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PURPOSE

Funders are navigating the same interlocking crises that nonprofit and
movement organizations face, from grappling with the risk of political
retaliation and legal concerns when using equity and justice-centered
language to having to rethink the strategic impact of their funding
priorities under continued uncertainty and volatile change. Not to
mention, stretched capacity and urgency in trying to meet the moment
and protect immigrants, people of color, trans communities, and other

targeted communities.

Yet, funders can also contribute to and perpetuate these very same
crises on their nonprofit partners. By nature of their power and platform,
philanthropy’s response to these crises creates ripple effects, which
leaves nonprofits reeling from the impact, especially when those

responses are reactive and risk-averse.

This workbook invites funders to pause, assemble, and direct the visible
and invisible forms of their power through imagination, adaptability, and
experimentation. By fostering Creative Courage, funders can support and

be in solidarity with communities experiencing disinvestment, political

weaponization, and volatile change. Creative Courage is a tool of

liberation that helps philanthropy align its resources, processes, and

relationships with the world we are working to build.




How to use this workbook

This workbook offers reflection and discussion prompts and sample
exercises for key roles in philanthropy to foster Creative Courage in
the face of intersecting crises. The opportunity of uncertainty is for
philanthropy to lead with curiosity, creativity, and courage, rather than

rigidity and fear. Use this workbook, if you are:

¢ Navigating increased pressure, scrutiny, or political tension

e Committed to equity-centered grantmaking

¢ Wanting to deepen trust with grantees and community partners
e Ready to reimagine strategies, processes, or structures to support

thriving for communities and community-based organizations

We invite you to incorporate prompts during retreats, team meetings,
or strategy sessions to strengthen alignment across staff, leadership,

and board.



What do we mean by Creative Courage?

Creativity in philanthropy is not about novelty. It is about rethinking what is
possible, questioning inherited norms, reimagining what is needed, and
redesigning how resources flow. When funders embrace creativity, they move
away from transactional relationships rooted in paternalism and towards
system-changing partnerships with communities based in humility, reciprocal
trust, and power sharing. Creativity also fuels the energy and joy needed to

persist when working on entrenched social challenges.

At the same time, actually acting on that creativity takes courage. It is
courageous to disrupt old norms and experiment with new ones, especially
when facing risks like political weaponization or backlash. We need funders
who are rooted in their values and willing to use their power, with intention,

even with the risks present.




Three crises through the lens of

Creative Courage in philanthropy

Crisis of Disinvestment and Downsizing

When funders shift strategic focus away from equity-focused grantmaking,
those community-based organizations end up competing with peer
organizations for fewer resources, creating increased pressure on staff and
volunteers. This disinvestment comes at a time when communities are already
under increased pressures and relying on strong networks of support more
than ever. Creative Courage helps funders re-examine their approaches for
partnering with communities, responding to their emerging needs amidst the

crises, and aligning investments with their vision for the future.

Crisis of Political Weaponization and Retaliation

Political weaponization places equity-centered organizations at risk. Funders
may experience pressure to distance themselves from grantees or silence
values-driven work. Creative Courage allows funders to move through risk,
not just manage it, by reconnecting to their deeper commitments and vision

for empowered, resourced, and thriving communities.

Crisis of Uncertainty and Volatile Change

Volatile change can leave grantmakers feeling unsure about direction, long-
term planning, or strategy. In those moments, some funders respond by
requiring unnecessary additional documentation or rigid metrics. Creative
Courage pushes funders to remain agile and imaginative through uncertainty,
without withdrawing support or diverting valuable resources and capacity

from grantee partners.




Creative Courage thrives in systems that invite experimentation,
collaboration, and flexibility. Creative Courage guides funders to:

Provide tie-off grants when changing strategic direction

Provide multi-year, unrestricted, or flexible funding, including increasing
overhead cost allocation

Reduce administrative burdens for grantees by replacing an application or
reporting requirement with an alternative format

Use philanthropic voice to counter harmful narratives and fund
storytelling, narrative change, and legal support

Publicly name equity-centered values, which empowers grantees to stand
firm with their values

Host convenings for grantees or community members to build
relationships, map power, and support mutual aid between organizations
Fund infrastructure, capacity building, and leadership or staff wellbeing,
including sabbaticals and retreats

Create opportunities for community advisory boards for shared decision-
making and learn alongside communities rather than directing outcomes
Pilot flexible funding models in partnership with grantees

Reimagine and explore updates to an Investment Policy Statement
Collaborate with other funders to pool resources and withstand scrutiny
Experiment with divestment from extractive systems and investment in
alternative regenerative systems

And more!



REELECTION QUESTIONS
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e How can | resource myself or my team e Where are we unintentionally reinforcing
to step into creative courage? scarcity mindsets and perpetuating

e What does it look like to be disinvestment?
courageous rather than cautious in my e How are we actively showing up for grantees
role? What is one small experiment | who are navigating political retaliation?
can implement in my role? e How are any changes and uncertainty

¢ What could it look like to be impacting communities and grantee
accountable to the communities we partners, and how can we mitigate negative
serve in this moment? impacts?
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FOR EXECUTIVE AND LEADERSHIP TEAMS

Risk Tolerance

NOTES:

e Have you done a risk
assessment? Are you aligned
across the Executive and
Leadership Team and Board for
what is low-risk, medium-risk,
high-risk?

¢ In this moment, what is
informing how you assess risk —
threat to mission, geographical
context, capital resources and
platform, network, staff
demographics, community

perspective and impact?

e How can we stand alongside
community-based organizations
and other foundations to ensure
no one carries these crises
alone? What is at-risk by not

taking action?
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FOR EXECUTIVE AND LEADERSHIP TEAMS
Grantmaking Strategy

NOTES:

e How can we use our power to
protect and support targeted

grantees?

e What would it look like to prioritize
rest, healing, reflection, and
sustainability of community
partners, instead of programmatic

outputs?

e |In what ways can we offer new
forms of assistance outside
grantmaking, for example assistance
with legal support or loans? How
might we support organizations
outside the 501(c)(3)model?

e What might be the unanticipated
impacts of strategy shifts on
community organizations and
communities and how can we

mitigate those consequences?
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FOR EXECUTIVE AND LEADERSHIP TEAMS

Narratives and Storytelling

NOTES:

e Which values guide our voice
during politically charged

moments?

e What public positions are we
willing to take to shift the
narrative and redistribute risk?
How do we respond when
harmful narratives distort equity

work?

e Are our grantees protected
enough to do truth-telling work

and if not, how can we help?
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FOR EXECUTIVE AND LEADERSHIP TEAMS
People and Culture

NOTES:

e How can all staff members be
connected with community and
grantee partners to better
understand their current

context?

e How are we ensuring that staff
who are also experiencing these
crises have the support and

resources they need?
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FOR FOUNDATION BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Risk Tolerance

NOTES:

e Have you done a risk assessment?
Are you aligned across the Board
and with the Executive and
Leadership Teams for what is low-
risk, medium-risk, high-risk? What

is at-risk by not taking action?

e |n this moment, what is informing
how you assess risk — threat to
mission, geographical context,
resources, network, staff
demographics, community

perspective and impact?

e What are visible and invisible
sources of power that we can use
to be in solidarity with community
and movement groups also

experiencing the crises?
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FOR FOUNDATION BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Strategy

NOTES:

e What is the Foundation leader’s
experience of the interlocking
crises? How can the Board support

them?

e With the crisis of uncertainty and
volatile change, what mental
models about scalability, return on
investment, or long-term
sustainability need to be examined

or released?
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FOR FOUNDATION BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Narratives and Storytelling

NOTES:

e What public positions are we as a
Foundation willing to take to shift
the narrative and redistribute risk

for community partners?

e Where might | be tempted to
soften language out of fear rather

than discernment?
For more reflection questions for Board

members, see Workbook 4: Narrative

Stewardship.
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FOR INVESTMENT POLICY STAKEHOLDERS

NOTES:

e How does our current investment
policy align with our mission and
strategy? What changes can we
make to ensure that our
investments are not perpetuating
inequities that are making our

grantmaking necessary?

e How do we strike a balance
between maximizing our
investments with the resources
needed to address the crises of

this moment?

¢ What would centering the needs
of the community and community
self-determination look like in our

investment strategy?

e What updates could be made in
our investment policy statement
for more experimentation with

our investment strategy?
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FOR GRANTMAKING ADMINISTRATION
AND EVALUATION

*NOTES:

¢ How might we experiment with

one application requirement, for

example offering an alternative

format - i.e. a dialogue, video or

storytelling prompt?

¢ Where can we use existing data

to streamline our admin and

evaluation reporting processes to

not overburden grantee partners?

How can our staff take on more

administrative burden?

e How can our team members build

trust with community and grantee

partners to better understand

their context and be responsive

to emerging needs?

15



FOR PROGRAM OFFICERS

“NOTES:

e How transparent are we with

grantee applicants about the

rationale for our funding

decisions, especially if there is a

change in strategy?

e How can we make space for

grantees to adapt during volatile,

uncertain, complex, and

ambiguous conditions?

e How can we support rest and

rejuvenation for community-

based leaders?

e What small experiments could

help us learn without

overpromising?
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XPERIMENTATION WORKSHEET =
When funders r ove with Creative Courage, % %: \ hilantlfnropy f?om a gatekeeping
role into a solidarity and power-sh“ariiW e

. 3

CREATIVE COURAGE
ACTIVITY
IN PRACTICE
Alien with Revisit your personal and institutional values. Anchoring in a value allows you
Vilues Identify one value that will guide your decisions to move forward even when a
and interactions for this cycle of experimentation. risk is present.
Review existing reports about grantee
or community perspectives. If that is unavailable,
Listen and schedule one conversation with a grantee Fosteringing empathy and
Learn with focused only on relationship building and shifting internal narrative from
Grantees listening. Ask about their current needs, oversight to solidarity.
pressures, and hopes. No agenda. No additional
requests or requirements from them.
Choose one low risk experiment or change. - .
. . . . C e Building a muscle to engage in
Experiment This could be extending a deadline, simplifying ) .
. . . . creative processes using small,
or Pilot a requirement, providing small flexible funds, . . .
. i . iterative shifts.
or testing a relationship-based process.
Embodying a learning culture,
Reflect, Review what you learned from and practicing responsiveness,
Adjust, and the experiment and share lessons transparently. transparency, and
Recommit Consider, what'’s the next shift to make? accountability to the lessons

learned.

*NOTES:
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- ACTS OF CREATIVE COURAGE

IN PHILANTHRORY. = *
e tat are inspiring to :

8

CRISIS OF DISINVESTMENT AND DOWNSIZING

Missouri Foundation for Health and The Marshall Project

With the rapid disinvestment in journalism nationwide, many communities lack local
newsrooms reporting on the critical issues impacting community health and well-being.
Missouri Foundation for Health and The Marshall Project are collaborating to meet this
gap in Missouri by establishing The Marshall Project - St. Louis, a new nonprofit
newsroom dedicated to providing in-depth reporting on Missouri’s legal system. We're
inspired by the creative innovation and courage to invest in a new strategy that will
provide residents with the factual information necessary to improve their environments
and, ultimately, advance health equity. Learn more here.

e In what ways can your foundation meet this moment with deeper investment or bold
action in your community?

Immigrant Rapid Response Fund (IRFF)

In response to escalating attacks on immigrant and refugee communities in Minnesota, a
multiracial and multiethnic coalition of 32 philanthropic leaders stepped into creative
courage by launching the IRFF on January 12, 2026. IRFF allocates funds to nonprofits
on a weekly basis, with grants unrestricted whenever possible and no reporting
requirements. At a moment when some funders are disinvesting in community-based
work or requiring even more documentation to receive funding, IRFF is designed “to add
resources to communities—not replace existing support while strengthening
coordination and collective response.” Learn more here.

o Where are there opportunities in your grantmaking to protect and move money to
community partners more rapidly, without increasing their administrative burden?

.........................................................................................................................................................................................


https://mffh.org/news/missouri-foundation-for-health-and-the-marshall-project-announce-new-missouri-based-health-and-justice-newsroom/
https://www.wfmn.org/funds/immigrant-rapid-response/

CRISIS OF UNCERTAINTY AND VOLATILE CHANGE X

Marguerite Casey Foundation

Volatile change can leave grantmakers tempted to focus on short-term outcomes and
quick fixes, often ignoring or minimizing systems change work. In contrast, Marguerite
Casey Foundation recently launched Common Thread—in-person events across the
country that bring together authors, scholars, community members, organizers, cultural
workers, and others to explore, learn and exchange ideas, and celebrate how
Americans are organizing and building collective resilience and power. Learn more here.

e How might your foundation deepen relationships and learn alongside community
partners?

........................................................................................................................................................................................

REFLECTION SPACE

What other examples of Creative Courage have you seen in the sector that have inspired you?
What feels within reach from these examples for you or your team to experiment with?

proinspire.org @ 0 ®


https://caseygrants.org/common-thread
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