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S 
ocial movements are powerful drivers of change. By transcending organizational 

and issue divides, movements can achieve critical alignment of people and re-

sources—and shift culture, amass political power and advance concrete wins.  At 

the same time, movements make extraordinary demands of their leaders—and of the 

grantmakers who support them.  

Today’s social movements, like the world in which they operate, are complex, intercon-

nected, and buffeted by constant change. In this turbulent environment, traditional rules 

of organizational development may not apply. Instead, leaders at all levels must adapt 

and innovate, developing new approaches to capacity building, leadership development, 

strategy and more.  
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T 
o understand how leaders are adapting to work in movements, 

the Management Assistance Group (MAG) launched the Net-

work Leadership Innovation Lab*—a multi-year program of 

dialogue, analysis, and active learning.  The Lab convenes social change 

leaders and other practitioners to advance our shared knowledge about 

leading at the nexus of organizations, networks and movements. The 

Lab stimulates innovative thinking and experimentation; captures and 

shares learning; and identifies ways to support and strengthen the 

work.  

While the work of the Lab is ongoing, it has already produced a wealth 

of intriguing questions and insights—and identified some promising 

practices. Here, we share some preliminary learnings gleaned from the 

Lab as well as from MAG’s client work and from relevant social sci-

ence—and explore their implications for grantmakers. The next step is 

to work closely with pairs of funders and grantees to explore what 

works—and doesn’t—in the movement funding space. Through this 

work, we aim to gain a deeper understanding of “complex adaptive 

philanthropy” –funding practices that support the promises and de-

mands of social movements. 

Preliminary Learnings 

Movements are ecosystems.  

In the natural sciences, an ecosystem is defined as a community of or-

ganisms interacting with their environment to create a system of inter-

dependent relationships. It is an apt metaphor for social movements. 

Like ecosystems in nature, movements are: 

Diverse. Movements contain many actors—individuals, organiza-

tions, funders, networks, policymakers, cultural figures—with 

many different kinds of assets and capabilities. Even the seemingly 

smallest players are vital to the system’s function.  

Interconnected. Actors in a movement ecosystem are profoundly 

connected, often depending on one another in symbiotic ways. 

Distributed.  Leadership and agency is distributed throughout a 

movement—often in nested hierarchies—rather than concentrated at 

the top.    

Non-linear. All of the important functions of a movement—such as 

advocacy work, relationship-building and power-shifting—are 

shaped by complex feedback loops. Linear logic models fail to cap-

ture that complexity. 

Self-organizing. Movements arise spontaneously from prevailing 

conditions; they cannot be manufactured. 

“We have been talking about 
what it takes for leaders to 
operate in these complex 
adaptive systems and the 
constraints funders have.  
What we need is ‘complex 
adaptive philanthropy.’”  
 

—MAG Senior Consultant 
Mark Leach, reflecting on a 

Lab-sponsored funder dialogue  
 
 
 
“[We’re] in a time of such 
enormous transition and 
change…. [it requires] being 
flexible. So that’s part of it—
really figuring out how you 
can shape an organizational 
culture around that.”  

—Lab participant 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lab participants Rea Carey, 
of National Gay and Lesbian 
Task Force, and Sarita Gupta 
of Jobs With Justice. 
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* For more information about MAG’s Network Leadership Innovation Lab, visit: http://networkleadership.org/ or contact Elissa Perry: 

eperry@magmail.org  

mailto:eperry@magmail.org
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Dynamic. With diverse actors and complex interrelationships, 

movements are in constant flux.  No one can predict—let alone con-

trol— the future of a movement ecosystem.    

 

Movements contain systems within systems. 
In nature, at every level, there are systems within systems—from the 

tiniest single-celled organism to the universe as a whole. While each 

system is distinct, it is also open to influence from above and below.  

This is true in movements, as well.  Movement “subsystems” include 

individuals, organizations and networks. And there are “supersystems”: 

cross-movement networks working at the intersections of our traditionally 

defined movements. In these nested systems, each level informs and 

influences the others; transformative change can come from any level.  

Therefore, movement actors need to be mindful of other levels when 

making choices, anticipating consequences and considering the time 

horizon for their work. In complex systems such as movements, the 

nested hierarchies go on almost infinitely. While it is impossible to fully 

comprehend such a system, it is essential to remain mindful of its ever-

shifting dynamics.  

 

Movement ecosystems disrupt traditional  
structures and processes. 
Social movements hold the promise of increased scope and scale – the 

opportunity to transform our cultural norms, systems and policy infra-

structure. But they also disrupt our understanding of how to achieve 

those goals, at several levels: 

For individual leaders, there is difficulty inherent in complexity 

and dynamism. It is not enough to understand the system one is 

operating within at the moment; one must also pay attention to sys-

tems above and below. Change is constant and leadership emerges 

from many actors.  This requires leaders to: let go of a reliance on 

command-and-control management; understand one’s own 

strengths and limitations; develop and rely on others; and embrace 

interdependence. 

Organizations find that traditional concepts of organizational de-

velopment are insufficient and even problematic in movement eco-

systems.  For example: 

Strategy development is challenging, because it is virtually 

impossible for any single organization within a movement 

to predict and control all the factors that catalyze systemic 

change.  Yet, without an overarching strategic direction, 

organizations can dissipate energy and resources.    

“It’s the ability to have a 
sense of an organization’s 
particular contribution and 
to hold that with real 
authority and certainty and 
at the same time recognize 
that that is a tiny piece of all 

of what’s needed.”  

—Social justice leader 
interviewed for Lab case study 

 

“Good movements force 

leadership to re-evaluate 

new perspectives, consider 

fresh ideas, and challenge 

old ways.  We have to fight – 

this is the messy part of it.  

The very innovation that 

starts well and gets 

established can get in the 

way. Upheaval is good.” 

—Social justice leader 
interviewed for Lab case study 

 

“It all comes to movement 

awareness being primary 

and your own organization’s 

role and niche being tactical.  

Success relies on folks not 

positioning themselves vis a 

vis others but positioning 

the movement and seeing 

what lever to pull.” 

—Social justice leader 
interviewed for Lab case study 

 

  



Boards: Traditionally, a nonprofit board sets strategic direc-

tion, which is implemented by the staff. However, as more 

strategy development takes place at the network level and as 

leaders learn to operate in increasingly complex movement 

contexts, the role of the board becomes less clear. Moreover, 

where boards seek to protect and sustain organizations with-

out understanding the broader ecosystem, they can uninten-

tionally undermine movement-building efforts. 

Management poses dilemmas for executive directors in 

movement organizations, who are pulled in several direc-

tions. In the movement space, they are called on to develop 

analysis and vision, build external relationships, and align 

efforts and resources—all while adaptively managing the 

internal functioning of their own organizations.  

 Cross-movement and movement networks must learn to navigate 

significant differences in power, worldview and approach to create 

shared vision and impact.  While networks are not movements, 

movements need networks to play critical functions in the broader 

movement context.  To do so requires a new array of mindsets and 

behaviors including balancing the autonomy of individual mem-

bers with the need for collective action and accountability, and 

maintaining transparency and engagement while rapidly respond-

ing to changing conditions. 

 

Social justice leaders are innovating to 
seize  movement opportunities. 

The turbulence and promise of movements are 

inspiring a burst of innovation among advo-

cates for social justice. At every level, advo-

cates are asking new questions and pioneering 

new approaches. For example, movement-

oriented organizations are: 

Establishing a clear vision and compelling 

values while constantly analyzing the context 

of their work, aligning with others in their 

movement and networks, and adjusting strate-

gies, tactics and scale accordingly. 

Expanding notions of what it means to lead in a movement context 

by replacing traditional, top-down hierarchies with other, more 

adaptive forms of leadership appropriate for complex systems. 

 Building strategic interdependent relationships with others 

throughout their movement ecosystem—including funders—by 

establishing trust, relying on one another’s contributions and ap-

preciating their real constraints. 

“There’s a tension between 

building organizations and 

building movement…that 

leaders sit with. Awareness 

of that tension is really 

important; the ability to be 

fairly transparent about that 

tension with one’s own 

organization, with one’s own 

board, with one’s own 

members…” 

—Social justice leader 
interviewed for Lab case study 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Darlene Nipper of the 
National Gay and Lesbian 
Task Force, at a Lab 
convening. 
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Forging networks linked by shared culture and values, in which all 

participants contribute to impact and help manage ongoing ten-

sions. 

 Creating fluid, frequently evolving, nimble structures where 

needed and learning to operate with increased ambiguity. 

Movements disrupt traditional ideas about philanthropy. 

For grantmakers, movements offer the chance to dramatically scale up 

the impact of their funding over time. But supporting movements as 

they develop is exponentially more complex than funding discrete or-

ganizations and projects. For example: 

Outcomes. Success in movements cannot always be predicted or 

easily measured, testing the limits of traditional outcome-based 

funding. 

Risk. Given their diversity of structures, leaders and potential out-

comes—and the dynamic, ever-changing environment in which 

they operate—movements require funders and their grantees to 

embrace new levels of uncertainty and risk. Yet individual program 

officers are often under institutional pressure to limit risk. 

Scope. Funding institutions typically operate in silos, with separate 

program officers for issues such as health, environment, and repro-

ductive choice. But movements build power by working at the in-

tersections of a range of issues and constituencies—requiring pro-

gram officers and foundations to expand their scope and think 

more holistically. 

Leadership. Funders seek to identify and cultivate leaders, but 

leadership in movements can be difficult to spot. Unlike the 

“heroic,” highly visible leaders of traditional nonprofits, movement 

leaders may remain in the background, enabling others to shine.  

 

Funders are adapting to the movement context. 

Funders are also adapting and innovating to seize the opportunities 

movements present. Their innovations, which we have termed 

“complex adaptive philanthropy,” include shifts in thinking and prac-

tice. These include: 

Developing new measures of success that allow for greater experi-

mentation and risk taking. 

Building institutional and personal capacity to manage complexity. 

Funding convening, relationship-building and reflection as 

needed by movement leaders. 

Allowing grantees greater flexibility to adjust strategy and seize 

opportunity. 

“The current funding regime 
results in funding things big 
enough to measure but not 

big enough to matter.”   

—Lab participant 

 

 

Gustavo Torres of CASA de 
Maryland and Kierra 
Johnson of Choice USA at a 

Lab convening. 

 

 

“There needs to be a really 

delicate mutual learning 

between the grantee and the 

grantor with both sides 

really being open to learning 

from the other side.” 

—Lab participant 
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Promoting movement-level approaches among funder colleagues. 

Encouraging holistic, interdisciplinary approaches within one’s own founda-

tion. 

More broadly, complex adaptive philanthropy calls on grantmakers to:  

See yourself as part of the movement ecosystem, and understand the many dimensions 

of your power and its interconnection to that of others. 

Understand the movement’s web of relationships and power dynamics—and 

tread carefully. 

Build trusting relationships with grantees and other movement actors, based on 

honesty about one another’s assets and constraints. 

Avoid letting your constraints become the movement’s constraints. 

Release yourself from expectations of predictability and control, focus on sup-

porting the best set of conditions for the work. 

Fund for the long term. 

Embrace change, without becoming unduly attached to particular types of 

structures or approaches. 

 

 

Some reading that stimulates our thinking 

 

Allison, M., Misra, S., and Perry, E., “Doing More with More: Putting Shared Leadership into Prac-

tice,” Nonprofit Quarterly, July 23, 2011.  

Garvey-Berger, J., Changing on the Job: Developing Leaders for a Complex World (Stanford: Stan-

ford Business Books, 2011) 

Gunderson, L. and Holling, C.S., Panarchy: Understanding Transformations in Human and Natural 

Systems (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2002) 

Heifetz, R. et. al. Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and Tactics for Changing Your Organiza-

tion and the World (Cambridge: Harvard Business Review Press, 2009) 

Katcher, R., “Unstill Waters: The Fluid Role of Networks in Social Movements,” Nonprofit Quarterly, 

2010, Summer, 52-59. 

Kegan, R., In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-

sity Press, 1994) 

Leach, M. and Mazur, L., “Creating Culture: Promising Practices of Successful Movement Net-

works,” Nonprofit Quarterly, forthcoming.  

Management Assistance Group, Movement Network Leader Case Studies: Sarita Gupta; Eveline 
Shen; Gustavo Torres, (Washington, DC: MAG, 2012 and 2013) http://networkleadership.org/lab-

publications/ 
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Masters, B. and Osborn, T., “Social Movements and Philanthropy: How Foundations Can Support 

Movement Building,” The Foundation Review, 2010, Vol. 2:2. 

Movement Strategy Center, Movement Pivots: Five Steps to Collective Impact & Transformative 

Social Change (Oakland: Movement Strategy Center, 2013) 

McAndrews, C., Kunreuther, F., and Bronznick, S., Structuring Leadership: Alternative Models for 
Distributing Power and Decisionmaking in Nonprofit Organizations (New York: Building Move-

ment Project, 2011) 

Monitor Institute and Grantmakers for Effective Organizations, Catalyzing Networks for Social 

Change: A Funder’s Guide (San Francisco: Diana, 2011) 

Snowden, David J. and Boone, Mary E., “Leader’s Framework for Decision Making,” Harvard 

Business Review, 2007, 85(11), 68-76. 

Wei-Skillern, J., Silver, N., Heitz, E., Cracking the Network Code: Four Principles for Grantmakers 

(Washington, DC: Grantmakers for Effective Organizations, 2013) 

Wei-Skillern, J. “The networked nonprofit,” Stanford Social Innovation Review, 2008, Spring,  

38-43. 

Wheatley, M. Leadership and the New Science: Discovering Order in a Chaotic World (San Fran-

cisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2006) 

Zemsky, B. and Mann, D. “Building Organizations in a Movement Moment,” Social Policy, 2008, 

Spring/Summer. 

Network Leadership Innovation 
Lab participants at a convening, 

October 2013. 
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May Boeve, 350.org 

Phil Aroneanu, 350.org 

Gustavo Torres, CASA de Maryland 

Virginia Kase, CASA de Maryland 

Vincent Pan, Chinese for Affirmative Action 

Jenny Lam, Chinese for Affirmative Action 

Kierra Johnson, Choice USA 

Mari Schimmer, Choice USA 

Eveline Shen, Forward Together 

Moira Bowman, Forward Together 

Sarita Gupta, Jobs With Justice 

Erica Smiley, Jobs With Justice 

Dana Kaplan, Juvenile Justice Project of Louisiana 

Jolon McNeil, Juvenile Justice Project of Louisiana 

Rea Carey, National Gay and Lesbian Taskforce 

Darlene Nipper, National Gay and Lesbian Taskforce 

Tracy Sturdivant, State Voices 

Cietta Kiandoli, State Voices 

 

MAG Staff 

Elissa Perry, Network Catalyst 

Robin Katcher, Managing Director 

Mark Leach, Senior Consultant 

Natasha Winegar, Program Associate 

 

Advisors 

Kenneth Bailey, Design Studio for Social Innovation 

Michael Bell, InPartnership 

Jennifer Garvey Berger, Cultivating Leadership 

 

 

L. David Brown, Harvard University 

Adrienne Maree Brown, Consultant 

Liz Butler, Consultant 

Cynthia Chavez, LeaderSpring 

Allison Fine, Author and Speaker 

Catherine Fitzgerald, Coach 

Michelle Gislason, CompassPoint 

Kent Glenzer, Monterey Institute for International Studies 

Gita Gulati-Partee, OpenSource Leadership Strategies 

June Holley, Network Weaver 

Taj James, Movement Strategy Center 

Keith Johnston, Cultivating Leadership 

Stacy Kono, Rockwood Leadership Institute 

Frances Kunreuther, Building Movement Project 

Barbara Masters, Consultant 

Stephanie McAuliffe, formerly David and Lucile Packard Foundation 

Linda Nguyen, Alliance for Children and Families and MAG board 

member 

Heather Peeler, Grantmakers for Effective Organizations 

Sheryl Petty, Consultant 

john a. powell, Kirwan Institute and University of California, Berkeley 

Claire Reinelt, Leadership Learning Community 

Gibrán Rivera, Interaction Institute for Social Change 

Shira Saperstein, The Moriah Fund and MAG board member 

Geno Schnell, Schnell Management Consulting 

Mikaela Seligman, Independent Sector 

Jidan Terry-Koon, Movement Strategy Center 

Marissa Tirona, CompassPoint 

Jodie Tonita, Social Transformation Project 

Jane Wei-Skillern, University of California, Berkeley and Stanford 

University 
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About the Management Assistance Group 

The Management Assistance Group (MAG) strengthens visionary social justice organizations, leaders and networks to create a more just 
world. To those ends, we develop innovative approaches to capacity building; conduct research on critical organizational issues faced by our 
clients; and share our insights with the social justice sector and the nonprofit organizational development field.  

Over three decades, we have worked in partnership with more than 1,000 local, state, national, and international organizations, lead-
ers, networks, and funders of varying size and focus.  We help our clients develop powerful strategies for change, and build the clarity 
of purpose and effectiveness they need to achieve their goals.  

Our work supports individual leaders and organizations, as well as larger multi-organization efforts and movements. This multi-level 
perspective informs our ability to help clients with strategic planning, fundraising, adjusting to growth and change, managing people, 
organizational restructuring, board development, coalition building and more. Our diverse team of consultants combines knowledge of 
organizational development with a deep understanding of the strategies organizations use to advance social justice.  

 

Management Assistance Group  I  1155 F Street NW, Suite 1050 Washington, DC 20004 
Phone (202) 659-1963 | Fax (866) 403-6080 | mag@magmail.org  I  http://www.managementassistance.org/ 
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