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Grantmaking Effectiveness: Resources, Questions 

 
As ninety-nine girlfriends gets deeper into grantmaking, questions arise about how we measure the 

success of our collective contributions. Our Impact Team is organized to share achievements, milestones, 

and lessons from our grantee partners. Our approach is built on the work of our colleagues in 

grantmaking and collective giving.  What is effective philanthropy? Who defines “effectiveness”?  What 

follows is a deeper exploration of these questions and an invitation to share your thoughts.  

 

WAYS PEOPLE GIVE.  

Individuals, businesses, foundations and associations make charitable contributions to support work 

they feel contributes to a positive social climate. 1 

The Stanford Social Innovation Review outlines three types of philanthropy: 

1) Charitable giving - provides direct service support to fulfill immediate gaps in society. 

2) Philanthropic investment - provides resources to a nonprofit that increase its ability to deliver 

services and fulfill its mission, i.e. technology equipment and training. 

3) Strategic philanthropy -  uses research to identify community needs and provides funds based 

on this research in collaboration with other donors, grantees, and beneficiaries  

 

MEASURING IMPACT. 

Each of these methods is associated with different ways to measure results. Often, the impact of 

charitable gifts is reported by numbers served, or funds raised. Investment impact is measured by how 

an organization has increased its capacity for work, reflected in budget and asset size, reputation, and 

service results. Strategic philanthropy is associated with pre-determined goals, and measurement of 

progress towards those goals is how donors track impact. Effectiveness is measured differently, based 

on the purpose of the donor and the kind of philanthropy. 

 

QUESTIONS FOR STRATEGIC DONORS TO ASK. 

An article written by the Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors poses 9 questions donors can ask themselves 

to help them become more effective2:   

                                                

1Stannard Stockton, Sean The Three Core Approaches to Effective Philanthropy Stanford Social 

Innovation Review March 29, 2011 

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_three_core_approaches_to_effective_philanthropy 

2 Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors, Assessing Impact. https://www.rockpa.org/guide/assessing-impact/ 
Retrieved July, 2018. 

https://www.rockpa.org/guide/assessing-impact/
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1. What problem are you trying to solve? 

2. How do you think change will happen? 

3. How long will it take? 

4. How much money will it take? 

5. What will success look like? 

6. What will be the signs of progress on the way? 

7. How do the groups directly addressing these problems answer these questions? 

8. Who else is working on this, and what assessment tools are they using? 

9. How much time and money are you willing to invest in assessment? 

These questions can frame strategic grantmaking on many levels, from individuals to foundations to 

collaborative and collective efforts.  

 

WHAT’S MOST EFFECTIVE?  

Recent research3 indicates that many nonprofits think foundations (a major donor group) use their funds 

ineffectively. They say: 

1. Donors often do not work collaboratively with grantees and therefore do not have a real 

understanding of the social needs and solutions offered by the nonprofits within their 

communities. 

2. Nonprofits need financial assistance to meet the demands of their existing programs and 

services and support for operating budgets.  Too often, donors want to give to new programs 

creating a burden for nonprofits which are working at capacity to meet the demands of their 

existing programs. 

3. Nonprofits need funding to develop technology access and skills to improve their effectiveness. 

4. Nonprofits want funding to develop leadership skills and future leaders. 

5. Nonprofits need support for training and help to manage their endowment fund, make them 

grow and increase revenue. 

 

How, then, does the relationship between donor and grantee partner evolve so that both parties feel 

that the investments are effective? 

 

CHANGING TRENDS IN COMMUNITY NEEDS AND OPPORTUNITIES. 

Nonprofits and grantmakers have been polled4 about the key challenges and trends in today’s climate of 

supporting, sustaining and improving social programs.  Findings include: 

1. Challenges 

a. Social needs at greatest risk are health care, immigration, and the environment. 

b. Other areas which are in jeopardy are social equity, justice and social services in general. 

c. Because of reduced government support for social programs it is critically important to 

focus on short term needs rather than long-term system goals. 

                                                
3 Buteau, Ellie Benchmarking Foundation Evaluation Practices. Center for Effective Philanthropy 201 
http://research.cep.org/benchmarking-foundation-evaluation-practices 
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2. Opportunities 

a. Increased social engagement and activism are inspiring new social movements.  

b. Expanded economic opportunity for people in rural areas is increasing attention to and 

pathways for investing in rural programs.   

3. Next steps? 

a. Grantmakers are increasingly aware that our current social climate requires revising 

priorities and emphasis, as well as supporting different strategies to meet society’s 

needs. 

b. Donors are becoming more strategic in their giving, prioritizing areas of need, targeting 

organizations affected by the policy changes of the current administration. 

c. Donors are increasing safety net funding, aware that this may need to be a long term 

commitment. 

d. Collaborations with other funders are on the rise.  

e. Foundations are increasingly active in advocacy and policy making at the local and state 

levels. 

f. There’s more emphasis on goal setting with grantees and community partners, rather 

than announcing top-down strategies. 

g. Grantmakers and nonprofits are creating rewarding experiences for donors that connect 

them with grantees and beneficiaries to experience the impact of their giving. 

 

HOW CAN NINETY-NINE GIRLFRIENDS ASSESS OUR IMPACT AND INVESTMENT EFFECTIVENESS? 

As ninety-nine girlfriends becomes more reflective of our impact in the community, we seek to be as 

effective as possible in our giving. Our challenge is to define effectiveness. Questions to ask ourselves: 

1. Are we being respectful to our grantee partners’ expertise and work? 

2. Are we maximizing the use of our dollars by investing in key activities? 

3. Is our membership becoming more engaged and aware in ways that promote positive social 

change? 

4. Can we point to specific gains that reflect our investments? 

5. Have we moved the needle on some social issue? (Do we look at this 10 years out?) 

 

SEND US YOUR THOUGHTS. 

Please share your ideas and questions about this important and fascinating topic of grantmaking 

effectiveness. Send your thoughts to Marnie Frank (marniekfrank1@me.com).  

 

OTHER RESOURCES. 

If you want to stay current about the discussion nonprofit effectiveness, subscribe to these newsletters: 

Center for Effective Philanthropy - http://cep.org 

Stanford Social Innovation Review - https://ssir.org/ 

Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society (Stanford PACS) -https://pacscenter.stanford.edu 

Strategic Philanthropy, Ltd. - https://stratphilanthropy.com 

 

 

mailto:marniekfrank1@me.com
https://stratphilanthropy.com/

