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What the Irvine Foundation has learned over the past six years about performance assessment

BY JAMES E. CANALES & KEVIN RAFTER

rivate foundations enjoy a unique

degree of freedom to pursue their

missions without the constraints

that face many other nonprofit
organizations. Such freedom can alsobe a
challenge insofar as it comes without the
external forces that can drive organiza-
tionsto achieve results. As Thomas Tierney
and Joel Fleishman note in their book Give
Smart: Philanthropy that Gets Results: “in
philanthropy excellence is self-imposed.”
That reality contributed to our decision
to create a new framework—called Foun-
dation Performance Assessment—to help
us assess The James Irvine Foundation’s

performance.

In this article we describe the Irvine
Foundation’s approach to performance as-
sessment and discuss some of the lessons
we have learned over the past six years. We
write from the dual vantage point of having
been involved in creating and evolving the
foundation’s approach to performance as-
sessment as well as producing the annual
report that describes our performance (re-
port preparation is integrated into our as-
sessment process). We define Foundation
Performance Assessment as an effort to
assess the organization’s performance by
examining the various levers by which the
institution can achieve its mission.

The Irvine Foundation was created in
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1937 to benefit the people of California. In
the 75 years since its inception, the foun-
dation has awarded more than $1 billion
in grants to thousands of organizations
serving Californians. The majority of our
grantmaking falls into three program areas:
youth, arts, and California democracy. The
youth program helps high school students
build a strong foundation for success in
both college and career. The arts program
promotes engagement in the arts for all
Californians. And our California democ-
racy program advances effective public
policy decision-making that is reflective of
and responsive to all Californians. All three

committee of board members and staff to
help shape this work, and we spent several
months studying the best practices of other
foundations that were pioneering founda-
tion performance assessment. Although a
few foundations—most notably the Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation—stood out, we
concluded that few foundations were taking
a comprehensive approach to performance
assessment, and there was therefore an op-
portunity for the Irvine Foundation to con-
tribute to the development of new ideas and
approaches in this emerging area.

With the few existing models in mind
and the knowledge that foundation per-

Our work in evaluation and performance
assessment helps focus program staff on the
goals and outcomes for their grantmaking.

areas are guided by our mission of expand-
ing opportunity for the people of California.

THE PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT
FRAMEWORK
A major strategic planning process in 2003
led the Irvine Foundation to streamline its
program focus and create a new perfor-
mance assessment approach. As the result
of a comprehensive review and planning pro-
cess, we updated our mission statement and
trimmed six diverse program areas to three.
Once we had identified where we would
focus and what we sought to achieve, we
turned our attention to how to measure
and assess our progress toward achiev-
ing our goals. We assembled an ad hoc

formance assessment was still nascent,
we created the Performance Assessment
Framework. With the Irvine Foundation
board of directors as the primary audience,
the framework addresses six areas—the first
three focusing on our programmatic work,
and the remaining three providing a more
institution-wide view.

We evaluate our performance in these
six areas by asking the following six ques-
tions. The results of this inquiry provide
the basis for our yearly report to the board.

1. What is the context in our program
fields? This section of the performance as-
sessment outlines information that helps
our board understand how the Irvine Foun-
dation’s work fits in a broader context. For
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example, we include external indicators
and new research findings that are relevant
to our program goals. We also report on
grantmaking by peer foundations in simi-
lar areas. Board members have indicated
that this context is valuable to their deeper
understanding of the challenges and op-
portunities we face in each program area.

2. What progress are we making toward
our program goals? This section reports
on evaluation findings and program prog-
ress indicators that track the impact of our
grantmaking. The progress indicators are
developed by each program team and cover
arange of information, both quantitative and
qualitative. The indicators are organized by
the goals and priorities in each of our pro-
grams. In many respects, this section covers
much of what is traditionally considered to
be “evaluation” of a foundation’s work.

3. How do lessons from our program
work improve our approach? This section
discusses how we have used our grant
monitoring, evaluations, and other engage-
ments in the field to inform and refine our
strategies and implementation. Because the
Irvine Foundation’s philosophy of evalua-
tion is guided by continuous improvement
and refinement, much of our work with the
board during the year focuses on this set
of questions. In this section of the annual
performance report we summarize our
activities and reinforce our commitment
to ongoing improvement.

4. Howisthe foundation exercising lead-
ershipin the field? This section, which shifts
the focus from specific programs to the
broader organization, assesses the ways we
can use our leadership platform and voice
to extend our impact and advance the foun-
dation’s mission. We do not presume that
leadership is conferred upon us by virtue of
our resources, but we are also mindful that
foundations can play important leadership
roles, especially when done with humility
and through authentic partnership. Here
we assess leadership activities undertaken
by the foundation as well as ways we help
to frame discussion, often via publications.
We are beginning to integrate social media
measures into this work.

5. How do key stakeholders perceive us,
and how do their perceptions inform our
work? This section reports feedback we
have solicited about how important con-
stituents view the foundation—typically

collected by third-party surveys, confi-

dential interviews, or other organized fora.
We typically include results from Grantee
Perception Reports administered by the
Center for Effective Philanthropy, web-

site user surveys, and other constituent
feedback activities. We have found that
the self-imposed requirement for external
feedback to include in our annual report
encourages us to identify more feedback
opportunities than we might otherwise—a
good development.

6. How are we performing on measures
of financial health and organizational ef-
fectiveness?In this section we track a num-
ber of indicators related to the foundation’s
investment performance, operating ratios
and costs, board and staff diversity, and
institutional developments. In contrast to
other parts of the report, for this section
we are able to draw on ready sources of fi-
nancial benchmarks for comparable insti-
tutions in the field and for the foundation’s
past performance.

Itisimportant to note that when answer-
ing these six questions, we operate with the
assumption that the measurement needs to
fit the subject matter. As much as possible,
we rely on quantitative data for maximum

precision and clarity. For some topics in our
framework, such as exercising leadership or
gathering constituent feedback, a quantita-
tive approach may not be as useful, sowe try
to balance the quantitative and qualitative.

EVOLUTION, REFINEMENT,
AND IMPROVEMENT
Our Performance Assessment Framework
has evolved using feedback from the board
and our experience creating and using the
annual performance reports. The most
important evolution has been to change
the sequence and emphasis of topics. The
framework initially led with a review of new
grantmaking during the reporting year, but
we have reorganized the report to focus at-
tention on the progress and results of our
previously awarded grants. We include a
grantmaking summary as an appendix to
the annual performance report, but we rely
on quarterly dashboards to keep the board
members up to date on recent approvals.
An important goal in creating the Per-
formance Assessment Framework was to
create a view of the foundation’s work as a
whole rather than as a series of parts. It was
the quest for a holistic view that motivated
us to organize the report by topics—the six
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questions—rather than by programs. That
said, as a multipurpose foundation, we have
three very distinct bodies of work in our
three core programs, so although we take
stock of the foundation as a whole, we do not
attempt to aggregate measures into a single
index for the foundation. Rather, we weigh
progress and challenges tolearn from each.

AUDIENCES FOR ASSESSMENT

Over time we have broadened our thinking
about the audiences for our performance as-
sessment work. The main audience for our
annual performance report is the founda-
tion’s board of directors. The report is one
of the primary deliverables for our annual
retreat at which we conduct in-depth con-
versations with the board about our work.
As part of the evolution of our framework
and with our board’s feedback, we came to
define three additional audiences for our
performance assessment work.

Our staff, especially the program staff,
are a second important audience that can
derive benefit from both the assessment
process and results. The annual perfor-
mance report represents a regular check-
in on our ongoing process of strategy de-
velopment and refinement. Our work in
evaluation and performance assessment
helps focus program staff on the goals and
outcomes for their grantmaking. We have
found that challenges in performance as-
sessment often help uncover areas where
our strategy needs refinement and elabo-
ration. The process of reviewing progress
indicators and other material to develop the
annual performance report helps us reflect
on how the progress we’ve made should in-
form the work ahead.

Inaddition to the two internal audiences,
we believe that the analysis in our annual
performance report can provide grantees
and other funders—our third target audi-
ence—with a better understanding of how
we define success in our work. Over time,
webelieve thisunderstanding can facilitate
collaboration toward shared goals. We re-

conceived the foundation’s public annual

report (which is different from the annual
report we provide to the board) to integrate
performance assessment content so that
our grantee partners have easier access to
the information.

The general public is a fourth, although
lower priority, audience. By including more

performance assessment in our public an-
nual report and making it generally avail-
able, we seek to contribute to a broader un-
derstanding of philanthropy’s role in society
beyond the grantmaking transaction.

LESSONS LEARNED

Literature on measurement and evalua-
tion reminds us that consciously building
in opportunities for learning will help us
use our results in actionable ways. At the
Irvine Foundation, that wisdom has helped
to guide our approach to performance as-
sessment across the foundation. From the
beginning, we knew we were experiment-
ing; building on the work of pioneers in
foundation-wide assessment, such as the
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. We also

leading up to board decisions about grant
awards at designated intervals throughout
the year. When one cycle concludes, another
begins—or more often, cycles overlap and
docket deadlines are constantly looming for
foundation staff. We have concluded that
this structure tends to discourage careful
reflection, thoughtful analysis, and distilla-
tion of lessons learned. Often, these activi-
ties are considered luxuries at their best and
distractions at their worst.

For afoundation to embrace fully a com-
mitment to institution-wide performance
assessment, careful consideration must be
given to addressing this structural barrier,
which tends to focus us primarily on the
next deadline at the expense of what we are
learning and how we are using that learn-

knew we did not have the answers, and now,
after six years of creating and evolving our
framework, we know that we still have more
to learn. At the same time, we are equally
persuaded that our commitment to foun-
dation-wide performance assessment has
made us a better foundation—one in which
aculture of reflection, learning, and refine-
ment has become even more pronounced,
and in which we actively find ways to use
what we learn from performance assess-
ments to improve our strategic thinking
and, by extension, to deepen our impact.

Recognizing that our assessment frame-
work remains a work in progress, we offer
the following three lessons in the hope
that they may inform others who are in-
terested in foundation-wide performance
assessment.

Lesson 1: The traditional structure of
philanthropic activity can conflict with a
commitment to performance assessment,
so it is important to address related barri-
ers and incentives.

Incentives within foundations are typi-
cally organized around the core activity of
awarding grants. The IRS mandate to spend
grant dollars annually helps to drive the
requisite work of grantmaking—proposal
review, site visits, docket preparation—all
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ing. We have discovered a related temporal
challenge. Because of regulations related to
payout, grant budgets are often organized
around an annual calendar. Our program
goals and aspirations rarely follow annual
timelines, nor should they, if they are suf-
ficiently ambitious in scope. So how do we
reconcile these different timelines?

Atthe Irvine Foundation, the discipline
of producing an annual performance report
to our board (and then sharing it publicly)
has oriented us toward a sharper focus on
reporting progress, not necessarily final
results. To do so, we have had to orient
ourselves toward identifying shorter- and
medium-term indicators and measures of
progress that we can trackand report on in
annual increments.

The need to clarify these indicators and
measures of progress has been a valuable
contribution to our strategy development
and refinement as well, because it has forced
us to articulate more clearly both the logic
and sequence of outcomes we seek. We be-
lieve that any foundation committed to as-
sessing its performance must determine how
best to keep the grantmaking work moving
forward while creating the space for con-
sideration of broader progress assessment.

Lesson 2: Foundation performance as-
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sessment both requires and fosters a cul-
ture of reflection and learning that can
lead to ongoing refinement and program
improvement.

Much oftoday’s business literature speaks
to the importance of building adaptive orga-
nizations that stay closely attuned to their
external environments and retool strategies
inwaysthat alignwith that ever-shifting con-
text. Although foundations do not necessarily
think interms of “competitive advantage” or
worry about going out of business, founda-
tions do have an obligation to remain atten-
tive to the context of their work.

Similarly, we need to find ways to create
feedback loops that permit us to use what
we learn to improve our strategies. A prom-
ising development over the past decade has
been a more intentional focus on evaluation
forlearning and improvement rather than
simply for auditing purposes or declaring
success or failure. Although we certainly
need to use evaluation to guide our under-
standing of whether we are succeeding or
failing, we stand to benefit significantly if
we can use what we learn to improve our
strategies and their execution.

Inthisrespect, performance assessment
is inextricably linked to program strategy,
and ithas been our experience that a focus
on assessment has improved the rigor and
logic of our program strategy. As previ-
ously noted, a key contribution of this pro-
cesshasbeen defining progress indicators
that allow us to determine whether we are
making the kind of progress we seek in the
short term, and if not, to understand what
that might imply about our strategies. We
have discovered that even the process of
identifying these indicators can help us
to surface possible instances of underde-
veloped strategic thinking or unrealistic
expected outcomes.

A commitment to foundation perfor-
mance assessment can force us both to con-
sider context and to build in opportunities
forlearning. From the beginning, our Perfor-
mance Assessment Framework contained a
section on what we call “program context.”
It was designed to encourage us to collect
data about the contextual issues related to
our programs. We also annually collect data
on other philanthropic investments in the
particular areas we fund. Examining both
of these contextual data sets helps us under-
stand better how we view the foundation’s

contribution and track other philanthropy
and the broader trends in our focus areas.
Interestingly, this contextual data hasbeen
one of the areasthat ourboard has found the
most interesting. It has helped them to posi-
tion our work in a broader context and has
encouraged us to find other ways to expose
the board to the environment and context
for the foundation’s efforts.

Understanding the context and re-
flecting upon our learning, however, can
be useful only if it can then be translated
into action. This is where we have tried to
demonstrate our commitment to adapt-
ability without falling prey to a tendency
by foundations to embrace the issue of the
day. For example, in our California democ-
racy program we have remained focused
onthe goal of advancing more representa-
tive public policy decision making. As we
have approached this priority from differ-
ent angles, such as voter mobilization and
civic engagement, the program team has
analyzed the products of its grantmaking
and adjusted its strategy as appropriate.

Lesson 3: Successful foundation perfor-
mance assessment requires both buy-inand
engagement from stakeholders at all levels.

The old adage that “leadership starts
at the top” holds true for foundation per-
formance assessment. Without demon-
strated commitment and visible leadership
from the board, the CEO, and other senior
officers, foundation performance assess-
ment simply cannot succeed. We put it
this starkly because the effort required for
foundation performance assessment man-
dates full institutional commitment and
cannot be the province of just the evalua-
tion director.

Obtaining the buy-in of the board from
the very beginning was essential. We cre-
ated a board task force to help us design
our approach to foundation performance
assessment, and from the outset we viewed
the board as the lead initial stakeholder.
We did so because we believed it would
advance board members’ understanding of
the foundation’s progress and impact—an
important outcome by itself—but we also
knew it would signal both internally and
externally just how important this work
was to the foundation.

For the process to take hold, it also re-
quires broad-based buy-in from the staff.
We were perhaps well-served by the fact

23

ADVANCING EVALUATION PRACTICES IN PHILANTHROPY

that our foray into foundation performance
assessment coincided with the adoption of
a new strategic plan and the staff change
that often accompanies a shift in new direc-
tions. The foundation’s staff embraced this
approach from the outset, and it became
part of the way we did business. Nonethe-
less, we recognize the need to ensure that
staff view performance assessment not as
an additional burden, but rather as atool to
inform better decisions.

CONCLUSION

This article explains how we have struc-
tured and evolved our foundation’s perfor-
mance assessment. We are eager to share
our approach, not just because we are per-
suaded that adopting an institutional view
of performance assessment can improve
a foundation’s work, but also because we
want to create a broader community of
foundations committed to learning from
each other about this important dimension
of our work. Fortunately, we have moved
beyond the question of whether measure-
ment and evaluation are useful, but there
remains much to be explored about how
the tools of measurement and evaluation
can be applied across a foundation’s work.
That’s where we have been experimenting
for the past six years and where we know
we still have a great deal to learn.

Among the questions that we have yet
to explore is how an approach to founda-
tion performance assessment can work in
organizations of different sizes and scopes.
Although the Irvine Foundation is a rela-
tively large foundation, we are also regional
in scope and focus on only a few program
areas. How this approach can be applied in
a foundation with a broader mandate and
more diverse portfolio of grantmaking re-
mains an open question.

We hope this contribution to the body
of knowledge on performance assessment
can support robust exploration of questions
such as these. In the end, our institutions ex-
ist to provide a public benefit, and we must
therefore embrace opportunities that might
enable us to deliver on that promise more ef-
fectively. We believe that a commitment to
foundation performance assessment offers
one such opportunity,and we knowthere are
more experimenting to be done, more learn-
ing to be accumulated, and many stories to
be shared. ¢
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