
Characteristics of foundations
Foundations will all sit at different points on the spectrum of the strategic choices described in Nesta’s Foundation Horizon Scan. 
This worksheet outlines the characteristics that different foundations might display based on those strategic choices and in 
relation to three broad roles a foundation can fulfill: that of a stabiliser, a moderniser or a transformer. It is likely that in some 
areas of activity a foundation could play a stabilising role, while in another their behaviour is more transformative. We encourage 
you to use this matrix to map the different roles your foundation plays.

Power and Control
Centralised

Distributed

Centralised decision-making

Outcomes delivered for a community 

Delivery models prescribed by grantmaking 
mechanism

Broadcast model for communication from the 
centre to frontline staff or grant recipients

StabilisersTension

Characteristics of foundations in the role of the...

Experimenting with participatory 
grantmaking

Outcomes delivered with a community

Some flexibility of delivery and grantmaking 
models

Some decision-making devolved to frontline

Modernisers

Decentralised decision-making that makes 
the most of digital technology

Outcomes delivered by a community

Flexibility of delivery and grantmaking models 
that are responsive to local needs

Peer-to-peer communication between 
foundation staff and grant recipients

Transformers

Where do you stand?

Where do you stand?

Where do you stand?

Where do you stand?

Where do you stand?

Where do you stand?

Where do you stand?

Where do you stand?

Diversity
Professional 
experience

Lived experience

Professional and academic experience of 
foundation staff is prioritised

Expert-led

Strong influence from the family or founder

Efforts to introduce diverse voices and lived 
experience into decision-making

Awareness of the importance of diversity at 
senior leadership and board levels

Commitment to mirror the demographics and 
experience of beneficiaries among foundation 
staff and leadership

Outreach and investment in people with lived 
experience as staff members and leaders

Transparency
Low exposure

High exposure

Transparency to confirm activity rather than 
challenge it

Compliance with regulatory reporting 
requirements 

Little room for challenge or criticism

Data and decision-making published in an 
unstructured format

Transparency for transparency’s sake

Data published in a way that is useful and 
useable, e.g. by 360Giving

Awareness of the limits and risks associated 
with data-purist approaches, e.g. encoding 
biases in algorithms

Decision-making and strategy is public and 
open to challenge

Role in public 
service delivery
Safety net

Test bed

Efforts to plug gaps in public sector provision

Acceptance of current frameworks offered by 
the public sector

Critical friend to the public sector, offering 
challenges and innovative ideas within 
existing delivery framework

Commitment to advance public sector 
innovation through new delivery models and 
approaches

Desire to change the framework and terms of 
debate for problems addressed by the public 
sector

Time horizons
Near-term

Long-term

Focus on immediate needs of individuals and 
communities

Cure rather than prevention

Main focus on existing needs of people and 
communities today 

Efforts to address structural and systemic 
change

New technology to improve existing processes

Anticipation of future problems and focus on 
prevention

Desire to address structural, systemic and 
political challenges

New technology and processes to ‘change the 
rules of the game’

Measurement, 
evaluation  
and learning
Metric-led

Iterative learning

Target-led

Tried and tested initiatives

Data-driven

Continuous improvement through learning and 
established feedback loops for key metrics

Experimentation with processes for more 
effective data collection and analysis

Driven by experimentation and learning

Learning and insights prioritised over impact 
goals

Desire to build and share deep knowledge 
of social change models, within the own 
organisation and beyond

Assets
Maximising financial 
return

Maximising social return

Focus on sustaining the endowment

No social lens applied to investments

Mixed strategy of seeking stable financial 
returns whilst investing with a social mission

Divestment from assets that are not aligned 
with wider objectives, e.g. fossil fuels

Endowment used to advance social change

Strong shareholder activism

Collaboration
Independent action

Collective effort

Can act swiftly and decisively

Often works alone 

Reputation for specific interventions or issues

Coalitions and campaigns with like-minded 
organisations

Foundations staff represented on boards or 
working groups on specific issues

Systems-thinking embedded into day-to-day 
work

Cross-sectoral coalitions and partnerships 
with unlikely partners to make change 
happen

Use of modern technology to experiment with 
new ways of collaborating effectively


