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“Flexible Funding” and “Rapid Response”  

Philanthropies in social change sectors have announced rounds of “flexible funding” (“FF”) or “rapid 

response” grantmaking in recent months.1 This grantmaking is intended to address needs that were not 

anticipated during the philanthropy’s regular grantmaking cycles, or which have greatly increased. 

FF is a valuable tool for philanthropies to further their missions and for grantees to serve communities in 

difficult times. But it poses different challenges for measurement, learning, and evaluation (MLE) than 

“in-docket” grantmaking does. 

In more typical grantmaking, foundation staff start with a set of funding priorities based upon the 

foundation’s strategic vision and mission that can be addressed with available resources. They then 

identify and fund grantees that they believe are likely to achieve results in that area.  

MLE in this situation is deductive: It starts from specific aims and measures results against them. It asks 

“are grantees contributing to accomplishment of our philanthropy’s intended goals? What is facilitating 

or hindering their efforts?” 

In FF grantmaking the grantees are often known at the start, and grantee-specific results are generally 

knowable as funding is utilized.  

But portfolio-level MLE in this situation is inductive: It starts from individual grantee “results” and draws 

conclusions from them. MLE for FF asks “how does this diverse set of grants contribute to the 

accomplishment of the foundation’s vision, mission and strategic priorities?” 

An Example of MLE for Flexible Funding 

In 2017 I was engaged by a social change philanthropy (“Philanthropy”) 2  to help them assess a novel 

tranche of FF grants3 that were made to 25 organizations in 10 states. Philanthropy’s goal for this 

evaluation was to report to its principals about grantee accomplishments, to facilitate collective analysis 

of the grantmaking by Philanthropy staff, and to inform the implementation of any future FF initiatives. 

Philanthropy’s FF grantmaking had these features: 

• The recipient of funding needed to be a current grantee of Philanthropy, or an organization 

partnering with a current grantee. 

• The grantee had to show that funds would respond effectively to a current or anticipated threat 

to communities that were intended beneficiaries of Philanthropy’s overall grantmaking.  

• The grant had to support an articulated scope of work that was achievable in the short term and 

with the requested amount of funding. 

 
1 Some of these initiatives are “open solicitation” to nonprofit organizations in the philanthropy’s geographical area or 

grantmaking sector. Other FF grantmaking initiatives are limited to the philanthropy’s existing grantees. 
2 “Philanthropy” supports grantees across the country to engage in community organizing and policy-advocacy, and improve 
their communications and fundraising activities. 
3 Philanthropy used the term “rapid response,” which I will use here in describing Philanthropy’s specific work. 
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These were starting assumptions / conditions for the MLE project I undertook with Philanthropy:  

(i) A fully “deductive” evaluation that hypothesized all grantee outcomes at the start and 
measured grantees’ results against them would have been far too complex and costly, and could 
not have delivered actionable insights in a reasonable time-period.  

(ii) There was not a “paper trail” of the type that evaluators often count on to build a picture of 
how individual grantee results contribute to program-level outcomes. This is because 
Philanthropy dispensed with detailed grant proposals and supporting documentation. (Our 
assessment substituted for grantee “reports” and was described to grantees that way.) 

(iii)  Grantees were too dispersed to permit me to do in-person data collection; for example, 
through meeting observations. They were too busy for in-person participatory data-gathering 
exercises. 

“Modified Most Significant Change” for Flexible Funding / Rapid Response 

I recommended evaluating Philanthropy’s grantmaking using a substantially modified / adapted version 

of the “Most Significant Change” (MSC) measurement and learning approach.4  Traditional MSC is used 

to evaluate results of programs where overarching program goals (such as “enhanced economic self-

sufficiency”) are the same among program implementation sites, but where the site-specific activities 

are highly individualized or varied. It facilitates a process through which multiple “levels” of program 

participants and managers collectively assess results of the portfolio of work.  

The full MSC approach would have been unrealistic for Philanthropy in terms of both time and  funding. 

I therefore modified traditional MSC to implement the following MLE project plan: 

(1) I met with each of Philanthropy’s program officers for an overview discussion of the grantees and 

grants that each was individually responsible for. 

(2) From these conversations, I identified, and Philanthropy staff approved, broad groupings5 of grantee 

results to guide the data collection and analysis. These were: 

• Information and services to the community 

• New volunteers, allies and donors 

• Responding to policy opportunities or threats 

• Jointly plan and align strategies  

 
4 MSC is an evaluation and monitoring method that initially was developed in the mid-1990s by Rick Davies, a UK-based 

measurement and learning expert, for participatory monitoring and evaluation of international aid projects. It was further 
refined by Davies and his colleague Jess Dart and has been used for monitoring and evaluation in many other fields. See 
Monitoring and Evaluation News: Most Significant Change page, http://mande.co.uk/special-issues/most-significant-change-
msc/ and Better Evaluation, “The Most Significant Change Technique, A Guide to its Use” 
http://www.betterevaluation.org/en/resources/guides/most_significant_change Many MLE practitioners have utilized MSC as 
the inspiration for projects that vary substantially from the Davies / Dart “template.” When I base my MLE work on MSC, I 
always stress that it is a modification of Davies / Dart’s important innovation, and not a faithful deployment of it. 
5 We used the term “themes” to describe these groupings. In true MSC, these are called “domains of change.”  

http://mande.co.uk/special-issues/most-significant-change-msc/
http://mande.co.uk/special-issues/most-significant-change-msc/
http://www.betterevaluation.org/en/resources/guides/most_significant_change
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(3) I interviewed approximately 20 grantee managers and leaders by phone using a semi-structured 

interview instrument containing questions derived from the original “Most Significant Change” 

approach. Each conversation lasted 45 to 60 minutes.6 The principal interview questions were: 

(i) What happened (in brief summary) during the funded activity? 

(ii) What is the most important change that has occurred in your organization or the community 

as the result of this specific rapid response grant-funded activity? 

(iii) Why do you think this is the most important change? 

(iv) What problems were there? How could they be addressed? 

(v) What role did [Philanthropy’s] funding or staff play in the change(s) you described? 

(vi) If you had not received [Philanthropy’s] rapid response funding, what might have happened 

differently? 

(vii) What might be the implications of [the funded activity] for the future? 

(4) I drafted grant project “stories,” each approximately 2-1/2 pages, based on these questions and my 

detailed notes from grantee interviews. Grantees were invited (but not required) to review their 

narratives and to suggest edits. For analysis, I grouped the completed narratives into the “themes” that 

program officers previously approved. 

(5) I facilitated two 90-minute telephonic meetings of Philanthropy staff at which grantee narratives 

were discussed by “theme.”  

During these “story meetings,” Philanthropy staff sought to answer the question “of the grants in this 

theme, which ones best reflect what Philanthropy is trying to achieve with rapid response funding?” 

During this discussion, Program officers identified several stories in each theme that were most 

representative of Philanthropy’s objectives in that program area.7 

(6) I delivered three principal products to Philanthropy.  

(i) I initially delivered stories grouped by theme and a story chart that organized stories by 

theme8 as tools for the story meetings. 

(ii) After the story meetings, I revised the narratives and chart as appropriate. I prepared a short 

report that summarized and analyzed grantee data by theme, summarized Philanthropy staff 

observations about results achieved in each theme, and briefly provided my view as the project 

evaluator / facilitator.  

 
6 Grantees were informed that (i) the data would not be de-identified in final reporting, but that the data would be used only 

for Philanthropy’s internal grantmaking purposes. They were also provided the opportunity to go “off the record” if they 
desired to. 
7 In traditional MSC, an end result of story review is the selection of one or a select few stories in each domain / theme that 

reviewers consider to be the “most significant” change from the program or project.  
8 Several stories reflected more than one story theme. In organizing stories for program officer consideration and for the story 

chart I recommended identifying these stories as having a principal theme and a secondary theme. 
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(iii) Finally, I provided a brief list of questions for future consideration principally based on 

program officers’ story meeting observations.  

Identified (and Potential) Benefits of the Modified MSC Approach 

Philanthropy’s grantees benefitted from Modified MSC in three ways. First, they were freed up from 

submitting a report on these FF grants. Second, they were provided the FF story that I drafted, which 

could serve as a “starting narrative” for grant proposals, or reports to other supporters. (Several 

grantees indicated to me that they planned to use their draft narratives this way.)  

Finally, Modified MSC provided informal training in “evaluative thinking,”9 as it coached grantees 

through analyzing grant outcomes and connections between FF funded work and their overall intended 

“results.”10 

For Philanthropy, Modified MSC developed actionable data and analysis within a comparatively brief 

MLE period. It facilitated organized and thoughtful deliberation among program officers without an 

overly burdensome time commitment (because I, as the evaluator, did much of the “legwork”).11 

Finally, because grantees were asked to identify not only what they did with the funding, but also what 

changed in their community or program, Modified MSC helped reveal for Philanthropy some interesting 

unanticipated grantee outcomes. One grantee that increased the reach of its “know your rights” 

presentation project with rapid response funding organically identified cities for expansion of its 

organizing work. (Communities’ energetic responses to the offer of KYR indicated that they were open 

to and ready for longer-term organizing opportunities.) Several grantees stated staff were able to step 

into positions of greater responsibility as an ancillary benefit of FF-funded program expansion.  

Final Thoughts . . . And Please Be in Touch  

FF / rapid response is an extremely valuable grantmaking tool but relatively new subject for evaluation 

of social justice. Please share the measurement and learning approaches that you use so that we can all 

learn from one another. 

 

 
9 “Evaluative thinking is ... an ongoing process of questioning, reflecting, learning and modifying. Evaluative thinking is an 

inherently reflective process, a means of resolving the “creative tension” between our current and desired levels of 
performance. It allows us to define the lessons we want to learn, to determine the means for capturing those lessons, and to 
design systems to apply them in improving our performance. By going beyond the more time- and activity-bound processes of 
monitoring and evaluation, evaluative thinking is learning for change.“ Bennett, G., & Jessani, N. (2011). The knowledge 
translation toolkit, bridging the know-do gap: A resource for researchers. Ottawa/Ontario, Canada: International Development 
Research Centre. 
10 I consider this more of a potential than actual benefit. This MLE project was not integrated into longer-term evaluative 

thinking capacity building, although it could have been used as an introduction to such a project. 
11 The next time I’m engaged in an FF / rapid response evaluation with foundation program officers I may recommend that 

program officers do a brief “trends analysis” exercise first. (See Trends Analysis to Enhance Resiliency of Your Strategy Plan 
(May 2025) available on the Fine Gauge Strategy Resources page.) A trends analysis promotes common understanding about 
the environment that the group is funding, and evaluating, into. This is particularly important when the team has not 

undertaken strategic planning recently, or when the environment in which grantees are operating is rapidly changing.  

 

https://www.finegaugestrategy.com/resources/

