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For two thirds of funders, 
less than 2% of grants are 
considered risky*

*Based on 30 funders who used IVAR’s risk tool between May and October 2025



Open and Trusting commitment 3: 

Accept risk

We will accept our share of risk – we will be realistic 
about how much assurance applicants can reasonably 

give us; we will clearly explain how we assess risk when 
we make our funding decisions. 
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Six key observations

1. Risk events are highly variable

2. Risk is relative not absolute

3. Risks can lead to reward

4. For funders, risk culture is a matter of choice

5. Risk management is a matter of practice

6. Risk cannot be avoided



Four distinct types of risk to funders

Financial 
risk

Reputational 
risk

Governance 
risk

Impact risk



Risk concepts are not native to the 

voluntary sector

‘Risk models were not invented to help philanthropy advance their work. 

They were created for businesses most intent on protecting their profit 

margins and financial standing. This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t think 

about the risks involved …. but don’t import risk models and jargon from 

industries that are not in the business of providing for the public good.’ 

(Fair, 2021) 



The importance of a shared understanding of 
risk in grant-making

‘In the current climate where lots of organisations are facing 

financial risk, maybe we can be more open to helping them through 

the risks or shouldering the burden. If we can make our approach 

to risk more explicit it would help us to do that.’ 

‘When we look at the actual risks we take and we look at our 

portfolio, because we haven’t made our risk appetite or approach 

explicit, we’re not taking the risks we think we’re willing and ready 

to take. We have a good shared understanding of risk, but that is 

not necessarily leading through to taking risk’. 



Risk tool

A tool to review 

your organisation’s 

attitude to risk



How we developed the tool

3 rounds of 
consultation 
with funders

1 session with 
charity leaders

Continue to 
review 

feedback and 
use



Purpose

1. To help funders better understand their attitudes to risk in grant-making 

and if/how their practice is aligned

2. To provide a tool that is easy to use and prompts discussions about risk

3. To collect data on how the tool is used and how risk is viewed



A tool for your organisation

• Scores are for internal use

• Scores are for comparison over time, not with other funders



Structure of the tool

• Background information

• Are you having conversations about risk? Do you have a working 

definition?



Four distinct types of risk in grant-making

Financial 
risk

Reputational 
risk

Governance 
risk

Impact risk



Four distinct types of risk to funders

Financial 
risk

Financial track record

Financial management



Four distinct types of risk to funders

Reputational 
risk



Four distinct types of risk to funders

Governance 
risk

Governance and operational risks

Safeguarding risks for grantholders

Safeguarding risks for funders



Four distinct types of risk to funders

Impact 
risk

Attitude to innovation

Expertise

Certainty and clarity of outcome

Data



Structure of the tool

Four types of risk: 

What is your attitude to this risk?

How does this translate into your grant-making strategy and practices? 

How does your attitude align with your practice?



Structure of the tool

• Data on risk 

• Communication about risk

• Summary

• Next steps



How we are storing and using the data

• Personal information is stored separately from risk data

• An option to consent to share your data with IVAR for use in our 

research

• The option to permanently delete your data from the tool at any time



Risk tool

Some early insights



Funders are talking about risk 

“We decided to stick with [a grantee] and 

help them improve - recognising we were 

taking on risk doing so.”



Many are shifting from outcomes to 

learning  

“If things don't work out, we don't stop 

funding. We are open to understanding 

why.” 



“We’re all in the risk 
business when we 
make grants” 



Deep dive introduction to Open 
and Trusting  

Wednesday, 3 December, 10:00-11:30



Follow us on Twitter

@IVAR_UK

Sign up for our newsletter

ivar.org.uk
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