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Those who hold the money often hold the power. 
Incorporating transparency into your funding 
organization helps you acknowledge that power and 
break down the processes that interfere with creating a 
significant impact in your focus areas. 

As part of Blackbaud’s Thought Leadership Webinar Series, 
Shaady Salehi, the Executive Director of the Trust-Based 
Philanthropy Project, hosted Lisa Maloney-Vinz, Director 
of Global Community Relations for the Ecolab Foundation, 
Drexell Owusu, Chief Impact Officer at The Dallas 
Foundation, and Lauren Scott, Executive Director, Harris 
and Eliza Kempner Fund, to discuss how transparency 
has informed and transformed their organizations. The 
panel represented a corporate foundation, a community 
foundation, and a family foundation, respectively.

From that conversation, here are three areas to focus on 
if you are looking to incorporate more transparency into 
your grantmaking process. 

In How Grantees See  
Your Foundation  
MISSION: IS IT CENTERED ON WHAT YOUR 
COMMUNITY REALLY NEEDS? 
According to Lauren Scott, transparency has been one of 
the most important tools of the Harris and Eliza Kempner 
Fund. Being open and clear about its mission and values 
as a foundation is making it possible for them to be 
clearer and more transparent. It allows the foundation to 
invite feedback from grantees and community leaders to 
understand how the foundation is serving the needs of 
those it was trying to serve. 

WEBSITE: IS IT CLEAR WHO YOU SERVE AND HOW 
YOUR PROCESS WORKS? 
Your website is often the first place a potential grantee 
goes to learn more about your foundation. By being clear 
about who you serve and what the potential grantee can 

expect, they can easily see if they qualify. You save time 
by reviewing fewer unqualified applicants and answering 
process questions. 

PHYSICAL LOCATION: ARE YOU CREATING 
UNNECESSARY BARRIERS? 
Viewing your organization through a transparency lens 
affects more than just your digital accessibility. When 
Drexell Owusu first joined The Dallas Foundation, the 
organization was located in a gated complex in a high-
end neighborhood of Dallas. As a foundation that works 
closely with its nonprofit partners and is focused on 
helping the larger community of Dallas, they realized 
that their location presented both real and perceived 
barriers. In response, the Foundation helped shape 
the development of a new, more centrally located 
campus and now offices alongside more than 25 of their 
nonprofit colleagues.

Philanthropy’s traditional power dynamics make 
it difficult to build a trust-based relationship 
between a nonprofit leader and a donor. 
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of being in conversation with funders for months, and 
never being certain about the viability of funding. Make 
decisions quickly and kindly. Be clear with prospective 
grantees whether or not they are a candidate for 
funding. If you can’t fund them now or in the future, 
consider ways you might be able to connect them to 
other funders that may be more aligned. 

In How Grantees Participate in  
Your Program 

REPORTING: ARE YOUR REQUIREMENTS CREATING 
UNNECESSARY BURDENS?  
You want to know that the programs you support are 
making an impact and that grantees are delivering on 
the initiatives they requested in their application. But 
requiring grantees to spend time proving their work in 
numbers and charts when much of their work is deeply 
relational and long-term, can distract them from the 
programs essential to their core mission. Review your 
reporting requirements and find a balance between 
insubstantial and burdensome. Consider ways you can 
invite more transparent conversations about learnings 
within your reporting structures.

OFF-BOARDING: ARE YOU BEING SUPPORTIVE 
WHEN YOUR PRIORITIES CHANGE? 
Sometimes your foundation’s priorities change, or 
in the case of the Ecolab Foundation, the company 
moved its offices to a different city. When this happens, 

In How Grantees Interact with  
Your Foundation 
APPLICATION: ARE YOU ASKING FOR MORE THAN 
WHAT YOU NEED?  
As a funder, multiple data points are good. They 
help you see trends and make sure you are staying 
true to your mission. But if your grantees must hire a 
grant writer to complete your application, it might be 
time to reconsider what information you are asking 
your grantees for. Spend some time filling out your 
application to see how long it takes and identify if there 
is anything you can remove while still getting what you 
need to make an informed decision. 

Also, identify if there are other formats that would 
be more accessible for your applicants, especially for 
visionary leaders who may not have formal grantwriting 
training. The Dallas Foundation began accepting video 
submissions for their application and about 40 percent 
of the videos were from Dallas-based organizations they 
had never heard from, allowing them to reach a wider 
audience within the community. That in turn helps them 
deepen their connections beyond the usual applicants.

COMMUNICATION: ARE YOU BEING QUICK AND 
KIND WITH YOUR RESPONSES? 
Saying “no” is hard. But dragging out a decision is harder 
on everyone involved. Having previously been on the 
grantee side, Shaady remembers the guessing game 
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it’s important to be open and transparent with your 
grantees so they have support while they identify new 
funding sources. Lisa’s team at the Ecolab Foundation 
provided their local grantees with bridge grants and 
networking support, so the grantees didn’t feel like they 
had the rug pulled out from under them.   

FEEDBACK: ARE YOU GETTING AND  
APPLYING FEEDBACK? 
Review the ways grantees and community members 
can provide feedback to you. Offer listening sessions 
with the leaders of the organizations you support and 
with other prominent community members, and then 
let them know how you are incorporating that feedback. 
Through a listening session, community members shared 
candid feedback about where The Dallas Foundation 
was focusing its efforts, allowing to the organization 
to course correct and identify better ways to solve the 
larger challenges.

Embracing Transparency in  
Posture, Policy, and Practice 
Learn more about how these grantmakers have built 
cultures of transparency by checking out the recorded 
webinar, Transparency as a Grantmaking Strategy to 
Build Trust and Mutual Accountability. For a general 
overview of transparency in grantmaking, read Shaady’s 
blog post, Six Ways Grantmakers Can Embrace 
Transparency to Foster Stronger Relationships. 

Reviewing for Transparency 
Here are eight steps you can take today to 
incorporate more transparency into your 
grantmaking processes:

1 
 Review your mission and values to make 
sure they accurately reflect the needs of the 
communities you serve.

2 
Update your website to clearly outline who 
you serve and how your process works.

3 
Look for ways you might be creating 
unnecessary boundaries between you and 
the communities you want to serve.

4 
Complete your own application as if you 
were a grantee. Look for ways to simplify 
the information required and the submission 
process as a whole.

5 
Review your communications to both 
grantees and potential grantees. Set internal 
standards that result in timely decisions on 
grant applications.

6 
Review your reporting requirements to make 
sure you invite your grantee partners to 
share learnings rather than present a laundry 
list of numbers.

7 
Find ways to support grantees when 
your priorities change, such as through 
networking opportunities for new funding 
sources. 

8 
Establish listening sessions with your 
grantee leadership and other prominent 
community members, and share how you are 
incorporating their feedback.
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