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Editors’ Note

With the best of intentions, many foundations enter into large-scale com-
munity change initiatives without fully realizing how these engagements
will escalate the demand to adapt their usual ways of working. Philan-
thropic investments in community change raise fundamental questions
regarding authority, control and responsiveness on all dimensions of
interaction. Based on their years of experience, and extensive interviews
with the foundation and community change network, the authors call
upon foundations to examine how they think about community change,
how they do the work, and how they learn from their efforts. They up the
ante for foundations to discipline their analysis of community conditions
and how change can occur, to offer far more open engagement with com-
munity partners, and to increase their commitment to mutual learning
and reflection.

Patricia Patrizi
Kay Sherwood
Abby Spector
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Executive Summary

Philanthropies of all types seek to improve communities—for lots of rea-
sons, and in lots of different ways. Their efforts have produced promising
results and some beginning lessons about community change. But more
remains to be done to ensure that philanthropic investments in commu-
nity change meet expectations and that funders use the emerging lessons
to move their agendas forward. Based on interviews conducted for this
paper, many funders are eager to take on that challenge.

Challenges to Foundation-Supported
Community Change
Challenges surface within three core dimensions of philanthropic com-
munity change activity: how foundation representatives think about com-
munity change, how they do community change work, and how they
learn from their efforts. Specifically, these include:

• The clarity and realism in foundations’ goals, expectations,
ideas, and strategies.

• The alignment between the goals and strategies, and
foundations’ means and modes of practice.

• The sufficiency and effectiveness of current methods to inform,
assess, and revise foundation thinking and practice.

Addressing these issues is a “doable” task, one in which some founda-
tions are already deeply engaged.

Foundation Thinking
The goals, expectations, and ideas reflected in many foundations’ commu-
nity change efforts reveal a commitment to the work, but also a tendency
to overreach or be unduly vague. The strategies foundations use to reach
these goals also need further development in four areas: their understand-
ing of communities’ strengths and weaknesses, the attention paid to exter-
nal forces that affect community outcomes, their tolerance for conflict and

Many foundations’
community change
efforts reveal a
commitment to the
work, but also a
tendency to overreach
or be unduly vague.



risk, and the strength of the theories that shape foundation initiative
design and drive the work.

Bringing greater clarity and realism to foundations’ goals, expectations,
and ideas for community change would strengthen the intellectual under-
pinnings for community-focused philanthropic investment. It would also
provide a more effective basis for ongoing learning and improvement. In
addition, grounding strategies in a more complete recognition of commu-
nities’ internal capacities and the external dynamics that affect them, and
specifying the pathway to community improvement more completely,
would improve the chances that foundations’ community change activi-
ties produce their intended results.

Foundation Doing
Many foundations’ relationships with communities are driven by a new
interest in shared commitment, contribution, and action on both sides of
the grantmaking table. The challenge is to ensure that the terms of the
relationship are clear and consistent with both parties’ goals, and trans-
lated into foundations’ institutional structures and policies. In particular,
foundations have increasingly invested in building community “capacity,”
in recognition that the most pervasive and sustainable change stems from
a community’s ability to envision, develop, and lead its own solutions.
Efforts to develop local leaders, provide technical assistance on specific
topics, build local supports for change, and connect community members
to resources within and outside their neighborhoods have all helped to
increase community capacity. But these efforts are still too often the
exception rather than the rule, and even where they exist they are often
incomplete and not yet well integrated into community change efforts.

Foundations have opportunities to influence community change in
many ways that reach beyond the traditional role of grantmaker. They can
facilitate relationships between the powerful and the disenfranchised, fos-
ter excitement around creative ideas, disseminate useful information, and
advocate for difficult but necessary policy changes. Although some foun-
dations are testing out these new roles, most continue to tread a more
familiar path. In doing so, they miss an opportunity to leverage their clout,
credibility, and institutional resources on behalf of community change.

Foundation Learning
Over the years, philanthropy has recognized the need for good informa-
tion to inform practice and policymaking. Foundations’ investments in
research and evaluation and in the distillation of practical lessons have
established an important baseline of information and tools. As funders
expand their efforts at community change, they also need to expand
efforts to collect, analyze, organize, apply, and share knowledge.

Executive Summary
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Committing to learning about community change is only half the bat-
tle for foundations, however. How will they systematically and routinely
interpret lessons and incorporate them into practice? How will they create
safe, productive opportunities for staff reflection and debate? How can
learning within one foundation contribute to the knowledge of founda-
tions, practitioners, policymakers, and social scientists in general? And
how can a foundation’s learning methods spawn ongoing knowledge
development? These questions point to the need for a more intentional
system of learning about philanthropic investment in community change.
Lacking an effective system, lessons about community change do not serve
as the basis for cumulative knowledge or lead to changes in practice. Peo-
ple and institutions tend to repeat known processes without making nec-
essary innovations.

Implications for Action
More effective thinking about community change entails these actions:

• Using more rigorous, diligent processes to assess communities.
Some funders now use demographic and administrative data to
select investment targets, for example, or take extra time to
understand community leadership and organizational dynamics,
structural factors, and trends before making investment
decisions.

• Aligning goals with realistic expectations. This requires a
greater commitment to clarity and realism, both about what
might be achieved in a community and about a foundation’s
preparedness to play the necessary roles; a more critical analysis
of ideas and assumptions; and a willingness to treat progress as
developmental.

• Clarifying thinking about conflict and risk. Change can be
messy, especially when it occurs in the politically charged
environments of communities. Foundations will need to
acknowledge the inherent conflicts and risks that accompany
social investment, specify their level of tolerance for them, and
design their strategies accordingly.

• Using a more disciplined, systematic process for strategy
development. Funders need both better theories of change and
better ways of using the theories—processes that make goals
explicit, define actions that will produce change, specify key
change agents, recognize internal and external barriers, and
address issues of intervention “quality, dosage, extent, and
timing.”

Executive Summary
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More effective doing in philanthropic practice involves these actions:

• Choosing an operating style. Foundation representatives need
to consider a range of potential working styles; select a style that
matches foundation goals and strategies; understand the
institutional capacities needed to implement the style; and
secure support from the board.

• Negotiating terms for community engagement. Foundations
and their community partners need to specify explicit roles,
expectations, rules for engagement and decisionmaking,
relationship boundaries, accountability measures, and processes
for monitoring and improving their partnership.

• Building community capacity to implement. Foundation
representatives need to understand what community capacity is
and how it is produced, including the vital component of
leadership development. Effective support for community
capacity also means assuring long-term core operating funds for
an array of key community institutions, efforts, and networks.

• Expanding foundation potential as a nonmonetary resource for
the community. Externally, foundations can use their credibility
and leverage to help communities make strategic connections to
influential players in the private, public, and philanthropic
sectors. Foundations also can leverage their financial power
more creatively through direct investment, loan guarantees,
access to favorable credit terms, and program-related
investments.

More effective learning will require a different stance toward knowledge
and learning. Two types of actions are especially important:

• Fostering learning that supports change. To achieve maximum
long-term impact, funders need to treat learning as a core
objective of philanthropic work. That will require the
development of an intentional but loosely structured learning
“system”—a collection of principles, commitments, and linkages
that can be broadly and flexibly implemented by foundations
and others. An effective system would emphasize an attitude of
inquiry; a commitment to open sharing of knowledge; a belief
that knowledge has multiple sources and is collected through
multiple means; and a commitment to collecting and shaping
knowledge according to users’ needs, both within and beyond
foundations. Each of those characteristics implies new ways of
thinking and doing within foundations.

Executive Summary
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• Promoting learning within individual foundations. Raising the
profile of learning in foundations will require changes in
individual foundation’s organizational culture and behavior,
new board practices, new reward systems for foundation staff,
and new administrative practices and support structures. Grants
may need to include support for learning, in addition to money
for evaluation. Reporting requirements might be changed so
they more directly contribute to learning. Foundations also
could establish high-level staff positions for people who manage
organizational learning, knowledge development, and
knowledge dissemination to communities, as some have already
done.

The philanthropic sector is at an important crossroads with respect to
community change efforts. Many funders are impatient with the status
quo and eager to achieve more complete, lasting results—and they have an
increasingly rich and useful base of ideas and experience on which to
build. That combination of factors may be what is needed to push the field
forward. The challenges that foundations face are not reasons to avoid the
work with communities, but opportunities to improve it.

Executive Summary
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Introduction

Community change continues to capture the attention of an important
segment of philanthropy. Although this segment encompasses a diverse
range of foundations, the foundations are linked by their efforts to
improve low-income communities and the circumstances and opportuni-
ties of the people who live in them.1 Thus, philanthropy directed toward
community change includes foundations that support community-build-
ing efforts, community-focused economic development, comprehensive
strategies, social and health service programs and reforms, and many other
community-oriented strategies. Sometimes bold and always complicated,
philanthropy’s experience in community change provides grounds for
both hope and critical consideration. Indeed, representatives of many
foundations that promote community change feel they are at a juncture
where critical assessment and debate can lead to new progress.

The significance of this moment arises in part from funders’ pride in
communities’ progress, and in part from frustration with the limitations
of those same accomplishments. On one hand, foundations see substantial
achievements in communities: houses have been built, organizations
strengthened, residents mobilized, collaboration enhanced, services deliv-
ered, employment increased, and so forth. Funders also believe they have
learned important lessons about how to promote community change in
complex and dynamic circumstances. And they are energized by emerging
opportunities within their institutions and in the communities with
which they work. On the other hand, funders acknowledge that their sup-
port has yielded less for communities in the short term than they and their
community partners initially hoped. They also observe that the work is
more complex and longer-term than initially anticipated.

Many funders and others active in the community change field believe
they are ready to build on their progress and lessons. They conclude that
philanthropy can become more effective in promoting community change
by clarifying its challenges and promoting actionable learning to address
them. This requires further refining their approaches on the following
three fronts, connecting them to each other, and sharing them with the
field:

• How foundations think about community change.

• How they do their community change work.

Philanthropy’s
experience in
community change
provides grounds
for both hope and
critical consideration.



• How they learn from their efforts.

Consequently, the major points of this paper address the clarity, real-
ism, and completeness of the goals, ideas, and strategies behind founda-
tion efforts; the alignment between foundations’ goals and strategies, and
their means and modes of practice; and the adequacy of current methods
to inform, assess, and revise foundation thinking and practice.

Purpose
This paper is intended to shape a discussion about philanthropy and com-
munity change among foundations and others already working on the
issue. It attempts to honor the expertise and wisdom many funders bring
to their work with communities by leading with their questions and the
unresolved complexities they see in this work. We report our findings in
relatively stark language for similar reasons—to honor the deep thinking
that has been done by the people most closely involved. Following an anal-
ysis of the state of foundation thinking, doing, and learning, in each sec-
tion of the paper we offer a window into some promising approaches
funders are taking to address these challenges. We hope this approach will
foster the kind of constructive, critical discussion about philanthropy and
community change that funders and others see as a key to increasing foun-
dations’ effectiveness in community change.

The analysis presented here has important limitations. First, it is nei-
ther a comprehensive scan of philanthropic practice nor an attempt to dis-
entangle the many subtleties and diverse views that characterize the
foundation world. We begin with an understanding that each foundation
is distinctive, but we do not name, assess, or compare foundation efforts.
The paper distills and synthesizes a large body of information and experi-
ence about philanthropy directed toward community change. We believe
this approach allows us to draw out critical themes, general lessons, and
potential solutions of relevance to the field as a whole.

Second, the paper’s tone and structure—which begins with concerns
before moving on to potential solutions—may appear to overemphasize
the importance of challenges while minimizing the progress being made.
We present the challenges up front both because that is what we heard in
interviews with the people closest to foundations’ community change
work and because we believe this approach can help stimulate productive
debate. Many of the findings reported here are not wholly new, and over
the last ten years funders have made progress on these issues. However, the
unique contribution of this analysis—addressing issues in thinking, doing,
and learning within the same framework—allows us to provide a broader
picture of the field, to look for patterns across issues, and to articulate a
potential agenda for the next phase of the field’s development.

Introduction
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Third, treating thinking, doing, and learning sequentially could make
community change efforts seem linear and simple, when, in fact, they are
quite the opposite. When done well, the people involved in this work sug-
gest that it is always complex, highly iterative, and requires constant
adjustments in thinking and doing in response to learning about condi-
tions and opportunities on the ground. Moreover, the people we inter-
viewed for this analysis emphasized that the struggle to keep the three
activities connected and aligned is constant. As authors, we separate the
three dimensions in order to clarify aspects of each, but we also under-
stand that in real life the processes of community change are highly
dynamic, interrelated, and often nonsequential.

Finally, a paper on community change that focuses primarily on phi-
lanthropy can reinforce the sense that foundations are lone and sufficient
agents for promoting community change. This is particularly problematic
because many of the people involved in this work both within and outside
of philanthropy suggest that foundations tend to both overestimate their
potential to effect change and see themselves in isolation. In the words of
one observer, “They overestimate what they can do and they don’t
acknowledge their limits.”

Concentrating on philanthropy could also be taken to imply that grant-
ees and communities are always easy partners or are all merely passive
recipients of foundation action. Yet, many of our informants emphasized
that communities and grantees are an integral part of the foundation
dynamic. Some communities bring long histories of internal conflict, frac-
tured leadership, and previous negative relations with funders, as well as
important knowledge, experience, and know-how. That said, the focus
here remains on foundations because our informants suggest that philan-
thropy—as one of the many players in community change efforts that
include communities, service providers, private business, and public,
political, and civic actors—needs to better understand its own part in the
ecology of community change.

Sources
This paper is the product of ongoing research on philanthropy and com-
munity change at the Chapin Hall Center for Children. The paper draws
on five sources. The first is a series of 45 interviews about philanthropy
and community change conducted over a six-month period spanning
2001–2002 with a diverse group of current and former foundation execu-
tives and staff; representatives from community change organizations and
intermediaries; evaluators, researchers, and technical assistance providers;
and close observers of foundation efforts. These interviews sought to elicit
varied perspectives, insights, and ideas from people who have played many
roles in community change efforts.2 The quotes used in this paper come
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exclusively from these interviews, although some of the examples are
drawn from other sources. (See the Appendix for a list of interviewees.)

Second, the paper reflects insights gained from interviews conducted
during the same time period with leaders of 22 community foundations.
Although these interviews were conducted as part of a different project,
many of the issues and perspectives we heard from these respondents rein-
forced and deepened our understanding of the questions raised in this
paper. Third, the paper is informed by findings from wide-ranging
research on community initiatives that Chapin Hall has conducted over
the last 15 years. Fourth, the authors’ collective experience in community
change efforts as foundation staff and board members, evaluators and doc-
umenters, program developers, foundation and community advisers, and
technical assistance providers has provided a base for the analysis, particu-
larly for the framework of “thinking, doing, and learning.” Finally, the
paper has benefited greatly by several rounds of comments from reviewers
and interviewees, and from a half-day discussion of an earlier draft spon-
sored by Practice Matters: The Improving Philanthropy Project.

Introduction
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Foundation Thinking

How foundations think about community change shapes their goals,
expectations, strategies, and investments. This thinking emerges from
ideas, values, and information at play in the larger culture; from internal
dynamics and ideological commitments; and from external political pres-
sures. As one researcher observed:

Foundations are motivated by very different things: politics,
loftier goals, the talent of their people, and interests of their
boards. It’s a very complex question to really try and tease out
why foundations do what they do. The dynamics are almost
Byzantine because you do have so many forces influencing
them—some internal, some external.

Complex motivations and multiple sources, in and of themselves, do
not make foundation thinking problematic, however. Few respondents
suggest that foundations lack serious intentions or that the processes by
which they develop approaches are frivolous. Yet, a number of funders
and observers identify concerns with the thinking itself. In this section, we
raise two broad concerns about the thinking behind philanthropic efforts
to promote community change:

• A lack of clarity evident in many foundations’ goals,
expectations, and ideas.

• The incomplete nature of many community change strategies.

Our point throughout the following discussion of foundation thinking
is that unclear or incomplete thinking can get in the way of foundations’
effectiveness at promoting community change.

Goals, Expectations, and Ideas
Many foundations’ community change efforts show commitment and achieve-
ment, but the goals, expectations, and ideas of some reflect a tendency to over-
reach or be unduly vague. Bringing greater clarity and realism to these aspects
of foundations’ work in communities will strengthen the intellectual

Unclear or incomplete
thinking can get in the
way of foundations’
effectiveness at
promoting community
change.



underpinnings for it and provide a more effective basis for ongoing learning
and improvement.

Clarity of goals. The precise goals of many foundation-supported com-
munity change efforts are unclear, potentially competing, or even contra-
dictory. At a fundamental level, respondents note that there is often
confusion about whether a community change effort is intended to
improve the lives of people in poverty, or to eliminate poverty. This dis-
tinction is critical because it goes directly to issues of scale, ambition, and
type of intervention. At another level, foundations’ goals often include
divergent ends. For instance, is an effort primarily about building the
capacity of organizations, individuals, or communities to promote
change? Shifting power relationships? Addressing structural racism and
inequity? Connecting individuals and communities to economic opportu-
nity? Reforming public systems? Promoting democratic participation?
Fostering social capital? Building intermediary institutions? Or all of those
things? These goals are often treated as compatible, but they can involve
quite different assumptions, points of intervention, and outcomes. More-
over, their differences are often not reconciled in foundation thinking or
doing.

While agreeing about the importance of greater clarity, some respon-
dents also comment that a degree of ambiguity can be useful in the early
stages of community change work. Some ambiguity can also allow a foun-
dation the flexibility it may need to adjust its approach, while giving pro-
gram officers freedom to take necessary risks. It can capture the spirit of an
effort and be used to consolidate diverse interests.

In considering these potentially competing insights, some respondents
suggest that difficulties arise primarily if funders assume that broad princi-
ples—such as comprehensive change or collaboration—are substituted
for goals, such as improved quality of life or poverty reduction, or if
funders develop goals too quickly and without enough understanding of
the on-the-ground realities. One funder observed, “We can’t confuse our
broad principles and vision with our goals. They need to be compatible,
but they are not the same thing. We still need to get to specific doable
goals.” Most respondents agree that without this kind of clarity, founda-
tions can end up funding activities that are not sufficiently aligned with a
clearly articulated goal to produce the desired results.

Realism of expectations. In recent years, some funders heightened their
ambitions for community change efforts. These ambitions are reflected in
bold and broad expectations for “fundamental,” “comprehensive,” or
“systemic” change. Yet, numerous respondents suggest that philanthro-
pies’ hopes can be unrealistic. A number of factors contribute to this,
beginning with the philanthropic sector’s assumptions about its own
power and potential. As one observer noted, foundations “misjudge the
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potency of their involvement and overestimate how much difference their
attention, skills, ideas, and money are likely to make.” To make matters
worse, grantees often collude with this misjudgment because they want
the foundation to become a champion—and significant funder—of their
work.

Second, respondents suggest that internal institutional factors shape
foundations’ expectations and contribute to a lack of realism. Prime
among these is the dynamic between foundation boards and staff. While
board members are often excited by “getting at root problems,” they can
also be impatient with complex, long-term solutions. In the words of one
funder, “They [boards] prefer silver bullets.” In these circumstances, staff
often ignore the field’s experience in an effort to satisfy boards’ legitimate
questions, and then overpromise what can be achieved. For example, the
time frame of most grants is usually shorter than the time actually needed
to make substantial change in a community; many foundations continue
to work within three- to five-year time frames although both experience
and research have demonstrated that measurable community-level change
usually takes longer. Respondents also point out that the board-staff
dynamic should not be seen as one-sided and that staff sometimes contrib-
ute to board members’ attitudes by underestimating them. One funder
observed, “Boards hesitate to support deeper community work because we
[staff] don’t effectively educate them about the challenges and time frames
[of those endeavors].”

Finally, some respondents suggest that the field tends to devalue com-
munity efforts aimed at modest or incremental improvement. Amelio-
rating a problem or improving the quality of a service may be viewed as
less worthy of serious consideration than more ambitious goals. One
respondent noted that the pressure to produce social change can lead to a
“drive at the board level to turn everything they do into something sys-
temic, which to them is shorthand for the opposite of wasteful and incon-
sequential.” Although expecting major social changes from philanthropic
investments is not inherently wrong, respondents comment that it can
backfire in community change work. As one philanthropic observer
reflected,

People in communities need child care, and getting it would be
a significant thing. But you shouldn’t expect efforts to improve
the quality and availability of child care to change the structure
of poverty. I think there are many good things that can be done
that are not entirely systemic, but that are also not
inconsequential. But that is a more nuanced space into which
many board members and staff do not want to go. Sometimes
changing everything is a false refuge from the reality that
requires you to say instead: “If we are only part of the solution,
and we only have part of the resources, and some of the
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neighborhood organizations we have to work with are weak,
what can we usefully do?”

Most respondents conclude that poor communities can benefit from
both incremental and more ambitious kinds of work, and the field is more
likely to get good examples of both when funders are clearer and more
realistic about the benefits, requirements, time frames, and effects of each.

Use of ideas and knowledge. The thinking of many funders about
community change is informed by broad ideas drawn from social science
theory and research, and from experience on the front lines of commu-
nity-based work. Thus, limitations in foundation ideas and knowledge
closely reflect limitations in the social sciences and community practice.
These include the field’s understanding of social capital, empowerment,
community asset development, resident involvement, comprehensiveness,
capacity building, leadership development, and collaboration, among the
current concepts in “community,” broadly defined.

The first issue that respondents raise is about areas in which knowledge
is limited but the field still acts as if more were known. Respondents sug-
gest that funders often do not explain the basis for their ideas or develop
sufficiently what they mean by the ideas they use. Some suggest that
funders frequently treat certain ideas as self-evident, and do not make clear
whether a concept is a testable idea or primarily a value statement. This
can preclude more critical consideration, development, or application. It
can also lead to confusion about the basis of decisions. For example,
although research suggests that aspects of community social capital are
important for social control, social support, and access to opportunity, the
research provides little guidance for foundations on how to promote or
support this asset. Similarly, there is little empirical evidence about the
extent to which community control of an agenda for change necessarily
contributes to long-term improvements, yet the idea is treated as an estab-
lished fact.

Respondents also suggest that there are areas about which a good bit is
known—such as the racialized structure of economic opportunity—but
about which the field tends to do little. They explain that this can happen
both when the field lacks the know-how to deal with a problem and when
persistent barriers such as racism and classism keep a problem “off the
table.”

By raising concerns about foundations’ use of ideas and knowledge,
respondents are not implying that particular ideas are necessarily wrong.
Nor are they suggesting that the practice of applying new ideas to promote
community change is inherently flawed. Respondents unequivocally
assert that some of the best work in philanthropy is decidedly experimen-
tal. As one said, “If the field had to rely only on what is established through
research or what is fully worked out conceptually, it would attempt little.”
The point is that a lack of adequate discipline and clarity in using ideas
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and knowledge to shape foundation goals and strategies can preclude
opportunities to improve the knowledge base over the long term, and can
ultimately undercut philanthropies’ efforts.

Strategies
Most funders have learned important lessons from experience and have
improved their strategies along the way. The strategies need further develop-
ment in four areas, however: foundation reading of communities’ internal
capacities, their attention to external dynamics that affect community out-
comes, their tolerance for conflict and risk, and the strength of their theories.
Grounding strategy development in a more complete recognition of communi-
ties’ internal capacities and external dynamics, and specifying the pathway to
change more completely, would improve the chances that foundations’ commu-
nity change strategies produce their intended results.

Readings of internal community capacity and dynamics. As impor-
tant as clear goals and ideas about community change are, many funders
also say they need to better ground their strategies in a deep and realistic
sense of a community’s capacity to achieve the goals. Thus, strategy and
existing capacity need to go hand in glove. As one observer saw it, the fail-
ure to accomplish this can lead to “a fundamental disconnect between the
reality on the ground and the mental image that the foundation staff per-
son has about what is going on—between the foundation’s intentions and
what the community is capable of or interested in doing.”

For instance, one funder described how his foundation chose its sites
after an extensive assessment, confident that each of the neighborhoods
was a “community” with which they could “partner.” Each site “appeared
to have a strong infrastructure and a collaborative idea,” he said. But the
assessment of infrastructure and ability to collaborate proved incomplete:
“Sometimes there wasn’t really a community that existed, in the sense of
effective and representational organizations and networks.” Other funders
explain that although their assessments captured “the static picture” of a
community, their analyses often fail to reveal the way certain issues in the
community were “trending,” and thereby miss critical information that
could inform their choices.

Most respondents agree that even under promising circumstances, a
realistic community “reading” is hard to get and requires more time than
many foundations are prepared to invest. As a result, some funders enter
community work with inadequate knowledge about neighborhood condi-
tions, capacities, and trajectories. This lack of understanding can slow,
impede, or even derail their strategies, and sometimes make the neighbor-
hood less receptive to other change initiatives. For example, misreading
the neighborhood’s politics or anointing local leadership without an
appreciation of these politics can create unproductive internal conflict
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among neighborhood groups, passive resistance to participation and
change, or a cynical sense of “here we go again” with all parties trying to
get something from the funder for themselves but lacking commitment to
a collaborative change effort.

Attention to external dynamics. Many foundations’ strategies for com-
munity change do not pay sufficient attention to external dynamics and
structural constraints. Sometimes this reflects a belief in local capacity to
act accompanied by an underestimation of the power of external policies
and dynamics. In other cases, foundations may not want or feel able to
exert an influence on the political forces that shape and constrain neigh-
borhood conditions. These forces include:

• Public policy impacts on transportation, public safety, land use,
gentrification, and displacement.

• Private market forces in the job, real estate, and capital markets.

• Embedded structures of racial preference and discrimination.

• Distribution of political power.

• Patterns of concentrated poverty, rates of immigration, and
demographic shifts.

Population mobility is an important example of this kind of external
dynamic. Although frontline practitioners, the U.S. Census, and school
data identify population mobility as a significant phenomenon, philan-
thropic thinking and practice have not typically incorporated the impact
of frequent individual and family mobility on neighborhood improve-
ment efforts. For instance, a school reform effort in a school district with a
40 percent turnover of children during a year may require a very different
strategy from a reform effort in a district with low mobility. Similarly,
respondents suggest that the relationship between low-income communi-
ties and the larger economy is often inadequately understood and
addressed by philanthropy. As one observer cautioned, “You can’t vitalize
a neighborhood without paying attention to helping people get jobs and
get to those jobs throughout the region.” Despite dissatisfaction with
many community-based poverty alleviation strategies, funders acknowl-
edge that some community change efforts continue to treat neighbor-
hoods as autonomous economic units.

Of course, mobility, regional labor markets, public policy and funding,
and other external factors do not invalidate the value or potential of com-
munity-level work. But an incomplete appreciation for external dynamics,
constraints, and opportunities in foundation strategymaking can lead to
inadequate resources (if the flow of public and private dollars is not

Foundation Thinking

Toward Greater Effectiveness in Community Change:
Challenges and Responses for Philanthropy 19

The relationship
between low-income
communities and the
larger economy is
often inadequately
understood and
addressed by
philanthropy.



addressed) or to misdirected resources (if the dollars are invested in less
strategic ventures).

Conflict and risk. Respondents note a central paradox at the heart of phil-
anthropic thinking and practice: foundations’ quest for greater impact is
not usually accompanied by an increased tolerance for conflict or risk. On
one hand, many suggest that real community change is inherently risky,
political, and fractious because it affects the distribution of power and
resources. They say that although substantial change can sometimes be
achieved without turmoil, that is not often the case. As one funder com-
mented, “When power or money is at stake, people are going to fight
because someone is usually going to gain and someone is going to lose.”
On the other hand, respondents also suggest that foundations are wary of
stimulating such conflict even as they seek to achieve ambitious ends.
Some think this wariness emerges from “subtle and not-so-subtle pres-
sure” of legal regulation and sanction that constrain foundations’ latitude.
Others suggest foundations think they can be more effective change
agents if they “stay below the radar.” Still others claim that some staff and
many boards are ambivalent about fundamental change. “The system has
worked for them and they don’t see a need to change it,” comments one
analyst.

This paradox affects what change strategies foundations select and how
they carry them out. Some foundations may avoid certain approaches that
are deemed “too political” or that lead to more fundamental questions
about the power structure. For instance, one observer commented that
foundations’ self-imposed constraints “translate into support for activities
that do not overtly shake up the political status quo.” She continued, “Sim-
ilarly, [foundations] are highly constrained in their notions of acceptable
reform. Systems reform, yes; real labor market, political, or regulatory
reform, no.” Other respondents observe a misalignment between founda-
tions’ bold goals and strategy and the timid way many pursue their work.
“If things start heating up, they [the foundation] either back off or put on
the brakes.”

Respondents also suggest that this paradox has led some foundations to
embrace too quickly broad strategies of “collaboration and mutual gain”
without thinking through the degree to which existing arrangements and
players may benefit from current inequities and may have little real incen-
tive to address those inequities unless more fundamental pressure is
applied. Acknowledging this phenomenon, a funder observed, “Some-
times we want change, but don’t want everything that goes with it. We
don’t want it to be messy. But we can’t have change without change.
Win-win can be great, but it’s not always realistic.”

Most respondents emphasize that the central challenge for foundations
is to become clearer internally about their core beliefs about community
change, more aware of the requirements and risks inherent in the choices
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they make, and more consistent in aligning the two. As one technical assis-
tance provider notes, “There are more and less risky approaches, and
funders have to be clear about which they are best suited for.”

Strength of theories. Foundation discourse about theories of change and
logic models has increased in recent years, and some foundations have
used these thinking tools to shape community change efforts. According
to respondents, however, many of the theories have not been sufficiently
developed, systematically applied, or grounded in evidence of prior suc-
cess. One foundation executive characterized the theories he has seen as
“little more than a gut-level sense that local conditions have to change and
that getting your arms around a neighborhood is the best way to do that.”
Suggested another, “Every foundation goes in with a vision but not with a
deep enough effort to clarify what the change process really is.”

Unclear goals and expectations make it hard to articulate the assump-
tions about cause and effect that are the key to a viable theory (and, conse-
quently, to good decisionmaking). Often, even when assumptions are
specified, the logic that guides them and the interim measures of progress
that make them testable are not clear. The theory of change used in one
foundation effort, for instance, tied an increase in civic capacity to poverty
alleviation. Yet neither foundation staff nor the community participants
were able to explain in any detail the steps by which the intangible asset of
civic capacity would be transformed into the tangible asset of increased
income. Increased civic capacity and poverty alleviation can both be valid
goals, but the relationship between them (if any) needs to be thought
through and mapped out if the foundation’s expectations, investment,
and outcomes are to align. This kind of specificity is important because it
can help a funder understand whether an approach might produce the
desired outcome or whether another strategy might have greater promise.
Certainly “coherence” can be overdone, but the lack of sound and articu-
lated theory leaves little basis for shaping consistent action or for interpret-
ing the results.

Toward More Effective Thinking
Respondents suggest that better thinking about community change in
philanthropic practice will require clearer goals, strategies that are
grounded in a more complete assessment of internal and external contexts,
and a more critical stance toward what is known, what is working, and
what a reasonable outcome is. Although the use of ambiguous principles
can be useful, respondents suggest that progress is likely to be accelerated
by a disciplined effort to specify theories that can both guide actions and
help to interpret results. Those working on community change efforts also
emphasize the importance of being able to respond flexibly to practical
realities and opportunities. Most agree that foundations have made
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significant strides in addressing challenges of “thinking” over the last
decade. They are engaged in:

• Improving their understanding of communities and the context
in which they are situated;

• Aligning their assumptions, information, and ways of thinking
with their goals for community change efforts; and

• Disciplining their strategy with theory-based logic.

Improving understanding of community and context. Foundations are
increasing the practical knowledge they have available for effective strategy
development by improving the way they learn about a community’s
capacity, condition, and context. This kind of information is particularly
important at the beginning of a foundation’s engagement with commu-
nity, but funders comment that it is also critical throughout the change
effort. Three approaches are especially important, according to
respondents:

Using demographic and administrative data. New community statistical
systems and geocoding technologies have made it possible for foundations
to use demographic and administrative data to inform their selection of
target communities and other decisions. Some foundations also make
these data available to grantees to guide local thinking, strategy develop-
ment, and tracking. For example, the National Neighborhood Indicators
Partnership (NNIP) provides data support to both community organiza-
tions and foundations in cities across the country,3 and several founda-
tions are supporting data collection and analysis activities by community
organizations and intermediaries.

Analyzing community capacities and dynamics. Some foundations are taking
extra time and effort to assess and understand internal community dynam-
ics, including history, culture, needs, strengths, and informal leadership.
They are paying special attention to the differences and competing interests
within communities and developing deeper relationships with community
players before making long-term commitments. One foundation, for exam-
ple, provided modest funds for a community organization to explore infor-
mally the capacity and “appetite” for change across different sectors.
Another foundation started its work in a community with a few small test
grants to support ongoing community activities, feel out local realities, get
to know local leaders and organizations, and build a richer understanding of
the various funding streams entering the community. These funding strate-
gies have the potential both to reduce risk and to produce a change strategy
that is customized to the community’s realities.

Some foundations are also paying more attention to the trajectories of
neighborhood change. That is, in addition to examining a neighborhood
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at a point in time, these funders are also looking at the key factors over
time in order to understand how they are trending. Explained one pro-
gram officer:

You have to see these neighborhoods as being in motion. The
demographics in two neighborhoods may look exactly the same,
but they may be going in totally different directions. You can
only understand what is really possible if you understand where
the community is going.

This kind of awareness is especially important because it makes the
potential and the limitations of each community more explicit. Trying to
reverse a declining neighborhood trajectory is likely to take more time and
resources than a goal of accelerating the progress of a neighborhood that is
already in the early stages of revitalization. Both are legitimate enterprises
but each will require a different funding strategy.

Situating a community in a broader context. Some foundations are trying to
understand the external constraints and dynamics that reinforce commu-
nity conditions, including the operation and effects of private markets and
public policy on community change. Such efforts reflect a conceptual shift
away from a focus on single factors, single actors and institutions, or a sin-
gle level of community function such as economic development. Instead,
these foundations view a community as a complex “ecology” made up of
many different individual and institutional actors that interact at different
levels and respond to numerous different internal and external factors.
Observed one respondent, “Neither markets, government, nor philan-
thropy have all the tools, so their impacts are partial by nature.” These
funders view foundations as just a part of that larger system and thus they
emphasize the need to link to other critical parts.

For instance, to understand impediments to redevelopment in a group
of low-income communities, one funder did a regional power analysis that
revealed significant patterns of public and private investment and disin-
vestment in land use and transportation. The patterns appeared to nega-
tively influence outcomes and opportunities in the low-income
communities with which the foundation was working. Although the
unexpected finding did not jibe with his foundation’s primary approach,
the program officer responsible for this work began incorporating this
awareness into his institution’s neighborhood-based strategy by linking
grantees in different communities with each other and with a citywide
organization that was working on the problem of disinvestment. As a
result, targeted efforts were initiated to inform relevant constituencies and
to influence key public policy and private real estate market decisions
being made regionally, in order to address the conditions in the communi-
ties in which the foundation was working as well as in other such
low-income communities.
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Aligning foundation thinking. Foundations are also making intellectual
and institutional adjustments at the staff and board levels in order to align
their goals with realistic expectations. For some, these adjustments may
include:

Emphasizing clarity and openness. Some funders are emphasizing a need for
greater clarity and transparency in their decisions and processes of
decisionmaking. Such a stance entails greater willingness to build strate-
gies out of a solid basis of evidence and knowledge about foundation and
community capacity, as noted above. It also suggests taking a more critical
look at ideas and assumptions and pushing for realism in internal founda-
tion thinking. This means pushing all parties to articulate to each other
their definitions of what success might look like down the line. In the
watchwords of one funder, “Moderate specificity trumps vague ambition
every time.”

Open discussion of the issues can heighten tensions in the program offi-
cer’s role between being a disengaged analyst and a committed advocate.
Once invested in the community, a program officer may worry about the
board’s patience with the pace of action or how that pace reflects on his or
her own standing in the foundation. This tension may tempt the program
officer to report selectively on the neighborhood’s progress or to serve as a
champion for the neighborhood in ways that undermine the evolution of
board thinking and learning. According to some respondents, acknowl-
edging that tension head-on—without trying to eliminate it—can lead to
more effective analysis and informed debate within foundations and
greater consistency in decisionmaking and action.

Assessing institutional readiness. Some funders are emphasizing the need to
be more realistic about what their own institutions are willing (and able)
to do. One funder described the effect of this on his foundation’s choices,
saying, “I knew [the opportunity] was great, but I also knew we weren’t
really ready to do what it would take, so I urged the board to wait until we
could get ready so we could do it right.” In this case, the foundation had a
strict limit on the size of its staff so it needed to identify an intermediary
that could engage in the labor-intensive work of managing a multisite ini-
tiative. In another case, the foundation decided to redefine the role of its
program officers to enable them to spend a much greater amount of
time in the neighborhood. This kind of institutional assessment also
encourages greater realism about what philanthropic support can actually
accomplish.

Acknowledging the limits of knowledge. Respondents say that program offi-
cers and executives have to make more consistent efforts to disclose to
their boards and communities the limits of current knowledge and “exper-
imental” approaches, even as they may be encouraging positive action.
Supporting experimental work does not mean that funders start in a vac-
uum, but rather that they build on evidence of prior success. But the
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success of such work going forward is not assured, and measurement and
assessment need to reflect that condition. At some foundations, this has
led to more conscious efforts to engage boards in discussion about the
uncertainty inherent in all social change efforts and the temptations and
tradeoffs involved in most quick-fix solutions. While such candor has
caused some boards to avoid community change work altogether, that is
not an automatic consequence, especially if the board receives relevant
information and has opportunities, over time, to discuss the issues.

Treating progress as developmental. Rather than framing goals solely in
terms of the degree of change desired in the long run, such as reducing
poverty rates or increasing employment rates by a certain percentage,
some respondents recommend casting expectations in incremental, devel-
opmental terms. As one evaluator explained:

Incremental gains can be cumulative, sometimes leading to
larger and more significant changes within a community over
time. We have plenty of examples of this in communities
where change work has been supported over a long period of
time. . . . Years of small gains and very slow progress often set
the stage for larger changes to follow, particularly when there is a
shift in the broader context (for example, in political leadership
or local funding patterns).

Specifying institutional risk. Despite the frequent use in philanthropy of
phrases like “risk capital” and “supporting innovation,” few foundations
typically specify their risk tolerance or differentiate among “risk pools”
across their portfolio of grants. Foundations that have addressed risk
directly report that it brought a new clarity to their boards’ considerations
and made ground rules clearer for staff. In particular, it helped surface
“sleeping” questions and assumptions—about involvement in politics,
tolerance for public criticism, shaking up existing power structures—that
were subtly influencing decisions. Importantly, the answers are sometimes
unexpected.

One consultant, who witnessed an exchange between a board and its
chief executive, observed that “the board was much more willing to toler-
ate failure and risk, and much more direct about the need for hard-nosed
political change, than anyone in the room had ever assumed.” Similarly,
one foundation executive discovered that specifying risk levels provided a
means for her board to question whether its grantmaking was sufficiently
bold to achieve its goals for neighborhood change. She developed a simple
methodology for reporting risk to the board that was based on indicators
such as degree of financial exposure, likelihood of outcomes being
achieved within a specified period, potential for stirring controversy, and
leadership capacity at the neighborhood level. Using this simple tool to
rate each grant helped both this executive and her board become more
conscious of the risk level reflected across the portfolio. This led to more
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direct conversation about the foundation’s desire to be an agent of change,
and resulted in the board asking for and approving more “high-risk”
grants.

Disciplining strategic thinking. Many funders are using a more disci-
plined and systematic process for strategy development. For some, this
involves developing better theory. Others emphasize the need to actually
use the theory. Whether “theory of change,” “logic model,” or some other
phrase is used to describe such a process does not matter as much as how
the tool is developed and applied. The result is a set of concrete, plausible,
testable assumptions that:

• Provide an explicit statement of proximate, intermediate, and
long-term goals.

• Define specific actions that are presumed to lead to the
outcomes and explain the pathways through which actions are
likely to work.

• Specify the instrumental “agents”—community-based
organizations, associations, individuals, informal networks,
citywide nonprofits, public systems, and for-profit
companies—or “functions” that will conduct the work.

• Specify what is known and what kinds of additional research
and development are needed.

• Take into account key internal and external factors that may
affect the theory’s implementation and the intervention’s effect.

• Speak to the quality, dosage, extent, and timing required of
interventions.

Such a process—if it is public, shared, and discussed, and includes
opportunities for input and revision—forces foundation thinking to ever
finer levels and offers enhanced opportunity for questioning and testing,
especially by community partners and others outside the foundation.
While endorsing the benefits of a strong theory, respondents advised
against treating any theory as “closed” or “once and for all.” They observed
that the realities of community change will inevitably challenge a theory
and require ongoing adjustments as new insights and opportunities
emerge.
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Foundation Doing

How foundations act on their thinking—that is, how they do their
work—and the degree to which their actions align with their goals, expec-
tations, and strategies for community change, is the second important
dimension of foundation-sponsored community change. As used here,
doing refers to an array of implementation topics, such as how founda-
tions’ relationships with communities are constructed and executed, the
way foundations support community capacity, issues in grantmaking and
nongrantmaking activities, and the roles foundations play in community
change. “Foundation doing” also includes the way that foundations orga-
nize themselves internally to accomplish their work and the external
means they employ, such as intermediary organizations.

In light of the questions raised about goals and strategies, it is not sur-
prising that respondents believe that the means some foundations use to
achieve their objectives can be inadequate, mismatched, or simply
unaligned with stated goals. As one respondent observed:

I think there is often a disconnect between ends and means in
foundation practice. The ends are described as wanting big
things to happen—social change, systems change, neighborhood
transformation—and the means are often tepid, small grants
that are over-scrutinized and over-evaluated.

Respondents identify three dimensions of current foundation practice
that merit particular attention:

• The ambiguous nature of funder-community relationships.

• Underinvestment in internal and external community capacity.

• The unrealized potential of foundation roles and resources other
than grantmaking to contribute to community change goals.

Foundation–Community Relationships
Many foundations’ relationships with communities are driven by a new inter-
est in shared commitment, contribution, and action on both sides of the
grantmaking table. Further progress depends on ensuring that the
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requirements for the relationship are clear and negotiated, consistent with the
goals, and translated into foundations’ institutional structures and policies.

Complexity of the relationship. The complexity of funders’ relation-
ships with grantees is almost a truism, but community change investments
seem to pose a particularly acute relationship challenge, given the often
higher level of interaction between funders and grantees in community
initiatives. Several factors contribute to this complexity. Increased interac-
tion between foundations and communities can heighten the potential
tensions inherent in an exchange where the parties have differing levels of
financial independence and power. As a funder observed, “Creating a situ-
ation that is highly relational only exacerbates issues of power.”

Racial and class differences further complicate the exchange, given that
many of the low-income communities with which foundations work have
high percentages of people of color, and the staffs and boards of many
foundations are predominately white and economically secure. Respon-
dents also observe that it is easy for communities to identify foundations
with the larger society’s neglect, and thus foundations involved in com-
munity change can bear the burden of communities’ resentment of this
neglect. As one funder noted, “Sometimes we are the only ones there.
We’re the stand-in for mainstream society, and we become the lightning
rod for all the [community’s] legitimate frustration.”

Because community change initiatives typically aim to foster self-help
as a goal, some respondents also suggest that the foundation-community
relationship faces a deeper and more fundamental conundrum: The goals
of “helping people” and “fostering self-help” can be at odds. As one analyst
explained:

If the doers [in community] are really helping themselves, then
the helpers may not have an obvious, demonstrable, or
“measurable” effect on the outcomes, so the helpers will have a
hard time convincing their bosses of the measurable outcomes of
their help. [On the other hand,] if the [external] helpers are more
in the driver’s seat generating demonstrable outcomes to satisfy
their organizational demands for “making a difference” and
“having an impact,” then it is very likely that the doers are not
exercising much self-help and are probably operating more in an
aid-seeking mode, going along for the well-lubricated ride.

Many foundation staff acknowledge this context among themselves,
understanding that these are not issues that can be either dismissed or eas-
ily resolved. Some respondents suggest, however, that “everyone in the
community knows the issues are out there but pretends they aren’t,” in
one funder’s phrase. Such lack of candor in foundation-community con-
versations can have repercussions for the levels of trust that develop in
these relationships.
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Terms of community engagement. The rules, expectations, and bound-
aries of relationships between community change funders and grantees are
often unclear, and they rarely are specified at the front end. The vagueness
of terms often helps the parties establish a positive tone and avoid discord
during the early stages of mutual courtship. Both funders and communi-
ties often assume that they understand each other, respondents suggest,
and neither wants to acknowledge doubts about its own or its potential
partner’s ability to perform. Not surprisingly, each side interprets what is
said (and not said) according to its own interests and experience. Thus,
apparent agreement can mask real differences in perspective, and this can
have high costs in the long term. As a technical assistance provider
observed of several community change efforts:

Things were either so grandly articulated or so fuzzily articulated
that the grantees had no idea what the funder was talking about.
When push finally came to shove, the foundation looked up and
said to the grantees, “That’s not what we meant,” but it was too
late. The community actors said, “We never understood what
you meant anyway.”

Apparent agreement can also cloak a deep misunderstanding about the
nature of the relationship. Although it is fundamentally a means to an end
for both parties, foundations’ rhetoric around the relationship can confuse
community grantees about the degree and nature of a funder’s commit-
ment. One oft-repeated scenario is that the relationship begins auspi-
ciously but the community’s progress is slower than expected. Within two
or three years, the foundation’s internal dynamics shift as its board
becomes impatient, new executive leaders and program staff with different
priorities come in, or new and different ideas grab the foundation’s atten-
tion and displace old enthusiasms. Consequently, foundation staff feel
internal pressure to justify the investment by showing that the project has
produced measurable outcomes. The program officer begins making non-
negotiable demands on community grantees, despite previous assurances
of support and patience. This is the point where major tensions and con-
flict often come into play.

Because feedback and accountability mechanisms are not usually built
into the funder-community relationship—such as a regular venue where
concerns can be raised, a set of pre-agreed operating standards that will
guide all parties, or some kind of performance measures for the relation-
ship itself—the inconsistency (perceived or actual) between initial assur-
ances and the demands for measurable progress and accountability two or
three years along is not checked and becomes a pattern. The less powerful
partner—the community—has little recourse, community trust declines,
and resentment grows. Ultimately, these unresolved issues fester and
become impediments to the foundation’s effectiveness in the community.
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Foundation culture and community partnerships. Many funders are
seeking a better way to work with communities, and they acknowledge
that they are still learning what these “partnerships” entail. As respondents
describe it, foundations’ interest in new roles and relationships with com-
munities arose because of perceived limitations in traditional, pro-
gram-oriented funding. That approach to funding was seen as narrow,
fragmented, piecemeal, and incapable of tapping broad community
energy and buy-in. Establishing relationships of trust and mutuality with a
broad cross section of community players was seen as opening up new pos-
sibilities for lasting impact.

Some funders acknowledge, however, that such relationships appear to
require a level of reciprocity and openness that is foreign to many founda-
tions. Foundations’ donor guidelines, organizational cultures, board and
management expectations, reporting requirements, and legal constraints
do not fit easily with the processes and attitudes required to build mutual,
trust-based partnerships. For instance, who decides how money should be
spent and whether it is being effectively and wisely spent? To what extent
is a foundation really prepared or able to share control? How much room
should a program officer have to negotiate ends and means? Would foun-
dations be prepared to live by the terms agreed upon?

Most respondents suggest that working in this new way requires more
personal and institutional adjustments than they initially anticipated.
Respondents observe that few funders make the fundamental institutional
changes (e.g., altering grantmaking processes, changing the job require-
ments for program officers, retraining staff, addressing board expecta-
tions) that a new way of working often entails. Thus, funders frequently
find themselves whipsawed between their interest in partnering with com-
munities or community groups and their long-standing institutional
imperatives. Without institutional structures and accountability mecha-
nisms to support and guide the new behaviors, foundations’ interest in
partnering with communities often gets ahead of their ability to act on
that vision consistently or over the long term.

Investment in Community Capacity
Foundations’ investments in community capacity are driven by a conviction
that the most pervasive and sustainable change stems from a community’s abil-
ity to envision, develop, and lead its own solutions. As a result, foundations
increasingly contribute to community capacity by providing support to develop
local leaders, providing technical assistance on specific topics, building local
supports for change, and connecting community members to resources within
and outside their neighborhoods. But these efforts are not widespread, and even
where they exist, they are often incomplete or not fully integrated into commu-
nity change efforts. Greater attention to building internal and external
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capacities in the community will help foundations create the core infrastruc-
ture and resources in a community that can carry their agendas forward.

Attention to internal community capacity. Most funders of community
change would agree with a colleague’s comment:

In communities, there are people and organizations that, if given
a chance, can do the work of community change but they just
need the opportunity to learn and get better.

In fact, many foundations have begun to fund pieces of a capac-
ity-building agenda, such as individual skill training and leadership devel-
opment, or organizational development, or community organizing. But
respondents suggest that most foundations have gone about this in a
piecemeal fashion and are not yet thinking about it systematically. Many
funders are still learning the exact scope, sequence, amount, and types of
capacity development that communities need and want, and the best tech-
niques for bringing this about. One result is that foundation practice
sometimes places too much emphasis on building the capacity of one or a
few organizations as a proxy for community infrastructure, while giving
too little attention to building the broader infrastructure itself—the whole
range of individuals, organizations, and associations in a community that
have the ability, commitment, and resources to address community-level
problems.

Some respondents especially emphasize the importance for foundations
of supporting the development and alignment of community leadership
skills with the tasks to be accomplished. For example, when a funder’s
strategy relies on a lead organization as the central change agent, an invest-
ment in management training or other organizational capacities for com-
munity leaders may be particularly critical to success. Otherwise, there
may be a mismatch between the skills that some community leaders have
and the strategy and goals embraced by the foundation. Observed one
technical assistance provider:

[Funders pay] inadequate attention to leadership issues within
the community-based organizations that are so often the vehicles
through which funders attempt to achieve community
improvement goals. By leadership, I mean the whole array of
attributes, ranging from personality characteristics and belief
systems to practical management and organizing skills.

This focus on organizational leadership is part of a broader intent to
strengthen the capacity of community—through its individual members,
its organizations and institutions, and effective networks of relations
among them—in ways that might allow it to foster and manage commu-
nity change over time.

Foundation Doing

Toward Greater Effectiveness in Community Change:
Challenges and Responses for Philanthropy 31

Foundation practice
sometimes places too
much emphasis on
building the capacity
of one or a few
organizations as a
proxy for community
infrastructure.



Attention to externally oriented community capacity. The many fac-
tors that characterize a neighborhood—the availability and quality of
housing, the configuration of roads and access to public transportation,
the level of safety, the cleanliness of streets and public spaces, the availabil-
ity of disposable income—are in turn influenced by external markets,
policies, institutions, laws, politics, and funding. Yet, foundation capac-
ity-building efforts and funding often neglect to develop the skills, infor-
mation, relationships, and organizations that communities need to solve
issues that are best addressed outside their own boundaries. For example,
to influence a regional transportation decision, a community may need to
connect to transportation advocates and suburban mayors. To address
a redevelopment concern, a community may want to harness the sup-
port and expertise of citywide environmental advocates, land-use
groups, and other low- and moderate-income communities. As one
funder acknowledged:

Community change is also about connecting neighborhoods to
people and markets external to them, about preparing and
connecting isolated neighborhoods to enter the larger world.

Some respondents caution that foundations can inadvertently reinforce
neighborhood isolation rather than help break it down. For instance,
many foundations shy away from supporting efforts with promise to build
neighborhoods’ political power. Ultimately, lack of foundation support
for such efforts limits communities’ ability to influence external laws and
other factors that affect them, and it constrains the neighborhoods’ poten-
tial power by failing to develop strategies for linking communities with
external resources.

Attention to core funding and linkages. Respondents emphasize three
critical issues that influence the effectiveness of foundation funding for
community change initiatives. The first is the need for core funding. It is
hard to build stable and effective organizations and processes for changing
a community or influencing external dynamics without reliable core fund-
ing, but foundations usually do not provide such funding. Core support is
funding that is not tied to a specific outcome or program, but rather pro-
vides for the basic existence of an organization by fostering strong internal
systems and staff stability.

A closely related challenge for those working on community change ini-
tiatives is the lack of flexibility in many of their funding sources. Because
most funding is categorical, the money comes narrowly defined (often
with tightly specified means and outcomes), and so thinly budgeted that
even narrow goals are hard to achieve. Lacking flexible core funding, many
community organizations find themselves thinly staffed and hindered by
archaic internal systems, high turnover, poor quality control, and staff
burnout. Moreover, for organizations trying to develop new approaches
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and energies in their communities, the lack of flexible support leaves little
time to reimagine their own organizations and roles, expand the relation-
ships and ideas upon which organizations thrive, or pursue new
opportunities.

Respondents also raise a third concern about funding limitations: the
tendency of each foundation to view its community investments in isola-
tion from other funding. One foundation executive characterized this as
“the single-minded individualism of philanthropy.” Another observer
commented:

Foundations often fail to take sufficient note of other people’s
initiatives, going on in the same place at the same time and
often involving the same individuals and organizations, which
are impacting the same community conditions or at least taking
up space and energy.

There are exceptions, of course, as some foundations focus on “leverag-
ing” contributions from local investors or national partners and helping
community representatives apply for federal funding. But respondents say
that funding in isolation remains typical of much public and private
investment in community change. The lack of a larger funding framework
is seen as limiting the sustainability and long-term impact of foundations’
and communities’ work.

Foundation Roles and Internal Resources
Foundations have opportunities to influence community change in many ways
that reach beyond the traditional role of grantmaker. They can facilitate rela-
tionships between the powerful and the disenfranchised, foster excitement
around creative ideas, disseminate knowledge, and advocate for difficult but
necessary policy changes. Although some foundations are testing out these new
roles, most continue to tread a more familiar path. In doing so, they miss an
opportunity to leverage their clout, credibility, and institutional resources on
behalf of community change.

Breadth and flexibility of roles. Beyond pure grantmaking, some foun-
dations are increasingly playing roles as conveners and brokers, and a
much smaller number also take on varied roles such as strategic resource,
fundraiser, public policy advocate, dealmaker, or information resource.
Generally, however, our respondents suggest that most foundations do
not sufficiently consider the innovative roles they might play to support
their community change goals. Moreover, most foundations are not flexi-
ble once they have chosen a particular role. Instead, foundation roles typi-
cally emerge from long-standing institutional habits, commitments, and
dynamics, as well as from principled concerns about the appropriateness
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of foundations taking on roles beyond grantmaking. Noting the gap
between foundations’ potential and their performance, one foundation
executive commented:

Foundations are the one place that can take risks in
organizational identity and role, but most don’t do it. We
institutionalize, become rigid, and lose that ability to move and
respond.

Thus, when new threats and opportunities emerge in communities (as
they frequently do) and new capacities seem to be required, foundations
are often not oriented toward playing a different role, even at their com-
munities’ request. Because communities often need links to other
resources and actors, as well as to a variety of other supports and assis-
tance—only some of which are grants—the inattention of foundations to
the broader roles they might play limits their ability to help produce posi-
tive community changes. For example, one foundation claimed an interest
in addressing public policy, but when the opportunity arose to play a role
in seeking policy changes from the local housing authority through its
connections there, it failed to step up to the plate.

Use of human and financial resources. Foundations have significant
human, organizational, board, and financial resources that can be har-
nessed to community change goals, but funders are still exploring how to
tap and develop them fully. First, respondents note a lack of conscious
alignment between foundations’ human resources—both in terms of the
skills that individuals have and the way their roles are constructed—and
their community change goals. The competencies of program officers are
crucial because these foundation staff are the frontline brokers in the foun-
dation-community exchange, both funders and observers comment, but
they also acknowledge that those skills are often wanting. As one technical
assistance provider observed:

Foundation staff [are] not always professionally prepared or
personally suited to do community-level work. You shouldn’t
tell a person who has been an academically oriented grantmaker
throughout their career that now they are a community change
activist and expect much in the way of results.

But respondents also caution that even the most skilled program officer
cannot succeed if his or her foundation is not ultimately supportive.
Respondents also suggest that some board members—collectively and as
individuals—could be tapped as resources for communities. Board mem-
bers’ access to power, knowledge, and relationships give them potential to
add considerable value to community change efforts if they assume
broader roles.
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Second, respondents note that a wide array of foundations’ organiza-
tional resources—skills, relationships, access, capacities, and financial
clout—is not used to promote community change. They describe an
internal culture, structure, management style, and set of procedures that
tend to be overly bureaucratized and compartmentalized and appear
ill-suited to promoting the kind of flexible, integrated, and hands-on
involvement that seems to benefit community change efforts. For
instance, one community effort needed a quick response from its founda-
tion partner in order to pursue a federal grant that had suddenly become
available through the intervention of a congressional committee chair.
The community needed outside expertise to quickly develop a proposal.
Although the foundation was helpful in identifying an appropriate con-
sultant, its response was too slow to enable the community to meet the
application deadline, and the funding opportunity was lost.

Toward More Effective Doing
More effective philanthropic practice will require greater specificity and
shared understanding about the terms for funder-community relation-
ships, better alignment of grantmaking activities with the goal of building
long-term community capacity, and more innovative use of foundations’
institutional resources to support community change. It will also require
some foundations either to address their own internal ambivalence about
mutual relationships with communities or at least become clearer and
more consistent about the kind of relationship they are willing to have.

Further improvement will come from acknowledging, legitimizing,
and openly discussing the tensions in community-foundation relation-
ships, including issues around power, race and class. Respondents note
that this presents a substantial challenge for foundations. Although some
respondents questioned whether the demands of doing community
change well may be “structurally impossible for foundations” because of
inherent power and control issues, most seemed to believe that founda-
tions’ potential to move in these directions has neither been fully tested
nor fully exploited. The four approaches we identify below are drawn
from among the foundations exploring new and better ways to do their
community change work.

Aligning operating styles and implementing organizations. Accord-
ing to most respondents, “the nuts and bolts of foundation practice
in communities” are more important than is often acknowledged. They
recommend addressing these implementation issues as a key aspect of
strategy development. Respondents described several dimensions of
implementation that affect the success of community change initiatives:
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Foundation operating styles. Foundations’ efforts to adopt an effective com-
munity engagement style need to be informed by an awareness of their
own operating styles and of alternative styles. Among the options men-
tioned by respondents are: a) a traditional, transactional style of relation-
ship in which the funder is a distant “banker” but responds directly
to grant requests; b) a mediated relationship in which the founda-
tion chooses or creates an intermediary organization to function as a
go-between with a community, and the funder’s interaction is primarily
with that organization; c) an interactive and responsive style through
which the funder has an active and direct relationship with actors in
the community; and d) an exclusive style through which the funder
works with several high-capacity organizations (based outside or inside a
community), which are seen as acting on behalf of the community.

Foundations need to select a style of operation that is aligned with their
community change goals and strategies and then be exquisitely clear and
consistent in applying this choice. This has led some funders to:

• Consider a range of potential styles for working with the
community, and the trade-offs inherent in each.

• Understand the internal foundation capacities needed to
implement a new style, as well as the barriers.

• Consciously select a style that aligns with foundation goals,
strategies, and institutional culture.

• Secure board understanding, buy-in, and authorization for
the style.

• Have a chief executive with the will, capacity, and vision to
implement tough organizational changes (if needed).

• Be clear internally and externally about the processes of
decisionmaking related to community change work broadly.

• Make concrete organizational changes in relevant structures,
procedures, and personnel, such as the procedures that allow for
small, quick-turnaround grants.

• Establish a process for the foundation to assess its performance
and hold itself (or be held) accountable, including interim and
long-term measures of institutional progress.

This list encompasses a more orderly and complete process than most
respondents describe, but it indicates the complexity of the task and the
commitment needed to succeed.
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Initiating action. A critical decision for any foundation is whether to sup-
port local efforts or to initiate and sponsor its own effort. A foundation’s
decision to do one or the other may depend on how developed or func-
tional a community’s existing problem-solving apparatus is, as well as on
internal pressures in the foundation. The decision is not always easy and
often involves trade-offs.

On one hand, a change strategy and a standardized set of best practices
can sometimes be imposed successfully from outside when there are very
specific outcomes that need to be achieved in a short amount of time (e.g.,
houses to be built, children to be vaccinated) and there is knowledge and
capacity to bring it off. On the other hand, respondents say, as soon as the
goal becomes deeper and more fundamental—and when sustainability is
more of an issue—the people and organizations most directly affected
need to be involved in setting goals, carrying out the change process, and
developing capacities and relationships to sustain the results.

Some respondents suggest that a foundation partner that is capable of
responsiveness and mutuality appears to have the most potential to accel-
erate a community’s progress. In fact, several funders commented that
their most successful work in community change has come from respond-
ing to local initiative rather than developing and driving the agenda them-
selves. Yet, they also find that they are far from passive partners in these
ventures and are often called upon to play a variety of roles to support the
community’s agenda.

Implementing organizations. For those foundations that choose to use a
lead agency, a collaborative structure, or an intermediary as their agent,
the choice of agent may be more difficult than is apparent at first. Respon-
dents suggest that a general level of organizational competence is not
enough. They warn that an intermediary that is otherwise skilled can still
be poorly placed in a community change effort. Effective implementing
organizations need to be 1) truly aligned with the funder’s philosophy and
strategy, and 2) able to execute the foundation’s goals and strategy.

Negotiating terms for community engagement. Partnerships become
more robust, responsive, and sustainable when people specify roles and
expectations, establish rules for their engagement with each other, set
boundaries for the relationship, and identify the means by which they will
hold each other accountable over time. These activities require an early
commitment to taking time to understand each partner’s institutional
imperatives, capacities, pressures, and limitations. At a minimum, respon-
dents suggest negotiating clear criteria and conditions under which deci-
sions will be made. They also report that it is useful to negotiate processes
for reviewing and revising the partnership, establishing the methods and
standards that partners will use to address conflicts, and communicating
within and outside the partnership. Noted one observer:
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So many aspects of the program relationship—for example, the
designation of one [community-based organization] as a “lead
organization,” the establishment of guidelines for local
collaboration or resident involvement, the determination of
funding priorities, the selection of indicators for tracking
performance, the design of a site visit, or the strategy used to
gather information for evaluation or documentation
purposes—have the potential for stirring up issues and
complicating working relationships among local stakeholders.

Regardless of the specific arrangements, the point is to make the terms
and processes of decisionmaking explicit. Clarity is not a panacea for all
negative funder-community dynamics—and it certainly does not guaran-
tee that goals will be achieved—but it can minimize predictable barriers
and tensions and provide a basis for other kinds of strategic partnerships.

Building community capacity to implement. Building stronger capacity
for change in low-capacity communities requires a long-term investment
in developing effective players at many levels and fostering the connec-
tions among them. According to respondents, such efforts involve the fol-
lowing components:

Fostering effective internal community relations. Community change
appears to require an understanding of what community capacity is, its
levels (individual people, organizations, associations, communitywide,
etc.) and the agents through which community capacity is realized. This
knowledge grows from conscious attention to the relative roles of various
community players—including large intermediaries, informal associa-
tions, networks, individual entrepreneurs, community-based organiza-
tions, and political advocates and actors—and to the different kinds of
support needed by each. One community initiative, for example, devised a
very intentional leadership development strategy, with each of its partner
organizations devoting substantial time and resources to grooming com-
munity residents for leadership positions. It successfully made the case to
its funders that this investment was vital to long-term sustainability, even
if it meant slowing down the pace at which certain outcomes (such as
housing production and service expansion) were achieved.

Diversifying funding strategies. Core operating support for an array of key
community institutions, efforts, and networks is crucial. This includes
support for different kinds of interventions that reach and develop various
levels of community capacity. Thus, a full community change agenda
might simultaneously support community organizing, organizational
development, and individual leadership development, as well as collabora-
tion and organizational networks. For many funders, this range of activi-
ties suggests a need for multiple partnerships with other foundations and
with public- and private-sector players to generate the necessary support.
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Some funders are increasingly emphasizing the importance of multilateral
relationships with other funders, and their role collaborating with other
private and public funders.

Expanding external strategic relationships and externally oriented capacities.
Respondents suggest that both foundations and communities need new
capacities—a higher degree of skill, knowledge, and relationships—if they
are to succeed at influencing policy or the ways in which resources are allo-
cated that affect the community (the “outside game”). For communities,
this means greater understanding and a better ability to influence the bar-
riers that isolate communities. For all stakeholders, it means establishing
external links of many kinds. This does not require all stakeholders to have
the same degree of expertise or linkages, of course. Some community prac-
titioners may simply need to recognize what others are doing, while other
stakeholders may need to influence a key public policy decision by moni-
toring and informing a city council committee. Citywide organizations
may need to shift their emphasis to specific neighborhoods and establish
new partnerships. Funders may want to support formal alliances or collab-
orations among grassroots activists, community organizations, organizing
intermediaries, policy advocates, researchers, funders, government, and so
on. New organizations and intermediaries may be required. And founda-
tions may need to fund several levels of activity (e.g., front-line practice,
citywide constituency building, policy development) around the same
issue or to provide collaborative funding to achieve a similar result.

Expanding foundation potential as a community resource. In addi-
tion to their obvious grantmaking function, some foundations are trying
to leverage additional, distinctive, and largely unrealized institutional
assets. These include their strategic roles, organizational capacities, and
creative funding methods.

Assuming strategic roles. Foundations can tap their networks of relation-
ships to connect communities with corporations and other funders. A
foundation might serve as a high-level salesperson, for example, if a corpo-
ration is considering placing a new warehouse in a neighborhood where
the foundation has investments. Or, a foundation could work with a large
corporation to create employment pathways for a community’s residents.
Foundations also can serve as a community’s advocate when governmen-
tal and private enterprise interests converge in a neighborhood. For
instance, when one foundation discovered that a planned freeway spur
(favored by well-organized private developers) would bisect a low-income
community, it consulted with community partners about what should be
done. Realizing that a deadline was looming and community action
would take weeks to organize, the partners chose to make the foundation
the community’s agent in the short term. The foundation’s intervention
led to a radically revised plan that had minimal negative effects on the
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community; in the long term, community groups began paying more
attention to external issues.

Using organizational capacities. Many respondents suggest that founda-
tions’ institutional energies and assets can be better harnessed for commu-
nity change purposes, even within the confines of existing administrative,
grantmaking, and financial boundaries. One promising avenue is the
development of new foundation policies and practices. For instance, one
foundation became more responsive to community needs by giving pro-
gram officers authority to recommend small grants without formal board
approval. Another redefined the role of the board altogether, focusing its
deliberations and decisionmaking on whether and how to support com-
munity change rather than on which particular grants to fund.

Staff roles and responsibilities can also be modified to better support a
foundation’s community change work. One technical assistance provider
recommends that foundations have at least some staff with “the hands-on
perspective and seasoning that only come from actually doing this kind of
work.” He continued:

I’m certainly not suggesting that all staff should have this
background. However, there ought to be within any team
shaping a community change program enough of this
pragmatic, implementation-focused perspective to keep the
thinking grounded . . . people who can think strategically and
bring this practical perspective to the work.

Others recognize a need for staff and foundations to have “better part-
nering skills,” especially for their work with other foundations. For
instance, one foundation eliminated “program silos” and reconfigured its
staff into interdisciplinary teams that work with individual communities.
This foundation also decided not to accept unsolicited proposals because
handling them responsibly required an enormous amount of time that
could be better spent working with people in the chosen communities.
The foundation felt that these organizational changes positioned staff
better to serve as active and available resources for communities around
their change agenda.

Using financial resources. Foundations are well positioned to use their
financial power in several nontraditional, creative ways. They can make
direct and program-related investments, underwrite and guarantee loans,
and broker access to favorable credit terms, to name just a few options.
They can also find new ways to leverage philanthropies’ financial assets.
For instance, one foundation positioned itself as an active and vocal cor-
porate stockholder in order to highlight and influence a particular com-
pany policy that directly affected poor communities with which it was
working. Another foundation is trying to influence the housing market by
encouraging a large real estate syndicate to include more diversified
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products in the portfolios it offers to institutional investors. A third foun-
dation is investing directly in a community in order to create viable shop-
ping and commercial development, while also making community
residents actual stockholders in the project. Most respondents suggest that
foundations have barely scratched the surface of this activity’s potential for
promoting community goals.
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Foundation Learning

How foundations learn about the many dimensions of community
change—that is, the way they assess, interpret, revise, share, and apply
their knowledge—is the third and final dimension we address. As used
here, foundation learning refers both to the content of their knowledge
about philanthropy and community change, and to the processes through
which such knowledge is shared within and beyond the field. In this sense,
foundation learning is the feedback mechanism between foundation
thinking and doing. One foundation executive described this as the field’s
system for the “production, distribution, and application” of knowledge.

Respondents note advances in recent years in improving evaluation and
knowledge transfer. Yet most also say these improvements have not gone
far enough or fast enough, and that progress on foundation learning about
community change is at the heart of progress on community change itself.
Without it, as one funder asserted, “We are going in circles. We don’t
learn from history, either within foundations or across foundations or
across other domains of social action.”

Some of the concerns about learning that respondents discuss are com-
mon to much of philanthropy, such as certain problems with evaluation.
But other concerns are particular to the community change arena because
of its complexity, the state of knowledge, and the often higher level of
foundation involvement and exposure. The boundaries between learning
issues specific to community change and those relevant to other philan-
thropic endeavors were sometimes not distinct in our interviews, but we
report them primarily as issues for this field of practice.

In this final section, we identify two issues in current foundation learn-
ing about community change:

• The limits of useable knowledge for the field.

• The lack of a sufficient learning system within and across
foundations.

Development of Useful Knowledge
Over the years, some foundations have recognized the need for good informa-
tion to inform practice and policymaking. Their investments in research and
evaluation and in the distillation of practical lessons have established an
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important baseline of information and tools. As foundations increase their
involvement in community change initiatives, expanded efforts are needed to
collect, analyze, organize, apply, and share knowledge.

The adequacy of knowledge. Some foundations have made significant
investments in research and evaluation that have borne fruit. That said,
the extent and nature of philanthropies’ useable knowledge about critical
ideas and issues in community change—such as synergy, social capital,
empowerment, community asset development, or resident involve-
ment—is still limited and often disconnected from users’ needs. Respon-
dents cite numerous reasons:

• Foundations and others generally have not invested consistently
enough or at sufficient levels to build systematic knowledge
about community change. As a result, the research literature
remains relatively thin and uneven.

• The knowledge development about community change
supported by foundations also tends to be narrowly defined in
the context of program evaluation. This led one funder to note
that “investment in evaluation has served as a kind of proxy for a
system of learning” instead of as a critical component of that
system. And, since many evaluations focus primarily on tracking
compliance with foundations’ grant terms, many assessments fail
to address critical issues for strategy development and practice.

• Respondents further suggest that tacit knowledge—that is,
knowledge that draws on the rich and varied experience and
perspectives of participants at all levels, such as community
leaders, directors of community-based organizations, active
residents and foundation program officers—is neither
sufficiently valued nor systematically captured. This reflects an
ongoing tension in the social sciences.

• Knowledge about community change is also fragmented and
partial. Often, existing pieces of knowledge about community
change are not brought together into a larger whole, new
findings are presented in isolation from existing knowledge, or a
project report fails to situate its conclusions in a larger context.
This tends to diminish findings’ importance and usefulness.

• Too little attention is paid to providing both short-term and
interim information, in addition to more conclusive information
that may require years to gather. As one observer described, “I
think [evaluations] are very often counting the wrong things,
costing too much, being too slow and too cautious to provide
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useful advice, and taking up too much of people’s valuable
time—only to write final reports years after the initiative is over
that are too little, too late, and that end off by raising all the
questions, for a next study, that people wondered about in the
first place.”

Consequently, many funders, community practitioners and researchers
call for a richer, more complete, and more useful range of knowledge
products. These products would include more periodic, time-sensitive,
and interim information, as well as more refined and applicable long-term
findings.

Effective evaluation. As a core process for producing knowledge, the
extent and quality of evaluation has improved significantly in recent years
throughout philanthropy. But most respondents say there is still a way to
go for the community change funders to tap the full potential of evalua-
tion as a knowledge-building and learning tool. Some evaluations suffer
from unclear project goals and unspecified evaluation purposes. This
results in efforts that are misdirected or not integrated into foundation
decisionmaking. Two additional issues—the use of appropriate outcomes
and the search for “attribution”—can also undercut the effectiveness of
evaluations of community change for foundation learning.

The use of outcomes in evaluation can be a double-edged sword,
according to respondents. On one hand, evaluations are hindered by a
lack of clear and measurable outcomes. On the other hand, too broad a
spread of outcomes that are unrelated in any coherent way can also under-
cut evaluation. Although many funders have adopted a focus on outcomes
in recent years as a way to structure grant management and accountability,
observers of community change worry that many of the outcomes used are
not carefully derived from projects’ goals and strategies. Cautioned one
respondent:

We need to get better at attaching the right outcome to the right
goal so that it can be measured at the right time. . . . Badly
defined outcomes, or tying them to the wrong goal, or
measuring them at the wrong time, are worse than no outcomes
at all.

Poorly developed outcomes may even preclude precisely the kind of
deeper inquiry and learning that many funders say they want. A technical
assistance provider elaborated:

I suspect the “outcome problem” rests with the combination of
a premature definition of program outcomes . . . along with the
need for funders and the communities they work with to then
be accountable for delivering results consistent with those
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outcomes. This weird dynamic [of communities being held
accountable for outcomes that were prematurely defined]
reduces the potential for real learning between funders and
communities, between evaluators and their foundation clients,
and between foundation staff and boards.

Respondents add, however, that not all important changes can be mea-
sured or tracked using “hard” outcome measures, and that other kinds of
measures are sometimes more useful to indicate changes in community
conditions.

“Attribution”—that is, determining cause and effect—is a second criti-
cal issue for foundation evaluation of community change. Most respon-
dents acknowledge that evaluation cannot always provide the kind of
unambiguous answers that many foundation boards want. Even when
community change projects have sufficient power to promote desired
changes and can measure these changes, it is often difficult to attribute
specific changes to the work that a foundation is supporting. In some
cases, the state of the art may be limited and researchers may still be con-
ceptualizing or refining the range of measures that can be used. In others,
the complexity and number of internal and external factors may frustrate
the determination of attribution.

Thus, attribution is a problem both of limited measurement tools and
applications, and of limited understanding within foundation boards of
the challenges inherent in assessing any social effect. Respondents suggest
that addressing the issue requires further development of measurement
tools and evaluation models, as well as ongoing work with boards to
broaden their perspective on learning. As one respondent saw it, “If signif-
icant changes actually occur, there is always a lot to be learned, both with
and without clear attribution.”

How Foundations Learn
Committing to learning about community change is only half the battle for
foundations. How will they systematically and routinely interpret lessons and
incorporate them into practice? How will they create safe, productive opportu-
nities for staff reflection and debate? How can learning within one foundation
contribute to the knowledge of foundations, practitioners, policymakers, and
social scientists in general? And how can a foundation’s learning methods
spawn ongoing knowledge development? These questions point to the need for a
more intentional system of learning about philanthropic investment in com-
munity change. Lacking an effective system, lessons about community change
do not serve as the basis for cumulative knowledge and necessary innovations.

An intentional learning system. The philanthropic field has not yet
developed a consistent or effective system for knowledge transfer and
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application. As a result, the fate of many findings from evaluation and
research is well described by one researcher’s remark: “It sits where it
lands.” On the other hand, when foundations do share their knowledge, it
can have a powerful impact. Some funders comment on how the experi-
ence of earlier initiatives changed their thinking. For instance, one pro-
gram officer described how he was able to use another foundation’s
periodic evaluation reports of a community change initiative to shape his
strategic planning and “to build on the successes and avoid the pitfalls.”

Despite examples of this kind of positive experience, respondents sug-
gest that too much useful knowledge is still unavailable to foundations and
community practitioners. The lack of sustained efforts to extract existing
knowledge from individual minds and foundation files and then make it
available is often the culprit. But the lack of access to potentially useful
information is also caused by foundations treating some reports and evalu-
ations as proprietary. In fact, only a few foundations currently make a
commitment to sharing all their evaluation materials.

Many of the learning materials that do exist do not get at the crucial
operational issues funders and others want to hear about. Sometimes,
these documents’ usefulness is limited by a funder’s or evaluator’s level of
candor. Other times, a report fails to address the issues that users consider
most significant, or, the information is presented in a format tailored for
program officers but not for community practitioners or others.

Moreover, respondents say that foundations have not invested suffi-
ciently in building the components of an effective learning system, i.e., the
human resources and the processes or vehicles for promoting learning. In
particular, respondents comment on the lack of major foundation invest-
ment in training for their own and grantees’ staffs. Both have untapped
potential to create and apply useable knowledge. And, although good
examples of learning venues exist, respondents suggest that they are not
sufficient to meet the philanthropic arena’s needs. As one funder
remarked:

Despite all our meetings, there’s really no ongoing, cumulative
conversation where we really push each other and question each
other and hold each other accountable.

Funders and other observers further suggest that, for the most part,
foundations need to develop cultures and procedures—both internally
and across the field—that do a better job of promoting learning. As one
foundation executive acknowledged, “Foundations have a culture that
precludes learning. They can only deal in positive feedback.” In particular,
many respondents think foundations should develop approaches to better
promote learning that comes from the experiences of grantees. Respon-
dents commented that incentives rarely exist within individual founda-
tions for grantees to discuss information that might reveal an
organizational weakness, even if it offers an opportunity for learning and
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improvement. In fact, grantees may be punished for revealing information
about problems.

Finally, philanthropy in the community change field generally does not
sufficiently encourage constructive criticism and open exchange. Respon-
dents note that many funders are unwilling to directly question each
other’s work, or to engage in the critical conversations and interactions
that might promote deeper understanding and spur change. As one
observer suggested:

The inhibitions against real criticism may have less to do with
authoritarianism and more to do with spoiling the highly
collegial tacit contract that “I won’t publicly criticize your work
if you won’t criticize mine.”

Incentives for learning. Many respondents state that “we actually know a
lot,” but they also suggest that the knowledge is not adequately used to
influence decisions, for many reasons. Even when evaluation and research
appear to inform efforts, ideological biases and political circumstances
may lead foundations to disregard the lessons as the work progresses. And
the absence of competition, production goals, and accountability expecta-
tions can leave foundations without an overwhelming internal or external
pressure to apply knowledge rigorously. Referring to the lack of such pres-
sure, one respondent observed, “The push factors seem missing.” Another
respondent commented that the lack of such pressures create “the perfect
environment for pseudo-learning, which takes the form of constantly
changing fads—even cyclical fads allowing for new jargon each time
around.”

Pressure to change will only come from a different kind of accountabil-
ity, most respondents said. Suggested one:

The real problem here is that there is no mechanism for holding
the foundations accountable—certainly not by the foundations
themselves, and certainly not by the communities and
organizations that rely on them for funding.

Observers were not arguing for an external or rule-bound system, how-
ever. They encouraged foundations to develop other, more flexible ave-
nues to accountability, and to work more extensively with their boards on
these issues.

Toward More Effective Learning
Over the long term, more effective foundation thinking and practice will
require a different stance toward knowledge and learning and an array of
new mechanisms to help generate, collect, distribute, and internalize the
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knowledge. A new kind of foundation accountability for learning will also
be important.

These changes are not one foundation’s project, of course. Nor is it a
project for community change funders alone. According to respondents,
success will require the active involvement of a broad cross-section of peo-
ple and institutions concerned with community change. Although the ele-
ments of such a system are scattered, respondents indicate that they are
beginning to emerge. For instance, more than a decade ago a group of
foundations created the Aspen Institute’s Roundtable on Comprehensive
Community Initiatives as one such intentional learning vehicle.4

More recently, a number of foundations have been taking steps to reori-
ent their organizations’ internal and external stance toward knowledge
generation, sharing, and application. These steps range from establishing
learning goals for staff internally or making a commitment to sharing
information publicly, to expanded use of the internet for reporting or cre-
ating new venues for foundation peer exchange. The challenge for the
field is to bring together these pieces of an evolving approach to founda-
tion learning into a more complete and effective whole. According to
respondents, the two clusters of ideas outlined below are linchpins of such
an intentional learning system.

Fostering learning that supports community change. Greater founda-
tion effectiveness in community change will come from treating learning
as a core objective of philanthropic work and as an important contributor
to long-term impact. That shift will require a more intentional learning
system. By system, respondents were not referring to a single, highly cen-
tralized entity or to some sort of rigid mechanism. Rather, they attempted
to describe a series of principles, commitments, and links that could be
broadly embraced, loosely structured, and flexibly implemented by foun-
dations and others. There are at least four characteristics of such a learning
system.

An attitude of inquiry. An attitude of inquiry is essential to the process of
foundation learning. Respondents suggest such an attitude is character-
ized by curiosity, an independence of ideology, a willingness to reject pre-
conceptions, and openness to new information. It is also decidedly
experimental in its orientation. As one respondent noted:

You try something—you test out an approach that aims to build
on strength, but you have to be vigilant about signs that you’ve
misjudged that strength, or moved too quickly, or been too
narrow in your responses. You have to model that attitude for
everyone else involved, too, and set up structures that reinforce
ongoing learning, make sure the terms of engagement value and
protect the learning process.
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Other respondents also place a premium on institutional practices of
self-examination and disclosure.

A commitment to “publicness.” Making a commitment to “publicness” is a
keystone of a new learning system. Knowledge must be shared, say respon-
dents. Information cannot be proprietary, even if it discusses failure. In
fact, many respondents say that lessons from fully analyzed failures pro-
vide the most valuable kinds of information.

A commitment to learning in public will require a substantial number
of foundations to share evaluation reports, assessment materials, and other
kinds of synthetic “thinking” documents that might add value elsewhere.
Most important, it will require internal changes in foundations so that
incentives are in place to reward disclosure and discussion. One funder
whose foundation has made this commitment discovered that knowing all
documents would be shared publicly changed the way staff negotiated
their evaluations with grantees, what they tracked, and how they released
findings. In all cases, he found that the quality and usefulness of the docu-
ments improved.

An interest in different kinds of information. Validating information that
comes from a range of different sources and that is gathered through dif-
ferent means is a third dimension of the emerging learning system. It
includes both polished, “complete” knowledge and fragmentary, partial,
and time-sensitive information. Thus respondents view both long- and
short-term knowledge as instrumental, and they recognize that the two
kinds of knowledge are intertwined.

This approach to knowledge views evaluation as a crucial part of a larger
process, rather than as the sole element. It emphasizes the need to synthe-
size and connect disparate pieces of knowledge, contextualize findings,
make knowledge cumulative, and provide opportunities for feedback.
Viewed in this way, foundations, grantees, communities, university-based
researchers, evaluators, and external sources can all contribute to the
knowledge base.

A commitment to key audiences. The final component is a commitment to
meeting the learning needs of a range of clearly defined audiences. First,
respondents emphasize the importance of starting with users’ needs, deter-
mining what type of product users want, and tailoring the collection and
presentation of information to meet audiences’ learning styles. Thus,
knowledge may be translated from one format to another, for example, or
the same set of findings may be translated into several different products.
As one funder commented:

If the key audience (or a key audience) is outside the
foundation, foundation staff cannot assume they know what the
audience wants to learn. The foundation has to ask the external
audience what they see as the key gaps in their knowledge and
experience that are impeding their ability to make progress.
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Second, these learning processes broaden the audience for knowledge.
Grantees, other foundations, researchers, policymakers, and other audi-
ences are seen as part of a network of learners. Being responsive to them
means creating an ongoing process of exchange, consultation, discussion,
reporting, synthesis, and agenda-setting.

Promoting learning within individual foundations. Most respondents
suggest that efforts to make learning a priority within foundations will
require changes in organizational culture and behavior, new board prac-
tices, new reward systems for foundation staff, and new administrative
practices and support structures. In addition, review of and reflection on
information will need to occur at all levels of the organization. Two
dimensions are especially important:

Grantmaking that reinforces a commitment to learning. A system for foun-
dation learning requires funding to support multiple levels of learning.
Foundations might need to alter their investments in community change
to support more learning within and among grantees, foundations, and
other audiences. Although a few foundations have made impressive
investments in learning, overall the philanthropic field needs to consider
better ways to support knowledge development beyond current grantees.
For instance, grants might promote learning by including more support
for coaching, hands-on training, peer learning, capturing neighborhood
lessons, and paid time for reflection and learning.

Respondents emphasize that grantmaking must incorporate incentives
for grantees to be candid, so that both funders and grantees are actively
encouraged to learn. Where appropriate, each grant might also have a
learning objective (articulated at the beginning of the investment), and
grantees might be more deliberately linked with each other. And reporting
requirements could be broadened so they contribute to learning more
directly rather than focus narrowly on compliance with grant terms. For
instance, they could include more reflection on how and why outcomes
were achieved.

Because it is not always clear at the beginning of a community change
effort exactly what learning opportunities will emerge, one foundation has
set aside a flexible pool of funds (separate from evaluation money) that can
be used to pursue learning opportunities when they arise. Such funds
could be used, for example, for a case study of a particularly promising
organizing effort or to compare the development of grassroots leadership
in two very different communities.

Support for learning within foundations. New organizational functions and
internal structures may be needed to manage information and promote
learning across foundations’ program areas. For instance, a few founda-
tions have established high-level positions for managing broad organiza-
tional learning, fostering knowledge development, and sharing lessons
with communities. Others suggest that staff assessment practices should
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be changed; for instance, staff might be held accountable for their contri-
butions to foundationwide learning. Staff training could be reconfigured
to emphasize knowledge-building and -sharing, and learning could be
better integrated into foundations’ routine planning, oversight, and
implementation activities. For instance, one foundation developed a set of
learning and reflection questions for different stages of its community
change work. Each staff team was required at least once a quarter to meet
with colleagues from other teams to reflect on these questions, discuss cur-
rent and previous work, and brainstorm about how they might do things
differently in the future. That foundation reports that its culture shifted
over time to reward honest inquiry and critical reflection as core staff com-
petencies. Finally, foundations’ learning agendas about community
change need to include what they are learning about themselves so that
they can be more reflective about their practice.
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Endnotes
1. “Community change” is used in this paper to refer to an array of community condi-

tions, and to ideas, approaches, and practices aimed at changing those conditions.
Geographically defined communities have been a recurring focus of social policy
and organized social action in the United States at least since the Progressive Era,
and foundations have supported a range of community change strategies. This seg-
ment of philanthropy encompasses funders that emphasize different dimensions of
community and who are involved with communities in different ways. For instance,
some foundations view well-functioning communities as critical to shaping the sup-
ports and opportunities available to children and families. Others emphasize the role
of community in the economic and social life of the city and region. Still others
believe that community-level participation and connections are at the core of a
healthy democratic society. Foundations also take varied approaches to promoting
community change, setting institutional goals and roles, and making investments.
Finally, as a group, the foundations that support local community change are insti-
tutionally diverse. They encompass national and local funders; urban and rural
interests; and private, corporate, family, and community foundations. Despite vari-
ations in scope and structure, many of these foundations have held in common a few
guiding principles. These include a geographic focus, a holistic view of the circum-
stances of people in poor neighborhoods, and an emphasis on citizen participation
in the implementation of community change efforts.

2. Whether speaking from the perspective of local, regional, or national philanthropy,
respondents generally suggested that their insights were potentially relevant to a
range of institutional types. That said, different types of foundations—family foun-
dations, community foundations, and private foundations—also face distinct chal-
lenges that are not addressed in this paper. Such differences clearly warrant further
elaboration and discussion.

3. NNIP is a partnership of organizations in 19 cities that work together to build
advanced information systems with integrated and recurrently updated information
on neighborhood conditions. Such systems require sophisticated technical capacity
and the agreement of local public agencies to share administrative data. NNIP aims
to democratize information by facilitating the direct practical use of data by city and
community leaders, particularly in distressed urban neighborhoods.

4. The Roundtable was established in 1992 to keep track of the then emerging field of
Comprehensive Community Initiatives (CCIs)—as well as related innovations in
inner-city revitalization—in order to capture and distill the lessons being learned
about policy and practice. It was also created to identify underlying problems that
receive inadequate attention within the community revitalization field as a whole
and to incubate ideas and approaches to address the voids. Its 36 members include
foundation officers, public officials, community-based practitioners, researchers,
and other technical experts in the field.
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