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Overview:
Increasingly, foundations and other funders in the GTA are working through Shared Platforms to support high impact community-based work. This is a trend that is taking root in the Canadian Not for Profit sector.  While the language is relatively new, organizations providing shared platform supports have been active locally in Toronto for years with a noticeable increase over the last 5 years. These models have emerged as a mechanism for community members and unincorporated groups to access supports to do community engaged and socially entrepreneurial work more effectively and efficiently. These approaches extend beyond a traditional trustee relationship to an integrated, collaborative approach grounded in shared commitment, mutual understanding and respect.  
There is no one definition of a Shared Platform, but in general Shared Platforms provide administrative support and an organizational home to initiatives that would otherwise be unincorporated. Beyond financial and administrative support, many Shared Platforms offer training, mentorship and other supports to these initiatives. They can provide help with organizational capacity building/development, information technology and strategic planning guidance as well as connect these emergent initiatives to larger networks and communities of practice with common goals or activities. Shared Platforms enable groups to organize around societal concerns without having to divert energy and resources into setting up a separate organization. These platforms broaden the reach and impact groups intend in the communities in which they work because they leverage the expertise of both community leaders and the administrative expertise of the platforms. Overall that impact on communities is stronger, more sustainable and has greater integrity than if either the organizations or the grassroots community initiatives each acted alone. 
The Shared Platforms Research Group is comprised of representatives from funding organizations, Shared Platforms, and initiatives of Shared Platforms, emerged from learning circles hosted by Tides Canada Initiatives, Schools Without Borders, the Ontario Trillium Foundation and the Laidlaw Foundation. The Research Group has conducted an initial scan of funding practices in relation to how local Toronto funders are investing in community initiatives in Shared Platforms. This landscape scan includes insights from funders investing in Toronto-based initiatives including the City of Toronto, Laidlaw Foundation, Metcalf Foundation, Toronto Community Foundation, the Ontario Trillium Foundation and the United Way Toronto. The Research Group has also done a preliminary scan of Shared Platform organizations and how many initiatives are being supported in a Shared Platform. This scan includes insights from organizations providing shared platform support in Toronto including Agincourt Community Services Association, Art Starts, Arts for Children and Youth, Centre for Social Innovation, For Youth Initiative, Girls Action Foundation, Manifesto, Schools Without Borders, SKETCH, Youth Action Network and a Tides Canada Initiatives project, East Scarborough Storefront.
Preliminary Findings:
Funders are investing in grassroots and/or community-based initiatives on Shared Platforms
· Funders reported either an increase in their funding to Shared Platform Initiatives or a relatively consistent level of support over the last 3-5 years. 
· For the Ontario Trillium Foundation, the number of grants to Shared Platforms (or Emerging Governance Groups as they are termed within OTF) almost doubled over 2011 and 2012, while the amount granted increased by 40% compared to total figures over the previous 5 years (2006-2010).
· For the Laidlaw Foundation, there has been some fluctuation, but overall a relatively consistent level of grants made to Shared Platforms Initiatives over the past 5 years with 28% in 2008; 17% in 2009; 22% in 2012; 28% in 2011. In total, over the past five years, approximately 24% of Foundation grants have been awarded to Shared Platform Initiatives. 
· For the Toronto Community Foundation’s Vital Toronto Fund (their community endowment), there has been a steady increase in grants made both for Shared Platforms themselves (to support capacity-building and leadership) and to Shared Platform Initiatives over the past 5 years from about 10% five years ago to about 20% between 2008 and 2011, and now approximately 35% of grants went to shared platform initiatives in 2011/12.
· Overall, investments being made to Shared Platforms range considerably with funders investing between 1% to 30% over the last 3-5 years. 
· The Ontario Trillium Foundation reported investing about 1.5% of their total number of grantees and funds into Shared Platforms
· The Laidlaw and the Toronto Community Foundation’s Vital Toronto Fund reported investing between 20-30% of its grants to Shared Platforms. 
· The City of Toronto and United Way Toronto identified investing less than 1% of its grants to Shared Platforms and Shared Platform Initiatives.
· The range in investments to Shared Platforms and Shared Platform Initiatives was attributed in part to whether funders are receiving requests from Shared Platforms and at what levels in relation to other applicant groups. Overall funders reported receptivity and interest in Shared Platform models and their role in the Not for Profit sector. 
· Generally all funders reported maintaining a consistent level or seeing an increase in how much they are investing to Shared Platforms and Shared Platform Initiatives.
Funders are investing in Shared Platforms themselves to enhance these supports to initiatives
· Since 2006, the Ontario Trillium Foundation invested more than $8.7 million directly into Shared Platforms or groups under a Shared Platform’s umbrella
· From 2008-2011, Laidlaw Foundation invested more than $540,000 directly into building the capacity of emerging Shared Platforms
· From 2008-2011/12, the Toronto Community Foundation invested more than $220,000 directly into the capacity of Shared Platforms.
Funders are interested in the role of Shared Platforms in the sector
· Examples of strengths funders identified in Shared Platforms include; being an efficient means of investing in community groups that might not be able to access funding alone; allowing for more diversity of groups to be supported; providing risk management, governance, fiscal oversight and increased supports for community groups to do their work; creating necessary infrastructure to document successes of innovative community engagement; providing experiential learning spaces. 
Shared Platforms are actively supporting grassroots initiatives across Toronto
· Over the past 5 years, over 110 initiatives have been supported by 11 organizations scanned that are acting as platforms. There are many more organizations that are acting as platforms but are not yet identifying their work as such.
Shared Platforms have enabled grassroots and/or community-based initiatives to increase their capacity and access more supports
· Examples of supports Shared Platform identified providing include: increased access to funding; guidance, support and mentorship from larger organizations; opportunities to develop skills, build capacity, and grow as leaders; the administrative supports to focus their energy on creating positive social change in their communities; regulatory compliance; opportunities to develop strong relationships with larger organizations and other grassroots groups, in particular around sharing knowledge and collaboration. 
· With modest resources, these platforms have been able to remove barriers for those who have difficulty accessing resources, including funding, allowing community members to tap into their strengths and passions to bring authentic solutions to their neighbourhoods.   
Shared Platforms help shift public perception of community based work
· Shared Platform Initiatives reported that through this model, they have been able to demonstrate that community members who have been traditionally disenfranchised can be responsible and effective change-makers in their communities, providing an increase in programs and services without the increase in “organizations”.
· Shared Platforms increase accountability of charitable organizations to their community members by sharing processes, resources, co-building capacity, reducing competitiveness, dismantling systemic barriers and co-creating greater and more sustainable impact of engaged citizens.
What’s needed?
· Both funders and Shared Platforms have identified the need for further investment to create strong infrastructure to support this work well, to increase accessible supports, to ensure sustainable practices in the sector and to track collective impact in the GTA.
· All stakeholders scanned identified the need for more comprehensive research into how this work is growing across the City and the costs involved to support that growth as well as common practices that improve what’s already being done.
· All stakeholders identify the benefit of the creation of a community of practice of Shared Platforms in order to share capacity building practices, track impacts and create broader awareness overall of this unique community based model in the Not for Profit Sector. 
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