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What We See Depends on Where We Start 
 
 

Organization-First, Issue-First, and Issue-Governed Decision Preparation in Philanthropy 
 
Thesis 
Philanthropic decision-making often uses organization-level processes to answer issue-
level questions. Organization-level review can answer important questions about eligibility, 
capacity, compliance, governance, stewardship, and implementation readiness. Those 
questions matter. Philanthropy cannot allocate resources responsibly without them. 
 
But issue-level questions are different. They ask what an issue requires before any specific 
organization is treated as the answer. They ask who is affected, who is already responding, 
where resources are flowing, what communities experience, which roles are missing, and 
what contextual barriers shape whether any response can work. 
 
When philanthropy uses organization-level review as the primary way to understand an 
issue-level problem, it risks a level-and-unit-of-analysis mismatch. The unit being 
observed is the applicant organization, while the unit being diagnosed is the broader issue 
landscape. The strongest scholarly framing for this problem is not one single natural law, 
but a family of related concepts: cross-level inference error, the fallacy of the wrong level, 
and the practical risk of Type III error, meaning answering the wrong question well or solving 
the wrong problem well. 
 
Correcting the level of analysis is necessary, but it is not enough. A funder can begin with 
the issue and still preserve a top-down authority structure if the funder alone defines the 
issue, controls the evidence, interprets community signals, identifies the gaps, and 
decides which responses count. For that reason, this paper argues for issue-governed 
decision preparation: a pre-allocation process that matches the level of evidence to the 
level of the problem while also broadening authority over issue definition, evidence 
interpretation, community validation, role identification, and learning. 
 
The problem is not that philanthropy evaluates organizations. The problem is that 
philanthropy often uses organization-level processes to answer issue-level questions, and 
even when it tries to look at the issue first, it may still leave funders as the only ones with 
authority to define what the issue means. 
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1. Introduction: The Starting Point Problem 
Philanthropic decision-making is often discussed in terms of strategy, grantmaking 
practice, evaluation, organizational effectiveness, trust, equity, and impact. Less attention 
is paid to a more basic design question: what is the starting point of the decision process 
itself? 
 
In most philanthropic systems, the practical starting point is the organization. Funders set 
priorities, define eligibility, invite or accept applications, review proposals, compare 
applicants, conduct due diligence, and decide which organizations will receive support. 
This process can be careful, responsible, and well intentioned. It can also be structurally 
incomplete when the problem being addressed is not an organization-level problem, but an 
issue-level one. 
 
The distinction matters because organization-level review and issue-level diagnosis answer 
different questions. Organization-level review can help determine whether an applicant is 
eligible, capable, compliant, well governed, financially responsible, and ready to 
implement. Issue-level diagnosis asks something different: who is affected, who is already 
responding, where capital is flowing, what communities experience, which roles are 
missing, and what contextual barriers shape whether any response can work. When 
philanthropy uses organization-level evidence as the primary basis for answering issue-
level questions, it risks a mismatch between the level of the problem and the level of the 
evidence. 
 
This paper began from a narrower observation: organization-first and issue-first decision 
processes create different views of the same issue landscape. That remains true, but the 
research strengthens and sharpens the claim. The strongest evidence does not prove that 
issue-first grantmaking always produces better social outcomes. Instead, it supports a 
more precise conclusion: starting points, frames, and information channels shape what 
decision-makers notice, prioritize, and treat as actionable. Philanthropic visibility is filtered 
by access, relationships, applicant pool composition, and organizational capacity. 
 
That means the question is not simply whether funders should begin with organizations or 
with issues. The deeper question is whether philanthropy has a legitimate pre-allocation 
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decision environment for understanding issues before resources move. If the issue is 
understood only through applicants, the funder may mistake a filtered applicant pool for 
the field. If the issue is mapped by the funder alone, the funder may improve visibility while 
preserving the same top-down authority structure. Both problems matter. 
This paper therefore moves through three levels of argument. First, it explains why 
organization-level review cannot, by itself, reliably answer issue-level questions. Second, it 
explains why issue-first preparation improves visibility but does not necessarily change 
authority. Third, it argues for issue-governed decision preparation: a process that changes 
both what is visible and who has standing to define, interpret, validate, and learn from what 
is seen. 
 

 
 

 
2. What This Paper Claims and Does Not Claim 
This paper makes a focused claim about philanthropic decision design. It argues that the 
starting unit of analysis should match the level of the problem being diagnosed. When the 
problem is organization-level, organization-level review is appropriate. When the problem 
is issue-level, organization-level review is necessary but insufficient. The distinction is not 
technical for its own sake. It affects what becomes visible, whose knowledge enters the 
decision, how gaps are interpreted, and which funding choices appear reasonable. 
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The paper does not claim that organization-first review is wrong. It does not claim that 
funders should stop evaluating organizations, nor does it argue that organizational 
capacity, compliance, financial health, governance, and implementation readiness are 
secondary. Those factors remain essential. A funder can have a strong issue-level 
understanding and still make a poor allocation if it does not assess whether a specific 
organization can responsibly manage resources and carry out the work. 
 
The paper also does not claim that issue-first preparation automatically produces better 
outcomes. Issue diagnosis can be incomplete, biased, extractive, or poorly connected to 
action. Community input can be gathered without changing authority. Needs assessments 
can be performed as compliance exercises. Landscape scans can be elegant but 
disconnected from allocation decisions. The stress-test research cautions against 
overstating the evidence, especially because direct comparative studies of organization-
first and issue-first philanthropic processes remain limited. 
 
The claim is narrower and stronger: organization-level review is necessary for responsible 
selection, but issue-level decisions require issue-level diagnosis. And issue-level diagnosis 
is not only a technical task. It is also a governance task. A process that begins with the 
issue but leaves the funder as the sole definer, interpreter, and judge may improve the 
information environment without changing the underlying power structure. 
 
For clarity, this paper uses several working definitions. 
Term Working Definition 

Organization-first 
decision process 

A process in which organizations, applications, proposals, or 
organizational profiles become the primary way an issue is 
understood before resources are allocated. 

Issue-first decision 
preparation 

A process that examines conditions of need, existing response, 
capital flows, community signals, context, and organization role 
before applicants are compared. 

Issue-governed 
decision preparation 

A pre-allocation process that combines issue-level evidence with 
shared authority over issue definition, interpretation, validation, 
role identification, and learning. 

Issue landscape 
The broader field of affected communities, conditions, 
responders, institutions, resources, barriers, context, and gaps 
surrounding a social issue. 

Unit of analysis The entity or level the decision-maker wants to understand. In this 
paper, the issue landscape is often the unit of analysis. 

Unit of observation The entity from which information is collected. In many grant 
processes, applicant organizations are units of observation. 

Visibility What becomes legible, comparable, and actionable within a 
decision process. 
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Term Working Definition 

Authority 
The power to define the issue, decide what evidence matters, 
interpret what is missing, validate or challenge the landscape, and 
determine how learning is used. 

 
3. The Level-and-Unit-of-Analysis Problem 
A decision process should begin at the same level as the problem it is trying to understand.  
 
That principle may sound intuitive, but it is often violated in philanthropic practice. Funders 
may want to understand an issue landscape, but the information they collect is organized 
primarily around applicant organizations. The applicant becomes the unit observed, while 
the issue becomes the unit discussed. Unless the bridge between those two levels is made 
explicit, the process can produce issue-level conclusions from organization-level evidence. 
 
The research does not identify one universally accepted doctrine that says, in exactly these 
words, that a problem cannot be solved using a decision frame at the wrong level of 
analysis. The stronger scholarly formulation is a family of linked ideas about matching the 
level of the question to the level of the evidence. In organizational and multilevel research, 
the nearest established terms are cross-level inference problems and the fallacy of the 
wrong level. In planning and policy analysis, the downstream consequence is often called  
Type III error, which means solving the wrong problem or answering the wrong question 
well. 
 
Applied to philanthropy, the distinction is direct. If a foundation observes applicant 
organizations but wants to draw conclusions about an issue ecosystem, community 
condition, population need, or regional system failure, then the unit observed and the unit 
analyzed are not the same. Applicant organizations can provide valuable evidence, but they 
are not the whole issue landscape. They are actors within that landscape, and often only a 
subset of the actors that are visible through the funder’s access system. 
 
This matters because organizations and issues are different kinds of entities. An 
organization is an actor with a mission, programs, finances, governance, staff, history, and 
capacity. An issue may be a condition, a pattern of disparity, a field of need, a place-based 
system, a community experience, or a multi-actor landscape. A strong actor does not 
automatically reveal the full condition. A complete proposal does not automatically map 
the response ecosystem. A clean audit does not show whether capital is flowing to the right 
places. A compelling needs statement does not prove that the most important gap has 
been identified. 
 
The level-of-analysis research supports the claim that organization-level processes 
cannot, by themselves, reliably answer issue-level questions. The most defensible version 
is not an absolute impossibility claim. It is a claim about fit, sufficiency, and diagnostic risk.  
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Organization-level review is well suited to judgments about implementer capacity, 
compliance, governance, and readiness. Issue-level diagnosis requires evidence about 
populations, communities, systems, conditions, causal structure, stakeholders, and 
context that organization-centered processes do not automatically reveal. 
The practical risk is that philanthropy may answer an organization-level question well while 
believing it has answered an issue-level question. A funder may select a capable 
organization without knowing whether the largest need is elsewhere, whether other 
responders are missing from view, whether capital is already concentrated in one part of 
the issue, or whether communities experience the formal response system as accessible 
and trusted. That is the Type III risk in philanthropic form: the process may solve a narrower 
problem than the one that actually needs attention. 
 

 
 
4. The Current Pattern: Organization-First Decision-Making 
Most philanthropic decisions begin with organizations, even when funders have identified 
an issue priority in advance. A foundation may decide to focus on housing, health, 
education, food access, climate, violence prevention, maternal health, youth 
development, or another issue. But once the priority is set, the operational process often 
turns quickly toward organizations: who is eligible, who is invited, who applies, who 
submits the strongest proposal, who has the best budget, who appears ready, and who can 
manage the grant. 
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This sequence is understandable. Funders need a practical way to allocate limited 
resources. They need to determine whether applicants are legitimate, capable, aligned, 
compliant, and financially responsible. They need to compare proposals, manage risk, 
document decisions, and report to boards, donors, regulators, or the public. Organization-
first decision-making offers a workable structure for doing those things. 
 
A typical organization-first process follows a 
familiar path. The funder sets priorities, defines 
eligibility, opens or limits access, receives 
applications, reviews proposals, compares 
organizations, conducts due diligence, makes 
grant decisions, and then collects reports. 
Each step may be reasonable on its own. The 
problem is not that the process is irrational. 
The problem is that the field of vision narrows 
before the issue has been fully understood. 
 
The first narrowing often happens when 
funders define priorities internally. The second 
narrowing happens through access design, 
including invitation-only processes, 
relationship-based entry points, eligibility 
rules, and awareness of the opportunity. The 
third narrowing happens through administrative 
requirements such as financial statements, 
audits, board lists, years of operation, data 
capacity, online systems, and staff time. By the 
time applications are reviewed, the visible field 
may already be a filtered subset of the real 
landscape. 
 
The organization-first research describes this conventional workflow as one usually built to 
evaluate applicants for fit, capability, compliance, and likelihood of success after funders 
have already set priorities and narrowed access. That finding matters because the grant 
review stage can appear neutral while resting on earlier choices that already shaped who 
could be seen. 
 
The applicant pool is therefore not simply a group of organizations interested in the issue. It 
is the result of a decision architecture. It reflects who knew about the opportunity, who met 
eligibility requirements, who had time and capacity to apply, who had the right 
relationships, who was considered fundable, and who fit the funder’s categories. When 
that pool becomes the primary lens for understanding an issue, philanthropy risks 
confusing the visible pipeline with the broader field. 
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5. What Organization-First Processes Make Visible 
Organization-first decision processes persist because they reveal information funders 
genuinely need. They make organizations legible. They help funders understand whether an 
entity exists, whether it is eligible, whether it has leadership and governance, whether it 
can manage money, whether its proposed activities are plausible, and whether it can report 
on results. These are not minor concerns. They are central to responsible stewardship. 
A well-designed application can produce useful information about organizational identity. 
It can show who the organization is, what mission it claims, where it operates, who it 
serves, how it describes its work, how long it has existed, and what relationships or 
credentials it brings. For many funders, this is the first step in determining whether an 
organization belongs in the funding conversation. 
 
Organization-first processes also make program design visible. Applicants are asked to 
describe activities, timelines, staffing, partnerships, target populations, deliverables, and 
intended outcomes. This gives reviewers a way to compare plans across applicants and 
determine whether a proposed program appears coherent, feasible, and aligned with the 
funder’s stated priorities. 
 
Financial stewardship is another major strength of organization-level review. Budgets, 
audits, financial statements, Form 990s, internal controls, and grant histories help funders 
assess whether an organization can manage funds responsibly. These materials do not 
answer every question, but they help protect against foreseeable financial and compliance 
risks. 
 
Organization-first processes also reveal capacity and readiness. They can show whether an 
organization has staff, infrastructure, governance, systems, and experience to carry out a 
proposed project. They can help distinguish between an organization that has a good idea 
and one that has the operational structure to implement that idea responsibly. 
In addition, applications and reports can provide evidence of past performance.  
Organizations may describe outputs, outcomes, participant counts, evaluation results, 
stories of change, and lessons learned. This information can be valuable, especially when 
it is supported by clear methods and honest reflection. 
 
These functions should not be dismissed. A philanthropic process that ignores 
organizational capacity can create harm. Funding an organization that cannot manage the 
money, meet legal requirements, deliver services, protect participants, or maintain basic 
accountability is not a more equitable approach. It is simply a different kind of failure. 
 
The limitation is not that organization-first processes see nothing. The limitation is that they 
see organizations most clearly. They are designed to answer questions about organizations 
seeking support. They are not automatically designed to diagnose the issue landscape 
those organizations operate within. 



 

9 | P a g e  
 

 
A thorough review of organizations is not the same as a thorough understanding of the 
issue. 

 
6. What Organization-First Processes Can Miss 
Organization-first decision processes can produce a detailed picture of applicant 
organizations while leaving the issue itself only partially visible. A funder may receive strong 
proposals, compelling narratives, complete budgets, clean audits, and persuasive 
outcome reports and still not know whether the applicant pool reflects the actual issue 
landscape. 
 
The first and most important risk is that the applicant pool can be mistaken for the issue 
landscape. The organizations that apply, are invited, meet eligibility requirements, have 
grantwriting capacity, know about the opportunity, or already have funder relationships 
become the visible field. But the visible field is not always the full field. It may exclude 
smaller organizations, informal responders, fiscally sponsored projects, tribal entities, 
public agencies, faith communities, mutual aid networks, local leaders, culturally specific 
organizations, or community-rooted efforts that do not fit easily into standard philanthropic 
pipelines. 
 
The organization-first research identifies access design as one of the key points where 
visibility narrows. It notes that many foundations do not accept unsolicited proposals, and 
that eligibility and administrative requirements can make participation difficult for smaller 
or less formally resourced organizations. These access conditions mean that an applicant 
pool may reflect a funder’s entry rules as much as the actual distribution of need or 
response. 
 
Need can also be filtered through organizational narratives. Applications often ask 
organizations to describe the problem they address. That information can be meaningful, 
especially when organizations are close to affected communities. But an applicant’s 
statement of need is not the same as issue-level diagnosis. Each organization describes 
the problem from where it stands: its geography, constituency, service model, funding 
request, theory of change, and institutional experience. The result may be truthful but 
partial. 
 
This distinction is important. An organization may accurately describe the need it sees 
without showing who is outside its reach. It may report demand for its services without 
revealing whether the largest barrier is transportation, trust, eligibility, language, policy, 
cost, stigma, or absence of services. It may identify a real gap without showing whether 
other gaps are more urgent. The organization may tell the truth and still not tell the whole 
issue story. 
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Existing responses can also remain fragmented. Organization-first review shows what 
applicants are doing. It does not necessarily show who else is responding, where they 
operate, which populations they reach, how efforts overlap, or which roles are missing. A 
funder may support a strong proposal without knowing whether it fills a real gap, duplicates 
existing work, bypasses trusted responders, or addresses only one visible piece of a larger 
system problem. 
 
Capital flows can remain largely invisible as well. An applicant budget shows what one 
organization requests. It does not show how money is moving across the issue. It does not 
show whether resources are concentrated in certain geographies, interventions, 
populations, institutions, or timeframes. It does not show whether funding is flexible or 
restricted, short-term or durable, delayed or available, accessible or relationship-
dependent. Research on donor-advised funds, for example, finds that philanthropic dollars 
may move actively in aggregate while still allowing meaningful delay at the account level, 
which can be obscured by sponsor-level averages. 
 
Community signals may also be mediated through applicants. Many applications include 
stories, testimonials, participant feedback, community engagement summaries, or 
advisory input. These materials matter, but they often reach the funder through the 
organization seeking support. Community experience can become supporting evidence for 
an organizational request rather than an independent source of authority about the issue 
itself. 
 
Finally, organization role and fit may be judged too early.  
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An organization can be 
credible, capable, well 
managed, and respected 
by funders while still not 
being the right fit for the 
most important issue gap. 
It may serve one population 
but not another. It may 
operate in one geography 
but not where need is 
greatest. It may have strong 
programs but limited 
relevance to the missing 
role. It may be visible 
because it is large or 
professionalized, while 
smaller or culturally 
grounded responders 
remain unseen. 
 
The problem is not that 
organization-first decision-
making sees nothing. The 
problem is that it can see 
organizations clearly while 
seeing the issue 
incompletely. 

 
 
 

7. Issue-First Preparation: Necessary but Not Sufficient 
Issue-first preparation responds to the diagnostic limits of organization-first review. Instead 
of beginning with applicants, it begins with the issue landscape. It asks what conditions of 
need are visible, who is already responding, where capital is flowing, what communities are 
signaling, what contextual barriers matter, and what roles are missing before organizations 
are compared. 
 
This shift is meaningful. The organization-first versus issue-first research finds that an 
issue-first workflow begins with conditions of need, system response, capital flows, 
community input, and context before judging any single organization. That is not a 
cosmetic reorder. It changes what becomes visible, who becomes legible, and what counts 
as a sensible funding decision. 
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Issue-first preparation can reveal need before applicant narratives. It can show whether the 
burden of an issue is concentrated by geography, population, age, income, race, disability, 
tribal status, language, immigration status, or other relevant factors. It can also show 
whether the issue is improving, worsening, or remaining unchanged over time. 
 
It can reveal the response ecosystem before applicant comparison. Instead of asking only 
what an applicant does, the process asks who else is responding, what roles they play, 
where they operate, which populations they reach, where efforts overlap, and what 
functions are missing. This can include formal nonprofits, public agencies, tribal 
governments, schools, clinics, community health workers, advocacy groups, mutual aid 
networks, and culturally specific responders. 
 
It can reveal capital flows before individual budgets dominate the discussion. Rather than 
asking only whether a particular organization needs funding, issue-first preparation asks 
where money is already concentrated, where it is absent, whether it is restricted or flexible, 
whether it is short-term or durable, and whether it reaches the responders closest to the 
issue. 
 
It can also reveal community-level signals outside the grant request. Community members 
and local actors may identify trust barriers, access problems, cultural concerns, informal 
supports, assets, and risks that do not appear in organizational applications. These signals 
can challenge funder assumptions and show why formal services may not be reaching 
people, even when programs exist. 
 
For all of these reasons, issue-first preparation improves the information environment. It 
helps funders avoid mistaking the applicant pool for the issue landscape. It also reduces 
the risk of Type III error by requiring the first diagnostic question to match the level of the 
problem. 
 
But issue-first preparation has a limit. If the process remains controlled by the funder, it 
may become a more sophisticated version of top-down strategy. The funder may define the 
issue, select the data, commission the landscape scan, interpret community input, identify 
the gaps, and decide what roles count. In that case, the process begins with the issue, but 
authority still remains concentrated. 
I 
ssue-first is therefore necessary, but not sufficient. It improves visibility. It does not 
automatically create shared authority. 
 
8. The Authority Problem 
The authority problem begins where the visibility problem leaves off. A funder can see more 
and still decide alone what the issue means. It can include more data and still control the 
frame. It can gather community input and still treat that input as advisory, selective, or 
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decorative. It can commission a landscape analysis and still use the results to justify 
decisions that affected communities and local responders had little power to shape. 
 
This is why issue-first without shared authority can still be top-down. 
The fragmentation research is important because it shows that the deepest failures in 
philanthropic decision-making are not only about fragmented information. They also 
involve power asymmetry between funders and affected communities, capital-flow 
misalignment, weak and uneven evidence regimes, and accountability gaps. It finds that 
issue framing and need assessment often occur without meaningful authority for affected 
communities, even when consultation is common. 
 
That distinction matters. A community can be consulted without having authority. A 
nonprofit can provide feedback without shaping the decision frame. A listening session can 
generate input without changing what funders believe counts as evidence. A landscape 
scan can include community voice and still leave interpretation in the hands of the funder. 
The authority problem asks a different set of questions. Who defined the issue? Who 
selected the evidence? Who interpreted the evidence? Who validated the landscape? Who 
identified what was missing? Who determined which roles are needed? Who decided 
which organizations are legitimate responders? Who learns from the decision afterward? 
These questions are not meant to deny funder responsibility. Funders still hold fiduciary 
obligations. They still decide how to use their resources. They still need to manage legal, 
financial, and governance risk. The question is not whether funders make decisions. The 
question is whether they should represent those decisions as issue-level when the issue 
was defined, interpreted, and validated only from the funder’s point of view. 
 
Issue-level diagnosis requires issue-level evidence, but it also requires a more legitimate 
structure for interpreting that evidence. Conditions of need, community experience, 
institutional response, capital flows, and contextual barriers are not neutral objects sitting 
outside power. They are experienced differently depending on where one sits in the system. 
 
Affected communities and local responders should not be treated only as sources of 
information. They should have a defined role in shaping the question, validating the 
landscape, identifying what is missing, challenging interpretations, and determining 
whether the resulting view reflects lived and operational reality. That does not mean every 
decision becomes consensus-based. It means the decision environment must be honest 
about whose knowledge shaped the view and whose authority was limited. 
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9. Issue-Governed Decision Preparation 
Issue-governed decision preparation is the stronger alternative. It does not simply ask 
funders to gather better information before selecting organizations. It asks philanthropy to 
build a more legitimate pre-allocation decision environment. 
 
The phrase matters. Issue-first describes where the process starts. Issue-governed 
describes who has authority over defining and interpreting what is seen. An issue-first 
process can still be funder-led. An issue-governed process requires a more accountable 
structure for issue definition, evidence use, community validation, role identification, and 
learning. 
 
Issue-governed preparation does not eliminate organizational due diligence. Organizations 
still need to be evaluated for eligibility, governance, financial health, compliance, capacity, 
and readiness. The difference is that organizational review occurs within a clearer issue 
landscape. Organizations are not asked to carry the burden of proving both their own worth 
and the full shape of the issue. They are assessed in relation to roles that have been 
identified through a broader and more governed process. 
The process begins when an issue signal emerges. That signal may come from community 
experience, public data, local responders, tribal or public entities, repeated failure 
patterns, capital-flow gaps, or funder concern. It should not have to begin only as a funder 
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priority. This is a meaningful shift because it recognizes that funders are not the only actors 
capable of identifying what deserves attention. 
 
The next step is identifying who has standing to help define and interpret the issue. That 
may include affected communities, local responders, culturally specific organizations, 
tribal entities, public agencies, service providers, informal networks, and funders. These 
actors do not all hold the same kind of knowledge or authority, but each may see part of the 
issue that others cannot see. 
 
The issue question is then co-defined. This is not a symbolic step. The way the question is 
framed determines what evidence is collected, which actors are considered relevant, 
which gaps are visible, and what solutions appear plausible. If the funder defines the 
question alone, the process may reproduce funder assumptions even when it uses issue-
level data. 
 
After the issue question is defined, landscape evidence is gathered. This includes 
conditions of need, existing response, capital flows, community signals, contextual 
factors, and the roles organizations may play. Evidence should come from multiple 
sources, not only applicants or funder-held data. It should also preserve the difference 
between evidence, interpretation, community signal, organizational claim, and unresolved 
uncertainty. 
 
The landscape should then be validated and challenged by communities and responders. 
This step is what separates issue-governed preparation from a conventional landscape 
scan. The purpose is not to ask people to bless a completed map. It is to ask what is 
missing, distorted, overstated, understated, or misunderstood. Local knowledge must 
have the ability to challenge the funder’s interpretation. 
 
Only after that should needed roles be identified. The process should ask what functions 
are missing or under-supported in the issue landscape before naming preferred 
organizations. The missing role may be direct service, coordination, advocacy, trust-
building, language access, transportation, policy change, flexible operating support, data 
stewardship, or community leadership. Once roles are clearer, organizations and 
responders can be assessed for fit. 
 
Finally, the allocation rationale should be documented. A strong issue-governed process 
should show what was funded, what was not funded, what remains uncertain, whose 
interpretation shaped the decision, and how learning will return to the landscape. The 
decision may still be made by a funder, but the record should distinguish funder judgment 
from evidence, community validation, and unresolved gaps. 
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10. What Issue-Governed Preparation Makes Visible 
Issue-governed preparation changes both what is visible and how meaning is assigned to 
what is visible. It does not treat evidence as something funders collect from others and 
interpret alone. It treats issue understanding as a governed process, one that requires 
multiple forms of knowledge and clear boundaries around how that knowledge is used. 
 
Conditions of need become visible before organizational claims. Organization-first 
processes often encounter need through applicant narratives. Issue-governed preparation 
begins with the condition itself and asks who is affected, where the burden is 
concentrated, how the issue varies across populations and geographies, and whether the 
condition is improving, worsening, or remaining unchanged. The authority shift is that 
affected communities and local responders are not merely asked to confirm the funder’s 
definition of need. They help define what need means in context. 
 
The response ecosystem becomes visible before applicant comparison. Most applications 
describe what one organization does, and sometimes what its partners do. They rarely 
provide a full map of the response system. Issue-governed preparation asks who is already 
responding, which roles they play, where they operate, which populations they reach, and 
which functions are still missing. The authority shift is that local responders help validate 
the map. They can identify actors funders do not know, roles that are invisible in formal 
databases, and relationships that determine whether services are trusted or used. 
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Capital flows become visible before individual budgets dominate the discussion. 
Organization-first review usually focuses on the budget of a particular applicant. Issue-
governed preparation asks how resources are moving across the issue as a whole. It 
examines whether funding is concentrated in certain geographies, institutions, 
populations, interventions, or timeframes. It also asks whether capital is flexible, 
restricted, short-term, delayed, duplicative, inaccessible, or misaligned with documented 
need. The authority shift is that capital analysis becomes part of issue accountability, not 
only funder portfolio management. 
 
Community signals become interpretive, not decorative. In many organization-first 
processes, community voice appears through stories, testimonials, survey quotes, or 
stakeholder engagement summaries. Issue-governed preparation treats community 
signals as a distinct form of knowledge. Community members may identify barriers that do 
not appear in service data. They may explain why formal services are not trusted, why 
access is difficult, why past efforts failed, or why a proposed solution does not fit local 
reality. The authority shift is that community signals are allowed to challenge 
interpretation, not merely support a proposal. 
 
Context becomes visible as structure, not background. Policy rules, geography, 
transportation, broadband, housing, food access, language access, cultural relevance, 
historical harm, institutional trust, service hours, and public benefits systems all affect 
whether a response can work. In organization-first processes, these factors may appear as 
narrative background. In issue-governed preparation, context is treated as part of the issue 
itself. People operating within the context help interpret what those conditions mean. 
 
Organization role and fit become visible after needed roles are defined. Organization-first 
review often asks which applicant is strongest. Issue-governed preparation first asks what 
roles are needed. Only then does it ask which organizations, agencies, networks, or 
informal responders are positioned to play those roles responsibly. This changes the 
meaning of fit. Fit is not only alignment with funder priorities. Fit is alignment with the issue 
landscape. 
 
The infrastructure research supports the need for this kind of integrated issue-level view 
before resources are allocated. It finds that the current landscape contains useful building 
blocks, but they are fragmented across legal filings, commercial databases, voluntary 
open-data initiatives, data collaboratives, and organizational systems. The recurring 
problems include incomplete coverage, uneven timeliness, inconsistent identifiers, weak 
traceability, and governance arrangements that do not consistently center affected 
communities. 
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11. Limits and Safeguards 
Issue-governed preparation is not a guarantee of better decisions. It can fail if it becomes 
performative, extractive, vague, or disconnected from allocation. It can reproduce power 
while appearing participatory. It can overstate what data can show. It can treat one 
community voice as representative of all community experience. It can create new burdens 
for people and organizations already carrying the weight of the issue. 
 
The level-of-analysis research cautions against overclaiming. Wrong-level inference is a 
serious risk, but not a metaphysical impossibility. Organization-level evidence can 
contribute to issue-level understanding when the bridge between levels is explicit, when 
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methods are appropriate, and when organizational evidence is supplemented by 
population, system, community, and contextual evidence. 
Issue-governed preparation also requires care because issue diagnosis is not neutral. It 
involves choices about scope, geography, indicators, time horizon, stakeholder inclusion, 
evidence quality, and interpretation. Different actors may define the same issue differently, 
and those differences may reflect legitimate differences in experience, authority, risk, or 
responsibility. 

 
For that reason, issue-governed 
preparation requires safeguards. 
The issue, population, geography, 
timeframe, and decision purpose 
must be explicit. Evidence should 
be separated from interpretation, 
and the process should distinguish 
among raw data, community 
signal, organizational claim, 
inference, contested point, and 
final decision rationale. 
Community participation should 
be clear about whether 
participants are informing, 
validating, challenging, co-
defining, deciding, reviewing, or 
learning. 
 
Participation should also be 
designed to avoid extraction. 
People closest to the issue should 
not be asked to donate unpaid 
knowledge simply to improve 
philanthropic decision-making. 
Compensation, consent, cultural 
protocols, accessibility, and 
feedback loops matter. The 
process should also be honest 

about who is missing, who may not trust the process, and whose knowledge is difficult to 
capture through formal engagement. 
 
Sensitive knowledge requires protection. Some information should not be public, 
searchable, or widely shared. Community-originated knowledge may involve cultural 
knowledge, trauma, informal networks, political risk, safety concerns, tribal governance, or 
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reputational harm. Governance must include boundaries around what can be shared, how 
it can be used, and who has review rights. 
 
Finally, organization-level due diligence must remain intact. Issue-governed preparation 
does not replace legal, financial, operational, or governance review. It places those reviews 
inside a better issue view. Organizations are still assessed for capacity and accountability, 
but they are not treated as the sole diagnostic frame for the issue itself. 

 
12. Precedent from Other Fields and Reform Movements 
Issue-governed decision preparation does not emerge from nowhere. Several adjacent 
fields and philanthropic reform movements already point toward pieces of this model, even 
if none fully replaces the need for a distinct pre-allocation issue-governance layer. 
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Public health offers one of the clearest analogues. Community health assessment models 
begin with conditions of need, affected populations, resources, and community input 
before implementation strategy. The organization-first versus issue-first research notes that 
community health assessment guidance defines assessment as a systematic picture of 
health status, drivers, resources, and structural determinants. It also notes that hospital 
community health needs assessment requirements include defining the community, 
assessing significant needs, soliciting input, identifying resources, and adopting an 
implementation strategy. 
 
Public-sector planning offers another analogue. Housing, community development, and 
hazard mitigation planning often require jurisdictions to assess needs, market conditions, 
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risks, assets, vulnerabilities, and public input before choosing strategies. These models are 
imperfect, but they show that other fields often formalize issue-level assessment before 
action. 
 
Collective impact also points in this direction. Its core insight is that isolated organizational 
interventions cannot solve systemic problems when actors do not share a common 
understanding of the problem. The issue-first research connects collective impact to 
response mapping and shared measurement, noting that organizations may believe they 
are working on the same issue while actually operating from different problem definitions. 
 
Trust-based philanthropy challenges the burden that traditional grantmaking places on 
nonprofits. It asks funders to reduce unnecessary control, provide flexible funding, build 
relationships, and shift some power away from funder-centered processes. That matters 
here because organization-first decision-making often asks nonprofits to prove both their 
own worth and the importance of the issue. Issue-governed preparation shifts part of that 
diagnostic burden back to the decision environment. 
 
Participatory grantmaking addresses the authority question most directly. It challenges 
who has power to define priorities and make allocation decisions. The lesson for this paper 
is not that every issue-governed process must become participatory grantmaking in the 
strictest sense. The lesson is that consultation is not the same as authority. A process that 
gathers community input while leaving decision power untouched should be honest about 
that limit. 
 
Place-based philanthropy also contributes to the argument. Place-based work recognizes 
that local conditions, relationships, histories, institutions, and trust shape what is 
possible. A place-based issue cannot be understood only through organization profiles or 
funder strategy. It requires local knowledge, contextual interpretation, and validation by 
people who understand the place from different positions. 
 
These precedents show that issue-governed preparation is not a rejection of existing 
philanthropic reform. It brings together threads already visible across public health, 
planning, collective impact, trust-based philanthropy, participatory practice, and public-
interest infrastructure. The difference is that this paper locates the problem before 
allocation, at the point where philanthropy decides what the issue is, what evidence 
counts, who is visible, and what kinds of responses are considered legitimate. 
 
13. Implications for Philanthropy 
The practical implication is not that funders should stop reviewing organizations. The 
practical implication is that funders should stop treating organization-level review as 
sufficient issue-level diagnosis. 
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Organization-first review may be adequate when the decision is truly organization-level. A 
funder may be renewing support for a known grantee, funding a defined capacity need, 
assessing compliance, reviewing financial stewardship, supporting a narrow project, or 
deciding whether an organization can responsibly manage funds. In those cases, 
organization-level review is appropriate and necessary. 
 
Issue-governed preparation becomes more important when the decision is issue-level, 
place-based, systems-oriented, collaborative, strategic, or public-interest in nature. It is 
especially important when the funder is entering a new issue area, the issue has persisted 
despite years of funding, the field is fragmented or poorly mapped, the applicant pool is 
invitation-only or relationship-mediated, or small, tribal, culturally specific, informal, or 
fiscally sponsored responders may be under-visible. 
 
It is also important when community trust and access barriers matter, when public 
systems and nonprofit systems overlap, when capital flows are unclear, when community 
experience differs from funder assumptions, or when the funder is making a portfolio-level 
or systems-level decision. In these cases, the funder should not rely on applicants alone to 
define the issue. 
 
Before comparing organizations, decision-makers should ask what the actual issue-level 
question is. They should ask what the correct unit of analysis is, what units of observation 
are being used, and whether those units are sufficient. They should ask who helped define 
the issue, who may experience it differently, who is already responding, where capital is 
flowing, what communities identify as barriers and assets, and who has validated or 
challenged the landscape map. 
 
They should also ask what roles are missing before they ask which organizations should be 
funded. That sequence matters. If the organization is selected before the role is defined, 
organizational visibility may determine the shape of the solution. If the role is defined first, 
organizational review can be placed inside a more accurate issue view. 
 
The research on what is still missing in philanthropy before resources are allocated 
supports this conclusion. It finds that the field already has strong tools for organization 
discovery, application processing, grant workflow, historic capital-flow visibility, 
standardized outcomes language, and reporting. What remains weak is an integrated, 
governed, issue-level decision-preparation layer combining current conditions of need, 
institutional response, capital flows, community-level signals, contextual factors, and 
organization role and fit before money moves. 
 
The implication is that philanthropy does not merely need more information. It needs a 
different pre-allocation structure for organizing information, interpreting it, validating it, 
protecting it, and using it responsibly. That structure should be strong enough to support 



 

24 | P a g e  
 

funder accountability, but not so funder-centered that it reproduces the very blind spots it 
is meant to correct. 
 
14. Conclusion: Seeing Before Selecting, and Governing What Is Seen 
What we see depends on where we start. If philanthropy begins with organizations, it 
becomes very good at answering organization-level questions. Which applicant is 
strongest? Which proposal is most compelling? Which organization is most ready? Which 
budget is reasonable? Which grantee appears safest? These are important questions, but 
they are not the same as asking what the issue requires. 
 
Issue-level questions require a different starting point. They ask who is affected, where 
need is concentrated, who is already responding, which responders are invisible to 
funders, where capital is flowing, where it is delayed or absent, what communities 
experience, what contextual barriers shape whether any intervention can work, and what 
roles are missing. Those questions cannot be answered fully by organization-level review 
alone. 
 
When organization-level review is used as the primary way to answer issue-level questions, 
philanthropy risks a level-and-unit-of-analysis mismatch. It may answer the wrong 
question well. It may select a strong applicant without understanding the issue landscape. 
It may mistake the applicant pool for the field, organizational capacity for issue fit, a budget 
gap for a capital-flow gap, or applicant-mediated community input for community 
authority. 
 
But issue-first preparation alone is not enough. A funder can begin with the issue and still 
remain the only actor with real authority. It can define the issue, gather the evidence, 
interpret the landscape, identify the gaps, select the organizations, and call the result 
issue-first. That improves visibility, but it does not necessarily change power. 
 
The stronger standard is issue-governed decision preparation. Issue-governed preparation 
asks philanthropy to match the level of evidence to the level of the problem and to broaden 
authority over what the issue means. It preserves organizational due diligence. It preserves 
funder responsibility. It does not pretend that community input is simple, that issue 
diagnosis is neutral, or that shared authority removes conflict. But it changes the decision 
environment before resources move. 
The applicant pool is not the issue landscape. Funder interpretation is not the only valid 
interpretation. Community voice is not merely supporting evidence. Organization strength 
is not the same as issue fit. Better information is not the same as shared authority. 
 
The goal is not simply to see more before selecting. The goal is to govern what is seen with 
greater honesty, accountability, and legitimacy. 
 
Seeing before selecting is the first step. Governing what is seen is the deeper work. 
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