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Grassroots Grantmakers
We strengthen and connect funders who strengthen  

and connect residents where they live.

Grassroots Grantmakers is a network of place-based funders in the United States 
and Canada who are working from a “we begin with residents” perspective—sup-
porting active citizenship and building civic capacity at the block level.

The common thread that runs through our network is a belief that healthy, sus-
tainable communities are places where every community resident has the opportu-
nity to participate, make a contribution, and be heard, without being hindered by 
obstacles that result from disenfranchisement, lack of power, or lack of resources.  
We believe that communities that are good places to live, nurturing places for chil-
dren, and places that have the resilience and strength to deal with challenges that 
de-stabilize and eventually undermine communities are communities where residents 
are connected and actively engaged.

Funders who are engaged in grassroots grantmaking employ a range of tools, 
including scale-appropriate grants (typically $500–$5,000), capacity-building oppor-
tunities and a highly relational style of grantmaking that supports resident-initiated 
and led work in urban neighborhoods and rural communities.

Grassroots Grantmakers serves as a locus of learning about grassroots grant-
making and as an advocate for the practice of grassroots grantmaking as an essential 
component of place-based philanthropy.

We Connect
We create pathways for sharing learning within and across funding disciplines to 
promote practice that is more effective and to build organizational capacity and com-
mitment for long-term investments in citizen-centered work.

We Expand
We provide accessible on-ramps to information and practical experience that facili-
tate the development of new grassroots grantmaking programs, and expand the num-
ber of place-based funders who are engaged in grassroots grantmaking.

We Demonstrate
The stories and research that we generate, capture and share demonstrate the value 
of grassroots grantmaking and legitimize grassroots grantmaking as an essential 
practice for place-based funders.

We Advocate
We share our belief that place-based change and community resilience cannot be ac-
complished without the full engagement of all people who live in that place.
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Introduction

areas or the conundrums.” She thinks that it’s 
critical to learn what others are doing and to 
be able to “just be honest” with peers.

The conversation in Chicago seemed very 
helpful and stimulating to many who were 
there. “Steans offered candidness,” said David 
Portillo of The Denver Foundation. “Learning 
starts with the difficult process of honestly as-
sessing what didn’t work. How do you come 
to grips with the difficulty of change and then 
talk about that with others?”

The gathering “gave us opportunities to 
look at things we have never looked at before 
and consider doing things that we don’t often 
voice aloud,” Portillo added.

Creating a space where funders can grap-
ple with the difficulty of change” and 
learn from the experiences of others is 

precisely the goal of these ‘on-the-ground” 
meetings, says Grassroots Grantmakers’ Ex-
ecutive Director Janis Foster. The idea was not 
just to talk about the work, Foster explains, 
but to see the work in context and hear from 

In September 2008, more than 50 people 
who work in struggling, low-income 
neighborhoods or who support this work 

gathered in Chicago. Brought together by 
Grassroots Grantmakers, their goal was to 
learn more about building the power and ca-
pacity of residents.

They spent a day “on the ground” in two 
Chicago neighborhoods, learning more about 
these neighborhoods, the work that resident 
groups were doing there and the support 
that two funders—Steans Family Founda-
tion and the Woods Fund of Chicago—were 
providing.

They spent a second day reflecting on the 
work they and others are doing in similar 
neighborhoods in their cities. They asked big 
questions: Why are we doing this work? What 
does it require? What are we learning? Is it 
possible to create change at the community 
level? How do you build trusting relationships 
between funders and residents?

For many people, these conversations were 
extremely helpful, and not just in relation to 
specific things that they learned. As one per-
son put it, “It is comforting to hear that even 
people who have been in this work for 10 to 
12 years say that it is still slow going and that 
often things don’t work. Resident-led change 
is not a fast process.”

The goal was to “get real” about this pro-
cess. “Funders think we have to have the 
answers,” said the Woods Fund’s Consuella 
Brown. “But I am more interested in the gray 

“Learning starts with the difficult process 

of honestly assessing what didn’t work. 

How do you admit the difficulty of change 

and then share that with others?“

—David Portillo
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the people who are doing it — what they are 
learning and what dilemmas they are fac-
ing. “Our goal was to create a space where 
funders can use the work of one of their peers 
as a platform of learning — a space to reflect 
together on what we are learning as a com-
munity of practice and individually on how to 
advance work ‘back-home.’

“What’s challenging is that this work 
seems so simple—in many cases, awarding 
small amounts of money for relatively simple 
projects. But it is so much deeper than it ap-
pears. For this work to be powerful, funders 
need to talk about how to do this work effec-
tively, how to take it deeper, what it takes to 
build the types of relationships you need to be 
effective without getting in the way.

“Sometimes it is about getting informa-
tion. But often it is also about how our orga-
nizations work and think. There isn’t much 
opportunity for funders to talk about that—
the baggage that we all have to work around.”

Foster said that the time this group spent 
discussing these internal issues surprised her. 
“The conversation kept coming back to issues 
that are internal, more about the funder and 
the funding process. The conversation was 
around race, class and power—yes, in the 
community—but also about the power dif-
ferential between the funder and community 
and how race, class and power shows up in 
the funder’s relationship with the commu-
nity. Those conversations were powerful.”

At the meeting, people talked about how 
to be supportive of community people coming 
together to create change while at the same 
time getting out of the way. They talked about 
the need for “patient money”—the idea that 

“community change work takes time and is 
never really done,” in Foster’s words.

People also talked about how you measure 
success, how you build support for this work 
within the foundation itself, how you “discour-
age people from measuring the value of the 
work by the relatively small amount of money 
that it takes.” And, Foster adds, people asked, 
“How do you justify the time that this work 
requires?”

How do you justify this time that the 
work requires? Why do this work if it 
is so challenging? The answer is quite 

simple: people believe that building the capac-
ity of individuals and communities to create 
change is essential if that change is going to 
happen in a way that is sustainable. Foster 
thinks that is why so many people came to 
participate in this site visit and conversation.

During the discussion, one funder put it 
this way: “Our foundation’s mission has been 
to improve the lives of kids. But after 30 years 

People interviewed for this report

Consuella Brown is a program director for the Woods Fund 
of Chicago.

Andy Helmboldt is a resident volunteer on a neighborhood 
grants program committee at the The Battle Creek 
Community Foundation.

Alison Janus is a program officer for the Steans Family 
Foundation.

Lisa Leverette is Coordinator of the Community 
Connections Grant Program, intermediary for The Skillman 
Foundation’s Good Neighborhoods Program with 
Prevention Network.

David Portillo is a program officer for The Denver 
Foundation’s Strengthening Neighborhoods program.

Jennifer Roller is a program officer for Urban Affairs and 
Neighborhoods at The Raymond John Wean Foundation.
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of funding and data, we saw that kids were no 
better off. So we moved to a more grassroots 
approach.”

Foster says something very similar. “I can 
point to the millions of dollars that I’ve seen 
invested and very little evidence of change. It’s 
not about the amount of money you invest—
it’s about where you invest the money.” Invest-
ing in nonprofits providing services is needed, 
she thinks, “but that work isn’t driving change.”

Grassroots Grantmakers believe that the 
key is investing in people who are coming to-
gether to work over time on issues that impact 
their communities. “In Chicago when we went 
out, we didn’t see one grant but a combination 
of work over time,” Foster explains. “It is im-
portant to see how it all adds up, hopefully to 
some movement toward change.

“The missing part of the community 
change picture is how to support active citi-
zens, promote local democracy and expand 
the number of people who are working from a 
position of power.”

Foster says that she thinks of the people 
who came together in Chicago to talk about 

the work they do as “innovators who are in-
terested in people, not programs, who are not 
doing business the usual way, who are willing 
to look at hard questions, including questions 
about their own behavior as funders.”

One key to helping these people succeed 
is the opportunity to learn from each other, 
Foster believes. “Peer-to-peer relationships can 
be really powerful, important vehicles that not 
only promote learning but also help people over 
the rough spots. Sometimes you can get burned 
out if you don’t see the difference you are mak-
ing. All you see is what hasn’t happened.”

The on-the-ground gatherings allow peo-
ple to “expand and deepen their community of 
peers—people who turn to each other as re-
sources and as colleagues who help each other 
learn and maintain the momentum in their 
work.”

To deepen what people learned from each 
other in Chicago—and to extend that 
learning to those who weren’t there—

Grassroots Grantmakers asked The Diarist 
Project to put together a reflection about 

The funders who come to the 
“on-the-ground” meetings 

are “innovators who are not 
doing business the usual way, 

who are willing to look at hard 
questions, including questions 

about their own behavior as 
funders,” says Janis Foster.
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the issues that surfaced at this gathering. 
The diarist work—which came out of the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation and its Making 
Connections initiative—is also committed to 
the value of learning from the people who are 
doing the work every day.

The diarist approach involves interviewing 
people in-depth about their work—over time 
if possible, hence the idea of maintaining a 
“diary”—and then communicating as directly 
as possible what they have to say. Diarist re-
ports use direct quotes as a form of data that 
helps ground ideas and theories in the reality 
of what people doing the work “on the ground” 
are experiencing and thinking.

To apply this approach in Chicago, diarists 
recorded the discussion, identified the main 
themes and developed a series of questions 
around each theme. Six people who attended 
the conference were interviewed in depth. This 
report combines their thinking with com-
ments made during the meeting.

The themes that emerged from this discus-
sion reflect principles about how funders can 
work most effectively in low-income neighbor-
hoods. They include:

Build deep relationships within these com-•	
munities.

Understand that the goal is to build these •	
communities’ capacity to bring about 
change.

Build the capacity of your foundation as •	
well as of the broader funder community 
to do this work.

Find new approaches to insuring account-•	
ability.

Find ways that this work in communities •	
can add up to broader social change.

Learning from two funders working 
in two low-income Chicago 
neighborhoods

To get real about what it takes for funders 
to help communities develop the capacity for 
change, the Grassroots Grantmakers gather-
ing focused on the work of two local founda-
tions—the Woods Fund of Chicago and the 
Steans Family Foundation—in two Chicago 
communities—the South Side and North 
Lawndale.

The Woods Fund supports community 
organizing throughout Chicago. But after ex-
amining who receives its support in 1995 and 
2003, it realized that very few of its grants 
were going to the South Side. It created the 
South Side Initiative to change this.

“We had helped build the capacity of 
organizing in areas of the city that had more 
infrastructure and sophistication in policy 
analysis,” explained Deborah Harrington, 
the Woods Fund’s president. “But we weren’t 
hitting the poorest communities. How could 
we get into communities that didn’t have a 
Starbucks?”

Why weren’t more of its grants going to 
the South Side, which clearly had many is-
sues that needed to be addressed? The Fund 
asked the Center for Impact Research to as-
sess organizing capacity on the South Side. It 
found very little capacity and few groups that 
understood the importance and potential of 
community organizing.
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“We went out and met people.  

We wanted to be proactive and not wait 

for proposals to come in on  

their own—we needed to talk about 

our idea of community organizing and 

demystify the process.”

—Deborah Harrington

In response, the Woods Fund began a pro-
cess to identify and support emerging groups 
on the South Side. This process started with a 
request for proposals, one that was discussed 
at two forums in the community, forums that 
gave the Fund an opportunity to discuss orga-
nizing and better understand how local resi-
dents and organizations defined community 
organizing.

“Woods wasn’t getting a lot of grant ap-
plications from the South Side,” explained 
Harrington, “and so we had to ask why? 
Foundations are a mystery for many organiza-
tions—a lot of it is relational, so what was the 
way to address that and be more proactive?

“We went out and met people. We wanted 
to be proactive and not wait for proposals 
to come in on their own—we needed to talk 
about our idea of community organizing and 
demystify the process.”

The Fund also surveyed South Side resi-
dents, asking how they define organizing. 
“People said it was getting people together 
to run government programs. They were 
really talking about social services. It was 
understandable because these communities 

were in crisis. It created a huge opportunity 
for us to go in and talk about how we define 
organizing.”

Doing this gave the Fund “a chance to en-
gage at the community level and gave people 
a chance to get to know us,” Harrington says. 
“They also came to know that we were sincere 
in making an investment. It was a process of 
building relationships.”

After going through this process, the 
Fund made a series of grants intended to 
help these emerging groups build their 
capacity. The grants required them to par-
ticipate in workshops and peer-learning ac-
tivities.

Over two years the Woods Fund awarded 
$222,000 to eight South Side organizations. 
Of these eight, four groups built their capac-
ity so well that they began receiving sup-
port  from other funders and the Fund’s core 
Community Organizing grants program. The 
Grassroots Grantmakers’ site visit included 
conversations with three of these organiza-
tions.

For the Steans Family Foundation, the 
focus on a particular neighborhood—
North Lawndale—occurred over time. 

Initially this foundation focused on building 
leadership and capacity around broad areas 
of need—health and human services, youth 
development, education, employment. But 
given the limits of its size, Steans eventually 
changed course.

“We use a place-based strategy because we 
determined that concentrating resources in 
one community would likely have a more dy-
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namic impact,” explained Reginald Jones, the 
foundation’s president.

Interestingly in relation to the Woods 
Fund’s emphasis on building capacity, Jones 
says that his foundation chose North Lawn-
dale because “there was a good human service 
and community-based organization infra-
structure there to partner with and a strong 
resident base.”

Jones sees a danger in a foundation trying 
to do too much. “We can’t necessarily do it. 
We can provide resources that enable leader-
ship, but one of the biggest challenges is that 
it has to be from the inside out.

“The foundation has its ideas about 
change. However, it is most successful when 
generated from the inside.”

Developing these perspectives about a 
foundation’s appropriate role in a low-
income community came after an in-

tense internal examination, Jones said. “We 
wanted to learn if our strategies were the right 
ones, and what options we had for continuing 
and making our work more effective.

“We thought about the foundation’s place 
in this community. How well did we really 
connect with the community? There was some 
interesting learning there. 

“At the end of the day, we decided to build 
on areas where we had the best success, and 
not be holistic and broad, but to go deep.” The 
foundation stopped working on a broad range 
of program areas and focused on two: educa-
tion and early childhood development.

The foundation also decided to take a 
step back from the work it was funding. 
“We have a hallmark statement that we 
have direct, personal involvement with the 
community on the ground. But that can be 
challenging because it means the foundation 
could get overly involved with a group and 
potentially lead the mission rather than let-
ting the group do it.”

So how does the foundation balance that? 
“We don’t have to be at the table. That is a 
tension we struggle with in our foundation.” 

Another aspect of place-based work can 
make evaluation challenging, Jones said. 
“When you establish yourself in one com-

More than 50 grassroots 
grantmakers spent a day 
“on the ground” in Chicago 
neighborhoods that have 
received support from two local 
foundations, learning more about 
work that local groups are doing 
and the impact these funders 
have had on this work. 
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munity, you fund a limited number of orga-
nizations over time. These organizations can 
become complacent and lose their accountabil-
ity to the foundation.

Snapshots of community change

While Jones and Harrington talked about 
their foundation’s work on the second day of 
the Grassroots Grantmakers’ gathering, on the 
first day they brought participants to the two 
neighborhoods and introduced them to some 
of the groups they’ve supported. The goal was 
to give people a chance “to understand the 
neighborhood context—politically, economi-
cally, socially,” in the words of Alison Janus, 
a program officer at the Steans Foundation. 
“These are all really important.”

A core message from funders like Steans 
that have been working in struggling neigh-
borhoods for years is that taking the time to 
understand the neighborhoods you are sup-
porting is critical. “You have to understand 
what is happening to people,” says Janus. 
“What is happening on the street.”

To help provide that context, the tours 
were guided by South Side resident Dr. Arvis 
Arvette, who teaches economics at Columbia 
College, and North Lawndale resident Dr. 
Charles Leeks, Director of Neighborhood 
Housing Services of Chicago. Each has lived 
and worked in his neighborhood for many years.

Participants met with groups in each com-
munity that had received small grants from 
these two funders. The recipients talked about 
their work, why each foundation’s approach 
had worked for them, and how they were try-
ing to change their communities.

South Side—small grants for 
community organizing

At the Gary Comer Youth Center, partici-
pants met with the Woods Fund Southside 
Initiative grantees, whose work centered on 
community organizing.

Rey Lopez-Calderon, executive director 
of the Alianza Leadership Institute, received 
support to organize the Latino community  
on the South Side by using a culturally  
sensitive leadership curriculum that his group 
developed.

He spoke about the history of community 
organizing and suggested a definition for orga-
nizing that comes from science fiction writer 
Octavio Butler. “A leader is an ordinary person 
who ends up doing extraordinary things—
who then teaches other ordinary people to do 
extraordinary things.”

Lopez-Calderon urged funders to consider 
the idea that society today is taking shape in 
unexpected ways—and that funding requires 
a flexibility and sense of “imagination” that 
matches these broader possibilities. “Be wary 

“Be wary of the business model and 

hyper-scientific ways of measuring 

community. Be willing to fund something 

that may not get an immediate  

return, but you can sense you’re  

barking up the right tree.”

—Rey Lopez-Calderon
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of the business model” and “hyper-scientific 
ways of measuring community,” he said. “Be 
willing to fund something that may not get 
an immediate return, but you can sense you’re 
barking up the right tree.”

Metropolitan Area Group for Igniting 
Civilization, Inc. (MAGIC) organizes 
low- to moderate-income families—

especially youth—in the Woodlawn neigh-
borhood on the South Side. MAGIC brings 
diverse populations together to change percep-
tions and promote greater understanding, ac-
cording to Bryan Echols, the group’s executive 
director. He likened their work to a kind of 
“connective tissue.”

He said that 20 percent of Woodlawn’s 
youth has had some kind of altercation with 
law enforcement, so MAGIC brought Afri-
can-American teens and the police together 
for a dialogue. Police officers educated youth 
about their general approach and reactions 
during altercations, and the youth showed 
a personal side of themselves that was often 
not seen by the police. “They said, ‘We are 
artists, students, athletes.’ We demystified 
each other through the process,” Echols ex-
plained.

Echols talked about MAGIC’s work to 
shift perceptions of African American men 
and boys in the media by changing the way 
information is presented. “We need to talk 
about three out of 10 graduating rather than 
saying, ‘There were only three.’ Our strategy is 
to look at the good things we see rather than 
focusing on things that aren’t working…. We 
have to look at black men and boys from a 
different perspective…and allow them to tell 
their own story.”

Rami Nashashibi and Taqi Thomas of the 
Inner City Muslim Action Network 
(IMAN) have also worked to change 

perceptions and eliminate barriers between 
people on the South Side. IMAN offers a 
range of social services, promotes arts and 
culture, and organizes around social justice 
issues.

In response to ongoing drug-related 
community violence, IMAN set up block 
parties in neighborhoods with problems. They 
then knocked on doors to connect neighbors, 
lessen fear and open a broader dialogue for 
problem solving. Their actions were successful 
and other blocks have asked for these 
interventions.

Nashashibi described it as an “unorthodox” 
approach to violence prevention. He said, “The 
space and time to do this in is critical, because 
it takes awhile before something tangible can 
coalesce.” He praised the Woods Fund for 
“taking a serious risk and setting aside some 
of the quantifiable issues to look more at the 
context.”

“To fund community is to play an impor-
tant role in fostering diamonds,” he added.

North Lawndale—Supporting projects 
without too much intervention

At the Union Baptist Church in North Lawn-
dale, Aquil Charlton talked about how the 
CRIB Collective started as a “safe space” or 
“pathway” for North Lawndale youth to learn 
how to collaborate with adults and other 
populations.

To involve these young people in their 
community, the Steans Foundation helped 8
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“We don’t put limits on their ideas,  

but we take time to work with them  

to deepen their social impact.  

Having these kinds of conversations  

is an important part of this.” 

—Aquil Charlton

CRIB establish a youth-led “re-granting” 
program that supports teen-led projects. 
Participants are trained in how to award and 
manage grants, then they use those skills to 
identify and select projects for small grant 
funding.

This small grants program prioritized en-
gagement with North Lawndale teens, who 
need more constructive outlets in the com-
munity. “The project is only a means to an end, 
to find a way to gain some skills—like doing a 
budget, getting a bank account, sustainability,” 
explained Mariama Kaba, a Steans program 
officer. “These are things that our youth don’t 
have.”

Projects that received support included the 
development of a youth football league and an 
entrepreneurial group that produced T-shirts 
and did job training for other teens.

“We don’t put limits on their ideas, but we 
take time to work with them to deepen their 
social impact,” said Charlton of the CRIB Col-
lective. “Having these kinds of conversations is 
an important part of this.”

Finally, a group of women in North Lawn-
dale received support through Steans for 
a project to help integrate youths with a 

felony back into the community.

The majority of these young people had 
been arrested for fighting in school. Volunteer 
lawyers were able to expunge their records, 
making it easier for them to find a decent job 
after high school. The women also provided 
informal counseling.

“This can become a way of life,” said Fran-
ces Wolley, Coordinator of North Lawndale 
Juvenile Justice Initiative. “We want to take 
some steps to make sure that the law is not 
a thing our youths are progressively involved 
in.”
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1. Build strong relationships with communities

people who live in low-income communities, 
for reasons that go beyond the disparity in in-
come and power.

But while it isn’t easy, it is critical to invest 
the time and personal capital to forge as good 
of relationships as you can with people who 
live in the communities you are supporting. 
People spoke quite passionately about why 
these relationships are so critical. They talked 
about the need to build trust and overcome a 
history of disappointment and skepticism, the 
knowledge that these relationships can bring 
(both to the funders and to a community’s 
leaders) and the important roles relationships 
can play in bringing about system change. 
Some people also emphasized the importance 
of funders nurturing relationships within these 
communities.

In relation to how to build relationships, 
people also had a lot to say. They talked 
about the need to devote time and to make 
a long-term commitment. Many emphasized 
the need to develop the capacity to simply 
listen to people, even when they are express-
ing frustration. Others talked about the real-
ity that, as with any relationship, you have 
to keep at it, working through the inevitable 
differences.

A few people talked about the importance 
of who represents the funder and whether 
they live in the community or have other con-
nections to that community. Several people 

One of the easiest things to say about 
many aspects of foundation work is that rela-
tionships are critical. But while many people 
recognize the importance of building strong 
relationships, they also report that the reality 
is that relationships often break down or never 
really develop.

In Chicago, many people talked about 
the importance of relationships and the 
need to build the trust that underlies strong 
relationships. And many talked about how 
hard it is to build these relationships be-
tween funders and people who live in strug-
gling communities. Those interviewed for 
this report also had a lot to say about rela-
tionships between funders and community 
people.

Their basic messages were pretty straight-
forward. While it’s hard for funders to build 
honest relationships with anyone they are 
funding, it is particularly hard to do so with 

“If we share what we don’t know and 

want to learn together with leaders in 

the neighborhood, perhaps there is the 

possibility of an authentic relationship  

in the communities.”
—David Portillo
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talked about the barrier that can be created 
by the complex language that funders often 
use. Finally, the challenge of honesty in these 
relationships came up frequently, with people 
offering several suggestions for achieving more 
honesty between funders and community 
people.

Why is it so hard to build strong 
relationships with residents of 
struggling communities?

The reality that all funders face is that they 
start every relationship with a grantee from a 
place of inequality. They control money. The 
grantees need that money to run their pro-
grams. As someone put it in Chicago, “The 
foundation always will have the money and 
the agency is always down here. There will be 
no level relationship. You have to be realistic 
about that.”

But this inequality is particularly pro-
nounced when funders work in very low-
income communities. “There is the wealth of 
the foundation vs. the need of the community,” 
explained Jones. As someone else put it in 
Chicago: “We are a welcome dollar sign in a 
neighborhood.”

The Steans Foundation’s Alison Janus 
says, “There is the power differential. There are 
race and class issues….a whole host of things. 
They are there and they’re not going away, so 
let’s deal with them.”

Others pointed out that another reason it 
is hard for a funder to build relationships with 
low-income communities is history. Most of 
these communities have seen funders and ini-
tiatives before.

“I’m not working with a blank slate,” ex-
plained Lisa Leverette who works with The 
Skillman Foundation. “It’s very difficult to 
build a relationship with someone who has 
been through this before. They often feel jaded 
and suspicious, which makes it much harder 
for me to prove myself. And then I have to 
speak for something bigger than me, which is 
the foundation. You are constantly reassuring 
folks. You must come in and offer something 
and be able to deliver it.”

Sometimes the skepticism goes be-
yond one prior disappointing initiative by 
a funder, a point that the Wean Founda-

Lisa Leverette

The Skillman Foundation of 
Detroit: small grant program 
coordinator contracted 
through the Prevention 
Network (the intermediary), 
Lansing, Michigan

An intermediary and Coordinator 
of Skillman’s Community Connections Grant Program, Lisa 
Leverette considers herself a “translator” between two worlds. 
It’s a role that goes beyond understanding the languages of 
both community and foundation. It also involves building 
relationships, a process that requires her not only to connect 
verbally but also through her physical presence.

Educating the community about grant opportunities 
through Skillman is “not as simple as a workshop every 
three months,” says Leverette. “I’m literally in people’s living 
rooms, talking to applicants of the grant program before, 
throughout and beyond their project.”

She’s conscious of the role that physical presence—
particularly in relation to space—plays in making grassroots 
grants effective. During “On the Ground” in Chicago, she 
reflected on the “use of space” and how the “physical layout” 
of a neighborhood and “blight” can affect a community.

The importance of having space in which to congregate and 
plan “and have some control over” was even more obvious to 
her. “Being able to find a space like a church basement has 
value to it.”

11
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tion’s Jennifer Roller made. Her founda-
tion focuses on what many refer to as the 
“rust belt” Ohio communities of Warren and 
Youngstown, where the economy collapsed 
more than a generation ago.

“For years as a community we were look-
ing for the next big industry. You had poli-
ticians promising the next big thing. They 
promised prisons, government administra-
tion, air freight, etc. Then the plans would fall 
through and folks became less hopeful.

“People then didn’t believe the city could 
make a turnaround or that even a notable 
foundation could make a difference.”

Why it’s so important to build  
strong relationships

Youngstown and Warren are similar in ways to 
nearly every struggling, low-income community 
in the country: their economic base collapsed at 
least a generation ago and, while many people 
and institutions have promised many things, no 
one has been able to really do something about 
this core problem. The result is often a high 
level of skepticism and a very low level of trust.

Which is the key reason why building re-
lationships is where you have to start, Roller 
believes. “It is so important to develop trust.” 
You start to develop that trust by “helping 
people feel that they have access,” Roller says. 
In the past, she says, “Folks haven’t had access 
to develop relationships.”

Roller’s Neighborhood Success program is 
not simply about supporting residents to ad-
dress neighborhood concerns. It is also about 
developing leaders. She believes you do that by 
developing relationships with leaders as well 

as encouraging relationships among leaders. 
“With our grant-making committee, we build 
relationships and nurture those relationships 
across communities.

“With them on the committees, they 
bring experiences to the table that we do not 
have. They bring new programs onto our ra-
dar. They are ambassadors for the program, 
making referrals and encouraging groups to 
submit applications.” These leaders begin to 
influence how resources are used and shape 
what is going on in their communities in 
concrete ways. Over time this kind of access 
builds trust and overcomes skepticism, Roller 
believes.

At The Denver Foundation, leaders devel-
oped through its small grants program have 
gained access to many other parts of the foun-
dation, according to Program Officer David 
Portillo. A few joined the foundation’s Over-
sight Committee. Their contributions were so 
significant that the foundation decided that 
half the people on that committee would not 
be from the foundation.

“Community leaders have attracted the at-
tention of the foundation as a whole,” Portillo 

“I’m not working with a blank slate. 

It’s very difficult to build a relationship 

with someone who has been through 

this before. They often feel jaded and 

suspicious, which makes it much  

harder for me to prove myself.”

—Lisa Leverette
12
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says, with several sitting on other foundation 
committees. One leader eventually became the 
foundation’s board chair.

For a community foundation like this one, 
these kinds of relationships with community 
members are essential, Portillo believes. “Com-
munity foundations have been seen as funding 
work in communities. So it’s important to be in 
the community to listen and ask questions and 
build relationships over multiple years. That 
accessibility and engagement are keys to this 
work.”

Nearly everyone interviewed testified to 
the necessity of building relationships 
with community people. “You can’t do 

anything of value without them,” said the  
Steans Foundation’s Alison Janus. “It is every-
thing. It is about trust, about understanding 
where people are coming from. You are the 
guest coming from outside. You have to gain 
that person’s trust and respect before you can 
realistically expect to gain something.”

Leverette says that building relationships 
with people living in the communities you are 
supporting is “tremendously important.” She 
explains, “This is ground zero for kids and 
communities. It is where they are spending 
time. Their relationships are here. People who 
care for them are here.”

By being in these communities, by building 
relationships with the people who live in these 
communities, a funder’s understanding grows 
exponentially, according to those who have 
been doing this work for years.

Leverette offered a simple example of why 
this level of understanding is important. “A 
grassroots applicant might need a grant and 

one third of the budget is for food. Someone 
without knowledge of the nutritional needs of 
youth in this community might balk at such 
an expense. But in actuality it is fundamental 
to impacting the nutrition needs of a child and 
is culturally significant.”

Having good relationships in a community 
can also be critically important in relation to 
communications, helping counter misinforma-
tion, Leverette believes. “Someone in the com-
munity can say something negative and once 
that starts it spreads like wildfire. This can 
shut down a process. When misinformation 
is out, I have to get down on the ground and 
correct it.”

Andy Helmboldt, a volunteer for The 
Battle Creek Foundation’s neighborhood 
grants program, also talks about the im-
portance of a funder having “a more direct 
connection to the problem and the people 
working on it.” He says that the key is what 
you learn. “You learn about problems you 
may not have known existed.” You also get “a 
small glimpse into what life is like for others 
in different situations.”

“We live in the same world, supposedly 

with access to the same things. So why is 

it working for me and not for this other 

person? I get the feeling that taking part 

in this committee is helping people feel  

we are all in the same boat.”

—Andy Helmboldt

13
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This glimpse not only increases under-
standing, it can also create a sense of connec-
tion, Helmboldt believes. “We live in the same 
world, supposedly with access to the same 
things. So why is it working for me and not 
for this other person? I get the feeling that 
taking part in this committee is helping people 
feel we are all in the same boat.”

These connections with community people 
not only give foundations more knowl-
edge, they also can transform how com-

munity people see a funder. “As we build 
relationships, the face of the foundation trans-
forms in people’s minds,” Leverette thinks. The 
foundation is seen as an individual with whom 
a community person can have a relationship. 
While a foundation can make many people 
very anxious, an individual with whom a com-
munity person has a relationship can change 
this. “We are not intimidating,” Leverette adds.

These relationships also have a very practi-
cal impact, helping community people plan 
their work, write proposals and run their proj-
ects, Leverette believes. She says that a work-
shop every three months won’t get it done. 
“I’m literally in people’s living rooms, talking 
to applicants before, throughout and beyond 
their project.” She helps people understand 
“how to move within the structure and the 
bureaucracy.”

By engaging with people at this level, a 
funder is doing more than improving the 
odds that a specific project will succeed. That 
funder is also helping community people de-
velop the capacity to change their own com-
munities, which is what many funders think 
matters the most.

Woods Fund’s Consuella Brown goes 
even further, saying that, “Without re-
lationships, you cannot create system 

change.

“I think relationships are at the foundation 
of anything that might be moved forward be-
cause you are building an avenue for dialogue 
and the possibility of trust.” Brown says that, 
for her, foundation work is about advancing 
ideas that “can make a tangible difference for 
people.” You advance ideas by building cred-
ibility and developing one-on-one relation-
ships. Through these relationships, you can 
create understanding and work on ideas to-
gether.

When a funder builds relationships with 
community people, these relationships become 
first steps. People can then build other rela-
tionships with people outside their communi-
ties, people who can help change the policies 
and systems that aren’t working for these com-
munities.

Plus, without relationships with communi-
ties, funders have no hope of creating change, 
Brown believes. “I am under no illusion that 
my sitting in the offices of the Woods Fund 

“I am under no illusion that my sitting in the 

offices of the Woods Fund creates change. 

But I do buy into the idea that others can do 

that. I provide a resource. I am part of the 

circle, but I am not necessarily the broker  

of the actual change.”

—Consuella Brown
14
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Rey Lopez-Calderon of  
Alianza Leadership Institute 

urged foundations to “be wary  
hyper-scientific ways of 
measuring community.”

creates change. But I do buy into the idea that 
others can do that. I provide a resource. I am 
part of the circle, but I am not necessarily the 
broker of the actual change.

“Anyone who understands this business 
knows that foundations are only as good as 
the work of their grantees. Without the grant-
ees, we have no voice.”

It is not just the relationships that a funder 
may nurture between community people and 
policymakers that can lead to change, it is 
also the relationships a funder can stimulate 
within a community, believes The Battle Creek 
Foundation’s Helmboldt. He says that these 
“incredibly important” relationships are “the 
focus of our neighborhood grant program.” 
Why?

“What holds people back is the anonymity 
of being alone. They see the obvious problems 
but they don’t see anyone else caring about fix-
ing them.” Pulling together people who want 
to fix these problems becomes critical, Helm-
boldt believes. “If you are going to be doing 
any kind of grassroots change, the more roots 
you have the better.”

Over time, he says the idea is to “bring 
neighbors together to empower them to take 
responsibility to take control of their own 
neighborhood. But no one will do it if they 
feel they are the only one who feels that way.”

How can you build strong 
relationships with communities?

One of the encouraging aspects of the Chi-
cago meeting, according to many participants, 
was the amount of knowledge that many 
funders now have about how to build rela-
tionships in these communities, the result of 
the fact that people have now been doing this 
work for many years. People had many ideas 
about how to overcome the barriers to build-
ing strong relationships between funders and 
community people.

One idea is simply to understand that 
building these relationships takes time and a 
long-term commitment. Indeed, this is why 
understanding the importance of relationships 
is critical: only if funders understand this 
will they be willing to make the commitment 
needed to build these relationships. 15
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As one person said in Chicago, “You can’t 
think that just going to a church meeting one 
time is enough for them to ‘get’ you and you to 
‘get’ them. It will take time. But it seems like 
people want something right now…like they 
are microwaving a meal. You need six months 
to even get to some of this trust.”

“You need to really, really take your time,” 
says Janus, who has been working in North 
Lawndale for three years. She says you need to 
build a space where there is trust. “You have to 
work hard at it. You have to protect that space 
and listen.”

And like any relationship, the building pro-
cess never really stops. “The relationships are 
definitely possible,” Janus believes. “But it’s nev-
er this perfect thing. You can get some honest 
interactions, but you will step on toes and there 
will be hurt feelings. There is a lot to negotiate.”

Leverette agrees about the time it takes. 
She also thinks that relationships between 
funders and community are possible “if ev-
eryone is committed and accountable” and “if 
you’re not on a timeline with a specific agenda 
to get somewhere.

“These timetables just kill people. The 
relationship has to evolve organically with its 
bruises and bumps along the way. You will 
have difficulties and disagreement. That is part 
of the process. When that happens, we have to 
be patient in getting back on the road.

“It’s a lot of work…. But foundations are 
used to a straight line with a plan and strategy 
to get there. If it’s not doing what they think it 
needs to be doing, they often want to pull up 
stakes or change the direction. Or they want 
to put people into the straight line. But you 
can’t do it that way.”

Roller believes that the time it takes to 
build relationships needs to be seen as a key 
part of the funder’s job. She believes that go-
ing to potluck dinners, block watch meetings 
or other community functions “is part of my 
workday. I place as much emphasis on these 
gatherings as going to meetings where one 
would believe there is more ‘influence.’”

One reason it takes time to build these 
relationships is that a critical part of the 
process is taking time to listen to peo-

ple, an idea that came up often. The need to 
listen is certainly true of any relationship. But 
in a relationship involving so much disparity, 
several people said that listening becomes even 
more important.

As one person put it in Chicago, “What 
you think we need is not always what we do 
need. You have to listen to us and not have 
your own agenda. You have to be patient and 
not expect things to get done quickly.”

Another person said something very 
similar in Chicago. “Funders need to seek to 
understand first rather than come with their 
own agenda because of the power dynamic. 
Every group wants you just to listen to them. 
Because you have the power, you need to un-
derstand them first, with them understanding 
you later.”

It’s also important to listen not just for the 
problems that exist in a community, but also 
for the assets and abilities that all communi-
ties possess. “Many funders convene people 
to hear their complaints. But you also want 
to listen for what is good and what they can 
do,” is how one person put this in Chicago. 
“Anytime a foundation comes in with a deficit 

16
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attitude, that is not good,” said another par-
ticipant. “Their attitude needs to change.”

Once again, listening to people requires 
time, another point made in Chicago. “People 
in our neighborhood are not used to being 
listened to. To begin to speak up and say what 
they want is going to be really challenging.”

How can you encourage people to speak 
up? A big part of it, several people said, is be-
ing there over a long enough period of time 
that people begin to feel comfortable with you. 
Part of it is simply being willing to be in the 
community.

Part of it is who represents the founda-
tion. Foundations “need translators who 
bridge the divide between people in the 

community and the foundation,” is how one 
person put it in Chicago. Another person said 
that, “You have to send people who look like 
us or who live here.”

Roller has lived in Ohio’s Mahoning Val-
ley her whole life. “My presence here at the 
foundation is a prime example of putting 
your money where your mouth is when it 
comes to building the capacity of the Mahon-
ing Valley. People know my family. I follow 
through and I have maintained good relation-
ships. People can count on me being part of 
this community.”

Through her, they have access to the foun-
dation. “I think access is very important. Our 
board president will be the first to say that, at 
one time, we were not very accessible. A small 
but telling example was the lack of our address 
on our letterhead. However, be it grant-seeker 
orientations, meetings or workshops, now we 
are very much a part of this community.”

Brown also lives in the community in 
which her foundation is working. “For me, it’s 
important to really be in the community. I live 
there, so it’s as simple as taking public trans-
portation and taking in what I see and hear or 
striking up a conversation with a taxi driver or 
talking with someone behind the counter at a 
fast food restaurant. Being in places where I 
am hearing disadvantaged people and what is 
of greatest concern to them.”

Portillo says that his foundation’s staff 
“is beginning to look like the make-up of the 
neighborhood,” which is primarily Latino and 
African-American.

He also says that the foundation has be-
come more aware of the differences between 
its way of working and the communities it is 
supporting. “When I was first hired, we had 
a policy that I must always wear a tie when I 
met with a grantee, but we have grown more 
flexible. These are barriers to inclusivity that 
you don’t always think about.”

A person at the Chicago meeting said 
something similar: “Our staff is not corporate 
and is less traditional. People come in and 
don’t have an appointment and just sit down 
and talk about an idea.”

“Funders need to seek to understand 

first rather than come with their own 

agenda because of the power dynamic. 

Because you have the power, you need 

to understand them first, with them 

understanding you later.”

—Comment at Chicago meeting
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Helmboldt says that when his commit-
tee interviews people requesting grants, they 
recognize that, “This experience can be intimi-
dating. But once people get in the room, it is 
a pretty informal environment. The people on 
the committee are not white guys with suits. 
We really have a diverse group and are regular 
people doing regular jobs. We’ve done about 
as good a job as possible in having people who 
are just like you.”

One of the big barriers between communi-
ties and foundations is language, a point 
many people made. As one person put it 

in Chicago: “Let’s limit the ‘foundation-speak.’ 
It doesn’t connect with our grantees. We need 
translation. Can residents help us write things 
that make sense in their own language?”

Another person said, “It’s a different cul-
ture, using a different language. Don’t dimin-
ish that.”

Brown in particular does not diminish 
this. She says that she felt this gap even in 
Chicago. “It feels like community leaders and 
foundation people are not speaking the same 
language. They’re not even on the same page. 
We are missing each other.

“Even though the foundation staff in the 
room generally have strong commitments to 
civic engagement at the community level, I 
think we were still missing each other. Is there 
a possibility of a shared language that is acces-
sible to both?”

Brown believes this “common accessible 
language” is critical if foundation and commu-
nity people are going to “reach some agreement 
about common purpose and vision.”

She says that simply telling commu-
nity people that they will lead the work isn’t 
enough if the work isn’t based on a joint effort 
to come up with this common vision.

Brown thinks the problem is a lack of 
candor in the relationships, another 
theme that came up a lot in Chicago and 

in the follow-up interviews. “We tell commu-
nity people to be in the lead even when we are 
not sure they are on the right path. There is a 
fear of saying, ‘We think you may be wrong,’ 
because we want to support community lead-
ership. But is holding back really helpful?  Are 
we creating false expectations?”

One person said something similar in Chi-
cago, calling for candor among both founda-
tion people and community leaders. “We have 
to have honest conversations, but there is a 
level of candor that isn’t taking place. It doesn’t 
work to just sit back and let us do what we 
want. And it doesn’t work if residents don’t 
call foundations when they make mistakes.”

Janus says something similar: “You have to 
have hard conversations when we tell people 
that something won’t work.”

How do you achieve this level of candor? 
Again, many people think it will only come 

“It feels like community leaders  

and foundation people are not  

speaking the same language.  

They’re not even on the same page.  

We are missing each other.”

—Consuella Brown
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over time, as relationships develop a certain 
amount of trust. With that trust, said another 
person in Chicago, there can be more candor. 
“In my experience, most funders are not trying 
to avoid the truth. The challenge is being com-
fortable with being candid.”

“The difficulty,” explains Portillo, “is that 
there is always a funder relationship with any-
one the foundation supports, so all of your 
ideas as a program officer are ‘great.’ A grantee 
is unlikely to challenge you.”

He thinks the foundation needs to work 
at “making space for that sort of listening.” 
This may mean “admitting our own faults first 
before we ask a grantee about what they need 
to work on. We have to be more candid about 
our foibles.

“It is difficult to approach a conversation if 
the group thinks you will be cutting them off 
once they become candid enough to mention 
their problems. That is a normal barrier be-
tween a funder and a grantee.

“As your relationships mature you can 
sometimes get around this barrier.”

Brown believes that her foundation has 
overcome this barrier. “I think we are doing a 
good job when our partner organizations push 
back, and they do so a lot. I can’t remember 
a site visit with a grantee who didn’t do that.” 
She thinks this shows that “the power balance 
is right” and indicates that “we let people have 
the freedom to disagree with our approach or 
analysis.”

How did she get to this point? The key is 
that both the community and the foundation 
“come to this with a really honest spirit and a 
deep commitment to creating system change.”

Roller believes the key is to “recognize that 
there is this disparity of power. We have to 
keep that real and admit it first and foremost 
and get that out of the way.”

One of the Chicago participants thinks 
it’s critical to establish a clear grantor/grantee 
relationship, with parameters up front. “What 
do you want from me and what do I want 
from you? Maybe it’s that I want you to an-
swer my calls in a timely way. Once you do 
that, you build something early on.”

Another key is simply to recognize that, in 
the words of a person in Chicago, “the work 
is driven by people’s passions.” That passion 
produces energy. It can also produce anger. 
Listening to and accepting that anger can be 
an important step to building a more honest 
relationship.

But listening has another benefit, accord-
ing to someone else in Chicago. “One of the 
most important things we do is pay attention. 
These groups are often doing work that is not 
easy and can be thankless. To have someone 
there to say that we believe in you and to put 
up some money behind that…groups are ex-
tremely appreciative of this moral support.”

“One of the most important things  

we do is pay attention. These groups  

are often doing work that is not easy and 

can be thankless. To have someone  

there to say that we believe in you…  

groups are extremely appreciative  

of this moral support.”

—Comment at Chicago meeting
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about Grassroots Grantmaking

2. Build the capacity of these communities

People also talked about how they’ve 
helped communities build their capacity as 
well as which capacities they think are needed.

But a few people raised caveats, saying 
there is a fine line between encouraging com-
munities to develop their capacities and push-
ing communities to do things that they don’t 
necessarily think are important.

 At the Chicago meeting, the Woods Fund 
of Chicago’s Deborah Harrington talked 
extensively about what her foundation 

had done to build capacity on Chicago’s 
South Side. “Building capacity for us was to 
identify emerging leaders because a lot of com-
munity organizing is leadership development.

“We provided emerging groups with 
mentors—pairing people with experience with 
those who needed to learn how to navigate the 
landscape. We offered mini-grants –a pot of 
money for training, dollars for strategic plan-
ning and leadership development.

“We instituted a learning table—a safe 
space where groups could come together to 
build relationships and trust and talk about 
their organizing campaigns.” To keep it safe, 
the Woods Fund wasn’t at this table.

“They talked about how to connect com-
munity organizing to public policy develop-
ment, and did a power analysis to find out 

For many grassroots funders, this work 
must involve much more than giving residents 
the relatively small amount of money they 
need to accomplish something—an after-
school computer lab, a block-watch program, 
a clean-up campaign. These funders believe 
this work ultimately can and should be about 
building the capacity of a community’s resi-
dents to change their lives and their communi-
ties.

Both the people who spoke in Chicago and 
those interviewed for this report talked quite 
a bit about why funders should care about 
building the capacity of the communities they 
support. The main reason is simply that great-
er capacity means that these communities can 
achieve more change.

“I don’t think we put nearly enough 

money into capacity building. People 

deserve the right to choose and that 

takes capacity. They need to be able to 

say, ‘I want a park for the kids. I don’t 

want that drug house at the end of the 

street.’ And then they need to have the 

capacity to make these changes.”
—Alison Janus
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who they should be holding accountable in the 
community.

“They also did a budget analysis because 
the communities don’t have a sense of where 
the funding is…. It gave them a basis for cre-
ating some targets.” The groups at this learn-
ing table also got involved in other coalitions, 
Harrington added. “The learning table has 
empowered them.”

 Several of the people who were inter-
viewed agreed with Harrington about 
the importance of building capacity. 

Andy Helmboldt, the resident volunteer for 
The Battle Creek Foundation, thinks build-
ing capacity is “the whole ball game.” He adds, 
“Building their capacity is another way of em-
powering them to feel like they have control 
over their own neighborhood. That they can 
make their neighborhood the way they want it 
to be and that there isn’t simply this ‘force’ over 
them that they can’t control.”

Indeed, Jennifer Roller says that The 
Wean Foundation has become so convinced of 
the need to build capacity that it changed its 
mission statement to reflect the fact that, “We 
are more than grantmakers.”

Consuella Brown of the Woods Fund of 
Chicago said that it is “extremely important 
to build capacity, to build institutions that are 
anchored in the community and are responsive 
to the needs of the people.”

Alison Janus of the Steans Foundation 
agrees, saying that funders need to make a 
long-term commitment to building capacity. “I 
don’t think we put nearly enough money into 
capacity building.” Too often, she says, funders 
will make a small, short-term grant to help a 

group get training in a specific area. But the 
need is “more holistic and long-term. It is not 
solved in one grant.”

Janus thinks the goal is for community 
leaders and groups to build the level of knowl-
edge and skills that will allow them to effec-
tively push for the changes their communities 
need over the long period of time that change 
requires. Building this level of capacity in a 
community “is really important,” she believes.

“People deserve the right to choose and 
that takes capacity. They need to be able to say, 
‘I want a park for the kids. I don’t want that 
drug house at the end of the street.’ And then 
they need to have the capacity to make these 
changes.”

The Denver Foundation’s David Portillo 
also agrees about the need to invest in capacity 
building, but he says his Strengthening Neigh-

Alison Janus

Program Officer,  
Steans Family Foundation

Janus has worked in philanthropy 
for 13 years and been with Steans 
for the past three. She says that 
her work with Steans has been 
“appealing” because it was “hands 
on and not just a typical review of proposals.”

Janus says that only about 25% of her time is spent 
reviewing grants, which makes her current role “different 
than a traditional program officer.” Most of her time now is 
devoted to developing relationships and building capacity 
directly in the community, a shift she says “has really 
rejuvenated me.”

But community work comes with its own challenges. That’s 
why Janus found the “On the Ground” event in Chicago 
useful, because she had the chance to talk with others who 
share similar day-to-day struggles. “We could trade ideas 
and shore each other up,” she says. “I was inspired by the 
possibilities.”
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borhoods program didn’t see this broader ob-
jective at first. “This has been a sea change for 
us. Originally we didn’t see the need to build 
the capacities of neighborhood leaders or 
groups in any way.”

Why the change? Portillo says it was an 
early evaluation of the Strengthening Neigh-
borhoods program. The evaluation found that 
some people who received the small grants did 
fine. But many others “did not appear to have 
the skills to successfully engage others or carry 
through a project. The foundation decided 
that we needed to build skills in leaders who 
wanted help.”

 Which skills should foundations try to 
build? How? Portillo says that The 
Denver Foundation developed a train-

ing program that could meet a broad range 
of needs. “Sometimes people want to know 
more than how to run a meeting. They want 
to know how they can impact policy at a city 
level. A short class in facilitation is not always 
enough. There is a hunger for more, and so we 
started providing it.”

Part of The Denver Foundation’s train-
ing involved bringing leaders together to learn 
from each other. “A leader’s capacity to imagine 
change is propelled when they can learn from 
other neighborhood leaders about what they 
have accomplished,” Portillo explains.

The foundation hired consultants to con-
duct a lot of this training, though Portillo 
thinks that a foundation should hire staff “with 
an eye to providing capacity building. The 
more in-house training you can do, the better 
you will be able to weather future recessions.” 
Portillo thinks that the fact that some commu-
nity foundations are hiring former organizers 

Bryan Echols explains how 
MAGIC—Metropolitan Area 
Group for Igniting Civilization—
brought together African 
American youth and police to 
“demystify each other.”

“The burning issue is inclusion.  

We can identify people who are the 

exception and are involved in things.  

But we forget there are many others  

who need to get involved.”

—Jennifer Roller
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The on-the-ground meetings 
are kept small so that “people 

could get to know each other as 
peers, partners on the journey,” 

explained Janis Foster.

to run their neighborhood programs is a good 
thing since they usually have experience build-
ing the capacity of neighborhood residents.

In relation to which skills, the Woods 
Fund’s Brown agrees with Portillo about the 
need to think beyond simply teaching people 
how to facilitate a meeting. She thinks build-
ing the capacity to analyze is critical. “Organi-
zations and communities need the ability to 
assess what is going on politically. Who holds 
the power strings or the purse strings?”

Brown thinks organizations also need the 
ability to raise money and to tell their stories 
effectively. And they need to evaluate their 
work, not so much in the traditional sense of 
evaluating how many people they served and 
what outcomes they achieved, but evaluating 
their thinking and their process for achieving 
change. “That is far more informative than the 
outcome.”

Groups also need the capacity to “build 
their base by cultivating and training leaders,” 
Brown thinks. Roller agrees: “The burning is-
sue is inclusion. We can identify people who 
are the exception and are involved in things. 
But we forget there are many others who need 

to get involved.” For her, “giving opportunities 
to younger people to get involved” is especially 
important.

For Lisa Leverette, who works with The 
Skillman Foundation, the key capacity is the 
ability of “residents to work together.” She ex-
plains, “It’s very important to build capacity 
in the community to work together because 
that is where the kids spend their time. The 
goal is to improve the lives of youth. Com-
munities need to be able to organize them-
selves around their children and advocate for 
them.”

 But can funders be too prescriptive about 
which capacities communities need to 
develop? Reginald Jones of the Steans 

Foundation thinks the answer is yes. “We are 
the majority foundation in this community, so 
capacity by whose standards? If we impose our 
own definition, there can be a certain amount 
of tension.

Instead, Steans focuses on identifying ca-
pacity that already exists in a community like 
North Lawndale. “We can’t necessarily build 
capacity. We have strategies to promote re- 23



build the CApACity of these Communities

sources that enable leadership, but one of the 
biggest challenges is that it has to be from the 
inside out.

Jones thinks that groups receiving Steans’ 
grants can build their capacity and develop 
other sources of funding.

“If you are being successful in building 
capacity, you would see that groups become 
savvier in managing their operations, diversify-
ing their funding base and not relying on one 
funder.”

While the Woods Fund does more to 
build capacity, Harrington also recognizes the 
limits of what foundations can and should do 
in these communities. “It’s about ownership. 
We’re talking about people owning their own 
change. The best thing for a funder is to iden-
tify talent and see their theory of change and 
help them articulate that. They have the idea. 
But maybe they haven’t thought it through in 
terms of what will work.

“We need to provide them with the tools 
they need and then get out of their way. 
There is so much deep and abiding wisdom 
at the community level and we need to see 

Jennifer Roller

Program Officer for Urban 
Affairs and Neighborhoods, 
The Raymond John Wean 
Foundation,  
Warren, Ohio

Jennifer Roller says that her hiring 
is “a prime example of building 
capacity.” A lifelong resident of Youngstown—one of the 
communities where Wean targets its work—she says her 
“presence at the foundation is an example of putting your 
money where your mouth is.”

“I grew up in Youngstown and have seen the community 
change. What is relevant to me is that the foundation is 
putting people behind its message. It’s good to be a part of 
that in an area where people feel disenfranchised. I’m a part 
of something really positive.”

Fairly new to her work with Wean, Roller anticipated the 
“On the Ground” gathering in Chicago as a time when she 
could “meet others…and hear about practical things like 
lessons learned and best practices from development to 
implementation.”

While her expectations were met, she also came away with 
an unexpected awareness—that many of the programs she 
was learning about “were modeled after ones influenced by 
individuals who now work at Wean.”

them as the experts. We just shepherd and 
support them and then use our ability as a 
convener.”
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“A small grants program can affect a 

foundation as a whole—or it could 

be ignored and kept in its niche. If 

grassroots grantmaking is taken 

seriously, it provides examples and 

possibilities that may move you to look 

at your institution differently. It could 

be a catalyst for changes  

within your institution.”
—David Portillo

couraged funders to spend more time in these 
communities as well as to expose their staff 
and board to community people.

Several people also talked about the issue 
of control, saying that funders need to get bet-
ter at letting go of some of their control and 
embracing the role of being a partner in the 
work, not just a funder.

Several also talked about the need for 
broader changes within the institution. As 
one person put it in Chicago, “You’d better be 
ready to move the entire institution closer to 
the work to really capture the trust and hope 
of people and then deliver on it.”

Others emphasized the need to reach out 
to the broader funder community to develop 
more support for this work.

 Probably the most-mentioned capacity 
that funders need to develop involves 
the ability to develop a deeper under-

standing of the communities that funders 
are trying to help.

Funders need “the ability to connect di-
rectly to the residents affected by the prob-
lems they are trying to solve, rather than 
running the funds through some interme-
diary,” said Andy Helmboldt, the resident 
volunteer for The Battle Creek Foundation. 

To say that many people at the Chicago 
meeting thought that the need to “build capac-
ity” also applies to funders is to state the obvi-
ous: funders came to the meeting specifically 
to build their capacity by learning from both 
their peers and residents working in other 
communities.

People at the meeting and in the follow-
up interviews had many ideas about which 
capacities funders need to build. Many em-
phasized the capacity to develop a deeper 
understanding of these communities, one that 
comes from knowing more than data. Once 
again, several people talked about the need for 
funders to become better listeners. They en-

3. Build the capacity of your foundation to do this work 
and of the funder community to support this work
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“They need to have a more direct connection 
to the problem and the people who are work-
ing on that problem.”

When a funder does this, “You learn about 
problems you may not have known existed. 
You learn that there are people really dedi-
cated to solving these problems.”

Alison Janus of Steans agrees. “It’s about 
taking the time to understand the neighbor-
hood context—politically, economically, so-
cially. These are all really important. You have 
to understand what is happening to people. 
What is happening on the street.”

You learn this by building your own capac-
ity to listen, Janus believes. “I have a pretty 
good idea how to listen, but this job taught 
me how much more important it is. The trust 
helps you have the conversation.”

Janus says that she has also learned that, 
“It’s about so much more than having exper-
tise in an area like education or employment.” 
She adds that “it’s nice to know best practices,” 
but to work in communities effectively, know-
ing best practices in a field like education is 
not enough.

For the Woods Fund of Chicago’s  
Consuella Brown, the key is that funders 
learn “best practices” for working in and with 
communities. “What is the most logical way 
to move from the stop sign on the corner 
to getting an off-ramp regulated on a major 
highway? How do you foster growth? Is it 
by asking questions or networking grantees 
together? That is the technical assistance that 
foundations need—the mechanics of pro-
gression or evolution.”

 Lisa Leverette, who works with The Skill-
man Foundation, also emphasized the 
importance of listening. “The funder must 

change their culture to listen and to be a part-
ner at the table.” But she says, “That is harder 
to do because they have the power.”

She thinks funders must build their capac-
ity “to resist the urge to control every nuance” 
and to trust their partners—both community 
groups and intermediaries. She thinks Skill-
man has learned to do this well, “respecting 
the process of those who have experience with 
grassroots groups” and trusting the decisions of 
its community-based review panel. “These folks 
have evolved to push back on the foundation be-
cause they own the process.” She says her foun-
dation is trying hard to adjust to this dynamic.

“It’s about all the parties being willing to 
balance and check their power at different 
times.”

David Portillo

Program Officer for The Denver 
Foundation’s Strengthening 
Neighborhoods program

Nine years with the Strengthening 
Neighborhoods program in Denver 
has given David Portillo a good 
chance to see how deeply small 
grants can influence the community. The most rewarding 
part, he says, is “working with neighborhood leaders 
through a process of their own transformation.

“You help a group identify a problem, and then a few 
years later you see they have been able to change their 
community,” he says. “Being a part of that in any way always 
renews your commitment to the work.”

Even after so many years, Portillo realizes there’s still much 
to learn. During “On the Ground” in Chicago, he appreciated 
the way that new ideas were paired with “candidness” about 
the struggles. “It gave us an opportunity to look at things 
we’ve never looked at before, and consider doing things we 
can’t often voice aloud. That’s something.”
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If a funder can’t check its power and truly 
be a partner, then Leverette says many “com-
munity people are willing to walk away.” This 
reflects the fact that “a lot of community peo-
ple are jaded and have been used as tokens.

“Funders are often caught off guard when a 
community resists or pushes back based on its 
own self-interest. It’s even hard as an interme-
diary. There is a fine line to walk as the players 
learn the give-and-take of the relationship.”

Janus agrees that funders that want to 
work in communities must accept that it will 
“get called to account for things, more so than 
in other foundations. Here you are forced to 
really connect with the community and it is 
unique.”

 For The Denver Foundation’s David Por-
tillo, ultimately the connection needs to 
be a two-way street. He thinks the funder 

must be willing to get into the neighborhood. 
“Physically locating our committee meetings 
in the neighborhood is important. It usually 
includes a tour and a time to understand what 
is happening there.”

But the other side is “having commu-
nity leaders on your board and committees.” 
Portillo says that his foundation has been 
working to be more inclusive. He says his 
Strengthening Neighborhoods program in-
troduces neighborhood leaders to the foun-
dation’s nominating committee. As a result, 
“the foundation’s board and committees look 
much more like the community than they did 
before.”

What helped catalyze change at The Den-
ver Foundation was the process of evaluating 
its Strengthening Neighborhoods program. 

The consultant hired to do this evaluation—
David Scheie of Rainbow Research—empha-
sized the need to take the time to do analysis 
and reflection, Portillo says.

“They helped us evaluate what we were do-
ing, what we could learn and what perhaps we 
should stop doing.” The process also “provided 
an opportunity to revisit our goals.”

He says one result of this process was a 
new grassroots leadership program. Another 
result was a deeper commitment to the goal of 
social change.

Scheie also tied the evaluation to an inten-
tional way to listen. “He urged us to transform 
our relationship with the community, and to 
think of ourselves as working at a place of 
learning, instead of continuing to pretend we 
know everything.”

To connect this learning to the founda-
tion’s board, Portillo says that, “We often in-
vite grantees to tell a story about their work. 
Whenever small grants leaders get profiled 
and get to tell their story, it provides an emo-
tional jolt for our larger board and grantmak-
ing committee.

“Not only do they hear a great narra-
tive about a community coming together, but 

“A big part of capacity building is not just 

the grantee but also the funder—how do 

we amplify the work? We need to expose 

others to these concepts and needs.”

—Deborah Harrington
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many board and committee members ap-
proach me afterward to let me know how they 
were touched and inspired and feel the energy 
to continue doing the philanthropic work they 
are doing. You can never stop telling stories—
you can always be re-inspired.” 

Once a funder’s board understands and 
embraces this work, the next step can 
be engaging other funders. As one per-

son put it at the Chicago meeting: “How can 
we partner with other funders? Funders often 
don’t play well together.”

Deborah Harrington said that the Woods 
Fund saw this need: “We focused on working 
with other funders because the complexity of 
issues requires a collaborative approach to have 
impact.

She thinks that the responsibility of a 
funder “is to provide access—not being a gate-
keeper but a door opener. We introduce our 
groups to colleagues to leverage other grants, 
and then they have introduced themselves to 
other funders.”

Part of the problem, Harrington said, is 
few foundations support community organiz-
ing. “I believe that less than 3% of all domestic 
private grantmaking is distributed to social 
change causes like community organizing, 
social activism and policy advocacy. So a big 
part of capacity building is not just the grantee 
but also the funder—how do we amplify the 
work? We need to expose others to these con-
cepts and needs.”

Brown explains why it’s so important for 
funders to reach out to their peers. “Funders 
have access to people in power. It is very im-
portant for us to use these relationships to 
broker changes in low-income communities.”

Portillo agrees. “It’s important to play con-
structive roles with our peers. Sometimes staff 
at other institutions won’t open up or listen 
unless the foundation plays a convening role.”

Indeed, as Portillo and others explain in the 
final section of this report, the many roles that 
foundations can play in addition to providing 
money can be critical in helping community 
work add up to broader social change.

Rami Nashashibi and Taqi 
Thomas thanked the Woods Fund 

of Chicago for “taking a serious 
risk” and supporting the Inner 
City Muslim Action Network’s 

“unorthodox” approach to 
violence prevention, which 

involves connecting neighbors 
and reducing fear.
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“Foundations must do a paradigm shift 

in terms of how we measure outcomes. 

These things are very slow and long 

term and we have to be patient.”

 —Deborah Harrington

that change in these communities take time, 
which makes short-term outcomes very 
difficult to measure.

Many people said that, given these limita-
tions, evaluation needs to focus on things that 
can be measured, especially things that involve 
the process of change, such as how many new 
connections a community group has made 
during the period of a grant. Are new rela-
tionships developing? Are community groups 
working together more? Are more residents 
developing leadership abilities? Are they deep-
ening their understanding of the forces that 
affect their community and how to impact 
these forces? As individuals, are their lives 
changing?

 At the Chicago meeting, both the Woods 
Fund of Chicago’s Deborah Harrington 
and the Steans Family Foundation’s 

Reginald Jones talked extensively about the 
issue of how funders can evaluate this  
work.

Harrington said that trying to use more 
traditional approaches to quantifying out-
comes doesn’t work well for community orga-
nizing.

“So we need to not just look at concrete 
outcomes, but also see the process as an out-
come. Are more people engaged in the com-

Many people in Chicago raised questions 
about how to appropriately evaluate the 
work their foundations were doing in 
neighborhoods through tools like small grants 
programs. “How do you evaluate this work 
that people are doing?” asked one person. 
“We need to be willing to look at outcomes 
differently.”

“We need better ways to identify change,” 
said another person. “We need to better un-
derstand the pathways for seeing how things 
happen and indicators that show that progress 
is happening.”

The six people interviewed for this report 
also talked extensively about evaluation. 
Several noted the relatively small amounts 
of money that most funders invest in these 
communities and pointed out that it isn’t 
enough money to produce changes in 
community-wide indicators like third-grade 
reading scores. Several people also emphasized 

4. Build new approaches to insuring accountability
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munity? Are more people door knocking? 
When a group sends in a report of activities 
at the end of the year, is 200 doors knocks an 
outcome? Yes it is.”

Harrington believes that the indicators 
used in evaluating this work need to relate 
to the process of building power. “There are 
certain variables to look at to measure this. 
Is the group really reaching out and creat-
ing relationships? Are more people becoming 
members?”

She thinks these indicators are useful be-
cause, “Organizing is very relational work. It 
takes a great deal of time to build trust.” It 
starts with knocking on doors and engaging 
with residents one at a time.

“Foundations must do a paradigm shift 
in terms of how we measure outcomes,” Har-
rington adds. “These things are very slow and 
long term and we have to be patient.”

 What should a foundation expect given 
the amount of support it is providing 
is an issue several people raised. They 

asked whether a funder that is investing a rel-
atively small amount of money compared to a 
community’s challenges can push too hard for 
outcomes. “How hard should funders push to 
get system change out of a small grants pro-
gram?” is how one person put this concern. 
“What if funders push too hard and it stops 
looking resident-led?”

One resident warned that this is exactly 
what can happen. “What you think we need 
is not always what we need. You have to let 
residents lead change and listen to us and not 
have your own agenda.”

Later this person added, “You have to be 
patient and not expect things to get done 
quickly.” This theme came up a lot. “We need 
to set a realistic time frame for change,” said 
one participant. “Groups are working really 
hard to get this work done. But we need to be 
realistic about the time frame.”

Still another person made a similar point. 
“Funders might want something in a time 
frame that doesn’t acknowledge what is taking 
place on the ground. Funders might want cer-
tain things done in a year. But I can’t go to my 
neighborhood association and say, ‘This has to 
be done in a year,’ because that might not be 
on their agenda. So we need to ask what the 
groups want to do and what is important to 
them.”

Consuella Brown

Program Director,   
Woods Fund of Chicago

As Program Director, Consuella 
Brown sees her role as a fairly 
practical one. “I help get the money 
out the door.”

Eight years working in 
philanthropy—the first five with a corporate foundation—
Brown admits that to some, her approach may seem fairly 
cut and dry. But her fascination with the work comes less 
from the details, and more from the possibilities. Says 
Brown, “To enter, frame or populate the world with ideas 
that can make a tangible difference for a lot of people—this 
is the most rewarding part of the job for me.”

While Brown sees philanthropy as a “marketplace of ideas,” 
during “On the Ground” in Chicago she noticed that the 
individual voices “may not speak the same language, or 
even be on the same page.”

“Is there a possibility of a shared language that is accessible 
to everyone?” she says. “This would be important...we may 
be missing each other.”
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Given all the perspectives about account-
ability in this work, a few people think the key 
again is the relationships that develop between 
foundations and communities. “We have to 
have honest conversations with people about 
what we want to see built by the time we take 
the money away,” said one funder. “Is there 
something here that will keep this work going?

“We come to these tables from such differ-
ent places. There is a level of honesty that isn’t 
taking place. Foundations will make mistakes 
and residents need to call them on it. But that 
level of honesty doesn’t happen.”

Funders need to “be prepared to frame 
resident progress differently,” said another per-
son. “It’s a different culture, using a different 
language. Don’t diminish that.”

Part of the challenge of measuring this 
work, said another person, is that the invest-
ment is not in things that are relatively easy to 
measure, like job training. Instead it is about 
“investing in individuals to create change in 
their neighborhoods. We’re afraid to make 
investments in people because how do you 
measure that?”

For program officers this approach can 
entail risk because the investment is not in 
something that can produce straightforward 
numbers, such as the number of people 
trained or the number who get jobs, the kinds 
of quantifiable results that can reassure a 
funder’s board. “We have to be as vulnerable 
as the people we invest in,” is how this partici-
pant put it.

Alison Janus of the Steans Foundation is 
of two minds about insuring account-
ability. On the one hand she thinks it’s 

essential. “You have to decide what you want 
to measure and what you can measure. To say 
you can’t measure things is a disservice to you 
and those you work with.”

But she acknowledges that one “casualty” 
of a small grants investment of, say, $5,000, is 
that “there will not be a direct result in num-
bers.”

“As a funder, what is it that we can affect? 
What can we measure and be responsible  
for? Probably not a lot and we need to accept 
that.”

She adds: “We don’t have the resources to 
answer the question of, ‘Did we make a dif-
ference?’ Five thousand dollars won’t change 
literacy scores in a school.

“But we do changes the odds. You can 
measure some things.” You decide what can 
be measured and then “keep it simple and 
stick to it.”

She thinks that things that can be mea-
sured are the overall effectiveness of a program 
being funded: How many people are attend-
ing? How many people are volunteering? How 
many people are staying with it?

“We come to these tables from  

such different places. There is a level 

of honesty that isn’t taking place. 

Foundations will make mistakes and 

residents need to call them on it. But that 

level of honesty doesn’t happen.”

—Funder at Chicago meeting
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Jennifer Roller of The Wean Foundation 
also senses this tension between the need 
and the challenge of measuring results. “I 

come from a federally-funded program [Up-
ward Bound] so I tend to be very strict with 
measurable goals. But in this work it is not al-
ways so cut and dry. Nor does it need to be.”

Roller thinks one key is whether the infor-
mation you are gathering is meaningful. “Can 
I do something with that information? Can I 
extract something from this—lessons learned, 
best practices, best conditions under which 
they can do the work?

“My goal is for our evaluation to be more 
about the people and what they learned from 
the experience. I want to have some flexibility. 
Some projects won’t fit into strict measures of 
goals and objectives.”

Simply focusing on the number of girls 
served by a mentoring program is not enough, 
she thinks. “Some of those girls may get ignit-
ed, but we might not capture that. These are 
the kinds of transformational changes we want 
to capture, but that is hard to do. Some things 
we may never be able to measure.”

Roller uses her own experiences as an ex-
ample. When she was part of Upward Bound, 
she went on many cultural trips to plays and 
museums. Later, on another trip, she found 
herself on a campus in Chicago with time on 
her hands. She toured a Frank Lloyd Wright 
home, something she wouldn’t have ventured 
to do before.

“Through my experiences with the pro-
gram, I saw myself transform, but that is not 
something the program measured or even in-
tended.”

Lisa Leverette, who works with The Skill-
man Foundation, also thinks that an impor-
tant result of this work is the change that 
happens in individuals, but that this is very 
hard to measure. “I think there is a way to 
measure process, but I don’t know how that is 
done.”

Leverette says that, as she interacts more 
with applicants, “it does appear that they are 
more confident and effective advocates for 
themselves and the youth they serve.” But she’s 
not sure how you measure “quality of interac-
tions or trust or the particular skills gained 
during those interactions. The quality of the 
programming and of the applicants’ advocacy 
is all I have as a measuring stick.”

Consuella Brown of the Woods Fund 
agrees that the key element to measure is 
the growth in a neighborhood’s leaders. 

She looks at this growth mostly “through the 
lens of mobilization.”

She asks questions such as, “How deep 
is their analysis? Are they collaborating 
more? With whom? Have they expanded 

“Some of those girls may get ignited,  

but we might not capture that.  

These are the kinds of transformational 

changes we want to capture, but that is 

hard to do. Some things we may  

never be able to measure.”

—Jennifer Roller
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beyond their communities? Did they take a 
leadership role in a campaign about a policy 
change?”

Brown is also looking for what she calls 
“process changes.” The key is not whether a 
leader got involved in a particular issue cam-
paign, but “whether all of their training could 
be translated to another issue.”

In essence she is asking whether a leader’s 
advocacy around a particular issue can be con-
tinued around other issues. “If you train on 
the interconnectedness of issues, you can keep 
people engaged on a variety of issues. You may 
have a school win. But in order to keep the 
schools open, you have to have a stable neigh-
borhood. So then you have to figure out how 
to also work on affordable housing and jobs. 
It’s a continuum rather than a focus on one is-
sue.” So the evaluation question, she thinks, is 
whether people are seeing these connections 
among issues.

But Brown also says that she sees the im-
portance of personal change as well; that it’s 
not just about developing a deeper political 
understanding. She talked about a leader of a 
local homeless coalition who not only became 
an advocate on homeless issues but also expe-
rienced changes in the rest of her life.

This leader’s ability to get politicians to lis-
ten to her “translated into her seeing that she 
could get a different job, and then she felt she 
could have an interpersonal relationship and 
ended up getting married. As an individual, 
she has mushroomed. I don’t see how you 
couldn’t have a sense of self after you do this 
work, and it must translate into all areas of 
your life.”

Brown says she hears about changes like 
this from a lot of people. “We put some stock 
in that, because it is about growing people to 
feel empowered in whatever they choose to ul-
timately undertake.”

However a funder measures impact, one 
key is not to overwhelm grantees with pa-
perwork. “You want to hold them account-
able without requiring this to be so staff 
intensive.”

Reporting can get staff intensive when a 
neighborhood organization needs to respond 
to several funders. She urges “a more stream-
lined approach to funding decisions and inter-
actions with foundations.”

For Andy Helmboldt, the resident volun-
teer for The Battle Creek Foundation, 
any evaluation must focus on the “point” 

of their small grants program, which is “to 
build relationships in the community.”

He explains: “These are the first build-
ing blocks for longer-term results. The idea is 
that people won’t change their neighborhood 
if they don’t feel connected to others. So the 
relationship building is very important.” The 

“How deep is their analysis? Are they 

collaborating more? With whom?  

Have they expanded beyond  

their communities? Did they take a 

leadership role in a campaign  

about a policy change?”

—Consuella Brown
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evaluation question is simple: has the small 
grant caused a group’s leaders to develop more 
relationships?

Over time, if the foundation continues to 
support a group, “We look for more specific 
signs of change and more tangible outcomes.” 
Helmboldt notes that Battle Creek’s program 
is still new, which is why it focuses on build-
ing relationships and capacity. “But at some 
point, I think they will want to see evidence 
that people are living better and have more 
opportunity. Simply giving away money is not 
enough. What did you buy?”

As a resident on a small grants commit-
tee that is regularly making grant decisions, 
Helmboldt would like more feedback about 
the impact of those grants. “A lot of times 
I feel I am taking a test every month but I 
never get graded on it.” He says that grantees 
file evaluation reports but that committee 
members haven’t been receiving them, some-
thing he says the foundation is working on 
improving.

David Portillo of the Strengthening 
Neighborhoods program of The Denver 
Foundation agrees that more and deep-

er relationships are key outcomes, though it 
took some work to establish this principle. 
“The first board we had really wanted to see 
hard outcomes, like a reduction in teen preg-
nancy. But we couldn’t expect these kinds of 
outcomes with a $500 grant. That wasn’t real-
istic.”

Instead, the foundation’s staff suggested 
asking neighborhood leaders what they 
wanted to measure. “They wanted to know if 
more people in the neighborhood were getting 

involved and if more people were taking on 
leadership roles. You could gather this infor-
mation.”

The program now has goals about the 
increase in relationships in a neighborhood, 
goals it tries to measure both quantitatively 
and qualitatively. To get the numbers, people 
are asked for a final report that includes quan-
titative information about leadership.

They are also asked to describe the quali-
tative changes they’ve experienced, with con-
sultants being hired to listen to these stories. 
“You would not know relationships were 
strengthened unless you heard the story,” Por-
tillo explains.

Knowing that not everyone will do a final 
report, the program invites recipients to a 
party to “come and talk with others while we 
record their reflections as their final report.” 
While there, those who didn’t finish their re-
ports are asked to fill out the quantitative in-
formation about their work. The program also 
asks the group to provide recommendations 
for how to improve the work.

“These are things we wouldn’t have tried 
at all before,” Portillo says. “There are different 

“These relationships are the first building 

blocks for longer-term results.  

The idea is that people won’t change  

their neighborhood if they don’t feel 

connected to others. So the relationship 

building is very important.”

—Andy Helmboldt
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ways of listening, like watching a video taken 
of the evaluation meeting. Often program 
officers learn more from these discussions 
than by checking off when a final report has 
arrived.”

How did Portillo get the foundation’s 
board to accept a qualitative evaluation? “You 
need to bring someone from outside to say, 
‘Qualitative responses matter too.’” Strength-
ening Neighborhoods brought in an evaluator 
from the MacArthur Foundation, which had 
spent a lot of money to find out if qualitative 
evaluation was effective. It was.

“Our committee was quite impressed by 
this,” Portillo says. The lesson from this ex-

“The first board we had really wanted to 

see hard outcomes, like a reduction in 

teen pregnancy. But we couldn’t expect 

these kinds of outcomes with a $500 

grant. That wasn’t realistic.”

—David Portillo

perience? “Bring in the man in the blue suit 
to say that your evaluation plan has a good 
strategy.” He adds: “I think every small grants 
program goes through this struggle.”
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Neighborhoods and schools are more segre-
gated than ever.

“There is a problem if our work is not 
thoughtful about who is poor and how sys-
tems dictate who is poor. It’s not just about 
individuals choosing to be poor. Grassroots 
grantmakers need to be careful about funding 
these little block clubs.”

The six people interviewed for this report 
shared this concern about how this work in 
communities adds up to larger social change. 
But they all thought that it could. And while 
there were similarities in their thinking about 
how this work leads to change, people also had 
very distinct perspectives about this issue.

One person thought that change in indi-
vidual residents was in itself system change 
because these individuals will now function 
differently within the systems that affect their 
lives.

Another person’s perspective was that big 
picture policy changes only matter if they ac-
tually change the lives of people living in these 
communities: in essence, all change is local.

Still another person focused on the need 
for the funder to expand its role in order for 
social change to happen, doing things like en-
gaging other funders in this work and facilitat-

A concern voiced by many people in Chi-
cago involves how working in specific low-in-
come communities can bring about change in 
systems and political and economic forces that 
impact these communities.

“Sometimes a place-based strategy is not 
effective when broader forces are affecting an 
area,” is how one person put this. “How do 
you understand that organizing is local but, if 
it’s not connected to something larger, it can 
miss the mark?

“Small grants can isolate or work against 
larger systemic change if they simply stay 
small and don’t link to the issues that drive 
what is happening in that community.”

Another person had a similar concern. 
“I’ve been doing this work for 12 years and 
have not seen progress—people are getting 
farther behind. More people are poor today. 

5. Look for ways that this work  
can add up to broader social change

“My view is that turning neighborhoods 

from helpless to empowered is in itself a 

major system change—when residents 

feel they have control over their lives.”
—Andy Helmboldt
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ing relationships between community people 
and, say, city agencies.

 What roles should a funder play in help-
ing this work in communities add up 
to broader social change? This ques-

tion generated a lot of discussion at the Chi-
cago meeting.

One funder said that foundations should 
push community groups to think about larger 
system change. “We need to fund groups that 
we can envision will produce some potential 
policy change later as they mature. We want to 
see policies change, so one measure of success 
if when we see this. We don’t fund a group 
that doesn’t have the intent for larger policy 
change. We want to see groups move their 
work to the next level.”

Another person thought the role of the 
funder is to educate people about system 
change. “Telling people what to do is differ-
ent than educating them. One of the stron-
gest barriers to system change is that people 
don’t know what it is. If we could educate 
rather than being directive or pushy, then 
people could theoretically make their own 
decisions. People don’t get energized about 
systems change unless they understand what 
it is for.”

Another participant said something simi-
lar: “Our role is to train people to look at pow-
er. It’s political education.”

But, another person asked, can a funder 
push communities too hard to focus on sys-
tem changes? “What if we push too hard 
and it stops looking resident-led? Our sup-
port for community organizing and small 
grants doesn’t always match up. If the small 

grants strategy is just to support resident-led 
projects, but those projects aren’t focused on 
systems change, what should a funder do? At 
what point does it stop looking like resident-
led change and more about foundation-led 
change?”

 But what exactly is “system change?” Sev-
eral people raised variations of this ques-
tion, suggesting that the kinds of changes 

that individual leaders experience are part of a 
process of system change. “System change is a 
process and not an outcome or a destination,” 
said one person. “We can’t get there quickly. 
We arrive with every step we take…every 
single deliberate act to say we’re going to go 
about it in a different way.”

Andy Helmboldt

Resident volunteer on a 
neighborhood grants program 
committee, funded through 
The Battle Creek Foundation

Battle Creek, a city of 50,000 in 
Michigan, is small enough for 
people to gain a good sense of 
the community as a whole. Yet Andy Helmboldt says that 
serving on the resident grants program committee has given 
him a “stronger feeling” of how the city is “connected.”

“I get a small glimpse into what life is like for others in 
different situations—yet we’re all trying to live within the 
same system,” he says. While Helmboldt realizes that all 
residents supposedly have access to the same resources, 
he questions “why it’s working for me and not this other 
person?” Grassroots grants, he concludes, have the potential 
to even the odds—“It’s helping people feel we are all in the 
same boat.”

While fairly new to grantmaking, Helmboldt could relate 
to the struggles that participants shared at the “On the 
Ground” gathering in Chicago. “The scale might be different, 
but these are struggles that everyone has,” he says. “Going 
and seeing what others are doing is empowering and 
confidence building.”
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“System change is about people feeling 
they have personal control over their lives,” 
explained another participant. “Ultimately it’s 
to help people feel they have more control. If 
people are taking control over their lives, they 
are creating system change.”

Andy Helmboldt, the resident volunteer 
for The Battle Creek Foundation, agrees that 
the process of empowering residents of strug-
gling neighborhoods is system change. “My 
view is that turning neighborhoods from help-
less to empowered is in itself a major system 
change—when residents feel they have control 
over their lives.”

Helmboldt doubts that neighborhood 
funders and organizations can do much to 
achieve big picture changes in economic and 
political systems. But they can build the capac-
ity of individuals and neighborhoods to feel 
they have some control in the systems that 
affect their lives. “You are accomplishing a sys-
tem change if people behave differently in that 
system.”

Jennifer Roller of The Wean Foundation 
also thinks that building the capacity of in-

dividuals is a critical part of this work. “I am 
realizing that developing folks is part of the 
process of getting to capacity. As one of the 
presenters in Chicago pointed out, the capac-
ity exists, but they are under the radar. Part of 
my role is to identify these people.

“Incremental changes in people over time 
may have to be enough. So maybe this year 
they are a member of the block watch, then 
next year they are speaking on behalf of the 
block watch at a public meeting.”

 This is exactly the process through which 
this work leads to larger changes, be-
lieves the Woods Fund’s Consuella 

Brown. She offers one example that reflects 
the long period of time that the Woods Fund 
has been doing this work in neighborhoods.

“We had a group whose only goal was to 
get a new playground at a school. Then you 
fast forward ten years later and they went up 
against the Chicago Transit Authority to get 
a train line restored and are now moving into 
affordable housing, getting parents engaged in 
local school councils and joining a coalition of 

Fran Wolley of the North 
Lawndale Juvenile Justice 

Initiative works to integrate 
back into the community young 

people who have been convicted 
of a felony so that crime “doesn’t 

become a way of life.”
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other community organizations on TIF (tax 
increment financing) accountability.

“They have moved on to different issues, 
but it takes time. Funders keep asking orga-
nizations about their plans for getting into 
a broader movement and broader coalitions. 
But you can’t take it to the next level until that 
organization sees the connection between the 
community level and the federal level.”

Brown finds the journey of President 
Obama to be very interesting. When he was 
doing community organizing in Chicago, she 
says the project he was working on—Devel-
oping Communities Project—received a grant 
from the Woods Fund to cover his salary as an 
organizer. When he eventually ran for Presi-
dent, he used much of what he learned as a 
community organizer. His ability to win big in 
caucus states—which involved classic turn-out 
organizing—produced the small but critical 
difference in delegates that allowed him to win 
the nomination.

“Maybe his campaign is the answer to 
how things get scaled up. This may offer some 
interesting insights. It was basic community 
organizing that he learned on the south side of 
Chicago. So it can be done.”

One key, Brown believes, is to get people 
to use the power of organizing to initiate 
change, not just respond to change. “The sad 
thing is that community building by its nature 
is reactive as opposed to proactive. If you are 
responding to forces outside of the commu-
nity, how can you control the pace at which it 
happens? You are always responding.

“The key is how you get people involved in 
10- to 15-year plans. We’re trying to experi-
ment with that ourselves.”

One focus of such a long-term plan, 
Brown believes, is to better “frame” poverty. 
She regrets that, even with a former commu-
nity organizer running, the issue of poverty 
disappeared from the presidential election. 
“We were not talking about poor people but 
about Main Street and middle class America. 
How did that happen?”

 Alison Janus of Steans has a different per-
spective about the potential for work 
on a neighborhood level to create so-

cial change, one that reflects her former job 
working on policy for the mayor. “As I’ve gone 
through my career, while most people go more 
global, I got more specific. I think what hap-
pens in the community is where change starts.”

She explains: “You could dream up pro-
grams, but if they weren’t implemented, then 
what is the point? And if they don’t solve com-
munity problems, what is the point? Work 
and daily connection in the community is 
what anchors us in meaning.”

The very fact that residents of very low-
income communities continue to work to 
improve their communities has an impact on 
funders like Janus, who says she sometimes 
struggles to not get too discouraged by the 
persistence of poverty in America.

“I see people who live in the community 
and do this work and it keeps me inspired—
if they all left, I think it would be much 
worse.”

For The Denver Foundation’s David Por-
tillo, this work can add up to broader 
social change if funders expand their 

role. The most important way funders can do 
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this is by building the capacity of community 
leaders to bring about change. He says that his 
foundation didn’t do that at the beginning.

“When we originally provided no leader-
ship training at all, we shouldn’t have expected 
broad systems change, nor would we be able to 
capture it if it did happen.”

Over time, however, the foundation began 
“to move more resources to fund learning and 
skill development and organizational devel-
opment that might give people the power to 
impact systems.” He says both the leaders 
and the staff of community groups needed to 
learn how systems worked and how to “talk to 
people in power.”

This in turn has “sometimes added up to 
significant changes.” One example involves a 
group of parents that the foundation has sup-
ported over several years. These parents have 
convinced Denver’s school system to put more 
money into special education and English 
language programs. “We’ve been intentionally 
funding and supporting this level of grassroots 
capacity for several years.”

Not only has the foundation helped this 
group build its capacity, it also paid a national 
consultant to produce a position paper on these 
school funding issues, a paper which “helped 
credential” the parents’ group, Portillo explains.

“At first we thought we probably shouldn’t 
fund this, that it was moving beyond the 
neighborhood and not likely to have an im-
pact. But we were wrong; we realized it did 
have a great impact.”

The foundation has also played an in-
termediary role, using its connections and 
credibility to set up meetings with the lead-

ers of an institution such as the local school 
district.

At other times, the foundation has helped 
maintain existing relationships between a 
city agency and an organizing group. When 
there is disagreement or tension—perhaps 
even a protest action—Portillo explains to 
city staff that this reflects “the dynamics of 
authentic relationship with the community. 
You can prepare them that this is not peaches-
and-cream all of the time. To achieve social 
change, there must be some passion.” This kind 
of passion, Portillo says, can make for very 
“complex relationships.”

 For this work to add up to change, funders 
must not only be willing to play differ-
ent roles, they must also make a long-

term commitment to it, Portillo believes. 
“Strengthening Neighborhoods was initially 
a five-year initiative of the foundation, but 
had the plug been pulled then, there might 
have been some resentment or backlash in the 
neighborhood. We needed to be in this for 
the long haul, so after five years the board de-

“Strengthening Neighborhoods was 

initially a five-year initiative of the 

foundation, but had the plug been 

pulled then, there might have been 

some resentment or backlash in the 

neighborhood. We needed to be in  

this for the long haul.”

—David Portillo
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cided this was part of the foundation’s ongoing 
work.

“That is an important message to the com-
munity. ‘We’re here to have an impact.’ Again, 
if you are only staffing this with a revolving 
door of junior staff and only funding block 
parties, you shouldn’t expect your groups to 
have a social change impact. But if you are 
serious about these projects, then there is a 
chance for change.

“Some initiatives can create resentment 
when they are done. With a community foun-
dation, there is the chance to be a permanent 
resource and partner in the community. We 
won’t go away just because we don’t see social 
change within the first year.”

Lisa Leverette, who works with The Skill-
man Foundation, also thinks that this 
seemingly “little work” can add up to sys-

tem change and that, “We have to get better 
at recognizing and evaluating this progress.”

Again the key is the changes that happen 
to a community’s residents, Leverette believes. 
“As community interacts more and becomes 
more organized, their voice can be used to af-
fect change on a number of systems.”

Another key is to not have grandiose ex-
pectations: that suddenly these neighborhoods 
will be cured of poverty.

“We can kill the life out of something 
when we set too many expectations,” Leverette 

says. She compares work in these communi-
ties to work you do on an old house. “I think 
there are ways to make progress even if other 
things around you are falling apart. If I fix a 
plumbing leak in my house, then there will be 
another problem. That is the nature of life. We 
need to measure our successes as we accom-
plish them.”

The problem is when people who don’t un-
derstand the nature of change get impatient, 
Leverette believes. “‘You mean we haven’t im-
proved the lives of people yet?!’ That sets up 
people for failure.

“They think it doesn’t work because they 
are jumping to the gigantic goal at the end. 
But you now have 24 people at your meetings 
when before it was only three. That is wonder-
ful progress, but we diminish that.

“This is not about creating utopia. It’s 
more like a series of little battles, not a big 
war. You win some and lose others.”

“They think it doesn’t work because they 

are jumping to the gigantic  

goal at the end. But you now have 24 

people at your meetings when before 

it was only three. That is wonderful 

progress, but we diminish that.”

—Lisa Leverette
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REFLECTIONS
On the process of change

The Diarist Project
A new approach to documenting and learning from change initiatives

Over the past several years, The Diarist 
Project has been exploring a new way to 
learn from efforts to create change—pri-

marily the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s am-
bitious Making Connections initiative—and 
to communicate what it is learning to people 
who can use these insights. 

The diarist approach is a mix of journal-
ism, oral history, process documentation, 
“journaling,” reflective practice and commu-
nications strategies. It has developed several 
guiding principles: 

• Learn from those who are doing the day-
to-day work. 

• Learn as the work unfolds. 

• Learn about the process of implementing 
an initiative. 

• Communicate what you learn in a way 
that reflects people’s experiences and in-
sights. 

• Don’t oversimplify.  Acknowledge that 
people often have very different perspec-
tives about what happened and what can 
be learned. 

• Communicate in a way that the people 
doing this work will actually read and 
learn from it.

To learn more about the diarist work 
and to read other diarist publications, 
please go to www.DiaristProject.org.  
If you have questions, contact Tim 
Saasta at Tim@CharityChoices.com 
or 240-683-7100.
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