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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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Metcalf Foundation

Background

Responding in times of crisis

The Metcalf Foundation is a Canadian family foundation based in Toronto, 

Ontario, with over 60 years of philanthropic giving. It currently employs 

nine staff members. In 2019, it granted approximately CA$6 million in three 

program areas: the environment, inclusive local economies, and the performing arts. In addition, it provides 

Innovation Fellowships to critical thinkers working to address complex ecological, social, economic, and cultural 

issues.

The Metcalf Foundation’s external response to the 

COVID-19 crisis began with a mid-March email to all its 

stakeholders. The communication acknowledged the 

severity of the crisis and signalled that the Foundation 

was in the process of formulating a response. Internally, 

staff recognized the interruption to their own planned 

programming and that the crisis would likely impact their 

three focus areas differently.

Ultimately, the Foundation’s Board of Directors decided to increase its granting disbursement to 5% of assets 

(as part of the GIVE5 movement in Canada) and identified three strategic areas it wanted to focus on over the 

coming months.

Interviewees:
Sandy Houston 

President and CEO

Michael Trent

Director of Performing Arts

Date:
September 2020

Even though we were moving 

very quickly, we also wanted to 

be thoughtful and take our time. 

It took us about two months to 

develop the strategy, which is 

unusually fast for a foundation.

Our three funding buckets were emergency response, supporting intermediaries, and future-looking 

initiatives. We assigned titular dollar amounts to each bucket. Since we wanted to move quickly, 

we decided against an open call in favour of supporting our existing relationships, especially when 

it came to emergency dollars. Typically, we rely on advisory committees to assist staff in making 

recommendations to the Board for approval. This time, the Board empowered the staff to determine 

grant allocations. We also converted a number of our existing grants to unrestricted operating support 

and reconfigured grant reporting mechanisms.
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In the normal course of business, several of the Foundation’s programs include intensive in-person engagements. 

The COVID-19 crisis meant these gatherings were no longer feasible, so program directors needed to find new 

ways to sustain and advance the work without them.

Maintaining good lines of communication with the Foundation’s existing relationships was a key priority that 

helped staff understand what was going on now and how to think about the future. Some of the shifts involved 

new ways of collecting information, including a proposed short survey to emergency fund recipients in early 

2021.

This commitment to keeping lines of communication open also helped the Foundation recognize that they 

could do more to support Black, Indigenous, and people of colour (BIPOC)-led and -serving organizations, with 

particular attention to the performing arts portfolio.

In our March and April conversations, we tried to turn down the heat by shifting our questions from 

‘give us intel’ to just ‘talk to us about your experience and what is going on.’ The survey will ask different 

kinds of questions like ‘What has this funding meant to your organization?’ We want to hear the story 

underlying the grant’s impact.

We knew that certain BIPOC communities had been disproportionately affected by COVID. In the arts, 

this raised issues of access for us. In our first wave of emergency support, we provided some support 

to BIPOC organizations but felt that we could do better. In our second round, we decided to decentre 

Metcalf and invite BIPOC arts leaders to define the selection criteria and make the granting decisions. 

This is not typically how we work (although we do rely on advisory committees), and it was a very rich 

experience for us. This happened remarkably quickly, and we had fantastic discussions about the very 

definition of equity and the language we use to speak about it.
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Internally, the Foundation has had to adjust and create ways to keep the staff and Board on the same page. This 

has led to more frequent interactions but also presents challenges over the long term.

The Foundation has long valued working with other funders, but the crisis further reinforced its desire to engage 

with peers in areas of shared interest.

We want to work with others. We all acknowledge that collaboration and partnership make us more 

effective. We do everything from pooled funds to strategy sessions. For the arts, this has been an 

opportunity for a group of funders to come together and, lately, go beyond sharing updates to dig 

into shared issues in a really open and safe way. Those are the kinds of conversations we are finding 

extremely fruitful.

Because staff aren’t working physically in the same space, we’re 

having more conversations online. We’ve created more internal 

opportunities for us to speak, although we miss the ‘hallway culture’ 

and informal conversations from the before times.

In terms of the Board, they typically meet four times per year. In 

this situation, the Board gave staff a lot more latitude to make 

decisions. As CEO, I started writing the Board a monthly letter 

beginning in March, summarizing what staff were doing and where 

we were headed to make sure they remained abreast of a fast-

moving situation. Our fall Board meeting is typically the one each 

year where we bring Board members into the communities we 

serve so they can engage with our grantees. We are not doing that 

this year. They value that sense of connection, and we will need to 

think about how to keep the Board engaged.
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Learning Insights

The type of rich learning experiences the 
Foundation values typically involve opportunities 
to bring people together to create spaces for 
learning. Whether this be gathering together with 
grantees, working with other funders, or through 
Board meetings, the ability to be together has 
been a conscious value of how the Foundation 
works and learns. The Foundation’s response to the 
crises represented a doubling down on connecting 
and communicating with its stakeholders even if 
they couldn’t do it in person. The Foundation noted 
an increase in how often they connected as a staff 
team, and they experimented with new ways of 
keeping Board members engaged (such as through 
the monthly letter), connecting with grantees in 
different ways, and asking grantees different kinds 
of questions that prioritize shared learning. 

Moreover, staff leadership took on a greater role 
and, as a team, made space to ask themselves 
some powerful, bold questions. By communicating 
openly with their network early in the crisis, even 
before they had finalized their response, they made 
their thinking visible. First, the Board empowered 
staff to make some grant decisions in an effort to 
be more responsive in the early days of the 

COVID-19 crisis. Second, staff haven’t shied away 
from tough conversations about how to name and 
combat their biases, and how to think differently 
about who has access to funding, who might be 
hardest hit, what programming elements can be 
adapted and what needs to be let go, and what 
reporting processes might look like going forward. 

As an organization that values partnerships and 
collaboration, the Metcalf Foundation was already 
well placed to build on some extant conversations 
with its funding peers. In some cases, this meant 
carrying on with existing collaborations, keeping 
lines of communication open, and steering the 
conversation toward learning. In other cases, it 
meant being more proactive, reaching out to build 
a more inclusive network in a strategic way, and 
creating time and space to go deeper as a way to 
learn together, such as in the example of how the 
Foundation came to increase its support of BIPOC 
arts organizations. 

VIEW FULL REPORT
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