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RESPONSIVE VS. STRATEGIC 
GRANTMAKING: WHICH ONE IS RIGHT  

FOR YOU? 
 

 

Determine Which Approach To Grantmaking Works Best For Your 

Foundation 

In philanthropy, there is much written about responsive and strategic 

approaches to philanthropy. Which approach is the most appropriate? 

Meaningful? Effective? Grantmakers have many roles to play in a 

community, and how they define those roles can vary greatly, so it’s 

important for foundations to understand both strategic and responsive 

options to determine which approach may be preferable. 

 

Responsive grantmaking is being open to receiving proposals and 

ideas from any nonprofit and allowing the nonprofits to drive the 

agenda. Requests are initiated by the nonprofit, rather than by a funder 

seeking them out. This doesn’t mean that a foundation doesn’t have 

core areas of focus, but it does mean that within those areas it wishes to 

be responsive to the needs nonprofits feel most keenly. For example, a 

funder may focus on substance abuse but be open to supporting a wide 

range of prevention and treatment programs, as well as programs 

serving youth and families to address multigenerational factors that lead 

to abuse. 

 

In general, responsive grantmaking makes sense when a funder is just 

getting started — either as a new foundation or as an established 
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foundation that is wading into a new issue area. Responsive 

grantmaking also can be a way to show support to the community 

when a funder is not interested, ready or able to put the required effort 

and resources into a strategic approach. Funders that intentionally want 

to remain open to a variety of ideas that emerge from the community 

often use a responsive approach. And for some foundations, responsive 

grantmaking is simply the best fit for their missions — particularly those 

whose missions are very broad and highly localized. 

 

Strategic grantmaking (also called proactive grantmaking) is 

grantmaking with more focused goals and a defined set of strategies for 

how a foundation wants to accomplish those goals. The funder drives 

the agenda rather than the grantees, although it is best to include 

grantees in the creation of the goals and strategies. Strategic funders 

typically see themselves as accountable for successful outcomes. For 

example, a strategic grantmaker may decide to focus on reducing the 

stigma of substance abuse and deploy strategies that include a 

statewide communications campaign, increased support for Alcoholics 

Anonymous and Alanon and policy advocacy to health insurance 

providers to cover treatment. 

 

Strategic philanthropy usually makes sense after a foundation has been 

funding responsively for a while and has learned a lot about a specific 

issue it can address strategically. It also makes sense for funders that are 

very clear in their mission or intent to make a difference in a specific 

area. And, for funders who find that making a variety of different grants 

is proving unsatisfactory in terms of demonstrating the results they 
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desire, a strategic approach can be a way to achieve more measurable 

impact. In any case, funders who engage in strategic philanthropy 

should be ready to commit to their strategy for more than one or two 

grant cycles and think in terms of three to five years instead. 

 

Responsive and strategic grantmaking each come with a set of pros and 

cons, but, in truth, there will always be room for both grantmaking 

approaches. The beauty of philanthropy is that it is not restricted to one 

method, and a good many funders use responsive and strategic 

approaches in tandem to pursue promising solutions while keeping the 

door open to new ideas. The secret is to understand the options and 

explore each to the fullest. 
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Kris Putnam-Walkerly is a philanthropic advisor.  For over 20 years, top 

global philanthropies, ultra-high net worth donors, celebrity activists, 

foundations, wealth advisors, family offices, and Fortune 500 companies 

have sought her services to dramatically increase the clarity, speed, 

impact and joy of their giving. 

As a sought after philanthropy advisor, expert and award-winning 

author, she’s helped hundreds of foundations and philanthropists 

strategically allocate and assess over half a billion dollars in grants and 

gifts.  Kris also contributes expert philanthropic commentary to the Wall 

Street Journal, Washington Post, Bloomberg, Forbes, Variety, Thrive 
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Global, Worth Magazine, and other media. She was recently featured on 

NPR’s Marketplace Morning Report, and she co-edited The Foundation 

Review’s themed journal on philanthropy consulting.  

Kris is the author of her second book:  Delusional Altruism: Why 

Philanthropists Fail To Achieve Change and What They Can Do To 

Transform Giving (Wiley 2020). 
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