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Center for Venture Philanthropy�s effective model of high engagement 
philanthropy created true funder-grantee partnerships, which in turn 
produced remarkable results in improved environmental education 
through the Environmental Solutions Forum�s (ESF) sustained focus on 
strengthening organizational capacity. 

The results of ESF are extremely positive: thousands more individuals are 
being reached by environmental education, and being reached better. 
ESF organizations are creating environmental leaders, and acting as 
leaders themselves to bring about changes to minimize the negative 
environmental impact of industry.
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What is the Environmental Solutions Forum?

Environmental Solutions Forum (ESF) is a four-year 1 social venture fund designed to 
increase the effectiveness of environmental education (EE) in the Silicon Valley by 
strengthening and connecting organizations. Silicon Valley Community Foundation�s 2 
Center for Venture Philanthropy (the Center) spearheaded the design and management 
of ESF to build the capacity of thirteen environmental nonpro� ts and two county of� ces 
of outdoor education to increase the number of children and adults who demonstrate 
environmentally responsible behavior.

ESF Results: Higher-Quality Environmental Education and Enhanced 
Environmental Leadership

Organizations that achieved their ESF goals show substantially improved program 
effectiveness. Nine organizations now provide better environmental education to 
K-12 participants; and three more have enhanced their ability to provide and foster 
environmental leadership among private sector actors, policy-makers, and private 
citizens. 

Of the twelve organizations achieving their ESF goals, nine enhanced the quality of their 
K-12 environmental education programs by implementing environmental education 
best practice standards. As a result, today as compared to before ESF, an additional 
13,055 Silicon Valley residents are being reached annually with programs based on 
best practices, and programs serving over half a million individuals annually have been 
redesigned in accordance with best practices. 

1 ESF of� cially launched on Earth Day 2003 and provided three years of funding. The overall duration of 
initiative was four years, including the initial planning and � nal completion phases.

2 ESF began with Peninsula Community Foundation, an organization that merged with Community Foun-
dation Silicon Valley. The new entity is Silicon Valley Community Foundation.
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Number of Organizations Starting in ESF: 15

Organizations Achieving ESF Goals: 12

Total Dollars Granted Over 3-Year Period: $1,643,234

Reaching More People with Better Environmental Education 

Additional Silicon Valley Residents Reached Annually with Multiple Exposures1 13,055

Total Number of Silicon Valley Residents Reached Annually with More Effective EE2 504,322

1 Based on data from eight organizations providing EE to individuals.
2 Includes reach of programs that made progress toward standards of effective EE, such as multiple exposures.
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Three of the twelve organizations 
focused on working with community and 
industry leaders to become agents of 
environmental change. One organization 
strengthened its work with industry 
leaders and U.S. lawmakers to develop 
(and help �rms adhere to) new standards 
for electronic manufacturers. 

A second organization created new 
partnerships among industry, government 
agencies, and environmental groups 
working toward solutions that minimize 
the negative environmental impact of their 
industries. A third organization used ESF 
funding to launch a nine-month program 
that builds the environmental leadership 
skills of individual entrepreneurs. 

Generating Results through Capacity-Building  
and High-Engagement Philanthropy

Evaluators have identi�ed several aspects of the initiative�s implementation that accounts 
for its success:

Strategic and Effective Investments in Organizational Capacity

Investing Strategically: the Center invested in organizational capacity, working with 
grantees to make their organizations fundamentally stronger and more sustainable. 
This organizational capacity translates, in turn, into the ability to develop much 
stronger and more effective programs and service delivery.

Investing Effectively: the Center made grants large enough for organizations to 
build capacity without cutting corners � capacity that was suf�cient to generate 
real returns in terms of organizational effectiveness. In addition, the initiative 
was suf�ciently long to allow the foundational work that is usually necessary for 
meaningful capacity-building.

High Engagement Philanthropy that Works through True Partnership

Cohort members set annual goals and checked in quarterly on their progress 
with Center staff. This �accountability for results� model, in combination with 
the individualized attention that the Center staff gave to grantees, supported 
organizations to stay on track and attain their capacity-building objectives.  

The Center staff embraced learning and course corrections in reaching goals, and 
this created the space for openness and honesty between funder and grantees.

Because of the grantee-funder relationship, grantees openly explored challenges 
through frequent as-needed contact and the Center staff addressed issues as they 
arose and connect grantees with the expertise and resources they needed to take 
advantage of opportunities and to problem-solve.

The cohort comprised organizations from the same region and with similar 
concentrations on EE, so it was well-positioned to become an effective learning 
community as well as a vehicle for regional collaboration.
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ESF Nonpro�t Executive Director Testi�es  
Before the U.S. Senate. 

Addressing the health and well being of electronic users and 
recyclers, Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition helps lead the �Computer 
TakeBack Campaign� that calls for electronic manufacturers to 
take full responsibility for the life cycle of their products. New 
Executive Director Sheila Davis testi�ed before the Senate 
Committee on Waste Management and Superfund, detailing 
the growing problem with e-waste and its effects on the 
environment and the people who use and recycle electronics. 

This testimony, along with recent press releases and interviews, 
helps increase the Silicon Valley Toxics Coalition�s exposure and 
impact. ESF created the platform for this success by helping the 
organization transition from a founding executive director to 
new leadership and messaging with funding for a transition 
specialist/coach. This enabled the organization to redesign its 
mission, align messaging across programs and increase outreach 
with new message and leadership.



4 Cultivating Capacity, Growing Impact: Final Evaluation of the Environmental Solutions Forum
Prepared by LaFrance Associates, LLC for the Center for Venture Philanthropy

Building Capacity to Create Stronger, More Sustainable, More 
Effective Organizations

The ways in which participating organizations enhanced their capacity spanned a 
broad range: from fundraising, communications, and physical capacity, to board 
development and integrating evaluation into program development.  

A critical success factor is also found in the fact that the initiative was long 
enough for capacity-building to take hold and generate increased organizational 
effectiveness. The length of the initiative allowed the organizations to see the 
payoff from capacity-building. Executive directors agreed the multi-year grants 
allowed organizations to develop a long-term capacity-building plan and 
implement it knowing that funding would be available. This assurance freed 
organizations to expand their thinking and develop ambitious goals. 

�[The Center] invested in us as an organization rather 
than in a particular project. They try to understand what 
the organization�s needs are, and they provide funds for 
things that aren�t as glamorous. That kind of support is 
worth more than the dollar value of the program grant: 
you can do so much more with it because it is leveraged.�

-ESF Cohort Member

Fundraising Capacity

Hiring development directors or consultants

Purchase, design and use of fundraising technology

Developing fundraising or endowment plans

Aligning communications to support fundraising

Communications and Marketing Capacity

Hiring new communications personnel

Revamping messaging strategies

Developing e-outreach capability

Creating new marketing materials

Evaluation Capacity

Hiring outside and internal evaluation consultants

Institutionalizing the use of evaluation for program feedback and 
improvement

Building evaluation skills of staff

Physical Capacity

Building new physical plant

Purchasing new equipment

Making  use of funding to enable the use of new physical capacity made 

Board Capacity

Recruiting new members

Increasing the board�s ethnic diversity

Hosting board trainings and retreats

Clarifying board member roles and responsibilities
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Wildlife Viewing Enclosure a Seed for Long-Term Sustainability. 

Supported by a grant from ESF, WildLIFE Associates constructed a viewing area 
where program participants can safely observe animals at close range. This 
new resource helps the organization create revenue-generating programs that 
decrease reliance on donations and foundation support. For example, WildLIFE 
Associates designed a seminar for Oracle executives using living animals to 
teach principals of team building and communication.

Accountability for Results: High Engagement 
Supports the Grantees to Stay on Track and Reach 
their Goals

All funders want accountability for results, and the ESF approach 
to high engagement is particularly effective in helping grantees 
reach their goals and generating a return on investment. At the 
outset, grantees partner with the Center staff in an interactive 
manner, to de�ne the trajectory from a current to a desired 
future state, and speci�cally how the Center investment will 
support the sequence of steps (the �theory of change�). Each 
year, grantees develop quarterly milestones in a memorandum of understanding. 
To support grantees in making progress, the Center staff initiate quarterly check-
in calls or site-visits, during which grantees give updates on both progress and 
detours in their ESF goals. 

It is noteworthy that cohort members rate the goal-setting and quarterly check-in 
processes as highly as they do. It would be easy to imagine that executive directors 
would resent the time these conversations took or criticize them as intrusive on the 
funder�s part. On the contrary, executive directors appreciated how these meetings 
provided focus and helped keep their organizations on track. Given that capacity 
building work can take a back seat to pressing programmatic or fundraising goals, 
the formalization of objectives at the beginning of the year and quarterly check-ins 
added structure and motivational energy to their efforts.

Saving a Baylands Interpretive Center while  
Expanding Capacity for Programs 

Serving Students Facing a budget crunch, the city of Palo Alto approached 
Environmental Volunteers about assuming responsibilities for the Baylands 
Interpretive Center. In a quick two-week turnaround, the Center staff engaged 
donors and three partner nonpro�ts � Hidden Villa, Save The Bay and Acterra � to 
support Environmental Volunteers in designing an innovative plan that not only 
continued, but expanded, Interpretive Center programs. Today Environmental 
Volunteers has acquired new headquarters at the Baylands, aligning the 
organizational visibility closely with a successful weekend program that is 
integrated into its core business working with schools.
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Grantees are Allowed Flexibility in Reaching Goals

While �accountability for results� is a central principle of ESF, and supporting 
grantees to stay on track is critical to its success, 
grantees have �exibility in reaching their goals. If 
they need to change course, the Center staff work 
with them on how to do that most effectively. 

Trust-Building in the Funder/Grantee Relationship 

Trust-building is an important ingredient in the effort to make the funder/grantee 
relationship a true partnership with the shared goal of building capacity. Trust 
is built in two ways: (1) because grantees are allowed �exibility in reaching their 
goals, grantees feel they can be very honest with the funder; and (2) a program 
of�cer dedicated to ESF means that the Center staff are highly responsive and 
available for frequent contact with grantees. 

The openness of the Center staff to course corrections has been critical to building 
trust in the funder/grantee relationship. In interviews, several executive directors 
contrasted the Center�s approach with other funder experiences, in which grantees 
usually do their best to communicate with the funder only about the successes, 
and never the struggles. Because learning and adjustment are expected as grantee 
and funder make their way along a nonlinear path together, grantees can be open 
with the Center about any setbacks or dif�culties in reaching goals. This took 
pressure off of the grantee to �look good� to the funder, and let cohort members 
know that the Center was serious about helping them to learn from mistakes and 
grow in new directions.

The high ratio of the Center staff to cohort size also facilitates trust-building. The 
Center provided a full-time program of�cer devoted to ESF, while other staff 
did not have to divide their attention among an undue number of projects. This 
means that the Center staff had the time and energy to be highly responsive to 
the cohort. Executive directors remarked that the ESF program of�cer responded 
quickly to calls and emails, and was always available as a sounding board and to 
provide as-needed assistance.

�The bene�ts [of the Center model] are truth, honesty�. You�re dealing 
with the real world. The message coming from ESF is �We know it�s hard 
and we know it�s not perfect. We don�t want smoke and mirrors, we really 
want to look under the hood � we won�t punish you when we look there.� 
It�s a true partnership. [�] There�s a great deal of relief in that.�

�It absolutely has been different from a more traditional relationship. [�] 
ESF staff throughout have been incredibly supportive. They succeeded in 
creating an environment where we could talk about challenges as well as 
successes.�

- ESF Cohort Members

�This grant was �exible. I focused on some things that were long-term, but 
then we could also address short-term needs by re-evaluating each year 
what our needs were. I loved the �exibility. If it turned out what I thought 
I should do with the money one year was not what I should do, they were 
very accepting of change.�

�Not everything was perfect, but we were allowed to experiment, fail, learn, 
and move on to accomplish great things.� 

- ESF Cohort Members




