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I. Introduction
This teaching case is part of a series that examines how organizations and individuals engaged 
in social entrepreneurship and social investing practice Deliberate Leadership to tackle the world’s 
most difficult challenges, such as poverty, hunger, diseases, and violence against women and 
children. These are what social scientists have called Wicked Problems—they have no simple 
answer, they cannot be “solved” permanently, and yet they must be addressed.  
Silicon Valley Community Foundation (SVCF) is based in the Silicon Valley region of Northern 
California. As a community, Silicon Valley has one of the world’s highest concentrations of super-
wealthy and successful tech entrepreneurs, many of whom are now turning their attention and 
their wealth to social entrepreneurship. SVCF offers a unique case study in how new tech 
billionaires approach philanthropy and social change because of its role in that community. Many 
of the world’s best-known names from the world of high tech—Mark Zuckerberg and Priscilla 
Chan of Facebook, Pierre Omidyar of eBay, Microsoft co-founder Paul Allen, among others—
have either established donor-advised funds with SVCF, or have partnered with them in various 
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initiatives. This provides an opportunity to explore important questions about the nature of 
philanthropy today: What are the values with which SVCF approaches its work? What are the 
risks and opportunities posed when highly successful and engaged individuals choose to direct 
enormous resources at intractable problems? How does SVCF work with partners, allies, and 
beneficiaries to seize those opportunities and mitigate those risks? How does it measure success 
and learn from failure? How does it work with social investor partners to communicate its own 
values, understand theirs, and seek alignment and, when necessary, recalibration? How is a voice 
given to the community—the end beneficiary of this social investment—to help ensure that good 
intentions do not result in unintended harm?   
In this case study, we will first examine what makes SVCF unusual as a community foundation 
and why we are using it to shed light on some of the ways in which philanthropy and social 
investing are evolving in light of new models of wealth creation. We will then look at what kinds of 
problems social entrepreneurs are trying to solve with their wealth, and how Deliberate 
Leadership offers an effective model for investing in social change. Finally, we will explore several 
actual social investments that involve elements of the Deliberate Leadership learning process to 
understand some of the challenges that face social entrepreneurs, and how SVCF, as a values-
driven organization, has tried to meet them. 

What Is a Community Foundation? 

The first community foundation was established in Cleveland, Ohio, in 1914, as a vehicle for 
wealthy individuals—and those with less wealth but an equal desire to contribute to their 
community—to pool their philanthropy in a permanent, professionally managed endowment to 
meet local needs. The idea caught on. The Community Foundation Atlas1 reports that there are 
1,848 place-based foundations, 73 percent of them created in the last 25 years. Though over 
1,600 of these are in North America or Europe, community foundations now exist in Asia, Oceania, 
Africa, and Latin America. Collectively, in 2014 they managed $63.3 billion in financial reserves 
and gave $5 billion in grants. 
Traditionally, community foundations were what John M. Sobrato, former SVCF board chair and 
donor-advisor, refers to as “a philanthropic bank”, holding and managing the money of donor-
advisors, who then directed gifts to the charitable causes of their choice. In effect, a community 
foundation is sometimes viewed as a kind of “back office” for high-net-worth individuals who want 
to be philanthropic but not to carry the overhead of professional staff. Moreover, traditionally that 
giving has been targeted to meeting local needs, primarily through giving to direct services or 
supporting local institutions, and has not typically engaged with policy or with controversial issues. 
Like all community foundations, Silicon Valley Community Foundation is a product of its place. 
However, Silicon Valley today is a very different place from the great Midwestern cities of the 
Industrial Revolution. In the early 2000s, the economy of Southern California was growing by 
leaps and bounds, as the tech sector expanded into a global economic engine and Silicon Valley 
became its de facto capital. Also growing were the surrounding region, the needs of its 
increasingly diverse population, and the gap between rich and poor.  

• Silicon Valley is home to approximately 3.5 million people, according to US Census Bureau
estimates for 2015,2 a growth rate of approximately 7 percent since 2010.
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• Silicon Valley does not have a well-defined or widely agreed-upon geography, but generally
includes Santa Clara County (with San Jose as its largest city and county seat) and
surrounding counties bordering the southern part of San Francisco Bay.

• Approximately 37 percent of Silicon Valley residents were born outside the US, and more than
30 percent are Asians or Pacific Islanders, making them the largest single demographic group,
according to researchers at the University of Southern California.3

• 40 percent of the billionaires on Forbes’ list of the world’s 100 wealthiest people in technology
live in Silicon Valley; together the top ten are worth $227 billion.4

• Successful Silicon Valley entrepreneurs tend to be young. Harvard Business Review has
estimated that the average age of the founders of highly successful venture capital-backed
startups was 31, and that the average age of those in the “billion-dollar club”—where the value
of the company has grown to $1 billion or more—is 39.5

• Alongside this great wealth, Silicon Valley has significant social problems that can easily be
overlooked. For example, at the Jungle in San Jose, which USA Today described as the US’s
largest homeless encampment before it was dispersed in 2014, 350 people lived in tents,
shacks, and tree houses only a stone’s throw away from the headquarters of Apple.6

SVCF’s founding document, Vision for a New Community Foundation, recognized this complexity 
and accepted the challenge of engaging it and assisting its partners to do so as well: 

Our donors… know that social issues cross geographic boundaries, and they hold 
different definitions of “community.” To some donors, community means their own 
neighborhood. To others, it is the town where they grew up. Still others see 
themselves as global citizens. Silicon Valley Community Foundation will meet 
donor partners where they are and support their personal definition of building 
community—locally, nationally and around the globe.7  

But SVCF also saw the need to exert leadership and, through networking and facilitation, to bring 
together its partners—both donors, elected officials and other community leaders—to identify 
where systems-level change was needed and how it might happen. As SVCF’s CEO Emmett 
Carson has put it, “As the world becomes more interconnected, it will be essential that local 
communities become more networked, linking individual donors, nonprofit organizations, 
companies, religious institutions, and local, state, and national government officials together. 
Community foundations are uniquely positioned to create these linkages, to leverage impact and 
create a nuanced understanding of how to position local concerns in a world that will look, feel, 
and operate very differently.” 
As the world evolves to “look, feel, and operate very differently,” the wealthy entrepreneurs of 
Silicon Valley and other tech hubs around the globe, and the technologies they have introduced 
to the world, have a significant role as social investors and as social disruptors. Facing the future, 
SVCF also faces evolving challenges posed by the sheer scale of their wealth and the chasm 
between rich and poor, the ways in which technology itself has changed and democratized giving, 
and the difficulty of doing good and avoiding doing unintentional harm when the intended 
beneficiary is a continent or an ocean away.  
For example, the successes of a few in Silicon Valley do not necessarily translate into greater 
economic security for all. In a community where median home values were close to $900,000 and 
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rent for a two-bedroom apartment averages $4,200 a month, with annual double-digit increases 
each year, homelessness is a growing problem.8 It also tends to be invisible to those working in 
the high-tech bubble. As one interviewee put it, “Many people in Silicon Valley don't realize that 
people who clean their office at night when they're gone are the people that they should be helping 
to support.”  
SVCF staff recall that housing affordability became an issue for the foundation when Emmett 
Carson noticed from the windows of his office that the SVCF parking lot had become “home” to a 
set of RVs where homeless families were living. A recent count found that approximately one-
third of the homeless population in San Jose consists of teenagers and young adults living on 
their own.9 Unequal educational outcomes also limit the future for many in Silicon Valley. While 
employment in the high-tech industries headquartered there usually requires strong academic 
skills, particularly in math and engineering, in 2015 only 21 percent of Hispanic eighth graders 
and 20 percent of black eighth graders in Silicon Valley met or exceeded math proficiency 
standards for their age. In contrast, 79 percent of Asian students and 66 percent of white students 
met those standards.  Unless those disparities are corrected, the students of color face a lifetime 
of exclusion from the successes of Silicon Valley.10  
Moreover, the feeling that wealthy companies such as Facebook and Google are 
disproportionately benefiting, building gleaming new headquarters, disrupting housing and traffic, 
and giving little back, has begun to prompt a backlash. A new activism seeks concessions from 
corporations and local government on housing affordability, local hiring, and the rolling back of 
privately funded policing.11 
For a social justice-oriented philanthropist and advisor to philanthropists, these issues pose 
questions of how best to integrate values into every aspect of the work. How does one balance 
the effort to combat social inequalities through social investing against the impact one’s business 
model may have in creating those inequalities? As the range of donor partners, and social finance 
generally, expands to include: corporations, social investments where a financial return is 
expected, crowd funding, and other new models of giving, how can aspiring social investors think 
about alignment with values and—in the words of the Google motto—not “being evil”? In the final 
section, this analysis will explore some of these future challenges for philanthropy and social 
investing. 

Wicked Problems and Deliberate Leadership 

The Wicked Problems framework, first described by social scientists, offers leaders better tools 
to tackle these seemingly intractable issues. The concept of Wicked Problems emerged from the 
field of urban planning in the early 1970s when Berkeley professors Horst W.J. Rittel and Melvin 
Webber sought to describe “wickedly” complex social problems, where expertise was not enough 
to develop and implement a solution that would be accepted by all those affected by the problem. 
The concept is now used widely by business leaders, particularly in the development field. Wicked 
Problems are large, messy, complex and systemic, and include many of the most challenging 
issues we face today, from global issues of poverty and climate change to local issues of failing 
education systems and lack of financial security and stability. There are no easy solutions to 
Wicked Problems, and though enormous progress can be made in alleviating them, they will 
remain with us indefinitely.  
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Since the 1970s much has been learned about what it takes to address the world’s most difficult 
problems successfully. Leaders must diagnose the kind of problem they face and choose their 
approach carefully. Do they face a crisis, such as a fire or a flood, that requires a command-and-
control response? Is it the kind of problem that has been successfully managed before, so that a 
best-practices approach is the best way to resolve it? Do they face a complex challenge with no 
easy answers, that requires them to be collaborative and adaptive leaders, adjusting their strategy 
based on clear-eyed understanding of what is and isn’t working? Can they hold to their vision 
while putting their preconceived notions aside, recognizing the strengths and limits of their 
expertise, and seeking solutions where one might least expect them, including within communities 
most affected by the problem?  
Deliberate Leadership Is a Learning Process 
When we talk about Deliberate Leaders, we are thinking of the third approach to problem-solving 
mentioned above. Deliberate Leadership is a style of leadership that is practiced in business as 
well as in the nonprofit sector. It is values-based and data-driven. It begins with a hypothesis and 
seeks to learn from experience. It looks for solutions in unlikely places, challenging centralized 
power and top-down expertise, and listening to the wisdom of those who are most affected. Most 
importantly, Deliberate Leaders are comfortable with ambiguity, not afraid to fail, and able to admit 
to and learn from their failures. They are willing to question their fundamental assumptions and, 
when necessary, to recalibrate. We have gathered these lessons together under the rubric of 
Deliberate Leadership, a suite of tools and approaches used in the business and social sectors 
that empowers leaders to deal with complexity effectively and thoughtfully. 
Deliberate Leaders, as explored in this series, are leaders who act with intention and recognize 
that they must accept not only the risk of the challenges ahead but also the consequences of their 
actions. If Wicked Problems were easy, they would have been solved. With Wicked Problems, it 
is a given that challenges will be encountered and mistakes will be made. What is important is to 
learn, adapt, and move forward.  
We have identified seven characteristics of Deliberate Leaders: 

• Courage—to embrace risk and live with the ambiguity. Deliberate Leaders recognize that
simple solutions are insufficient to address complex challenges. They also realize that risk is
inherent in Wicked Problems; solutions must be tried, tested, and allowed to evolve.

• Collaboration—to seek out and listen to divergent viewpoints. Deliberate Leaders recognize
that building collaborative solutions may be slow and uncomfortable but essential to
understanding options, gaining new knowledge, and building powerful solutions.

• Community—to build solutions together from the ground up. Deliberate Leaders recognize
that answers to tough issues may already reside in Positive Deviants. They seek uncommon
answers to difficult solutions and put people at the center of decision making.

• Candor—to speak the truth about what is working and what isn’t. Deliberate Leaders embrace
failure and success equally—to manage risk and allow for recalibration and innovation.

• Creativity—to imagine a new future and to move beyond the constraints of the past.
Deliberate Leaders look for “big ideas” and evolving practices through scenarios that envision
a different future.
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• Capital—to examine how financial resources are invested and impact is analyzed.

• Compassion—to understand how empathy and partnership, not ego, impact the power
dynamics within and surrounding an organization.

Deliberate Leaders exhibit these characteristics throughout the process of responding to a Wicked 
Problem. The diagram in Figure 1 below depicts this learning process, in which the Deliberate 
Leaders move from a first phase of understanding, listening, and forming partnerships, through a 
second phase of action and simultaneously collecting data in order to assess impact, to a third 
phase of reflecting on what has been learned and whether underlying assumptions must be 
challenged and the approach to problem-solving recalibrated. 
Figure 1. The Deliberate Leader Learning Process 

In the first stage, Deliberate Leaders explore the nature of the problem, and of the community in 
which they will be working. They undertake this planning process with partners (including 
members of the affected community) to ensure the plan they develop reflects the needs and 
realities of the situation. They seek to understand and anticipate risks, threats, and opportunities, 
and they map stakeholders and partners so that they know who else is engaged in the same area 
or issue. Finally, knowing that in the complex world of Wicked Problems there are no easy 
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answers and that mistakes will be made, they establish a learning framework to monitor results 
and guide them when it is time to adjust the program.   
In the second phase, they act and at the same time assess progress, again in consultation with 
internal and external partners. Through communications, Deliberate Leaders seek to maintain 
alignment with internal and external stakeholders, and create a safe space for telling the truth 
about what is and what is not working. They collect qualitative and quantitative data that tell the 
story and, again, can guide them in the third phase of deep reflection. They also look closely at 
the nature of their partnerships—are they good partners with other stakeholders and with the 
community, listening to their perspective and looking for answers in unlikely places, or are they 
acting as powerful experts who have the answers and dominate the solution? 
Finally, in phase three, Deliberate Leaders step back to reflect and recalibrate. They seek to learn 
from the data and stories that have been collected, and if necessary to challenge basic 
assumptions and go back to the drawing board.  They also strive for transparency and candor, 
sharing these lessons with partners and with the field. 

How Should Investors in Social Change Think about Complex 
Problems? 

Social investors seek to address the world’s most complex and “wicked” problems—poverty, 
hunger, disease, and violence against women, among others. In 1994 the UN identified the 
fundamental needs of all humans, and created a framework for measuring progress on these 
challenges facing humankind that it named the Human Security Framework.12 Whereas a human 
rights approach is primarily legalistic, a human security approach seeks to understand and make 
progress toward creating the conditions under which all can thrive. The UN most recently 
describes the primary areas of need for human security as: 

• Economic security, which includes a basic level of income, access to employment, and 
government-financed social safety nets. 

• Food security, defined as an entitlement to adequate food through growing it, purchasing it, 
or public food distribution. 

• Health security, achieved through access to health care and health services, some form of 
risk-sharing health insurance, and systems to identify and respond to disease outbreaks at all 
levels. 

• Environmental security, through managing natural resources sustainably, preventing 
resource degradation, and tracking and responding to natural and man-made disasters at all 
levels. 

• Personal security, through the rule of law and enforced protection of human rights and civil 
liberties. 

• Community security, through protection of religious and/or ethnic groups and protection from 
oppressive traditional practices, harsh treatment of women or children, or discrimination 
against groups. 
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• Political security, through respect for human rights, and protection from military or civilian
dictatorship, political or state repression, torture or ill treatment, and unlawful detention.

• Education security, though not part of the UN framework, is often added because access to
secondary and higher education enables the less advantaged, and particularly women and
girls, to take responsibility for their own future and for the economic security of themselves
and their families.

Investment in emerging economies has often focused on developing large industries, supporting 
natural resource extraction, and funding large-scale infrastructure projects such as dams and 
highways, without assessing their impact on communities. Social investors must keep in mind the 
intended beneficiary—a woman whose small subsistence farm plot is wiped out by a highway or 
flooded by a hydropower project, a girl or boy whose education ends at the primary level because 
their teacher is never paid (or because cultural norms or economic pressures prioritize immediate 
contributions to the family over education), a man who must seek dangerous employment in a 
mine many days’ journey from his family—and measure their impact in part on whether the human 
security of that “person at the center” is improved or harmed by their investment. They also must 
seek to understand that intended beneficiary’s own assessment of what their need is and how it 
might best be met. Furthermore, social investors must understand that they are changing one 
piece of a complex system, so they should monitor what is happening on the ground and look for 
unintended outcomes. And if the results are not as expected, or if other, unanticipated harms are 
emerging, they must quickly seek to counter them.  
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II. A Case Study of Deliberate Leadership in Social Investing
Silicon Valley Community Foundation (SVCF) was established in 2007 when two smaller, more 
locally oriented, community foundations merged. Over the following decade, it grew and 
expanded its capacity to reflect and serve the community of Silicon Valley today. Having amassed 
enormous wealth, the founders of companies in Silicon Valley have turned their attention from 
building their companies, to spending their wealth on solving big social problems. Younger than 
the traditional philanthropists of the older industrial US, they want to be part of the decision 
making, and to see results in their lifetimes. Moreover, what ‘community’ means to donor-advisors 
who are part of a global diaspora from South and East Asia may be very different from what it 
meant to the original donors to the Cleveland Foundation, or even to the original donors to SVCF’s 
two parent foundations.  

A Case Study of Deliberate Leadership in Social Investing 
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To serve this new kind of community, both grounded and virtual, local and global, SVCF has had 
to adapt and to learn new ways of practicing Deliberate Leadership that are consistent with its 
core values, but responsive to the needs of this challenging new kind of philanthropist. Ten years 
after it began this journey, SVCF ranks as one of the largest foundations in the world, with over 
$8 billion in assets under management. At its five-year anniversary, SVCF reflected that its two 
parent foundations, over a combined 94 years of grantmaking, had issued 50,000 grants totaling 
$1.2 billion. SVCF made 50,000 grants totaling $1.2 billion in 2015 alone. Though SVCF has an 
endowment that enables it to make grants of around $10 million per year, the majority of its giving 
comes from donor-advised funds, which give donors a say in how their funds are directed, and 
through special initiatives where it disburses funds given to it for a predetermined purpose.  
To achieve this scale, the Foundation has redefined the nature of community and what it means 
to be a community foundation. It has earned a reputation both locally and globally for trusted 
leadership, transparency, neutrality, creativity, competence, and compassion. It can respond to 
needs both in Silicon Valley and southern California and—when that is where its donor-advisors 
wish to invest—in far-flung places like South Asia and Haiti. It has learned to use the tools of 
social media to facilitate smaller donors who want to help meet overseas needs in a responsible, 
effective way. 

A Matter of Values 

SVCF is an organization guided by its values, both externally and operationally. Externally, SVCF 
articulates and demonstrates such values as commitment to social justice and diversity. For 
example, it has focused on efforts to create housing equity and to regulate a payday loan industry 
that burdened the poor with unaffordable debt at high interest rates. Operationally, its values are 
expressed in its management; a clear focus, strategies, measures of progress; and a willingness 
to find ways to get to yes.  Those values were developed by SVCF’s board and staff through a 
collaborative process; Emmett Carson, who has been SVCF’s president and CEO for ten years, 
summarizes them as follows: 
SVCF is a learning institution. Carson is trained as an academic, and for him research and 
learning are key to success. As a learning institution, SVCF regularly reviews and examines its 
processes and programs. It actively seeks out and tries new things, constantly asking, is what we 
are doing serving a purpose? The goal is not to make SVCF a smoothly running but static 
machine, but rather to set goals and gather evidence so that it can evolve and adapt. 
SVCF is committed to excellence. While most organizations would claim this as a value, a 
commitment to excellence means something very specific to SVCF. Carson recalls that, as 
foundation staff commit to do their best and to help others do their best, they are committing to 
believing their colleagues share that commitment and thus to being trusting partners. “There’s a 
tendency, when things go wrong, to want to find blame. And creating the commitment to 
excellence took that away.” 
SVCF values a team player attitude. In another, related commitment to trust, SVCF leadership 
asks team members to support one another and the organization. “There were a lot of decisions 
being made in real time … that had big implications,” says Carson. “Being a team player meant 
you trusted board and management decisions, that you couldn’t have meetings over a period of 
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months to ‘consensus’ a decision. You needed to trust that the people making the decision took 
into account what was known and you were going to support their decision.”  
SVCF creates a culture of candor and trust. To work together effectively in a complex and 
changing environment, and to be the learning organization they want to be, SVCF stakeholders 
have to “believe others are as capable as you are,” said Carson. They have to be open and 
candidly acknowledge and discuss areas of disagreement. As Carson describes a culture of 
candor, “We’re all professionals, we all want excellence, but occasionally we’re going to disagree 
about the right way to get there.” Unless people are forthcoming about these disagreements, they 
can “boil into something that is poisonous.” Particularly when people are being called on to adjust 
and adapt, “they have to be able to say, ‘Boy, this is creating a tough situation for me.’” 
SVCF values humor and joy. Carson tries to balance a high-pressure, demanding pace with 
moments of shared fun: “You need to be able to enjoy what you do. This is hard work, even heart-
wrenching work at times. We try to embrace having fun with excellence, with joy.” That culture 
supports the other values of candor, trust, and feeling part of a team. Moreover, as other staff 
describe, sometimes things don’t go the way they should have, and sometimes people are 
“building the airplane while learning to fly.” So, says SVCF Vice-President Manuel Santamaria, 
“the balance between the quality of life and work has to be in place. So celebrating the wins, 
talking about what you didn’t do right … means bringing people together to talk about those things 
with a little chocolate ice cream and celebrate together, bad and good.” 
SVCF values being adaptable and flexible. Says Carson, “We do the best we can, but we 
understand there are always new circumstances. We have a mindset that doesn’t get fixated on 
one way of doing things.” Being open to new ways of thinking enables SVCF to embrace the 
future, and brings to fruition the reasons for being a learning organization. Carson believes that 
being “a learning institution on the front end and adaptability and flexibility have merged” to make 
SVCF an organization that tries things, that says, “Why not?” “Too often organizations have 
processes to get to no versus processes to say, ‘How do we get to yes?’” SVCF’s willingness to 
adapt, though the leadership acknowledges it can be challenging for people, enables it to pioneer 
new roles for community foundations. It is what gives meaning to its motto, “Possibilities start 
here.” 
Questions for Discussion: 
1. How do you think the values of SVCF line up with what you know of Deliberate Leadership? 
2. What challenges can you imagine might face a social investor seeking to implement a program 

of investment guided by these values?  
3. As intermediaries for wealthy donors, how do you think community foundations differ from 

self-endowed foundations or individual donors in terms of the accountability challenges and 
programmatic pressures? 
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Embracing Risk 

Figure 2. Threat-opportunity analysis 

 
Once one has conducted context assessment, identified collaborators, and developed a plan of 
action, the planning phase of the Deliberate Leadership learning process is almost complete. 
However, Deliberate Leaders do not embark on new ventures without seeking to anticipate where 
opportunities lie and where they might run into trouble.  
Figure 2 above, models the process of anticipating threats and opportunities. Not all results will 
be as planned, and not all threats will be foreseen, but by conducting this exercise and 
establishing clear expectations, the Deliberate Leader is alert to the possibilities and better 
prepared to adjust. 
Anticipating risk is especially important—but often overlooked—in the philanthropic sector. Laurie 
Mitchell, a philanthropist from Aspen, Colorado, who makes donations through SVCF, makes the 
point that whereas private sector planners often include a percentage for cost overruns or delays 
in a project budget, charitable projects rarely do the same. Moreover, when her fund sponsored 
a survey of donors and recipients regarding how they anticipated contingencies around a project, 
76 percent of donors said they never asked what might go wrong, and 47 percent of grantees 
admitted they were fearful of asking for contingency funding because it might affect their funding 
prospects in the future.13  

Deliberate Leaders cannot be afraid of talking about and planning for risk. As SVCF ventured into 
new territory for a community foundation, it encountered, and accounted for, several kinds of risk. 
For example, as it developed programs and services for its partners, SVCF found that a growing 
number wanted to invest internationally, sometimes in response to a disaster such as the Haiti 
earthquake of 2010, sometimes as part of a sustained program. Sally Osberg of the Skoll 
Foundation, which maintains a relationship with SVCF, describes some of the risks inherent in 
global giving: “There’s a real arrogance around assuming that communities need what the West 
and the North believe is the right technological solution or even the right approach. And in fact 
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most of that [giving] goes horribly wrong, and isn’t embraced, or sustained… It’s just not rooted in 
communities. And we all know the history of everything from bore holes to deliver clean water that 
become fouled … after a period of time to vehicles that are routinely procured from Western 
manufacturers and dropped into communities where they’re not maintained, and they are 
dysfunctional within a year or 18 months.’ … It’s a huge waste of money and it’s something that 
social entrepreneurs battle … because they are really trying to ensure that communities own their 
solutions.” 
SVCF anticipated a number of challenges in becoming an ethical global donor. From its base in 
Silicon Valley, it lacked on-the-ground expertise, and staff understood they would face political, 
cultural, and regulatory challenges. Even handling multiple currencies and understanding what 
organizations in the recipient country could be trusted to implement, the donor’s intentions posed 
capacity challenges. Carson, as CEO, saw the possibility of “wasting resources or wasting time” 
as a risk. SVCF also foresaw the risk of criticism from those in the local community who might 
feel that a community foundation should prioritize local needs before international giving. In fact, 
SVCF was singled out nationally by the Chronicle of Philanthropy, which reported in 2014, “The 
Silicon Valley Community Foundation has been criticized for not giving enough to local causes. 
By contrast, nearly 85% of the Tulsa Community Foundation's grants are local.”14 SVCF tries to 
help its local community understand that while it controls about $10 million per year in 
discretionary funding, which is devoted to local needs, it does not control where its donor-advisors 
want to give. It also undertakes to meet community needs by building the capacity of local NGOs 
to raise funds from other sources. 
SVCF sought to mitigate these anticipated risks through advance preparation, partnerships, and 
communication. SVCF tried first to understand better the areas where donors wanted it to help 
them give. They began to explore supporting donors to India, for example, by first producing a 
report on Indian diaspora community philanthropy both in Silicon Valley and in India. They forged 
partnerships with on-the-ground partners such as GuideStar India and its India Giving Network, 
which is dedicated to promoting transparency and accountability among Indian NGOs. When 
donors wanted to give in a less ambitious way—for example, a group that wanted to learn from 
experts and one another while pooling resources to supporting renewable energy and clean water 
projects in Africa—SVCF staffed and supported such donor circles. It created special funds to 
respond to crises such as natural disasters in Haiti and the nuclear energy plant meltdown and 
tidal wave in Fukushima, Japan. 
Moreover, SVCF understood that they would need to approach global giving with cultural 
competence and humility: “We try to always be respectful of other cultures and other processes,” 
says Carson. “I think for the most part we start out with, ‘This is why we think this approach has 
merit, and here’s the data. It’s not a Western approach or a non-Western approach. It’s not, this 
is the political way it works in the United States or this is how NGOs work in the United States. 
It’s culturally specific to why we think it could work for you.” 
To support international giving, SVCF had to engage in operational learning as well. For example, 
Lea Rauscher, a vice president and director of gifts, grants, and compliance, and her team are 
responsible for all gift and grant transactions processed by SVCF. That meant that her department 
had to understand the rules in all countries where SVCF donor-advisors wanted to give, including 
learning how to process transactions in multiple currencies. SVCF vetted possible grantee 
organizations in emerging economy countries, creating a database of almost 900 NGOs that met 
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stringent due diligence requirements. Deciding it could add value to the field by sharing what it 
was learning, SVCF made its data broadly available, categorized according to 35 issue areas in 
93 countries. Through this portal, individuals can make gifts for any amount greater than $100. 
Says Carson, “The global charity database, where we allow nonprofits, NGOs, to be registered 
so that any individual in the United States can go online with a credit card, make a gift, and not 
worry about is it a terrorist organization, get a tax deduction, know that it’s going for the cause 
that they care about, the nonprofit knows that they will get that resource” was an important 
milestone in SVCF’s ability to facilitate global giving.  
Unforeseen challenges can still arise, and will be discussed later in this case study. But, because 
SVCF has a process through which board and staff seek to anticipate threats, and plans ahead 
to mitigate them, Carson feels that, “we are able to have charted a pathway that is still risky in 
terms of success, but we feel we’ve substantially lowered the risk because of what we’ve done.” 

Questions for Discussion: 
1. As a social investor, how would you establish a process for anticipating opportunities and 

threats? 
2. Carson defines risk as “wasting money or wasting time” as well as simply not succeeding in 

what you set out to do. How do you think social investors should define risk? 
3. Imagine you are a social investor wishing to tackle a Wicked Problem in a location where you 

may have ties, but lack on-the-ground knowledge. How might you think about the risks 
involved? 

4. As an individual who is not wealthy but who wishes to help the poorest of the poor improve 
their lives, how might you think about practicing Deliberate Leadership at a small scale with 
your investment? What kind of support would you need from an intermediary, peers, global 
NGOs, or other partners?  
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Maintaining Alignment 

Figure 3. Alignment Framework 

 
One vital aspect of Deliberate Leadership—or of leadership for social change—is building and 
sustaining alignment with internal and external stakeholders. Figure 3 above, depicts the 
challenge of maintaining alignment with your values as a social investor. The relationship between 
donors and stakeholders offers many opportunities for misalignment. The donor naturally intends 
to meet a need or respond to a problem successfully, and also intends to be responsive to and 
respectful of the needs and expectations of its stakeholders. They have expectations as well, and 
those may not perfectly align with the intentions of the donor. Finally, what the stakeholder 
experiences may not be what they expected.  
If an organization that has received consistent support over ten years suddenly learns it will 
receive no further funding but no time is allowed for transition, that is a breach of stakeholder 
expectations.  
If a donor fails to communicate dissatisfaction with a project (assuming there has been no 
malfeasance or unethical behavior at the NGO) and suddenly “pulls the plug” without working with 
the recipient to make improvements, that is also a breach of stakeholder expectations.  The 
relationship is also misaligned if the recipient has failed to report or even misrepresented 
disappointing outcomes.   
Alignment is a particular challenge in managing a community foundation, because the 
expectations and needs of donors and donor-advisors differ substantially from those of other 
stakeholders, particularly grant recipients. As an intermediary, the community foundation also 
needs to respect the donor-advisors’ autonomy and desire to direct their own philanthropy, while 
maintaining alignment with its values of being a trusted partner with the community and advancing 
social justice.  
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Steven LaFrance, a long-time partner and evaluator for SVCF, describes one way in which this 
alignment challenge arose. His role with SVCF was to organize institutional learning, in line with 
SVCF’s core value of being an organization that valued learning and wasn’t afraid of failure. When 
SVCF provided funding for a multi-year initiative with clear goals, such as improving public 
schools’ ability to teach to new educational standards, the evaluators would help design the 
program, asking partners to suggest benchmarks and possible outcomes. They would then 
implement an ongoing process to measure progress against those benchmarks. Because 
grantees and other stakeholders are part of that learning process, he and his colleagues were in 
touch with them regularly, formally and informally, as often as once a month.  
LaFrance recalls that one critical role of the evaluation team was maintaining a “safe space” for 
grantees to talk openly about what might not be going well. While SVCF’s emphasis on learning 
and candor was clear, in practice program staff concerned with outcomes sometimes risked 
“damaging the safety of the space.”  This could throw the process out of alignment and exaggerate 
the unequal power dynamic inherent in any relationship where one party provides the funding and 
the other carries out the work. Such pressures could occur because SVCF itself was receiving 
funding for a special initiative, so staff faced the challenge of managing the expectations and the 
alignment with values of its own funders. Clarity about values and expectations, and ongoing 
communications among stakeholders, were key. 
Another way to think about alignment is to consider a social investor’s total impact on community 
and whether that is aligned with its values and the UN’s human development needs. As this case 
study discussed in the Introduction, growing social and economic disparities in SVCF’s home 
base give this aspect of alignment greater relevance. Facebook is investing $20 million in 
affordable housing and economic opportunity in East Palo Alto; how does that stack up against a 
regional population of more than 7,000 homeless? 
Questions for Discussion: 
1. Do you think social investors need an evaluation or similar “truth telling” partner in order to 

maintain alignment? What kinds of processes could you suggest that could support this kind 
of truth telling? 

2. Do you know of instances where the power imbalance between a social investor and the 
funding recipient created challenges in alignment? How might these challenges be resolved? 

3. How do you think the issues of alignment and power might differ in dealing with an institution 
such as SVCF and with a wealthy individual social investor? 

4. How might wealthy and powerful institutions engage with community leaders to better 
understand how their actions may affect the community, and how best to mitigate that impact? 
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Strategic Learning 

Figure 4. Balancing Operational and Program Strategy 

 
One way in which SVCF practiced Deliberate Leadership was in its ability to embrace and learn 
from failure, recalibrate, and adapt. As Emmett Carson describes it, “it’s the culture about how to 
take something that could be a negative and make it into ‘we’re proud of it,’ we exited 
professionally, and we take pride in the achievement of how we move out of it and deal with it.”  
SVCF offers three examples of learning from outcomes.  In two, results differed from expectations 
and the foundation had to adjust. In the third, the foundation’s investments were successful, and 
it decided to shift its resources to an area of higher need. In all three instances, information came 
from honest feedback from stakeholders, frank conversations internally, and consultations among 
staff. Lack of success was recognized and embraced. A different path forward was planned.  
In one instance of learning and recalibration, a technical shift was required to achieve the desired 
goal. SVCF was supporting the development of a website, CONEC.US, to connect volunteer 
lawyers to immigrants in need of legal services. SVCF had supported a similar project that went 
smoothly and led to a successful handoff, according to Manuel Santamaria, Vice President, 
Strategic Initiatives and Grantmaking:	

The most successful example of something that we seeded and another 
foundation took on is called Citizenshipworks. Citizenshipworks allows individuals 
that are able to naturalize to go into the platform and type in and it runs you through 
a set of questions and criteria and flags it if you have a criminal record, did you do 
this, did you do that, and then it works very closely with legal service providers.  

That project won awards and was then adopted by the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, 
which invested in a 2.0 version that is now being used across the country. Building on that 
successful experience, SVCF went on to develop another web-based platform to connect legal 
services volunteers with organizations that offered legal services to immigrants. It worked closely 
with its partners to design the tool they said they wanted. But then SVCF found that the service 
providers were not using it. As busy not-for-profit managers, they “didn’t have the inclination to 
learn something new … they preferred the most basic of processes, which was pen and paper.” 
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Rather than pulling the plug altogether, SVCF went back to the drawing board, saying that they 
still wanted to provide a tool that would help lawyers and legal services organizations connect to 
serve immigrants, but that the end users would have to design it. “I’m not a lawyer and I’m not a 
service provider,” says Santamaria. “You need to help us out.” 
This process of designing the project, diagnosing why it wasn’t being used, and going back to the 
work that had been started three or four years earlier finally led to “completely switching gears,” 
says Santamaria. A technical assistance provider the foundation had hired designed a simpler 
process on the side, and “folks really gravitated to that.” So the foundation is working with the 
stakeholders to produce a new model that they will embrace. The next step is to build something 
that can be used not only locally but throughout the Bay Area and in other states with large 
immigrant populations. Florida and Texas have already expressed interest, and the process of 
understanding where things went off track and patiently rebuilding is likely to pay dividends for 
the cause of immigrant integration.  
Another, possibly more challenging, instance of recalibration and learning from what wasn’t 
working involved an education reform effort, where the goal was to change institutional culture. 
Steven LaFrance reports that it wasn’t exactly failing, but that close and frequent contact with 
schools and other partners revealed that it wasn’t succeeding either, due to systemic inertia. 
Because this lack of progress was identified early, SVCF was able to adjust what it offered to 
schools, making resources available and ultimately documenting changes in how teachers were 
prepared for and taught in schools, and capturing early indicators of progress in student 
achievement as well. 
Sometimes a recalibration leads to the decision to exit an area of work. The third instance of 
institutional learning and recalibration involved an effort to reform mortgage foreclosure practices, 
part of SVCF’s program to improve economic security among moderate and lower-income 
residents of Silicon Valley. The effort launched in 2008-9, at the beginning of the global financial 
crisis and at a time when foreclosures were peaking. By all accounts, the effort was successful: 
LaFrance reports that while the problem wasn’t completely solved, the systems change supported 
by SVCF contributed to significant progress in preventing foreclosures. SVCF then could make 
the decision to shift resources to other aspects of economic insecurity, such as financial literacy. 
Thus, a learning and recalibration process enabled SVCF to make an ethical and responsible 
exit—an important aspect of being an investor in social change. 
An additional consideration when a social investor makes the decision to exit is whether the work 
that has been funded is either complete (unlikely, if the challenge is a “wicked” one) or will be 
sustainable without the donor’s support. SVCF tries to make “responsible handoffs,” and has 
undertaken capacity-building programs to help nonprofits in its region broaden their base of 
support and become more self-sufficient. But it should be a consideration for ethical social 
investors that the ongoing sustainability of work has been supported. 
Questions for Discussion: 
1. Do you know any examples of multi-year social investments that may not have produced the 

desired results? How might you make adjustments and get back on track? 
2. How do you think you can get the greatest value out of a social investment that was not 

successful? How might you think about the importance of lessons learned for the community 
and the field? 
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Keeping the Intended Beneficiary at the Center 

The diagram below (Figure 5) schematizes a core aspect of Deliberate Leadership—while 
seeking to understand context and identify key stakeholders and partners, the Deliberate Leader 
focuses on the end goal of helping to improve the lives of individuals. Who is the person at the 
center, whose life will be affected by this social investment? What is their reality? How would they 
describe their problem? Could they suggest solutions? Might a technically brilliant project imposed 
from outside cause them unintended harm? 
Figure 5. Lamisi’s Circle 

 
The new social investors often plan to devote their wealth to large investments in multidisciplinary 
solutions to big problems. In September 2016, the New York Times reported that Sean Parker, 
an early president of Facebook, was pledging $250 million to cancer research centers, while co-
founder Mark Zuckerberg and his wife Priscilla Chan were pledging $3 billion toward “preventing, 
managing, or curing all diseases by the end of the century.”15 Other tech billionaires have given 
billions to fighting malaria and tuberculosis, AIDS, and Zika virus.  

While much of this funding is directed at biomedical research, it is also invested in activities that 
can produce social disruption if the investment strategy fails to fully understand the culture and 
needs of the community where the investment is being made. Efforts to inoculate populations in 
South Asia and Africa against polio and other diseases have led to violent attacks on health 
workers by frightened locals or suspicious militants who believe health campaigns may be a cover 
for outside influencers or spies.16  
The broad distribution of anti-malarial mosquito nets in Africa, a classic “magic bullet” type of 
social investment, has caused similar unanticipated downsides. It’s a compelling story: a $2.50 
net can save an entire family from malaria, and their widespread deployment has helped cut 
malaria rates in half since 2000, according to the WHO. Yet too often, rather than sleeping under 
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the nets, recipients used them as bridal veils, soccer balls, chicken coops, and, disastrously, 
fishing dragnets, stripping ponds of hatchling fish, the smaller organisms they feed on, roe, and 
other life—and leaving behind the insecticides with which the nets had been soaked. Fights break 
out between these subsistence fishers and boat fishermen who fear the dragnets are destroying 
fish stocks.17 The very scale of the global mosquito-net industry has itself become a challenge, 
involving multinational pharmaceutical companies such as BSF, Bayer, and Sumitomo Chemical, 
with hundreds of millions passed out and millions more on the way. It all makes it difficult for those 
involved to look candidly at the downsides of this solution and seek other options that may not be 
as neat. 
One controversial social investment demonstrates issues that can arise when a well-intentioned, 
entrepreneurial donor decides to place a “big bet” without consulting the stakeholders, fully 
understanding their needs and expectations, and assessing possible unintended consequences. 
When Mark Zuckerberg, the co-founder of Facebook, first turned to philanthropy, he wanted to 
make a big investment in finding a new way to tackle a complex problem. In 2010 he met with 
then-Newark Mayor Cory Booker and New Jersey Governor Chris Christie, and the three 
developed a plan to invest $100 million from Zuckerberg in Newark’s failing school system. The 
Newark public schools were already in receivership and under the direct control of the governor. 
The goal for Zuckerberg’s investment was to deploy the accumulated knowledge and best 
practices of school reformers around the country in one place and try to make it a model for school 
district turnaround.  
The initiative was announced with great fanfare on Oprah; subsequently, many articles as well as 
a book by Washington Post journalist Dale Russakoff have argued that it largely failed. Other 
observers counter that it is too soon to tell; that it brought more resources into the system; that 
progress has been made in Newark school graduation rates; that charter schools in Newark are 
outperforming district schools by an unusually wide margin thanks to this intervention (which does 
not necessarily help the many more students currently enrolled in the public schools); and that 
there are many lessons that can be applied elsewhere. Zuckerberg and his wife Priscilla Chan 
are currently investing—but much more quietly—in improving public education in California.  
Looking at this investment from the perspective of Deliberate Leadership, particularly regarding 
the role of community voices, raises important questions. For example, the project was conceived 
by elected officials—the mayor and the governor—who at the time were key stakeholders for 
social change but then moved on to other priorities and in Booker’s case to a different elected 
office. Local funders and parent organizations with a long history of engagement with the public 
schools were not consulted, and learned of the project only when it was announced on television. 
Significant resources, up to one-third of the funding, went to outside technical consultants. SVCF 
was a silent partner, managing the gift for Zuckerberg. The decision to do so entailed much soul 
searching about what it would mean for SVCF leadership to support a social investment that was 
directed at another part of the country. They concluded that supporting a donor-advisor from 
Silicon Valley was a role fully aligned with their mission, even if the funds would be directed 
elsewhere. 
Some observers raise other questions about the Zuckerberg gift to Newark—because the 
community was not consulted, they argue, and the elected officials involved have since moved 
on, the reform effort is not grounded locally. The school district, in greater flux because of the 
intervention, is without champions in government. How does this align with values of respecting 
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the wisdom of the community? How does it build the capacity of local community leaders to take 
some responsibility for their own solutions, since social investors do not plan to be there in 
perpetuity? 
This critique also raises questions for SVCF: If donor partners value its respect for their 
independent decision making, to what extent can it influence donor-advisors so that their social 
investments reflect SVCF’s own values of social justice; listening to community and “doing no 
harm”? How can a community foundation, working mostly through wealthy and powerful 
philanthropists, encourage them to go through the same processes of listening, reflecting, 
challenging themselves, and recalibrating, that the Foundation itself practices? 
Questions for Discussion: 
1. Think about the practical challenges of giving away $100 million. What problems do you think 

might arise that would make it difficult to invest effectively and ethically at that scale? 

2. How might you keep in mind the possible impact of your social investment on the intended 
beneficiary, whether that is a schoolchild in a failing system or a villager in an emerging 
economy country? How might you seek to learn about and mitigate unintended harm? 

3. How might you, as a social investor, think about the consequences of making a big investment 
in infrastructure, such as a highway or a dam, or an investment in systems change, as 
opposed to an investment that seeks to build local capacity to create solutions? How might 
you balance both kinds of investment, or prioritize one or the other? 
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III. Changing Philanthropy in a Changing World 
As wealth accumulates in rarified pockets such as Silicon Valley, more corporations prioritize 
social investing and engage in efforts to meet the human security needs (and the more recent 
Sustainable Development Goals) identified by the UN. In these efforts, the line between for-profit 
and nonprofit approaches are blurring, and what social investing looks like and how to ensure it 
is aligned with ethical values, has become more complex. And as social media and a mobile world 
give us more opportunities to know about needs elsewhere and easy ways to donate, social 
investing has become more democratized. We have already described some of the ways that 
social investing is changing, but we will explore here some trends that may accelerate these 
changes. 

Changing Philanthropy in a Changing World 
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The Need for Systemic Change through Policy  
Though traditional philanthropy has worked through nonprofit providers and steering clear of 
policy, SVCF’s concerns for social justice and equity in Silicon Valley have led it to policy 
engagement that demonstrates how philanthropy can contribute effectively to systems-level 
change.  
SVCF’s stakeholders offer two examples. The first was an effort to curb the worst excesses of the 
payday loan industry, which makes very high interest loans, primarily to the working poor, with 
the borrower’s next paycheck as collateral. The second was a campaign to change placement 
rules that led to a disproportionate number of lower-income students, primarily students of color, 
having to repeat algebra despite strong GPAs and test scores. This made it impossible for them 
to complete enough sequential math courses in high school to apply to selective four-year 
colleges, depressing their career prospects and earning ability for life. In each case, the 
Foundation’s strategy was the same: research the topic and produce a report including data, a 
description of the regulatory regime, and other points of engagement with the issue; present 
options and make recommendations; and then convene or engage with the appropriate decision 
makers. 

SVCF’s involvement in a campaign to reform the payday loan industry in Southern California 
began in 2009, when SVCF staff had been hearing from their direct-service-agency grantees that 
payday loans were worsening the financial problems of their clients. In response, SVCF 
commissioned the Public Interest Law Firm of the Law Foundation of Silicon Valley to produce a 
report on the status of the industry and attempts to rein in the worst abuses. Through convening, 
SVCF highlighted the problem and facilitated efforts led by the Federal Reserve Bank of San 
Francisco to explore alternative models of credit for lower-income borrowers. Through 
grantmaking, it supported successful efforts to enact a local moratorium on payday lenders in 14 
California cities. Through advocacy with state-level elected officials, it engaged in conversations 
to support statewide legislation that created a pilot program offering alternative credit options for 
low-income borrowers.  
In the campaign to reform math placement policies that were holding back students of color, the 
Foundation also produced a well-researched report, and then worked closely with State Senator 
Holly Mitchell, as a legislative solution was sought. They co-convened a hearing for the state’s 
legislative Black caucus to hear testimony about the issue. Ultimately, Governor Jerry Brown 
signed into law a bill correcting the problem by requiring that placement into higher-level math be 
based on objective and transparent criteria.18 SVCF then facilitated implementation of the law by 
providing education for school district leaders and others working to implement the new 
requirements. 
Senator Mitchell praised SVCF’s ability to partner with policy decision makers effectively: “Often 
what happens is foundations live in their world, do what they consider to be policy research, 
publish, and then I think assume through osmosis it will translate into policy.” That was not what 
happened with SVCF. They showed a sophisticated understanding of how they could help, writing 
and soliciting letters of support, reviewing policy language, attending hearings and meetings of 
organizations like the Association of School Superintendents. What was most helpful, Mitchell 
felt, was that SVCF understood the process of legislating, that their role was not to provide a 
smart policy answer and walk away, but to sit patiently in waiting rooms, to make phone calls 
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when appropriate (without crossing the boundaries of what is legal for nonprofits in the US), to 
draw in their corporate partners when their voices would be helpful, and to be patient with the 
process. An ancillary benefit, she thought, was building the relationships and creating a 
conversation “about race and perception and bias in a very tangible, meaningful way, but in a way 
that people kind of got it.” 
These examples demonstrate how philanthropy can fight for social equity values through 
systems-level change, in addition to direct funding. As the scale of the need becomes clearer, a 
suite of tools is needed. SVCF’s response to these educational and economic inequities in Silicon 
Valley shows how that can work at a community and regional level. 
A challenge for social investors remains how to scale policy responses effectively in a world where 
those educational and economic inequities can be increasingly global. Traditional foundations 
have encountered challenges, and some have even been blackballed, when they appeared to be 
promoting systems-level solutions. The ClimateWorks Foundation in India, the Ford Foundation 
in Russia, and others, have been seen as insensitive to culture or lacking respect for national 
sovereignty. These are challenges for social investors seeking to improve the lives of the poorest 
in the world. 

Questions for Discussion: 
1. What do you think about SVCF’s approach to policy advocacy for systems-level change? Are 

you aware of similar campaigns?  
2. How else might a social investor approach policy change? 
3. What do you think the challenges for a philanthropy, and in particular an intermediary like 

SVCF, might be to engaging in policy advocacy? What advantages might they bring to this 
role?  

The Evolving Role of the Corporate Sector 

Over the last decade, it has been suggested that business will become a primary driver of global 
social change, and that hybrid business-charitable models will become pervasive. Philanthropists 
and other social investors are getting new allies in the private sector, as Corporate Social 
Responsibility has evolved and become more sophisticated, particularly among Silicon Valley 
startups such as eBay and Google, which have been committed to philanthropy from their 
founding. Some businesses, such as Nike and PepsiCo, have begun to measure institutional 
goals with social as well as economic outcomes in mind—what is called the triple-bottom-line. 
Philanthropy is learning to think more about return on investment, investing more in planning and 
measurement, and thinking more comprehensively about what it can bring to the table. These 
converging trends have made it easier for corporations and social investors to partner for good. 
SVCF partners with many corporations as well as with wealthy entrepreneurs, with almost 60 
corporate logos, most from the world of social media and high technology, represented on its 
website. Amy Milligan of eBay Foundation reports that her foundation collaborates with SVCF for 
knowledgeable technical support and—more important—a partner whose mission is purely 
charitable and that, by establishing partnerships, is able to have impact at scale. Sid Espinosa of 
Microsoft credits SVCF with expanding its technical and advisory role by creating a “community 
of learning” among local executives. He also appreciates SVCF’s collaboration in designing new 
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approaches to deep community problems, such as cohort-based grantmaking for STEM-focused 
after-school programs throughout the region. Though SVCF does not seek to direct the giving of 
its corporate partners, it shares information with them about issues that have risen to the top in 
its own work and where community needs are greatest. According to Maeve Miccio, SVCP’s Vice 
President for Strategic Partnerships, Eastern Region, it also helps them define a more 
programmatic approach if the corporate donor is open to such advice, to adopt best practices, 
and to identify issues such as climate change, where there is potential for both a local and a global 
impact. 
Miccio says that only about $130 million of the $8 billion that SVCF currently manages represents 
corporate donor partners. But the potential for creating partnerships, leveraging relationships—
both those with local elected officials when there may be a policy solution needed, and globally 
because so many of these businesses are global in scope—renders corporate partnerships an 
area of growing opportunity for social investing. 
The growth of B (or benefit) corporations and social investments that are expected to generate a 
financial return offer growing challenges to the Deliberate Leadership practice of maintaining 
alignment between an investing model and core values. Micro-lending is one example of a “silver 
bullet” idea that promised to do good for the world’s poorest while producing profits for those who 
invest in them: micro-lending is intended to provide financial services and access to capital to the 
world’s poorest entrepreneurs, but it has in some cases led borrowers into worsening poverty. 
Another example is an educational venture that many in Silicon Valley are investing in—Bridge 
International Academies, a low-cost, replicable primary and pre-primary “education in a box” for 
less developed countries. 
Bridge International was co-founded in 2007 by an ed-tech entrepreneur and an anthropologist 
who saw a need and an opportunity in providing education for very poor families. They saw it 
achieving scale rapidly by training unskilled teachers to present a curriculum developed by 
experts from an e-reader and monitoring various data points such as teacher absenteeism 
electronically, collecting small fees from working (though not salaried) parents, and building very 
inexpensive schools. The founders estimated that return on investment could be 20 percent 
annually, and projected an IPO in 2017. The concept received funding from Bill Gates, the 
Omidyar Network, the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, and several venture capital funds, as well as 
the World Bank and the British government. In 2016, Bridge had over 400 schools in Kenya, 63 
in Uganda, 23 in Nigeria, and four in India.19  
As so often happens with elegantly simple solutions, the story has been more complex: rather 
than educating students who otherwise would be receiving no education, Bridge has tended to 
draw students from government-funded schools, and teachers’ unions predictably have opposed 
their expansion; households that are not salaried may earn enough over the course of a year to 
pay Bridge’s modest school fees, but in any given month they may not have income, and students 
whose families do not pay monthly are suspended from school and then may find public schools 
will not take them back. Physical facilities were judged by a court in Uganda to be substandard 
and unsanitary, enrollments have dropped in Kenya, and the company is losing $1 million per 
month. A British parliamentary committee has urged the secretary of state for international 
development to make no further investment in Bridge without ‘‘clear, independent evidence that 
the schools produce positive learning outcomes for pupils’’ and answers to ‘‘serious questions 
about Bridge’s relationships with governments, transparency and sustainability.’’20 According to 



	

 26 

the New York Times, Bridge is adjusting its business model by forging partnerships with 
governments like the Liberian education ministry, deferring its IPO plans, and exploring other 
ventures such as selling educational materials and partnering with micro-lending institutions to 
make services like health insurance and credit available to its customers. 
Questions for Discussion: 
1. One argument for engaging in a startup, privately financed model for social investing is the 

scale of resources that can be raised. Do you think the benefits of scale outweigh the risks of 
introducing a profit motive into social investing? Why or why not? 

2. In both of these examples, the social investor did extensive research and understood, at least 
conceptually, the need for cultural awareness, yet problems still arose and individual children 
and families were harmed. How do you think the investors in each case might have tried to 
avoid or quickly correct for unintended harms? 

3. In an era of intensified, large-scale partnerships between private corporations and 
philanthropists, how might such partnerships affect the role of government and democratic 
accountability? 

The Democratization of Global Giving 

One of the appealing features of anti-malaria mosquito nets is that any individual wishing to help 
fight a debilitating disease in the developing world can contribute $10 online and give a family a 
mosquito net. In Haiti during the 2010 earthquake, the Red Cross and other organizations raised 
$20 million within a week through a well-publicized campaign soliciting $10 donations through text 
messaging.21 As was described above, SVCF has shared its research on effective nonprofits in 
93 countries on a website that enables anyone anywhere to contribute $100 or more online for 
education, violence prevention, capacity building, disaster response, and many other issues—in 
effect, bringing local-type giving to a global scale.22 Crowd funding has provided the startup funds 
for low-cost water filters for Africa to protect people against water-borne diseases, solar-powered 
electricity and ovens in India to make recharging cell phones and electric lights widely available 
in rural areas and reduce air pollution, and many other ambitious projects. 
All of this is powerful and appealing, enabling everyone to participate in supporting global 
development. But it also presents challenges. The downsides of malarial mosquito net campaigns 
have already been discussed. The money raised for Haiti became highly controversial, and the 
Red Cross was accused of supporting corruption and failing to deliver on its promises to rebuild.23 
Too often, as was also the case with donations to Haiti, the volume of the resources raised through 
social media can vastly outstrip the recipient’s ability to use them effectively. (The French medical 
charity Doctors Without Borders announced after the 2004 tsunami in Asia that it had raised 
enough money to fund its response and was not seeking further contributions. But that kind of 
moderation is unusual, and reportedly raised the ire of other global charities who see disasters 
as a fundraising opportunity.) 24  
The challenge for philanthropy and investment in social causes will be to ensure that the potential 
global windfall from the aggregated giving of many small donors is used effectively and does not 
cause unintended harm. SVCF has developed some important tools to ensure the integrity of 
social media-mediated giving, such as its global giving database and its donor circles where those 
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who want to give internationally can learn from those with local knowledge. But it highlights the 
need for skilled and trusted intermediaries, with the capacity to partner globally and work at scale 
around the world. 
Questions for Discussion: 
1. How might you balance the desire of many to give what they can against the risks of giving 

outside their sphere of knowledge? How do you think social media, global communications, 
and other new tools can help? 

2. How do you think the kinds of expatriate communities we’ve talked about in Silicon Valley and 
other high-tech hubs could provide the kind of knowledge required to make global giving 
effective and ethical? 

3. What kinds of tensions can you imagine might arise between a generous impulse to respond 
to a crisis through e-giving and funding long-term development and capacity building that 
empower local communities? What do you think might be an effective response? 
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IV. Evolving Technological Innovation and the Future of 
Social Investing 

Some futurists—including Silicon Valley entrepreneur Elon Musk—warn that the industry he 
represents needs to take more responsibility for the fallout from its innovations, and the way it 
often thinks that disruption is good and is dismissive of the possible downsides. Zeynep Tufekci, 
a scholar who studies the impact of technology on society and writes commentary for the 
Washington Post, agrees that the Achilles heel of these young entrepreneurs is “their 
overconfidence that they know best, their naïveté about how the world works, their extensive effort 
to avoid oversight, and their business model of having very few employees so that no one is 
minding the store.”25 She was referring specifically to the industry’s denial that “weaponized” 
social media may be being deployed to influence democratic elections around the world. But the 
traits she mentions are clearly the opposite of Deliberate Leadership. 

Evolving Technological Innovation and the Future of Social Investing 
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Looking into the future, as the money coming from this sector continues to flow into the world of 
social investing, while access to social media brings the world together in other ways, many 
challenges face philanthropy as it seeks to show Deliberate Leadership in wrestling with the 
issues of this complex world and bring human security to the “bottom billions” struggling for better 
lives locally and around the world. 
1. How will philanthropy remain relevant and impactful in a world rapidly changed by technology? 
2. How will philanthropy from a powerful technology sector promote an ambitious social justice 

agenda that opens the door for diversity, economic opportunity, and inclusion of all?  
3. How will it partner and help a fast-paced, technology-based world incorporate values of trust, 

transparency, and candor about what is and isn’t working?  
4. How can philanthropy offer guidance to new tech-centered donors on addressing complex 

social change issues to accelerate positive impact and minimize potential harm? 

5. How can new collaborations be forged between philanthropy and technology sectors that tap 
mutual expertise and help direct funding to the critical complex issues from climate change to 
immigration? 
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Appendix 1. List of Interviewees 
Name Title Organization 

Amy Millington President eBay Foundation 
Bert Feuss Senior Vice President, 

Investments 
Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Caretha Coleman Former Board Member 
Consultant 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 
Coleman Consulting 

Carol Larson President and Chief 
Executive Officer 

David and Lucile Packard 
Foundation  

C.S. Park Immediate Past Board Chair 
 
(Ret.) Chair and Chief 
Executive Officer 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 
Seagate Technology 

D. Lea Rauscher Vice President, Grants, 
Gifts, and Compliance 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

David Lewis Executive Director Save the Bay 
Emmett Carson Chief Executive Officer and 

President 
Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Eric Cohen Executive Director Immigrant Legal Resource 
Center 

Erica Wood Chief Community Impact 
Officer 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Gina Dalma Special Advisor to the 
President for Public Policy 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Greg Avis Former Board Chair 
Co-founder and Senior 
Advisor 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 
Summit Partners 

Gregory M. Gallo Former Board Member 
Partner 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 
DLA Piper 

Holly Mitchell Senator California State Senate 
Jim Ducey Co-founder Donor Circle for Africa 
John Maltbie County Manager San Mateo County 
John M. Sobrato Former Board Chair 

 
Chief Executive Officer 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 
The Sobrato Organization 

Lianne M. Araki Executive Assistant to the 
Chief Executive  
Officer and Board Liaison 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Luisa Buada Chief Executive Officer Ravenswood Health Clinic 
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Maeve Miccio Vice President of Strategic 
Partnerships, Eastern 
Region  

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Manuel Santamaria Vice President, Strategic 
Initiatives and Grantmaking 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Mari Ellen Loijens Chief Business, 
Development and Brand 
Officer 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Misti Sangani Chief Donor Experience and 
Engagement Officer 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Nancy Handel Former Board Chair 
(Ret.) Chief Financial Officer 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation Applied 
Materials 

Pat Bresee Former Board Chair 
(Ret.) Commissioner 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation  
San Mateo County Juvenile 
Court 

Paul Velaski Chief Operating Officer and 
Chief Financial Officer 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Peter Tavernise Executive Director Cisco Foundation 
Rebecca Dupras Vice President, 

Development 
Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Sally Osberg President and Chief 
Executive Officer 

Skoll Foundation 

Sam Liccardo Mayor City on San Jose 
Samuel Johnson, Jr. Board Chair 

Director of Administrative 
Services 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 
Notre Dame de Namur 
University 

Sarah Valencia Vice President, Finance Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 

Sid Espinosa Director of Philanthropy and 
Civic Engagement 

Microsoft 

Steven LaFrance Founder and Chief 
Executive Officer 

Learning for Action 

Thomas J. Friel Former Board Chair 
 
(Ret.) Chairman 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 
Heidrick & Struggles 
International, Inc. 

Vera Bennett Former Chief Operating 
Officer and Chief Financial 
Officer 

Silicon Valley Community 
Foundation 
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