
"Deep Dive" Case Study 
 
Foundation:  The Rhode Island Community Foundation, Neil Steinberg, CEO 
Initiative:  Rhode Island Innovation Fellowship 
Category: Community/Leadership and Asset Development  
 
Summary description:  
Two prominent community philanthropists came to us in the spring of 2011 with a proposal. Knowing that Rhode 
Island faces many challenges, Letitia and John Carter wanted to invest in smart, capable people with creative 
ideas. Thus we created the Rhode Island Innovation Fellowship. Innovation Fellows receive up to $300,000 over 
three years to develop, test, and implement ideas that have the potential to dramatically improve an area of life 
in the state.  
 
The Rhode Island Innovation Fellowship is designed to stimulate solutions by Rhode Islanders to Rhode Island 
challenges. The program provides seed funding for social impact. Two Fellows will be named each year. The 
Carters created a FOI fund at the Foundation and left it to us to develop and launch the program…quickly.  
 
This opportunity challenged many of our beliefs about risk-taking and community investments. John and Letitia 
were very clear that the Fellowship be built around the spirit of entrepreneurship and innovation; therefore, risk-
taking is essential.  
 
The response was overwhelming: 438 applications in December 2011! The first exciting awards were made in April 
2012, and we recently reopened application for the 2013 round.  
 
Outcomes: 
The Rhode Island Foundation launched the Fellowship in 2011 and announced the funding awards in 2012. We 
were blown away by the response from the community, with 438 applications submitted. The two inaugural 
Fellows are well underway with their projects, and several of the finalists have also made progress by leveraging 
other sources of support. We are currently accepting applications for the 2013 process and continue to update 
the donors regularly. If they feel as though the program has been a success after several years, they will 
permanently endow the fund. The Carters also established our largest donor advised fund.  
 
Learnings: 

 This was clearly high end donor stewardship. 

 People want to be part of the solution. There was pent-up demand for an opportunity to contribute. 

 This significantly raised the profile of the RI Foundation and broadened our audience.  

 It took on a life of its own. People wanted us to do more, more, more.  

 We do our best work when we connect the dots. This was the ideal example of donor stewardship 
meeting community problem-solving meeting targeted grantmaking.  

 We had to reconsider our comfort level with risk.  

 There is a place within a community foundation for different kinds of grantmaking, different types of risk 
and investment.  

 Our stakeholders view the community as a whole, not within sectors we create. The crossover between 
ideas was tremendous.  

 This opened up the RIF to an entirely new audience of people. 
 


