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Key Points
· Networks have historically played an essential 

role in promoting progress in areas such as social 
justice, political reform, environmental protection, 
and public health.

· Foundations are increasingly recognizing the 
power of networks and looking for strategies to 
help networks achieve their potential. 

· The most common strategies are:  a) convene 
a new network around a mission in line with the 
foundation’s interests, or b) make grants to  an 
existing network whose interests align with the 
foundation’s.  Each strategy has practical limita-
tions.    

· This paper analyzes an alternative strategy de-
veloped by the Mary Reynolds Babcock Founda-
tion (MRBF).  In addition to providing networks 
with grants, the foundation’s staff (referred to as 
“network officers”) interact frequently with funded 
networks, providing resources, offering analyses, 
raising challenging questions, and encouraging 
strategic action.  Network officers also broker 
relationships among people and organizations that 
might benefit from working together in a net-
worked way.

· The MRBF approach constitutes a “model” for 
building the capacity of change-oriented networks, 
but is recommended only for foundations that are 
highly patient, adaptive, and skilled in working with 
grantees in a give-and-take fashion.
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Although social networks have been studied for 
decades, the topic has recently gained increased 
attention, largely because of the explosion in 
virtual networking spawned by social media sites 
such as Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn (Scearce, 
Kasper, & Grant, 2010).  In addition to provid-
ing obvious benefits to individuals (e.g., social 
support, staying informed), networks play a vital 
role in improving the well-being of communities, 
regions, countries, and entire societies.  Net-
works helped deliver many advances that we now 
take for granted, including the passage of civil 
rights legislation in the 1960s, the dismantling 
of policies and practices that overtly excluded 
specific groups of people, and shifts in laws and 
social norms relating to tobacco use and alcohol 
consumption (McAdam, 1986; Diani & McAdam, 
2003).  Given the plethora of social and economic 
ills that continue to plague the world, it is well 
worth considering the role that networks can play 
in bringing about fundamental change, as well as 
the role that foundations might play in strength-
ening and supporting these networks.

A network is a set of relationships among a group 
of “members” – individuals or organizations.  
Members use those relationships to achieve their 
individual and collective goals.  Some networks 
are organized according to a formal structure, 
with dues-paying members and professional staff.  
Other networks are informal, fluid, or ad hoc.  Re-
gardless of form, the defining feature of a network 

is that members interact with one another in ways 
that confer mutual benefit.


