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“Impact” and “outcomes” have been hot topics in the philanthropic sector for
years. While grantmakers and grantseekers express knowledge of the concepts
and use both outcomes and impact to measure their successes, there is also a
clear lack of alignment and understanding around the purpose of these
measures. Not to mention challenges to implementing them.
If we’re not intentional and thoughtful about how and (maybe more
importantly) why we’re tracking this information, we can fall into a “data trap” -meaning, we’re tracking data for the sake of tracking and using more resources
than the actual project would have taken*. It’s not only a question of resources
spent on tracking impacts and outcomes, but also of how we’re compensating

*Click here
to read our
guide to
Maximizing
Your Data
Collection
Efforts

the people asked to continually do more with less… and the added burden we
may create in the process.

Unintended Consequences
Grantseekers frequently face a deep burden when it comes to tracking outcomes and assessing their
impact. First, they are typically tasked with identifying indicators and proving their success within
funder-designated parameters. In addition to perhaps lacking internal capacity, grantseekers also
face the actual process of getting to impact. Because measuring true impact often takes place long
after a grant has been spent, organizations may need to maintain initiatives, relationships, and
information to follow-up beyond initial funding. Most significantly this work requires an investment in
time, staffing, and an investment of resources typically beyond that of the funded program.
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One of our most important outcomes is the measure of empowerment our clients
feel given the physical and emotional support they receive as a result of our programs -empowerment to then face the challenges that confront them as they move forward. This
can be difficult to measure, but it is also the most appropriate for our mission and our
client focus. The greatest challenge with grantmakers is demonstrating that these types
Tamara Fox
of outcomes are valid and appropriate.
SafeHouse Denver

And while grantmakers are often the ones seeking the information, many agree they don't think their
organization does an effective job of measuring return on investment of the grant funds they distribute.
Several funders shared: “We recognize that we fund a broad range of topics with differing results. It’s tough
to assess our impact with one combined measurement encompassing all the outcomes/data our
nonprofits submit.”

Grantmakers' Top Challenges:
Finding meaningful ways to assess the effectiveness of programs and thus their impact
across issues and organizations
Funding and educating grantseekers on best practices, and building capacity of
grantseekers to do this work
Consistently receiving and utilizing evaluation data
How to measure long-term effects of their investments
The subjective nature of the information they receive
Addressing complex issues, such as those addressing behavior change or requiring
privacy/confidentiality. It's hard to assess impact when you can't follow-up with particular
groups of people or when results can be mis-reported or under-reported
Having the capacity to thoroughly review and use the information that comes back
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Reframe the Conversation
Clearly, there are nuanced definitions of how we understand
impacts and outcomes which can make dialogue on the
importance of them as indicators of success challenging. Is there
a way to shift our understanding as well as our pursuit of tracking
and discussing outcomes and impact to refocus on the work and
why we are in it?
Meaning, regardless of how we define success, the act of doing
the actual program/initiative/effort is worth assessing. Our
partners at Arabella Advisors use the terms "monitoring and
evaluation" when working with clients. Shifting word usage can
help give a better representation of funders’ intent. Simply put,
funders want to ensure their dollars are going to achieve what
was expected, and they want to evaluate the effect of their giving.
These words are also less scary for organizations or programs
that might have results that are more difficult to measure*.
How can we be more mindful of the challenges and frustrations
nonprofits face in tracking impact and outcomes, especially as
they are being forced to do more with less?

*Click here to
read about
Impacts,
Outcomes, and
Strategies for
Sustainable
Tracking

As a sector, let’s challenge ourselves to be open, honest, understanding and commit to
communicating more about expectations, capacity, limitations and possibilities. Stop and
think: Are we asking for information we will use? Will it create more work? More stress?
Require more resources than the actual project? Is it taking away from the actual program /
intended consequences of the funded work?

We have learned over time what realistic outcomes are, given the dollar
amount awarded and the timeframe. Often applicants are ambitious. We want
the outcomes to be achievable. For example, an organization had an outcome
about installing fundraising software and starting a campaign with no staff
person in place.

Erin Baird
Allegany Franciscan Ministries
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Moving Forward – What Will It Take?
We can’t rid the sector of pressure to monitor
and evaluate. But we can change the

There is long term and multifaceted

conversation. How we ask our questions and

work that must be done in order to see the

what we expect from tracking and measurement

impact. One intervention is not always

is critical. You are not alone in your quest to tell

going to do it. There may be a lot of

your story in the most efficient and least

experimenting with the correct approach

resource-intensive manner. Try to get to the
bottom of what you need to know at the
beginning to alleviate any undue pressure later.
Relate your program or organization’s mission
directly to the impact and outcomes you wish to
see. For grantseekers, this means aligning
yourselves closely with the funding you seek. And
grantmakers can rethink the way they grant, to
support the change they seek.

and adapting approaches to current
conditions. Results may not come in a year
or two, it may be a decade or more before
the cumulative results are realized. This
requires a lot of planning, in advance and
ongoing, and can be a strain and drain on
staff and resources throughout.

Amy Hyfield
O.P. and W.E. Edwards

Recognize that even with purpose, there can be unintentional
consequences of your ask. The goal should be to not be a burden.

We have begun changing the nature of our giving for increased impact. Rather
than giving entirely to the "front line work," we have increased the percentage of our
grants that help charities increase their capacity to do the "front line work," thereby
increasing our long-term impact. This has been a subtle shift and we are just
beginning to articulate this in a more formal way. It makes a difference.
Frances Wilson
Acts of Grace Foundation
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Don’t re-invent the wheel. Consider creating a one-stop shop
for your data and information, from which and where an
assessment about how you are doing can be developed and
pulled as needed. Set tools and systems in place for storing
and sharing knowledge.
Do this without taxing already taxed staff. How can
technology, shared resources, and streamlining processes
help?
Communicate expectations. Grantmakers, ask your nonprofits what they are doing to
measure before placing requests upon them. You can also be upfront with grantseekers,
be specific about what you are looking for so they can decide from the start if they’re a fit
for your funding. And if it’s data you want to be collected, provide the training and
resources to do so. For grantseekers, in return, realize when you don't have the resources
to conduct such evaluation and ask for what you need.

In our process, we tell grantees that the program outcomes section is probably
the most important section they should be spending time and energy on. Decisions
are often made based on how effective we think a program can be. Staff may see a
particularly weak grant application, and suggest to the applicant that they revise
their outcomes to be stronger for committee consideration. The applicant can then
choose to do so (or to not do so).
Elyse Byrnes
York County Community Foundation

Right size your approach. Understand your resources, how you will use the data, and what you
want to accomplish before spending time and resources collecting data you’re not going to use.
Be intentional. If you’re going to collect data and information as an expression of outcomes and
impact, ensure there is someone to make use of it; and that it is useful. Because, if not done
well or correctly, sometimes your efforts to collect data on outcomes and impact may result in
an adverse result. You may find information that affects your future programming.
Then ask, “is this goal realistic?” We often have aspirations. Refocus on the tangible goals of
your work.
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Impact comes in all shapes and sizes, including learning together.
It’s okay to fund a project based on hope and possibility for what can come
from doing good. We don’t always have to do something for impact’s sake.
Grantmaker
Corporate Foundation

Say what you mean, mean what you say, and then do what you say. In other words, only
commit to what you can actually do. Funders want to hear that grantseekers will monitor,
measure, evaluate, and be able to produce outcomes and make a statement on impact. But,
without proper staffing and resources, this can’t happen. For grantseekers especially, the
actual impact of seeking outcomes and impact could be one you don’t want – a burden on
resources (money and staffing), a time suck, and often a distraction from what is really
important, a departure from the very programs that are being funded to produce results.
Understand that this work, especially in certain issue areas, can take a long time and be multilayered. Trust, patience, and communication are key.
For funders, consider yourself part of the work, not an external viewer or assessor observing
from the outside looking in.

We think of ourselves as part of a community working to make people healthier.
So we look for wins in the community at large. Especially as a new funder, we
are not ready to measure our singular sole impact.
Rebecka Manglanathan
Sampson Foundation

Return to the basic question of why are we doing this? Ask yourselves what types of information
are worth collecting to share how you will know that you succeeded. These should point directly
to your organization’s mission.
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Be the Change You Wish to See
The hot trend and recent focus on data have pointed out something that
really should not be a surprise to anyone. There is not any one thing that
will change philanthropy. It will always be a mix of data, communication,
honesty, and relationships which holds the great promise of lasting
change.
Funders and nonprofits should be partners - in conversation, planning,
and action - deciding together what and how to track, what to do with
the data, and where to go from there. By finding ways to work together
better, more efficiently, and to promote mutual understanding and trust,
funders and nonprofits can improve their relationships and increase the
chance of achieving shared outcomes. It’s a call back to the heart of
philanthropy, as an expression of sharing, caring, giving, learning and as
hope for what can be. . . we can all acknowledge the common goal in
trying to make the world a better place. It takes patience, education, and
resources – on both sides. With this perspective and commitment,
grantseekers and grantmakers have the potential and power to be the
change they wish to see.

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.

Over 1,700 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.
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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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