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Introduction

The current reporting relationship between funders and grantees has been declared burdensome by many 
institutions. Many funders are seeking to change the reporting relationship they have with their grantees and these 
changes often center around innovative uses of data. 

We invited Andrew Means, Jane Reisman, and Veronica Olazabal to share their experiences on the reporting burden.

Andrew Means 
Co-Founder & VP of Strategy
BrightHive

Veronica Olazabal 
Director, Measurement, Evaluation 
& Organizational Performance
The Rockefeller Foundation

Jane Reisman 
Founder & Senior Advisor
ORS Impact
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Insights from Andrew Means 

Andrew Means 
Co-Founder & VP of Strategy, BrightHive

I think many of us can agree that often times the reporting relationship between grantees and institutional funders is 
broken. The elephant in the room is that most of the time the reports that go to funders go unread and, if read, don’t 
impact much. The reporting requirements many grantees face can be incredibly burdensome, even (especially?) for 
small grants.

All of this has led to lots of data, plenty of reports, and more than enough stories. Yet, we don’t seem to be learning 
anything. We don’t seem to be getting better at being funders or changemakers because of all of this reporting. 
Shouldn’t that be the goal? That reporting isn’t just about checking boxes and proving I didn’t run away with your 
money and buy a boat but about becoming a better changemaker? The reporting relationship between funders and 
grantees should make both better at their work, but we aren’t there. To understand why, let’s take a step back and 
get a bit meta.

Let’s think about why the social sector exists. From ancient religious traditions of caring for the poor to the associations 
Alexis de Tocqueville observed in 19th-century America to modern philanthropists and social entrepreneurs, what is 
the thread that ties them all together? All these organizations are primarily concerned with creating change.

There is something about the world as it is today they want to see changed for tomorrow.

I think this is the motivation for many people that work in the social sector. We are committed to changing something 
about the world. There is something we view as good that we want to see more of or something we view as bad that 
we want to see less of.

In essence, we are all part of the Change Economy.

Understanding what I mean by change is important. Many organizations use words like change or impact or outcome, 
and we aren’t really clear about what we mean. 

A useful analogy might be that of a race. The number of race participants is the reach. Most every organization tracks 
some data that fits into this category - people served, program participants, etc.

The number of people who cross the finish line of the race is the next thing that many organizations track and some 
will call their impact. If they’re trying to help students graduate from high school, they track how many students did 
in fact graduate. If they’re a workforce development organization, they might track how many people are employed 6 
months after their program ends, but this is not actually an important measure if you think about impact as change.

The most important measure is who crossed the finish line who wouldn’t have otherwise. This is what I mean when I 
say, “There is something about the world as it is today that we want to see different for tomorrow.” If someone would 
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graduate high school without my program, I am not creating any change as much as capturing what that person 
would do on their own.

I believe the social sector exists to create change, to actually cause something to occur that wouldn’t have otherwise. 
I believe we exist in the change economy.

Our change economy includes individuals and organizations that are buying change and selling change. Whether 
a donor’s individual giving or the philanthropy of a sophisticated foundation, the root of the change economy is 
putting money behind organizations that are creating a change we want to see more of. Social change organizations 
are selling their ability to create change to donors. (Of course there are myriad of grey areas here, including the 
emergence of sustainable social businesses that generate their revenue off a different value proposition than their 
ability to create change.)

In our change economy, data is what should be validating whether change is occuring or not. Data that validates or 
invalidates change should be what drives the transaction between funders and grantees. We far too often rely on 
stories and anecdotes to communicate an organization’s effectiveness and utilize far too little evidence.

Ok. Back to the reporting relationship between funders and grantees.

I believe that this relationship should largely focus on providing data and evidence that change is taking place. Both 
funders and grantees should be aligned in what change they are trying to create. Therefore, the data that the grantee 
should already be collecting to understand and validate their own ability to create change should be exactly what the 
funder needs to validate that they bought the change they thought they did.

Imagine a world where funders could automatically get aggregate reports from the transaction systems of their 
grantees about who was being served, the marginal outcomes being achieved, etc. It could radically reduce the 
reporting burden to grantees to simply say here is the data.

Now, this requires that organizations track the information they need to know if they are effective. This is what 
this whole report is talking about. There are many challenges to organizations collecting and analyzing the data to 
understand marginal impact, but it is becoming increasingly less difficult to do so.

A world where grantees and funders are working off a shared understanding of what change is being created is a 
powerful world. One where funders have more confidence in the impact of their grantmaking. One in which grantees 
have greater clarity in their work and how they compare to their peers. One where those seeking services have a 
better sense of which service providers might work best for them.

Our change economy would finally start aligning around what we actually care about, change. Not stories. Not 
anecdotes. Not well-connected boards of directors. I am excited to see us get closer and closer to that world.
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Insights from Jane Reisman and  Veronica Olazabal 

Jane Reisman 
Founder & Senior Advisor, ORS Impact 

Veronica Olazabal 
Director, Measurement, Evaluation & Organizational Performance, The Rockefeller Foundation

The social sector has changed significantly over the last decade with responsibility for social and environmental 
goals no longer limited to public sector activity. Today, more and more actors are in the mix - recognizing that all 
individuals, organizations and systems have an impact on people and planet, positive and negative. This collective 
responsibility for positive impact has implications for how much data is collected, who it is relevant for and how it is 
being used to accelerate positive and equitable outcomes and impact.

Building from practices that have emerged across the public and private sectors, we explore how the increasing 
diversity of social sector actors is shifting our approach to impact data and learning, and suggest how to manage this 
data appropriately to help maximize the value of data collected and reduce reporting burden. 

Are we collecting too much and learning too little?

The 21st century has seen a surge of new market-based actors enter the business of advancing social good. This 
new wave of actors, many who generally optimize for financial returns, has raised critical questions concerning the 
value placed on collecting impact data, not only of the value of the data itself. 1In this more competitive social and 
environmental impact market, questions that would seem straightforward to answer such as: how long should it take 
to achieve impact? how robust should it be? what should it look like? Are not straightforward at all. Nor are questions 
around benchmarks such as what does good look like? who holds the industry standard? how do we compare to 
others?

Our typical response to cutting through these difficult to answer questions has unfortunately been to take shortcuts, 
without too much systematic regard for data collection methods, data quality and/or consideration for the insights 
and evidence that can be generated from the plethora of data already available. Coffman and Beer’s research on 
cognitive biases in philanthropy adds an interesting twist to our understanding of our relationship with data, data use 
and decision-making.2 In their research, they point to various biases that underlie our ability to make better decisions 
about organizational effectiveness and resource allocation. For example, reinforcing each other's predispositions 
to certain results through confirmation bias or groupthink regardless of Return on Investment (ROI), drawing 
conclusions from the limited data we have at hand such as availability bias to keep our work moving, or collecting 
more and more data when the path is not clear because of escalation commitment.

1 In applying this type of lens to the social sector, the actual process of data capture should, ideally, also be cost-effective and perceived 

as providing good return-on-investment (ROI). See HOFFMAN, Shawna A.; OLAZABAL, Veronica M.. The next frontier for measurement and 

evaluation: Social impact measurement for impact investing and market solutions. African Evaluation Journal, [S.l.], v. 6, n. 2, p. 3 pages, oct. 

2018. ISSN 2306-5133. Available at: <https://aejonline.org/index.php/aej/article/view/342>. Date accessed: 18 apr. 2019. doi:https://doi.

org/10.4102/aej.v6i2.342.

2 Beer and Coffman. 2014. How shortcuts cut us short: Cognitive Traps in Philanthropic Decision-Making. Center for Evaluation Innovation. 

https://www.evaluationinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/CEI-Cognitive_traps_in_Philanthropy.pdf

https://aejonline.org/index.php/aej/article/view/342
https://doi.org/10.4102/aej.v6i2.342
https://doi.org/10.4102/aej.v6i2.342
https://www.evaluationinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/CEI-Cognitive_traps_in_Philanthropy.pdf
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In short, yes, we are collecting too much data and can expect more to come. Given the laws of demand and supply, 
we can assume that these new market demands for cost-effective data collection approaches will continue to 
drive the growth of available tech-enabled data collection processes and tools (e.g., mobiles phones, GIS, satellite 
imagery), further decreasing the cost of data and increasing the amount of “impact” data available. 

Is more data driving greater insight and confidence in making the world a better place? The public sector has learned 
from the decades of work to shift outcomes and impact through policy reform that “more” does not necessarily bring 
greater insight and uptake of data. One case in point is a World Bank report, which showed that while the Bank spent 
one-third of their country budgets on generating knowledge products, as much as 87 percent of their knowledge 
repository had never been cited and more than a third of their reports have never been downloaded.

Figure 1: A Snapshot of the Impact Investing Ecosystem, from the October 2018 GSG Report, “The Impact 
Principle: Widening Participation and Deepeding Practice for Impact at Scale” 

One size does not fit all: data and evidence for whom?

The Global Steering Group3 for Impact Investing (GSG) has mapped the “impact ecosystem” in a diagram that 
captures the diverse set of actors now involved in the business of doing good including asset owners, companies, 
foundations, governments, multilaterals, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), communities, service providers, 
academia, and others.4

3 The GSG is an independent global steering group catalyzing impact investment and entrepreneurship to benefit people and planet. It 

was established in August 2015 as the successor to and incorporating the work of the Social Impact Investment Taskforce established under the 

UK´s presidency of the G8. The GSG currently has 21 countries plus the EU as members.

4 “Impact investing” refers to an approach to investing that was formalized at a 2008 conference in Bellagio Italy aimed at scaling the 

next generation of innovative finance solutions for addressing global challenges.[1] What differentiates impact investing from other forms of 
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While only one slice of the social sector produces data, Figure 1 shows that the data needs, measurement norms and 
uses of data for decision-making among the actors mapped are strikingly different from one group to the next. For 
instance, academia requires a very high level of rigor based on scientific principles in order to advance knowledge. 
Foundations, in contrast, have a wider aperture for the data used to test the efficacy of their strategies. This also 
differs from impact and private-sector investors who typically adhere to formalized accounting and finance standards 
around financial data—relying primarily on key performance indicators (KPIs) and intentions of impact to guide 
portfolio construction and management. 

The root of these differences can be summed up as both (1) epistemological–what it takes to be confident in the 
adequacy of data; and (2) political–the level of stewardship and accountability for social and environmental impact 
among the various actors. Both have implications for what data points and trends will be relevant for each decision-
maker at the individual and institutional levels. Coupled with the biases we are predisposed to in making sense of 
complex situations, the net result of more actors in the business of doing good is fragmentation around data and 
excessive burden of expectations for reporting data.

How might we reduce reporting burdens and increase learning?

In 2015, various actors across the social impact market saw an opportunity to develop a set of norms and conventions 
to bring structure to what had seemed like a very unstructured environment. Called the Impact Management Project 
(https://impactmanagementproject.com/), the IMP defines itself as “a forum for building global consensus on how 
to measure, manage and report impact.”  This project originated to solve for the fragmentation around the meaning 
and relevant data related to impact across the spectrum of actors engaged in impact. This project convened over 
2,000 organizations representing a wide spectrum of actors to inform a consensus about the dimensions of impact, 
relevant data attached to each dimension, and elevating the importance of impact data to improve impact strategies 
and implementation. A brief summary of the five dimensions follow:

1. What tells us what outcomes the enterprise is contributing to and how important the outcomes are to 
stakeholders.

2. Who tells us which stakeholders are experiencing the outcome and how underserved they were prior to the 
enterprise’s effect.

3. How Much tells us how many stakeholders experienced the outcome, what degree of change they experienced, 
and how long they experienced the outcome for.

4. Contribution tells us whether and enterprise’s and/or investor’s efforts resulted in outcomes that were likely 
better than what would have occurred otherwise.

5. Risk tells us the likelihood that impact will be different than expected.

Taken as a whole, these five dimensions offer a straightforward and comprehensive picture about relevant data for 
reporting and using impact data to manage for positive impact. These dimensions further allow for discovering how 

sustainability and socially responsible investing is the intentional effort to practice impact measurement and management in order to create 

positive social and environmental effects.

https://impactmanagementproject.com/
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impact manifests itself for different stakeholders. Applied early enough in either a private or public sector investment 
pipeline can help contribute to more purposefully managing toward equitable outcomes and impacts.

How do we maximize the value of that learning? 

Finally, there is a growing movement to build stronger habits for higher quality learning and to create enabling 
systems in philanthropy to support this learning to execute more impactful philanthropy.  

Gone are the days when data requirements were simply for accountability monitoring and were disassociated from 
the “real work” of foundations.  These more conventional beliefs around impact data usually resulted in reports 
stored in modern day “dusty shelves,” such as clunky knowledge management systems or seldom-opened EXCEL 
files. The emergent focus on requesting data with a more dynamic and focused purpose for managing toward impact 
reframes the entire reporting exercise from one that is a check-the-box accountability mechanism to one that is an 
important driver for impact.

Among the various examples of what “good” could look like is an initiative supported by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation. 
The Lab for Learning has focused on building dynamic learning systems in philanthropy. This Lab introduced habits 
of high quality learning that directs attention to the most meaningful data to enhance strategic learning.  These five 
habits are:

1. Make your thinking visible

2. Ask powerful questions

3. Combat your biases

4. Attend to causal inference

5. Answer the “now what” question

The underlying assumption behind these habits is to better focus data collection on information that is most 
meaningful for enhancing strategic learning. A clearer focus on data that would support better decisions and actions 
about strategies is expected to substantially reduce reporting burden. Many lab participants are already seeing these 
results emerging from changes in grantee reporting processes and more targeted data needs that directly inform 
progress at the strategy, program and cross-foundation levels. If investors asked their investees for data in order to 
best respond to these five questions, the reporting burden would inevitably decline.

Conclusion

In this short summary, we have highlighted practices emerging across the social sector to illustrate that making sense 
of impact, is not (yet) a simple endeavor, where more and more data can be cost-effectively and easily tied together 
to tell an “impact story”. Instead, the shifting nature of the new social sector is creating an opportunity for us to 
reflect on the dynamic nature of learning and decision-making. 
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For impact and other private sector investors, the IMP is becoming widely socialized as a convention in this rapidly 
growing business of doing good while the emphasis on data as a key resource for smarter and quicker learning 
among philanthropic actors is providing a strong basis to integrate evaluative thinking and hypotheses testing earlier 
in their investment pipelines.

Layered across these threads is an increasing concern about applying an equity lens to understand the value that 
stakeholders place on intended impacts, which clearly makes this discussion even more complex and is the subject 
of another chapter.
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