HOW TO INCORPORATE YOUR RISK PROFILE INTO
YOUR ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
Setting a risk profile at the board level is a critical first step in establishing a funder’s risk culture. But like all organizational values, foundation leaders need to take deliberate steps to implement and live those values throughout all
levels of the organization. By taking steps to incorporate your risk profile into your organizational culture, funders can
not only align standards, but also embrace risk as a pathway to learning. Establishing your organization’s risk profile
and adopting risk-related tools are critical first steps. However, to truly learn from risk and failures, you will need
to make risk management part of your daily practice and grant making. This document provides some ways to do so.
1. Make sure your organization has established a clear risk profile. Refer to How to Talk About—and Determine—Your Appetite for Risk, which provides a list of discussion questions to help your board clarify its risk
profile. Then use How to Create a Risk Profile Statement to draft a customized risk profile for your organization
to circulate among staff members and use to train new employees.
2. Hold regular conversations with board and staff members. Emulating a common practice among doctors who
gather every Monday morning to discuss the past week’s failures and mistakes, funders should institute regular
conversations about risk and failure to keep the topic front and center. Main topics may include: the foundation’s core values, its risk appetite (overall or within distinct programs), the right balance between risk and
reward, the benefits of taking certain risks, and opportunities to learn from failure.
3. Communicate your risk culture to external stakeholders. Consider posting your risk profile statement on your
website and include it in RFPs to help potential funder partners and grantees gain a better sense of whether you
are a good match. In addition, existing grantees may value this indirect guidance on when to communicate
about challenges and what new investment opportunities may be appealing to you.
4. Include risk in your RFP and M&E processes. Asking a risk-related question of potential grantees in an RFP
paves the way for a transparent conversation about risk, and the applicants’ responses will help you assess
whether a mutual fit exists. (See How to Incorporate Risk Management into RFPs and Grant Application Forms
for more specific guidance and sample language.) Program officers should also share risk assessments with the
board when writing a summary for the grant docket to make risk a regular conversation between staff and board
members. This is also a good test of whether you as a funder are actually working in a way that is aligned with
your intended risk profile and approach.
5. Don’t penalize program officers if a grant fails. Offer incentives to your staff members for taking smart risks (in
line with your profile) and embracing full or partial failure as actionable learning opportunities. Create space and
opportunities for your program officers to discuss the good, bad, and ugly of their experiences in their monitoring reports and status updates. Structure your grant reports such that you do not overly focus on the past but
instead seek to draw lessons that can be directly applied to future projects. See How to Incorporate Risk
Management into Monitoring and Evaluation for more specific guidance and sample language.
6. Discuss risk management in annual performance conversations with staff members. Staff members should
be rewarded for taking smart risks, applying your risk profile to investment recommendations and decisions,
practicing good risk management with their grantees, exercising good use of contingency resources, and taking
advantage of opportunities to learn from failure. Consider identifying specific key performance indicators for
employees that are related to your risk profile and intentions.
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