


Replicating Success: A Funder's Perspective
Introduction


One of the greatest ironies of the nonprofit sector lies in the fact that, despite a growing emphasis on outcomes, performance measurement, and effectiveness, organizations that actually possess high-performing models rarely replicate them beyond their immediate geographic locale. Volumes have been written about what works—in education, chronic homelessness, youth development, violence prevention—yet as Jeffrey Braddach, co-founder and managing partner of The Bridgespan Group, notes in a 2003 Stanford Social Innovation Review article, the nonprofit sector is comprised of “cottage enterprises—thousands upon thousands of programs, each operating in a single neighborhood, in a single city or town.” There are a handful of notable exceptions—YouthBuild, Big Brothers/Big Sisters, the Nurse Family Partnership, to name a few organizations that have replicated successfully—but these simply underscore the fact that the nonprofit sector is caught in a chronic cycle of reinventing the wheel.

The economic logic of replication is unimpeachable. Since many back-office functions can be centralized, replication offers lower cost structures. Organizations can invest more in research, program development, and evaluation as costs are spread among different sites. And having a national reach potentially gives organizations more sway with policymakers, ideally leading to systemic changes in public policy and funding. 

So if we know what works and the economics make sense, why don’t more nonprofits try to replicate their work in other cities—and why don’t foundations encourage them to do so? 
Part of the answer lies in the fact that philanthropic capital markets aren’t structured to support replication. National funders tend to eschew “retail” programs at the local level, while local funders tend to focus on programs, ideas, and innovations that are endemic to their cities or regions—and consequently pay scant attention to other areas. And both local and national funders often prefer to fund new programs instead of scaling up the existing enterprises. On the other hand, there are also significant operational and strategic issues that growing nonprofits must contend with as they expand into new regions. How do “outside” nonprofits position themselves in the local service landscape? How do they develop relationships with local funders, policymakers, and fellow service providers? How do they overcome resistance from funders or service providers who may see the new organization as a threat? How do they overcome the practical challenges of opening a new office—finding office space and attracting local talent, and helping new staff members overcome the day-to-day isolation?

This case study examines the role local funders can play in helping a high-performing nonprofit take root and grow in a new market. In 2003, Blue Ridge Foundation New York helped launch the Taproot Foundation NYC, a local division of the Taproot Foundation. Headquartered in San Francisco, the Taproot Foundation provides high-quality, professional consulting services to nonprofits in the form of Service Grants for pro bono projects in marketing, human resources, information technology, strategy management, and facilities design. By 2008, the Taproot Foundation NYC developed into the city’s leading provider of pro bono professional services. With a budget of $970,000 and six staff members, the Taproot Foundation NYC has over 540 volunteers per year. But its real impact has been felt among New York City nonprofits. 

In its first 5 years, the Taproot Foundation NYC has provided over $12.9 million worth of pro bono consulting services to 255 nonprofits. 



Beyond the monetary value of these projects, grantees have been consistently satisfied with their project outcomes: In 2008, 97% of New York City nonprofit grantees agreed that the Service Grant deliverables strengthened their infrastructures, while 93% agreed that the Service Grant had a significantly positive impact on their management or governance capabilities. Ninety-two percent of grantees were satisfied with the final deliverable, and 90% were satisfied with their volunteer team.

Strategic Opportunism: Importing Effective Organizations

In 2003, after two years of running successfully in San Francisco, the Taproot Foundation was testing a couple of pilot projects in New York, with an eye towards opening a new office. As opportunity would have it, Blue Ridge’s in-house designer had signed on as a project volunteer with the Taproot Foundation, and he encouraged Matt Klein, Blue Ridge’s executive director, to meet with Aaron Hurst, the Taproot Foundation’s founder and executive director. 

The two hit it off immediately. Hurst explained the Taproot Foundation model and outlined his plans for opening a New York office. Soon, Hurst and Klein were discussing what a partnership between the two organizations might look like. “I met with Matt for an hour, and he was like, ‘Yep, let’s do it,’” Hurst said. “It was the quickest feedback time I’ve had from any of our 100 partners.”

Klein was drawn to the Taproot Foundation for three main reasons. First, he liked the Taproot Foundation’s competitive advantage over other providers of pro bono services. “A lot of people talk about trying to tap the skills and talents of private-sector volunteers, but few efforts do it well,” Klein said. “What set Taproot Foundation apart was their model to ensure quality execution.” Too often, he continued, pro bono engagements are undermined by poor project management. “Goals and deliverables are squishy and there’s a sense that since it is pro bono it doesn’t demand timely attention. Taproot Foundation is very structured—that’s the difference. There’s no opportunity to be loosey-goosey.” 

Second, the Taproot Foundation’s focus on building nonprofit capacity aligned with Blue Ridge’s mission. “I really liked that the Taproot Foundation was trying to think about capacity building in new and thoughtful ways,” Klein noted. “We’re trying to do that too, and I thought having the Taproot Foundation in our portfolio would create some synergy among our grantees. Our other grantees could benefit from their services. ” 

Finally, the Taproot Foundation offered Blue Ridge an opportunity to extend its reach among New York City nonprofits. The Taproot Foundation NYC’s business plan called for the organization to award 30 Service Grants in 2004, ramping up to 120 in 2007. During the same period, Taproot Foundation NYC’s volunteer base would grow from 300 to 1,200. “We work directly with only a handful of new grantees each year, so working with the Taproot Foundation is a way for us to lend indirect support to a larger number of organizations in New York City.” Klein said.

The Blue Ridge Foundation offered the Taproot Foundation an initial grant of $25,000 to support expansion in New York City. (Blue Ridge’s support would ultimately total $370,000 with a peak of $100,000 per year in 2005 and 2006 before tapering off to $25,000 in 2008 as the Taproot Foundation NYC grew and diversified its funding.) In addition to monetary support, Blue Ridge provided the infrastructure that enabled the Taproot Foundation NYC to be successful in its first several years: office space, IT and phone support, access to summer interns, help with marketing materials, and assistance with a myriad other projects.



Incubating Expansion: Replicating What Works

From the Taproot Foundation’s perspective, Blue Ridge offered a unique blend of financial and non-financial support that allowed the organization to get established firmly and quickly in New York City. As a funder, Blue Ridge specializes in supporting start-up nonprofits, helping to launch a few new organizations each year. 

In addition to receiving financing from Blue Ridge, portfolio nonprofits also get office space, back-office support, and management assistance. This “incubator” approach gives fledgling nonprofits the comprehensive support they need to develop into independent organizations. 

Equally important, the model offers a network of peer organizations that can extend each other’s reach through partnerships, collaboration, and shared learning.

Blue Ridge’s incubator model turned out to be uniquely suited to the Taproot Foundation’s needs. As an organization with a more established home office in San Francisco, the Taproot Foundation brought more to the relationship than a typical start up—specifically, a service model with proven results and economies of scale that could only be achieved at a larger size. Yet, many of the local office’s needs were common to any other start up: seed funding, office space, a professional community, and operational support.

Like any start-up nonprofit, Taproot Foundation NYC faced the challenge of raising money and building relationships with local funders. Blue Ridge played several important roles in the Taproot Foundation’s fundraising efforts. The first was fairly straight forward: Blue Ridge introduced the Taproot Foundation to other local funders. According to Hurst, Blue Ridge’s imprimatur gave other foundations the confidence they needed to support the Taproot Foundation. “Matt really helped us close initial funding in New York City. He gave them confidence that this was something that was really solid.” Another early funder was JPMorgan Private Bank’s philanthropic arm. “They are a thought partner of ours on a number of issues. They became an early funder of the Taproot Foundation as well, in part because we found mutual comfort and support in the fact that the other was involved,” Klein said.  As a matter of general practice, Klein distributes quarterly funding updates so portfolio organizations can see who is funding their peers—and who might be a good lead for them. “The quarterly updates give you a really good idea of who to talk to,” Hurst said.

Another aspect of Blue Ridge’s value was the hands-on role it was able to play in the Taproot Foundation’s operations. Here, Blue Ridge’s support was less about building infrastructure from the ground up—as it might have done with a fledgling local organization—than about filling in the gaps where the Taproot Foundation could benefit from Blue Ridge’s local knowledge. Klein served on the Taproot Foundation NYC’s Advisory Board, where he helped the organization diversify and strengthen its relationships with funders, local corporations, and service providers. At a strategic level, Blue Ridge helped the Taproot Foundation with local issues of strategy, messaging, and relationship building. 

In other cases, Blue Ridge’s support was more hands-on. When the Taproot Foundation NYC’s first managing director moved on after one year, Klein was able to step in and reassure local funders that the Taproot Foundation NYC was still on course. 

Blue Ridge took on some operational tasks, too, like helping to draft the Taproot Foundation NYC’s local grant application and interviewing potential staff members.  For the next nine months, Hurst shuttled between San Francisco and New York so he could meet with funders and lead the hiring process. Meanwhile, James Shepard, then the vice president of programs, led programs remotely with the support of Blue Ridge and one staff member on the ground.

Blue Ridge’s portfolio nonprofits also constituted a vital professional community for the Taproot Foundation NYC’s local staff members. While having access to a professional community is important to any local organization, it was essential to the Taproot Foundation NYC. “A big part of Blue Ridge’s value was the continuity of having a home, just having someone on the ground looking out for us,” Hurst said. “When we just had one person on the ground in New York, being at Blue Ridge enabled her to be a part of social events, enjoy water cooler brainstorming, and have some company when she was working late.” 

In turn, the Taproot Foundation has been an active contributor to Blue Ridge’s community. The Taproot Foundation gave a Service Grant to iMentor, an innovative youth-mentorship group, to help overhaul its web site, making it more user-friendly and appealing to the audiences iMentor serves. And the Taproot Foundation developed a visual identity and brand strategy for Esperanza, a nonprofit that supports young people who are involved in the court system. “Blue Ridge provided this great platform for grantees to provide mutual benefits to each other,” Hurst said.

The final piece of Blue Ridge’s value added was the fact that the incubation period had an expiration date. From the outset, Blue Ridge made it clear that it would phase down its support as the Taproot Foundation NYC met its growth targets. 

“That’s how it should be,” Hurst said. “It can become a codependent relationship unless you have that deadline.” Meanwhile, the Taproot Foundation has seen steady growth in its budget, program development, and impact. The organization has had a national average of 40% growth in programs and budget every year since opening the New York City office. In the summer of 2007, the Taproot Foundation NYC moved into its own office in Manhattan. By 2011, the Taproot Foundation NYC projects that it will serve 200 projects per year. 

	Top Challenges of Replication—
And How A Local Funder Can Help Overcome Them

	Challenge
	Solution

	1. Seed Capital
	New agencies benefit from general operating support to launch programs and develop the capacity to raise ongoing funds. Multi-year support is particularly helpful. Blue Ridge provided the Taproot Foundation with a total of nearly $400,000 seed capital over five years. 

	2. Foundation Contacts
	Make introductions to foundation colleagues and others whose funding interests align with the grantee’s work.  

	3. Recruiting Local Staff
	Local partners can help an expanding organization find and vet high quality talent. 

	4. Developing Local Partners
	Grantmakers can facilitate partnerships beyond the foundation community. For example, Blue Ridge helped introduce the Taproot Foundation to key members of New York City’s corporate community, which now provides a steady stream of pro bono volunteers. 

	5. “Street Credibility”
	New organizations benefit when funders offer an explicit imprimatur of active support that extends beyond funding.

	6. Peer Support
	Connect local staff to peer colleagues. Blue Ridge’s shared space model offers instant relationships, but any foundation can help grantees exchange funding leads, ideas, and mutual support. 

	7. Setting Up an Office
	Blue Ridge grantees each receive space within the foundation’s main office, but any foundation could offer resources for stable office space, either in-kind or through a grant, and a hands-on partnership to give a big boost to a local operation.


Conclusion: Lessons Learned

With its successful replication in New York City, the Taproot Foundation gained a template it could use to expand into other cities. Since opening the New York City office in 2003, the Taproot Foundation has subsequently opened offices in Chicago, Boston, Seattle, and Washington, DC. A Los Angeles office is scheduled to open in the fall of 2008. By 2006, the Taproot Foundation had become the largest nonprofit capacity-building agency in the country, as measured by the number of clients served. To date, the organization has distributed over $27.8 million worth of pro bono services in over 600 projects. More importantly, every organization Taproot Foundation has worked with said that the Taproot Foundation strengthened their infrastructure, and 93% would recommend the Taproot Foundation to their fellow nonprofits.

“I saw replication as a viable opportunity because the Taproot Foundation was providing a service”—high-quality, pro bono volunteer opportunities—“that wasn’t being met in the market,” Klein said. Because the Taproot Foundation had a vision for multiple offices, it was able to devote fixed costs like insurance and audit resources across its sites. Likewise, it has the economies of scale to attract top talent, invest in research and development, and build robust technology and evaluation systems.

Other keys to the Taproot Foundation’s success had to do with Blue Ridge’s incubation model. Office space, management consulting, hands-on leadership by Blue Ridge’s executive team, the professional community afforded by sharing office space with other Blue Ridge grantees—these are all endemic to Blue Ridge’s funding model. “Those non-financial pieces were critical to our success,” Hurst said. “It’s not like other funders can’t provide those things—it’s just that most funders tend to be more hands-off. I felt like Blue Ridge was more of a partner, that they were really invested in our success in a way that other funders often aren’t.”

On the other hand, the Taproot Foundation and Blue Ridge are quick to note that much of their experience applies to nonprofit replication in general. Arguably the most critical general lesson, Hurst noted, was the importance of finding a champion in the funding community. “It was crucial for us to find someone who is comfortable with risk taking,” Hurst said. “Blue Ridge gave us credibility as we approached other foundations.” The Taproot Foundation and Blue Ridge were also wise to bring in other funders early on. Hurst continued, “If you get other funders involved early on, they become invested in the development of replication. That was crucial to our success.” These lessons, he noted, are something any funder should take heed of when considering funding replication.

“I felt like Blue Ridge gave us the leeway to make mistakes and learn about the pitfalls of replication before we struck out in other cities,” Hurst said. “We know what it takes to be successful, so we know what we need from our funding partners, whether they are an incubator like Blue Ridge or a more traditional foundation.” 
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ABOUT BLUE RIDGE FOUNDATION NEW YORK

Blue Ridge is a social innovation fund and operates as an incubator, identifying ideas with

high‐potential for social impact and helping transform them into institutions that demonstrate

practical, effective solutions to social problems. Its mission is to further equal opportunity

and social mobility by helping to develop strategies that connect people in high poverty

communities to the opportunities, resources, and support they need to fulfill their full potential.
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The nonprofit sector is caught in a chronic cycle of reinventing the wheel.





About the Taproot Foundation


Doing It Pro Bono—


Every year, hundreds of nonprofit organizations rely on the Taproot Foundation’s award winning Service Grant program to provide millions of dollars worth of pro bono marketing, HR, and IT consulting services that better equip them to tackle society’s toughest challenges. 


Inspiring Others to Do It Pro Bono—


The Taproot Foundation partners with corporations, universities, and trade associations to infuse the pro bono ethic into every business profession—increasing the resources available to the nonprofit sector. By 2020, the Taproot Foundation strives to have all business professionals consider pro bono work an integrated and esteemed part of their careers. 





Delivering Results—


Since 2001, the Taproot Foundation has: 


Awarded over 1,200 pro bono projects 


Supported over 900 nonprofit organizations, whose programs collectively serve over 19 million Americans in need 


Recruited over 10,000 business professionals to volunteer their skills


Delivered 350,000 hours of pro bono service


Donated $54 million worth of professional services 





Sustaining Impact—


In post-project surveys collected from the Taproot Foundation’s grantees nationally: 


93% believed their project strengthened their organization 


97% believed their project significantly boosted their infrastructure 


64% cited unexpected benefits from their project, including a significant increase in management and governance capabilities


94% would recommend the Taproot Foundation to another organization








In 2008, 97% of NYC nonprofit grantees agreed that the Service Grant deliverables strengthened their infrastructures





�“What set Taproot Foundation apart was their model to ensure quality execution. Taproot Foundation is very structured—that’s the difference. 


—Matt Klein, Executive Director, Blue Ridge Foundation New York





Is replication right?


What Blue Ridge Looks for When Supporting Replication:


In addition to the Taproot Foundation, through 2008 Blue Ridge has helped launch local New York City offices of Summer Search, College Summit, Year Up, and Citizen Schools. Here’s what Blue Ridge looks for:


The new organization will deliver unique value to the local community. Make sure that outcomes in other sites justify replication—and that the model reflects something new for the target community. Look for models that can contribute to the field locally and that offer a service not otherwise available.


Strong local leadership. People are always central to success or failure—in executing the idea, attracting other funding, building the local office—so the local executive director is critical. Ideally, the expanding organization should have a candidate in mind before replication begins, or have in place a robust process for finding a candidate.


The expanding organization has a clear rationale for replicating. The growth strategy will influence local sites, so the central office should be deliberate and strategic in why and how it plans to add new sites (as opposed, for example, to serving more people in its home area).


There is a clear model for delegating authority between local and central offices. The advantage of supporting a replication is that it can be faster and better than launching a brand new organization—but only if the central office supports local activities. There needs to be a plan for managing back-office activities, training staff, and ensuring that central managers complement and support local managers.


The expanding organization understands the local landscape and commits to partnering with local organizations. An “outside” organization should have a clear understanding of local conditions before jumping into a new market. Developing partnerships with existing agencies is a sign of savvy relationship building and an indication of community-minded spirit.








Many of the local office’s needs were common to any other start up: seed funding, office space, a professional community, and operational support.





“A big part of Blue Ridge’s value was the continuity of having a home, just having someone on the ground looking out for us,”�—Aaron Hurst, Taproot Foundation Founder





Part of the Taproot Foundation’s success in expansion lies in the fact that its model was particularly well-suited for replication








Arguably the most critical general lesson was the importance of finding a champion in the funding community.
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