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Immediate Need: An Innovation Permission Structure

Few social change groups were prepared for the environment we’re experiencing in the United
States, where institutional allies, seemingly overnight, have responded to real or perceived threats
through large-scale retreat. It is human nature to hope that this period of crisis will blow over, and
things will return to “normal.” But not all invaluable social change efforts from the “before times”
will survive this period of upheaval.

So, leaders across social change must go looking for promising “affirmative” tactics,’ and they
must support them in parallel to immediate needs such as litigation and mutual defense. They
must act on and communicate the belief that, as prized initiatives end, new tactics must be tried,
even if not all of them succeed.? This paper urges one way to further this goal: Targeted support
innovation efforts by social sector leaders.

Supportive Conditions, Resources and Environments for Innovation

In 2010, bestselling science author and software entrepreneur Steven Johnson published Where
Good Ideas Come From: The National History of Innovation, a book that continues its life as
Johnson’s newsletter on Substack. The volume made many “best of” book lists.

Applying Johnson’s provocative work on business and industry to the social sector, | see two key
elements that promote innovation: supportive resources and conditions; and creative
environments.®

Innovation resource: Personal and organizational “capacity”

Steven Johnson observes that innovators often cultivate “hunches” about novel products or
approaches over an extended time before they ever take action. The author describes proven
practices for nurturing hunches into maturity.* The through line for all of them is “capacity.”

Inadequate organizational “capacity” (a word that in this context means “time and money”) is an
exhaustively discussed problem for social change leaders, particularly those who lead CBOs.

! When a dedicated group of social change leaders put “stakes in the ground” for a new direction, it smooths the way for
other leaders to have difficult conversations and make difficult decisions. This is an important lesson of Trust Based
Philanthropy, which has not (yet) transformed social justice philanthropy but has made TBP practices an influential
conversation that others must respond to.
2 An important guide for the current crisis is Grappling with Systems Collapse: How Social Sector Leaders Can Respond,”
May 2025 SSIR article by Liz Ruedy, Tom Glaisyer and Rachel Reichenbach. They challenge social sector leaders to
pursue impact in our “collapsing system” not only by defending and protecting key programs and institutions, but also by
creatively shaping “what comes after.” They say:“[O]rganizations taking this approach must have deep comfort with
experimentation and failure, an ability to incubate new ideas, and a willingness to be flexible on what “success” looks
like . . . they will have skills in building power and coalitions, connections with leaders from many sectors, and a
willingness to invest in the well-being and resilience of frontline actors.”
3 The conditions / resources / environments discussed in the following section are Johnson’s, augmented by my own
observations; the recommended social sector responses are mine. It is worthwhile reading Johnson’s book in its entirety
for a better understanding of innovation-supporting resources.
4 These include reading deeply and widely across a number of disciplines; systematically recording one’s random
thoughts about the issue and potential solutions; and others, including those discussed below.
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People and organizations that do not have the breathing room to think beyond the next quarter’s
payroll are generally less able to experiment and innovate.

Innovation-supportive response: There’s a reason why many biographies of Charles
Darwin —a seminal nineteenth century innovator — note that Darwin’s father launched his life as a
“gentleman scientist.” Without having to bring home a paycheck, Darwin the younger was able to
pursue many scientific interests, to the extent that he did not publish On the Origin of Species for
23 years after the ocean voyage that provided his data.

Few modern innovators will have Darwin’s capacity to mull over ideas. But innovation odds
increase if supporters “buy” especially creative leaders more time and breathing room.® Multi-year
general support grantmaking; less burdensome reporting requirements; and support for critical
staff positions (such as communications and fundraising) all enable organizational leaders to read,
talk, meet, debate, and try out new things.

Innovation condition: Limit sanctions for failing, and disincentivize monopolization
“Permission to fail” is an element noted by Ruedy et al. as critical to innovation.® In terms of
monopolization, Johnson says that society inhibits exchange of ideas when it “builds walls”
through restrictive legal safeguards. Social change communities have their own walls, including
leaders who “gatekeep” processes, opportunities, or events.

Innovation-supportive responses: Aversion to failure, and gatekeeping, are common (and
sometimes realistic) responses to social sector donor behaviors that include early funding
termination for projects not showing rapid “impact,” and rewarding leaders who make themselves
most visible (the “success to the successful” phenomenon).

Supporters of social change innovation could learn from business-sector investors for whom early-
stage “errors” sometimes serve as data for learning and improvement. And funders who engage in
deep learning about prospective grantees —what Trust-Based Philanthropy calls “doing the
homework” —can help disable gatekeeping.

Innovation resource: Wider “idea communities,” or, the “adjacent possible”

An eye-opening focus of Where Good Ideas Come From is the fact that most “new” human
innovations are built out of creative adaptive use of already-existing “parts.” These can be ideas
and concepts that are current, and known, in the inventor’s society, and sometimes actual
mechanical parts in use in other fields or industries. This is known as the “adjacent possible.”’

Author Steven Johnson’s principal example of the adjacent possible is Johannes Gutenberg, the
fifteenth-century German inventor of the movable-type printing press. Johnson notes that
Gutenberg did not devise the printing press from scratch.® His genius was combining a knowledge

5 It’s an irony that social change innovators are often “rewarded” by organizational growth that creates complexity that
distances them from the very creativity that brought them to that place.

% In the industrial - commercial realm it’s described analogously by Johnson as “being open to error.”

7 The term “adjacent possible” was coined in the 1990s by the theoretical biologist Stuart A. Kauffman and subsequently
applied to disciplines outside of Kauffman’s scientific fields.

8 Gutenberg may not even have invented most of the elements of the printing press, and certainly did not invent movable
type, which had been used by Chinese and Koreans for hundreds of years before the 1400s CE.
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of movable type, his skill in metalwork, and (critically) the wine-pressing technology of neighboring
winemakers to create a tool that would transform knowledge transfer, and, thus, innovation in
Europe and then the world.®

Turning to the US social sector: By exposing the social sector’s leaders to ideas, concepts, and
practices that lay just far enough outside of their daily routines to be both relatable and “new,”
history suggests that leaders will move social change forward. And by promoting intentional (not
accidental or episodic) practice, the process of innovation may even be accelerated.

Innovation-supportive response: Cross-sector conferences or meetings —where the
innovator has no “role” other than to attend and participate -- are valuable for social change
leaders to “collect” contacts and ideas from adjacent fields. The phenomenon where social
change leaders are unable to attend meetings if they’re not running them should be changed.

Innovation resource: “Platforms” (specific idea communities)

A “platform” is an “idea community” that that fosters the creation of value by enabling the work of
independent external actors around a central “artifact.”’® Prominent in some industries, the
platform provides resources that support independent actors’ interaction with the artifact and one
another and establishes the formal and informal rules for participation.” I-Phone and Google app
developer communities are examples of industry “platforms,” where external actors create
product and have interactions that in turn influence the products created by colleagues.'

“Platform-type” programs provide social innovators with learning communities of colleagues and /
or donors that help them access the adjacent possible. I’ve noted here some platform-type
organizations active in the United States (and I’ve made an informal attempt to categorize them):

e Leadership-forward: New Leaders' Council creates cross-sector cohorts of local leaders
for intensive leadership development and collaboration. This core program integrates into
chapters of alumni and ongoing national training opportunities.

e Collaboration-forward: Knowledge Impact Network organizes "circles" (cohorts) for

innovators in Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) arenas such as climate, workforce,

9 While most of Johnson’s (principally Euro- and American-centric) examples can be described as product innovations,
several prominent ones are systems or approaches, the type of “product” delivered by the social change sector. Johnson
suggests a number of ways that innovators can access the “adjacent possible” to benefit their own efforts.

0 For informative academic discussions of platform characteristics in business and industry, see, for example, E.
Altman, F. Nagel and M. Tushman, “The Translucent Hand of Managed Ecosystems: Engaging Communities for Value
Creation and Capture,” Academy of Management Annals vol 16 no. 1 (Jan 26, 2022),
https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2020.0244 and S. Shah and F. Nagel, “Why Do User Communities Matter for Strategy?”
Harvard Business School Working Paper 12-126 (2019).

1 1n a commercial setting, intellectual property matters are key “rules of engagement” determined by platforms. In a
social sector setting rules could relate to membership (“AAPI-led”; “first-generation students’) or adherence to a
particular practice philosophy or approach (“centered on the mostimpacted population”).

12 Johnson notes that the founders of Twitter created their particularly wide-open platform before they created
Twitter.com itself. Numerous local governments in the late 2000s made their data available to developers to build apps
that made that data more useful for city residents — a public-sector use of platforms.
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and human needs to collaborate effectively and hone strategy.'® Evoke is a multi-player
game-based youth development program, initially developed by the World Bank, that builds
collaboration among youth and experienced mentors for real-world social innovation.

¢ Management-forward: DRK Foundation provides a combination of multi-year funding,
intensive capacity building support, and networking to social entrepreneurs.™

e Investor/ donor-forward: Lever for Change develops “open calls” that permit donors to

solicit participation from other donors to elicit large-scale investments in grantees working
on adonor-defined social issue. Awardees and finalists are eligible to participate in a global
network comprised of former awardees and applicants. At Silicon Valley Social Venture
Fund, donors join for mutual learning, grantmaking, and impact-investing. Among its
activities is twice-yearly collaborative grant rounds through which donor-partners learn
about a specific issue area and select two nonprofits for multi-year general support grants.

The Fund’s staff facilitates connections among alumni.

The websites of many of these groups document impactful collaborations and innovations they’ve
fostered.

Given their experience and what’s known about innovation overall, social sector supporters should
strongly consider participation in platforms that reward collaborative learning, creative adaptation
of ideas and tools from adjacent fields, and measured risk-taking.

Option for consideration: An innovation-support mechanism that I’ve not yet seen in
action is one that brings funders and social innovators together to learn about one another’s actual
innovation-related decisionmaking through presentations on real initiatives-in-formation.’

A joint-learning program based on “live” proposals could provide donors with a working
understanding of what social innovators themselves believe a strong project looks like. And
innovators could benefit from seeing donors’ interests and concerns in action, in an environment
that is lower-stakes for them than an actual donor-investment round. In 2023-2024 | co-led ateam
that developed informal “accelerator” rounds within the New England affinity group Nonprofit
Consultants Network (“NCN”). It illustrates possible features of such an initiative.

The “Business Innovation Circle” (BIC) project created a structured opportunity for NCN member-
innovators to make trial-run presentations to other NCN members on products- or services-in-
development. During one-hour BIC sessions, NCN innovators ran their pitch decks and member-
colleagues served as “peer advisors,” probing the product’s features, asking questions about the
innovators’ likely competition, and critiquing the pitch presentation itself.

13 https://www.knowledgeimpactnetwork.org/pricing “Circle” participants are sponsored by their organization, or by a

philanthropy. So, in this variation, collaboration (not financial support) appears to be at the core.

14 An early January 2024 "DRK Insights" Post maintains that social sector progress is more likely to come from applying
new approaches to current infrastructure rather than “disrupting” existing systems. Of note: DRK takes a board seat in

the social innovators in which it invests.

15 1n contrast to this concept, while Lever for Change initiatives utilize a combination of peer scoring and reviews from
funders and other experts to identify projects for priority funding, these activities happen separately.
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While “rounds” were advisory only -- there was no funding stream associated with them -- BIC
fostered learning throughout the NCN community. Innovators received the opportunity to practice
pitches before dozens of supportive community members and work out kinks in their
presentations. NCN “peer mentors” got to exercise their expertise in support of their innovator
colleagues. NCN members-at-large received rare and valuable insights into the rewards and
challenges of the innovation process.'

The goal of a similar donor-innovator “accelerator” program, at least initially, might not be funding
of the innovations. Similar to NCN’s BIC, it could be learning across three constituencies:
innovators doing the “pitching,” colleagues serving as peer-advisors during sessions, and donors
within the sector similarly attending sessions to provide advice and to learn.

This idea could be feasible in a “platform” community where donors and grantees already have
trusting relationships, such as within an “alumni community” of a social innovation platform).

Conclusion: Is “Adjacent Possible” Under-Ambitious?

Modern social sector history provides numerous examples of policy “successes” that did not
benefit everyone in the United States equally, and some populations not at all. In contrast, there’s
a hunger now for “up from the ashes” building of new structures and services by and for
communities most impacted by anti-democratic, anti-inclusion policies.

Colleagues who reviewed a draft of this document noted that “adjacent possible” practice is more
likely to produce modest innovations, as opposed to fundamental societal change. Nor are the
conditions I’'ve described a direct route to collective liberation. That is a fair critique.

However, Where Good Ideas Come From illustrates that the vast majority of innovation over
hundreds of years has been collective and evolutionary, not individual and / or revolutionary." |
argue that — given where the social change sector is now -- creating a favorable environment for all
innovation is a promising and appropriate “next doable thing.” There is reason to believe that if we
create fertile ground for social change innovators, at worst we secure innovation around the edges
while building consensus around something bolder. At “best,” a budding entrepreneur could
create the social-change equivalent of the printing press. Or |-Phone.

Invitation
Are you digging deeper these days into social sector innovation? What innovations are you trying, or
seeking to support? Please be in touch.

16 | earn more about this pilot — and the NCN community’s after-action assessment of it, on my Cog & Gear blog.

17 Steven Johnson notes that major industrial innovations like the lightbulb (involving many interactions among Thomas
Edison and his community) are far more common than an innovation like dynamite (invented by Alfred Nobel, solo and in
secret). The final section of Where Good Ideas Come From provides fascinating brief descriptions of both types.

Fine Gauge Strategy, LLC | Box 281, Lincoln, MA 01773 | www.FineGaugeStrategy.com

5|Page


https://www.finegaugestrategy.com/cog_and_gear/

