
Page | 1  
 
 

Key Findings and Recommendations from  

Barr Foundation 2017 Grantee Perception Report 

  Prepared by The Center for Effective Philanthropy 

 

In September and October of 2017, The Center for Effective Philanthropy conducted a survey of the 
Barr Foundation (“Barr” and “the Foundation”) grantees, achieving a 73% response rate. The memo 
below outlines the key findings and recommendations from the Foundation’s Grantee Perception 
Report (GPR). The Barr Foundation’s grantee perceptions should be interpreted in light of the 
Foundation’s specific priorities.  

This memo accompanies the comprehensive survey results found in the Foundation’s interactive online 
report at https://cep.surveyresults.org and in the downloadable online materials.  

The Foundation’s full report also contains more information about survey analysis and methodology. 

 
 
Overview 
In general, grantees’ ratings of the Barr Foundation now tend to be similar to those of the typical funder 

in CEP’s dataset. This marks significant improvement on many measures compared to the results of the 

Foundation’s last survey in 2012. 

 

Impact on and Understanding of Grantees Fields and Communities 

 Similar to 2012, Barr receives typical ratings for its impact on grantees’ fields and communities.  

 Grantees’ ratings have risen significantly for the extent to which they believe Barr has advanced 
the state of knowledge and affected public policy in their fields, now placing the Foundation in 
the top 25 percent of CEP’s comparative dataset.  

o In a question asking grantees how they would suggest the Foundation adjust the 
frequency and forcefulness of the way it uses its voice and platform, responses suggest 
that increasing both the forcefulness and frequency of this kind of leadership activity 
would help advance the goals of the foundation, its grantees, and partners.  

 Ratings for Barr’s understanding of grantees’ fields have risen significantly since 2012 and are 

typical. Ratings for the depth of its understanding of local communities are steady and typical. 

o Grantees rate Barr significantly more positively than in 2012 and higher than typical for 

how well the Foundation understands the social, cultural or socioeconomic factors that 

affect their work. 

https://cep.surveyresults.org/
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o However, Barr receives ratings that are lower than typical for the extent to which it 

understands the needs of grantees’ intended beneficiaries – the one measure on which 

exiting grantees’ ratings are significantly lower than those of ongoing grantees.  

 

  
 

  

 

 

 
 

Organizational Impact and Grantmaking Characteristics 
 

 As in 2012, Barr is rated similarly to the typical funder for its impact on and understanding of 
grantees’ organizations. Ratings are also typical and similar to 2012 for the Foundation’s effect 
on grantees’ ability to sustain their funded work in the future.  

 As Barr’s newer strategies mature, it has an opportunity to reflect on its grantmaking patterns: 
o Barr currently gives larger grants than typical: its median grant size is larger than the 

median grant size at 85 percent of funders in the grantee dataset.  
o Since 2012, Barr is giving more one year grants, and its average grant is now of typical 

length – about 2 years. 
 Grantees receiving multi-year grants only rate significantly more positively for 

impact on their fields, communities, organizations, and the Foundation’s effect 
on their sustainability more positively.  

o Barr provides general operating support grants to a typical proportion of its grantees.  
o Compared to 2012, Barr is now funding larger organizations, with a substantial decline 

in support for organizations with budgets of less than $500K. 

 The combination of large, multi-year, general operating grants is associated with more positive 
perceptions of impact on grantee organizations, and this pattern holds true at Barr.  

o Grantees that receive grants of this type rate significantly more positively for impact on 
their organizations as well for Barr’s effect on their ability to sustain their work.  

o Fourteen percent of grantees suggest that longer, larger, general operating grants 
would help them achieve more.  

 A higher than typical proportion of Barr grantees report receiving the intensive patterns of non-
monetary assistance that CEP categorizes as “field-focused” or “comprehensive” – patterns 
comprising the receipt of at least three or more types of support.  

o However, grantees that are receiving these patterns of non-monetary assistance only 
provide more positive ratings in two areas: the extent to which they see Barr as 
advancing knowledge and public policy. This is a weaker relationship than we typically 
see between intensive provision of non-monetary assistance and grantees’ experiences 
and perceptions of impact.  

o Grantees suggest that Barr could provide more non-monetary support. This theme is the 
second largest area of suggestion for improvement. They particularly encourage the 
Foundation to consider opportunities to support more convening and collaboration.  

“They have a positive effect on policy in 
the state and are able to convene policy 
makers and influencers to create 
change.” 

“The Foundation plays an active role in the 
dialog in our community around funding 
trends, organizational needs, and broader 
trends in the field. They are a regular 
presence at key events and conversations 
across the sector.” 
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Improved Communications, with an Opportunity to Improve Interactions 
 

 Compared to 2012, grantees’ ratings of the overall quality of their relationships – defined by 
high quality interactions and clear, consistent communications – have increased significantly 
from the lowest quartile and are now typical.  

o Grantees that report that they are first time grantees at Barr provide significantly more 
positive ratings for the overall quality of their relationships with the Foundation. 

 The improvement in overall relationships is driven predominantly by ratings of the Foundation’s 
communications: 

o Grantees’ ratings are significantly higher than in the past for the clarity with which Barr 
communicates its goals and strategy as well as the consistency of its communication 
resources – these ratings are now similar to the typical funder. 

o Ratings of the Foundation’s transparency are also typical. Grantees suggest that its 
communications (e.g., website and blog) enhance transparency, and ratings are high for 
the extent to which Barr demonstrates transparency and openness in its actions. 

 When asked about their interactions with Barr, grantees rate the Foundation typically for its 
responsiveness and fairness, with a significant increase in responsiveness since 2012. 

 Grantees’ ratings of their comfort approaching Barr should a problem arise, however, remain 
lower than at 75 percent of funders.   

o Barr’s interactions with grantees is the most often mentioned topic in grantees’ 

suggestions, with the majority requesting more frequent contact with staff and noting 

that they perceive Barr staff to be stretched thin. 

 In analyzing ratings of approachability, some of the biggest differences across groups of 
grantees relate to discussions of assessment. Grantees that have discussed with Barr how they 
will assess the funded work and those that discuss their submitted reports rate the Foundation’s 
approachability significantly more positively.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

“Funders have immense power to serve 
as conveners and encourage 
organizations that compete for 
resources to work as collaborators. Barr 
could serve this role in Boston.” 

“We truly appreciate Barr's multiyear 
general operating support, which allows us 
to be nimble, respond to the needs of 
grantmakers and invest in our internal 
capacity over a three-year period.” 

“Conversations with Foundation staff 
are extremely helpful. They are very 
committed to thinking through how 
your work fits into their priorities, while 
maintaining flexibility when the fit is 
imperfect.” 

“We hope the Foundation will encourage 
program officers to be more 
communicative with organizations and to 
keep an open dialogue about the work.” 
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Increasingly Helpful Selection Process but an Evaluation Processes that 
Needs Work 

 
Increased Helpfulness and Involvement in Selection Process 
 

 Grantees rate the helpfulness of the Foundation’s selection process in strengthening their 
organizations/programs significantly more positively than grantees in 2012. 

 Compared to 2012, Barr staff are also more involved in the development of the proposal, and 
higher levels of involvement are associated with more positive ratings in 2017.  

 
More Positive Perceptions of Reporting Process than Evaluation Process 

As with the selection process, Barr staff engagement in the reporting process is also associated with 
more positive ratings. 

 Specifically, Barr grantees that report exchanging ideas with the Foundation regarding how their 

organizations would assess the results of the funded work rate Barr significantly more positively 

than those who did not have these discussions on almost every measure in the survey. 

 Similarly, grantees that indicate having had a substantive discussion with the Foundation about 

their submitted reports rate significantly more positively than those who did not.  

Some of the lowest survey ratings, though, are provided about the Foundation’s evaluation process (as 

distinct from reporting) by the roughly quarter of grantees that report having participated in an 

evaluation.  

 The Foundation is rated in the bottom 20 percent of funders in CEP’s dataset1 for the extent to 

which those evaluations generate information that results in grantee organizations making 

changes to their work or that they believe will be useful to other organizations. Barr grantees 

indicate that the evaluation incorporated their input in its design much less than is typical at 

other funders.  

A Moment of Transition: Exit Grantees 
 
This survey was conducted at a moment of transition in strategies at the Barr Foundation. (Barr 
Foundation indicated which grantees sent surveys were receiving exit grants, and CEP examined any 
responses received from the grantees.) Seventeen respondents (of 220) were receiving exit grants at the 
time of they completed the survey. These grantees actually responded at a slightly higher rate than 
other grantees.  
 
To CEP, responses suggest a relatively positive exit, so grantees’ responses provide potentially helpful 
learning for future exits or strategy changes. Although quantitative responses from exit grantees trend 
lower on some measures, overall they are statistically similar to those of ongoing grantees. Responses 
also suggest that Barr’s communication about the transition was clear and that most exit grantees 
received some form of helpful assistance in preparing for the future. Though not unanimously positive 

                                                           
1. These questions were recently added to the grantee survey and depict comparative data from less than one-third of 

funders in the dataset. 
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about the exit experience, comments do positively highlight the Foundation’s openness, timeliness of 
communication, and sensitivity during a time of change. 
 
 

CEP Recommendations 
Barr Foundation now has an opportunity to continue the positive trend in grantee ratings, pushing itself 
from “typical” in most areas to exemplary. To do so, CEP suggests that Barr consider: 

 Building its impact on fields and issues by taking advantage of current strength influencing 

knowledge and policy, finding opportunities to facilitate convening and collaboration among 

grantees, and using its own voice and leadership more actively to advocate for important shared 

grantee and Foundation priorities. 

 Considering grantees’ suggestions that the Foundation adjust grant characteristics to provide 

more multi-year, six-figure, general operating support, where possible, in addition to the 

Foundation’s efforts to fully fund overhead. 

 Focusing across staff on enhancing the Foundation’s approachability. 

 Reflecting on the potential reasons why discussions of grant assessment and reports are 

associated with more positive ratings and ensuring those conversations happen systematically 

across grantees. 

 Revising what grantees perceive to be a top down and unhelpful evaluation process. 

 For the most part, programs and strategies have different strengths and challenges. We 

encourage the Foundation to learn from those differences, identifying particular approaches 

that could be generalizable and particular challenges to avoid.  

Contact Us: 

Kevin Bolduc 

Vice President, Assessment & Advisory Services 

kevinb@cep.org  
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