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This foundation learning example is part of the Approaches to Learning Amid Crises: Reflections from Philanthropy 

report, which showcases a series of learning examples aimed to support philanthropy in learning from doing while 

changes are still underway. In this report, we lift up examples of how foundations have reacted and, specifically, 

highlight what and how they are learning. We spoke with leaders from seven Canadian and American foundations 

to learn from their actions during the first several months of the 2020 crises related to COVID-19 and the 

widespread acknowledgement of systemic racism and racial inequity. We focused on what they did, how they did 

it, and what it means from the perspective of organizational learning and evaluation. This is one of those seven 

foundation learning examples.

Interviewees were asked to reflect on how their foundation responded during the first four months of the crises, 

beginning in March 2020 at the start of COVID-19 lockdowns in North America, and through the widespread 

protests in June 2020 after George Floyd’s murder. Interviewees were asked to share what actions they took, and 

what informed their decision-making. Our conversation was semi-structured with the goal of telling instructive 

stories about how learning helped to shape action.

This foundation learning example represents real-life experiences, but not necessarily best practices. 
It does not cover all aspects of the foundations’ inner workings or thinking, but rather offers a point-in-time 

snapshot through the eyes of the interviewees. The issues explored here could be unpacked further and in 

much greater detail. As such, they may leave the reader with more questions than answers, which we consider a 

positive (albeit potentially frustrating) outcome.

At the heart of our inquiry, we were guided by these two questions: 

 How does a foundation’s learning culture shape its capacity to act and

 adapt during a crisis?   

 How do relationships between funders and grantees shape their capacity

 to learn together?  

We encourage you to reflect on these questions in your own context as you read 

through this case study.
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J. Armand Bombardier 
Foundation

Background

Responding in times 
of crisis

The J. Armand Bombardier Foundation has been active for over 50 

years. The Foundation is headquartered in Valcourt, Québec, while its 

Philanthropic Activities team is based in Montréal. The Foundation employs 50 people (a museum and a cultural 

centre are part of its programming), while the Philanthropic Activities team currently employs six staff members. 

In 2019, it granted approximately CA$4 million in support of several causes related to health care, community 

support, education, and arts and culture. In addition, it also supports Philagora, a capacity-building program 

for nonprofits which provides workshops, training opportunities, networking, and knowledge sharing through a 

variety of means.

Like all foundations, the J. Armand 

Bombardier Foundation has processes 

in place for topics like how often the 

Board meets, how granting decisions 

are made, and the ways in which staff 

interact with grantees. When COVID 

hit, it quickly became clear that 

these processes needed adapting. 

There was so much happening so 

quickly that staff made the request to 

convene much more frequently with 

their Board and Granting Committee.

Interviewee:
Ode Belzille

Director of Philanthropic 

Activities

Date:
July 2020

The decision to change the frequency of 

granting meetings came from staff, but the 

members quickly came to agree. It became 

evident very quickly that we wouldn’t be able to 

give quick responses to grantees without this. At 

first, we decided to just have a special meeting 

between March and the normal summer 

granting meeting. Then we decided to have 

one meeting a month until it’s not necessary 

anymore. For the Granting Committee, they 

are working harder than before. They are 

looking at new types of requests that are being 

made. They needed to adjust from one month 

to another. The situations and priorities that 

are put forward by organizations change, so 

we need to be more flexible. At first it was a 

challenge, and now they are more willing to test 

new approaches and say, ‘Let’s try this.’
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In March, the Foundation announced that they would be loosening their reporting restrictions and working with 

other funding partners to provide emergency support to frontline organizations. The idea of working with other 

funding partners was not new to the Foundation, but there was a desire to work more collaboratively and in an 

action-oriented manner.

Our Board members are more engaged in learning now. They are participating more in webinars. In 

the past, we would not necessarily have had Board members attend Philanthropic Foundation Canada 

webinars. Some not only attend now, but will call us about it to discuss what they heard.

In the past, we would do a lot of oral presentations. Now, I have to document things more and prepare 

reports. We moved from more informal knowledge transfer to more documented knowledge transfer. It’s 

something we wanted to do for a long time, and now we need to do it. This allows us to better retain 

the learning and share it with both our Board members and grantees.

The biggest change for staff was how often we talk with other funders. In Québec, the philanthropic 

sector is very tightly knit. Before, we would talk a lot together, but now we act together a lot more. 

Now, someone will say we need help and someone else will volunteer staff to help. We see working 

together in a much more natural, more organic way.

 

For example, there is a coalition of foundations that want to act to address inequality. It’s been active 

for a long time. We got involved in the months before COVID. Since May, our team has been working 

along with the collective’s coordinator and representatives from another foundation and a provincial 

organization to coordinate a new initiative. We share planning and execution.

We see each other much more as colleagues.

 

For my staff, it’s very stimulating, they get to see and support projects outside the Foundation. This is a 

huge advantage.

Similarly, the Foundation thought carefully about how they could continue to run their Philagora capacity-building 

program and what types of activities would be most helpful.

During this period, the Board also became more engaged in the Foundation’s work and wanted to understand the 

challenges that were affecting communities across the country and how the Foundation could offer support.

Working virtually with their Board also created new challenges. For example, the difficulties of having people talk 

in a freer flowing way as they would if they were meeting in person often meant that, at first, someone was often 

interrupting someone else. This forced staff and the Board to think more about how information was shared and 

move away from mostly oral reports to more documented reports.
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We stopped our capacity-building program for a month because there was so much noise and so much 

going on at the start of the pandemic. For example, lots of organizations were offering virtual trainings 

and webinars. We didn’t want to overwhelm our grantees. During this time, the Philagora team went into 

observation mode. They reached out to hear what organizations needed and reported back.

One of the things we heard related to an ongoing activity we had been holding. Pre-COVID, we were 

supporting a relatively informal 1½-hour morning coffee chat for nonprofit staff to discuss one subject. 

These chats took place every two months, and participants were eager to take part again. We decided 

to continue to support this but shifted to bringing people together virtually once every two weeks 

and focused on executive directors (EDs). We act as co-facilitators with a different ED each week 

who decides what the topic will be. Topics include things like managing stress, what to do with your 

strategic plan, etc. 

This worked because our partners chose the medium. It was already familiar to them; they’d been doing 

this before COVID. There were relationships already in place and it was easy to continue. It’s important 

for us to understand this rapport and what it means in terms of value-added. It was not that different 

from how other organizations offer workshops and networking opportunities, but it’s what worked for 

our partner organizations.

As the crisis progressed, the Foundation realized it was getting more calls from organizations looking for funding 

that had never approached the Foundation before. While the Foundation works nationally, approximately 85% of 

its grantees are from Québec. 

In Québec, it’s a small community, so even if we don’t grant to them, they know us and what to expect. 

The questions we get asked from those who don’t know us are different. Some of these new people 

come to us with projects, for instance, but we prefer core mission funding. And so we’ll ask why they 

are proposing a project and they’ll say because that’s what other funders want us to do. I used to 

have these conversations when I first started at the Foundation. It’s interesting to go back to those 

conversations.

With the death of George Floyd at the end of May, the Foundation also reflected on its own Diversity, Equity, and 

Inclusion (DEI) efforts.
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COVID accelerated our work on DEI. It made it mandatory. BIPOC-led organizations are not as present 

in Québec. We started having questions about why this is the case.

The conversation around DEI has been going on in a more sustainable manner for the past three years. 

In terms of grantees, we were already trying to work with a gender-based analysis, but that was easy 

because the Foundation was created by women, and currently 75% of our Board is made up of women 

and the management is women-led. In terms of organizations led by people of colour, it was less natural 

for us to grant with this lens.

When COVID started, we recognized that many of these communities lived in the north part of 

Montréal and we recognized that we didn’t have many grants there, so we focused on trying to build 

more formal relations there.

This reflection also prompted changes in their capacity-building program.

We also invited leaders from 16 organizations to come together as a learning 

circle—some of them we support financially and some we don’t. We tried to 

create a microcosm of the nonprofit sector: big orgs, small orgs, different ages, 

different geographies. We started this in June and it will end in November. In 

essence, this group is doing a theory of change process without using that 

language. We call it a “circle of co-reinforcement and mutual aid.” In essence, 

organizations are reflecting on their organizational culture and what the gaps in 

our ecosystem are, thinking about what we want to learn and how to measure 

it. The idea, in part, is to equip organizations to better communicate to funders 

how they work and what they need in terms of support. It’s about taking the time 

to reflect together. Everyone we invited said yes except one because they didn’t 

have the time. They meet every three weeks. For us, we also use this information 

to inform our own practices, but there’s no expectations. If something interesting 

comes out of it, then we will share it with others. 

We wanted to start with organizations we support financially, but then with the 

Black Lives Matter movement we recognized that our proposed participants 

weren’t diverse enough, so we chose a quarter from the broader Philagora 

community. We also hired consultants to support this process. For participants, 

it’s a free training, brainstorming, networking, and programming opportunity. 6



Learning Insights

One of the strongest insights that came out of this conversation was how committed staff and Board 
were to asking deep questions. These are questions that focus on values and assumptions and not only 
program tactics. This is evident in how the Foundation took time to understand how they might respond to 
the crisis and support its grantees and communities, whether this was to carry on, in a modified way, the 
co-facilitated gatherings of EDs or to challenge themselves around what role they could play in supporting 
racialized people in leadership positions in nonprofit organizations. It was also clear that this process of 
asking deep questions was not finished just because they had figured out their immediate programming 
next steps. 

In addition, as a staff, more questions are now being asked regarding what the future might hold and 
the potential for supporting nonprofits that aren’t charities. It was also noted that there is a desire to 
undertake an internal evaluation with an external evaluator to help discover further insights about how 
they work.

Moreover, the change during this period regarding how staff and Board interacted may suggest that 
stronger feedback loops are being developed. This isn’t a question only of how frequently the Board and 
staff met, but rather that interactions were happening in new ways. That might mean discussing a webinar 
that a Board member attended with staff, increasing awareness of how staff engaged with other funders, 
or demonstrating a willingness to see this work continued without a need for more formal approval.

Finally, the desire to work collaboratively was not new for the J. Armand Bombardier Foundation, but there 
was a clear recognition that there was even more untapped potential for collaboration that could help 
inform their learning and actions. Staff noted real value in being able to call up another funder informally 
to discuss an issue or ask a question. Similarly, there was a sense that these interactions were very rich 
and allowed for more meaningful action to happen more quickly. Whether it be staff at the Foundation or 
staff from another funder who took the direct next steps, there was nonetheless a sense of camaraderie 
and shared interest and support.
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