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5. WHAT WILL YOU DO IF IMPACT IS NOT REALISED? 
 

 

» What issue(s) are you trying to address?  

» What impact are you trying to achieve? Who are the ultimate beneficiaries of your activities? 

» What are your goals and priorities? Desired outcomes? 

Funders may wish to consider the alignment of the NFP’s mission/objectives with its strategic priorities. 

 

3. HOW WILL YOU ACHIEVE YOUR IMPACT?  
 

» What resources will you need, what activities will you drive and how do these relate to the desired outcome? 

» Is essential organisational infrastructure in place? For example is leadership / governance in place to support 
objectives? What about resources, capabilities, infrastructure, fundraising, communications and evaluation? Is 
there effective financial and balance sheet management?  

» Have you engaged your community and beneficiaries? Are their voices incorporated into your work? 

» What barriers do you face in trying to achieve your impact? What can we do to overcome them together? 

2. WHAT IMPACT ARE YOU TRYING TO ACHIEVE? 
 

Funders should consider the likely impact of a potential donation on NFP resources, activities and impact, taking into 
account the NFP’s background, context and expertise. Where foundational gaps arise, funders should consider whether 
gaps can they be addressed through funding arrangements or other capacity building initiatives. 

  

 4. HOW WILL YOU ASSESS IMPACT? 
 

 

» How and when will we know that your interventions are effective? 

» How are you evaluating your impact? What are your interim targets and how do they relate to the outcomes? 
How are you telling the story of your impact? 

» How will you use evaluation as a way to improve what you are doing and enable continuous learning in your 
organisation? What is your process to reflect? 

 

» What are the key risks? What actions will you take if the expected impact is not realised? 

» How long will it take for you to know if you are generating impact as intended? Might more time be required to 
generate impact as intended? 

» What support do you need in challenging periods? 

 

Funders should identify meaningful information they require to understand progress toward impact, noting that overly 
burdensome reporting can detract from the NFP’s core business. 

  

 

1. HOW CAN WE WORK TOGETHER TO MAXIMISE IMPACT? 
 
 

 

» What do we want our relationship to look like? Is our relationship built on mutual trust? Is this a long term 
relationship?  

» Do you need funding to support foundational requirements? Would untied funding unlock possibilities? What 
would be the impact of multi-year funding? Do proposed funds allow for unexpected challenges and support 
resilience?  

 
Funders should seek to embed openness and transparency between funder and NFP.  

5 QUESTIONS NFPS CAN USE TO 
MAXIMISE IMPACT 

 

Funders should have open discussions with NFPs to ensure that if they fail, they ‘fail forward’. 
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…AND TOOLS TO HELP NFPS ANSWER FOR 
IMPACT  

 

1. How can we work 
together to maximise 
impact? 

This foundational question is designed to set up a strong relationship between the 
funder and NFP, and underpins the other four questions. It is designed to support a 
transparent and meaningful dialogue between funder and NFP and helps clarify 
roles and responsibilities at the outset. The question asks, what do we want our 
relationship to look like? Is the relationship built on mutual trust? It can help the 
funder better understand what the NFP needs to deliver transformative impact at 
scale. It can also:  

 support a shared understanding of engagement and expectations including on 
issues such as frequency of reporting 

 open up discussions around conditionality, length of funding and foundational 
requirements (such as the need for support for capacity development or other 
costs) so NFPs are not starved of the tools required to support meaningful 
impact 

 identify opportunities for the funder to support the NFP in maximising impact 
(for example, by leveraging networks or other expertise) 

 reduce power imbalance between funder and NFP to ensure open dialogue. 

  

Checklist for NFPs: 

 Consider the level of engagement and assistance from funders that is likely to optimise outcomes 
 Engage key partners outside of the funder to ensure project is successful 
 Identify priority foundational issues that need to be discussed with the funder 

 

 

2. What impact are you 
trying to achieve? 

Articulating the extent and nature of impact can help test whether the impact is 
aligned with the funder’s own strategic goals and intent, noting that: 

 The NFP’s response may address a range of perspectives including goals, 
priorities, beneficiaries and geographic areas. 

 Understanding proposed impact and objectives will establish the framework for 
the questions that will follow. 

 

Checklist for NFPs: 

 Can you clearly explain the problem and who is impacted by this problem? 
 Can you explain the difference you are trying to make in terms of outcomes and impact? 
 Where do you want to make an impact? 
 Why is the proposed impact important? 
 How much impact are you trying to make? 

 

 

3. How will you achieve 
your impact? 

The ‘how’ question also allows the funder to delve into the background and context 
relevant to the proposal with particular emphasis on whether the NFP has the 
foundational capabilities to achieve impact. For example:  

 What is the NFP’s theory of change?  

Key capabilities:  Communications; strategy; negotiation 

Key capabilities:  Relationship; communication; negotiation 
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 How mature is the NFP (for example, a start-up versus an experienced NFP)?  
 Are there other participants in the same area and how will this impact the 

proposal? 
 Is the proposed model, if funded, financially sustainable?  
 Do the management team and staff have the necessary skills, strategy and 

motivation to deliver?  
 What governance structures are in place? 
 Have they planned any capacity building to support the proposed program?  

 Do they have the relevant IT and infrastructure to deliver the program?  
 Have you engaged your community, and have beneficiaries contributed to the 

design of the program? 
 What are the key relationships required to successfully deliver the program?  

 Are there other funding sources? 

This question allows the NFP to explain how funds and other resources will be 
deployed to support initiatives that influence desired outcomes/impact:  

 What evidence is available to support the NFP’s hypothesis? (For example have 
trials been conducted? Has a similar model been deployed elsewhere?)  

 Are there potential unintended consequences?  

This will help the funder understand the potential scale/scalability and sustainability 
of impact. Where there are gaps the funder may be able to help through funding 
or other supports? NFPs should also feel comfortable to discuss any barriers to 
achieving your impact, and work with the funder to identify ways to overcome 
these. 

 
Checklist for NFPs: 
From a broader organisational resilience and foundational perspective, can you address the following: 

 your organisational theory of change highlighting how you will achieve your desired outcomes and impacts 
 leadership and governance 

 expertise and capabilities required to support impact 
 infrastructure required to support impact including IT infrastructure 
 evidence of previous strong organisational performance in a similar field? 
 
In general: 
 have you taken into account foundational requirements when assessing costs and funding needs? 
 are all elements of the pyramid below addressed in developing your proposal? 

 

 
Source: Etzel M and Pennington H, Time to Reboot Grantmaking, Stanford Social Innovation Review, 2017 
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! Note that NFPs may also be asked to explain: 

 how inputs relate to activities, outputs, outcomes and impact (see diagram below) 
 the reliability of casual relationships between inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes and impact and supporting 

evidence 

 key implementation milestones and timeframes 
 assumptions that are relevant to the proposal and the consequences if those assumptions are not correct 
 potential unintended consequences and mitigation strategies 
 the broader context for your proposed initiative, including whether there are other participants tackling the 

same problems and potential risks and external shocks 
 the scalability of your proposal if successful and the costs associated with scale? 

 

Source: Social Impact Hub, Field Guide to Impact Investing, 2015 

 

 
 

4. How will you measure 
and communicate impact? 

This question allows the NFP to describe their approaches to both monitoring and 
evaluation, and communicating and reflecting on impact. The NFP can describe a 
plan for monitoring and evaluating relevant outcomes and flag costs associated with 
evaluation. Is there meaningful data and what does/can it tell us? A good test is 
whether the data is likely to prompt a particular action when provided (for example, 
reassessment of approach). 

Overly burdensome reporting requirements that are not commensurate with the 
extent and nature of funding can detract from the NFP’s core business. Note that 
the need for, and extent of, evaluation activity will vary depending on the context. 
There are multiple options for evaluation approaches (e.g. a randomised-control 
trial versus comparison of data prior to and following implementation), evaluator 
(e.g. independent or in-house) and timeframes – these will all have different 
impacts on costs, resources and timing of feedback to the funder. In some instances, 
reliable evaluation information may already be available, negating the need for 
intensive measurement.  

Beyond measurement, this question also allows the NFP to describe how they 
communicate and reflect on their impact. Good communication through storytelling 
can serve to maximise impact. The conversation can also explore how an NFP 
reflects on its ability to achieve, or not achieve its impact. How is the NFP improving 
what they are doing? Does the NFP have processes for organisational reflection? 

 
Checklist for NFPs: 

 Are you aware of existing literature and evaluation information that might help establish an approach to 
measurement? 

 Have you chosen report measures carefully? Be wary of proxy measures for the sake of measuring. 
 How would the framework below apply to your proposal? 

 Who would conduct the measurement and what methodologies will be applied? 
 What data will be used to support measurement? 

Key capabilities:  Program logic; research, strategy; financial management; leadership; communication; project 
management; scaling models 
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Source: Australian Productivity Commission, Contribution of the Not-for-profit Sector, Productivity Commission 
Research Report, January 2010  

 

 

5. What will you do if 
impact is not realised? 

The philanthropic dollar is unique in its flexibility to fund risk and innovation and 
create transformative change in the process. If funding is used well, then the 
practical reality is that impact may not be realised in all circumstances (in the same 
way that the for-profit must sometimes fail in order to innovate).  

Where an NFP encounters challenges or failures, they should be supported so that 
they ‘fail forward’, learn from setbacks and use it as an opportunity to rethink and 
innovate. This question also:  

 supports a dialogue around the key risks or external factors facing the NFP and 
whether mitigation strategies are in place 

 unpacks whether all scenarios have been considered and demonstrates openness 
to taking risks and discussing setbacks in support of impact.  

This question also invites conversation on how the funder and NFP could work 
together to support the NFP through challenging periods. 

 
Checklist for NFPs: 

Key capabilities:  Program logic; evaluation; performance monitoring  
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 Should you deploy trials or similar to test your approach and allow iteration or enhancement to ensure 
impact? 

 Does your organisation have sufficient expertise, finances and resilience to adjust and refine approach where 
needed?  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Key capabilities:  Performance monitoring; risk management; resilience; negotiation; financial management 


