
Getting Grantee Buy-in: 
Strategies for Funders to Create 
Alignment around Data

“Creating a collective investment in data-driven work is critical, as data 
helps tell the story of our impact.” —Sarah Pickens, US Soccer Foundation



Executive 
Summary

Strategies for Funders to 
Create Alignment around 
Data

● Our unique position in the 
space allows us to work 
closely with and understand 
both nonprofits and funders.

● Taking a cohort-based 
approach, and in doing so, 
building a community of 
like-minded organizations, 
empowers grantees to grow 
while making them feel 
supported in their work.

● Our 7 step approach will 
allow you to create a 
data-driven cohort of 
organizations, aligned around 
core principles of success.

● In creating a data-driven 
cohort, you will help to shift 
the mindset of your grantees 
from ‘have to’ to ‘want to.’

● UpMetrics empowers the 
philanthropic sector to use 
data to drive impact and tell 
their stories. 
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Getting Grantee Buy-in



From program design, to resource 
allocation, to storytelling for 
fundraising, data is changing how 
operators and funders drive 
impact. 

Access to data allows us to:

● Track progress towards goals and 
measure impact of programs

● Simplify how we leverage 
quantitative and qualitative 
information to tell a story of 
impact

● Effectively allocate resources 

● Design quality programs based 
on actionable insights

● Fundraise more efficiently

● Make informed decisions and 
learn from information 
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Data is 
Transforming 
How the 
Philanthropic 
Sector Drives 
Impact



Our Unique 
Position
UpMetrics works closely 
with both nonprofits and 
funders to amplify impact.

Our unique position in the sector allows us to 
work closely with both funders and nonprofits in a 
variety of ways. In some cases, individual grantees 
partner with us to access our data visualization 
platform and services.

In other cases, funders choose to provide 
UpMetrics to an entire cohort of grantees, taking a 
portfolio approach to data collection and 
reporting.

Rather than nonprofits diverting program capacity 
towards reporting requirements, these funders 
are empowering grantees to collect and use data 
that is most meaningful to them. Then, their data 
can be rolled up to support reporting and collective 
impact efforts for the funder.

In the latter case, it is essential to create buy-in 
from the grantees gaining access to these tools, as 
this innovative approach to reporting will require 
grantees to invest effort into the partnership in 
order to experience the greatest benefits.

This effort brings with it an opportunity to shift 
mindsets around funder-grantee dynamics from 
one of compliance-based roles to 
empowerment-focused relationships. 
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Taking A 
Cohort-Based 
Approach
"Funders have the opportunity to 
mirror their grantees' practices for 
more collaboratively and intentionally 
achieving shared goals. Just as impact 
organizations invest in relationships 
with youth, families, and other 
community members as bedrock to 
their programming—so too should 
funders prioritize the experiences and 
expertise of their grantees in order to 
create buy-in for the joint effort 
required of funders and grantees to 
make change happen."
—Greg Woodburn, UpMetrics Client 
Manager

A cohort is a group of people banded together for 
a specific purpose. For many funders, taking a 
cohort-based approach to grant-making provides 
them with an opportunity to add greater value for 
their grantees by foster relationships among 
grantees.

Rather than having relationships with each 
individual grantee in isolation, funders can 
leverage what grantees have in common to 
strengthen social capital, drive the adoption of 
best practices, and learn more from their grantees' 
experiences.

For example, a cohort can also make it easier for 
funders to invest in professional development for 
their grantees; celebrate individual and group 
successes; and calibrate funder-grantee power 
dynamics on more equal footing. Rather than 
focusing on money, the focus is shifted to impact 
analysis.

Often, the most meaningful takeaway of all is for 
cohort members to feel a sense of belonging. 
Community impact work can be lonely and 
stressful—especially when facing challenges. It is 
not always easy to find other people who are doing 
similar work to connect with.

Sharing experiences with peers from other 
organizations can be a powerful reminder for 
grantees that they are not alone in this work. In 
this way, funders can model a more collective form 
of leadership that makes more space for people 
engaged in direct service work to be vulnerable, 
feel supported, and grow.

Achieving the numerous benefits of a cohort 
requires dedicated time and effort from each 
cohort member on a continuous basis. It is 
therefore crucial for funders to take proactive 
steps to help their grantees have the capacity and 
commitment to engage in a cohort community.
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Here are 7 steps to build greater alignment with 
grantees when creating a data-driven cohort of 
organizations:

1. Begin with the big picture 

2. Show the benefits of data 
beyond fundraising

3. Share concrete, real-world 
examples of success

4. Be empathetic

5. Provide a clear process with 

specific steps and goals

6. Make it about their story of 
impact

7. Take time to build a 
community among your 
grantees
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1. Begin with the big picture

Before rushing into the nuts and bolts of 

operations, it is important to take time to 

frame the work you all are engaging in 

together. This creates a foundation of 

shared values and/or a North Star of 

shared goals.

Speak to why this work is important for 
you and other funders, but also why it is 
an important and exciting opportunity 
for the members of the cohort.

Case Study: Working with the Laureus 

Sport For Good Atlanta cohort, we began 

by describing the ways in which data can 

elevate the field of sports-based youth 

development (SBYD). Not only is it a 

growing priority for funders, but it is a 

chief strategy for improving the work we 

do in communities.

Why data can elevate the field of SBYD:

1. Improve programming by fostering 

greater understanding of what is 

effective

2. Drive resource to the space (to 

ensure all young people have 

opportunities to play)

Beginning with the ‘why’ provides clarity 

and consistency around our core mission 

while also making room for flexibility and 

ingenuity in the approach we all take to 

manifest it.

Set the big picture in collaboration with 

cohort members. Begin to frame the 

conversation and then invite them to add 

their perspectives and experiences—their 

‘why’—to the story.
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https://www.upmetrics.com/bridging-the-gap-how-data-can-align-providers-and-funders-to-drive-impact.html
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2. Show the benefits of data beyond 
fundraising

While cohort members often quickly see 

how data can boost their fundraising 

efforts, it is also crucial to create space 
to think through ways that data can 
strengthen program design and delivery.

This is not meant to make cohort 

members feel defensive about their 

programs or anxious about being held 

accountable for program activities.

Rather, data can help staff members and 

organizations shed more light on the 

multifaceted aspects of their work.

"What has been most inspiring in my work 
with Organizations such as ACE Project is 
the many ways organizations are now 
thinking about how data can be leveraged 
around program design and delivery. Simple 
things like Program Satisfaction surveys or 
Social & Elementary Learning Assessments 
are now being used to provide insights on 
how organizations can improve their 
programs to better serve youth" —Charles 
Brown, UpMetrics Client Manager

Ask cohort members to think through 

whom they serve, how they serve them, 

and what ‘quality’ looks like. From this 

space, one of the key patterns will likely 

be that cohort members do their best 

work when they are intentional and feel 

connected to strong relationships. 

Tracking the right things can help cohort 
members prioritize the aspects of their 
work that matter most.

The cohort members were selected 

because of the important work they are 

doing and their promise to continue 

growing. Continuing to learn and try new 

things in an intentional way requires data.

“On the policy side, we are using data to 
inform the committee on what are the most 
common grantee compliance issues. Some 
compliance issues need more training and 
the California Department of Education can 
allocate that time. Some compliance issues 
require a change in legislation, which is the 
focus of the policy committee. That is how 
we prioritize the work of the committee.” 
—George Hernandez, UpMetrics Managing 
Director
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3. Share concrete examples of success

Sharing concrete examples reduces 

ambiguity for cohort members; boosts 

your credibility; and can also spark 

creativity.

Case Study: In UpMetrics Client Manager 

Greg Woodburn’s former role at the 

Clinton Global Initiative (CGI), he would 

share examples of past CGI 

Commitments to Action with new 

organizations so they could see what the 

potential results of their partnership 

could look like. He would also emphasize 

the process of working with the 

highlighted organization that led to this 

end result.

● No relationship, no results.

Examples make the work tangible, and 

can help reinforce the idea that this 

requires joint effort over time. Giving 

praise to a specific point of contact at the 

organization can help highlight the people 

and relationships behind the program 

models and boilerplate language.

● Sharing examples also builds 
credibility that you have done 
successful work with organizations 
similar to your cohort members.

Community-based organizations with 

very limited capacity often have to be 

somewhat risk-averse in how they invest 

their time and other resources, since 

there is precious little of it to invest when 

compared to the size of their impact 

ambitions.

● Examples can  spark creativity 
because it is often easier and more 
fruitful to generate ideas in 
reference to something rather 
than spitballing ideas from a blank 
canvas. 

Cohort members can envision parts of 

their work that might be similar to the 

example shared, and begin thinking about 

what unique elements of their work may 

require a different approach.
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4. Be empathetic

A strong relationship driving towards 

meaningful results requires deep 

empathy for the cohort members and the 

communities they serve. Key ingredients 

for empathy are respect and humility.

Example: Journalist and author Krista 

Tippett’s definition of humility—“It is not 

making yourself small, it is making others 

big.”

Be real with your grantees. 
Acknowledge power dynamics. Develop 
a clear learning agenda of the things you 
want to learn from cohort members and 
the communities they serve. Ask them 
what they want to learn from you an 
what you can help with beyond financial 
contributions.

Make time for building relationships in 

order to learn what you can’t learn 

otherwise.

Not only will empathy ensure you do the 

work that matters—but it will also make 

the journey a more pleasant experience.

A true safe space and learning 

environment is a space where cohort 

members feel comfortable and supported 

to share about challenges and setbacks, 

not just report on big wins.

In this way, empathy can help the 

conversation focus on the present 

moment (‘what’s going well and what’s 

not going so well in your process right 

now?’), rather than living only in the past 

(‘these are the good things we achieved 

last year’), or in the future (‘next year we 

aim to…’).

“Empathy in grant-making is critical. It’s not 
about sprinkling money and waiting for 
results. You have to understand what it is 
that people are trying to do and empower 
people to execute on their theory of 
change.” —Stephen Minix, Director of Client 
Services

Model the approach you want nonprofit 

leaders to have with their staff, and their 

staff to have with the communities they 

serve—positivity, a growth mindset, and a 

culture of listening.
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5. Provide a clear process with specific steps 
and goals

Your cohort members’ time is valuable. If 

you are asking them to do certain things 

like reporting on progress and attending 

in-person meetings, you should make 

these asks as clear and proactive as 

possible.

Community-based organizations have to 
prioritize—and pass on many 
opportunities even if they seem 
interesting—because of limited capacity. 
Even if your supports sound interesting, 
a lack of clarity often translates to a lack 
of follow-through on implementation.

Balance providing guideposts  and 

regularly tracking cohort members’ 

progress with providing space for each 

organization to execute toward their 

milestones in the way that makes sense 

for them.

It’s important that we build upon shared 

values and a shared overarching vision, 

but the contributions each cohort 

member looks to make and the 

tactics/systems they use will vary.

Make it clear what you expect folks to do 

in preparation by sending agendas ahead 

of time. Help folks be present during your 

interactions with them. 

And, reinforce specific next steps 

following up on your interactions by 

sending a summary email and other 

resources that can support cohort 

members in sharing with their teams and 

other community stakeholders.

"We have to educate our grantees on how 
the data they collect allows us to more 
effectively fundraise the resources we need 
to support them over time. Whether a 
grantee is expanding their school's music 
offerings or launching a music program for 
first time, there are many forms of success." 
—Chiho Feindler, Senior Director of 
Programs and Policy, VH1 Save The Music 
Foundation
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6. Make it about their story of impact

Storytelling is at the heart of our work at 

UpMetrics and at the heart of all 

community impact organizations’ work. 

Quantitative and qualitative data; data 

looking at one individual and data 

reflecting an entire group; all these have a 

place in the stories of impact we aim to 

tell.

“I thought the meeting was very helpful. It 
really made me think about data in a more 
empowering way for the mission and people 
we serve (girls, families, and coaches).” 
—Laureus Sport For Good Atlanta cohort 
member 

In order for cohort members’ programs to 

achieve a ripple effect beyond the people 

they directly serve, it is crucial to support 

them in shaping their narrative about the 

challenges, opportunities, and meaning 

that animate their missions.

Stories can connect with people’s minds 

and hearts, with their intellect and 

imagination. 

They can inspire cohort members to tap 

into their gratitude, heartache, joy, 

wonder, and other emotions. 

These stories are powerful bridges to 

foster stronger relationships among 

cohort members, and to in turn extend 

your cohort’s internal alignment into a 

powerful call to action for other 

stakeholders to learn and join in.

“I enjoy the work you have done to simplify 
our impact into something useable. I also 
enjoyed hearing from my peers on how their 
programs are progressing, both the 
celebrations and the challenges. I am 
learning a lot!” 
—Laureus Sport For Good Atlanta cohort 
member 

Conversations often move from feeling 

hesitant around data to feeling 

empowered and confident.

We’re not leading by asking folks to 

describe their approach to data 

collection; we’re beginning by asking 

them to describe the communities they 

serve, and what success means to them.
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7. Take time to build a community among your 
grantees

Don’t underestimate the power of 
bringing people together, and helping 
people understand that they are not 
alone in the challenges they face.

Develop an agenda with activities and 

open-ended questions to stimulate 

reflection, conversation, and 

connections—but also intentionally 

create open time for folks to connect 

informally.

"At the Clinton Global Initiative, we 
designed our annual in-person conferences 
to simultaneously be the culmination of 
certain endeavors, and the catalyst for the 
next round of organizations' work together. 
This approach helped us celebrate projects 
and partnerships in ways that could add to 
their momentum.

"At Right To Play, we hosted the meetings at 
different cohort members' sites to showcase 
everyone's unique contexts and exciting 
commonalities." —Greg Woodburn, 
UpMetrics Client Manager

Good things take time—often lots of time. 

Strengthening the alignment and 

relationships throughout your cohort can 

heighten the sense of urgency you all feel 

to address society’s pressing challenges 

and create brighter opportunities for 

communities. 

But it should also deepen your patience 

for doing the little things, day by day, that 

build enduring impact. 

These things include bringing people and 

organizations together; reflecting on core 

values; articulating a vision of success; 

being intentional; communicating clearly; 

learning eagerly; and contributing to a 

community.
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Leveraging these 7 steps can help 
you generate greater buy-in from 
each cohort member because 
alignment and clarity stoke the 
flames of enthusiasm and 
collaboration.
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Shifting the 
mindset from 
“have to” to 
“want to,” 
together.

Embracing new 
opportunities.

As cohort members embrace 
new opportunities in your 
work together, the relationship 
can shift from a “Have to” 

mindset to a “Want to” 

mindset.

This eagerness on both sides of 
the funder-grantee 
relationship—and among all 
members of a cohort—is 
fundamental to promoting new 
learnings for our field and 
collective impact for our 
communities. 

That’s a vision of success we 
can all align with.
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Your Partner 
in Building a 
Data-Driven 
Cohort
UpMetrics partners with 
funders and their grantees 
to co-create an approach to 
define success, collect data, 
and track progress towards 
goals.

“Working with UpMetrics has been such a smooth 
process. The sales and data team have been 
responsive to our unique needs, and have allowed 
multiple opportunities for feedback. This has 
resulted in a more individualized product and 
experience.

“UpActive has transformed our ability to provide 
accurate and timely administrative oversight. 
Because our after school programs are spread 
across 9 different sites and 3 cities, it has become 
more challenging to track engagement and 
provide immediate feedback to staff. Now, we are 
able to check-in more regularly, to see if there 
have been dips or increases in program 
attendance, and to identify reasons why. This has 
provided great insight into the quality and 
day-to-day operations of each program.

“Moving to this program management database 
has been invaluable.”

— Susan Klumpner, Executive Director of The ACE 
Project
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Empowering the Philanthropic Space to 
Be Data Driven

UpMetrics tools and services allow nonprofits and funders to collect, 
analyze, and learn from data to drive impact and tell their stories.
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Contact solutions@upmetrics.com to learn more about how UpMetrics can bring a  data-driven approach 
to impact to your organization.

UpMetrics
300 Brannan St, Ste 504
San Francisco, CA 94107

#dataforgood | www.upmetrics.com

mailto:solutions@upmetrics.com

