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Getting to a better future for 
social sector measurement 

Social sector organizations tackle some of the world’s most difficult and com-
plex challenges on a daily basis. And, just as in other industries, getting the 
right data and information at the right time is essential to understanding what 
an organization needs to achieve, whether it is doing what it set out to do, and 
what impact its efforts are actually having. Yet, despite marked advances in 
the tools and methods for monitoring, evaluation, and learning in the social 
sector, as well as a growing number of bright spots in practice emerging in the 
field, there is broad dissatisfaction across the sector about how data is—or is 
not—used. 
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Advanced data analytic 
techniques are allowing 
social activists to identify 
patterns and understand 
systems like never before.

PROGRAM staff find it difficult to quantify 
and prove results that they intuitively know 
are occurring, and they can find themselves 

confused by an alphabet soup of methodological op-
tions ranging from randomized controlled trials to 
developmental evaluation. Monitoring and evalu-
ation (M&E) directors deal with others’ unrealistic 
expectations about the analyses they, the M&E di-
rectors, will be able to produce, and they are often 
frustrated with their organizations’ inability to in-
tegrate evaluation findings into concrete decisions 
about strategy. Donors and boards are disappointed 
by the fact that evaluation has too often overprom-
ised and under-delivered in its efforts to measure 
organizations’ efficacy and impact. And nonprofits 
and social entrepreneurs are asked to spend time 
and money capturing data and reporting on out-
comes that they feel serve nearly everyone’s pur-
poses except their own.  

Challenges like these are not limited to philan-
thropy. The same issues play out at corporate citi-
zenship and sustainability groups within for-profit 
companies; with mission-driven investors and 
family offices; with senior executives who want to 
show their companies are making a social contribu-
tion while meeting or exceeding their financial ob-
jectives; and with government agencies that need 
evidence of impact from the use of public monies. 
This is not surprising: Social impact measurement 
is hard to do well. 

Despite all this, however, there is also great 
cause for optimism. Advanced data analytic tech-
niques are allowing social activists to identify pat-
terns and understand systems like never before. 
Open data movements and integrated platforms are 
creating new opportunities for sharing and aggre-
gating data. An emerging movement around “con-
stituent voice” is actively engaging the people most 
affected by philanthropic programs in the process of 
designing and improving the services they receive. 
New behavioral economics principles are allowing 
for greater understanding of and influence over the 
real drivers behind decision-making. 

These are just a few of the trends that are creat-
ing exciting possibilities for monitoring, evaluation, 
and learning in the social sector. The obstacles are 
less about methods and more about organizational 
and field-level challenges.

THE “REIMAGINING MEASUREMENT” INITIATIVE
Monitor Institute by Deloitte undertook a year-long, multi-funder “Reimagining measurement” 
initiative to highlight existing bright spots worth spreading and inspire experimentation 
with a range of next practices in the use of data and information in the social sector. 

The approach was rooted in innovation principles and practices that have been adapted to 
spur new thinking, not just at individual organizations, but for the social sector as a whole.  

For the initiative, we spoke with more than 125 social sector experts and practitioners, developed 
a “bright spots” catalog with 750 examples, and researched evaluation, monitoring, and learning 
practices as well as relevant trends in the field and adjacencies from outside philanthropy.                                          

The goal is to hold up a mirror to the field—not to endorse any one approach or the views of any 
single institution or project sponsor—and, in the process, help individual organizations and the social 
sector as a whole explore and influence possible futures for measurement, evaluation, and learning. 
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Data is becoming 
more accessible than 
ever; yet, figuring 
out how to effectively 
integrate information 
into decision-making 
remains a challenge.

Reimagining measurement

So what can be done to help social sector actors 
build a truly data-driven understanding of social 
impact—both at individual organizations and ini-
tiatives, and at a more holistic level? To investigate 
this question, Monitor Institute by Deloitte’s “Rei-
magining measurement” initiative explored where 
a diverse array of field leaders and experts expect 
monitoring, evaluation, and learning in the social 
sector to be in 10 years, as well as where they hope 
it will be (see sidebar, “The ‘Reimagining measure-
ment’ initiative”). Comparing these expected and 
better futures enabled us to recognize practices that 
should be preserved and promoted, and to identify 
concrete steps that those who need, provide, and/
or interpret data can take to increase the chances of 
achieving a better future. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, when the research team 
asked participants, “How do you expect the future 
of monitoring, evaluation, and learning to develop 
over the next decade?,” the answers were decidedly 
not optimistic. Without active intervention, the peo-
ple we spoke with expected an expansion and deep-
ening of what we already see emerging today. Data 
is becoming more accessible than ever; yet, figuring 
out how to effectively integrate information into 
decision-making remains a challenge. New data 
methods, tools, and analytics continue to flower and 

expand, but nonprofits struggle with this profusion 
of options and choices, and most find that they have 
insufficient resources—both monetary and human—
to effectively choose among and use data analytic 
tools and techniques. Despite a growing movement 
to incorporate constituent voice into evaluation 
activities, these activities continue to aim more to 
serve foundations’ needs than those of grantees and 
the communities they serve. In essence, the partici-
pants’ expected future was marked simultaneously 
by hope, with the promise of greater understanding 
and impact—and despair, as they saw individual 

“bright spots” in the field multiply but not necessar-
ily sum.

What was more heartening was hearing partici-
pants’ ideas for a better future. When asked what 
they hoped would happen in social sector moni-
toring, evaluation, and learning, our interviewees 
envisioned a future in which continuous learning 
is a core management tool; where foundations, as 
commentator Van Jones reportedly said, “stop giv-
ing grants and start funding experiments”;1 where 
foundations, grantees, and other groups share data, 
learning, and knowledge openly and widely; and 
where constituents’ feedback about what they need 
and what success looks like is central to strategy de-
velopment and review.  

It is a future that will take effort to create. And 
unfortunately, if things don’t change, the future of 
social sector organizations will likely be the future 
they expect, rather than the future they hope for.

Being clear on where the social sector wants to 
go with monitoring, learning, and evaluation, and 
on the difference between the expected and better 
future, can spur determination to change course 
and a willingness to embrace innovation and ex-
perimentation. 

Three characteristics 
of a better future

Based on our interviews, the research team iden-
tified three characteristics that participants within 
and outside the social sector believe should be de-
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fining pillars of a better future for monitoring, eval-
uation, and learning. These three characteristics 
are purpose, perspective, and alignment with 
other actors.

The first characteristic, purpose, is about the 
“why” of monitoring, evaluation, and learning. Our 
participants believe that data collection, analysis, 
and interpretation activities should aim to more ef-
fectively put decision-making at the center of moni-
toring, evaluation, and learning efforts. Simply put, 
measurement should aim to inform better strategic, 
operational, and portfolio decisions among both 
philanthropic funders and grantee organizations. 

While this seems intuitively obvious, many or-
ganizations have historically struggled to define 
and track metrics that are meaningful for effective 
decision-making. It is very common for people, for 
instance, when wanting to judge the effectiveness of 
some effort, to ask what key performance indicators 
are available. This is a form of the “streetlight effect,” 
the observational bias of looking for data where it 
is easiest to search and not necessarily where one 
should look. The tendency is to rely on the available 
data instead of data that, while more useful, would 
be harder to collect. Putting decision-making at the 
center is, as one of our interviewees said, to prac-

tice “decision-driven evidence making.” It is the 
discipline of being clear about purpose, then about 
approach, and only then about the right indicators. 
Moreover, putting decision-making at the center 
involves not only the generation of data-driven in-
sight, but also its application at an important orga-
nizational moment to change participant behavior. 

The second characteristic, perspective, speaks 
to the “who” of measurement and evaluation. Per-
spective calls on social sector participants to better 
empower constituents and promote diversity, equi-
ty, and inclusion; it is about reframing who gets to 
define what is needed, what constitutes success, and 
what impact interventions are having. Who benefits 
from and controls what data is collected and how 
it is used? If the social sector views constituents as 
active participants rather than passive recipients of 
interventions intended to create positive social im-
pact, these constituents’ ability to provide input and 
obtain access to data will be seen as inherently vital 
and valuable. Those who fund programs and pro-
vide services on the ground have a useful perspec-
tive on impact, but theirs should be neither the only 
perspective nor the privileged perspective. 

Although participatory and empowering data 
collection methods are important, perspective is 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insightsSource: Deloitte.

Figure 1. Defining pillars of a better future for monitoring, evaluation, and learning
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about more than methods. It’s about using data to 
gain insight and serve equitable goals, to change or-
ganizational cultures to promote inclusion, and to 
provide information and data tools for the agency 
and choice of constituents. Indeed, the very act of 
observing causes people to attend to some things 
and not to others, and the act of recording those ob-
servations requires people to choose how they will 
categorize or combine observations. Because of this, 
the collection and use of data is itself infused with 
power dynamics—and the way this is done can ad-
dress or perpetuate inequities. 

Alignment with other actors, the third char-
acteristic, concerns the “what” of monitoring, evalu-
ation, and learning. It is about more productively 
learning at scale: getting better at learning from 
and with other actors—about the good, bad, and 
inconclusive—to better match the scale and com-
plexity of today’s social and environmental prob-
lems. For example, removing forced labor from the 
supply chain, curbing greenhouse gases, instilling a 
culture of health, or promoting gender and ethnic 
equity cannot be accomplished by any single orga-
nization, business, or government on its own. But 
although these actors may not have the opportunity 
to coordinate their social impact efforts, they can 

teach and learn from each other’s experiences. A 
great opportunity exists to make a bigger difference 
more quickly if the social sector can better combine 
insights across multiple organizations and many 
programs. New opportunities abound to develop 
collective knowledge and integrated data efforts 
that promote learning at the scale of the problems 
the world faces.

Innovations in monitoring, 
evaluation, and learning: 
Case studies

Reimagining measurement doesn’t necessarily 
mean inventing something entirely new. Central to 
any innovation process is to look for and learn from 
where innovation is already happening. In the case 
of measurement, many organizations are already 
integrating elements of the three characteristics just 
mentioned. These existing “bright spots” in the field 
can serve as important inspiration and a source of 
ideas for social sector organizations. Figuring out 
how to spread them and adapt them to new contexts 
can play a critical role in bridging the gap between 
the expected and better future.

The case studies included in this report are just a 
few of the many bright spots emerging in social sec-
tor monitoring, evaluation, and learning:

PURPOSE: EFFECTIVELY PUTTING 
DECISION-MAKING AT THE CENTER

• HopeLab is a social innovation lab focused on 
designing science-based technologies to im-
prove the health and well-being of teens and 
young adults.

• DentaQuest Foundation, a funder promoting 
oral health, uses innovative approaches to lessen 
the reporting burden on grantees. 

• The Open Society Foundations, a network of 
grantmakers, has separated learning conversa-
tions from portfolio review conversations to pro-
mote learning and adaptation.

INNOVATION TOOLS FOR 
REIMAGINING MEASUREMENT
Innovation is not just the means for 
imagining a better future; it also provides the 
practices to test and learn one’s way into that 
better future. The innovation tools created 
through the “Reimagining measurement” 
initiative2 are meant to catalyze 
experimentation, action, and learning.3 They 
have drawn inspiration from diverse sources, 
including tools and practices in other sectors, 
and they have striven to take into account 
opportunities created through emerging 
trends in technology and social shifts. Most 
importantly, they aim to help users challenge 
assumptions about standard ways of 
doing things.

Reimagining measurement
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PERSPECTIVE: EMPOWERING 
CONSTITUENTS AND PROMOTING 
DIVERSITY, EQUITY, AND INCLUSION

• Family Independence Initiative (FII) is an orga-
nization that leverages the power of technology 
and information to help families strengthen ex-
isting and create new social networks while also 
helping them access financial capital to support 
one another in achieving mobility.

• Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s Culture of 
Health work integrates equity by identifying the 
health impacts of factors such as residential seg-
regation and employment.

ALIGNMENT WITH OTHER ACTORS: 
PRODUCTIVELY LEARNING AT SCALE 

• HomeKeeper, a data management system for 
affordable housing organizations, pools data 
to enable a field-wide view of what is working 
across a range of markets, homebuyer types, 
and approaches.

Getting to a better future

Bright spots in the field offer critical models for 
innovation in monitoring, evaluation, and learning 
at particular organizations. But bridging the gap 
between the expected and better future will also 
require social sector participants to imagine new 

possibilities for experimentation, hypothesis-test-
ing, and learning as well. In the “Reimagining mea-
surement” initiative, we heard many promising new 
ideas, some of which can be adopted by individual 
organizations and some that can be tested in collab-
oration. For example, what if the sector as a whole: 

. . . were able to change grant reporting to require 
grantees to collect, monitor, and share data that is 
meaningful for grantees and constituents first and 
foremost?

. . . had the data collection and aggregation in-
frastructure to enable constituent feedback for deci-
sion-making, enabling the constituents themselves 
to make certain resource allocation and other initia-
tive decisions? 

. . . provided incentives to a group of grantees 
working in the same issue area, but with different 
theories of change, to spur them to aggregate learn-
ing and evaluation across their organizations?

To create a better future for measurement in 
the social sector, incremental change is not likely 
to be sufficient. The shifts that are needed require 
engaged action, not just among those charged 
with monitoring, evaluation, and learning activi-
ties, but across organizations and between funders 
and grantees. Getting to a better future will require 
ongoing exploration as social sector actors come to-
gether to further develop and test new ideas, engage 
in action learning,4 and share what is learned.

Enhancing social impact through better monitoring, evaluation, and learning
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How can organizations 
improve? One potential 
starting point is that the 
data needed to generate 
useful insights has 
become easier to create, 
capture, and analyze 
than ever before.

NURSING is incredibly hard work. So hard, 
in fact, that nearly two-thirds of nurses in 
a recent survey report some type of “nurse 

burnout.” Forty-three percent of all newly trained 
hospital nurses leave their jobs within three years. 
And work-related exhaustion among nurses, in turn, 
can have serious implications for patient health: 
increased numbers of 
medical errors, lower pa-
tient satisfaction, higher 
rates of healthcare-as-
sociated infections, and 
higher 30-day patient 
mortality rates.5 

To address these chal-
lenges, HopeLab, a social 
innovation lab that de-
signs science-based tech-
nologies to improve the 
health and well-being of 
teens and young adults, 
partnered with Dignity 
Health, a nonprofit hos-
pital system, to identify 
ways to reduce stress and increase resilience among 
nurses. HopeLab identifies behaviors that support 
health and well-being, researches the psychology 
that motivates or inhibits those behaviors, and cre-
ates technologies designed to trigger adaptive be-
havior change. 

The project began with detailed research and 
observation to help HopeLab understand the issues 
leading to nurse exhaustion and burnout. HopeLab 

personnel shadowed nurses on the job to gain in-
sight into their work environment and surface 
potential intervention ideas. From this “human-
centered” study, the team identified three different 
potential technological solutions that could help 
boost nurse resilience in the face of a difficult work 
environment. 

For each concept, they 
developed initial proto-
types and conducted a 
series of iterative, rapid-
cycle tests with nurses 
and nursing leadership 
to improve the technol-
ogy and land on a final 
solution. This robust, 
evidence-based testing 
process, combined with 
expert guidance and con-
siderations of feasibility, 
scalability, and impact 
potential, helped Dig-
nity Health to make an 
informed choice about 

which solution to pursue. The ultimate outcome 
was a new tool called Debriefing Codes, a system 
that can help nurses look back, identify practice 
improvements, and provide support for the staff’s 
emotional needs after a difficult emergency “code” 
situation occurs.

HopeLab’s development approach provides a 
vivid example of the importance of purpose in mon-
itoring, evaluation, and learning. The organization 

Purpose: Putting decision-
making at the center 
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uses evidence-driven design processes, including 
rapid randomized, controlled tests of its product 
designs, to make key decisions about health prod-
uct designs and usage. Potential solutions are tested 
in rapid feedback cycles using user-centered design 
principles. HopeLab also performs outcome assess-
ments to determine if the use of its technologies 
results in measurable health improvements. Its re-
search process is designed to inform concrete, real-
time decisions that shape the organization’s health 
product tools and the way they are used.

The “why” of monitoring, 
evaluation, and learning

At its heart, putting decision-making at the cen-
ter means focusing on the purpose, or the “why,” of 
monitoring, evaluation, and learning. In organiza-
tions that put decision-making at the center, all data 
collection and analysis efforts aim to answer essen-
tial questions that can guide leaders in allocating 
resources and adjusting strategy:
• What do we want to accomplish?
• Are we doing what we said we would do? 
• Should we be doing something else instead?
• How are we doing and what can we do better? 
• What impact are we having?

The need for this type of data-based decision-
making is not a new conversation in the social sec-
tor. However, organizations still find it difficult to 
put in place the capacities, incentives, and practices 
to create useful and meaningful evidence, integrate 
it effectively into the decision-making process, and 
change behavior in the desired direction.

How can organizations improve? One potential 
starting point is that the data needed to generate 
useful insights has become easier to create, cap-
ture, and analyze than ever before. What is know-
able has been utterly transformed; the sheer speed, 
quantity, and accessibility of the data that organi-
zations can produce has exploded. Organizations 
seeking ways to collect the right data to inform de-
cisions can draw on a range of tools and sources of 
inspiration. Innovative organizations are learning 

from their peers as well as from advances in other 
sectors; they are adapting to emerging trends and 
overturning established orthodoxies to develop new 
ways of generating and using data-driven insight.6  

Technology start-ups, for instance, have pioneered 
lean analytics methods in which teams use data to 
quickly iterate and learn. These fit into larger agile 
management approaches that prioritize a rapid, in-
cremental, and adaptive method of learning for im-
provement, with data creation clearly tied to ongo-
ing decision-making. 

Changing expectations 
to promote learning 

HopeLab, of course, isn’t alone in trying to put 
decision-making at the center. Many other organi-
zations are experimenting with other approaches 
that help them focus their monitoring and evalua-
tion efforts on learning and improvement, and on 
how the information they create is ultimately put to 
use.

Take, for example, the DentaQuest Founda-
tion, a corporate funder focused on promoting oral 
health in the United States. DentaQuest has chosen 
to lessen the reporting burden on grantees by pay-
ing significant attention to making its evaluation 
requirements useful for the grantee. DentaQuest 
provides opportunities for grantees to shape their 
overall evaluation strategy and approach, invites 
(rather than requires) grantees to participate in 
learning-focused monitoring and evaluation efforts, 
and encourages grantees to develop reporting and 
evaluation products (such as videos and communi-
cation collateral) that allow grantees to share their 
impact not only with DentaQuest but with their local 
stakeholders. The intent is to balance accountability 
with learning and to make evaluation processes and 
products useful tools for the grantees to advance 
their strategies. In effect, DentaQuest builds report-
ing requirements into the kinds of data-collection 
efforts that the grantees would likely have wanted to 
pursue anyway to guide decisions on interventions 
and methods of engagement. 

Enhancing social impact through better monitoring, evaluation, and learning
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Or consider the way the Open Society Foun-
dations, the international philanthropic network 
founded by George Soros, is shifting the empha-
sis to learning and adaptation. The organization 
separates conversations focused on learning from 
conversations about strategy approval and fund-
ing allocation. Every two years, on a rolling basis, it 
conducts a “portfolio review” of each area of work 
with program staff and board members to self-
critique program activities and assess what has 
worked and what has not. Program allocation deci-
sions then occur separately as part of a strategy and 
budget review, which can occur up to two years lat-
er. This strategy and budget review reflects program 
performance and refinements to the approach that 
emerge from the earlier learning-focused portfolio 
review. Separating the discussion of “what worked 
and what didn’t” from the discussion of “how much 
should each program get and for what?” has en-
couraged program staff to surface information in 
the learning sessions without the immediate con-
cern of how that information would affect funding. 
This information can then guide operational deci-
sions such as whether to offer more flexible funding 
to certain grantees or adjust some grantees’ levels 
of support, allowing Open Society Foundations to 
more effectively pursue its mission. 

What can we learn?

Organizations like HopeLab, DentaQuest, and 
Open Society Foundations illustrate ways that both 
funders and the organizations they work with can 
integrate monitoring, evaluation, and learning ac-
tivities with strategic, operational, and portfolio 
decision-making. Lessons to take away include: 
• Embed experimentation and hypothesis-

testing into the organization. HopeLab 
maintains a continuous improvement mind-set 
that is integral to its product development and 
assessment work. User-centered design efforts 
do not presume to know what is needed in ad-

vance, and the organization’s product testing 
methods emphasize iterative improvement 
through user feedback. The organization is com-
mitted to the use of discovery and translational 
science as the foundation for its products, and it 
focuses on evidence creation both during prod-
uct development and when assessing longer-
term impacts.

• Create incentives to share and act on in-
formation. Many of the social sector’s chal-
lenges with putting decision-making at the 
center may stem from incentive structures that 
work against learning by discouraging candid 
information-sharing. Recognizing and chang-
ing these problematic incentives can therefore 
be important in enabling an organization to put 
information to good use. Funding requirements, 
for instance, create powerful incentives around 
if and what data is collected. Through its report-
ing process, DentaQuest aligns incentives to 
enable grantees to take ownership of reporting 
for meaningful use. Open Society Foundations 
sets its review schedules to explicitly remove the 
problematic incentive to avoid bad news to re-
ceive continued programmatic support. 

• Focus on closing feedback loops with 
course corrections. Too often, efforts to 
integrate data and information into organiza-
tional decision-making fall down at the stage 
of translating learning into action. The rapid-
cycle iteration that HopeLab uses in developing 
its products explicitly creates multiple loops of 
action-feedback-response: Product develop-
ers gather user feedback, make changes to the 
product, and then go back to the users for their 
reaction to the changes. While the Open Society 
Foundations operate in a different organization-
al context, it aspires to establish a clear linkage 
of learning and behavior change in its strategy 
and budget review meetings, in which leaders 
are encouraged to openly discuss how effectively 
programs changed and adapted as a result of 
interim learnings.

Reimagining measurement
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Where we can go from here

While innovations by particular organizations 
can provide inspiration, a number of broader efforts 
are needed to spur more systematic change. These 
can include:7

• Adopting more meaningful ways of de-
fining and collecting monitoring results. 
What could it look like if grant reporting were 
fundamentally rethought? What if a funder 
worked with grantees (individually or in re-
lated clusters) to use data that is meaningful 
for the grantees first and foremost, or data that 
is already collected by the grantees but would 
also suffice for the funder’s compliance and 
monitoring purposes?

• Creating a technology platform for de-
veloping widely needed tools. As in many 
sectors, insufficient and/or low-quality data is 
a major problem in the social sector. Technol-
ogy tools and infrastructure development could 
help simplify monitoring, evaluation, and learn-
ing tasks for organizations. What if a funder or 
funders promoted a model among measurement 
and data analytics teams to provide a year of ser-
vice developing digital tools? The team could be 

embedded in a single foundation, but work on 
organizational-level tools and technologies that 
would be relevant across an entire issue area. 

• Applying behavioral design principles 
to help organizations better understand 
the barriers to organizational learning. 
Many foundations and nonprofits aspire to be 

“learning organizations” but struggle with how 
to embed organizational learning into their cul-
ture and operations in practice. Can the social 
sector use concepts from the rapidly emerging 
behavioral design space to create a diagnostic 
and tools to help funders and nonprofits un-
derstand where and why measurement pro-
cesses break down and how to better implement 
organizational learning?
Creating a better future where data is used 

with purpose—to guide meaningful decisions and 
prompt constructive action—will require focused 
experimentation and innovation around organiza-
tional practices and funder-grantee relationships. 
In that better future, monitoring, evaluation, and 
learning will be seen not as an add-on or burden, 
but as an essential tool in helping to achieve social 
sector organizations’ mission and goals. 

Enhancing social impact through better monitoring, evaluation, and learning
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FOR a low-income mother with three kids 
who weren’t doing well in school, a standard 
philanthropic solution might be some sort of 

educational intervention. When one mother was in-
stead asked what she felt was needed, her response 
was striking: a car.

One of her children had asthma, and when that 
child was having an asthma attack, she couldn’t ac-
company her other young children to school on the 
bus. As a result, all of her children missed multiple 
days of school. Thanks to favorable financing terms, 
the mother was able to purchase a car—and her kids’ 
school attendance and grades improved.

FII is a nonprofit focused on economic mobility 
for low-income communities. It leverages the power 
of technology and information to support families’ 
efforts to improve their own lives. Seventy-five per-

cent of low-income families move above the federal 
poverty line within four years; yet 50 percent of 
those who do get above the poverty line slip back 
into poverty within five years as families struggle to 
build the necessary assets to weather crises.8 Many 
policies actually penalize families for their efforts to 
save money by cutting off benefits if they manage 
to create even the smallest financial cushion. FII 
strives to change this resource gap by partnering 
with, learning from, and investing directly in fami-
lies. 

FII illustrates the principle of perspective in 
monitoring, evaluation, and learning: the use of 
data and information to empower constituents and 
promote equity in the social sector. FII has integrat-
ed constituent feedback into the core of its work to 
help direct how it deploys dollars to families and to 
empower families to make their own choices about 
improving their lives. To do this, FII has created 
a web-based data platform for families to set their 
own financial goals and connect with other fami-
lies in the effort to find solutions to the challenges 
they face, from child care to saving for a home to 
affording tuition. FII’s platform helps families track 
their own progress, and FII matches their self-de-
termined efforts with financial capital to accelerate 
attainment of their goals. In addition, FII develops 
aggregate data over time to better understand what 
works for its families to reduce poverty.

Perspective: Better 
empowering constituents 
and promoting diversity, 
equity, and inclusion

“We need to understand 
what impact and success 
looks like for a commu-
nity and not assume that 
we know what that is.”

 — Foundation program director
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The “who” of measurement, 
learning, and evaluation

Perspective—the principle of better empower-
ing constituents and promoting diversity, equity, 
and inclusion—is about reframing who gets to de-
fine what is needed, what constitutes success, and 
what impact interventions are having. It is also 
about data as an asset, and who gets to benefit from 
and control that asset. In the context of monitor-
ing, learning, and evaluation, the call to integrate 
constituent feedback must include an emphasis on 
diversity, equity, and inclusion in order to truly rep-
resent constituents’ views. Enabling constituents to 
define what success means and which interventions 
are working is an important path to inclusion and 
equity. Similarly, using an equity lens in the cre-
ation of data and knowledge opens up possibilities 
for engaging and empowering all constituents.  

The social sector has made some strides in this 
direction. A growing embrace of methodological di-
versity and a focus on community-based evaluation 
offers multiple participatory evaluation methodolo-
gies, and the concept of cultural competence is wide-
ly accepted in the field. However, absent changes in 
incentives, most monitoring, evaluation, and learn-
ing efforts are expected to continue to be driven by 
funders and not widely shared with constituents 
or used to directly benefit them. Funders are the 
ones who allocate resources for monitoring, evalu-
ation, and learning; more broadly, they act as the 

“keystone species” in determining how problems are 
defined, which individuals are seen as experts, and 
what constitutes evidence of success. Organizations 
are creating something new by drawing from and 
adapting emerging trends in other sectors that are 
raising public expectations for greater constituent 
participation and voice. These trends include trans-
formations in user-centered design, civic tech, so-
cial marketing, and customer experience.9 

Equity in action: A culture 
of health for all Americans

Some people in the United States have a life 
expectancy 20 years lower than others who live in 
neighborhoods just a few miles away from them 
because of differences in education, employment, 
housing, access to health care, and environment.10  

This inequity is one of the things the Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation (RWJ) aims to change.

RWJ focuses on helping people in the United 
States live longer, healthier lives. After decades of 
focusing on the US health care system, RWJ re-
oriented its strategy to address the complex social 
factors that have a powerful influence on Ameri-
can well-being. Through its focus on a “culture of 
health,” the organization is working to help expand 
the discussion about what influences health as well 
as set a new standard of health and well-being for 
all communities. 

RWJ explicitly integrates equity goals into its 
efforts to promote a national culture of health in 
the United States, with programs aimed at creat-
ing healthier, more equitable communities. Rather 
than deploying a top-down approach, RWJ is creat-
ing community-based solutions that are developed 
locally. These solutions pay close attention to dis-
tinct community needs and include a range of sys-
tems that impact health.  

To assess community health, RWJ uses metrics 
that go beyond traditional health measures to in-
clude indicators such as housing affordability and 
residential segregation. RWJ has gathered baseline 
data that reveals differences in these broader com-
munity indicators, as well as a disproportionate dif-
ference in health challenges such as access to health 
care, disease rates, and treatment outcomes, be-
tween lower- and higher-income communities. 

RWJ is currently tracking measures across “sen-
tinel communities”, a collection of 30 cities, coun-
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ties, regions, and states selected to reflect the Unit-
ed States’ geographic and demographic diversity as 
well as different approaches to improving health. 
This will enable RWJ to learn which approaches 
are working where, in what contexts, and for which 
populations and communities.

What can we learn?

From innovative organizations like these, the 
social sector can draw lessons about how to develop 
monitoring, evaluation, and learning practices de-
signed to promote equity and help integrate ongo-
ing constituent feedback into day-to-day manage-
ment and longer-term assessments. Some of these 
lessons include: 
• Gather data about strengths, not just 

weaknesses. FII’s core philosophy is that the 
families it works with come from a place of 
strength. As a result, FII doesn’t simply collect 
information about traditional assets and deficits, 
which, for low-income families, tends to empha-
size needs. The organization also asks families 
to account for social and cultural resources that 
might otherwise be overlooked by traditional 
funders, such as informal child care arrange-
ments and lending circles. RWJ is conducting 
similar assessments at a community level, track-
ing efforts that draw on community initiatives 
and resources to promote health. For both or-
ganizations, these measurement efforts reflect a 
deep commitment to capturing and valuing the 
full range of assets that individuals and commu-
nities draw upon, helping FII and RWJ better un-
derstand how to support their constituents and 
what factors contribute to successful outcomes.

• Develop ongoing processes for integrat-
ing lessons learned from constituents 
into program design and development. 
FII’s model assumes that families will make 
good decisions and prioritizes providing families 
with financial capital and access to a network of 
other families to make their own decisions about 
their long-term interests. Core decisions about 

FII’s model—including the ability to connect 
with other families and the decision to develop 
its technology platform in-house to safeguard 
family data rather than use a commercial plat-
form—were driven by the families themselves. 
At RWJ, the “culture of health” work focuses on 
capturing, publicizing, and helping to spread the 
innovations and successes of other organiza-
tions working at the community level. One key 
way that RWJ adds value is through its ability 
to look across the range of sentinel communi-
ties to see how challenges can be addressed in 
different geographic and historical contexts. As 
a result, RWJ can promote learning across dis-
parate communities and support the spread of a 
diverse array of effective community efforts.

• Enable constituents to learn together. FII 
reflects data back to families so that they can 
learn from their own data over time, as well 
as from the trends of other families across the 
nation who participate. Importantly, FII also 
enables peer-to-peer learning by connecting 
families with one another so they can share the 
challenges they have faced and the solutions 
they have discovered in the pursuit of their fi-
nancial goals. Family participants can identify 
themselves as experts in particular topic areas. 
With FII, the families are the sole source of 
knowledge and learning, and the organization 
provides a platform for families to share and 
build upon each other’s wisdom and experience.

Where we can go from here

A better future in which equity is integral to 
monitoring, evaluation, and learning—and where 
constituents are consistently engaged in ongoing, 
systematic feedback that offers them choice and 
agency—requires deep changes in how funders and 
nonprofits use data to connect with and empower 
constituents. Experiments to try can include:
• Providing the infrastructure for constitu-

ent decision-making. Some resource alloca-
tion and other initiative decisions could be made 
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by constituents themselves if the infrastructure 
existed to allow them to vote or otherwise weigh 
in. What if funders supported an initiative to 
model what constituent-driven decision-making 
would look like and how it would operate?

• Creating tools to help organizations sys-
tematically collect constituent insights. 
While momentum to gather constituent feed-
back exists, collecting constituent feedback and 
insights still appears elusive to many organiza-
tions. Could a group of organizations create 
a “constituent insight toolkit” that helps social 
sector organizations navigate the range of avail-
able options (e.g. direct feedback, behavior 
tracking) and catalogues resources for quick and 
easy implementation?

• Developing strengths-based resources: 
What if we developed best-practice resources 
and a toolkit for how to move from a “deficit” 
mind-set in monitoring, evaluation, and learn-
ing, and incorporated strengths and informal 
resources that communities have to draw upon 
to address challenges?
Most of all, integrating constituent perspectives 

into monitoring, evaluation, and learning activities 
requires a fundamental shift in the social sector’s 
implicit assumption that “the funder knows best.” 
In a better future, approaches that view those to be 
helped as an essential source of information and 
guidance can become powerful tools that enable 
constituents to define and design successful out-
comes for themselves. 
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AFFORDABLE homeownership programs in 
the United States seek to build stable, inclu-
sive communities by enabling income-eligi-

ble families to buy housing at below-market rates in 
return for limits on the resale value of their homes. 
Do the programs actually work?

In a comprehensive study by Urban Institute, 
researchers in 2010 were able to determine across 
multiple such programs that they were indeed 
beneficial for maintaining affordability in neigh-
borhoods, helping lower-income families generate 
assets, and reducing foreclosure rates. In the pro-
grams they studied, 90 percent of buyers were still 
homeowners five years later, while only half still 
owned homes under traditional ownership condi-
tions.12 

However, gathering the evidence was laborious 
and time-consuming. Researchers had to collect 
client-level data for every sale, in many cases by 
searching for hard-copy forms and county records, 
interviewing participants for whom no data was 
available, and conducting research and interviews 
for program-level information. The programs dif-
fered in markets served, types of homebuyers, and 
the affordability formulas used, making compari-
sons challenging.

Affordable housing advocates realized that any 
ongoing efforts to track program effectiveness re-
quired a different approach. A standard tool was 
needed to enable affordable housing organizations 
to collect data for day-to-day decision-making as 
well as for long-term assessments of what was 

working in the field. As a result, the HomeKeeper 
program was born. 

HomeKeeper is a data management system for 
affordable homeownership organizations that helps 
programs manage their ongoing activities. It is 
maintained by the Grounded Solutions Network, a 
national nonprofit that supports local jurisdictions 
and affordable housing organizations throughout 
the country. The HomeKeeper system captures the 
characteristics and activities of homebuyers, the 
features of the properties they work with, and key 
elements of program performance. In addition, a 
subset of the data that individual organizations 
provide feeds into a national data hub that reports 
on how the affordable housing sector is performing 
more broadly. 

HomeKeeper is one example of collective efforts 
to learn at scale. By using shared metrics and aggre-
gating their data, the participating affordable home-
ownership programs are able to gain system-wide 
insight into trends in the field. And because they are 
continuously adding data, they are able to track out-
comes and longer-term impacts over time.

The “what” of measurement, 
learning, and evaluation

Alignment with other actors—which can fa-
cilitate more productively learning at scale—en-
compasses the interrelated but distinct ideas of 
knowledge-sharing and collaborative learning. 
Knowledge-sharing involves individual programs 

Alignment with other 
actors: More productively 
learning at scale
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and organizations offering what they are learning 
to others: the good, the bad, and the ugly. Knowl-
edge-sharing allows the social sector to marshal 
its resources effectively by avoiding duplication of 
effort in articulating social problems, developing 
potential solutions, and determining what works in 
which contexts. Through knowledge-sharing, orga-
nizations can build on what has come before them 
rather than re-creating knowledge for individual 
use or replicating solutions and strategies that have 
previously been found insufficient.

Collaborative learning refers to cross-program 
or cross-organizational efforts to collectively create 
data and information that everyone can use. Col-
laborative learning is required for the social sector 
to develop field-level insights and support interven-
tions at a larger scale. Complex, system-level prob-
lems require coordination and the development of 
a shared data infrastructure to promote broad hy-
pothesis-testing and analysis.

Some professionals in the field take a skeptical 
view of the social sector’s prospects for learning at 
scale. Throughout the “Reimagining measurement” 
initiative, many participants expected knowledge 
silos to continue to hamper the social sector’s abil-
ity to take full advantage of the possibilities for 
field-level learning. The current “opt-in” culture 
for transparency and sharing was predicted to per-
sist, with organizations likely to continue to share 

only those results that reflect positively on their 
own efforts. Shared data standards and integrated 
data systems may become more common, but with-
out more systematic intervention, real hurdles will 
likely remain. Interest in big data and analytics will 
continue to grow, but without a push to develop a 
shared data infrastructure, participants expected 
datasets to remain small and historical.

In contrast to this, however, are efforts in which 
organizations are finding creative solutions that 
take advantage of recent social and technological 
developments. Among these developments are tech-
nologies that have transformed the ease and cost of 
collecting, sharing, and aggregating data; new data 
analytic techniques such as predictive analytics and 
machine learning; and the open data movement, 
which has made data more accessible to citizens.13

What can we learn?

From these initiatives, organizations can gain 
essential insights about how to create monitoring, 
evaluation, and learning practices that enable the 
social sector to learn together at a level that matches 
the scale of the problems it seeks to solve. Some of 
these lessons include:
• Providing useful tools to make shared 

metrics meaningful. The development of 

“Foundations themselves are struggling. They don’t 
share evaluations across their own programs, let 
alone across a sector. They still rely heavily on call-
ing each other up to make decisions, relying on net-
works, trying to shortcut the information overload 
by asking trusted partners what to read in order to 
feel as though they’ve done their due diligence.”

 — Director of an organization serving foundations and nonprofits
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standardized metrics makes it much more fea-
sible to assess outcomes and impacts across 
multiple programs. However, efforts to develop 
common metrics can quickly bog down in the 
minutiae of disparate use cases and needs. With 
such data systems, the focus is not on the metrics 
themselves, but on creating an application that 
is useful to organizations in their daily work and 
that helps them better tell their stories about the 
work they do. They use common performance 
metrics, but these metrics are the means to cre-
ating and using an actionable system with obvi-
ous daily benefits to the individual organizations. 

• Enabling benchmarking with aggregation. 
In the social sector today, grantees that allow 
themselves to be compared with other organiza-
tions on performance metrics may disadvantage 
themselves with funders. The sector therefore 
functions in a way that actively discourages the 
development of high-quality comparative data. 
One way around this difficulty is by allowing 
each organization to see its own data while being 
limited to an aggregated view of everyone else’s. 
For instance, common metrics enable partici-
pating organizations to benchmark themselves 
against custom-defined peer groups. Crucially, 
while these organizations can see their own data, 
they can only view others’ data in aggregate. 
This aggregated view, however, is still useful: 

Staff can make decisions about program design 
and implementation based on insight into what 
is working in similar organizations. They, along 
with policymakers and researchers, can also as-
sess the health of the sector overall, and answer 
more specific questions about how performance 
varies across different market conditions and 
program types. 

• Using existing networks. Developing and 
implementing common data systems and plat-
forms can be stymied by all sorts of collective 
action problems. Collaborative efforts take time 
and staff resources that are often in short sup-
ply.  One solution can be to draw on existing 
networks for the development of common data 
systems. To create its data system, Grounded 
Solutions Network engaged US organizations 
that work with or represent local affordable 
homeownership programs. Because Grounded 
Solutions Network had an established network 
in the field, they could draw upon existing re-
lationships, trust, and common understanding 
in engaging a diverse group of organizations to 
come together around collaborative data and 
learning goals. 

Where we can go from here

Overcoming knowledge and data silos to more 
productively learn at scale will require the social 
sector to embrace much more coordinated and in-
tegrated approaches to monitoring, evaluation, and 
learning. Actions the sector can explore include:
• Overcoming disincentives to share infor-

mation among nonprofits. Nonprofit pro-
grams are typically evaluated individually. What 
if a funder or group of funders provided incen-
tives to a group of grantees working in the same 
issue area, but with different theories of change, 
to support aggregated learning and evaluation 
across multiple organizations? 

• Creating a diagnostic to help groups learn 
together. Some issue areas are much further 
along in terms of knowledge-sharing, collabo-

Achieving alignment 
with other actors may 
not be simple or easy, 
but it is essential for 
enabling the social impact 
sector as a whole to 
learn from experience.
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ration around data, and collective knowledge 
development than others. What if a funder sup-
ported the creation of a diagnostic that detailed 
and assessed the conditions that need to exist to 
enable collective learning in an issue area?

• Dedicating resources to synthesizing ex-
isting literature. Extensive research in many 
issue areas does exist, but much of it may be 
unavailable in digestible form. For a given issue 

area, what if a funder or a collection of funders 
shared data and studies and supported research-
ers who could synthesize the research to create a 
series of comprehensive reviews?
Achieving alignment with other actors may not 

be simple or easy, but it is essential for enabling the 
social impact sector as a whole to learn from experi-
ence and make a bigger difference in the issues it 
seeks to address. 
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