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Hunger, homelessness, illiteracy, environmental degradation.  These are just some 

of the far-reaching issues that nonprofit organizations choose every day to take on.  

Given their limited resources, each must confront the question of how it can make 

real progress toward solving these major problems.  Typically, the answer lies in 

“doing what you can,” that is, narrowing the scope of the problem—often 

geographically—such that an organization can make at least some noticeable 

incremental gains, even if it means resigning itself to saving one person at a time.  

The cumulative effect of hundreds or thousands of organizations taking this 

approach can be profound in its impact on alleviating human suffering.

But some problems do not lend themselves to uncoordinated, incremental 

solutions.  Some problems are so complex or extensive in nature that such an 

approach is equivalent to trying to “boil the ocean” from a single bay.  These 

problems require a different approach, one that starts with the problem itself, its 

composition, causes and effects, and frames the work of any given organization in 

the context of the overall scale and type of interventions likely to be required to get 

the upper hand.  Organizations aspiring to take on these kinds of problems cannot 

possibly succeed acting alone; they must think carefully and strategically about 

what particular things they do—and don’t do—in order to ensure that their 

resources and capabilities are being leveraged to their fullest potential. 

Global warming, or climate change, is such a problem. (For a brief overview, see 

the Appendix, “What Is Climate Change?”)  In late 2000, the management and 

board of the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) concluded that human-

induced increases in the world’s temperature represented the single most 

significant threat to the global environment, with the potential to undermine all 

other successes that NRDC and so many other groups had worked so hard to 

achieve.  But as they formally established global warming as their main priority 

moving forward, they also faced a stark fact: While NRDC worked on many distinct 

initiatives that were at least to some extent related to climate, they had no 

overarching plan for how to deploy NRDC’s formidable capabilities and limited 

resources most powerfully to drive real progress toward a sustainable solution.
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In January 2001, NRDC retained the Bridgespan Group to help define its options 

and develop a comprehensive strategy that would position the organization to 

maximize its potential impact.  The project spanned nine months and culminated in 

the NRDC board’s approval of the Climate Center and its formal launch in the Fall 

of 2001.

The Organization

NRDC is a national leader in the environmental movement.  Founded in 1969, it 

has had significant impact on many important environmental issues, including 

leadership roles in litigation to reduce pollution and in campaigns to protect forests 

and marine habitats.

NRDC works to affect change primarily by fostering consistent enforcement of 

current environmental laws and regulations and promoting the enactment of 

productive new laws and regulations, at both the federal and state levels.  To do 

this effectively, NRDC has developed significant core capabilities in the areas of 

environmental science, knowledge of current laws and regulations, litigation, public 

policy and advocacy.  In addition, NRDC has built a membership base of some 

500,000 individuals, who provide financial and non-financial support to NRDC’s 

efforts.

In 2000, NRDC had seven formal program areas: Air & Energy, Land, International, 

Water, Urban, Nuclear, and Public Health.  Membership, communications, 

development, and special projects areas worked to support the organization as a 

whole.  NRDC had an almost $34 million budget in 2000, with over 200 staff 

members in four US offices: New York, Washington, DC, San Francisco, and Los 

Angeles.  
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Key Questions

NRDC recognized that simply affirming its commitment to climate and establishing 

a separate “climate center” would not be enough to yield success. In particular, 

there were four noteworthy questions that NRDC knew it must answer to maximize 

its potential impact:

• Which specific interventions should NRDC proactively support? Because 

climate change is by nature so highly complex a problem, with far-reaching 

impacts, multiple causes, and a seemingly endless set of potential courses of 

action relative to NRDC’s limited resources, it would be critical for NRDC to 

focus on specific, targeted courses of action that would play to its distinctive 

strengths.

• What scale of effort would be required and how could NRDC best build it?  

Climate change is truly a global problem that results from millions of 

decisions and behaviors every day.  NRDC recognized, therefore, that it 

would need to increase greatly the resources it committed to its climate 

efforts, to enlist the collaboration of other environmental organizations with 

congruent aspirations and capabilities, and to help mobilize companies, 

governments, and multilateral institutions.

• How should NRDC accommodate the political realities inherent in the 

problem?  Climate change was politically controversial and poorly 

understood by the American people.  Consequently, the actual course of 

events inevitably would be shaped by forces that no organization could 

completely anticipate or control.  As NRDC was a seasoned player of 

Washington’s “inside game,” it knew that this issue would require an 

unusually high level of realism and flexibility in planning and executing its 

strategies.

• How should NRDC structure and manage its climate team to maximize 

effectiveness while minimizing internal cultural issues? NRDC was originally 

designed around the concept of a public interest law firm and had historically 
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maintained a decentralized, entrepreneurial organization and culture.  A 

program designed around a particular problem, intended to achieve specific 

goals and solutions would pose challenges that needed to be carefully 

thought through to minimize risks of “organ rejection.”

Critical Interventions for NRDC

While global warming is very complex in many ways, notably its science and the 

practical challenge of changing human behavior, it is in some other respects fairly 

simple.  As noted in the appendix, global warming is a function of the accumulation 

in the atmosphere of “greenhouse gases” which trap heat. The amount of carbon 

dioxide and other greenhouse gases introduced into the atmosphere is

measurable to a high degree of accuracy, which facilitates both tracing the gases 

to their sources and tracking progress on the problem.  Further, although carbon 

dioxide emissions come from many different sources, approximately 70 percent

result from the burning of fossil fuels related to just two activities: electric power 

generation and transportation, particularly the operation of automobiles.  Clearly, 

any efficient effort to focus resources for maximum impact would begin by 

concentrating on efforts to control carbon dioxide emissions in these two arenas.

Even given this clarity on the sources of the problem, possibilities for intervention 

are numerous.  An organization might attempt to influence consumer behavior, for 

instance, or put direct pressure on corporations and industries that produce 

significant amounts of greenhouse gas.  However, the relevant options for 

intervention by any organization will usually be a function of three things:

• What the organization intends to achieve—its objective for impact;

• The organization’s distinctive capabilities;

• The relative impact potential of alternative courses of action.
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OBJECTIVES

In order to determine which activities and interventions are most powerful, an 

organization must clearly define its objectives.  For, as the cliché goes, if you don’t 

know where you’re going any road will get you there. In this case, NRDC had a 

very clear idea of its ultimate goal relative to climate change: nothing less than 

safe, sustainable levels of carbon in the atmosphere.  Articulating its goal in this 

way represented a new approach for NRDC.  Traditionally, the organization had 

sought to make progress on large problems by applying its resources and talents 

to make progress against a point of departure, the status quo.  With climate, NRDC 

resolved to start its strategy development differently—by envisioning the point of 

arrival.

While NRDC senior management felt that the organization could be a key player in 

the environmental community’s efforts to realize this ambitious objective, they 

recognized that reaching the goal would be a long-term proposition. Accordingly, 

NRDC and Bridgespan developed a specific sequence of policy objectives 

spanning well over a decade that would serve to focus NRDC’s efforts and track 

the organization’s progress toward its ultimate goal.

DISTINCTIVE CAPABILITIES

In order to understanding NRDC’s core capabilities, the Bridgespan team 

undertook two primary pieces of analysis.  The first was an internal assessment 

that looked at the activities NRDC engaged in across the entire organization, as 

well as the specific resources and activities devoted to climate change.  The 

second consisted of a series of interviews with policy makers, funders, industry 

players, academics, and other environmentalists in order to get their perspective 

on NRDC’s strengths and weaknesses.

This work resulted in a clear picture of NRDC as a leader among environmental 

organizations working on climate change, both in terms of resources and 

expertise.  In addition, NRDC overall enjoys a strong reputation for its track record 

of achieving results on key environmental policy and enforcement issues.  NRDC’s 
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staff are well-respected as legislative strategists, and its lawyers are known as 

skilled and tenacious litigators.  Even NRDC’s critics acknowledge that the 

organization’s positions are based on solid science and that they work to find 

solutions to problems rather than simply trying to block activities.  

To sum up, NRDC’s distinctive competencies revolve around enforcement of 

current law and advocacy for new laws and regulations, particularly at the federal 

level.  With that in mind, any strategy would focus on opportunities to take 

advantage of these core capabilities.

RELATIVE IMPACT POTENTIAL

Critical opportunities in the area of climate were informed by two pieces of 

Bridgespan analysis.  The first was an analysis of the expected impact of various 

strategic alternatives that NRDC was contemplating.  The second was an analysis 

of the various environmental agencies that were devoting resources to these 

various strategies.  The combination of impact potential and resources devoted to 

climate change issues would help NRDC determine the best use of its limited 

resources.

As stated above, because electricity generation and transportation represent the 

two largest sources of greenhouse gas, the short list of strategies evaluated by 

NRDC and Bridgespan focused on those two industries.  For each, supply-side 

and demand-side strategies were considered.  Electricity demand side refers to 

efforts to improve the efficiency of appliances and other products that use 

electricity, as well as to general conservation efforts aimed at consumers.  

Electricity supply side refers to the efficiency of plants that generate electricity, that 

is, the level of emissions per unit of power produced.  Similarly, transportation 

demand side refers to the number of miles traveled, while transportation supply 

side refers to the emissions efficiency of various modes of transportation per mile 

traveled.

For each of these strategies, the team made assumptions about what might be 

possible from a policy standpoint and what impact that policy might have on carbon 

emissions.  Then the team estimated the carbon savings expected from the 
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achievement of the goal.  From this analysis, it became clear that electricity supply 

and transportation supply represented the most promising strategies for NRDC to 

pursue. (See exhibit 1: Carbon reduction potential by strategy).

Exhibit 1: Carbon reduction potential by strategy

At the same time, the Bridgespan team worked to map the landscape of U.S. 

environmental organizations working on the four strategies that NRDC was 

considering.  (See exhibit 2: U.S. climate landscape.)  The map provided an 

estimate of the total resources devoted to these strategies, as well as a summary 

of the key players, their resources, and their primary approaches.  Although NRDC 

was quite aware of who its colleague organizations were as well as the general 

thrusts of their engagement in climate change, the map provided important insight 

into the aggregate level of resources being deployed, the relative position of each 

organization, the gaps in effort, and the key players for possible collaboration.
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Exhibit 2: U.S. climate landscape

Analysis of the major U.S. environmental organizations that devote resources to 

climate revealed that, while the landscape was highly fragmented, NRDC was a 

leader both overall and in the electricity segments.  The analysis also revealed that 

the aggregate amount of resources the organizations were devoting to climate 

change was surprisingly small (less than $50 million), especially when compared 

to the billions that industry was investing in its messages and lobbying efforts.

Building the Required Scale

Given these findings, NRDC saw a clear opportunity to drive significant progress 

on the climate issue by expanding and focusing its efforts.  At the same time, 

NRDC’s management recognized that ultimate success would hinge on the ability 

of the broader environmental community—not just NRDC—to build scale and to 
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collaborate effectively so that duplication and uncertainty were minimized.  The 

map provided NRDC with valid data to build its collaboration strategy by 

highlighting two key things: first, which organizations might complement and 

enhance NRDC’s efforts in those areas where it chose to focus directly, and 

second, which organizations were well-positioned to drive impact where NRDC did 

not intend to focus.  

As NRDC developed greater clarity with regard to its climate strategy, it also 

realized the importance of communicating with the rest of the community about the 

role that each organization might play and what each could be counted on to do.  

This would build on an existing multi-organization project that NRDC was 

managing to develop more effective public messages communicating the problem 

and solutions to global warming.  Given that neither NRDC nor the broader 

environmental community could “out-scale” industry, collaboration and open 

communication would be required to ensure that the community had sufficient 

scale to get traction and that they got the most out of their limited resources.

Regarding its own role, NRDC would focus its efforts around its core capabilities in 

legislative strategy, policy development, legislative and administrative advocacy, 

scientific accuracy, and its ability to mobilize over 500,000 members and 350,000 

e-activists.  In addition, NRDC would bolster its capabilities in other key areas such 

as communications and campaign outreach.  In total, these activities would require 

an annual budget that was three to four times larger than the resources that NRDC 

had been devoting to the climate issue.  

Finally, NRDC would nurture truly collaborative relationships with organizations 

that complemented NRDC’s unique skill set.  In the electricity arena, these 

partners would provide strategic expertise, campaign expertise, and field 

operations in key states.  In transportation, NRDC would be looking for partners to 

deliver technical expertise, grassroots operations, and access to key alliances.  
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Dealing with Political Realities

As with any environmental issue where the solution likely will involve legislation, 

NRDC’s climate work would have to address the political realities of climate 

change.  First and foremost, greenhouse gas emissions limits may have significant 

economic impacts, considering the dependence of the U.S. economy on fossil 

fuels.  In addition, although climate science has progressed significantly in recent 

years in establishing a causal connection between human activities and carbon 

dioxide emissions, some authorities remain unpersuaded.  Additionally, the general 

public’s understanding of the problem, its impacts and potential solutions is 

relatively poor, which impedes the process of developing clear consensus for 

change. 

NRDC’s strategy addressed these issues in three primary ways.  First, it built in 

explicit flexibility to modify tactics and redirect resources as circumstances might 

warrant.  For example, the core campaign strategy included targeted efforts both 

inside and outside the Beltway aimed at both the electricity and transportation 

sectors, thereby allowing NRDC enough flexibility to make progress on some 

dimensions even if others were relatively quiet.

Second, NRDC saw a need to invest in the development of an accurate, 

compelling fact base that would serve to document key aspects of the problem and 

potential solutions.  In conjunction with an effective outreach and communications 

strategy, this work would provide a platform for building consensus around the 

most critical impacts of climate change and the most effective policy alternatives.  

Third, NRDC strove to establish a sequence of very realistic timeframes and goals 

for itself.  The mission of the Climate Center was to “mobilize the public and 

political leadership in the U.S. and internationally to achieve enforceable 

reductions in the pollutants that cause global warming, sufficient to protect the 

planet from harmful climate change.”  In order to realize this ambitious mission, the 

Climate Center laid out short, medium and long-term goals that would provide a 

roadmap and allow the organization to measure its progress. (See exhibit 3: 

Primary goals.) This goal map spanned more than a decade, and provided NRDC 
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with tangible short-term goals to measure progress, while acknowledging the 

significant time and effort that would be needed to effect changes of the magnitude 

required.

Exhibit 3: Primary goals

Organizational Design and Cultural Fit

Institutionally, the Climate Center represented the first time that NRDC leadership 

had articulated a specific policy objective as an organization-wide priority.  NRDC’s 

leadership felt that progress on the climate issue would only be made through a 

focused, large-scale, efficiently managed effort.  However, they also realized that 

this represented a major cultural change for the organization, as NRDC’s staff, 

which was largely made up of senior, accomplished and well-respected 

professionals, were used to working in a non-hierarchical atmosphere in which 
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they had historically had the freedom to pursue their environmental agendas with 

minimal institutional direction.

The questions and concerns raised within NRDC fell into two broad categories, 

those specific to the climate center itself and those pertaining to relations between 

the Climate Center and other NRDC programs.  Regarding the climate center 

itself, NRDC was faced with the challenge of defining an organizational structure 

that clearly delineated roles and responsibilities as well as lines of authority and 

supervision, particularly with respect to newly-hired, relatively junior staff members. 

This would require the Climate Center’s senior team, all NRDC veterans, to take 

on responsibility for supervising and developing less seasoned staff, which 

presented two major challenges.  First, long-time NRDC staff members, though 

experts in their areas of interest, generally had little or no experience with 

managing people and organizations.  Second, most staff members were deeply 

involved in their science and advocacy work, so they were unused to devoting 

significant amounts of time to management oriented tasks.  The strategy 

addressed these challenges by clearly articulating roles and responsibilities, and 

by providing tools and techniques to support the management activities that would 

be required.

Several issues also emerged relating to the interaction between the climate center 

and the rest of NRDC.  First, some program directors were concerned that their 

programs might not get the same level of institutional attention as they were used 

to.  This could have implications for funding, as well as the opportunities to engage 

NRDC senior management on their issues.  Second, there was concern that the 

level of autonomy that had been a hallmark of NRDC’s culture would somehow be 

reduced over time even outside the Climate Center.

To minimize these anxieties, it was important to structure formal and informal 

communications systems to ensure that issues were raised and dealt with.  The 

Climate Center strategy identified the key program areas within NRDC that were 

most likely to be pursuing agendas that support progress on the climate issue.  For 

these program areas, individuals within the Climate Center were charged with 

maintaining communications and developing collaborations where possible.  In 

addition, the strategy outlined ongoing communication structures beyond these 
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directly related programs, so that information would flow freely and staff in other 

NRDC programs would have a high degree of understanding of both the Climate 

Center’s overall strategy and its ongoing operations.

One Year Later

So far, the Climate Center has been successful on several fronts.  In terms of 

impact on climate, NRDC has been involved in efforts that have made measurable 

progress on the issue.  In California, NRDC helped pass a bill that will regulate 

emissions of greenhouse gasses from automobiles.  At the federal level, NRDC 

was instrumental in moving a bill to regulate carbon dioxide and three other 

pollutants coming from electric power plants through the Senate Environment and 

Public Works committee.

Organizationally, the Climate Center and the process through which it formulated 

its strategy have had an impact on the rest of NRDC.  The work and its results 

have created an internal demand for refocusing program areas strategically.  Since 

the completion of this work, NRDC and Bridgespan have collaborated to develop a 

strategic approach to the NRDC’s work on oceans, and other program areas are 

looking for opportunities to work through a similar systematic process to maximize 

their impact on the complex problems they are working to address.
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Appendix: What is climate change? 

Climate change (also referred to as global warming) describes a rise in the 

average temperature of the earth's climate due to a build-up of “greenhouse” 

gases in the atmosphere.  The most important global warming pollutant is carbon 

dioxide, which is produced from burning coal and oil, and to a lesser extent, natural 

gas. Deforestation also plays a role as trees that soak up carbon dioxide disappear 

and those that are burned add additional carbon dioxide to the atmosphere.   

Some level of greenhouse gases is natural and necessary, as they reduce the rate 

at which the planet's heat is radiated out into space. But when pollution pushes the 

level of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere too high, too much heat is trapped, 

and the world gets hotter. Many scientists believe that these temperature changes 

are already melting glaciers and polar ice packs and will cause more frequent and 

intense heat waves.  It is anticipated that the resulting rise in sea levels, flooding of 

coastal areas, and increase in droughts and wildfires will lead to economic impacts 

and changes in habitat that will have negative effects on biodiversity. [Adapted 

from the NRDC website.]

Sharing knowledge and insights from our work is a cornerstone of the Bridgespan Group's mission. 

This document, along with our full collection of case studies, articles, and newsletters, is available 

free of charge at www.bridgespan.org. We also invite your feedback at feedback@bridgespan.org. 


