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The Same Goals Through Different Lenses:
A Foundation-Grantee Dialogue on Poverty, Gone Awry

By Rick Cohen

The contrasting perspectives in the two featured articles
in this issue of Responsive Philanthropy represent the
kind of dialogue NCRP should regularly feature and con-
stantly promote. Too much of the sector’s discussion of
foundation practices is dumbed down and spun for pub-
lic relations. The typical discourse is simple, easily
digestible messages that conveniently fit in an annual
report or press release, with the hope that the good news
story will evolve into positive coverage in the main-
stream press.

Not here. This issue of Responsive Philanthropy pres-
ents two sharply contrasting views of a tendentious con-
troversy between the Northwest Area Foundation and a
group of urban Indian communities in five cities in the
Foundation’s eight-state region (Minnesota, lowa, North
Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, Idaho, Washington and
Oregon). They present hard issues without easy answers.
Don’t expect to find a magic elixir here for this contro-
versy that concludes what’s right and what’s wrong, or
perhaps more accurately, who’s right and who’s wrong.
One thing we do know, both
authors, both the Northwest
Area Foundation and the
various  Urban  Indian
Community groups are
engaged fully, personally, and deeply in the theory and
practice of fighting poverty, and they should both be
applauded.

What happened? The Northwest Area Foundation some
years ago made a very public pledge to devote 100 per-
cent of its resources to reducing poverty in the region. Very
explicitly, the strategy was a sharp contrast with the clas-
sic foundation model, what NWAF president Karl Stauber
referred to as the “Carnegie-Rockefeller-Ford model of phi-
lanthropy” of testing ideas to be replicated, institutional-

ized, and brought to scale by
government.! In an October
1999 paper, Stauber wrote
that the Foundation viewed
“poverty and the decline of
community as  vitally
linked,”? indicating that a
significant path to reducing
poverty  involved  the
strengthening of community.

The Foundation’s strategy
evolved forthrightly into an
approach that eschewed the
idea of the foundation as
grantmaker in favor of something quite different: “The
Northwest Area Foundation is developing an alternative
approach. NWAF focuses on helping communities
reduce poverty by identifying, sharing, and advocating
what works—not for governments, but for the commu-
nities. NWAF no longer sees itself as a grantmaker, with
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nonprofits as its primary customer. Instead, it invests
resources to create new knowledge that communities
can apply to reducing poverty. Working with partner
institutions, the Foundation is trying to stimulate, iden-
tify, share, and advocate successful poverty reduction
efforts.”3

No surprise, but due to this new strategy, despite the
commitment of hundreds of millions of dollars, the
Northwest Area Foundation has attracted its share of crit-
icism along with applause for its anti-poverty commit-



ment. Critics have included nonprofits in the eight-state
region that used to look to the Northwest Area
Foundation for grant support; nonprofits that might have
applied to the Foundation for grants that were being
banked for two decades of anti-poverty work; and even
former foundation staff unhappy with the shift in the
Foundation’s new strategy and operations.*

Although the Foundation has made several large
commitments to new community partners, in one high-
ly publicized instance, an aggrieved rejected partner lit-
igated. After working for several months with groups
addressing the poverty of Latino and Indian farmworkers
in the Yakima Valley of Washington state, the Foundation
declared its involvement in the Yakima planning process
over and pulled out.> Various “unpaid participants in
the Yakima community planning process” responded by
taking the Foundation to court, arguing that the
Foundation’s withdrawal was essentially a breach of
contract, that they had acted in reliance on the
Foundation’s commitment of continued funding of their
planning process.® Although the Foundation won at the
District Court level, essentially that the plaintiffs lacked
standing to sue a charitable trust, the Ninth Circuit
Appeals Court rejected the breach of contract argument,
but reinstated the portion of the suit in which the plain-
tiffs contended that the Foundation had reneged on a
promise to pay for participants” “incidental costs” such
as travel and child care.”

The Urban Indian Community story has some paral-
lels with Yakima and some significant differences. It is a
process that apparently went deeper and longer than

Yakima’s and raises serious questions of definition, diag-
nosis, and decision-making, community, commitment,
and communications. Something really important is at
play in these articles about the Northwest Area
Foundation’s engagement with several communities of
urban Indians exploring a regional, multi-community
approach to reducing poverty. Many foundation leaders
and staff frequently talk about engagement as opposed to
simply writing checks, but few do it. The stories here
might explain why. Both articles describe the same event,
the same planning process, the same Foundation/com-
munity engagement with aspects that read and feel dia-
metrically different. They constitute a philanthropic
Rashomon tale, like Akira Kurosawa’s film, in which
observers and participants recount the same situation in
very different, somewhat credible, and humanly subjec-
tive terms.

The two stories that follow underscore the differences
between a funder truly committed to anti-poverty work
and some potential grant recipients who are no less com-
mitted to their communities and the socioeconomic dep-
rivation they face. Nothing here should mean that fun-
ders should not take on the “big issue” concerns of
poverty and racism. But there are no easy templates with
choose-your-own panaceas for funders or their nonprofit
constituents. And the more difficult the issues, the more
foundations have to prepare themselves for controversy
and conflict. That is not a reason to duck the hard issues.
Foundation leaders, such as the Minneapolis
Foundation’s Emmett Carson and the Open Society
Institute’s Gara LaMarche, have challenged most founda-
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tions’ tendency to be risk-averse and shy away from the
issues that the Northwest Area Foundation has tackled.

Addressing the social needs of our society, Carson
wrote, “Now is the time for foundations to experiment
with new approaches. And now is the time for each foun-
dation to take risks consistent with its mission and val-
ues.”® LaMarche echoes Carson’s theme, observes that
foundations “have a moral obligation to use
(their)...funds to help society become more just and fair,”
and concludes “we live in times which call for (founda-
tions’)...caution to yield to the imperatives of fairness
and justice.” The Northwest Area Foundation’s strategy
for reducing poverty demonstrates that foundations inter-
ested in living up to their moral obligation had better be
prepared for more than a dollop of controversy and con-
flict along the way.

These two articles stand on their own merits, present-
ing their arguments cogently and most persuasively, and
hardly need any interpretation here. But several striking
elements are—or ought to be—highlighted as universal-
ly critical issues in any foundation-grantee collabora-
tions:

The ethics of intervention: Both articles directly and
indirectly address a truly important issue. When an out-

side foundation, consultant, evaluator, or intermediary
assists people and families in a community, the very act
of intervention effects changes, some minor, some funda-
mental. At the end of the day, the outside intervenor goes
home, but for the subject community, this is home. The
responses of the Urban Indian Community, making some
very strong challenges to the alleged cultural biases and
insensitivities of the Northwest Area Foundation, and the
Yakima farmworkers, willing to challenge in federal court
a foundation in the top one percent of foundations by
amount of assets, demonstrate just how vulnerable some
communities might feel. Similarly, with extended prelim-
inary interactions meant to lead to large grants, interven-
ers have to be careful about a dynamic of “creeping com-
mitment.” The longer and deeper the engagement pre-
liminaries, the more difficult the process of termination
and extrication. The philanthropic literature talks about
“exit strategies” for funders trying to disengage from

groups that they have long funded,'® but hardly address-
es how foundations’ preliminary interactions with poten-
tial grantees might lead to exceptionally sticky inextrica-
ble relationships. Sometimes even apparently generous
planning grants for groups that don’t make it through
foundations’ preliminaries might not assuage the per-
ceived or real grievances, especially when the topics are
not frivolous, but deep-seated social issues such as com-
munity poverty.

Real people and the question of authenticity: The Urban
Indian Community argument raises the question of deal-
ing with people and real communities, not abstractions or
statistics. How many foundation leaders experience and
truly understand the people, the issues, the symptoms of
poverty, which their policies and grants affect? Many
times, their responses to foundation programs may not fit
expected or projected models or behaviors. When a foun-
dation proposes an approach and offers funding to
address a serious social issue at a community or regional
level, whether for an extended process of strategic plan-
ning or a multi-year partnership engagement, there are
real people on the receiving end who will be the ones
affected by any philanthropic activity or engagement. In
the end, anti-poverty strategies, even those addressing
“structural”  conditions,
depend on individuals,
families, and communities
to carry them out.

“Foundation-directed:” This story echoes with the pro-
grams of so many foundations that have become enam-
ored with “initiatives” and programs that are designed
and directed by foundation staff. Nonprofits have to fig-
ure out how they fit into the picture, what their roles
might be, and how their communities can fit neatly into
“initiatives,” rather than pitching programs to founda-
tions that are based on their experiences. For some, like
NWATF, the foundation ceases accepting unsolicited pro-
posals to rely on its staff and consultants to identify and
pick the communities and organizations that fit the foun-
dation’s own initiatives. This increasingly popular foun-
dation practice that closes foundations to unsolicited
proposals and installs nonprofits into predetermined
structured dynamics is not necessarily getting positive
reactions from many grant-seekers. Despite foundation
pitches that these initiative programs are grassroots-up,
most nonprofits experience them as top down. The well-



publicized “comprehensive community initiatives”
(CCls) of a couple of dozen top foundations fit this
description all too often, notwithstanding what their
press departments produce to the contrary. Rarely, how-
ever, do foundation CCls have much of the community-
wide mobilization and planning that the NWAF commu-
nity venture process entails, at least on surface making
the NWAF-funded processes a bit more community-
based than those of other foundations.

Definitions and diagnoses: In The End of Poverty:
Economic Possibilities for Our Time,!" Jeffrey Sachs
writes about the importance of conducting a medical-
like diagnosis of a country’s—or a community’s—situa-
tion in order to craft a response to its poverty challenge.
The Northwest Area Foundation posed one conceptual
framework for its diagnosis, the Urban Indian
Community planning participants generated another. The
Northwest Area Foundation used definitions and out-
comes to define what it was looking for as targets for and
evidence of reducing poverty, while the Urban Indian
groups stressed different measures. In retrospect, both
sides differed and apparently failed to adequately agree
on key concepts and definitions in the process of plan-
ning and diagnosis. One might imagine representatives
of both the communities and the Foundation nodding
during meetings in apparent agreement when in reality,
they were miles apart in understandings and analyses.

Last but certainly not least, serious philanthropy: Oh
that we could have more debates in the sector about
what foundations might do, are doing, and ought to be
doing about poverty! Give the Northwest Area
Foundation credit for being among the handful of foun-
dations willing to go way out on a limb, devote the entire
organization to fighting poverty, with a serious if debat-
able strategy for doing so. Look for cogent information
on foundations’ anti-poverty strategies, and you will find
predominantly scant and shabby analysis, stories about
boutique grants, and profiles of star nonprofit organiza-
tions, but not much about how a foundation can con-
struct an approach for using its tax exempt millions in a
way that makes sense taking on macro-problems like
urban or rural poverty. The NWAF multi-site experiment
warrants a serious analysis to see what other foundations,
and despite Stauber’s admonitions, what state and feder-
al units of government might learn about approaches to
fighting poverty.

We at NCRP weren’t on the scene; we are merely
observers removed by time and geography. We are pub-
lishing these articles not to declare one side right and the
other wrong, but to explore these aspects of the founda-
tion-grantee dynamic which are not unique to just the
Northwest Area Foundation and the Urban Indian
Community. We are proud to serve as the venue for this
debate about a case of serious philanthropy.

Rick Cohen is executive director of the National
Committee for Responsive Philanthropy (NCRP).
Since 1976, NCRP has advocated for the philanthrop-
ic community to provide nonprofit organizations with
essential resources and opportunities to work toward
social and economic justice for disadvantaged and
disenfranchised populations and communities.
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