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Focusing on Relationships Instead of Risk
When you hear about a restaurant for the first time, you 
probably go to the website, read the reviews, and peruse the 
menu before you visit. This helps you know if it’s a good fit for 
your tastes and what to expect when you get there, such as a 
great craft beer flight or slow service during peak hours. 

Trust is built on knowledge and experience, whether that’s a 
$30 meal or a $30,000 capital improvement grant. The more you 
learn about the organizations you want to support, the more 
you feel comfortable giving your time and resources because 
you know what you expect. There is less risk and more trust.

By focusing on relationships instead of risk, grantmaking 
organizations can meet the evolving needs of their community 
while also doing necessary due diligence on their funding 
decisions. Here are three ways your organization can redefine 
risk by building stronger relationships with your community. 

Additional 
Resources

Are You Stewarding 
Responsively? The Art of 
Managing, Rather Than 
Mitigating, Risk, a webinar 
with grantmaking expert 
Satonya Fair

How to Evaluate Your 
Organization Through 
a Transparency Lens, a 
whitepaper on Trust-Based 
Philanthopy

8 Ways Your Grants 
Management System Helps 
Build Strong Relationships, a 
tip sheet for using your GMS 
to manage and grow your 
grantee relationships.
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1. Build deeper partnerships. 
Make the time to learn about your grantees, whether 
they are a first-time applicant or a regular on your grant 
cycles. With stronger relationships comes more trust and 
processes that work better for everyone. 

The first step in building deeper partnerships, and 
stewarding responsively, is listening.  From the 
application to end-of-grant reporting, stay in listening 
mode during interactions with your grantees. Be open to 
feedback and be willing to look for ways to improve how 
you work with grantees. 

Create ongoing feedback loops so you can identify the 
friction points throughout your processes. Understand, 
for example, why you might not be getting many new 
organizations applying for your programs, or why 
your grantees struggle to complete their reporting on 
time. Adapt your process to remove as many barriers 
as possible. Be clear about wanting open and honest 
feedback and be aware of the power dynamic that might 
lead grantees to sugarcoat their responses. 

Once you have updated your processes to remove 
unnecessary hurdles, make sure your compliance and 
due diligence documentation is updated to also reflect a 
responsive mindset. 

2. Focus on bringing valuable 
resources to your grantees. 
Being responsive to your community means bringing 
more than money to the table. Make the time to truly 
understand what your community really needs. Using the 
feedback loops you’ve created, identify other needs that 
you can fill that are outside of financial support. 

• Do you have new nonprofit leaders who could benefit 
from mentorship or a community to share resources?

• Can you form partnerships with vendors in the space 
to provide free training or discounts? 

• How can you better leverage your channels, such 
as PR relationships and conference speaking 
engagements, to help promote the work your 
grantees are doing? 

• Are there best practice resources that you can 
provide, such as audit preparation or automation 
guides, that can help your grantees be successful 
even outside of your specific program? 

When you leave the room, are they better off with the 
processes you’ve given them? Is the feeling in the room 
filled with excitement or anxiety after you’ve left? 
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you are working on building deeper partnerships with 
the organizations in your impact area, the amount of 
information you require to make decisions will continue 
to shrink. 

The Art of Managing Risk 
Changing your organization’s perception of risk takes 
time and can require some uncomfortable conversations 
across your team. Reach out to and talk with other 
funders who have found new ways to think of risk and 
are embracing relationships. Find ideas that will work for 
your organization and implement them. Don’t be afraid 
to start with small changes that can lead to larger shifts 
in your organization’s relationship with risk. 

Are you ready to change how you think about risk in 
your grantmaking organization? Check out our webinar, 
Are You Stewarding Responsively? The Art of Managing, 
Rather Than Mitigating, Risk with grantmaking expert 
Satonya Fair.

3. Use technology (and data)  
for good. 
When used correctly, technology and the data you 
gather can be an equity balancer. Look for ways to 
use your grants management system to make the 
application and reporting process easier. For example, 
can you pre-populate basic information for returning 
grantees or pull in information from an industry 
database, such as GuideStar?  

Also, see if you can use survey logic to adjust the 
questions based on the size or age of the organization. 
For example, if the nonprofit is only a year or two old, 
its average donation size might be small because 
the organization has a dedicated group of individual 
donors and is working on building relationships for large 
donations. There may be different questions you would 
want those younger organizations to answer compared 
to more established nonprofits.  

The most important step when it comes to data is to 
understand the basic information you need to know 
and stop there. Long applications with highly detailed 
requests take time away from your grantee’s mission 
and require significant time for your team to review. If 

Watch the Webinar
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