ASSESSING IMPACT

ROCKEFELLER PHILANTHROPY ADVISORS
PHILANTHROPY ROADMAP

What’s happening with the
money I donated?
Did I make a good choice?
Is it working?
Is anything really changing?
Why is this so hard?

donors can ask as they consider how to proceed with their
philanthropy. And finally, it details some of the limitations
inherent in trying to understand exactly how donors’ dollars
are working.
Philanthropy is in a period of remarkable ferment on the
assessment issue. By one expert’s count, there are over 30
organizations developing methods to assess impact. Sifting
through the available information would be a full-time job.
This guide is only an introduction to the subject. More resources
can be found on-line at our website W WW .R O CK P A .O R G .

DEFINING THE PROBLEM YOU WANT TO SOLVE

Imagine you’ve set sail for a far-off destination. Like any good
mariner, you bring nautical charts as well as GPS technology to
pinpoint your location as you make your way.
The best philanthropy is no different. Your giving strategy
is your set of “charts.” Your assessment of that giving is
your philanthropic GPS. By comparing the strategy to the
assessment, you plot your position. Although the coordinates
of philanthropic navigation are far less certain than the
mariner’s longitude and latitude, the process is the same:
you take readings at regular intervals and then triangulate
your progress.
Experienced donors know how important it is to have
reliable, relevant information about the programs they fund.
Assessment, done in tandem with your grantees, can provide
this information. Without it, donors risk missing their planned
destination by miles. With it, they can orient their giving.
This guide reviews various ways to assess philanthropic
impact. It looks at what assessment can accomplish and what
it has difficulty measuring. It sets out a series of questions
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A PERSONAL APPROACH

I

n the 1970s, Walter Annenberg
demonstrated that assessment
can be straight-forward and
personal. Author John Cooney
tells the story of how Ambassador
Annenberg read a newspaper article
about a little girl who had been
physically harmed by her father.
Not believing a parent could do such
a thing, Ambassador Annenberg
visited the girl in hospital and found
she had been battered and burned
with cigarettes. “When I saw what
had been done to her, I felt sick and
knew that I had to do something
to help such children,” he said.
He then began a process of further
investigation which led to the
establishment of a center to care

for abused children at the Desert
Hospital in Palm Springs. By doing
his first assessment in person, he was
able to understand the situation in
an immediate way and clearly identify
the problem he wanted to solve.
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GETTING
STARTED

1

What problem are you trying to solve?
2

How do you think change will happen?
3

How long will it take?
“If you want to see progress and see if you are having impact,
you have to understand what problem you’re trying to solve.
If you don’t know what kind of change you’re trying to make,
it’s going to be hard to figure out if you’re making any progress.”
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How much money will it take?
5

What will success look like?

MELISSA BERMAN
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What will be the signs of progress on the way?
7

Philanthropists often make progress simply by asking the
right questions.
Here are nine questions that form a simple outline of how an
assessment plan can develop naturally — and effectively —
as part of an overall giving strategy. Reading through them in
sequence is worthwhile as it gives a sense of the steps to be
taken and how to focus one’s effort.

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?

Many of these questions will be intuitive to any seasoned
investor or practitioner. They can also be fairly described as
common sense. But since philanthropy is about providing
resources to address society’s most difficult problems, working
with grantees requires a shared purpose for success. Having
even rough answers to these questions will help identify what
your gifts can, and cannot, realistically achieve.
The following steps can guide you in the development of
answers and an appropriate assessment strategy.
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STEP 1

UNDERSTANDING
WHAT
ASSESSMENT
CAN DO

“ P R O O F O F C O N CE P T ”

Solid evidence that a program is making sustainable change
is cause for celebration, but it also provides information that
can leverage further development. Often evidence of success
offers a funder and the nonprofit a chance to attract other
funders and expand the initiative’s reach. A successful program
can also become a model for other programs.

MEASURING IMPACT TO HELP DECIDE WHETHER TO GIVE MORE
FAIR TRADE CHOCOLATE

Donors use assessment for a variety of reasons. Here are three
of the most important ones:
AC COU NTA BILITY

At the most fundamental level, donors want their grantees to
be accountable. If you donated money to hire trainers, did the
funds get used in the way they were intended? If the agency
committed to training 100 women as health aides in 18 months,
how many were trained in that time?
DECISION MAKING

Many donors assess their grants as a way to make decisions
about future giving: they want to understand which nonprofits
should continue to get support, and which should be
abandoned. Or, they may use assessment to make decisions
about how to help their grantees: did this grant flounder
because the nonprofit lacks good reporting systems? Maybe a
grant for new software and training will allow the nonprofit to
achieve its potential. Donors may also use their assessments
of grantees as a way to assess themselves: have we made good
choices, and how can we improve our decision-making?
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M

ark had always loved
chocolate, but he felt
guilty about some of
the labor abuses that went on in
conventional cacao growing and
processing operations. He also
liked the idea of people enjoying
theobroma cacao — “food of
the gods” — without pesticides.
So he engaged in some venture
philanthropy, investing in a fair trade,
organic, bean-to-bar operation in
his town. The beans came from
Costa Rica where farmers were paid
enough to support their families and
the cacao was harvested sustainably.
The result tasted good and the Costa
Rican operation was inspiring —
Mark had visited for a week to observe.
He had no real sense, however, of
the impact of the operation on the
consumer side in the US. Specifically,
he wanted to know why people

bought the chocolate and if they
might consider buying more fair trade
organic products (Was the chocolate
helping to develop more socially
conscious consumer habits?). So he
paid for market research to track
customers’ reaction to the chocolate.
He allocated 10 percent of his overall
grant to pay for measuring impact.
The results surprised him. The data
showed that most consumers chose
the chocolate more for quality than
for social justice issues. The majority
of the consumers also said they
would pay more for other fair trade/
organic products if they could be
assured of quality. The research
inspired him to make a further
grant to the small chocolate-making
operation — so staff could get
professional advice on how to
scale up their operation to reach
a bigger market.
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STEP 2

MEASURING
EFFECTIVENESS:
WHAT APPROACH
IS THE BEST FIT
Three very different approaches dominate philanthropic
assessment: evaluation, ROI and systems thinking. As can be
seen below, the choices sometimes reflect different kinds of
philanthropy. A small investment of time can quickly indicate
which kind of measurement might go with which program.

EVALUATION

Evaluation is the most established method of assessing results
in the nonprofit sector, and has a strong academic social science
tradition behind it. Widely used in the government sector as
well, it usually focuses on the grant or program level.
Used well, evaluation helps the donor, the nonprofit and other
stakeholders understand whether or not an intervention has
worked and why.
In some cases, however, evaluation simply becomes an
impressionistic exercise that describes without analyzing.
Sometimes, an evaluation is designed to make the funder feel
successful regardless of what happened. This is worse than
no evaluation at all.
Types of evaluation include:

However, it’s vital that donors ground their expectations in reality.
The quality of assessment information will be influenced not
only by the method adopted, but by how it’s implemented and
how much one is willing to spend. Measuring and understanding
the impact of a program, however valuable, is often complicated,
requiring creativity as well as analytical rigor.
Like venture capitalists who support new companies because
they have leadership and strategy, but not yet profits,
philanthropists need to make decisions on the best available
data. They can also help nonprofits measure their works in
ways that provide actionable, timely information.
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GO A L S VS . O U TC O M ES

The most straightforward approach, this method simply
compares a set of defined goals with actual outcomes.
The goals need to be precise and measurable: the number
of teachers trained; the number of students who got eye
examinations; the number of performances; the number of
acres conserved. It is essentially an assessment of activity.
This typically is the least expensive to implement.
P R O CE S S E V A L U AT I O N

This method allows the funder to check in on a program as
it unfolds, rather than simply at the end. It attempts to identify
not just what has (or has not) happened, but the processes by
which that result came about. It can help a funder and nonprofit
understand external factors that are presenting challenges.
It’s especially useful with new, untested programs for which no
implementation “blueprint” exists. It can also lay the groundwork
for mid-course corrections. In addition, it can be used as
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a decision trigger for whether a nonprofit is meeting the
benchmarks for future payments.
EXP ERIMEN TA L D ESIGN

This rigorous method of evaluation seeks to document results
by measuring the target population against a comparable
group who did not participate in the program, and sometimes
compares the effect on participants before and after the program.
For example, health programs may compare participants who
were carefully matched on most characteristics but who take
part in different (or no) programs to reduce weight and increase
exercise. Charter schools often try to compare their students’
test results with those of other students attending a traditional
public school. This methodology requires considerable
sophistication, resources and a large enough research base for
findings to be statistically valid.
C LUSTER EVA LUA TION

This methodology tries to compare results across a series
of similar programs. It may combine the results as a way of
assessing the type of program — for example, behavioral
modification therapy for anger management. Or it may
compare different types of programs that had the same
goals: for example, comparing results of multiple initiatives
using behavioral modification therapy vs. initiatives that used
medication for anger management.
Other types of evaluation may focus on diagnosing how a
nonprofit developed and delivered its programs, providing
opportunities for the nonprofit (and funders) to identify gaps
in capacity and skills.
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HOW EVALUATION CAN CHANGE GIVING STRATEGY
COLLEGE SCHOLARSHIPS

E

nrique and Celeste
thoroughly enjoyed funding
multiple college scholarships
through a well-respected nonprofit
in their community. Their gifts were
especially gratifying because they
both had received scholarships
to attend college. They also gave
to partially fund evaluation of the
nonprofit’s core programs.
This evaluation reported high
efficiency within the organization,
but also a disturbing fact: a large
number of high school and reentry students did not even consider
applying for scholarship help.
These students had the ability to
succeed, but were daunted by the
high cost of tertiary education and
the complicated nature of seeking
and managing multiple sources of
financial aid. In light of these results,
Enrique and Celeste re-evaluated
their giving. Together with staff from
the nonprofit, they decided to fund
a trial project offering financial-aid
counseling for high school students.
Enrique and Celeste re-directed their
giving to support the new program.
The financial-aid training proved
popular and increased the number of
applications for scholarships as well

as the numbers of students applying
to college. Enrique and Celeste now
give most of their support to the
counseling program. They are proud
that their philanthropy helped open a
new opportunity for the nonprofit and
the community, and they now set aside
part of their gift to pay for ongoing
evaluation of the counseling program.
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RETURN ON INVESTMENT (R OI )

This approach to measuring impact is a hallmark of both
venture philanthropy and the social enterprise movement.
It seeks to understand the relationship between dollars invested
and results in as quantifiable a manner as possible.
The ROI approach can help a donor choose among an array of
options (assuming the data exists) and can help spur replication.
It’s very appealing to those for whom measurement is a critical
goal and inspiration. And it creates discipline and common
standards that can be shared by many donors and many nonprofits
in a field.
See the case history for one example of this approach.

USING ROI TO FIGHT MALARIA

A

cumen Fund, a global nonprofit venture fund, wanted
to reduce malaria cases in Africa by increasing the use of
insecticide-treated, long-lasting bed nets. These nets act
as barriers to mosquitoes that spread malaria in the developing
world. By Acumen’s calculations, more people would be protected
if funds were invested in transferring the technology to a local
manufacturer of bed nets than through a donation to a nonprofit
that distributes bed nets. Here’s how they assessed the opportunity:

BEST CH A R I TA BL E O P T I O N

BE S T L O A N O P T I O N

$350,000 GRANT TO A NONPROFIT

$390,000 LOAN TO LOCAL TEXTILE FIRM

93 , 0 00

1,000,000

BE D N E T S T O T H E P O OR E S T

B ED N E T S TO T H E P OO R E ST

=

=

46 4, 00 0

5 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0

“ P EO PLE YE A R S ” O F PR O T E C T I ON

“P EO P L E YE A RS ” OF P R OT E C T I ON

1 .3 P E R SO N YEA R S

1 5 .4 P ER S O N Y E A RS

O F P R O TE C TI O N PE R $ 1

O F P R OT E C T I O N P E R $ 1

Acumen Fund’s initial investment in 2002 catalyzed a publicprivate partnership between A to Z Textile Mills, Sumitomo
Chemical, ExxonMobil, the World Health Organization and
the United Nations Children’s Fund. Since the investment,
A to Z Textile Mills has grown to become the largest manufacturer
of these long-lasting bed nets in Africa, producing 29 million
bed nets a year and protecting millions of people from malaria.
F rom “ Calc ulated Imp ac t” by Paul Bres t, Hal Harvey an d Kelvin L o w,
S tanf o rd So c ial Inno vatio n Review Winter 2009.
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While there is justifiable enthusiasm for this “return on
investment” approach, one disadvantage is that it may not
always use a long enough time horizon. Development experts
sadly note that Africa is now dotted with wells, each built for
a few thousand dollars to provide clean water to hundreds of
villagers — but without funds to ensure that the wells can be
maintained, they quickly stop working.
A second challenge is that for most complex problems, we know
too little to be able to create the equations and formulas that
provide reliable and actionable answers, so ROI calculations often
rely on series of assumptions. Indeed, Acumen Fund, which was
highlighted in the example, uses an ROI approach as just one
element in a much broader process for evaluating investments.
SY ST EMS TH INK IN G

Systems thinking begins at the broadest level of a complex
problem and attempts to identify all the major underlying
factors. It then assesses which interventions offer the greatest
potential for changing the whole system.

STEP 3

DECIDING
ON A LEVEL FOR
ASSESSMENT
Sustainable change is the goal of many donors. But in order
to accurately assess what change their programs are achieving,
they must first decide what level in the process of change they
want to examine. Let’s take a grant to build a school in India as
an example. Among the things to assess are:
1

Is the construction completed on budget and on time?
2

Does the school have the right facilities
for the target population?
3

The Harlem Children’s Zone exemplifies this approach.
Geoffrey Canada is convinced that the fate of children in poor
neighborhoods will change only if their entire environment
changes. It seeks to end the generational cycle of poverty
by addressing the needs of the community at all levels —
home, school and neighborhood.

Does it have qualified teachers?
4

Are students attending?
5

Are students making academic progress?
6

Are students going on to higher education?
Another example is the work that produced the environmental
report “Design to Win” by the Climate Action Project. Based on
a comprehensive review of climate change data, as well as
academic and practitioner research around the world, the report
identified a handful of key levers for addressing climate change,
including halting deforestation, eliminating coal plants, and building
public support for governments to sign and adhere to
international climate accords.
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7

Are students getting better jobs than they
would have otherwise?
8

Are their lives better?
9

Is their community better overall as a result?
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Each of these questions deals with the issue of impact at a
different level — and generally implies a different time frame.
As a donor prioritizes goals, so too can the assessment level
be defined.
LE VELS OF A SSESSMENT FOR F UND ER S
BROADER SOCIETY
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Assessing giving on a number of levels invites a deeper
understanding of the relationships at the heart of a
philanthropic endeavor. As the chart above shows, every grant
can be assessed in a variety of ways. One can account for the
details of expenditure as well as evaluate far larger community
and societal priorities. Such an overview, when carried out
at the planning stages of philanthropy, can give the donor a
chance to see where resources can be leveraged, partnerships
formed and new efficiencies catalyzed. In this sense, planning
for assessment is a vital part of designing a giving strategy.
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Donors sometimes struggle to get straightforward and clear
answers to questions they have about the results of their
giving. Most people want to know if they made a good choice
in supporting a particular project. They want to know if they
should consider changing their approach or remain steadfast
in their giving. No one wants to mess with success, but, on the
other hand, no one wants to fund failure either.
The matter has become even more complex in recent years as
ambitious donors, innovative nonprofits and influential experts
have sought to define how philanthropy is making a difference
in solving fundamental social problems.
This evolution in theory and practice encourages donors to
think about how their funds can be most effectively used
to make sustainable change happen. But it can also lead to
unrealistic expectations from well-intentioned but anxious
donors who demand to know how their $50,000 gift to
Doctors without Borders three months ago has changed longterm health outcomes for women in Haiti.
Many people say nonprofits don’t have a bottom line the way
a business does. This analogy is faulty, however. Nonprofits
do quite literally have a bottom line: they too have financial
results and tax returns. In addition, no sophisticated person will
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choose to invest in a company based only its bottom line,
which is a backwards-looking figure that offers limited
indication of whether a company will provide a good future
return. Venture capital investors, in fact, are frequently putting
money into new firms with little record of past success.
Like good philanthropists, they make judgments based in part
on prior performance, but also on a well-researched viewpoint
about what innovations may succeed, and whether or not
the leadership of the enterprise is well equipped to forge a
successful path.

The real difference between
“investing” in a nonprofit
or in a for-profit is that when
we invest in a company,
we only look for results at
the company level.
In the nonprofit sector,
we are often looking at how
the nonprofit can deliver
programs that will bring about
sustainable change in the
community or even the world.
18

Clearly, no grant of $50,000 (or even $1,000,000) will, alone,
solve women’s health problems in Haiti. In fact, it’s likely that
funding health organizations alone may not end disease in
Haiti: the inability to access clean water and sanitation, poor
nutrition, benefits, inadequate transportation, poverty and
ill-treatment of women are complex, interwoven factors that
result in poor health for women. Grants can, however, provide
important relief as the society rebuilds or works to make
services more available.
Another factor that makes assessment difficult is the huge
range in time horizons among philanthropic endeavors.
Only for some vaccinations do the treatment and cure
happen simultaneously. Medical research can take decades.
Most social challenges — poverty, lack of human rights, ethnic
conflict — have time horizons that in some cases may have
no real endpoint. But donors can hope to see progress and
certainly benefit to individual communities and organizations.
Does this mean that donors should walk away from thinking
about impact at the system level? Not at all. Without considering
the broader context, donors run the risk of funding “successful”
programs that make no real difference in addressing the problem
they are seeking to solve.
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FINDING OUT WHAT ASSESSMENT CAN AND CANNOT ACCOMPLISH
NUCLEAR DISARMAMENT

G

eorge and Belinda,
together with their three
adult children, wanted
to reduce and eventually eliminate
the threat from nuclear weapons.
Through their family foundation,
they decided to give to nonprofit
education and advocacy groups which
work toward nuclear disarmament
and peace. The family recognized
that the dismantling of all nuclear
weapons was not likely in the short
term. They also realized it would
be hard to quantify just how much
progress had been made towards
disarmament in a relatively short
period like a year. So they sought to
connect their measurement of impact
to concrete interim steps that could
be taken toward the larger goal.
They asked the nonprofits they
supported to measure growth
in membership and how active
those members were in supporting
advocacy actions like e-mailing
elected officials. They tracked
the number of peace leaders in
the organization’s peace leadership
program. They also asked the
nonprofits to do internet-based
research to measure how much
attention educational programs

were receiving. They sought reports
on meetings staff had with politicians
to pursue policy matters. And they
funded the nonprofits to gather this
information as part of their giving
program. Belinda had a motto for
their approach — “Learn by doing.
Make each round of grants better
than the last.”

“Learn
by doing.
Make each
round of
grants
better than
the last.”
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STEP 5

BUILD A
PARTNERSHIP
Donors need clarity about why they seek assessment and
what level they will target. But they also need to be clear-eyed
about what can reasonably be answered, and by whom.
The broader the scope of the assessment, the harder —
and more expensive — it is to produce useful information.
Recently a donor wanted an after-school program to undertake
a 10-year longitudinal study of its participants. Not only would
the cost of that research be greater than the entire budget of
the nonprofit, but no one at the nonprofit was qualified even
to engage a research firm.
Donors and grantees should, ideally, reach a respectful agreement
before a grant is made about what kind of assessment can be
provided, by whom, and at whose cost. What is the grantee
responsible for? What will the donor do? What might a
third party be engaged to do? Who pays? Are there existing
reporting methods that will work for the donor? Could the
donor partner with other funders on a common approach?
Many nonprofits today are suffering unduly from donors’
enthusiasm for reporting and assessment. Each donor, they
feel, has a different set of reporting requirements — and the
burden can be overwhelming. By recognizing that sometimes
nonprofits already have good information on what programs
work and why, donors can save money and effort.
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WHEN EXISTING ASSESSMENT IS ENOUGH
FEEDING FAMILIES

Y

oko grew up in a big city in
a single-parent family where
there never seemed to be
enough food in the refrigerator or
the dinner table. By the time she
had become a top partner in a major
entertainment law firm, she had
already provided for her mother’s
comfortable retirement. She knew
she wanted to start a giving program
to help single-parent families who
were struggling to make ends meet.
She felt inspired to help, but also a bit
vulnerable because her giving was so
personal to her. Also, she had learned
to create wealth by being very careful
with her investments so she didn’t
like the idea of donating money
to nonprofits with “loose metrics.”
As a result, she valued rigorous
assessment of her giving and spent
time researching various nonprofits
to see how efficient they were at using
their resources and how she might
measure how successful her own
giving was. Then she came across a
nonprofit with a clientele of families
led mostly by single mothers. The
nonprofit allowed these families to go
through their facility with shopping
carts and choose donated food
from shelves, even going through

a “checkout” at the end. Children
were encouraged to join their parents.
The idea appealed to Yoko because
it showed respect for the feelings of
the family and lessened the stigma
they might feel at receiving donated
food. Then she discovered what
she liked best about the program.
The “checkout” of course didn’t
collect any money. But it did collect
information — entered into the
computer then and there — about
the demographics of the nonprofit’s
clientele. The nonprofit had realtime results showing the numbers of
families helped, what they took, even
what they didn’t find on the shelves
but needed. All the data allowed the
nonprofit to adjust supplies and their
appeals for supplies to meet demand.
For Yoko, it was the perfect blend of
philanthropy and metrics. She asked
if she could meet from time to time
with staff to discuss the “numbers.”
And when told yes, she made the
nonprofit her highest giving priority.
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A N O T E A BO U T T I MI N G

One of the most valuable times to assess a grant is before
it’s made. But donors — whether individuals, families or
foundations — can consider assessment at any time. As a form
of due diligence with grantee partners, it is a natural part of
thoughtful, effective philanthropy.
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FINAL
THOUGHTS
Precision in measuring impact can be a difficult — some would
say elusive — goal. Still, donors should not be discouraged.
One of the hallmarks of thoughtful philanthropy is the
co-development of a generous gift alongside a well-designed
assessment plan.
All stakeholders in civil society benefit from a culture of
accountability. Such a culture begins with donors who decide to
be accountable for their own giving and how that giving affects
the community they’ve chosen to serve.

F OR MORE INF ORMAT I ON

The literature on assessment and evaluation is voluminous
and continually growing, and much of it is written by and for
foundation staffs and academics.
Some good places to start include:
Bridgespan BRID GESP AN .ORG
Bolder Giving B OLD ERGI VIN G.ORG
FSG FSG.ORG
Grantcraft GRA NT CRA FT .ORG
Nonprofit Quarterly NONP ROFIT QUA RTERLY .O RG
Stanford Social Innovation Review SSIREV I EW . ORG
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ROCKEFELLER PHILANTHROPY ADVISORS

is a nonprofit organization that currently advises
on and manages more than $200 million in annual
giving. Headquartered in New York City, with
offices in Chicago, Los Angeles and San Francisco,
it traces its antecedents to John D. Rockefeller
Sr., who in 1891 began to professionally manage
his philanthropy “as if it were a business.” With
thoughtful and effective philanthropy as its one and
only mission, Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors has
grown into one of the world’s largest philanthropic
service organizations, having overseen more than
$3 billion to date in grantmaking across the globe.
Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors provides
research and counsel on charitable giving, develops
philanthropic programs and offers complete
program, administrative and management services
for foundations and trusts. It also operates a
Charitable Giving Fund, through which clients can
make gifts outside the United States, participate in
funding consortia and operate nonprofit initiatives.
WWW.ROCKPA.ORG

