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Organization-Wide Learning in Philanthropy:

A Practical Guide for Foundations

Introduction

Many philanthropic organizations are working to improve operations, effectiveness, and impact.
Yet there is often a persistent gap between what they aspire to do and what their practices make
possible. Mission alone does not achieve impact; in complex environments, without ways to test
assumptions, recognize emerging patterns, and adjust course, strategy quickly becomes outdated.

One important and often overlooked factor is within a foundation’s control: organizational learning. Learning is often
constrained by boundaries—individuals, specific grants, portfolios, etc. Such learning is important, but the resultant
fragmentation means that pieces of the organization move in different ways, reducing both efficiency and effectiveness.
Organization-wide learning refers to an approach that unifies an entire organization under a shared learning umbrella
and can be critical for moving the entire organization in a common direction, be it around approach (e.g., trust-based
philanthropy), values (e.g., equity and diversity), and strategy (e.g., organizational mission or strategy imperatives).

There are a variety of benefits to embracing an organization-wide approach to learning, including:

1. An organization-wide approach creates ‘/@ 4. It preserves continuity across staff &>
alignment across teams. N transitions and changing priorities. =
. . 5. It gives learning visible purpose and
2. It helps connect learning to strategic S
P 9 9 outcomes, rather than leaving it diffuse

and operational decisions. e .
or performative.

3. It supports a stronger internal culture of
reflection, curiosity, and accountability.

This report, produced by TCC Group, is designed to help foundations build stronger, more effective approaches
to organization-wide learning. It synthesizes a broad body of research and theory into a practical framework,

illustrated through eight in-depth case studies of prominent foundations. The focus is on learning tied to
mission and strategy, rather than confined to individual programs or departments.
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Organization-Wide Learning Ecosystem Model

The power of organization-wide learning lies in its ability to turn isolated insights into coordinated action. There is a
vast body of literature on organizational learning, but it can feel fragmented and challenging to tease out the practical
implications or approaches, especially for unique organization types such as foundations.

We developed the Organization-Wide Learning Ecosystem model to accomplish two things. First, it helps to simplify
the various schools of thought and approaches to learning. Second, it shows that learning approaches should be muilti-
faceted, and provides a way to tangibly organize your foundation’s approach.

Comprised of four macro components that must operate in alignment and proportion, the model reflects a growing
recognition that learning is not a singular process, but a multi-faceted one that operates across individual, team,
organizational, and systemic levels. Rather than imposing a rigid, centralized agenda, it creates a shared structure
for learning to move across roles, functions, and levels of an organization to drive adaptability, innovation, and long-
term effectiveness.

LEADERSHIP AND GOAL ORIENTATION

Q@ Leadership and Goal Orientation centers on the role of leaders in guiding the learning agenda so that it
remains relevant to both the organization’s mission and its operating environment. Learning priorities are
shaped in response to internal dynamics and external pressures—from strategic shifts and operational
challenges to changing community needs and market conditions. By setting direction, signaling what
matters, and reinforcing the value of reflection and evidence, leaders help ensure that learning is not
peripheral to the work but integral to how the organization adapts and moves forward.

KEY COMPONENTS: Leadership Driven / Strategic Learning Agendas / Change Management

STRUCTURED DEVELOPMENTAL LEARNING

Structured Developmental Learning focuses on incremental and organized growth for individuals, teams,
and organizations. It involves setting up formal learning pathways, training programs, and capacity-building
initiatives to ensure that development happens systematically. Organizations that excel in structured
developmental learning emphasize concrete opportunities such as workshops, certifications, or leadership
programs. This approach is particularly important in sectors where ongoing change and adaptation require
staff to acquire new skills to maintain high performance.

KEY COMPONENTS: Learning Stages / Capacity Building / Mentorship and Coaching

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

Experiential Learning focuses on using real-world experiences to drive improvements. While many
organizations claim that experiential learning is implicit in what they do, organizations that engage in
effective experiential learning do so explicitly. They build regular reflection into the natural cadence of
the work, call attention to learning when and where it happens, and encourage systematic examination of
successes and failures, using insights as a foundation to refine strategies, processes, and decision-making.

KEY COMPONENTS: Feedback Loops / Data-Driven Learning / Trial and Error

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

This component focuses on the systematic capture, sharing, and application of knowledge across the
organization to support continuous learning and innovation. It emphasizes a culture of right-sized
documentation and systematization so that important knowledge does not remain informal, scattered,
or siloed. This is especially critical in organizations with large or dispersed workforces, decentralized
knowledge, or many external partnerships, where consistency can otherwise be difficult to maintain. When
done well, knowledge management helps create a more cohesive organization and a more consistent
experience for all stakeholders.

KEY COMPONENTS: Knowledge Capture / Knowledge Sharing / Knowledge Accessibility Systems

ORGANIZATION-WIDE LEARNING IN PHILANTHROPY: A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR FOUNDATIONS 2



4 Common Obstacles to Organizational Learning (And What to Do About Them)

It won't always go smoothly—learning, particularly good learning, can be hard. Drawing from the experiences of a
number of foundations that have implemented organization-wide learning approaches, here are some of the most
common challenges and ways to address them.

TYPE OF SPECIFIC
CHALLENGE CHALLENGE WHAT YOU CAN TRY

Learning activities * Center learning on time-bound questions that directly inform strategic

not linked clearly or programmatic decisions

enough to upcoming * Use check-ins to decide what advances and clarify next steps

or active decisions * Document how insights are used in decisions, documents, or meeting agendas
Bridging Insight

and Action

Difficulty translating
learning into
implementation
plans or actions

* Build simple action into learning sessions
* Assign owners and deadlines for follow-up
* Include implementation prompts in debriefs and leadership discussions

* Prioritize dedicated Learning Days to reduce scheduling conflicts

Staff time constraints e Signal through leadership messaging that learning is a strategic priority
reduce ability to engage to reduce sense of optionality

in learning opportunities e Embed learning into existing meetings and processes so that it is part
Maintaining of day-to-day activity

Engagement

and Continuity

High turnover disrupts * Assign learning leads to carry forward insights across cycles
continuity and learning * Embed key learnings into onboarding and role transitions
momentum across teams e Create a central repository of distilled, actionable insights

Learning agendas * Design core and optional components in learning agendas to allow flexibility
may become overly * Engage a diverse learning committee and regularly refresh learning questions
rigid or too vague, based on organizational need

GG reducing relevance * Use multiple formats (e.g., salons, deep dives) to serve diverse learning preferences

Structural and

STITEINEIGEIEMN | ack of clarity about

expectations for e Communicate expectations and value of participation through leadership messaging
participation in e Offer choice-based options within structured agendas (tracks, formats)

structured or emergent e Facilitate peer-led learning to build bottom-up engagement
learning activities

Learning is not always

Measuring visibly integrated into * Include learning insights in leadership team and board memos

Progress and
Demonstrating
Value

strategic documents, * Document examples of how learning influenced strategy or budget choices

board memos, or * Align learning topics with near-term decision cycles whenever possible
resource allocations

If foundations hope to meet complexity with greater clarity, responsiveness, and effectiveness, they must treat
learning as an organizational capability rather than an isolated function. The four domains of organization-wide

learning provide a roadmap of how to approach such learning capability with clarity and focus. The full report
provides a number of concrete examples about what this looks like in practice, but it is up to your organization
to commit to digging in and start making learning work more effectively for you.

ORGANIZATION-WIDE LEARNING IN PHILANTHROPY: A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR FOUNDATIONS 3



From Theory To Practice: 8 Foundation Learning Approaches

The full report features eight case studies of foundations that have implemented various forms of organization-wide
learning agendas. These case studies are intended to illustrate a range of possibilities and provide practical examples

that others can draw from. We are grateful to each organization for sharing their approach.
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