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PART IX CHARITABLE ACTIVITIES DESCRIPTION 

The Fund’s Mission and Strategy 

The mission of The Commonwealth Fund is to promote a high-performing health care system 
that achieves better access, improved quality, and greater efficiency, particularly for society’s 
most vulnerable, including low-income people, the uninsured, minority Americans, young 
children, and elderly adults.  
 
The Fund carries out this mandate by supporting independent research on health care issues and 
making grants to improve health care practice and policy. An international program in health 
policy and practice is designed to stimulate innovative policies and practices in the United States 
and other industrialized countries.  
 
The foundation pursues its mission through four program strategies: Health Care Coverage and 
Access, Delivery System Reform, International Health Policy and Practice Innovations, and 
Health System Breakthrough Opportunities. Additional arms of the Fund’s strategy include 
cross-cutting resources and policy analytic activities. 
 
The Fund pursues a value added style of grant making to accomplish the mission. A significant 
portion of the budget is devoted to research and program development, collaboration with 
grantees, and dissemination of program results to policymakers, health care leaders, researchers, 
and other influential audiences. The breakdown of the distribution of grants by program area in 
the past year is demonstrated in the following chart. 
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Over the five-year period beginning on July 1, 2015, the Fund expects to spend $187 million to 
advance its mission. In the fiscal year ending June 30, 2016, the Fund’s budget is $35 million in 
total and $21 million for extramural grants. 
 
HEALTH CARE COVERAGE AND ACCESS 
It is now more than five years since enactment of the Affordable Care Act (ACA), most 
significant health reform legislation in half a century. During that time, The Commonwealth 
Fund’s Health Care Coverage and Access program has monitored the implementation and impact 
of the ACA by sponsoring population-based survey research, analyses of insurance market 
trends, and tracking of state and federal approaches to the law’s coverage provisions. With the 
maturation of the health insurance marketplaces and evolution of state Medicaid programs, the 
Fund’s Health Care Coverage and Access program continues to deliver up-to-date information 
on the state of health coverage in the U.S. to federal and state policymakers, consumer groups, 
the media, and other key stakeholders. Its efforts include: 

•   Providing timely information about the ACA’s reforms and the status of their 
implementation. 

•   Tracking enrollment and people’s experiences with the new insurance options.  
•   Evaluating the effects of insurance reforms and state and federal innovation on the extent 

and quality of health coverage, access to health care, changes in employer-based 
coverage, affordability of premiums and out-of-pocket costs, health plan competition, 
innovation in insurance markets, and sustainability of the insurance marketplaces.  

•   Analyzing and developing national and state short-term policy solutions to address key 
issues as they arise.  

•   Identifying gaps in the law and its implementation that may leave some groups of people 
without coverage or adequate protection from costs. 

HEALTH CARE DELIVERY SYSTEM REFORM 
Two groups of patients experience the problems in our health system more intensely and more 
regularly than any other: those with complex, long-term health care needs, and those with low 
income, often no health insurance, and few social supports. The Commonwealth Fund’s Health 
Care Delivery System Reform program focuses on these individuals because they represent the 
greatest opportunity to achieve meaningful, rapid gains in the value of health care. By 
prioritizing complex and vulnerable patient populations, we as a nation can target our energy and 
resources where the impact will likely be greatest. Moreover, improvements in care and health 
for these patients can catalyze improvements throughout the entire health care delivery system. 

The goals of the Health Care Delivery System Reform program are to improve outcomes and 
lower the costs of care for high-cost, complex and vulnerable patient populations. Work 
supported by the program falls within the following strategies: 

•   Promoting care systems that coordinate medical care, long-term care services, and 
community-based resources.  

•   Reforming how providers are paid for their services to encourage more coordination, 
better quality, and greater efficiency.  



	
  

3	
  
	
  

•   Strengthening primary care.  
•   Partnering with payers, particularly Medicare and Medicaid, and with private payers to 

test and spread effective innovations.  

The program also supports development of the physician leadership needed to address the 
health needs of vulnerable populations, including racial and ethnic minorities and 
economically disadvantaged groups. Under the Commonwealth Fund Mongan Fellowship 
Program in Minority Health Policy, promising young physicians complete academic work 
leading to a master of public health degree at the Harvard School of Public Health, or a 
master of public administration degree at the Harvard Kennedy School. Fellows also 
participate in leadership forums and seminars with nationally recognized leaders in health 
care delivery, minority health, and public policy. 

 
INTERNATIONAL HEALTH POLICY & PRACTICE INNOVATIONS 
The Commonwealth Fund’s International Health Policy and Practice Innovations program is 
guided by the belief that despite differences in how countries organize and finance health care, 
the U.S. can learn a lot by examining other health systems, their performance in relation to ours, 
and their health care delivery and payment innovations—particularly those that we might 
consider adopting. 

To promote a robust international exchange of ideas, research, and experiences, the program’s 
activities focus on: 

•   Building an international network of health policy experts and leaders for cross-national 
research projects and sharing lessons learned.  

•   Benchmarking U.S. health system performance against other high-income nations.  
•   Providing a forum for high-level policy discussion and presenting effective international 

approaches to policy and care delivery.  
•   Fostering transfer of effective innovations in health care delivery from other countries to 

the U.S.  

The program’s annual surveys of patients and clinicians in 11 high-income countries delve into 
financial barriers to care, chronic disease management, and satisfaction with care, among other 
topics. The annual International Symposium on Health Care provides health ministers, senior 
government officials, and leading policy thinkers with a rare opportunity to hear and discuss a 
range of viewpoints in an unscripted setting, while Capitol Hill briefings inform congressional 
and executive branch staff about the latest health policy developments. And the Harkness 
Fellowships in Health Policy and Practice enable promising health care policy researchers and 
practitioners in 10 countries to spend up to a year in the U.S. conducting policy-oriented research 
under leading experts and gaining firsthand exposure to innovative models of health care 
delivery. 

BREAKTHROUGH HEALTH CARE INNOVATIONS 
The Commonwealth Fund’s new Breakthrough Health Care Opportunities program aims to 
discover and vet transformative ideas that have the potential to expand access to care, 
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dramatically simplify the delivery of care, decrease costs, and improve health outcomes. The 
program also seeks to “grease the wheels” of the development cycle so that breakthroughs can 
realize their potential. 

The program is exploring emerging technologies, care delivery processes, organizational models, 
incentives, and policies with a potentially game-changing effect on health system performance. 
By bringing together innovators, users, entrepreneurs, venture capitalists, and regulators, the 
program is beginning to facilitate the translation of these innovative ideas into practice. 

Currently the program focuses on three areas: 

•   Engaging consumers in their health care through information technology.  
•   The next generation of provider incentives, many grounded in behavioral change theory.  
•   Developing bundles of innovations whose synergy can lead to transformative change on a 

large scale. 

CROSS-CUTTING RESOURCES AND POLICY ANALYTIC ACTIVITIES 
 
Tracking Health System Performance  
The federal government has made a significant investment in expanded health insurance 
coverage and innovations in the delivery of care to patients. The Commonwealth Fund’s 
Tracking Health System Performance initiative is assessing the nation’s progress toward these 
goals and examining whether the investment is producing hoped-for gains. Building on the series 
of health system scorecards first launched in 2006, the Fund is providing policymakers, 
providers, and the public with performance benchmarks and improvement targets, while helping 
to inform future action by policymakers and health care stakeholders. 

The Commonwealth Fund’s health system tracking team draws from an array of data sources to 
monitor such key performance metrics as health care access and quality, use and cost of services, 
health care outcomes, and population health. Among our resources are: 

•   U.S. Health System Data Center  
•   State Scorecard on Health System Performance  
•   Scorecard on Local Health System Performance, which compares performance in more 

than 300 regions and localities across the U.S.  
•   Scorecard on State Health System Performance for Low-Income Populations  
•   Briefs providing data and analysis concerning key topics in health care 

Advancing Medicare 
The Commonwealth Fund’s Advancing Medicare initiative identifies ways in which this crucial 
program—the largest single payer of health care services in the United States—can serve its 
beneficiaries more effectively and efficiently while helping to foster health system improvements 
nationwide. 

In this 50th anniversary year of Medicare, the Fund is studying potential solutions to the issues 
facing the program. Fund-supported research will examine how Medicare can: 
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•   Improve access to care needed by aged and disabled beneficiaries.  
•   Lower program costs.  
•   Assess and disseminate innovations in care delivery and provider payment throughout the 

program and the entire health system.  
•   Improve coordination between Medicare and other public programs, like Medicaid.  
•   Work together with private insurers, particularly as the new state insurance marketplaces 

open for business.  
•   Success in each of these areas will help ensure that Medicare remains a vital force in our 

nation’s health care. 

Learn more about Medicare’s evolution over the decades, the challenges it faces, and proposed 
options for addressing them in our publication series Medicare at 50 Years. 

Controlling Health Care Costs 
The U.S. health care system is by far the most expensive in the world, consuming 17 percent of 
the nation’s gross domestic product. Despite all that spending, health outcomes for Americans 
are often worse, while evidence of waste and inefficiency throughout the U.S. health system 
abounds. Evidence also shows that U.S. prices are out of line with what other developed nations 
pay for the same medical services, devices, and pharmaceuticals—even those produced in the 
United States and sold on global markets. All this excess spending is putting a strain on 
businesses, governments, and household budgets—diverting resources away from investments in 
jobs, education, and other social and economic needs. 

The Commonwealth Fund’s Controlling Health Costs initiative monitors and analyzes spending 
in both the public and private health care sectors. It seeks answers to two central questions: 

•   What is driving higher or lower costs and spending in health care markets across the 
country? 

•   What policy reforms, innovations in care delivery, or changes in provider payment have 
the potential to reduce costs while improving outcomes in all regions? 

Patients with the highest and costliest health care needs, such as people with multiple chronic 
conditions, are a particular emphasis of the initiative. Research efforts also focus on the cost 
impact of new medical technologies and changing demographics, as well as the role of prices, 
the structure of health care markets, treatment patterns, and resource use. 

Federal and State Engagement 
The U.S. health care system is in the midst of significant transformation. We live in an era of 
expanded insurance coverage options, new insurance market regulations and consumer 
protections, and private- and public-sector innovation in health care delivery and payment, 
driven by the imperative to control costs while improving quality. Perhaps never has our 
government, both federal and state, played a more integral role in ensuring access to affordable 
health coverage and in designing, testing, and refining new ways to deliver and pay for care. 

The Commonwealth Fund’s Federal and State Engagment initiative provides independent 
analysis of the most pressing health policy issues, tailored specifically for policymakers. The 

http://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/other/2015/jun/medicare-at-50
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Fund’s team helps inform and educate congressional members and staff, executive branch 
officials, state legislators, and the broader policy community—across the political spectrum—on 
issues central to achieving a high-performance health system, with special attention to those 
affecting the most vulnerable Americans. 

Through the grantees it supports, the relationships it builds and nurtures, and the briefings, 
conferences, and retreats it convenes, The Commonwealth Fund has become a valuable source of 
objective, timely, and relevant analysis for federal and state policymakers of both parties. The 
Fund’s independence also allows it to serve as a neutral convener, facilitating both state-to-state 
learning and dialogue between federal and state policymakers to inform policy deliberations and 
generate solutions. 

Communications 
The Fund’s Communications program uses print, broadcast, online, and social media to bring 
information on health reform and health system transformation to the attention of critical 
stakeholder groups, especially policy officials and leaders in health care delivery. 
 

•   The foundation’s reports and issue briefs enrich public understanding of how the 
Affordable Health Care Act and other forces are changing how Americans get their 
health care, focusing particularly on how such changes affect specific groups, including 
those with low incomes, people with significant health care needs, women, small 
businesses, older adults, and workers undergoing a change in employment status. 

•   A media fellowship program managed by the Association of Health Care Journalists 
supports the ongoing training of health reporters and editors, and encourages in-depth 
reporting on issues related to health system performance and change. 

•   The Commonwealth Fund Blog features topical analyses by staff, grantee, and external 
policy experts and is a major source for analysis of state health insurance exchange 
regulations and the status of states’ progress on exchange implementation. 

•   The online Health Reform Resource Center provides a timeline of the ACA’s major 
provisions and an interactive tool for searching specific provisions by year of 
implementation, category, and stakeholder group.  
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The Fund’s Resources and Their Management 
 
As of June 30, 2016, the end of the 2015-2016 fiscal year, the Fund’s endowment was $694.9 
million. The return on the endowment was (4.4%), substantially underperforming the passive 
benchmark and spending plus inflation. Over the longer term three-, five- and ten-year periods, 
as measured by the fiscal year ended June 30, 2016, the Fund’s endowment performance has 
been weak, underperforming passive benchmarks and spending plus inflation, but with 
consistently less volatility than the broader market indices as measured by the standard deviation. 
This is principally due to the balance and asset allocation of the portfolio, which includes private 
equity investments and other alternative structures.     
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The Fund’s human resources are as important as its financial ones. They include highly 
productive professional staff based in the Fund’s New York City headquarters and in its 
Washington, D.C. offices—as well as an outstanding constellation of advisers, principal 
investigators on Fund grants, and members of the Fund’s own Board of Directors. 
 
THE FOUNDATION’S PERFORMANCE 
The Fund aims to be a learning organization, and consequently places a high value on assessing 
its own performance. The foundation’s annual reports to the Board on the performance of all 
grants completed during the year, semiannual audience and grantee surveys, annual confidential 
surveys of Fund Board members, periodic surveys of Fund staff, and periodic external program 
reviews help to ensure a high level of accountability and institutional learning.  
 
Beginning in 2014-15, the Fund began a new approach to assessing its programs, focusing on the 
extent to which the Fund’s work helps create an environment more receptive to desired policy 
changes and lays the groundwork for successful implementation of practice or policy changes 
before those changes actually occur. The data collected will complement the retrospective 
program evaluations. 
 
Following are selected results from recent surveys of the Fund’s audience, grantees and staff. 
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