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D ue D i li g enc e 2 0 1
By Lee Behar, Strategy Dirctor, with Camille Platt
As a foundation representative or major donor, you have no shortage of opportunities to give. Perhaps you understand the
basics of due diligence (see appendix if you need a Due Diligence 101 refresher), but to take your analysis to a new level,
consider the following tips:

1

Use a Consistent Filter

When it comes to sifting through opportunities to give, consistency is key. You must find a way to qualify organizations and
projects quickly, or you may become overwhelmed with the sheer volume of giving opportunities. Decide what you want
to accomplish as a donor, and then prepare a series of questions to help you evaluate consistently to reach your goals. Even
a regularly-used mental checklist can serve you well. At Maclellan, we suggest the following five questions when evaluating
a PROJECT: hh What is the vision?
hh
hh
hh
hh

What is the plan to accomplish that vision?
What is the budget?
What metrics are in place to track effectiveness?
What is the ultimate benefit (in other words, the “So what?” factor)?

Similarly, I have a mental checklist that allows me to size up ORGANIZATIONS—often on the fly—that has proven helpful:
hh
hh
hh
hh

What is its purpose?
What is its product? 1
What is its practice? - critical behaviors needed for success? 2
What is its proof? - measure of impact?3

In the end, the specific qualifying questions you use are less important than simply using them consistently. Find a filter
that make senses to you, and stick with it.

2

Look at the “Value Chain”

Few organizations, if any, can do everything for a given cause. In humanitarian aid and relief, for example, it takes a number
of organizations to share the responsibility of identifying a need, doing the research, putting a program together, delivering
the aid, and then evaluating whether the aid was sufficient and effective. Similarly, in Gospel ministry, one group may
specialize in evangelism while others focus on discipleship, leadership training or church planting. As a grant maker, it’s
important to understand where an organization fits on the value chain and to know what kinds of ministries are needed
before and after.
1 Often we find an organization provides a service for which there is little objective demand. That’s a product-driven approach,

rather than a market-driven approach. The best grantees have research that demonstrates how their mission will directly meet the
needs of their ‘target market’.
2 In other words, even the best-formulated vision and plan cannot be effective unless leaders know what to execute on a daily,
weekly and monthly basis.
3 Here it’s important to distinguish between activities and outcomes. The best organizations do not simply monitor their activities.
They seek to define and measure the outcomes of their work.
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Before joining the staff of the Maclellan Foundation, I led a missions partnership focused on helping start new and vibrant
churches throughout the countries of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. While our ministry accomplished much
in our years of work, in the end we did not accomplish our ultimate objective. Why? There were a number of reasons, but
a primary one was our lack of understanding of this ‘value chain’ concept. For the most part, the new churches we helped
to plant weren’t fed by fruitful evangelism. So while the number of churches grew, the number of new Christians did not.
Without new people coming to Christ—a work ideally positioned before us on the value chain—new churches simply
attracted existing Christians. 4
Sometimes because of your position as a grant maker, you can introduce, even encourage unrelated organizations to
connect, especially when their ministries complement one another. The best organizations will welcome such opportunities
because they will see the benefit for the Kingdom, not just their particular work. We’ve used this complementary grant
making approach very effectively. 5
Bottom Line: If a potential grantee doesn’t understand where it fits or doesn’t have good partnerships on either side of its
efforts, it may be worth delaying a grant until those relationships are in place. Consider helping to make it happen.

3

Watch for “Mission Drift”

When an organization experiences success, it often chooses to
branch out into less tested ministries. But this drift from the
original mission can be a red flag, because effectiveness in one
arena doesn’t guarantee it in another.
One educational institution we worked with, for example,
received a grant to provide all of its graduate training and
curriculum for theological degrees free for download on the
Internet. The target was internationals desperate for good
training that could not travel overseas for an advanced degree.
The school realized that it had a wonderful resource to offer
and could distribute it globally at a low cost and without
compromising its ‘market position’ in the United States. This
was a generous and Kingdom-minded strategy that deserved
our support.
Later the institution asked us to consider a grant to help them launch a radio and media ministry that would feature the
teaching ministry of the school’s president. To us, this was a classic case of mission drift. Instead of concentrating on its
core competency of providing quality theological education, the school invested serious money in creating an untested
‘product’. We weren’t concerned that the president’s teaching was bad (on the contrary). We were concerned that the
school was entering into a very competitive area—and asking for a lot of money to do so—without knowing whether it
could make a difference and at the risk of diluting the president’s capacity to lead the school.
We’re not opposed to organizations branching into new ministries, but usually they are most successful when they choose
new initiatives for which they have existing expertise or that directly relate to their primary focus.

4 For additional insights see “Reflections on a Missions Partnership”, Evangelical Missions Quarterly, April, 2008. EMIS, Wheaton, IL.
5Maclellan has invested in a specific initiative designed to capitalize on the strengths of various ministries—for example, the Jesus

Film—in sequence. It’s called the End-to-End partnership. More details are available on request.
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4

Assess Leadership Capacity

Bruce Halsted of the Gabriel Foundation says, “We’re always betting on a leader.” No matter how promising a program,
project or organization is, ultimately it will only be as strong its leadership. But leadership assessment is more than looking
as a resume; it is understanding the strengths, weaknesses, character and capacity of leaders. In my mind I often ask
questions like these: “Does this leader’s preparation go beyond theological training? Does he or she have past experience
leading a growing organization?” In recent weeks at the Maclellan Foundation, I’ve heard the following statements: “She’s
more focused than ever and articulates the vision and plan of her organization clearly.” “His character underpins his content
seamlessly.” Those are leaders worth betting on, and—all other things being equal—they have a greater possibility of
receiving a Maclellan grant.
A leader’s own ability to recognize his or her limitations is equally important. In some organizations, new leadership is
necessary to take the mission to the next level. Sometimes we see small ministries that have been very effective to a
certain level, but they haven’t come to grips with the fact that taking the next step will require another level of leadership.
Good leaders understand their limitations. They recognize when leaders of greater capacity or skills or temperament are
needed.
Finally, our experience at Maclellan tells us that a good leader will do his or her best to understand us and others in the
donor community. He or she will be interested in helping us to meet our goals as a foundation. If a leader never asks us
questions or doesn’t seem interested in our priorities, it’s possible that that leader only wants our money, not a true
partnership. The best partnerships are always two-way.
There are resources available to help leaders hone their skills. And these resources are available to leaders in Gospel
ministry and in the marketplace. Two organizations we like in the international arena are The Haggai Institute (www.
haggai-institute.com) and Development Associates International (www.daintl.org).

5

Discover a Consistent Narrative

A ministry based in the Middle East claims to be seeing thousands of converts a year and requests funding to cover a
specific portion of their annual budget. But without traveling to the far-flung reaches of the world, how can you verify their
claims of effectiveness? While there is no substitute for on-the-ground evaluation, you can gain a basic level of confidence
by checking for consistency across a broader spectrum of ministries.
For example, we have heard that extraordinary opportunities for the Gospel exist right now in Iran, but how can we verify
that these reports are true? One way is to look for consistent narrative. In our research on Iran, we discovered more
than a dozen ministries, all of which were telling similar stories. One group reported that eight out of 10 individuals they
share the Gospel with come to know Christ. Another claimed that they could not produce Bibles fast enough for them to
be consumed by new believers. And yet another said that their house churches were doubling every six to nine months.
Once I build that kind of context, I don’t have to go to Iran, because a dozen ministries who have little connection with one
another are experiencing the same movement of God.
Contrast that with reports from another large (predominantly Muslim) nation in southern Asia. Some time ago, a small
ministry wrote me describing incredible responses to the Gospel there, tens and even hundreds of thousands. Because
of past personal experience in the country I was skeptical. So, I began the same exercise. Perhaps something new was
happening there, and an untold story needed to be told. Without traveling to Asia, I began to inquire of people in my
network. Were other ministries experiencing similar results? Was this finally the time for the refreshing message of the
Gospel in a desperate land? Unfortunately further evidence didn’t materialize. No other ministries that we could find
enjoyed the same effectiveness that this organization claimed.
Working to discover a consistent narrative for a particular field or type of ministry can be a very useful and inexpensive way
to strengthen your due diligence efforts.
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6

Look for a Unique Opportunity
You don’t have to be in the grant making business very long to learn
that many ministries duplicate the efforts of other organizations.
Since there are countless needs in the world, multiple initiatives
to address targeted needs aren’t necessarily a bad thing. However
at the Maclellan Foundation we look for innovation. We’ve
discovered that most people, and many leaders, are emulators not
innovators. So, in our opinion, advanced due diligence requires a
hunt for unique ideas or opportunities.

My favorite example of innovation comes from a French Internet
evangelism ministry called ConnaitreDieu (to know God). There’s
nothing unique about Internet evangelism, so what makes
ConnaitreDieu different? First is their approach to the Internet.
They see the World Wide Web not simply as a tool to deliver a product. Instead, they view it as a vast and unreached
mission field in-and-of itself. That may not seem like a revolutionary idea, but it has enormous implications for the way
they approach their work.
Second, they understand that their evangelism is ultimately only as strong as the churches that connect new Christians to
a local expression of the Body of Christ. Through our partnership with ConnaitreDieu, we have helped them connect with
100 churches in France that have agreed to join their ‘internet missionary’ teams. Now the ConnaitreDieu concept is used
in 10 other languages, and Maclellan has connected them with church planting ministries in three new countries.
Soon we will help the ministry, in cooperation with another grantee, pioneer the formation of ‘online spiritual communities’
made up of new believers who have responded to the Gospel via their suite of websites. If this new approach is ordained
by God, we will have the opportunity to see an entirely different kind of ‘church planting movement’, one that is initiated
and sustained to a large degree by the Internet.
For us, helping innovative leaders accelerate their Gospel strategies brings the greatest joy and excitement.

What ways have you learned to upgrade your due diligence?
To share additional thoughts or for more information, email Lee Behar, lee@maclellan.net.
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Appendix: Due Diligence 101
Webster defines due diligence as “research and analysis of a company or organization done in preparation for a business
transaction.” While Christian grant makers aren’t typically preparing for a business transaction with a potential grantee, it
may be helpful to see it in those terms. After all, it is God’s money that we are investing. Also, if you are a giving officer or
a principal for a formal foundation, the law requires your compliance in certain regards.
Begin by asking a few questions for basic due diligence:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Does the ministry interest us and help us fulfill our giving or grant making goals?
Does the ministry have a purpose, operations and programs that are understandable and identifiable?
Does the ministry have clear and qualified leadership?
Does the ministry have a board of directors? Who are they, and are they independent?
Is the ministry registered with its state and designated as an organization exempt from Federal income tax under
section 501(c)3 of the Internal Revenue Code?

To answer the first four questions, often the organization’s website is sufficient. But if the ministry operates in your local
area, a visit to observe its operations and programs and meet its leadership may be in order. If you are considering a large
grant, a site visit is recommended regardless of the ministry’s location.
To answer the last question, and to learn more about the ministry’s finances, consider www.GuideStar.com. Registration for
GuideStar’s basic services is fast and free. GuideStar has a searchable database of all US non-profit organizations required
to file an IRS Form 990 (annual tax return). Reviewing several years of 990s can provide lots of helpful information.
Private foundations in the US are required (except under certain circumstances) to give their grants to organizations exempt
from Federal income tax under section 501(c)3 of the Internal Revenue Code. The IRS maintains a list of organizations that
have received 501(c)3 designation on its website. http://www.irs.gov/app/pub-78/
For more about private foundations try these links:
hh http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Private_foundation_%28United_States%29
hh http://foundationcenter.org/grantmakers/basics.html
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