
Ten years ago we were seeing the start of the global 

financial crisis and impending recession to come, 

prompting a downshift in resources available for 

grantseekers and grantmakers alike. The first 

smartphone was introduced, changing the way 

people communicate, search for information, and 

eventually how they would give back – enabling on- 

the-go learning, responding, and giving. 

Since then, technology has expanded beyond 

imagination, impacting everything from operations 

and administration of charitable organizations, to 

their efforts to both raise funds on the one hand 

and make grants on the other. Natural disasters, as 

well as social, political, and economic issues over 

the past decade, have changed the way 

communities organize and donors respond to 

needs, shedding light on new ways to give and in 

some cases shifting support in major ways. 

Overall, we’ve seen a call for greater transparency and 

accountability in the sector. 

On Philanthropy: 

Less government support and

reduced private funding - 

creating a more competitive 

environment 

Focus on systemic change -

addressing root causes 

An increase in nonprofit 

mergers and strategic alliances 

New donors and approaches to 

giving - venture philanthropy, 

social entrepreneurs, The Giving 

Pledge introduced, next gen 

philanthropy 

Online crowdsourcing 

campaigns - GoFundMe, Ice 

Bucket Challenge, etc. 

Access to online information 

and communication - e-grants 

systems

NOTABLE  CHANGES

What has happened in the past decade?
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In a July 2017 survey of the Foundant client community, grantseekers 

and grantmakers identified the pressure to do  more with less, the 

impact of technology and social media, and a change in the types of 

relationships and expectations as the biggest influencers to how the art 

and heart of philanthropy have changed. 

What's changed in the past 
decade and what it means 
for the sector
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Nonprofit experiences and practices: Funder perspective and motivations: 

Increased focus on results, evidence- 

based outcomes (strategic 

philanthropy), and on risk and 

innovation (venture philanthropy) 

Interest in collective impact / social 

impact 

Importance of building capacity; 

continued debate about general 

operating vs program support 

Transparency and accountability, 

information sharing, ranking 

Emerging next generation of 

donors 

Doing more with less, decreasing

sources of support, leveraging

technology

Working in partnership; more open,

inclusive relationships with

philanthropic organizations

Emergence of new grassroots,

community-based organizations

Increased focus on metrics,

proving success in addition to

storytelling

Shift in ways of

developing/nurturing relationships

with funders

Grantseekers share how this perhaps unknowingly can present a burden. “We no longer can 
only report on the numbers of people served; we are expected to address the behavioral and 
life changes that ensue,” expressed several grantseekers. “That takes more support, more 
staff, more expertise and more time, more resources.” 

It’s important to note that the increased demand for and simultaneous lack of resources has 
contributed to this focus on results and evaluation. The sector is simply crunched. 

Over the last decade, grantmakers have focused on a more strategic approach to their giving, 
guided by a desire to see the direct impact of their support. They are asking grantseekers to 
not only present programs and how they plan to achieve set goals but also asking that they 
dedicate the resources to evaluate programs, often to show results in order to justify 
continued investment. 

A Focus on Impact 



Grantmaker

This focus on root causes and longer-term
results mean the realization that short-term 
wins do not always add up and “slow and 
steady wins the race,” as they say.   

Most agree that the reduced duplication and 
overlap in services and programs through 
mergers and strategic alliances, the
automation allowed through technology, and 
the sharing of back-office operations has 
made things more efficient.   

          I am seeing more and more emphasis on foundations considering the systems change 

approach to philanthropy. It seems that some foundations are embracing the way we have 

funded all along, that the disenfranchised are gaining the power to speak for themselves and 

direct the change they wish to see, rather than just charity, which doesn't empower people but 

makes them feel dependent. We wish more foundations approached the lasting change funding 

in this way.   

       Nonprofits are much better about 

collaborating and less concerned with 

competing against each other for funds. The 

formation of our local Public Health Council 

has been a wonderful way for 45 nonprofits 

to collaborate monthly and stay up to date 

on how they can work better together.  

          The ability to survive and thrive as a nonprofit has required most organizations to 
behave more like businesses, or at least adopt a ‘sustainability’ vs. the ‘hand to mouth’ 
approach of the past. More people in the sector are taking it seriously and have significant 
things to say about the value of their organizations and the sector as a whole to the 
communities they live in. As government support erodes, that message becomes easier to get 
across. The long-term livability of many communities will be directly linked to the health and 
cooperation of the nonprofit sector as we learn how to manage in the ‘new normal,’ which we 
started talking about 10 years ago.  

John Amoroso 
Executive Director, The David and Lura Lovell Foundation 

Stacey Chiocchio 

Grants Administrator, Corporate Foundation 

Hypertherm HOPE Foundation
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       We spend so much time making sure the grantee fits our 
requirements; matching the amount of funds available to the 
number of grantees; conducting site visits and working with grantees 
to be sure they complete applications properly… 

Janice Landwehr 
The Sisters of St. Joseph Health and 
Wellness Foundation. 

The Role of Technology 

And for grantseekers, this increased focus on results in an environment of limited time and 
budgets often translates to an elimination of funding streams and a reduced focus on broad 
issue areas, thus increasing the efforts grantseekers must have on locating new sources of 
funding. 

As much as things have changed, they have also remained the same. Almost all respondents 
commented on lack of time to do all that is necessary to be good grantmakers and 
grantseekers. 

While being required to do more with less, the cycle, even with all the aids, has not been 
cracked:   

Education and sharing information rank high on the list of issues both grantmakers and 
grantseekers hope technology will help improve. The Internet has allowed significant advances 
in communication among funders, grantees, and other stakeholders. Enhanced grants 
management systems, online grant applications, common grant forms and reports have 
reduced errors, eased communication, saved time and enriched the quality of relationships. 
The move from paper to online has been transformational for both foundations and 
nonprofits. 

There are new tools to measure and gauge the effectiveness of charitable organizations - from 
the Center for Effective Philanthropy’s Grantee Perception Report, which provides foundations 
with candid grantee feedback, to the Foundation Center’s Glasspockets Initiative, which 
promotes greater foundation transparency. Over the years a growing number of independent 
groups have emerged to publish online information about what the nonprofits are doing and 
how they are achieving their goals. 

       We need more time… the amount of time spent on paperwork is 
unending, volunteer coordination for site visits is constant, and 
helping new board members acclimate to the grant evaluation 
process is continuous. 

Bethany Flood 
MSSA, MNO, LSW, Grants Manager, Green 
Tree Community Health Foundation 
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Social media has led to public awareness and empathy for the philanthropic needs of 
nonprofits. This online presence contributing to the growth of action on issues has also led 
to a surge in the emergence of new nonprofit entities, many small and grassroots. Several 
nonprofits report an increase of smaller gifts from more people and for some organizations, 
a shrinking larger donor pool. So, the traditional fundraising mechanisms may need to 
change. Over time, we will see these efforts working in partnership. . .  the market will 
demand competition be met as resources are continually strained. 

Grantmakers and grantseekers seem to agree that technology can be both a boon and a 
bane. For all the benefits that media and online capabilities bring, there are disadvantages 
as well.

      A lot has changed in our decades-long history, but personal relationships 
still drive philanthropy. Technology has evolved to tap into those relationships in 
the form of peer-to-peer and crowdfunding campaigns. Our challenge is to 
establish meaningful connections beyond one-time gifts to help open larger 
doors and/or establish sustained giving.   

Meanwhile, regardless of what is made available online, nonprofits still report difficulty in 
locating funders for their programs and keeping track of changing guidelines. And funders 
still find nonprofits applying out of guidelines. 

      Ten years ago, the face-to-face contact was much greater. We did everything
by phone and mail. The electronic communication has been a wonderful time- 
saver, and we have found that most of our applicants appreciate the time- 
saving. But, we have to keep making the personal connections a priority as well.  

Cindy Wang 
Idaho Humanities

Grantseeker
Major Gifts Coordinator, nonprofit
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          Getting to measurable 
outcomes and securing follow up 
[data] that is truly measurable is 
important work. It’s ideal to have 
one location where grantseekers 
answer application questions and 
their inputted responses would 
appear in a place where our grant 
reviewers can see them. 

       Having an online space where staff can 
see everything they need (not just the 
proposals, but a one-stop dashboard for the 
overall grants budget, how the requests 
affect the budget, how much the previous 
grants were and when, etc.) is so helpful. 
Currently, I send out several extra Excel 
sheets with this information. Furthermore,
having a way to incorporate site visit 
feedback rather than just an uploaded 
document would change the way we can
incorporate evaluation. 

         We have the tools and 
information available, but 
overcoming lack of technology 
skills in applicants remains a 
hurdle.   

Changing nature of relationships

In general, there is a more collaborative atmosphere 
between grantmakers and grantseekers. There was an 
overwhelming response to this question, indicating 
that the less formal and more personal relationship 
between grantseekers and grantmakers is appreciated. 
Grantmakers especially welcome this communication 
and believe it leads to more open relationships and 
potential to achieve common goals.  Over the years, 
this effort to break down the hierarchy that once 
defined the quest for funding has brought renewed 
energy to the grantor-grantee relationship.  

There are multiple reports of challenges around 
completing grant applications fully and succinctly, 
ensuring a match between the funds request and funds 
available (guidelines alignment), and the lack of time 
and resources to evaluate programs along the 
way. This could be solved by more efficient and 
effective use of technology – tools and programs to 
collect, collate, and track data; to assist staff and board 
members in sharing information and completing grant 
proposal reviews; and to serve as a common space for 
storing and analyzing indicators to measure 
performance.  

Stacey Chiocchio 
Hypertherm HOPE Foundation

Kristin Summers 
Grants Manager, Saint Luke's 
Foundation 

Karin Gerstenhaber 
Associate Director, Tocker 
Foundation 
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       From what I see, the foundations that seem to 
accomplish the most have good working 
partnerships with their grantees; there is an 
openness.   

However, managing expectations can be a time- 
consuming endeavor. Grantmakers suggest that 
awareness of their funding cycles will help 
grantseekers understand their constraints. Staff is 
often tasked with much, so expecting a response or 
meeting during these times is tough. Toward that end, 
foundations have become more upfront about
deadlines and publish their grant schedules. Even 
listing previous grantees and details about the 
programs funded show they are making strides toward 
future collaboration opportunities with prospective 
grantees. 

In some cases, donors are squarely at the forefront of 
the change they wish to see, directing their grant 
partners in solution-driven programs and further 
providing support and resources to conduct the 
necessary evaluations to show that longer-term 
outcomes are achieved. Others continue to ask of their 
partners the impossible often without the support. 

According to one Administrative Director's experience at a private foundation: 

For grantseekers, such building of relationships with funders remains a constant challenge. 
They are told to use their networks; that published grantmaking guidelines are just that 
(guidelines) and not always a closed door. They are asked to carefully consider their requests 
on the one hand, and figure out how to connect and get beyond those closed doors on the 
other. It’s a conundrum and a legitimate concern for many grantseekers. 

        We have started to de-formalize 

our relationship building. We want it 

to be more organic with less power 

dynamics. The idea is to develop a 

rapport so that grantees can feel we 

are approachable and speak 

candidly. We're shifting the 

relationship away from ‘We the 

Foundation, You the Grantee’ – away 

from ‘go spend the money and tell us 

only the awesome things you did’ to 

more of an opportunity for us to 

learn with the grantee about what 

worked and what doesn't work. It 

helps us become better grantmakers. 

Elyse Pollick Brynes 
Community Investment Officer, 
York County Community 
Foundation

Bethany Flood 
Green Tree Community Health 
Foundation

        Foundations are becoming more transparent with charities about their priorities, 
process and timelines. Communication is becoming more personal. However, decision- 
making is becoming more formal. Foundations are becoming more strategic and process 
oriented in their decision making. It is no longer an entirely personal relationship at the 
outset (e.g. I know you so you will give to my cause). 
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        I think the power dynamic is starting to be addressed, but more needs to be done to 
put funders and funded partners on the same plane so nonprofits feel they can approach 
and get to know funders, as well as provide candid feedback and not fear undue 
repercussions. 

Where do we go from here?

How can both grantmakers and grantseekers partner in this information sharing such that 
both are benefitting from the advances in technology, communication, and the more 
engaged donor looking at affecting longer-term change? What these conversations show is 
that the sector needs more, not less, communication, connections, collaboration, and 
compassion. While the pressures of change may continue to present challenges, if we have 
learned anything, it is that knowledge, information and working toward shared goals can 
help. Understanding the factors that led us here will help the sector be prepared and ready 
for what’s to come. In fact, maybe we’ll all be able to find common ground in the 
transparency and accountability both grantmakers and grantseekers believe critical to 
meeting our missions… saying what we do and doing what we say.   

David Borocz-Johnson 
Program Associate, Community Foundation of Lorain County

This piece is part of a special project Foundant Technologies embarked upon in July 2017 to collect 
feedback regarding the nonprofit and philanthropic sector from its family of clients, including funders 
and grantseekers. The idea is to increase awareness about the issues and challenges they are facing, 
but also to create a venue to share ideas and possible solutions. Keep an eye on our blog and our 
resources page for more content from this project.  
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Over 1,400 philanthropic organizations are maximizing their impact with Foundant 
Technologies’ online philanthropy management solutions. With a proven record of making 
clients’ lives better through exceptional customer service and reasonable pricing, we 
continue to look for ways to help the philanthropic sector operate more efficiently, increase 
impact, and focus on their mission. Headquartered in Bozeman, MT, Foundant now also 
runs remote offices across the United States. 



Sharmila Rao Thakkar, MPH, MPA is a philanthropy and nonprofit consultant at SRT 
Advising & Consulting, LLC in New York. Utilizing expertise in leadership 
development, program implementation, resource development and 
communications, she advises clients on operations and administration, board 
development, grantmaking, program development and community outreach 
activities. 

Prior to this role, Sharmila was appointed the first non-family executive director of 
The Siragusa Family Foundation in Chicago after also serving as the foundation’s 
executive vice president and senior program officer.  She provided expertise on 
and directed the operational, programmatic and administrative functions of the 
organization, participating in all roles key to running a charitable endeavor.  She 
guided the board's funding decisions and evaluated programs in the areas of 
health, social services, education and the arts for youth/families, provided capacity 
building and technical assistance to the foundation’s 100+ nonprofit grantee 
partners, prepared for board meetings and helped build the professionalism of the 
board including recruitment and assessment, engaged the next generations in their 
leadership development, and provided strategic direction on grantmaking and 
other grantee outreach and community partnership initiatives.  Representing the 
foundation on several committees and presenting in various venues over the years, 
she has also shared the foundation's lessons learned in its growth and 
development as a multi-generation grantmaking entity and community-focused 
grantmaker. 

Sharmila serves on the board of directors of Allow Good, an emerging nonprofit 
organization that develops the rising generations of philanthropic leaders who 
cultivate global citizenship and empower others around the world to achieve their 
full potential; the Healthy Schools Campaign, a nonprofit organization dedicated to 
ensuring that all students have access to healthy school environments where they 
can learn and thrive; and the South Asian Philanthropy Project, a forum that 
inspires South Asian Americans to become more involved in philanthropy and 
volunteering.  She is a 21/64 certified trainer in multigenerational philanthropy.   

Sharmila has also served as co-chair for the National Center for Family 
Philanthropy’s Non-Family Staff Peer Network and chair of the host committee for 
Exponent Philanthropy’s 2016 national conference, an advisor/mentor in Exponent 
Philanthropy’s Next Gen Fellows Program and the Emerging Practitioners in 
Philanthropy (EPIP) leadership and management workshop series, a mentor for the 
Young Nonprofit Professionals Network (YNPN) Leadership Institute, and on the 
board of the Chicago Foundation for Women, where she chaired the 
program/grantmaking committee helping to develop and refine policies and
procedures related to the foundation’s community-led grantmaking process and 
other leadership development programs. 

Sharmila holds an MPA degree from the Columbia University School of 
International and Public Affairs, an MPH degree from the Columbia University 
Mailman School of Public health and a bachelor’s degree in international relations 
from Brown University. 
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