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INTRODUCTION

"Repara bem no que ndo digo.’

?

“Take notice of what | am
not speaking about.”

- Paulo Leminski (1944-1989)

Brazilian poet from Curitiba

When building a trustworthy philanthropic practice,
it is essential not only to listen and collect data

for internal learning purposes, but to effectively

take the voices of people primarily affected by
philanthropic efforts into account to make decisions.

In this report, the term “primary constituent” is used in-
stead of the terms usually used in the field — “benefi-
ciary” or “final beneficiary”. That naming is proposed by
The Constituent Voice Methodology'and is used to take
into account the importance of agency and voice that
can be suppressed when we refer to those at the heart
of philanthropic work as beneficiaries.

The shift from seeing primary constituents as mere re-
cipients of philanthropic efforts to experts in their own
realities, and as part of the decision-making process of
the solutions made for them, is still far from reality in
practice. But now — after the Covid-19 pandemic, George
Floyd, coming to the edge of climate catastrophe, and
with another war in Europe — it is not only philanthropic
organisations that are being pressured to act and show
how they include people they seek to help, this move-
ment affects governments and for-profit organisations
as well. Optimistically, there is no way back from this
shift. And the way forward is to understand how to listen
inclusively, how to learn from primary constituents, and

1 Keystone Accountability. Constituent Voice — Technical Note 1, Version 1.1(2014).

how to create healthy relationships in philanthropy that
effectively change the systems for the better.

The goal of this report is to take a deep and qualitative
look into the listening practices of European founda-
tions. In order to understand and be able to qualify and
classify their listening process, the interview script was
built upon the work of organisations that are advocating
for better listening practices: Keystone Accountability
(UK) and its Constituent Voice Methodology; Feedback
Labs (US) and its Feedback Loop Methodology;? and the
Ekouté Consulting (US) report called “Bridging the Gap:

A Review of Foundation Listening Practices,” written
by Threlfall and Klein.3?

Talking about listening can sound subjective, but this re-
port shows how this process can be viewed objectively
and how we can use these learnings to start improving
listening practices within foundations.

Available at: https://keystoneaccountability.org/wpcontent/uploads/2009/08/Technical-Note-1.pdf

2 Feedback Labs, no date. Homepage. Available at: https://feedbacklabs.org/

3 Threlfall V., Klein R. (2019) Bridging the Gap: A Review of Foundation Listening Practices.
Available at: https://www.ekoute.com/publications/2019/10/9/bridging-the-gap-a-review-of-foundation-listening-practices
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Below are brief summaries of the key findings of
this research. More detailed explanations of each are

included in the “Findings” section of this review.

Foundations listen to
improve their relationship
with grantees and improve
their impact

These are the major reasons that
the interviewed foundations listen,
followed by “To better understand
the problem”, “To strengthen part-
ner organisations”, “To connect
grantees between themselves’,
“To make the foundation’s brand
stronger” and “To gain legitimacy”.

Listening practices are
more concentrated in the
strategy formulation and
evaluation phases within a
project life cycle

Listening happens in every stage of
the project cycle, but is found most
often in the strategy formulation
and evaluation phases.

Foundations’ most-
listened-to stakeholders
are grantees and primary
constituents

Crantees and primary constituents
are listened to by 85% of founda-
tions interviewed; followed by ex-
perts with 62%; networks of other
foundations and other funders with
54%; and networks of field organisa-
tions related to the cause with 38%.

67% of foundations
make space for receiving
feedback by having an
institutionalised process

When asked how they make space
for grantees and primary constitu-
ents to give feedback about their

services and relationships, no foun-
dation said it did not have space for
that. The main difference here is to
understand if the space for feed-
back is institutionalised or not.

The reporting back phase
in the listening process is
mostly not institutionalised
or is non-existent

30% of interviewed foundations
said that they don't report back,
15% said that they report but in an
organic way, and 8% affirmed not
reporting now, but that this issue is
starting to be addressed inside the
organisation.

Foundations affirm having
open discussions about
power imbalance

Most participants (75%) affirmed
having open conversations with-
in the foundation staff about the
imbalance of power in relations
pbetween foundation and grant-
ee, and foundation and primary
constituent.

Foundations take a myriad
of actions to mitigate
power imbalance relations
with grantees

All organisations, even those that do
not talk about the power imbalance
within the staff, affirmed taking ac-
tions to mitigate power imbalance
intentionally.

4 Hall, ET (1976), Book, Beyond Culture, Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group.

Self-awareness and a
growth mindset are the two
most pressing skills needed
in the listening process

From all skills mentioned by foun-
dations as essential to the listening
process, the most popular were
self-awareness with 11.8%; growth
mindset with 8.6%; relationship cu-
ration with 8.1%; empathy with 7.5%;
and collaboration and communica-
tion with 7% each.

The challenges met in the
listening process have
different layers and depths

The interviewees' responses were ana-
lysed, coded and separated into levels
of challenges, using Edward T. Hall's
Cultural Iceberg Model.* The different
layers of the model range from exter-
nal or conscious behaviours that can
be easily seen and easily changed, like
geographic reach and the challenge
to talk to grantees far away, to inter-
nal and subconscious beliefs and val-
ues that are hard to see and difficult
to change, like the challenge to deal
with the patriarchal, top-down ap-
proach of philanthropy, which often is
service-oriented.

Practices of interviewed
foundations mostly lie
on the “Inform” level of
participation

53% of the foundations interviewed
have listening practices that corre-
spond to the “Inform” level, due to
most foundations having no institu-
tionalised method to report back on
the decisions made after listening.
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METHODOLOGY

This project is based on qualitative research focused
on European foundations. The concept behind the
sample was to gather different listening practices and
then analyse the various points of view on learnings,
challenges and benefits of each practice, taking into
consideration how heterogeneous the philanthropic
sector Is, and understanding that different listening
practices attend to different goals and causes.

Thirty interview requests were made to foundation staff
involved in programme and grants management. Of
those, 13 staff at 13 different foundations accepted and
participated in the research from June to September
2022, counting 13 hours of qualitative interviews with
1 person interviewed per each foundation.

All participants are anonymous, with only demographic
characteristics publicised. Besides the interviews with
foundations, the research process also involved collab-
orations with the “high-quality feedback loop field" in
philanthropy with four philanthropic experts, staff of a
philanthropic consultancy, and one regrant/intermedi-
ary organisation being interviewed.

Qualitative responses regarding the essential issues of
the listening practice were coded and grouped in larger
groups and categories to make the analysis clear and
to allow comparisons between practices. And although
presented as percentages in this report to make for eas-
ier reading, the sample is not representative of the phil-
anthropic sector in Europe.

5 Keystone Accountability. Constituent Voice — Technical Note 1, Version 1.1(2014).

Existing listening methodologies,
frameworks and publications

The script for the qualitative interviews in this research
was built upon and inspired by the work of Keystone
Accountability (U.K.) and its Constituent Voice
Methodology;® Feedback Labs and its Feedback Loop
Methodology;® and the Ekouté Consulting (U.S.) report

entitled “Bridging the Gap: A Review of Foundation
Listening Practices."” The foundations' listening pro-
cesses were classified according to an adapted version
of the International Association of Public Participation.
This report also uses this framework, but instead of us-
ing the adapted version, it uses the same one as the
International Association for Public Participation,®

which has an increased level of participation in deci-
sion-making from left to right (see following page):

Available at: https://keystoneaccountability.org/wpcontent/uploads/2009/08/Technical-Note-1.pdf

6 Feedback Labs, no date. Learn about the Loop. Available at: https://feedbacklabs.org/tools-and-training/learn-about-the-loop/

7  Threlfall V., Klein R. (2019) Bridging the Gap: A Review of Foundation Listening Practices.
Available at: https://www.ekoute.com/publications/2019/10/9/bridging-the-gap-a-review-of-foundation-listening-practices

8 IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation, no date. International Association for Public Participation.
Available at: https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/Spectrum_8.5x11_Print.pdf
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Public
participa-
tion goal

Promise
to the
public

INCREASING IMPACT ON THE DECISION

Inform —— Consult—— Involve — Collaborate —

To provide

the public
with balanced
and objective
information to
assist them in
understanding
the problem,
alternatives,
opportunities
and/or solutions.

We will keep
you informed.

To obtain public
feedback

on analysis,
alternatives and/
or decisions.

We will keep
you informed,
listen to and
acknowledge
concerns and
aspirations,
and provide
feedback on
how public
input influenced
the decision.

To work directly
with the public
throughout

the process

to ensure that
public concerns
and aspirations
are consistently
understood and
considered.

We will work
with you to
ensure that
your concerns
and aspirations
are directly
reflected in the
alternatives
developed

and provide
feedback on
how public input
influenced the
decision.

To partner with
the publicin
each aspect of
the decision
including the
development
of alternatives
and the
identification
of the preferred
solution.

We will look to
you for advice
and innovation
in formulating
solutions and
incorporate
your advice and
recommenda-
tions into the
decisions to the
maximum ex-
tent possible.

To place final
decision-
making in the
hands of the
public.

We will
implement what
you decide.

Note: This report merely indicates where the participants' practices fall on the participation spectrum, without judge-
ment and with the understanding that philanthropy is a highly heterogeneous field where foundations have differ-
ent goals and strategies and therefore choose the participation methods and approaches that fit best. Also, to keep

in mind: Different projects and different phases inside foundations can also have different forms of participation.

' -
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TERMINOLOGY

Three key actors in the listening
process

Primary constituents

Primary constituents are those at the heart of the work
of grantees and foundations, often referred to as “final
beneficiaries”. The Constituent Voice Methodology?
considers all stakeholders in a development project as
constituents, and those who receive the service in the
end are called the “primary constituents”, taking into ac-
count the importance of agency and voice that can be
suppressed when we refer to those at the heart of phil-
anthropic work as “beneficiaries.”

Grantees

GCrantees are the organisations that operate social
projects with foundation funds, usually non-profit
organisations.

Foundations

Foundations here are considered as the funders of the
philanthropic efforts.

9  Keystone Accountability. Constituent Voice — Technical Note 1, Version 1.1(2014).

Concept of LISTENING

This report follows the definition used by “Bridging
the Gap: A Review of Foundation Listening Practices™'
Listening is “to consider the views, perspectives, and
opinions of the communities and people that a founda-
tion seeks to help — and to incorporate these perspec-
tives into strategic considerations and deliberations”.

Concept of FEEDBACK

Feedback Labs defines feedback as the “thoughts, feel-
ings, and perceptions from affected people about a
product or service” In this report, the feedback from
the grantee to the foundation is also an essential piece
of analysis due to the fact that, in the case of grantmak-
ers, most of the time the relationship happens between
the foundation and the grantee (as opposed to a direct
relationship with the primary constituent).

Concept of REPORT BACK

“Report back” is the process of communicating the de-
cisions made after the listening process has occurred
to those who gave their voices in the listening pro-
cess (i.e. grantees, primary constituents or any other
stakeholder).

Direct and indirect listening

For this report, based on “Bridging the Gap: A Review of
Foundation Listening Practices”, direct listening means
when the foundation listens directly to the primary con-
stituent. Indirect listening is when the foundation lis-
tens to the primary constituent through the grantee.

Available at: https://keystoneaccountability.org/wpcontent/uploads/2009/08/Technical-Note-1.pdf

10 Threlfall V., Klein R. (2019) Bridging the Gap: A Review of Foundation Listening Practices.
Available at: https://www.ekoute.com/publications/2019/10/9/bridging-the-gap-a-review-of-foundation-listening-practices

11 Feedback Labs, no date. The Core Principles of Constituent Feedback. Available at: https://feedbacklabs.org/about-us/guidingprinciples
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SNAPSHOT OF THE
PARTICIPATING FOUNDATIONS

Of the 13 foundations interviewed, 11 disclosed their

annual budget. These have a combined annual budget of

€ 1,376,620,000 with 30% between 1 and 15 million euros,
20% between 15 to 49 million euros, 30% between 50 and 100
million euros and 20% with more than 100 million euros.

The majority of foundations interviewed are from
Germany (62%); followed by the Netherlands and
Switzerland with 15% each; and Austria with 8%.
Regarding the type of foundation, 69% are private
foundations.

Almost half of the foundations interviewed (46%) have a
combined approach to delivering their strategy, work-
ing with a mix of grantmaking and own programmes
and projects.

The thematic focuses of the foundations were classified
according to ICNPO (International Classification Non-
Profit Organizations).”? The more representative themat-
ic issues among the interviewees were: Social Services
(22%); Law, Advocacy and Politics (18%); Developing
and Housing (15%); Culture and Recreation (12%); and
Education and Research (11%).

Staff interviewed inside foundations for this research
were Executive Directors or CEOs; Programme and

Grants Managers; oreven Learning, Evaluation, Foresight

The majority of foundations (69%) have regional, nation-
or Advocacy staff.

al and international reach at the same time.

ANNUAL PROJECT
BUDGET COUNTRY TYPE OF DELIVERY GEOGRAPHIC
RANGE OF ORIGIN ORGANISATION STRATEGY REACH
1to15 Germany Private A mix of 69% Regional,
million foundation proprietary national and
euros projects and international
grantmaking
15to 49
million
euros
Grantmaking
50 to 100
million Switzerland
euros Corporate
foundation
National
Netherlands Proprietary
Government projects and
More than p . ! ; .
- ‘oundation |mpact |nvest|ng
20% 100 million
euros Non-profit stock Grantmaking and Regional
8% Austria 8% corporation 8% impact investing 8% and national

12 Salamon, Lester M. and Helmut K. Anheier (1996). “The International Classification of Nonprofit Organizations: ICNPO-Revision 1,1996." Working
Papers of the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project, no. 19. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Institute for Policy Studies.
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FINDINGS

Foundations listen

to improve their
relationship with
grantees and improve
their impact

When asked about the benefits of listen-
ing practice to their own work as founda-
tions, each participant gave more than
one answer. The graphic below repre-
sents the percentage of interviewed
foundations that mentioned that
benefit. Two answers were almost
unanimous among all those inter-
viewed: “Improve relationship

with grantee” with 100%, and

“Improve impact” with 92%.

23%

~
15%

N
15%
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Improve
relationship
with grantee

Improve

92% impact

Better
54% understand

the problem

Strengthen partner
organisations

grantees among
themselves

foundation’s
brand stronger

Gain
legitimacy



Listening practices are more
concentrated in the strategy
formulation and evaluation phases
within a project life cycle

These graphic below analyses three pieces of informa-
tion together. On the X axis, 6 phases of the project life
cycle are identified. On the VY axis, there is the indication
of how many of the interviewed foundations practice
listening during that part of the project life cycle. The
size of the ball represents how many times that phase
cycle was cited as a priority phase regarding the listen-
ing practices (The foundations were asked to indicate
the two priority phases of the project life cycle where
listening occurs). Of the 13 foundations, 12 responded to
this question.

The graphic indicates that most listening efforts are
concentrated in the strategy formulation and evalua-
tion phases, followed by project renewal, which is the
process where the funder and grantee usually exchange
and dialogue regarding the renewal of the partnership.
During the interview, some foundations realised that
they say that have a relationship-based approach but
do not prioritise listening in implementation, which re-
vealed a wish to change that.

. (12
10 .
8 .
6 .
4 .
1 .
2 . :

Strategy Crants Implemen-
formulation attribution tation

Theinterviews also indicated that the phase in which the
listening happens can vary a lot depending on the indi-
vidual responsible for the relationship with the grant-
ee. And it is usually different from grantee to grantee as
it is highly dependent on the individuals on both sides
of the relationship. This variation happens even when
the foundation has standardised its process regarding
listening.

“I have a very close relationship with grantees, and
1 know many colleagues have, but also know others
that do not. And also, it depends on how much the
partner that you are in contact with wants, and has
time to, develop that relationship or not.”

One foundation recognised that sometimes the listen-
ing process prior to making the funding decision can be
overwhelming for potential grantees, who need to put
much effort and work into the relationship before the
funding partnership can be made official.

“In the beginning, we listen, perhaps even too much,
before making the funding decision.”

10

Q 12
- 7 8
: °
. : 6
. . %
. : 2

Evaluation Project Exit
renewal
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Foundations’ most-listened-to
stakeholders are grantees and primary
constituents

Grantees and primary constituents are listened to by 85% of
foundations interviewed, followed by experts with 62%, net-
works of other foundations and other funders with 54%, and
ecosystem: networks of field organisations related to the cause
with 38%. Another interesting insight is how private foundations
that have family members who started the foundation in their
governance structure merely mention the family as one of the
stakeholders that are listened to, even when the family has a big
voice in the decisions.

85% of the foundations say they have both a direct and indirect
approach to listening. This means that most foundations have
methods both to listen directly to the primary constituent and to
listen about the primary constituent through the grantee.

85 % Both: direct and indirect listening 15% Indirect

The most common technique to listen to primary constituents
directly is through a site visit, which usually happens with the
grantee’s logistic support and mediation. This was used by 92%
of foundations interviewed. During the Covid pandemic, it was
reported that online forms of interaction with grantees were in-
tensified, which is positive regarding foundation-grantee rela-
tions. However, this could weaken the primary constituent-foun-
dation relationship.

This finding could signal that when the most usual form of lis-
tening to primary constituents used by foundations is weak-
ened, the investment in other forms of understanding primary
constituents can be put in place, as well as efforts to improve
and fortify the relationship quality with grantees.

Foundations together cited 29 different forms of listening (see
following page), but on average, each foundation uses 5 meth-
ods to listen. This indicates there is plenty of space to explore
new ways of listening.

Support for grantee listening, which is both a direct and indirect
method, appears with only 8%, and as such remains largely unex-
plored. It can be a strategic way to be closer to primary constitu-
ents while investing in the relationship with the grantee. That can
be done by supporting the grantee with resources and knowl-
edge about new and innovative ways for grantees to listen to pri-
mary constituents, which is actually an item on Fund for Shared
Insight’s Funder Action Menu on Listening and Feedback:™ “Make
capacity-building grantstoimprove non-profit feedback practice.”

Thereisalsoan unexplored space for using technology in the lis-
tening process: opening channels for listening to primary con-
stituents such as social media surveys, or even using methods
such as scraping data around keywords on an issue, a method
mentioned by 8%.

13 Fund For Shared Insight. Listening & Feedback: A Funder Action Menu.
Available at: https://fundforsharedinsight.org/wp-content/
uploads/2022/09/Funder-Action-Menu-092322.pdf
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Grantees

(intermediaries, 5%
NGOs)

62% Experts
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460 (s} Researchers
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Field
organisations 38%

Ecosystem:
38 Networks of field
organisations

X

N
N
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Think tanks
Alumni
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Percentage of foundations interviewed
that use this method to listen

92%
77 %
46%
31%
23%
23%
23%
15%

Site visits

Indirect

‘ Direct

Regular meetings during the implementation

Grantee perception

Third-party evaluation

Ad hoc focus groups, interviews, surveys, etc.

Advisory committee

Relationship-building with stakeholders in the field

Ecosystem listening

159 Events where primary constituents are invited to share good and bad things and give feedback

15%

Expert interviews

15%

Funding for grantees deemed “representative”

15%
8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

8%

Events promoted by the organisation to support network exchange between grantees

Alumni (primary constituents) own shares and participate in decisions

Employment of staff and leadership who represent the community

Events promoted by the organisation to support network exchange between primary constituents ‘

Events where grantees are invited to share good and bad things and give feedback .

Events with primary constituents

Field organisations participating in the board

Oral reporting that turns into a learning session

Participatory evaluation

Participatory grantmaking

Participatory involvement of primary constituents on proprietary projects
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)

Primary constituents participating in advisory boards
Representative organisations participating in advisory committees
Scraping data online around keywords

Social media surveys

Support for grantee listening

Systematic survey during implementation
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67% Yes, an institutionalised process

67% of foundations make space for
receiving feedback by having an
institutionalised process

When asked how they make space for grantees and
primary constituents to give feedback about their ser-
vices and relationship, no foundation said it does not
have space for that. The main difference here is to un-
derstand if the space for feedback is institutionalised or
not. Institutionalised means they have a formal process
that asks for feedback in a way that is free of harm for
those giving their voices, for example through anony-
mous surveys. Having an institutionalised space means
the foundation does not have to rely on grantees’ and
primary constituents’ free will and initiative to speak up.

By not institutionalising this space, feedback about the
relationship or service can be part of the conversation in
meetings between grantees and funders. Still, the qual-
ity and honesty of the feedback heavily rely on the qual-
ity of the relationship developed and how power im-
balance operates in the relationship. By not having an
institutionalised process of listening and documenting
feedback, funders risk not having an accurate percep-
tion of the relationship and having biased documenta-
tion of the feedback: Individuals can choose to record
and report only positive feedback, for example.

“I think they have the opportunity, but many prefer
not to openly say what they like or dislike.”

Most popular
institutionalised

Most popular
non-institu-

processes to collect tionalised
feedback process
Grantee perception

used by 38%

Whistleblower/ombudsman

line - Safeguarding measures Meetings

d by 23% .
usea by ? with grantees

Events where primary used by 23%

constituents are invited to
share good and bad things
and give feedback

used by 15%

3.3 % Yes, but a non-institutionalised process

The reporting back phase in the
listening process is mostly not
institutionalised or is non-existent

According to the Feedback Methodology', reporting
back is an essential part of the listening process, also
known as the “closing the loop” phase. To report back
to those who gave their voices does not necessarily
mean that foundations need to report only the positive
aspects of steps taken after listening. The organisation
should still close the loop by communicating limitations
and sharing what they are or are not able to tackle. This
way, grantees and primary constituents that offered
feedback know that their voices were heard.

No, but it is something
that is starting to be addressed

Yes, an
organic
process Yes, an
organised
process
No

Transparency of decisions is directly linked to this phase
of listening as well. For example, of the 6 foundations
that use grantee perception as a form of collecting feed-
back, 5 report back the results and course corrections
made after listening to the grantee. But there is one that
doesn’t. And by not sharing and addressing the issues
on the grantee's perception, they can possibly under-
mine grantees’ trust in their own feedback process.

Foundations have mentioned different practices used
to report back to those who gave their voices in the lis-
tening process. In the table on the following page, we
separated the process mentioned by their target public
— grantees or primary constituents — and then divided
them between organised processes to report back and
organic processes to report back.

14 Bonin, Luisa (2022). Listening is not enough: an assessment of the Feedback Loop Methodology, Opuscula 165, ISSN 1868-1840.

Available at: https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-79958-9
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Reporting back practices mentioned by foundations

TO GRANTEES

ORGANISED ORGANIC
PROCESS PROCESS
« Phase inside of every « One-on-one
programme cycle dedicated conversations with
to reflecting with team grantees

and grantees the results of
monitoring and evaluation

« Events with grantees:
Participants receive reports
of what was discussed after

« Evaluation reports of the
programmes are made
publicly available

» Grantee perception is
communicated transparently
on the website and in the
grantee community

« Writing a paper on what was
learned with the grantee's
perception and what will
change and what will not
change

« Internal feedback culture:
Giving feedback on the
decisions that were made
after a collective process

« Formal communication after
complaint with whistleblower
/ ombudsman line

Foundations affirm having open
discussions about power imbalance

Most participants (75%) affirmed having open conver-
sations within the foundation staff about the power
imbalance in relations between foundation and grant-
ee, and foundation and primary constituent. Still, some
also brought up how difficult it is to level up and dis-
cuss power imbalance with the board of the foundation.
One foundation mentioned that when it comes up at
board level, it is operationally fixed and quickly becomes
a “job" for the staff to solve.

75% Yes, openly 17% Yes 8% No

TO PRIMARY CONSTITUENTS

ORGANISED ORGANIC
PROCESS PROCESS
« Sharing internal « Rely on grantees to
strategy and give feedback for the
decisions in events primary constituents

with primary
constituents

« All the decisions are

communicated to all
staff, shareholders
and participants of
the programmes
via formal email
communication

« Formal

communication
after a complaint
with whistleblower/
ombudsman line

“I want them to talk about it. I want them to be
aware of who we want to support. Because everybody

of the staff has different backgrounds.”

“It is our role to be aware of power imbalance, and if
you are not aware that people see dollars in your face,
you are missing a big part of doing your job well.”

“People like me have much more power than we think
we have. 1t is too easy to say: I just do what the
Jamily or the board says.”

“It is really difficult if one in the board doesn’t want
to talk about it.”

How Foundations Listen
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Foundations take a myriad of actions

to mitigate power imbalance in relations with grantees

All organisations, even those that do not talk about the
power imbalance within the staff, affirmed taking actions
to mitigate power imbalance intentionally. Regarding the
relationship with the grantee, the most commonly cit-
ed practices were “Developing long-term relationships
Offering non-financial support” and

noou

with grantees”,
“Simplifying reporting process and/or design reporting

process with grantee”: All 3 of these actions were cited by
31%. “Having internal discussions about power imbalance”
and “Offering flexible and/or core funding” were both cited
by 23%. The only step mentioned to mitigate power imbal-
ance that targets primary constituents and grantees was
“Offering whistleblower/ombudsman line as safeguarding
measures’, which is offered by 23% of foundations.

Percentage of foundations mentioning the action

3% Developing long-term relationships with grantees
3% Offering non-financial support
31% Simplifying reporting process and/or design report and evaluation process with grantee
23 % Having internal discussions about power imbalance
23 % Offering flexible and/or core funding
23 % Offering whistleblower/ombudsman line as safeguarding measures
15% Being transparent about renewal and ending of relationship from the beginning
15% cCode of conduct that mitigates power imbalance practices
15% Not using grantees as consultants for advocacy
15% Simplifying and improving application process
15% Valuing grantee's time, especially thinking about foundation’s internal bureaucracies that can be simplified
8% Having an eligibility assessment that takes into consideration how the funding is going to impact the grantee
8% Admitting and sharing failures with grantees
8% Advocating flexible and core funding with other funders
8% Being an agile and flexible organisation
8% Being aware of how power imbalance operates in daily activities
8% Being aware of the agency of the grantee
8% Design frequency of meetings with grantee
8% Having discussions about power imbalance with other foundations
8% Institutionalising practices of internal feedback to mitigate power imbalances in foundation-grantee meetings
8% Not seeing grantees as service providers: not having a contract with deliverables with grantees
8%

Participatory grantmaking

How Foundations Listen



“For philanthropists it’s a rewarding task
to decide and dive into the projects and
stories of the people, and it’s hard to give
this away and to let others step up.”

“The important thing is those who have
the power are ready to give it away.”

“The main and important thing about power
shifting is that it has to be taken seriously
and meant sertously by the one who gives

the power away. It only works if those who
get power feel it is meant seriously.”

“It is not only about power relationships that comes
with providing funding. We have little understanding
of the lived experience of young people in low and
middle-income countries. Many partners don’t have
reliable electricity, the transport does not work,
gridlocked cities. Anyone - including myself - who
has lived in these kinds of challenging contexts
knows how quickly you forget it. We therefore

need to be humble and carefully listen to our
partners to remain relevant and equal partners.”

Self-awareness and a growth mindset are the two most
pressing skills needed in the listening process

After asking about the leadership skills required in the
staff and leadership to maintain the listening practice
inside the foundation, to facilitate the process of analysis

Thinking

« Critical thinking

» Creativity

« Entrepreneurship

- Ethics

» Systems thinking

» Comfort with ambiguity
« Growth mindset

Manage ourselves

» Self-awareness

« Accountability

« Adaptability

« Planning and organisation
» Persistence

» Professionalism

» |nitiative

» Integrity

36 % Managing ourselves 33,9% Interacting

and comparison, the skills mentioned by each founda-
tion were coded by the author to fit the Human Skills
Matrix from MIT JWEL Lab'™ below. The matrix embrac-

es 24 skills and divides the skills into 4 categories.

Interacting

Communication
Collaboration
Empathy
Negotiation
Relationship curation

Strategic vision
Empowerment of others
Project management
Performance management

22,6% Thinkin

15 Human Skills Matrix from MIT JWEL Lab, no data. Available at: https://jwel.mit.edu/human-skills-matrix

How Foundations Listen
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From all the skills mentioned by foundations as essen-
tial to the listening process, the most popular were
self-awareness with 11.8%, then growth mindset with
8.6%, followed by relationship curation with 8.1% and em-
pathy with 7.5%. Collaboration and communication come
right after with 7%. Self-awareness and growth mindset
at the top can possibly indicate the importance of offer-
ing support at the individual level for the staff to develop
self-knowledge and self-awareness and a growth mindset
as a way to improve listening from within. The most press-
ing listening skills mentioned rely on 2 main categories:
managing ourselves (36%) and interacting (33,9%).

Essential skills for listening

",8 % Self-awareness

8,6 % Growth mindset

8,1 % Relationship curation

7,5% Empathy

7,0 % Collaboration

7,0 % Communication

6,5% Integrity

6,5% Adaptability

4,3% Negotiation

3,8% Ethics

3,8% Empowerment of others
3,8% Initiative

3,8% Accountability

3,8% Systems thinking
3,2% Persistence

2,2% Creativity

1,6% Strategic vision

1,6% Comfort with ambiguity
1,6% Critical thinking

1,1% Performance management
1,1% Project management
1,1% Entrepreneurship

0,5% Planning and organisation

0% Professionalism
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The challenges met

in the listening process
have different layers
and depths

CHALLENGES on level 1
External

Visible challenges to the listening practice are
related to tactical problems, such as time restric-
tions, geographical reach, the knowledge need-
ed to choose the right method to survey, etc.

CHALLENGES on level 2:
Right below the surface

The challenges to the listening practice at this
level lie under the surface and are only some-
times visible. They are harder to change in com-
parison to level one. In level two, challenges are
related to how core values and beliefs are reflect-
ed in specific situations and in behaviours, inter-
pretations and processes related to listening.

CHALLENGES on level 3:
Deep into the water

In the third level of the Cultural Iceberg are the
basic assumptions and beliefs, deeply tied to un-
conscious patterns, that we repeat automatically
and that are the basis of culture. These are the
most difficult challenges to spot, speak about,
and change.



Foundations were asked what the biggest challenges

are to maintaining listening processes in their daily ac-
tivities and strategic processes. The responses of the

interviewees were analysed, coded and separated into
3 levels of challenges, using Edward T. Hall’'s Cultural

lceberg Model® as a model. Responses range from

external or conscious behaviours that can be easily

seen and easily changed to internal and subconscious
beliefs and values that are hard to see and difficult

to change.

Time restrictions

To have the proper time
for the listening process,
prioritising the listening
process over other organ-
isational tasks.

Staff recruiting

To recruit very sensitive
programme officers.

Geographic reach

To reach grantees far
away or grantees or pri-
mary constituents in ru-
ral areas.

Methods of survey

Choose the most suitable
method when you have
thousands of primary con-
stituents and need to get a
sense from everyone with-
out talking to everyone.

Transparency

« To be transparent about
the foundation's limita-
tions and not create false
expectations.

« To be transparent with
the grantees while not
having the information
to share on why decisions
were made.

- To manage a relation-
ship and maintain en-
gagement with a grantee
when the decision not to
continue the project has
already been made by the
foundation's leadership
but cannot be shared
with the grantee.

Overburdening
relationship points
of contact or
reporting process

To create a listening prac-
tice that takes into con-
sideration grantee time
availability at the same
level as the foundation's
needs for information: by
not burdening non-profit
organisations by asking
for feedback, surveys, and
site visits.

Relationship and
listening process
with non-grantees

To create and maintain re-
lationships with more or-
ganisations in the cause
other than grantees and
not be clientelist.

Relationship

with grantees

« To deal with negative
feedback.

« To listen and engage
and still maintain a pro-
fessional distance.

Listening practice
among staff

« To have a cohesive lis-
tening practice in an envi-
ronment of staff turnover.

» To adapt to cross-cultur-
al differences: Listening
to partners in various
countries is entirely dif-
ferent, and that is quite
a challenge for the staff
and the process of stand-
ardising practices.

To transform
listening in
collective learning

To make available learn-
ings from the listening
process to the organisa-
tion as a whole.

Lack of a more
transparent and
participatory culture

« To practice listening in
the current system that
has normalised deci-
sions being made behind
closed doors.

« To deal with the fact that
the practice of listening
is seen as an intruder, al-
most as a problem.

16  Hall, ET (1976), Book, Beyond Culture, Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group.

Patriarchy

To deal with the patriar-
chal, top-down approach
of philanthropy, which of-
ten is service-oriented.

Appropriation urges

The desire of taking own-
ership of the grantee's
accomplishments.

Eurocentricity

To deal with own
Eurocentric views.

The need for control
and the belief

in control

« To deal with the tenden-
cy of control.

» To let go of the wish and
the belief in control.

Competition
within the sector

To collaborate with other
donors in the same cause.

Centralised power
within the
organisation

To not have the agency
on the staff level to make
decisions.

Lack of internal
listening practices

To create an atmosphere
where people are willing
and free to talk.

How Foundations Listen
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Practices of interviewed foundations
mostly lie on the “Inform” level of participation

The listening process of an organisation and how the This framework has the following levels: Inform < Consult

listening process impacts decision-making can tell us < Involve < Collaborate < Empower, depending on the

the level of participation of an organisation, according to foundation's goal of public participation and the prom-

the International Association of Public Participation

ise they give to the public in the process. To adapt to our
context, we consider grantees and primary constituents
as the “public”.

(see table below).

INCREASING IMPACT ON THE DECISION

31«

| 0%

z
Inform —— Consult—— Involve ——) Collaborate —) Empower ?
Public To provide To obtain public To work directly To partner with To place final §
participa- the public feedback with the public the publicin decision- i
tion goal with balanced on analysis, throughout each aspect of making in the ‘;
and objective alternatives and/  the process the decision hands of the S
information to or decisions. to ensure that including the public. j
assist them in public concerns development ¢
understanding and aspirations of alternatives 5
the problem, are consistently and the E
alternatives, understood and identification =
opportunities considered. of the preferred @
and/or solutions. solution. 4‘
Promise We will keep We will keep We will work We will look to We will :I
to the you informed. you informed, with you to you for advice implement what =
public listen to and ensure that and innovation you decide. ;
acknowledge your concerns in formulating o
concerns and and aspirations solutions and o
aspirations, are directly incorporate :

and provide reflected in the your advice and

feedback on alternatives recommenda-

17

how public
input influenced
the decision.

developed

and provide
feedback on
how public input
influenced the
decision.

IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation, no date. International Association for Public Participation.

tions into the
decisions to the
maximum ex-
tent possible.

Available at: https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/Spectrum_8.5x11_Print.pdf
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53% of the foundations interviewed have practices that

correspond to the “Inform” level due to the fact that,
besides having methods of listening, there is no insti-
tutionalised form to report back on the decisions made
after listening.

31% of foundations are on the “Consult” level, which is
due to having institutionalised forms of reporting back,
such as one or more of the following practices: sharing
grantee perception reports, learnings and course correc-
tions with respondents; having a fixed place inside the
monitoring, evaluation and learning process where the
foundation and grantee discuss together the results of
monitoring and evaluation, and this effort automatically
informs new strategy; sharing internal strategy and de-
cisions in events with primary constituents; and sharing
evaluation reports. This level also includes organisations
that, while not having a specific mechanism to report
back, do include grantees and primary constituents in
the decision-making body (board of the foundation), in
addition to publicising their strategic choices annually.

One foundation (8%) is in the “Involve” level. Beyond
having one or more of the practices of the “Consult” lev-
el, this foundation reported sharing and admitting their
own failures with grantees and learning from them; sup-
porting grantees to listen to primary constituents; and
applying all the following practices to mitigate power
imbalance: offering whistleblower/ombudsman line as

safeguarding measures; simplifying reporting process
and or design report and evaluation process with the
grantee; being an agile, horizontal and flexible organisa-
tion; having a code of conduct that mitigates power im-
balance practices; and creating long-term relationships
with grantees.

One foundation (8%) is at the “Empower” level. In this
case, the foundation practices participatory grantmak-
ing, and its governance structure has alumni (former
primary constituents, people that already benefited
from the services of the foundation in the past) as share-
holders of the foundation which legally operates as a
non-profit shareholder company. Shares are divided be-
tween alumni and the founder, which also represents
the staff: The founder has only one share, and as such
has the same voice in decision-making as each alum-
nus. Besides having the strategy of placing people that
represent primary constituents in the decision-making
body, the foundation also shares internal strategy and
decisions in the events with actual primary constitu-
ents, and all the decisions are communicated to all staff,
shareholders and participants of the programmes via
formal email commmunication.

How Foundations Listen
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KEY TAKEAWAYS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Understanding the goal of improving
listening practice as a complex problem
Is the first step to addressing it.

There are different variables affecting listening, with this report, here are some takeaways and recommen-
different layers and different depths. After all the inter-

views and the analysis of the findings of each section of

dations to improve listening practices offered by the
author:

TAKEAWAYS

Listening in the project life cycle

The primary goal of foundations on listening
is to improve relationships with grantees.
They often call their practices “relationship-
based”, but the moments where the
listening process is more intense are in the

Strategy Formulation and Evaluation phases,

and not in the Implementation phase.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Prioritise listening in the implementation phase, especially
with actions, behaviours and methods that allow staff to
dedicate more time to listening over other organisational
bureaucratic tasks in that cycle. Change the mindset

from “listening and having meetings with grantees get in

the way of organisational tasks” to “listening and having
meetings with grantees are also priority organisational tasks”.
Technology and innovations can help to make operational
tasks less time-consuming in order to make that shift.

Staff coaching, skills and training towards listening

Even with standardised practices towards
listening, the intensity and quality of

this process can vary inside the same
organisation, depending on the individual
responsible for the relationship.

69% have international projects in low

and middle-income parts of the world, but
only 23% identified having a Eurocentric
view as a challenge to listening.

Listening methods

85% of organisations report that listening
occurs directly and indirectly. But most
direct listening comes in the form of “site
visits” and is mediated by grantees, which
does not qualify as a proper relationship
due to the nature and time dedicated.

How Foundations Listen

Offer internal staff training as a group towards the listening
process, in addition to coaching individuals to develop the
skills needed to support the process. Improving skills such
as self-awareness, growth mindset, and relationship curation
can help organisations improve their listening process.

Talking about and understanding the Eurocentric view and
how it affects daily perceptions and decisions can support
self-awareness and a growth mindset in the listening process.

Acknowledge that sporadic site visits are insufficient
and instead invest in supporting grantee listening
techniques. By helping them to get genuine and honest
feedback from primary constituents and investing in
mitigating power relations between the foundation

and grantee, and by creating an open relationship
where grantees can share learnings, mistakes and
accomplishments free of harm, foundations will

better understand the problem they are tackling.



TAKEAWAYS

Space for feedback about the relationship

Not having institutionalised space for feedback about
the relationship can lead to biased inputs and allow
power imbalances to operate in the relationship.

Without an institutionalised process of feedback, it
is essential to be aware of what is not mentioned in
the conversations due to power imbalances and to
take notice of patterns on what is “allowed” and not
“allowed” in the discussions, in order for foundations
to guarantee free will, voice and agency of grantees.

Foundations on the “Consult” or “Involve” level report
more often on listening challenges related to how to
deal with negative feedback and how to not create false
expectations while listening, thus demonstrating that
there is space for negative feedback. In comparison,

foundations on the “Inform” level often report challenges

around limitations of honesty in the relationship,
demonstrating that negative feedback is not shared.

Reporting back and spectrum of participation

46% have an organised process to report back.

Reporting back is an essential piece of
the listening practice if foundations want
to be more than only informative.

Offering the whistleblower/ombudsman line as
safeguarding measures is good. Still, it is not a reporting
back mechanism by itself because it only reports back
if there is a complaint or if something bad happened.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Create institutionalised feedback spaces that
are free of harm for those raising their voices
while implementing measures to mitigate
power imbalances. At the relationship level,
foundations can share mistakes and learnings
with grantees to deepen the relationship.

Make an internal reflection about your process
of listening if you want it to be more than
informative. All actions mentioned in this report
to report back can be a starting point to the
practice, but it needs to have an engagement
and buy-in from all levels of the governance
and culture of the foundation to work.

If the technology and the resources for
feedback are in place, why not think
about opening the use of this channel as
a satisfaction mechanism as well?

Shift the mindset to:

“What is the problem? & What can we do
better?” instead of only “What is the problem?”.

Internal discussions about power imbalance and the spectrum of participation

Organisations with more actions to mitigate
power imbalance tend to be more participative
in the spectrum of participation.

Project management practices

Project management practices related to agile, flexible
and adaptable strategies and horizontal organisations
create a better environment for listening practices.
Organisations need to be flexible to listen. Otherwise,
listening does not inform decision-making.

Reflect if there is enough internal space for

the staff to exchange and learn how power
imbalance operates in their daily activities,
especially how these learnings turn into new
processes and practices to tackle this challenge.

Reflect on internal management practices
and how they enable or challenge listening.
All agile practices also include more
agency for staff to make decisions within

a bigger strategy and shared vision.

How Foundations Listen
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CONCLUSION

Improving listening practices demands more than new techniques
to gather information from grantees and primary constituents. We
saw in this report that it demands a whole set of actions to improve
practices and culture within foundations: from the individual to all
staff and leadership levels. Improving a listening culture within a
foundation is complex and takes time. Still, it can be a major enabler
of social transformation by creating genuine relations that value the
agency and voice of every stakeholder involved in an ecosystem.

Understanding imbalanced power relations, talking
about them and creating processes to mitigate them,
as well as focusing on supporting individuals to devel-
op self-awareness and a growth mindset are likely good
first steps in the journey for those who want to improve
their listening. In the era of foundations working on sys-
tems change, the system and the individuals that com-
prise their own foundation cannot be left aside.

How Foundations Listen

The good news is that the understanding of listening as
a powerful way of improving foundations' positive im-
pact, as seen in this report, seems to be shared by nu-
merous organisations in the whole sector. With that, re-
sources, technologies, methodologies and publications
that push foundations to a better listening practice are
becoming more numerous and popular — a positive
development to create healthy relationships between
foundations and civil society organisations, and be-
tween foundations and the primary constituents they
seek to help, a relationship where voices are heard, val-
ued and addressed.



Further reading
and resources

Feedback Labs: feedbacklabs.org and
The Core Principles of Constituent
Feedback: feedbacklabs.org/about-us/
guidingprinciples

Keystone Accountability.

Constituent Voice — Technical Note 1:
keystoneaccountability.org/wpcontent/
uploads/2009/08/Technical-Note-1.pdf

Trust in Philanthropy — A Report on the
Philanthropy.Insight Project 2018-2021:
nbn-resolving.org/
urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-77556-v2-4

Bridging the Gap: A Review of
Foundation Listening Practices:
www.ekoute.com/publications/2019/10/

9/bridging-the-gap-a-review-of-

foundation-listening-practices

Fund For Shared Insight. Listening &
Feedback: A Funder Action Menu:
fundforsharedinsight.org/wp-content/
uploads/2022/09/Funder-Action-
Menu-092322.pdf

Listening is not enough: An assessment
of the Feedback Loop Methodology:
nbn-resolving.org/
urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-79958-9

Trust-Based Philanthropy:
www.trustbasedphilanthropy.org

The Listening Fund:
thelisteningfund.org

#ShiftThePower Movement:
globalfundcommunityfoundations.org/
what-we-stand-for/shiftthepower

Listening Creates Impact Handout from
Wider Sense, in German:
www.vertrauen-macht-wirkung.de/
ressourcen/zuhoerenmachtwirkung-
eine-handreichung
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