
Mapping Grantee Clusters  
by Mark Kramer 

Foundations increasingly think about their grantees in “clusters.”  FSG has found 
that, by developing this concept into a more explicit strategy through “cluster 
mapping,” foundations can achieve greater impact with fewer dollars and evalu-
ate their results more easily. 
 
Creating intentional clusters of grantees brings multiple benefits.  For  
example, grantees can: 

• Work together to develop multi-disciplinary or multi-sector solutions to com-
plex social problems 

• Learn best practices from each other by sharing expertise  
• Divide responsibilities or pool resources to increase efficiency 
• Foster and disseminate innovations more rapidly 
• Create ongoing centers of knowledge and experiential learning  
• Provide mutual support and encouragement 

 
Equally important, forming a cluster of grantees enhances the foundation’s abil-
ity to create value by sharpening the foundation’s own goals and clarifying its 
role in support of the cluster.    

 
Despite these advantages, relatively few foundations have yet determined how to 
use clusters effectively.  In working with our clients, FSG has developed a more 
explicit methodology for managing clusters and, in the process, discovered an 
extremely powerful tool for strategic planning and evaluation. 
 
The first step is to define exactly what a cluster is.  Upon close examination, we 
discovered that a cluster has two parts: a set of related grantees that form the 
core, and a much larger “learning community” of other people and organizations 
that are involved but not funded by the foundation: research organizations, ex-
perts, academic institutions, nonprofits, other funders, government agencies, 
and a variety of other stakeholders.  These non-grantees form a component of the 
cluster that is essential for the foundation to achieve its objectives and extend its 
influence by advancing knowledge and practice more broadly.  Program officers, 
therefore, must plan for, evaluate, and have the time to work with not just their 
own grantees, but the entire learning community.  Foundations that had not rec-
ognized this need to engage a learning community often found their program 
staff stretched thin or their initiatives unsustainable. 
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European Office 
FSG has moved into its new Geneva 
offices:  
 

Foundation Strategy Group, LLC 
Blvd Georges – Favon 6 
PO Box 5702 
1211 Geneva 11, Switzerland 
Phone: 41-22-807-24-82 
 

For more information, please call Marc 
Pfitzer, Vice President. 
 
Clients 
FSG’s latest work covers a wide range of 
issues for corporate, community and pri-
vate foundation clients around the world: 

• FSG recently concluded a six month 
engagement to help a $100 million 
private foundation clarify its focus by 
evaluating the social impact and value 
created over its past decade of activities.  
After the donor had recently passed 
away, the future direction of the founda-
tion was in doubt.  Working closely with 
Board and staff, FSG researched the 
ways in which the foundation could pre-
serve its legacy while streamlining its 
operations and implementation plan with 
explicit and measurable performance 
objectives.  

 
• For AVINA, a large private interna-

tional foundation active throughout 
Latin America, FSG helped define a stra-
tegic planning process that included goal 
clarification, knowledge management, 
and the development of a balanced 
scorecard to measure performance. 

 
• Nine major community foundations 

across the U.S., together with the 
Council on Foundations, recently 
hired FSG to conduct detailed cost and 
revenue analyses of their services.   
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Having defined a cluster the next step was to understand exactly what holds it together.  As a general rule, the relationship among the grant-
ees will fall into one of three categories: 
 
Issue-based:  One way of clustering is to assemble grantees that bring different approaches to the same issue.  A foundation might be testing 
which of several approaches within a single field is the most effective by, for example, creating a cluster of alternative schools that each op-
erate in different ways and compare student performance among them over time.  Or the foundation may take a different approach, cluster-
ing grantees in different fields to create a multi-disciplinary initiative to tackle a complex issue, such as fighting homelessness through a 
cluster of grantees in housing, education, hunger, substance abuse and job training. 
 
Capacity-based:  A foundation can also cluster grantees according to their different capabilities enabling them to learn from each other to 
increase their effectiveness.  A grantee with strong fundraising skills, for example, might complement a grantee with advanced technology or 
good evaluation systems.  Each grantee in the cluster can both contribute to the capacity of the others and learn from them to improve its 
own performance.  The Charles & Helen Schwab Foundation, for example, brought together a cluster of family service organizations that met 
regularly for several years to strengthen management and increase efficiency. 
 
Geography-based:  Foundations often address issues across geographical boundaries, and as a result, may cluster together grantees that 
tackle similar issues in different geographical regions.  For example, a foundation might cluster grantees that address biodiversity in South 
America, North America and Asia in order to affect an issue across the foundation’s entire area of geographical interest.  While a common 
issue may unite these geographically dispersed grantees, they are each working on problems in their own region, rather than working to-
gether on a single common solution.  Alternatively, a  foundation might cluster all its grantees within a region, even though they are working 
on unrelated issues, merely for mutual support and learning. 
 
These three types of clusters can easily overlap.  A single foundation or program officer might create clusters of each type, the same grantee 
might well be in more than one cluster, or a grantee in one cluster might be in the learning community of another. 
 
Each cluster, however, is united by an explicit purpose or goal that is the reason for its formation.  Defining this goal clarifies not only the 
purpose of the cluster, but the intended relationship between grantees and the kind of added value that the foundation can bring through its 
management of the cluster.  The rationale behind a cluster confers on each participant a clear role and set of expectations. 
 
Evaluation becomes easier: Since each cluster has a purpose, it becomes far easier to evaluate whether the cluster has achieved its objective,  
whether each individual grantee is doing its part, and how the foundation is contributing value beyond its grant dollars.  Higher performing 
clusters can serve as instructive examples of how foundations and grantees work most effectively together, modeling best practices for other 
clusters within the foundation. 
 
“Mapping the cluster” within a program area by showing which cluster each grantee fits into, or which clusters still have gaps to be filled, 
creates an extremely clear basis for a strategic plan.  Program officers can identify the issue, capacity, or geography that unites each cluster, 
and this dictates the actions necessary to assemble, manage, and evaluate the cluster going forward. Knowing what is missing from a given 
cluster enables a program officer to find grantees with the requisite elements to fill the gap.  It also makes clear which grantees are not es-
sential to any cluster, however worthy their programs may be.   
 
Program officers can not only map their clusters as they exist today, but construct a visual representation of their strategy by mapping what 
they intend their clusters to look like in two or three years, then working toward those objectives. 
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Schematically, the two parts of a cluster might be shown as follows: 



Fall 2003  |  FSG Perspectives for Private Foundations                    3       

 

 
Cluster mapping turns out to be even more useful in breaking down silos between program ar-
eas and finding synergies between different initiatives.  Clusters often cut across program areas 
because grantees naturally fall into multiple clusters or learning communities, Geography-based 
clusters may overlap with capacity-based or issue-based clusters.  At first, it may seem rather 
confusing.  But when all the clusters of a foundation are mapped onto a single chart, the over-
laps between program areas and types of clusters become much clearer.  Program officers can 
more clearly see where there are opportunities to work together. 

• The results have led to signifi-
cant changes in their opera-
tions, development activities 
and fee structures.  In addition, 
six foundations commissioned 
market research into donor 
preferences and price sensitivi-
ties.  The broader implications 
of this research for community 
foundation strategy are now 
available in a white paper on 
o u r  w e b s i t e  a t 
www.foundationstrategy.com. 

 
• FSG completed strategy work 

for the Novartis Foundation 
for Sustainable Develop-
ment that included extensive 
stakeholder engagement.  The 
new strategic plan reconciles 
the Foundation’s strong legacy 
activities, supporting the 
world’s poorest, with activities 
that reinforce the corpora-
tion’s social investments in   
developing countries. 

 
A Growing Team 
We are delighted that two new 
consultants have joined our firm. 
 
Paul Lee joined us after three 
years with McKinsey & Company.  
His non-profit experience in-
cludes field work in microenter-
prise development in Africa as 
well as negotiations regarding the 
provision of antiretroviral drugs 
to African and Caribbean states. 
 
Paul holds an M.A. in Interna-
tional Policy Studies and a B.A. in 
International Relations from Stan-
ford University. 
 
Abby Pelcyger joined us from 
Charles River Associates, Inc. 
where she focused on strategy 
and evaluation.  Her non-profit 
experience includes Citizen 
Schools and CRA Community 
Service Committee. 
 
Abby holds a B.S. in Chemical 
Engineering from MIT. 
 

 

Congratulations 
Congratulations to Fay Hanley-
brown on the birth of her daugh-
ter Zanthe Ella Hanleybrown.  
Fay will be returning to our San 
Francisco office in January. 

(Continued from page 1) 

FSG News 
 

IssueIssue

GRANTEE

GRANTEE

GRANTEE GRANTEE

GRANTEE GRANTEE

Cluster Map
Single Program Area

GRANTEE

GRANTEE

GRANTEE

Issue

GRANTEE National Initiative

CityCity

GRANTEE

GRANTEE

GRANTEE GRANTEE

GRANTEE GRANTEE
CityCity

GRANTEE

GRANTEE

GRANTEE GRANTEE

GRANTEE GRANTEE

CityCity

GRANTEE

GRANTEE

GRANTEE GRANTEE

GRANTEE GRANTEE

GRANTEE

GRANTEE

GRANTEE

GRANTEE
GRANTEE

GRANTEE

Over time, we have found, well-defined clusters are so much clearer and more intuitive than the 
artificial lines between program areas, that program officers begin to think primarily in terms of 
managing their clusters rather than working in different fields.  The emphasis on clusters keep 
program officers and grantees alike proactively focused on achieving their objectives and less 
likely to be distracted by tangential or non-strategic grants. 
 
Finally, we learned that the clarity of these illustrations can facilitate important board discus-
sions, providing a tool to understand and discuss the overall priorities of the foundation and to 
put progress reports into perspective.  When we compared cluster mapping to the traditional 
program officer’s white paper, we found that a picture can be worth many thousands of words – 
and conveys information to the board far more effectively. 
 
Defining and mapping clusters are only one of the tools that FSG has developed to help our cli-
ents clarify their objectives and enhance their impact.  Each client’s needs are different, of 
course, but our team of consultants can bring the research, strategy and evaluation skills that 
can help any foundation do good, better. 
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Join us March 18th at the Grant-
maker’s for Effective Organiza-

tions Conference in Seattle, Wash-
ington where Mark Kramer, FSG’s 
co-founder and Managing Director 

will deliver a plenary address. 

Coming Up! 

FSG is a professional consulting firm 
exclusively dedicated to helping commu-
nity, corporate, private and family foun-
dations increase their effectiveness.   

We offer objective analysis and confiden-
tial counsel on strategy, organizational 
alignment, strategic communications, 
governance, leadership, foundation-wide 
assessment, and community foundation 
donor development.   

We invest in innovative ideas and we 
partner with our clients to help them do 
good, better.  

For more information call us or visit 
our web site. 

Foundation Strategy Group, LLC 
20 Park Plaza, Suite 1127 
Boston, MA 02116 
(617) 357-4000 
 
50 California Street, Suite 3165 
San Francisco, CA 94111 
(415) 397-8500 
 
Blvd Georges – Favon 6 
PO Box 5702 
1211 Geneva 11, Switzerland 
41-22-807-24-82 


