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How Field Catalysts Contribute 
to Progress in Their Fields
Field catalysts are among the highest-leverage investments that philanthropy can make 
when it comes to systems change. Yet, as we outline in “What Philanthropists Can Learn 
from Field Catalysts About Measuring Progress on Systems Change,” progress can be 
tricky to measure. That leaves funders often wondering how they can know they are 
making progress through the investments they are making or considering in field catalysts. 

We encourage funders to 1) ask the leaders how they measure progress and support  
their approach, 2) seek output measures to understand progress in the early stages of  
an effort—because meaningful outcomes may be a long way off, and 3) support field  
catalyst leaders as their strategies and measures of progress change in response to shifts 
in the field. 

To help kickstart conversations, we’ve pulled together a set of specific questions a 
funder might ask a field catalyst leader, aligned with five observable field characteristics 
(and sometimes a sixth) that we know together enable fields to make progress toward 
equitable systems change. Funders can pick and choose from these questions to start 
conversations with field catalysts. 

1. Field-Level Agenda
Questions funders can ask field catalysts:
•	 How are you and others defining the problem you are trying to solve, and your vision for solving it? 

•	 What are you observing as the priority needs in the field right now? 

•	 What areas are emerging as priorities for field actors to collaborate on? 

•	 How do you contribute to the field by developing a shared understanding of the problem, vision,  

and/or agenda?  
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2. Knowledge Base
Questions funders can ask field catalysts:
•	 What academic and practice-based research do field actors rely on? 

•	 What are the open learning questions that field leaders are grappling with?

•	 Are most actors in the field basing their approaches on the same information and understanding of the 
core problem and its root causes? Where is there alignment and where are there disconnects?

•	 How do you contribute to actors deepening their knowledge and understanding of the problem and what 

it will take to solve it? 

3. Actors
Questions funders can ask field catalysts:
•	 Which actors are critical to engage in charting the path forward for this field, and are they  

involved today? 

•	 Are you seeing the actors that work closest to the stakeholders most affected by the problem have  
a meaningful say and power in the field?

•	 How do you contribute to ensuring the appropriate diverse set of actors are cultivated and engaged  

in this work?
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4. Infrastructure
Questions funders can ask field catalysts:
•	 What structures and spaces exist to build and maintain relationships, and learn from others?

•	 How do you contribute to actors connecting, learning, and collaborating with one another? 

5. Resources
Questions funders can ask field catalysts:
•	 Who are the main funders in the field, and how are they coordinating their efforts? 

•	 Is funding reaching all the actors it needs to in this field, in the ways it needs to?

•	 How do you contribute to shaping resource flows in this field? 
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6. Public Sector Systems
In certain geographies or contexts, consideration of public sector systems actors and infrastructure is so 
essential to the work of equitable systems change that we recommend considering “public sector systems” 
as its own characteristic. 

Questions funders can ask field catalysts:
•	 What is the value proposition of your work to public sector systems actors? 

•	 How will public sector systems evolve as a result of your work?

As you approach the conversation, consider:

•	 Listen for how a field catalyst showcases the four field catalyst assets:

	– Deep understanding of the problem

	– Vision for durable and equitable population-level change

	– An organizer’s mindset

	– Trusting relationships with the actors required to achieve change

•	 Field catalyst leaders may raise successes, and they may name areas that have been challenging and/
or are the frontiers of the work—both are important to understand. View challenges as opportunities to 
clarify the barriers and support the next wave of approaches. 

•	 The ability of a field catalyst to describe a field and identify areas of opportunity is often a better 
reflection of the field catalyst’s effectiveness than actual field progress.

•	 Field progress often reflects the contributions of field catalysts but isn’t attributable to their work alone.

•	 Field catalyst leaders may note some of their own contributions and those of others—there may even be 
more than one field catalyst in a field.

•	 For further details on assessing the progress of a field, please see Bridgespan’s “Field Diagnostic Tool.”

https://www.bridgespan.org/getmedia/29a0c7c4-7328-4f30-8f5f-ee41a6a8689b/field-building-diagnostic-tool-march-2020.pdf
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