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Introduction

One of the common pushbacks to the adoption and use of more data in the sector is that small organizations are 
unable to collect and share data. In this section, we are seeking to examine whether that is indeed true and what 
possible benefits a more data-driven sector might bring to impactful smaller organizations.

We invited Keely Hanson from the Urban Institute’s Center on Nonprofits and Philanthropy to share her thoughts on 
resource inequities concerning impact measurement.

Keely Hanson 
Policy Associate
Urban Institute Center
on Nonprofits and Philanthropy
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Insights from Keely Hanson 

Keely Hanson 
Policy Associate, Urban Institute Center on Nonprofits and Philanthropy

In an increasingly outcome-driven sector, scaling impact is all the rage. Funders are being asked to devote limited 
resources to strictly what “works” amidst critiques of a growing nonprofit sector with unnecessary duplication and 
inefficiencies. Some even believe that there are “too many” small organizations not moving the impact needle, and 
we should only invest in the big ones that can really solve problems. However, when we think about impact, bigger 
isn’t always better. The digital revolution and the unique characteristics of smaller nonprofits may mean that they are 
better equipped to innovate impact.

The truth is most nonprofit organizations are small. The Urban Institute’s own National Center for Charitable Statistics 
shows that while 5% of active reporting public charities make up 88% of all expenses, 3 in 10 nonprofits have 
expenses under $100,000, and over two-thirds of nonprofits have under $500,000 in expenses. Even looking at very 
small public charities with gross receipts under $50,000 each year (those that file the 990N e-postcard) shows that 
the smallest organizations that we track have a distribution that mirrors larger organizations (those that file Form 990 
or Form 990-EZ annually). Does this mean these organizations with a similar mission focus should consolidate and 
scale their efforts? Not necessarily.

It is important to maximize resources to ensure we have the right actors in place to tackle today’s increasingly complex 
issues. Although we have big problems and need organizations with the capacity to respond and get in front of them, 
you don’t have to be big to achieve meaningful impact. Moreover, growth in size does not guarantee growth in 
impact. If the impact wave is too focused on models and outcomes that can only be scaled and broadly replicated, 
there’s a chance of overlooking the unique impact of small, community-based nonprofits.

Place-based and mission-focused. There are many small organizations that are regionally relevant organizations that 
serve a specific locality. Their services match the needs of the targeted population, and their mission is informed by 
a localized lens and/or by a shared experience/issue within a specific locality.

Closer proximity to the frontlines of the issues. Smaller, community-based organizations are more likely to work 
at the front lines of the issues. Since they occupy a vantage point that positions them to be able to acquire critical 
knowledge about the social fabric of their communities, this can deepen their capacity to identify problems, define 
strategies, and design solutions.

Community-focused and led. Smaller, community-based approaches, especially grassroots efforts, are often distinct 
in the nonprofit ecosystem by having more direct relationships with their community stakeholders. This allows them 
to be directly and immediately responsive to the needs of the communities they work for, and earn a deep level 
of trust. They may also give communities a stronger platform and stake in designing and leading the execution of 
solutions to the issues they experience, which can be especially vital in communities who have experienced historical 
and/or ongoing marginalization.

The digital revolution has laid the groundwork for new tools and models for social change, as well as innovated the 
types of impact data that is available and what scaling impact means. These shifts have made it even more important 

https://www.insidephilanthropy.com/home/2015/1/14/there-are-way-too-many-nonprofits-what-are-funders-going-to.html
https://nccs-data.urban.org/index.php
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/29076/412197-Small-Nonprofit-Organizations-A-Profile-of-Form--N-Filers.PDF
https://grassrootsgrantmakers.org/grassroots-grantmaking/what-is-a-grassroots-group/
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that we do not use organizational size to restrict who we think is capable of impact because the vantage points and 
organizational traits of smaller nonprofits represent a unique opportunity to deepen and innovate impact.

There has been an emergence of data made available through crowdsourcing, social media, and open and publicly 
available data sets. Grassroots data movements are transforming social impact data and doing it with less resources. 
For example, following the 2014 shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, three racial justice advocates 
recognized the federal government does not collect comprehensive data on the number of people killed by police in 
the United States. Together, they founded Mapping Police Violence to build an open and comprehensive database 
on such numbers, including a disaggregation by race, using myriad data sources such as crowdsource data, local 
media reports, obituaries, criminal database records, social media profiles, and more. Their model shows how a 
small organization successfully identified an urgent issue affecting their community, tapped innovative data sources 
to generate a responsive way to provide greater transparency and accountability for police departments, and directly 
empowered communities with data-driven narratives to advocate for policy change. They also did it with a fraction 
of the budget and staff capacity typical of large research organizations, illustrating how smaller organizations can 
sometimes do more with less. Social media has also transformed the impact sector and what is possible, with 
new avenues to engage in knowledge sharing, network building, campaigns, and collaborations. Urban has been 
examining the relationship between nonprofits, social media, and public activism by collecting a public 1% sample 
of all Twitter data on a real-time basis (which translates to well over 1 billion tweets collected since 2016). Examining 
the relationships between nonprofits, social media, and impact is important since they are open and cost-effective 
tools. The research shows that social media can create places for dialogue, supplement offline activism, and promote 
new forms of virtual activism - including online giving. Small organizations are well positioned to maximize these 
tools very nimbly, optimizing their deep community engagement and knowledge of the issues to engage in two-way 
dialogues with their audiences, and spread information tailored to their audiences.

So, as the sector engages with new models of social change and seeks to advance meaningful outcomes, how can 
we begin to ensure that small organizations are able to compete for and attract the resources they need to maximize 
their impact?

Flexible and equitable grantmaking. Funders can revisit their grantmaking approaches and ensure they are structured 
in a way that small organizations with limited resources are able to equitably compete for funding opportunities. For 
example, long, technical, and burdensome grant applications can serve as barriers of entry for less-resourced, smaller 
organizations. Urban has been conducting research to evaluate how changes in the grantmaking process can lead to 
differences in “what” is funded with broader representation in the types and qualities of organizations selected for 
funding. That is, how can the “how” of grantmaking be designed to create meaningful and truly fair opportunities for 
organizations with varying capacities and expertise to participate in competitive funding initiatives. We’ve learned 
that successful, equitable grantmaking starts at the beginning of the process, with an extensive outreach process 
that actively reaches out beyond more visible organizations. Offering technical assistance on applications also proves 
helpful in attracting ideas from these organizations and bringing them into the pool. Funders should also leverage a 
two-stage application process because an idea stage creates a low barrier of entry for smaller-capacity organizations. 
This proves effective in soliciting a diverse range of applicants and as a meaningful screening tool for the funders to 
only invite organizations most likely to be funded to complete full proposals.

Co-creating outcomes and metrics of success. Urban’s work has also seen how effective it can be when funders 
intentionally attempt to mitigate the heavy demands of reporting and outcomes tracking. Both processes can be 
costly and burdensome for smaller organizations. Demonstrating impact according to the specific outcomes set by a 
funder can be challenging to all organizations. In our partnership with the Citi Foundation, Urban has supported the 

https://mappingpoliceviolence.org/
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/scaling_impact#
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foundation in co-creating indicators and outcome metrics with their Community Progress Maker grantees, so that 
they align with the organizational goals and evaluative capacity of their respective organizations. This process allows 
both funders and grantees to tell compelling and effective stories about their work and impact using data. When 
thinking about how to tell an impact story, we can’t treat small organizations like big organizations. When funders 
allow small organizations to authentically share their perspectives, impact data gets better because it opens the 
possibility to capture the expertise of lived experience or innovative grassroots solutions. It means that burdensome 
and/or prescriptive metrics won’t water impact data down into standardized outcomes, or keep small organizations 
from seeking funding in the first place.

Yes, we need solutions and impact that can match the level of issues we face as a society, but as we think about 
scale, we must not become fixated on scaling a single approach or single solution. As we attempt to solve important 
questions about what works best to accelerate change in an environment of limited resources, smaller organizations 
offer cost-effective and adaptive methods of innovation to inclusively source new models of impact and change 
perceptions of what we think is possible.

http://justicefunders.org/breaking-bad-philanthropic-habits-disrupting-3-habits-that-prevent-equity/


Acknowledgements 

impacting

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank all of the authors who contributed to this first Impacting Responsibly report.

If you would like more information on the Impacting Responsibly report or if you would like to contribute an additional 
chapter, please contact Andrew Means or Eric Barela.

Ben Goodwin

Keely Hanson

Tris Lumley

Andrew Means

Jeremy Nicholls

Janice Noga

Veronica Olazabal

Beverly Parsons

Sara Peters

Kevin Rafter

Jane Reisman

Kathy Richardson

Deborah L. Rugg

Nina R. Sabarre

Brian Walsh

Dennis Whittle

Eric Barela

Brad Dudding

Jeff Edmondson

Natalie Evans Harris

Caroline Fiennes

Chantal Forster

John Gargani

David Goodman

mailto:andrew@bigelephant.io
mailto:ebarela@salesforce.com

	Introduction
	Theme 1:
Impact Capacity Building
	Introduction 
	Insights from Brad Dudding 
	Insights from Beverly Parsons and Janice Noga

	Theme 2:
Impact Frameworks & Standards
	Introduction
	Insights from Deborah L. Rugg and Nina R. Sabarre 
	Insights from Sara Peters and Kevin Rafter 
	Insights from Jeremy Nicholls

	Theme 3:
Constituent Feedback
	Introduction
	Insights from Dennis Whittle 
	Insights from Brian Walsh
	Insights from Ben Goodwin 

	Theme 4:
Current Reporting Burden
	Introduction
	Insights from Andrew Means 
	Insights from Jane Reisman and  Veronica Olazabal 

	Theme 5:
Resource Inequities 
	Introduction
	Insights from Keely Hanson 

	Theme 6:
Impact Data Ownership
	Introduction
	Insights from Tris Lumley
	Insights from David Goodman and Natalie Evans Harris

	Theme 7:
Roles & Responsibilities
	Introduction
	Insights from Kathy Richardson 
	Insights from John Gargani

	Theme 8:
Collaboration
	Introduction
	Insights from Chantal Forster
	Insights from Jeff Edmondson

	Theme 9:
Limits of Quantitative Evidence
	Introduction
	Insights from Caroline Fiennes
	Insights from Eric Barela
	Acknowledgements


