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My relationship with donors has improved. I used to perceive donors as 
superior and ‘All-Mighty,’ and fundraising as begging. After going through the 
financial sustainability program, I gained confidence and now I look at a donor 
as someone who needs me, and I need them. 

John Kakeeto, PELUM Uganda 

Social justice and human rights leaders and their supporters face transition and opportunity. 
Their ambitions are bold, but resources from traditional funders are shrinking or harder to 
come by. Many governments are placing greater scrutiny on civil society organizations 
(CSOs), hindering partnerships with international actors. Yet, in many places, new 
financing opportunities are emerging — and going untapped. 

Civil society organizations need financial resilience to adapt to this 
changing environment and meet their mission — whether it’s advancing 
women’s rights, fostering environmental justice, or fighting for land rights or the rights of 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or intersex (LGBTI) people. Program investments won’t 
bring long-term change if organizations and movements don’t have the leadership, finance, 
and quality relationships with investors to sustain their impact. 

Spring Forward began with the question, “What if leaders for rights and justice brought 
the same level of resilience to their financing needs as they bring to their programming?” 
With support from the Ford Foundation, Spring Forward launched an eight-month financial 
sustainability program in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda, reaching close to 50 East African 
CSOs. Now, an evaluation provides a compelling answer:  

Driving Change Through 
Financial Resilience

Stronger 
leadership and 

adaptability

Participants feel more 
positive, resourceful 
and confident about 
their ability to deliver 
on their mission and 

respond proactively to 
the funding landscape.   

More strategic 
finance and resource 

mobilization 

Organizations learn how 
to better develop budgets, 

build reserves, analyze 
their financial health, and 
find new ways to finance 
their work, reducing their 
reliance on a small group 

of funders. 

Transformative  
partnerships 

Organizations and 
their investors develop 
more open, inspired 
relationships where 

leaders communicate what 
they really need, and give  
funders greater confidence 

in their investments. 

Imagine an organization
as a bicycle.

Two Strong Wheels 
and a Clear Direction

This groundbreaking program builds the financial resilience of 
frontline leaders and creates transformative partnerships with 
investors. 

The frame
represents the 
organization’s systems 
and people, which 
connect the two 
wheels. 

The back wheel 
is the financing of 

the work.  

The front wheel 
stands for its big 
goals and the 
programs it runs. 

Only when both wheels are inflated, the frame is sturdy, and 
the bicycle is moving in the right direction — toward the mission 
— can the organization reach momentum, adjust course when 
needed, and realize powerful and ambitious goals.   
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Results In Depth

An Approach
That Works

Comprehensive 
document review

Interviews with 
16 participating 

organizations,
Spring Forward 

leadership, 
and Ford

Foundation staff 

7 participant 
organization case 

studies 

3 focus groups
with close to

40 participants

Financial check-ups 
for 7 organizations, 

including financial 
statement analysis 
and discussion of 

findings 

Dr. Laura Roper,
a respected researcher, 

conducted the evaluation
of Spring Forward.

The evaluation methodology 
involved: 

The program promotes stronger leadership, 
better teamwork, and more effective 
positioning. Spring Forward helps the leaders that 
attend the training evolve into a three-person pivot team 
that shares responsibility for ensuring the organization’s 
transformation towards greater financial resilience and 
health. 

Organizations adopt a strategic finance approach 
to be able to calculate the real cost of programs 
including overhead, reduce dependence by further 
diversifying their income, build a reserve to cushion the 
organization with three to six months of operating costs, 
and create a financial health dashboard to make timely 
and strategic decisions. 

Twelve to eighteen months after the program, there 
are early signs of successful diversification of 
income. With strong and new foundations in place, 
this looks promising for the future. 

 » Organizations identified over 30 new 
institutional funders -- a considerable success. 

 » Smaller organizations saw increases in 
income of more than 30%, while some larger 
organizations were impacted by large  
funders changing priorities and saw decreases 
of 14-27%. 

 » Several organizations had success diversifying 
their income beyond traditional grants by 
adding fees from services, investment income 
and corporate donors. One organization 
intentionally reduced the number of donors 
because they had been “chasing the money, 
rather than focusing on mission.”

Organizations retain the key lessons from the 
program, even after leadership and staff turnover.

The Spring Forward
Approach

1
Understand the challenges of a 
volatile funding environment. It is those 
who are proactive, creative and able to 
bounce back who will thrive.

4
Collaborate and Network 
between individuals, organizations 
and movements, as part of a 
larger ecosystem of interdependent 
relationships.

2
Customize and Calibrate to build 
on the unique strengths and potential of 
both individuals and organizations at 
any given stage of development.

5
Transform hearts and minds, actions, 
relationships and systems. Participants 
and organizations develop a ‘new 
normal’ and the tools to sustain it.

3
Bridge a connection between the 
content and financing of the work. 
Frontline leaders develop a seamless 
understanding of the interface between 
program, resource mobilization and 
strategic finance.

6
Sustain Momentum of participants 
through peer support, ongoing coaching 
and accompaniment, continuing 
education through online seminars, and 
participation in a global community of 
practice.

About 90% of the 
organizations have 
come out [of Spring 
Forward] stronger.
Even those who are asking 
for project funding present 
requests within the larger 
work of their organizations; 
they are providing much 
more comprehensive 
reports; and most have 
included Spring Forward 
language in their theory of 
change, and they don’t 
miss deadlines. They 
all recognize the need for, 
or they already have, a 
financial sustainability 
plan. And we are seeing 
improved quality of 
program delivery. 

Monica Aleman 
Cunningham, Senior 
Program Officer, Ford 
Foundation Eastern 
Africa

The full evaluation report
can be found at

springstrategies.org/forward
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Transforming Relationships to 
Build Strong Partnerships

High impact organizations — whether in the private or non-profit sector — invest in 
building the skills of their leaders and planning for the future. Yet, funder pressure can 
make CSOs reluctant to invest in infrastructure and management capacity, typically called 
“overhead.” This can have disastrous effects for program quality, including the ability to 
learn and innovate. Not surprisingly, recent research shows that the most effective CSOs 
spend more — not less — on critical administrative investments (Giving Evidence, 2015). 

Spring Forward’s experience with frontline leaders and investors demonstrates that myths 
about “overhead” prevent honest conversations about the real cost of the work and — in 
the worst cases — lead to a “starvation cycle” that threatens the mission.

Gregory, Anne Goggins and Don Howard. The Nonprofit Starvation Cycle. The Stanford Social Innovation Review. Fall 2009. 

How investors and frontline leaders can work together to create a 
more just future faster.

Shared purpose. Neither frontline leaders nor investors 
can achieve powerful and ambitious goals alone. When 
resource mobilization is framed as asking for money it can 
be uncomfortable and intimidating. Real transformation takes 
place when frontline leaders and investors come together 
around shared purpose and figure out how to best move 
money and power towards rights and justice.

High-quality funding. Frontline leaders need to ask for 
the funding they require, and investors need to ask critical 
questions. But if funders are more interested in overhead 
percentages than innovation and mission, they will seriously 
impede the impact of CSOs. High-quality funding gives CSOs 
flexibility and stability over the longer term, so they can do 
their best work. 

New capacities. Justice leaders need to bring the same 
level of innovation, passion and proactivity to their financing 
needs as they bring to their programming. This requires an 
understanding of their strengths and weaknesses, as well as 
the new capacities needed to support financial resilience. 
Investors need to understand these challenges and provide 
additional supports that allow CSOs to generate greater 
financial strength.

Permission to fail. New financing models like social 
enterprise, crowd sourcing, high net-worth philanthropy and 
partnerships with corporations have great potential. While 
frontline leaders need to pursue them, contexts vary and 
organizations learn and adapt in different ways. Investors 
need to trust their CSO partners to find their own unique way 
to adapt to changing contexts. This includes giving them 
permission to fail.

An ecosystem. Asking funders for money and then turning 
around to implement funded programs is an old model. So is 
making a grant and waiting for results. Investors and frontline 
leaders can achieve greater impact by sharing resources, 
ideas, passion and networks. By working in partnership, they 
become part of an ecosystem of relationships of advancing 
rights and justice that can achieve goals beyond the reach of 
a single entity.

Both the Ford Foundation and participating CSO leaders left 
with a renewed understanding of their shared purpose. In the 
words of Maurice Makoloo, Representative, Ford Foundation 
Eastern Africa: “Partners need money, but they need a lot 
more than money. They need it in sufficient quantities, with as 
few restrictions as possible, over a sustained period of time to 
support their passion so they can make a difference.”

5 Keys to More Financial 
Resilience and Impact

1

2

3

4

5
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Collaborating
with Spring Forward

TEAM

Spring Forward is a ground-breaking program and global community of practice that 
builds financial resilience for social and environmental justice. It develops the essential 
competencies that enable leaders to reset their organizations and movements on a path to 
greater impact. We offer the following programs:
Financial Resilience Essentials. This three-day customized intensive program, held in 
Toronto, is for executive directors and their key staff. 
Financial Resilience Certificate. Ideal for investors who want to accelerate the 
impact of their grantee partners, this program brings together leaders of 8-10 organizations 
for an eight-month long learning collaboration. It includes an organizational assessment; 
intensive training; a personalized road map; peer learning; coaching; and results analysis. 
Financial Resilience In-house Support. Customized support to address an 
organization’s specific challenges, consists of an assessment, and an intensive in-house 
program with staff and board. It results in an action plan and includes follow-up support. 
Online Seminars. These lively encounters for program graduates and participants 
provide a refresh, a rethink, or a deeper dive into financial resilience-related topics.
Executive Integral Coaching™. Executive coaching starts with the client’s specific 
challenges, develops concrete and mutually agreed-upon goals, and ends with the client 
reaching — and possibly exceeding — those goals.
Speaking Engagements. We are dynamic and inspirational speakers and happy to 
join your conference or organization for a transformative conversation.

Spring Forward works with CSOs and funders in Canada, the Netherlands, Belgium, the United States, Colombia, 
Brazil, Argentina, Thailand, India, Uganda, Tanzania, Kenya and South Africa. We are a growing team of 
global associates. Find out more about us by visiting springstrategies.org/forward
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