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Do you want to increase the impact of your nonprofit organization? What if the way to do 
this was through developing powerful relationships with individuals and organizations 
outside of your own? Part 1 of this article will explore recent research by Heather McLeod 
Grant and Leslie R. Crutchfield on the key practices used by high-impact nonprofit 
organizations. Part 2 will explore the skills necessary to develop and sustain powerful 
partnerships that result in high impact. Are you asking yourself what can we only do 
together that we can’t do alone? If not, now may be a good time to start. 

McLeod and Crutchfield’s findings were published this fall. There were cover stories on the 
findings in both the Fall 2007 Stanford Social Innovation Review and the October 4, 2007 
Chronicle of Philanthropy. Their book Forces for Good describes their findings in more 
detail.  

Partnering is the Key to High Impact  

They found that the key to creating high-impact nonprofit organizations is working with 
partners outside of the organization. Collaboration, and not competition, is the root of 
success and high impact. Competition is currently the predominant mindset or paradigm in 
the social sector. Nonprofits see themselves as competing with others for what are perceived 
as “scarce” resources. These resources are predominantly government, foundation, and 
corporate funding, and to a lesser extent individual donors. The question driving the behavior 
of organizations competing is, “How can we be better than others?” However, Grant and 
Crutchfield found that partnering for high impact requires a different question, one such as 
“How can we be better WITH others?” 

 

 

 

 



Six Practices of High-Impact Nonprofits  

What follows is a brief description of the six practices that were used by the 12 high-impact 
nonprofits they studied, all of whom answered the question “How can we become better 
together?” 

Serve and Advocate. Partnering with others was essential to doing both of these well and led 
to high impact.  

Make Markets Work. By partnering with corporations these high-impact nonprofits were able 
to shift corporate practices and work jointly with businesses toward a social good. Many also 
operated earned income ventures which provide stable funding for their work. 

Inspire Evangelists. By connecting people with a way to act on their passions, high-impact 
nonprofits generated powerful and enthusiastic supporters who recruited others.  

Nurture Nonprofit Networks. These nonprofits helped their peers succeed by continuously 
asking how they could help others benefit from their own organization’s strengths and 
knowledge, and this resulted in increased value for all. 

Master the Art of Adaptation. Constantly assessing the results of their actions, gathering 
input from a wide group, and applying what they learned in a meaningful way led to high 
impact. 

Share Leadership. Strong leadership was present in these nonprofits who had strong a.) 
Executive Directors, b.) seconds in commands, and c.) boards. Their benches are deep, 
which allows for collective leadership to emerge and promotes sustainability. 

Efficiency is Not a Path to High Impact  

One of the most important findings in Grant and Crutchfield’s research seems almost counter 
intuitive. Efficiency is not a path to high impact. This may seem surprising because it means 
that much of both the conventional wisdom and the practices that are widely promoted in the 
social sector do not lead to increased impact. They found that you can’t get high impact from 
efficiency alone. 

In the last decade there has been an enormous proliferation of new nonprofits often focusing 
on a single issue. This has occurred in spite of the fact that there has been no expansion of 
government or foundation funding to support these new organizations. In fact, there has been 
a decrease in funding available to nonprofits from government agencies and foundations. 
The huge growth in single issue organizations without an increase in available funding has 
led to problems. One of the most obvious problems is that it is harder for all organizations to 
get their messages through to potential and current supporters because of all the noise. This 
can negatively affect an organization’s ability to get funding. What is the solution? Mergers 
are what are commonly touted as a solution.  



Is Focusing on Mergers the Right Solution, or is it Too Myopic?  

If by partnering you can’t do something different from what you can do on your own, then 
the only possibility is efficiency. If we are both doing something similar, we can possibly do 
it more efficiently by doing it together. This is some of the thinking behind mergers. Mergers 
can lower competition for funds, and create efficiencies in bringing money in and spending 
it. But not always. We have all seen mergers that fell apart or resulted in the creation of more 
new problems than they solved. Even if every organization did merge, if the mindset that led 
to everyone doing their own thing isn’t changed, will things be any better? What if the 
continued growth in new narrowly focused organizations is itself an indicator that the social 
sector as a whole does not have the skills necessary to partner effectively? 

What Should You Do If You Find Yourself in a Hole?  

Stop digging. Maybe a better solution is to stop digging, to stop working individually, to 
start more narrowly focused organizations and programs and to start partnering instead. If by 
working together we can do something that we couldn’t do by ourselves, then something 
more than efficiency is possible. This will require changes on everyone’s part -- the existing 
organizations who are rebuffing all interested persons that approach them with new ideas, 
and the persons who either don’t make an effort to reach out to existing players or are 
rebuffed by them and then decide to do it themselves. And most of all, funders. The way 
funding is currently distributed contributes to the lack of partnering. Asking people to 
partner to get grants is NOT a solution. All that does is give people skills in dividing up pots 
of money to fund new and unsustainable programs. 

How do you partner with others in a way that creates high impact rather than just efficiency? 
What value can partners add and what knowledge, skills, and attitudes do people and 
organizations need to move beyond efficiency and create high-impact partnerships? These 
are the questions that will be explored in Part 2. 
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