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Overview

Funders in the social sector — whether governments 
or foundations —  typically give out grants to nonprofit 
organizations with the intention of having an impact on a 

specific area or social problem. The traditional relationship of 
funders with nonprofit organizations is to provide these funds 
and ask the nonprofit organization to submit an evaluation 
of what was accomplished. Funders amass this valuable 
information, but too often it ends up sitting in files unused and 
unshared.

With the increasing amount of data now being collected by 
funders, clearly funders have other resources to support 
the social sector beyond just their grantmaking dollars. In 
fact, the social sector is starting to realize that funders’ data 
is an underused resource with the potential to reshape the 
social sector. To take advantage of these opportunities, some 
funders have begun opening their data to grantees and the 
public, and are learning how sharing data can increase their 
impact.

This report provides an overview of the discussions at 
Transform the Sector 2017 on how funders are opening up to 
increase their impact. It also provides additional context and 
background on this topic.
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Funders already collect a variety of information 
through their day-to-day operations. They research 
the problems they are trying to solve as part of their 
purpose and mission. They have experience with 
the many possible solutions to the various problems 
confronting them. They choose to invest in specific 
solutions and receive feedback about what works 
and what doesn’t. This provides them with a unique 
perspective on the successes and needs of the sector. 
Their position means they are privy to information that 
is not accessible to all stakeholders in the sector.

What kind of 
information do 
funders collect?

Grantees share important information with funders 
when completing grant applications and reports. 
Funders collect that data every time a grantee submits 
a grant application or progress report. Through their 
grantmaking process, the data funders may collect 
includes:

• Organization level data: data collected through 
the organization registration process (pre-
application screening for eligibility) which provides 
a rich source of info on organizations that is very 
useful to analysts and researchers. This could 
include the size, nature, mission, incorporation 
status of an organization or whether it is volunteer 
or staff led.

• Activities data: What grantees are doing, where 
they are doing it, and who they are reaching. Which 
issues and communities receive funding and which 
issues and communities do not. How much funding 
is going to each grantee organization.

• Impact: What activities have proven successful and 
which activities have proven unsuccessful. May 
include information about the various problems 
funders are trying to solve. Can include both 
quantifiable data and qualitative data.

• Contextual data: The nature of community 
needs including demographic data, income data 
and health data. This allows funders to identify 
the scope of problems in each geographic area 
they serve. It may also contain information about 
activities by government or other funders.

Data funders 
collect 
through their 
grantmaking 
process
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Currently, there are two primary ways funders can 
share their data and information:

• By Publishing Open Data: Open data is data that 
is made publicly available and to which the limits 
to sharing have been removed. The data also 
needs to be available as a whole at minimal cost 
and downloadable via the internet without charge. 
Any other information to meet license or attribution 
requirements must also be included. Finally, the 
format of the data must also easily be processed 
by a computer and no restrictions made on the use 
of it.

• By Adopting Open Licensing: Applying an open 
license to an original work defines how that work 
can be used and adapted. In absence of this open 
license, the default copyright is ‘no permission 
to share, reuse or distribute the work, unless 
granted explicit in-person permission by the rights 
holder.’ An open license is typically indicated 
through a symbol, text description, hyperlink or any 
combination of these.

How funders 
can share

Both grantees and the broader sector have a lot to 
gain from funders sharing their data and information. 
Funder data and information can provide a broader 
perspective on the sector than a single organization 
would otherwise have access to. Benefits of sharing 
this information and data include:

• Better understanding of the funding landscape, 
including which areas have high concentrations 
of investment, and where there might be 
underinvestment.

• More strategic grantmaking, and reduced 
duplication of effort.

• Increased collaboration among grantees and 
other stakeholders with shared goals and/or 
complementary activities.

• New insights into community needs.

• Improved application and reporting processes.

• Shared knowledge about what activities or 
strategies are most successful.

The benefits of 
sharing
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CURRENT 
CANADIAN 
CONTEXT
In Canada, funders of all types — including 
governments, private and public foundations, and 
arts councils — are increasingly opening up their 
organizations and their data as they recognize the 
benefits it can offer. Here are a few examples of an 
emerging valuable new source of data for the sector.
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ONTARIO TRILLIUM FOUNDATION

In 2015 became the first Canadian funder to 
release their data in a raw, machine-readable 
format, enabling a greater understanding 
of the funding landscape in Ontario — and 
providing a resource for researchers, policy-
makers and the public to drive innovation in 
the sector. This was part of the Government of 
Ontario’s broader Open Data initiative.

CANADA COUNCIL FOR THE ARTS

Also began publishing data on their grants in 
2015. This data has led to new research on 
specific disciplines within the arts, and helped 
other funders identify new grantees in their 
local communities.

VANCOUVER COMMUNITY 
FOUNDATION

Launched an Open Licensing Policy in 2017, 
applying open licenses to its materials 
to foster intentional sharing of ideas and 
resources across the sector.

THE CANADIAN GOVERNMENT

Has been releasing their grants and 
contributions data quarterly since 2005 but 
recently moved to publish data on all grants 
and contributions under $25,000 as part of 
their latest Open Government Partnership 
Plan.
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Here are a few tips for how funders can begin 
publishing their data openly:

• Create a data-positive culture: Funders can build 
their team’s data literacy and foster understanding 
and enthusiasm for how sharing data can improve 
impact.

• Start small: Funders don’t have to figure it all out 
right away. Determine the easiest data to share 
and get feedback from stakeholders and the public 
about the impacts of sharing it.

• Engage your stakeholders: Grantees, fellow 
funders, and other stakeholders can help funders 
understand which of their data would be most 
valuable to share and how best to share it. They 
can also help funders explore potential risks or 
ethical concerns that could arise when opening 
data so they can address them before you launch.

• Adopt standards: Keep informed about how other 
organizations are sharing data and work together 
to adopt common standards and data formats 
like IATI or 360Giving. This will ensure data can 
be shared and compared across organizations, 
maximizing its usefulness.

• Use existing tools to guide you: It’s no 
coincidence that organizations that share data 
are also happy to share resources. They can offer 
resources like technical guides and tools to help 
you develop your data sharing strategy.

How can 
funders start to 
share their data?

Internationally, the IATI standard is a publishing 
framework that provides the technical guidance to 
share information between organizations more easily. 
IATI uses a specific data format called XML. Compared 
to Word files, PDFs or even spreadsheets, the XML 
format enables machine-readable data to be easily 
exchanged, compared, and mashed up with other 
data. IATI is currently being used by many of the 
largest and most influential development stakeholders 
in the world. These range from NGOs like Oxfam 
Netherlands, to funders like the UK’s Department for 
International Development, to country partners like 
Bangladesh.

Existing Tools

http://iatistandard.org/
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In the UK, the 360Giving Open Data Standard 
provides a common way to share grantmaking data 
in an interoperable way — so it can be shared and 
compared with data from other funders. This helps 
people understand and use the data across the social 
sector. It is easy to use and provides a comprehensive 
view of the whole grantmaking process.

In the US, Glasspockets, an initiative of Foundation 
Center, similarly offers resources for foundations to 
be more transparent about their grantmaking. It also 
offers tools for the public to make the best use of 
data, plus see how different foundations measure up 
in terms of transparency.

In Canada, Powered by Data, has developed a three-
step approach for funders to open up their data that 
includes publication, engagement and feedback 
integration. Powered by Data’s approach ensures 
organizations can develop the necessary capacity and 
culture to design and implement their own impactful 
data-sharing strategies.

http://www.threesixtygiving.org/standard/
http://glasspockets.org/
http://poweredbydata.org/
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Funders are committed to the public 
good. Sharing information and data 
with the sector is a way to further 
their public benefit beyond their 
funding dollars. Progress is being 
made. However, most funders’ data 
and information is still not shared. As 
more funders share their data and 
information, more knowledge will be 
gained about the sector. This will lead 
to more strategic decision-making, 
innovation, and collaboration.

Conclusion

Further guides and processes for 
opening up data and information need 
to be developed. In the meantime, 
please see the following resources 
section for additional reading and 
knowledge.



Additional Resources

Valuing data: How to use it in your grantmaking - New Philanthropy Capital: 
http://www.thinknpc.org/publications/valuing-data/

Developing a culture of knowledge management - Stanford Social Innovation Review: 
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/developing_a_culture_of_knowledge_management

360 Giving Open Data Standard - 360 Giving: 
http://www.threesixtygiving.org/standard/

Opening Up - Glasspockets, A Service of the Foundation Center: 
http://www.grantcraft.org/assets/content/resources/transparency.pdf

IATI Standard - IATI: 
http://iatistandard.org/202/introduction/

What is open data - Open Data Handbook: 
http://opendatahandbook.org/guide/en/what-is-open-data/

Data that plays nice with others - Powered by Data: 
http://poweredbydata.org/blog/2016/2/18/data-that-plays-nice-with-others

How Canada leads the way in Charity Data - Powered by Data: 
http://poweredbydata.org/blog/2016/2/9/how-canada-leads-the-way-in-charity-data

Why Grantmakers Benefit From Publishing Their Grant Data as Open Data - Powered by Data: 
http://poweredbydata.org/blog/2016/11/7/why-grantmakers-benefit-from-publishing-their-grant-
data-as-open-data-the-case-of-the-canada-council-for-the-arts

Why we are celebrating Prime Minister Trudeau’s shirtless summer vacation - Powered by Data: 
http://poweredbydata.org/blog/2016/8/23/why-we-are-celebrating-prime-minister-trudeaus-
shirtless-summer-vacation

Open Licensing - Open Definition: 
http://opendefinition.org/od/2.1/en/

Open Licensing Initiative - Vancouver Foundation: 
https://www.vancouverfoundation.ca/our-work/initiatives/open-licensing-initiative/open-
licensing-policy

http://www.thinknpc.org/publications/valuing-data/
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/developing_a_culture_of_knowledge_management
http://www.threesixtygiving.org/standard
http://www.grantcraft.org/assets/content/resources/transparency.pdf
http://iatistandard.org/202/introduction
http://opendatahandbook.org/guide/en/what-is-open-data/
http://poweredbydata.org/blog/2016/2/18/data-that-plays-nice-with-others
http://poweredbydata.org/blog/2016/2/9/how-canada-leads-the-way-in-charity-data
http://poweredbydata.org/blog/2016/11/7/why-grantmakers-benefit-from-publishing-their-grant-data-as-open-data-the-case-of-the-canada-council-for-the-arts
http://poweredbydata.org/blog/2016/8/23/why-we-are-celebrating-prime-minister-trudeaus-shirtless-summer-vacation
http://opendefinition.org/od/2.1/en
https://www.vancouverfoundation.ca/our-work/initiatives/open-licensing-initiative/open-licensing-policy
http://www.poweredbydata.org
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