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When we say that data is at the heart of social impact, we’re being deliberate with our
words. Nonprofits and foundations rely on data to operate effectively, but they also
rely on a lot of heart, driving staff to work tirelessly toward achieving their
mission.
However, for many impact organizations, it can often feel like the need for data and
detailed reporting is at odds with the emotional reasons that inspire staff to pour
their hearts into their work each day. Maybe this is in part because historically,
traditional data collection and reporting diverts energy and resources away from the
core of the mission and into a tedious process of gathering numbers, tallying totals, and
calculating percentages.

Does the Burden Outweigh the Output?
For most nonprofits, the impact reporting process is time-consuming and full of bespoke
requirements, forcing staff to create custom report configurations multiple times over
for each funder or investor. Funders are acutely aware of what nonprofits know
firsthand: that data collection and reporting represent a considerable burden on
nonprofits, especially in times when resources are already stretched thin.
And for all the effort that goes into gathering and providing data, what is the result?
Static historical reports that by design can only represent a point in time that has
already passed. Complex reports that slice and dice data to project or program levels,
often without the context of a big-picture impact view. Reports that often get filed away
soon after they are received.
The reality is, impact reporting has been an arduous check-the-box requirement for as
long as we can remember, and we believe the sector is ready to rethink reporting – in
a way that puts more heart into data.

01

Why It’s Time for a Reporting Rethink
We know that many nonprofits lack sufficient resources to efficiently manage data
collection and reporting, which puts pressure on staff and systems during quarterly and
annual reporting periods.
This is why we believe it’s time for data collection and reporting to be an ongoing
knowledge-building effort rather than a responsibility for nonprofits to shoulder
alone.
We know that the problems nonprofits and foundations seek to solve are complex, and
the data depicting these problems can be complex, as well. Because reporting can be so
complex, it’s often challenging for social sector organizations to quantify their impact.
This is why we believe it’s time that impact organizations have access to solutions that
reduce the complexity of data analysis and reporting.
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We know that outcomes and impact are almost never driven by single projects or
programs in a vacuum. When nonprofits are forced to spend their data collection and
reporting resources on a siloed, program-level approach to number-crunching, there is a
risk of missing information or context that can speak to the bigger picture.
This is why we believe impact organizations deserve a new approach to viewing,
analyzing, and learning from data to gain a deeper understanding of progress toward
impact.
We know that, in almost all cases, impact reporting is a depiction of the past, not of what
could be. Data can explain what an impact organization has done, but data without
context and data that is historical only cannot actively shape outcomes and impact for
communities and causes.
This is why we believe an impact reporting rethink means approaching reporting with
a learning mindset, looking to data not only as evidence of what has been done, but of
what can be done.
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Embracing a Learning Mindset
Now, we aren’t suggesting that nonprofits should stop reporting or that the information
contained in traditional reports is not useful. What we are suggesting is that impact
organizations elevate their reporting with rich context and opportunities for learning.
Using Context to Promote Learning
When you approach reporting with a learning mindset, you’re seeking insight beyond
tallies and totals. Adding context alongside your data can elevate your reporting to
become a learning asset instead of merely a depiction of activities that happened during
the previous period. Consider weaving in qualitative points and relevant news stories to
enrich your reporting, which can place your organization’s work into a wider context of
impact and change. This helps to “widen the lens” of your report on the efforts of your
mission and the outcomes in your community.
As an example, some impact organizations are adding qualitative diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) information to their reporting, enriching program-specific data with
information and perspectives that provide greater context around their work.
Focusing on Comprehensiveness to Level Up Learning
When you’re in the midst of a traditional reporting period, you may feel that you have no
choice but to be laser-focused on gathering only the requested and required data points
at hand. However, each reporting cycle offers opportunities to discover new
connections between programs, funders, and communities. By prioritizing
comprehensiveness in your reporting, you can open new doors to ongoing and
meaningful learning that could have an effect on progress and outcomes.
As an example, if you are completing a report based on one specific program, look for
ways to explore similar data from other programs across your organization, or at
different types of data requests from other funders. You can also use third-party or
public data to expand your view of impact, especially when you’re seeking to solve
complex or systemic issues.
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Putting a Learning Mindset into Practice
Nonprofits, foundations, and impact investors are embracing a new learning mindset when it comes to data and
reporting, and they’re showing it is possible – and impactful – to make this shift.
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when creating grant reports and preparing for meetings
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A Learning Mindset in Motion
In order to embrace a learning mindset in place of traditional reporting, you first need to
solve some of the problems with traditional reporting. It takes too long. It’s too complex.
It’s designed to look backward, not forward.
Instead, with a real-time dashboard that surfaces data from multiple sources, you can
put a learning mindset into motion, easily drilling into specific program- or funder-level
data points or elevating your view to see the big picture around impact.
Get an inside look at the UpMetrics Affordable Housing Dashboard
In this scenario, data becomes the basis for discussion, giving you the insight to deepen
understanding, illuminate challenges, and strengthen strategies. All of which help you to
accelerate progress and impact.
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Getting Started
If you feel like you could be getting more out of your data, or that you and your
colleagues spend too much time on traditional reporting that doesn’t promote learning,
it’s time to ask some questions.
How will we define success across our impact ecosystem?
What is the data we need to gather to know if our work is successful?
Where are there gaps in our data?
Are there data sources we need to add context and comprehensiveness to our
reporting?
Do we have the ability to elevate our reporting to the impact level?
Are we actively using data and reporting as a way to promote ongoing learning and
increased impact?
Interested to know more about how UpMetrics helps impact organizations use realtime data and a learning mindset to drive social impact? Connect with us today.
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