PRINT OUTS: Funder Dynamics in Action: Scenario Cards

Scenario 1: The Idealist but Inexperienced Funder
Your think tank has just received interest from a new funder — a foundation that has a long history of supporting activist, grassroots, and human rights organisations. They have limited understanding of how think tanks operate, the need for intellectual independence, or how policy influence works in practice. In initial conversations, they ask for highly visible campaigning actions, focus on emotional messaging, and are sceptical of your longer-term approach to policy engagement.
Discussion Questions:
What challenges arise when funders are not familiar with the policy research ecosystem?
How can think tanks educate funders while maintaining their independence and credibility?
What opportunities could this relationship bring despite the mismatch in understanding?

Debriefing Questions for All Groups (Plenary Sharing)
· What did your group find most challenging about this scenario?
· What was one insight or good practice that emerged?
· What question would you want to ask a donor or speaker based on this discussion?
Each group nominates a rapporteur to present a short 2-minute summary.

..............................................................................................................
Scenario 2: The Power-Oriented Funder
You are approached by a funder who is primarily interested in your think tank’s access to influential decision-makers. They make it clear they value you as a door-opener rather than a generator of knowledge. They are less concerned with rigorous evidence, and more focused on high-level convenings and elite influence.
Discussion Questions:
How do you balance donor interests with your mission to produce and promote evidence-based policy?
Should think tanks sometimes act as intermediaries between funders and decision-makers — or is that a conflict of interest?
What are the ethical and reputational risks of such a relationship?
Debriefing Questions for All Groups (Plenary Sharing)
· What did your group find most challenging about this scenario?
· What was one insight or good practice that emerged?
· What question would you want to ask a donor or speaker based on this discussion?
Each group nominates a rapporteur to present a short 2-minute summary.

Scenario 3: The Micromanager Academic
A funder with a PhD in public policy is interested in funding your next project — but wants to design the methodology, choose the research questions, and draft the final report structure. They see your role as “just implementing” their vision. They are funding generously and would cover full costs.
Discussion Questions:
When does collaboration with a funder become micromanagement?
How can think tanks protect their intellectual independence while maintaining good donor relations?
Would you take the money — or walk away? Why?
Debriefing Questions for All Groups (Plenary Sharing)
· What did your group find most challenging about this scenario?
· What was one insight or good practice that emerged?
· What question would you want to ask a donor or speaker based on this discussion?
Each group nominates a rapporteur to present a short 2-minute summary.


……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
Scenario 4: The Regressive Private Foundation
A well-known private foundation approaches your think tank for a collaboration. However, their approach to funding and their narrative reinforces traditional hierarchies and excludes voices from marginalised communities. Their funding priorities are heavily skewed toward elite networks, and they show little interest in inclusivity or participatory processes.
Discussion Questions:
What is the responsibility of a think tank in such a situation?
Can you challenge the funder's worldview from within a partnership, or must you decline collaboration?
What strategies have worked (or might work) in redirecting donor priorities toward more inclusive practices?
Debriefing Questions for All Groups (Plenary Sharing)
· What did your group find most challenging about this scenario?
· What was one insight or good practice that emerged?
· What question would you want to ask a donor or speaker based on this discussion?
Each group nominates a rapporteur to present a short 2-minute summary.






