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THE POWER OF NONPROFIT SECTOR R&D

CREATIVITY DURING COVID

NEAL MYRICK

2020 was the year of the pivot for nonprofit organizations and 
funders. While scrambling to deal with all the challenges, many of us 

in the sector noticed something encouraging: some nonprofit organ
izations with access to flexible capital and visionary leadership seized the 
opportunity to upend their business models to not just survive but to 
thrive through the pandemic. That success was driven, in part, by flexi-
ble funding that gave those leaders the freedom they needed to research, 
develop, and implement their ideas.

Data also played an essential role in tracking how well the newly imple-
mented programs were meeting their goals. Measurement was done in near 
real-time because the chaos of the pandemic demanded it. Using timely data 
to measure program success helped foundations and nonprofit leaders navi-
gate the daily chaos, identify priorities, and execute in ways traditional 
measurement and evaluation practices could not have supported.

The pandemic pivots, driven by the dueling forces of survival and ambi-
tion, taught us something. When encouraged and funded well, we saw that 
research and development and the real-time use of data could help nonprofit 
leaders solve our world’s most complex challenges—even during the tough-
est of times. It should be more evident than ever that this model for 
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supporting and driving continual learning and change isn’t just suitable 
for a pandemic response—it is a best practice for future social impact 
work.

I am encouraged by what I see. I have spent the last eighteen years in the 
nonprofit sector, including six years leading Tableau Foundation, focusing 
on building data capacity in nonprofits in more than 120 countries. When 
we started Tableau Foundation in 2014, I pledged to provide unrestricted, 
multiyear funding and let our nonprofit partners lead, recognizing that they 
are the experts in solving problems in their communities. Our unrestricted 
funding, along with software and training grants, allows courageous non-
profit leaders to use data for research, development, and tracking the im-
pact of the innovation they scale. The pandemic was brutal, but I am more 
encouraged than ever.

One of the courageous leaders who led her organization through a mas-
sive pivot was FareStart CEO, Angela Dunleavy. FareStart’s mission is to 
transform lives, disrupt poverty, and nourish communities through 
food, life skills, and job training. Before the pandemic, they operated res-
taurants, cafes, and a catering business, serving 950,000 meals each year. 
The pandemic, however, shut down nearly every line of business. Yet 
today, FareStart is serving more meals in a more mission-aligned way than 
ever before. How did they do it?

I remember first hearing about FareStart’s challenges in February 2020. 
We heard that Farestart was pivoting its business to focus almost exclusively 
on delivering packaged meals to shelters, homelessness organizations, and 
schools. Shifting to packed-meal delivery would keep FareStart’s staff em-
ployed while also meeting the needs of thousands of people at risk of going 
hungry. So, we asked how we could help.

Their ask was simple. FareStart raised funds to provide three days of 
meal service per week and needed $137,000 to scale to seven days of service. 
Filling that gap seemed like a great idea, but I had one question: Who was 
funding the capacity they needed to pivot their entire business model? I 
could see supporting the seven-day meal service, but I also wanted to under-
stand how they would have the ability to innovate so much in so little time.

Answering my question on March 10, they wrote, “The administrative 
staff time spent on capacity building and response, as you know, is not some-
thing we have funding for.” They estimated it would cost $183,350 to shift 
their business model and plan for closing down some programs while scal-
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ing up food delivery—all while managing the risks the pandemic posed to 
their staff and communities.

One day later, on March 11, Tableau Foundation approved an unre-
stricted $320,000 grant. We wanted to help them move to a seven-day ser
vice, of course. Food insecurity was peaking. But, more importantly, we 
wanted to help FareStart have the administrative capacity to do the R&D 
required not just to survive but to thrive through the pandemic. The result 
was a win for everyone.

FareStart delivered 950,000 meals in 2019 and more than 2 million in 
2020. They provided weekly updates using data to show exactly how many 
meals were delivered to which organizations and where there were still 
needs. The data told a fantastic story about how FareStart was successfully 
pivoting and, more importantly, that they understood and could respond to 
an ever-changing environment. Their ability to communicate their com-
mand of the situation built trust and confidence among their stakeholders, 
positioning them to respond to the crisis while creating a new business for a 
world that would no longer be the same.

Imagine if we and all their other funders had restricted grants to provid-
ing meals, not allowing any funding for FareStart to develop the essential, 
complex business models. The support would have fed people, but FareStart 
would have struggled to leverage their staff’s ingenuity to turn their emer-
gency response into a long-term, scalable business.

When speaking with Angela about this in early 2021, she said the pivot 
not only allowed them to respond to the needs of the community; it also al-
lowed FareStart to “align our work more closely with our mission by 
reaching more vulnerable people in our communities.” Their pivot worked. 
It doubled the number of meals they provided and allowed them to build for 
the future in a more mission-aligned way.

FareStart and many others that successfully pivoted proved that we as a 
sector can turn on a dime and have more impact as a result. They confirmed 
that, when adequately funded, R&D and the use of near real-time data play 
an essential role in helping nonprofit leaders tune their organization’s ser
vice delivery to more closely meet the needs of the communities they 
serve.

Supporting these entrepreneurial efforts does not just benefit the out-
comes. It also has a multiplying effect on organizations, including improv-
ing staff morale when their innovative ideas are listened to and acted upon. 
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In the book Intrapreneurship: Managing Ideas Within Your Organization, au-
thor Kevin C. Desousa writes, “Employees that engage in the innovation 
process, especially in the generating, advocacy, and experimenting with 
ideas and emerging concepts often find themselves more connected to the 
organization. While it may sound paradoxical, the staff actually gain more 
when they play the role of idea advocates for their peers’ ideas and partici-
pate in experimentation processes with new concepts than when generat-
ing and/or advancing their ideas.”1

Once acted upon, using data to track the success of newly implemented 
ideas on a near real-time basis allows everyone—staff and funders alike—to 
witness the sensation as it happens. Seeing success as it happens helps build 
morale, trust, and confidence in organizations and their leaders.

When considering the power of R&D, it is necessary to define it, because 
it is not discussed as broadly in the nonprofit sector as innovation is. And 
innovation is one of those buzzwords everyone talks about but understands 
differently. The word is often used interchangeably with R&D, putting at 
risk the progress we could make if the concepts were more universally un-
derstood and appropriately funded.

Stefan Lindegaard, the founder of Growth Mindset Lab, once wrote that 
R&D “turns money into knowledge.”2 Translated into nonprofit terms, 
R&D is the process of turning funding into knowledge. When knowledge 
from R&D gets turned into a new product, program, or process, it becomes 
an innovation. Thinking of innovation as a noun helps keep it differentiated 
from R&D.

When we funded FareStart’s administrative capacity to pivot, we funded 
R&D—their ability to adapt, experiment, and use their best thinking to 
develop new ways of serving new constituents. When they turned their 
knowledge into a new packaged-food delivery business model that more 
than doubled the number of meals they delivered, their knowledge became 
an innovation.

Tableau Foundation has always funded R&D and the active use of data to 
measure whether innovations achieve expected results. We fund these proj
ects expecting them to be successful. Each time we make funding deci-
sions, we ask ourselves, “What is our plan when this succeeds?”

We think this is important because, far too often, we hear funders say 
they support innovation but not scale. They actually are supporting 
R&D that produces knowledge about how to solve a problem. Still, they 
have no intention of funding the process of turning that knowledge into an 



	 The Power of Nonprofit Sector R&D	 291

innovation that works at scale in the real world. That approach encourages 
“pilotitis,” which is the incessant funding of “innovation” without any plans 
for scaling innovations that work. It is killing our sector, yet it continues 
to happen with no end in sight. My friend and colleague Kate Wilson, CEO 
of the Digital Impact Alliance at the United Nations Foundation, wrote a 
great article outlining some best practices for avoiding the condition.

One great example is with our partner CEPEI, a global think tank based 
in Bogota, Columbia. Founded by Philipp Schönrock in 2003, CEPEI has 
provided nearly twenty years of policy solutions and insights to optimize 
global leadership engagement on governance, finance, and data for sustain-
able development. In 2019, Tableau Foundation supported R&D efforts 
to help CEPEI build new knowledge about improving the data ecosystem to 
help drive the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
across Latin America and the Caribbean.

When we first discussed a partnership, Philipp had clear goals and a few 
ideas for building the data ecosystem, including an idea for a new data center 
to help develop a data culture across Latin America and other countries. He 
knew continual measurement and learning could help. Still, he needed to 
research and develop his ideas to determine precisely how data analytics and 
visualization could support his vision.

We provided a small software grant and unrestricted funding to support 
CEPEI’s R&D efforts in early 2019. Months later, in November  2019, 
Philipp stopped me at a conference and said our unrestricted support gave 
him the “liberty to experiment,” noting that the freedom was transforma-
tive and unlike anything he had experienced before. Little did we know 
how transformative his R&D efforts would, indeed, be.

At the beginning of 2020, Philipp and I discussed another investment to 
help CEPEI implement a new program built from the knowledge he gained 
through his R&D efforts. But, by March 2020, everything had changed. 
Like Angela at FareStart, Philipp realized that merely adjusting to the new 
normal was not going to be enough. Instinctually, he knew he needed to le-
verage the pandemic’s dark power to revolutionize CEPEI’s work. Doing 
so would meet his stakeholders’ needs and allow CEPEI to come out of the 
pandemic stronger and positioned for having a more significant impact.

Philipp acted quickly. Through their R&D efforts, CEPEI learned how 
governments and organizations could use timely data to transform decision 
making and improve transparency. The CEPEI team turned that new 
knowledge into an innovation—a COVID-19 data and innovation center 
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that would help the United Nations and other partners use data to monitor 
progress against COVID-19 response and recovery goals.

CEPEI knew that demonstrating the effectiveness of this approach dur-
ing the pandemic would have an immediate impact while providing evi-
dence that using timely data to guide decisions was an approach that should 
work all the time. Therefore, their pandemic response positioned CEPEI to 
scale an innovation long into the future.

When Philipp pitched us his new idea, we knew three things. First, the 
R&D efforts we supported in 2019 were about to take root in a powerful 
way. That was exciting and gave us confidence in the data center idea.

Second, turning knowledge from the R&D effort into a valuable innova-
tion takes time, effort, and money. Therefore, we needed to provide seed 
funding to turn the concept into something tangible.

And third, the work required to adapt the data center to meet the global 
community’s needs during and after the pandemic would not be fast or easy. 
Therefore, if it was to be successful, we needed to commit to funding it for 
more than one year. We understood that we were not investing in a pilot 
project; we were investing in a leader, an organization, and an idea that 
would require continual adaptation. The result was fantastic.

CEPEI’s vision came to life on December 3, 2020, when CEPEI, Tab-
leau Foundation, the United Nations, and more than twenty other part-
ners launched the COVID-19 Data and Innovation Centre. The Centre’s 
purpose is “to deliver information, evidence, knowledge, innovation strate-
gies, territorial requirements, and policy recommendations to the UN 
COVID-19 Multi-Partner Trust Fund in their purpose of strengthening 
response and recovery actions in the Global South.”

As UN’s deputy-secretary general Amina Mohammed said during 
her remarks at the Centre’s launch, “The Centre’s data will help tell the 
story of what is happening across geographies, including the Global 
South, economic sectors, and diverse groups of people. It is my hope that 
the COVID-19 Data & Innovation Centre will thus enhance the openness, 
transparency, and quality of what we do across analysis, programming, and 
results monitoring. And in doing so, it will shed light on new paths for-
ward and ways to tailor our assistance to help those falling behind.”3

Looking back, I realize that, at its simplest, Philipp provided vision, lead-
ership, and courage. We provided support for a robust data infrastructure 
and unrestricted funding with trust.
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Thankfully, we were not the only foundation to provide flexible, trust-
based support during the pandemic. Many foundations leveraged the pan-
demic’s urgency to loosen grant requirements, offer more flexibility, 
and reduce reporting requirements. By March  2020, the Council on 
Foundations, Ford Foundation, and more than forty other philanthropic 
organizations led the call for funders to commit to more flexible fund-
ing to respond to the pandemic. During the announcement, Kathleen En-
right, president, and CEO of the Council on Foundations said, “One of 
philanthropy’s key strengths is its ability to pivot and adapt as circum-
stances require. That flexibility is needed now more than ever.” 4

Pia Infante, steering committee chair of the Trust-Based Philanthropy 
Project, explained in the same announcement:

The reason a trust-based approach works in this short-term, emer-
gency frame is that it works for the long term. When we deeply re-
source our leaders, organizations, and movements, we enable the 
adaptivity necessary in the chaotic, complex times we are living. It 
may have taken a global pandemic for some philanthropies to let go of 
restrictions, arduous processes, and exacting expectations of already 
overburdened nonprofits, but let’s hope one benefit is that we now jet-
tison all that no longer serves the greater good.5

Enabling the “adaptivity necessary” requires support for R&D and ro-
bust data infrastructure to collect and use data in near real-time so all 
stakeholders involved can assess whether an innovation is or is not meet-
ing communities’ needs. It requires funding that organizations can turn 
into knowledge, which becomes the source for innovative tools and pro-
grams that, in turn, need data and funding to continuously adapt to a world 
that has always been, and always will be, chaotic and complex.

So, what does this mean for nonprofit R&D? It means the pandemic 
taught us that R&D is essential to progress, not just during a pandemic but 
all the time. Arundhati Roy, an Indian author and activist, recently wrote 
that pandemics have historically forced humans to imagine a new world. She 
described pandemics as a portal between the old world and the new world.

Many of us walked through that portal and are never looking back. The 
pandemic gave us a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to experience the power 
of adequately funded R&D at an unprecedented scale. We now have a once-
in-our-lifetime chance to fight for it to stay.
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As Latanya Mapp Frett, president and CEO of Global Fund for Women, 
wrote when reflecting on her lessons learned from the pandemic, “Creativ-
ity comes out in crisis. Let’s embrace that. Now is a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity to reimagine and reshape the future. Our most innovative, am-
bitious ideas are needed at this moment; we can’t afford to waste them.” 6
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