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Introduction

More and more, organizations are turning to their constituents to provide feedback on the services they are receiving. 
This movement towards further including constituents and beneficiaries in the work is a movement in the right 
direction. How should this then be reflected in the way our organizations frame and measure impact?

We invited Dennis Whittle, Brian Walsh, and Ben Goodwin to share their experiences of incorporating constituent 
feedback into their impact data.

Dennis Whittle
CEO/Co-Founder
Feedback Labs

Brian Walsh 
Head of Impact
Liquidnet.

Ben Goodwin 
Executive Director
Our House



3Constituent FeedbaCk

impacting

This disclaimer informs readers that the views, thoughts, and opinions expressed in the text belong solely to the individual chapter authors and contributors, and not necessarily to the report's sponsors or any other group or individual.

Insights from Dennis Whittle 

Dennis Whittle
CEO/Co-Founder, Feedback Labs

“Ah, non - pas comme ca!” my new colleague Jean-Luc said sharply as he reached down and yanked out the rubber 
seedling.  He held it up in front of the trembling farmer’s face.  “Bapak, tiga meter!” he growled. Three meters - that 
was the optimal spacing for planting rubber trees. Not the one and a half meters that he had just measured.  Jean-
Luc marched down the row of new plantings yanking out every other one, and I watched as the farmer’s face grew 
more and more afraid.  Finally, Jean-Luc said to me and the Indonesian official present, “Let’s go,” and we got into the 
Jeep and roared off down the road, back toward the capital of Jambi, a district on the Indonesian Island of Sumatra.

I was thinking about that scene the other day as I shopped for a new pair of shoes. The pair that I wear most often 
has seen better days, and I have been meaning to replace them for a couple of months, but I kept putting it off. Why? 
I walk to work most days - about fifty minutes round trip. I need shoes that are extremely comfortable and durable, 
while at the same time being formal enough for the office. I delayed because I knew I would have to try on many 
different pairs until I found the shoes that I could trust to feel good and look good for months to come.

What does shopping for shoes have to do with a rubber project in Indonesia? A lot, as it turns out.  Back in the late 
1980s, I was an economist at the World Bank’s office in Jakarta, and I was assigned to work on a project that would 
provide funding, seedlings, fertilizer, and training for small farmers to plant tens of thousands of hectares of rubber 
trees. I spent months talking to rubber experts, running spreadsheets, calculating costs, and coming up with an 
optimal design to ensure that farmers were able to maximum their income from their rubber trees and repay the 
loans we were going to give them.1

There was only one problem. Actually, there were several.

• First, some farmers had absolutely no interest in growing rubber.  They were doing just fine with their current plot 
of land growing food crops or rice, and what they really wanted was to buy a goat to help fertilize their land and 
eventually provide a food source.  

• Other farmers were happy to try something new like rubber, but since they had never done it before, they wanted 
to hedge their bets by planting only half the land in rubber - or space the trees more widely - so they could 
continue to grow food crops as well. They even liked the idea that the rubber trees would provide shade for their 
food crops, enabling them to grow certain vegetables that couldn’t take too much sun.

• A few farmers came from other parts of Indonesia where their grandparents had grown traditional species (not 
the new super-hybrids) of rubber. Those farmers really wanted access to the traditional seedlings, which were 
much lower yielding.

1 For more background and detail, see How Feedback Loops Can Improve Aid (And Maybe Governance), Dennis Whittle, Center for 

Global Development, August 2013
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• Many farmers stinted on the herbicides and pesticides we recommended, either to save cash or because they 
thought they had more effective ways of controlling weeds and pests, ditto with the big applications of fertilizer 
that my spreadsheet showed would deliver optimal returns.

• Finally, some farmers asked if they could plant a few trees at a time so that they could continue working as day 
laborers elsewhere.

My answer to all of these farmers was, “No.”  Along with my colleagues, I had done extensive analysis, and based 
on a combination of technical expertise, field experience, and financial scenarios, one approach stood head and 
shoulders above the rest. It involved clearing the land a certain way, planting a full hectare of land with trees with 
a very specific spacing between the trees, and then applying a certain type of fertilizer in specific amounts at exact 
intervals. Also, each farmer would get a standard loan from the agriculture bank that would be repaid over a certain 
number of years at a fixed interest rate.  

This was one of the first projects I had been put in charge of, so I was dismayed when it floundered. Lots of farmers 
failed to sign up for the project. When the village chief called a meeting, they would not actually refuse; they would 
just not show up. Others signed up but then planted the trees the way they preferred, instead of how we told them 
to. Many took the fertilizer provided and then sold it to their neighbors or in the market. Some cut down their trees 
after a few years for firewood when times were tough. 

Why were these farmers acting so irrationally, even after I repeatedly assured them that the project design would 
maximize their long-term income and was in their best interests?  As it turns out, they acted that way because they 
were right, and I was wrong. They were being rational. The farmers themselves were the best judges of what they and 
their families needed, not me.  My colleagues and I could provide valuable information - those new hybrids really 
do have much higher yields, and the returns to using fertilizer on them really are very high - but we saw our role as 
prescribing solutions, not providing information and experience that the farmers could use to assemble their own, 
individual solutions.

That was our big mistake - to think not only that we knew what was best for people but also that one size would fit 
all. This seems, in retrospect, to be a trivial, or even ridiculous, insight, but it remains a fundamental challenge for 
most funders and frontline organizations that are running programs intended to make people’s lives better. We run 
studies, talk to our peers, draw on our own experience, and then design programs that we think will help people. 
Hopefully, we do have valuable perspectives and expertise, but we don’t offer it up as a menu for people to choose 
from. We usually prescribe it as the one medicine they must take.

Let’s rewind the tape thirty years and imagine a different approach to that rubber project that would have had better 
outcomes. What could my colleagues and I have done differently?

• First, we could have spent just a few days in various villages, talking to the farmers and their families about their 
lives, challenges, and hopes for the future.  Instead, we just showed up evangelizing the income-boosting power 
of planting rubber.

• Second, we could have compiled and analyzed their responses, and then gone back to the village to reflect back 
to them what they said and what we might do together.  That alone would have helped people feel validated and 
not “bulldozed” by power.  



5Constituent FeedbaCk

impacting

This disclaimer informs readers that the views, thoughts, and opinions expressed in the text belong solely to the individual chapter authors and contributors, and not necessarily to the report's sponsors or any other group or individual.

• Third, we could have explained our own constraints, and then looked for overlaps in the “Venn Diagram” between 
what they wanted and what we thought made sense and could deliver. For example, since we were from the 
Agriculture Division at the World Bank, it would be really hard to do an education project, but we could easily 
have agreed to finance some food crops in conjunction with the rubber, or maybe even some goats.  This would 
have reduced their risk and dramatically improved their receptivity to the new concept of planting rubber.

• Fourth, we could have spent a few hours - no more - sending a report to our colleagues in other divisions of 
the Bank, telling them that people seemed to want clean water, better education, or whatever non-agricultural 
needs were expressed most often. That would have been good market intelligence for our colleagues in terms 
of knowing what people wanted and where. Imagine the reception they would have gotten in the villages if they 
had arrived and said, “Hey, we understand you really want your kids to do better academically - let’s talk about 
how to do that.”

• Fifth, we could have taken just a few hours explaining our great standardized models for rubber planting and our 
logic and evidence for why they would be optimal. Even if we were completely right, a few hours of discussion 
with farmers who had never done it before would have made a big difference, and more than likely, we would 
have made some modifications to that standard model based on their information about their context and local 
soil, water, and weather conditions.

• Sixth, we could have - without huge difficulty in retrospect - come up with three variations on our standard 
package to allow for smaller plots or different spacing or maybe even different hybrids or traditional species. 
Enabling farmers to choose a package that more closely approximated their needs would have made a huge 
difference in adoption.

• Finally, we could have just said, “Keep us posted. Let’s get started, but we will be back soon and talk about what’s 
going well, what’s not, and how we might adjust. We won’t always agree, and we won’t have the ability to do 
everything you might ask.  But, we will be listening, and we will do our best.”

Thinking back, none of those steps would have been that difficult. In fact, most of us at least implicitly incorporated 
some of them in our work.  But, few, if any of us, did them all, and almost no one did them as part of their typical 
project cycle; in short, we did not “close the loop.” 2 We had neither the discipline nor the institutional validation we 
needed to systematically listen to and confer with the people we were trying to serve.

Since I wrote about that Indonesian rubber project five years ago, thinking in the aid and philanthropy worlds has 
shifted substantially. The World Bank adopted a requirement that all projects with identifiable beneficiaries would 
get feedback from them. The US Congress passed a law requiring USAID to do the same. Leading foundations 
banded together to create the Fund for Shared Insight (FSI), which created Listen for Good, an initiative that supports 
feedback experimentation by over 200 frontline nonprofits in the United States. FSI also supported the emergence 
of Feedback Labs, a network of over 400 organizations worldwide that are collaborating to push the frontiers of 
feedback, and, now, Impact Investors, led by groups such as Bridges and Acumen, are creating new frameworks and 
tools for feedback.

The progress in thinking has come about because leaders have begun to understand that getting and acting on 
feedback from the people we seek to serve is the Right Thing (morally and ethically); the Smart Thing (it can increase 

2 Keystone Accountability was a pioneer in pointing to the need for a closed feedback loop with their Constituent Voice Methodology.

https://feedbacklabs.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Feedback-Impact-Health-2-pager-FINAL.pdf
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impact by 15 - 50% when done well3); and the Feasible Thing (in terms of available tools). Increasingly, organizations 
are seeing how feedback can be the Powerful Thing to do as well, in terms of creating a sense of agency, identity, 
and community among people who actually get listened to. Now the question is: How can we make feedback into 
a new mindset, so that it becomes the Expected Thing - or even the Only Thing - to do in aid, philanthropy, impact 
investing, and even governance?   

What does this have to do with shopping for shoes? Everything. When I go into the shoe store, the person who serves 
me asks me all sorts of questions - What brings you in today? What type of shoe are you looking for? How much do 
you want to spend? The salesperson has their own opinion, of course, but a good one makes suggestions and then 
listens and brings out pairs that they think might be a match. The store did not have an infinite selection, but it had 
a good one, with a wide range of options. 

As a result, when I left the store, I had a pair of shoes that I was satisfied with. They were comfortable (although my 
son will complain that I can’t run with him in them), stylish enough (though probably not up to my wife’s standards), 
and a little more than I wanted to pay but still affordable.  

In other words, I found the right fit for me. By listening, offering advice, and genuinely conversing, we can enable the 
people we seek to serve to find the right fit for themselves.

3 For more details, see Is Feedback Smart? Elina Sarkisova, Feedback Labs June 2016.

https://feedbacklabs.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Feedback-Impact-Health-2-pager-FINAL.pdf
https://feedbacklabs.org/summits/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/FBL_SmartPaper_Final.pdf
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Insights from Brian Walsh

Brian Walsh 
Head of Impact, Liquidnet.

What is the story we tell ourselves about philanthropy?

One story, let’s call it the Tocquevillian story (in honor of Alexis de Tocqueville, author of the seminal 19th century book 
Democracy in America), is that of well-meaning people freely choosing to give their hard-earned personal money to 
help the common good. In this story, philanthropy is private capital deployed for the public good, and represents the 
noblest of human intentions. This philanthropy reflects the vibrancy of a dynamic civil society, operating alongside 
other strong institutions in a thriving democratic capitalistic system - good people doing their part to contribute to 
a better world.

Another story, let’s call it the Giridharadasian story (in honor of Anand Giridharadas, author of the 2018 book Winners 
Take All: The Elite Charade of Changing the World), is that of unelected and unaccountable “winners” who have 
amassed great wealth – and therefore great power – and who use money that otherwise would be taxed to pursue 
their own ideas of what is best for the common good. In this story, philanthropy is private capital that really should 
have been public capital, deployed to advance a self-interested notion of the public good. This philanthropy reflects 
winners of an economic system doing what they can to maintain their status atop that system. 

Both these stories ring true. Philanthropy is made up of dedicated people and organizations working on some of our 
most critical social and environmental issues, but the efforts of philanthropy can have a range of impacts – positive 
and negative, intended and unintended – on the people and communities it intends to help. 

My lovely mother has a folksy sign in her kitchen that reads: “Tonight’s dinner choices: 1) Take it 2) Leave it.” In the 
same way, the people and communities served by philanthropy too often do not have a voice in what is done to them 
or for them. Their insights and feedback are generally not taken into account, and they are left with the same “take 
it or leave it” choice as people eating in my mother’s kitchen. 

This lack of agency is inherent to philanthropy because of the structural power imbalance in the relationships 
between three main actors: 

1. Funders have the power to choose how they deploy their personal money (or money they control)

2. Nonprofit managers raise money from funders to create and implement a range of programs and interventions 

3. People and communities are the intended recipients of the programs and interventions provided by nonprofits. 
(The terminology is still evolving here; some refer to this group as either “beneficiaries”, “constituents”, or “clients.”)

The people who are supposed to benefit from nonprofit programs are generally not the same people paying for 
them, leading to awkward incentives. In economics, this is referred to as the “principal-agent” problem: the people 
and communities are the principals being acted upon and the nonprofits/funders are the agents operating on their 
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behalf. So the dominant relationship dynamic in philanthropy is not between nonprofit managers and the people 
and communities they seek to help, but rather between nonprofit managers and their funders. To continue as going 
concerns,  nonprofit managers must prioritize meeting the expectations of funders, whose personal choices can 
jeopardize the nonprofit’s viability. (This is not a criticism of any particular nonprofit manager or even funder, but 
rather an observation on philanthropy’s essential structure.)

Now contrast this to the system of the market economy, where there are three main actors:

1. Investors who have the power to choose how they deploy their money

2. Company managers who raise money from investors in order to create products and services

3. Customers who are the intended purchasers of the products and services

In this system, the people who are supposed to benefit from the products and services are the people who pay for 
them, leading to a clear alignment of incentives. Investors and company managers seek to earn a profit by successfully 
meeting the preferences of their customers with goods and services the customers are willing to purchase at prices 
they are willing to pay. In a market economy, the dominant relationship dynamic is between a company and its 
customers. If customers’ preferences are not met, they may not purchase a product or service. The company may not 
earn a profit, and the investor may lose money.

Philanthropy lacks accountability in a way that companies and governments do not.

Companies are accountable to varying degrees to their customers, employees, investors, and the communities in 
which they operate. Democratic governments are accountable to the citizens who elect them. But who is philanthropy 
accountable to, besides funders? Short of mild regulations seeking to prevent fraud and abuse, philanthropists are 
largely unaccountable for what they do. The freedom this invites can be enormously positive; some of the most 
important philanthropy has required funders willing to take risks and address issues that neither the market nor 
governments were willing nor able to address. 

We know that markets are not perfect, and the reason why our society requires a vibrant social sector in the first place 
is due in part to market failures. That said, philanthropy is missing two aspects of a well-functioning market: good 
data and feedback loops. Funders today don’t fully know if their money is making a real impact, so they struggle to 
find the best organizations to support. Nonprofit managers don’t have a standard way to report their progress, and 
so they spend too much time searching for the information and money they need to do good. Moreover, the people 
and communities we seek to help don’t have a reliable way to provide feedback, so nonprofit managers and funders 
often cannot benefit from their insights.

I run Liquidnet for Good, the impact program of the fintech company Liquidnet. We’re focused on applying what 
Liquidnet knows about improving the capital markets to mobilize more private capital for public good, including 
efforts to produce more effective philanthropy and accelerate the practice of impact investing. Over the years, 
Liquidnet has joined forces with amazing partners, including some of the largest foundations. Working behind the 
scenes, we’ve been improving the way philanthropy creates and uses data, and bringing the practice of feedback 

https://www.liquidnet.com/liquidnet-for-good
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loops to nonprofits and funders, so they can better listen and respond to the people they seek to help – the people 
who are too often least heard.

Accessible, useful, and timely information - good data - allows people and organizations to make smarter decisions. 
Effective philanthropy requires not only good data but also the ability of good data to reach and inform funders, 
nonprofits managers, and the people they both seek to help. This “information infrastructure” underpins philanthropy’s 
ability to learn, adapt, and improve.

To help bring good data to philanthropy, Liquidnet launched an initiative called Markets for Good in 2010. Over 
the years, this collaboration brought together dozens of organizations from around the world working to improve 
the flow of data and resources in philanthropy. In 2015, we transitioned Markets for Good to our partners at the 
Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society (Stanford PACS). In 2017, Stanford PACS aligned Markets for Good 
with other efforts, where it now lives on as Digital Impact. Digital Impact improves the digital infrastructure for civil 
society and helps social sector practitioners and policymakers use digital resources safely, ethically and effectively 
for maximum impact. This work reinforces our understanding that good data is fundamental to the successful 
functioning of any market.

But good data is only as effective as those who use it. Besides the political implications for the outsized power of 
big philanthropy in our democratic societies, the lack of external accountability prevents philanthropy from being 
more effective. Receiving and responding to feedback is crucial for every type of relationship. Students improve by 
receiving feedback from their teachers. Performers improve by receiving feedback from their audiences. Employees 
improve by receiving feedback from their managers and peers. Companies improve by receiving feedback from their 
customers. Governments improve by receiving feedback from their citizens. 

Philanthropy is no exception. Philanthropy should solicit, listen to, and act upon feedback from the people and 
communities it seeks to help. As others have noted, this is not only the morally “right” thing to do (correcting for the 
inherent power imbalance in philanthropy), but it is also the strategic and smart thing to do. Better listening leads to 
better feedback, leads to better programs and interventions, leads to better outcomes.

Starting in 2014 Liquidnet partnered with several foundations to launch the Fund for Shared Insight, a funder 
collaborative working to improve philanthropy by elevating the voices of those least heard. Shared Insight’s goal is 
for foundations and nonprofits to be meaningfully connected to each other and to the people and communities we 
seek to help – and more responsive to their input and feedback.  

Shared Insight initially included grantmaking in three areas: supporting information-sharing efforts among funders; 
supporting initiatives to develop and improve feedback loops; and supporting the examination of how openness 
and feedback can lead to better results. As Shared Insight continues to learn and evolve, its grantmaking has focused 
on Listen4Good, which supports the implementation of high-quality feedback loops at nonprofits serving diverse 
populations.

Whether you believe the Tocquevillian story or Giridharadasian story of philanthropy, the benefits of listening are 
becoming clear. Listening doesn’t change the fundamental power imbalances in philanthropy, but it acknowledges 
and identifies them, and has the potential to mitigate and overcome their negative outcomes. By creating the tools 
and capabilities for nonprofits to better listen to the people and communities they seek to help, we are developing 
more responsiveness and accountability in philanthropy. This will require continued experimentation, increased 

https://digitalimpact.io/
https://www.fundforsharedinsight.org/


10Constituent FeedbaCk

impacting

This disclaimer informs readers that the views, thoughts, and opinions expressed in the text belong solely to the individual chapter authors and contributors, and not necessarily to the report's sponsors or any other group or individual.

nonprofit capacity, expanded commitment by funders, and the establishment of new behaviors and norms for 
everyone in the sector. 

Most importantly, this requires the thoughtful engagement of all of us, in and out of philanthropy, to ensure that 
philanthropy continues to advance our common good.
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Insights from Ben Goodwin 

Ben Goodwin 
Executive Director, Our House

"But what are you going to do about it?"

"What do you mean, what am I going to do about it?"

"What are you going to do about the results? What's the point of asking these questions if Our House 
isn't going to take action?"

This question, posed by a young mother of three, challenges me, but it also encourages me that we are doing 
something right in our work to create a feedback culture in our organization. 

I am the Executive Director of Our House, a nonprofit organization in Little Rock, Arkansas, with a mission to empower 
people, especially families with children, to overcome homelessness in a lasting and permanent way. We serve more 
than 300 people each day on our seven-acre campus in downtown Little Rock, taking a two-generation approach 
through programs that include housing (emergency shelter and transitional housing), early childhood education, 
out-of-school-time programming, workforce training, homelessness prevention, case management, and more. We 
have grown rapidly in the nine years that I have been with Our House, more than quintupling in size, adding new 
programs and constantly changing.  We have also developed into an organization that embraces the power of data, 
which we use to measure our impact, identify areas for growth and improvement, and attract investment in our work. 
We track all kinds of data for our adults, children, and families related to employment, housing, school performance, 
kindergarten readiness, and much more.

Yet, for most of the past nine years, we overlooked a wealth of data that was right under our noses: the ideas, 
opinions, and suggestions of the people participating in our programs. We had conducted focus groups and listening 
sessions to get input on things like the design of our new Children’s Center, but we had never seen client feedback 
as something that we should systematically track and use to drive ongoing improvement. But in 2015, one of our 
funders, the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, suggested we give the Listen for Good initiative a look. When we learned about 
the Listen for Good program’s goals of creating best practices, standards, and national benchmarks around collecting 
and using participant satisfaction data, we saw the same seriousness of purpose with which we approached our 
program data collection. So we decided to give it a shot.  

The Listen for Good program guided us as we set up a system of regularly surveying our program participants. Our 
first instinct was to survey a small cross section of our clients, but Listen for Good pointed out that, in scenarios like 
that, you often wind up surveying the people who are most closely connected to your program and leaving out the 
voices of those who are feeling disconnected from or disgruntled with your program. Thus, you miss the opportunity 
to find out why. So we decided to try to survey all our clients. We knew this would be no small feat. We planned an 
intensive week of survey collection that we called Speak Up Week. We set up “Speak Up Spots” all across our campus 
to collect as many surveys as we could. We recruited and trained volunteers from the community, including some of 
our board members, to staff the Speak Up Spots and collect the surveys. The Listen for Good technical assistance 
providers had taught us about the phenomenon of “courtesy bias,” in which participants in social services programs 
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often rate them highly or refrain from providing negative feedback because they don’t want to seem ungrateful. We 
thought that having someone other than the Our House staff, that clients weren’t accustomed to seeing, administer 
the survey it would reduce the courtesy bias effect. What was the end result of these and many other efforts to collect 
a robust and authentic set of feedback from our clients? In that first round, we collected 199 surveys.

This is the point in the process where “What are you going to do about it?” needs to be asked.

We had the results of 199 surveys. We had summary data for quantitative questions but also hundreds of very 
specific written answers to questions like, “What are we doing well?” and “What could we be doing better?” How do 
you respond to such an outpouring of experiences, impressions, and suggestions? Here is where I think we added 
our own innovation to the field. We asked for help from our Community Council. This is the group that had already 
been serving as a kind of “focus group” of advisers, made up of participants from each of our programs. Instead of 
asking them to share their own opinions, this time we asked them to read, reflect on, and summarize the results from 
all the Speak Up Week surveys. We supported them as much as possible in doing so, organizing an evening meeting 
with dinner, childcare, and an interactive process of sorting the hundreds of survey comments to see what themes 
emerge. The Community Council carefully chose between 5 and 10 recommendations for each of our programs. The 
staff of each program was provided with the full results of the surveys, and they were required to develop an action 
plan to respond to the Community Council’s recommendations. Each program’s staff organized a “talk back” event 
to share the results of the survey, the Community Council’s recommendations, and the program’s action plan for 
responding to the recommendations and making improvements and changes.

By giving our clients the power to tell us exactly how we should respond to the survey, we took our own biases out 
of the equation, but we were also taking a risk. This was a very public, very transparent process. What if it resulted in 
suggestions we couldn’t follow through on? This was challenging to me as a leader.

The recommendations we received in that first round were challenging. For instance, we were told we needed to 
provide evening child care to enable parents to attend our evening classes in our Career Center. We were also told 
we needed to improve security at the front door of our Children’s Center, to make sure only parents and staff were 
able to enter. Many of their recommendations came with price tags attached, some with hefty price tags. To some of 
these pricier ideas, my first reaction was to say no. These things aren’t on the agenda, and they’re not in the budget, 
but I knew that saying “no” wasn’t an option. We had to try.

In trying, I soon realized that I needed to expand my own understanding of what’s possible. We were able to begin 
providing evening child care in the Career Center, thanks to some new grant funding—funding we received, in part, 
because we were able to show clearly, through our survey data, that this was identified as a big need by our clients. 
That program continues to this day, and it enables hundreds more parents to access evening support groups, mental 
health counseling, career training, financial coaching, and other services each year.

Regarding the security at the front door of the Children’s Center, we initially responded with a series of ineffective 
measures, and the issue kept coming up in subsequent surveys. We finally bit the bullet and installed a video 
monitoring system so that all classrooms can see who is in the lobby and verify their identity before buzzing them 
in. This was a very legitimate safety concern, clearly expressed by our parents who drop their kids off each day, and 
unallayed by our half-measures. When we finally addressed the problem in the way it needed to be addressed, the next 
round of survey results showed the impact. For the first time, the Community Council made no recommendations 
related to safety of the children’s programs.
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As we’ve repeated the survey process every six months - five times over the past two and a half years, growing each 
time to a high water mark of 306 surveys collected - the recommendations have only gotten more challenging. There 
are dozens more examples of Our House making changes, big and small, in direct response to Community Council 
recommendations. And, there have been plenty of recommendations that we haven’t been able to implement - yet - 
but in each of these cases, we had to explain why. By requiring ourselves to explain our successes, our shortcomings, 
and our decision-making to our clients, we have created a new dynamic of accountability that, as difficult as it can 
sometimes be, is oriented in the right direction - between nonprofit leaders and the people they are there to serve.

This process is also challenging for our staff. It takes a lot of work simply to collect the surveys. It takes a lot of 
humility and maturity to read through the comments and criticism, and it takes even more work to respond to the 
Community Council’s recommendations and make programmatic improvements. Our senior leadership tries to do 
everything we can to support our team in this, and in fact, we began surveying our staff as well, to make sure they 
know that their voices matter too. We use the staff survey feedback to identify ways to improve internal processes 
and support systems to improve team member satisfaction.

Despite the challenge it presents, our staff and our entire organization has embraced this culture of feedback 
enthusiastically, because it is so resonant with the spirit and energy of their work with our clients. Our House’s 
approach is oriented around helping clients navigate the systems they interact with in our community. The workforce, 
health care, school, public agencies - these and many other systems that play such a defining role in all our lives are 
complex, flawed, and too often unresponsive to the needs of people living in poverty. We help our clients build the 
skills and confidence to advocate for themselves within these systems, to find their voice and use it to overcome 
obstacles and accomplish their goals. Within this framework, it only makes sense that we ourselves should strive to 
be a system that listens closely to our clients, that heeds their concerns, that is responsive to their needs. We want 
our clients to be invested in the success of Our House’s programs the same way we want them to be invested in the 
success of their children’s school. We want them to ask hard questions of us the same way we want them to ask hard 
questions of their child’s doctor. We want them to speak up if they have safety concerns at Our House the same way 
we want them to speak up if they have safety concerns about their own apartment. We want them to believe change 
is possible, that new ideas are achievable, that they are valued members of a community. That starts right here at 
Our House.

So back to the young mother asking, “What are you going to do about it?” She is a member of the Community 
Council, and she is reacting to our introduction of our newest experiment in collecting client feedback. One drawback 
to the every-six-months survey process is that six months is a long time to go without checking in with your clients, 
and yet, the Speak Up Week process is too much work for us to do more often than that. We learned about an 
approach to customer satisfaction measurement being used in the for-profit sector that we thought might be a good 
complement to the survey work we were doing. This radically simple approach was pioneered by a company called 
Happy or Not, and it asks one very simple question (such as “How would you rate this bathroom?” which you may 
have seen in an airport recently).

Respondents answer by selecting one of four faces that range from a very sad frown to a very happy smile. We were 
attracted to the idea of collecting real-time data on our clients’ experiences in our program. We reached out to 
Happy or Not and asked if they would partner with us to test whether this kind of approach could work in the context 
of a nonprofit social services organization. We were thrilled when they said yes and sent us a set of their terminals 
to put in every program on our campus. Now, we were presenting this idea to the Community Council to get their 
help in figuring out how to implement it on our campus, and the first thing we heard in response was “What are you 
going to do about it?” I don’t yet know what we are going to do about it, how we are going to translate all of this real-
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time data on how our clients are feeling about our programs into actionable guidance for improving our programs, 
but I am heartened to hear our clients express their expectation that we will honor their voices and respond to their 
concerns. I am confident that we, the community of people who are invested in the success of Our House, clients 
and staff alike, together, can figure it out.
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