believe that sustainability may sometimes require organizations to evolve their 

“business models” to changing circumstances, and that this evolution often requires change capital. The 

organizations we observed getting the most out of the MacArthur Award were those that were using the 

award as a form of change capital to transform their structure or programming mix in ways that set them 

up for greater sustainability (though that typically meant that they weren’t fulfilling the requirement to 

replenish funds). In other cases, we observed organizations which, though undoubtedly better off than if 

they had not received the MacArthur Award, remain stuck in ways of doing business that they know are 

unsustainable and for whom opportunities to become more sustainable are imaginable but remain just 

out of reach. For these organizations, we question whether they are truly made more sustainable by 

gaining access to a reserve so that they can survive a potential crisis than they would be if they used at 

least some of those funds to transition to a business model that is inherently less prone to crisis.   

We also believe that building capacity in fundamental areas like leadership, human relations, 

communications, development, and technology are essential to the healthy functioning of nonprofit 

organizations—not luxuries that take time, energy, and resources away from the programming work (as 

many nonprofit leaders sometimes feel). Even in organizations that are as programmatically excellent as 

the MacArthur Awardees, the organizational “muscles” associated with infrastructure are often much 

weaker than those associated with their core programs. Many of the organizations we spoke with, and a 

non-trivial proportion of survey respondents, saw the 20% of the MacArthur Award that they could spend 

on infrastructure as an essential part of what made the award valuable to them. There may be even more 

value that could be derived from allowing a greater proportion of the award to be invested in these areas. 

The proposal process isn’t designed to foster the kind of considered, strategic, fresh deliberation that 

many organizations need to identify what it would take for them to achieve sustainability. While the 

unexpected and unplanned for nature of the award makes it more psychically meaningful for many 
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organizational leaders, it also means that nominees don’t necessarily go into the proposal process with a 

clear vision for how they want to or could use the award. Organizations are not always sure that they 

know how best to deploy these resources to maximize their strength and sustainability and the proposal 

period often does not provide enough time and space to figure out how best to do so.  

One of the criteria that program officers are encouraged to use in selecting potential MacArthur Award 

nominees is that they are “at a critical or strategic moment in their development,” and some program 

officers take that criterion very seriously, monitoring their portfolio for organizations that are not only at 

an inflection point in their organizational development trajectory, but which also have a clear vision for 

what they need to reach a more sustainable future. We observed that organizations that received the 

award when they were, often coincidentally, in the midst of a strategic planning process seemed best-

equipped to apply the resources in ways that helped them transition to a new structure or business 

model, or that meaningfully strengthened core organizational capabilities. Those that weren’t still 

benefitted greatly from the infusion of capital, but it seems likely that they could have benefitted even 

more if they’d gone through a more deliberate process to identify how to use the award. 

One option, of course, might be for the Foundation to make this selection criterion even stronger, 

requiring program officers to look for evidence that an organization knows what it would need to become 

more sustainable as part of the nomination process. But not only might that limit the pool of qualified 

candidates, it would also require program officers to have a level of oversight of their grantees’ inner 

workings that may be unrealistic, expertise about their financial condition that few program officers are 

trained to have, and extra time to allocate to the MacArthur Award nomination process. Instead, we 

believe that it would be more beneficial to provide organizations with resources and support (see 

Recommendation #2) to engage in a more deliberative process to identify their needs with respect to 

sustainability and to develop a plan to get there. 

With this perspective in mind, we offer the Foundation three broad strategic recommendations to 

maximize the impact of the MacArthur Award on organizational strength and sustainability: 

1. Develop and articulate a clear theory of what contributes to organizational sustainability in 

the 21
st

 century and what constitutes a strong organization, and reevaluate the current use 

guidelines in light of that theory. Whether intended or not, the award’s use guidelines suggest 

an implicit theory about what it takes for an organization to be strong and sustainable, one 

which privileges access to protected resources in order to weather potential crises. At present, 

however, that theory is unarticulated and our conversations with individual program officers 

suggest a fair amount of variation with respect to how they understand the purpose and policies 

of the award. Some may assume goals for the award that the Foundation’s leadership didn’t 

intend, allowing for the award to be operationalized in ways that don’t necessarily support the 

core vision for it. 

While this may simply mean articulating the theory that seems to underlie the current use 

categories, we believe that there’s also an important opportunity here—especially at this time of 

change for the Foundation as a whole and for the MacArthur Award—to take a fresh look at 

what the Foundation believes to be the path toward nonprofit sustainability. We observed a 
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variety of thoughtful, informed takes on sustainability throughout the Foundation; it may be 

beneficial to undertake a facilitated process to assimilate those perspectives into a clear 

“MacArthur” vision for what organizations need to be strong and sustainable in the 21
st

 century. 

Not only could such a process benefit the Foundation, it would also provide an important service 

to the field, collecting MacArthur’s expertise on nonprofit excellence into a cohesive, coherent 

body of knowledge. 

If the Foundation does articulate a more expansive notion of what contributes to sustainability, 

then it will likely be necessary to reevaluate the MacArthur Award’s use categories and 

guidelines to align them with that theory. In particular, we would encourage the Foundation to 

evaluate the following aspects of the award’s structure: 

 whether the 80/20 split between long-term sustainability purposes and other 

institutional strengthening purposes is appropriate, or whether organizations should be 

allowed to allocate a greater proportion of funds to institutional strengthening; 

 whether the four approved use categories for long-term sustainability purposes are still 

relevant or should be adapted, and whether more organizations should be guided 

toward a venture fund; 

 whether the requirement to replenish funds should remain intact, or whether it should 

be adjusted to allow organizations to draw on them for strategic investments that 

proactively make them less vulnerable to crisis. 

2. Offer nominees more guidance and complementary support to chart a path toward long-

term sustainability and institutional strength, and to develop a clear plan for how the 

MacArthur Award funds could be deployed toward those ends. Because the MacArthur Award 

is unexpected, recipient organizations don’t necessarily have a clear vision upon being 

nominated for how to use it to secure their long-term sustainability. We found that those that 

were in the midst of a strategic planning process at the time of nomination were better-

equipped to leverage the award toward a clear vision for growth or change, but others found the 

proposal process to be too short to enable truly fresh thinking. It seems to us that the 

MacArthur Award could be used much more intentionally to achieve sustainability if 

organizations were better supported in developing a plan for its use.  

This support could take many forms, and we look forward to further discussion with the 

MacArthur Award team about the potential directions to take. For instance, the Foundation 

could provide all nominees with external consultants to help them assess their organizational 

strengths and weaknesses and investigate the sustainability of their business model, and work 

with them to identify a specific plan for how to apply funds to secure their strength and 

sustainability. Or it could equip program officers with the tools and know-how to provide greater 

support to organizations as they determine how best to deploy the award—perhaps developing 

an objective assessment tool to identify organizational weaknesses and financial risk or 

customizing one of the existing assessment tools in the field. This latter approach might be best 
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if the Foundation also wants to treat the MacArthur Award process as a moment for shared 

goal-setting between the Foundation and its grantees, designed to collaboratively identify what 

the organization needs to ensure its long-term sustainability in order to boost its impact in its 

field—but it also suggests a more radical re-imagination of the relationship between Foundation 

program officers and their grantees and has big implications for the training and professional 

development of program staff. 

Either way, these supports could be incorporated into the existing proposal process. Or the 

Foundation could introduce these supports during an initial planning grant, or even after the 

award has already been made, as an initial planning process that unfolds in the first few months 

of the award period. For instance, in our work with other foundations, we’ve seen grantees 

provided with implementation planning support, from an outside consultant, after they’ve 

already been selected. This approach can work particularly well in helping organizations carve 

out time and space for a more realistic form of planning than they sometimes do during a 

proposal process, when they are naturally focused on securing the award.  

And even without implementing any of these changes, the Foundation can encourage 

organizations to engage in the activities that past awardees have found most helpful during the 

proposal process. The data collected here show that organizations have found strategic planning, 

connecting with other organizations, conducting an organizational assessment, and consulting 

with external fundraising experts to be particularly helpful. 

3. Refine the MacArthur Award reporting process to add value to internal Foundation 

stakeholders, as well as to better support organizations’ own tracking of their progress 

toward clearly defined goals. Right now, the MacArthur Award reporting process appears to 

provide minimal value to both the awardees and to the Foundation, but there seems to be an 

opportunity to refine the process to be more valuable. This may necessarily require greater 

clarity about the Foundation’s own portfolio-level goals for the award, as well as helping 

organizations to define their own specific goals for the award (see Recommendation #1). For 

instance, it may be helpful to, as part of the process of articulating the Foundation’s theory of 

sustainability, develop a logic model for the award and then to use that logic model to frame 

some key metrics or questions to track in an annual reporting process. And as part of helping 

the organizations to define their own vision of sustainability (see Recommendation #2), the 

Foundation could also provide support for organizations to create their own logic models, which 

could serve as a framework for tailored measurement that each could engage in to gauge 

progress toward their own goals over time. 

In addition to these three macro recommendations, our analysis also pointed toward three additional 

opportunities to tweak the tactical operation of the MacArthur Award. These could be implemented to 

great benefit even without the more radical change suggested by the first three recommendations. 

4. Enhance the feedback loop from those who are making the ultimate nomination decisions to 

those who make the initial recommendations, so as to foster better decision-making among 

program officers. Our interviews with internal stakeholders indicated that many program 
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officers feel disconnected from the ultimate decisions made by the senior group about which 

organizations to nominate for the MacArthur Award, and that this sense of disconnection leads 

to gamesmanship and other strategic maneuvers when program officers are deciding which 

names to put forward. Even in the absence of more clearly articulating the theory that underlies 

the MacArthur Award’s use guidelines, communicating more about the decision criteria that 

senior program leadership use may help to ensure that program officers are putting forth the 

grantees that would benefit most from the award and improve program officers’ own sense of 

investment in the MacArthur Award process. 

5. Orient awardee convenings around opportunities for substantive discussion with and 

learning from peer organizations about institutional strengthening and sustainability 

challenges, and foster a cross-cohort awardee network that can be a resource outside of 

structured convenings. The value of the awardee ceremony and/or convening has ebbed and 

flowed over the years, as the Foundation has experimented with different ways of structuring 

the event. From the awardee perspective, the convenings are most valuable when they serve as 

an opportunity to gather with different kinds of organizations to learn how they’re handling 

common nonprofit challenges. We recommend making such peer sharing and discussion the 

explicit purpose of the awardee convenings, using them to develop a peer learning community 

that organizations can turn to work through the thorny challenges associated with working 

toward long-term sustainability and investing in organizational strength. (We understand that 

such support has been offered in the most recent years of the award; the survey data do not 

indicate whether the convening was more valued in these years because of these supports, 

however, partly because of the small sample size in each year and partly because our survey 

questions weren’t designed to assess the value of individual components of the convening.) And 

because so many organizations are interested in learning from MacArthur Awardees who are at 

other points in the process, the Foundation should consider developing a more structured 

“alumni” network that exists outside of formal convenings. 

6. Continue to provide the video as a public relations support, but also consider offering 

supports that build lasting communications capacity within organizations. Communicating 

with and engaging the public is one of the institutional capabilities that are often 

underdeveloped in nonprofit organizations, and so MacArthur Awardees appreciated that the 

award included complementary public relations supports. Though building lasting 

communications capacity hasn’t been a goal of the public relations support to date, there is an 

opportunity to adjust these supports to meet a need within many organizations. The video is a 

stand-out and should remain a part of the award; but the Foundation could also build on some 

of the less frequently used public relations supports, which showed promise with respect to 

having a lasting effect on organizations’ communications capacity. The Foundation may want to 

increase its emphasis on supports such as interview preparation or telling an organization’s 

“story,” which inherently teach organizations how to be better communicators with the public.  

 


