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The Changing Landscape
of Philanthropy

The philanthropic sector has recently been
called on to increase community engagement
and beneficiary voice in funding decisions — to
democratize philanthropy (CF Leads Cultivating
Community Engagement Panel, 2013; Enright
& Bourns, 2010; Fifield, 2017; Ruesga & Knight,
2013; Twersky, Buchanan, & Threlfall, 2013).
Indeed, in 2018 Inside Philanthropy identified
“participatory grantmaking” as the “most prom-
ising” reform effort in the philanthropy sector,
and in 2019 the World Economic Forum recog-
nized it as one of six key trends (Gibson, 2019,

p. 33-34).

Participatory grantmaking ranges from solic-
iting constituent feedback on areas of concern
to encouraging active constituent participation
in or control over grantmaking decisions, pro-
gram implementation, and outcome evaluation.
This movement is a response to criticism of
traditional, donor-driven grantmaking, which
can be risk averse and unresponsive to com-
munity-defined needs, and can limit the ability
of foundations to build civic capacity, leader-
ship, and self-governance in the communities
they aim to strengthen (Buteau, Chaffin, &
Buchanan, 2014; Gibson, 2019; Johnson, 2016;
Millesen & Martin, 2014).

The growing desire among funders to mean-
ingfully engage communities is grounded in
both social justice and democratic ideals of
self-determination and citizen participation,
and recognition that community members

Key Points

* The philanthropic sector has been called
on to increase community engagement and
beneficiary voice in funding decisions — in
other words, to democratize philanthropy
— and foundations have responded with a
variety of innovative grantmaking models.
One of those, participatory grantmaking,
comprises practices that range from
soliciting feedback from constituents to
encouraging their active participation in
or control over grantmaking decisions,
program implementation, and outcome
evaluation. Little research, however, has
examined the perceptions of foundation
or community stakeholders involved in
participatory grantmaking initiatives.

This article examines the participatory
grantmaking process of a Baltimore,
Maryland, community foundation that
invested $1.5 million in an initiative to
support community-building and improve-
ment activities in two communities it had
engaged with in the past. It uses data from
focus groups and interviews conducted
over the five years of the initiative that
sought to learn how the foundation’s in-
volvement was perceived and experienced,
and in what ways its model of participatory
grantmaking influenced collaboration and
trust among community-based organi-
zations and resident engagement in and
ownership of programs and activities.

(continued on next page)
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If philanthropy is to effectively
address inequality, it must give
away both money and power.

possess valuable expertise regarding local
conditions, needs, and solutions to commu-

nity problems. Mobilizing this expertise can
enhance impact and sustainability, and deciding
with community members how and where to
allocate resources is seen by some as necessary
for the renewal of civil society broadly (Bell &
McCambridge, 2018; Enright & Bourns, 2010).
Others argue that minimizing the control and
influence of “elite philanthropists” is also critical
to the health of American democracy (Giloth,
2018; Rooney, 2018). As Davies (2019) suggests,
philanthropy is at a crossroads: If philanthropy
is to effectively address inequality, it must give
away both money and power.

Foundations are responding to these calls and
experimenting with a variety of practices, such
as crowd-sourcing project ideas and funding
decisions (Wales, 2011); engaging nonprofit
service providers and clients to decide on the
scope and content of the request-for-proposal
process and, sometimes, the final grant awards
(McNamara, Cumming, & Pulis, 2018); and
venture philanthropy models that engage both
donors and community leaders to identify
high-performing nonprofits for support (Miller,
Gollub, Kaufman, & Danzig Epelman, 2014).

|
Key Points (continued)

* Learning from the community-based
initiative suggests that changing the power
dynamic between funders and grantees
can facilitate project success. This article
concludes with a discussion of what the
foundation learned about shifting power
away from the funder and closer to the
community, how those lessons have
informed its current strategy, and what
implications this has for philanthropy more
broadly.

Participatory budgeting, adopted mostly in
Latin America but gaining popularity in Europe
and North America, asks citizens to decide how
city budgets should be spent and may also hold
promise for foundation funding-allocation pro-
cesses (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; Justice Funders,
2020; Lerner & Secondo, 2012).

The variety of methods employed has led some
to question what participatory philanthropy
actually means (Gibson, Levine, & Dietz, 2010),
and while enthusiasm for participatory mod-
els is high, some have raised questions about
such potential risks as the influence of slick
marketing on funding decisions and a slide to
the “middle,” where only safe, uncontroversial
grant proposals get funded (Kean, 2007). Clearly,
what is called for is careful research that exam-
ines participatory processes and outcomes, and
accurately reflects and includes the perspectives
of key stakeholder groups. This article exam-
ines the participatory grantmaking process of

a Baltimore, Maryland, community foundation
in order to improve future participatory philan-
thropy projects and their evaluations.

Community foundations are uniquely posi-
tioned to transform philanthropy. Since their
creation in 1914, U.S. community foundations
have distinguished themselves by serving and
building community among residents in specific
geographic areas, composing boards of commu-
nity members, and empowering those boards
to inform and guide donors about pressing
community needs (Colinvaux, 2018; Graddy &
Wang, 2008). Their impact has increased along-
side their significant growth in numbers and
scope — 300% since the 1980s (Colinvaux, 2018),
to make up 10% of all foundations in the United
States (Mazany & Perry, 2014).

Even so, changes within the last decade — com-
mercial charitable gift funds, grassroots giving
circles, and online resources like Guidestar and
Charity Navigator — have challenged commu-
nity foundations to prove their value (Bernholz,
Fulton, & Kaspar, 2005; Mazany & Perry,

2014). Those working in urban communities

of color have been criticized for perpetuating
white-dominated, elite philanthropy models

24 The Foundation Review // thefoundationreview.org
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FIGURE 1 Framework for Foundation Participatory Philanthropy Initiative

Community planning,
projects, annual reporting,
and evaluation are
ongoing during the five-
year initiative.

Through a strategic
planning process, the
foundation chose to
narrow a citywide
strategy to make larger,
longer investments in two
target neighborhoods.

Foundation program officers
partner with and support the

lead CBOs’ efforts in every
phase through advocacy,

capacity-building training,
technical assistance, and
sustainability planning.

The foundation identified

community-building
priorities: strengthen
social capital, safety,
cleanliness, greenness,
and vibrancy.

Lead CBOs and CBO
partners participate in
regular capacity-building
activities, such as a
required Race Equity
Training.

Lead CBOs in two target
commmunities were
selected to convene local
planning meetings with
partner CBOs and
residents and submit
annual plans for activities
over the five-year
initiative.

Funding is disbursed by
the lead CBOs to CBO
partners and resident-led
projects annually.

(Love, 2015). If they expect to lead — and even
survive, many argue, community foundations
must put even more decision-making power
in the hands of the communities they sup-
port (Easterling, 2011; Mazany, 2019; National
Taskforce on Community Leadership, 2013).

One Attempt to Walk the Talk

The community foundation examined here
engaged in a version of participatory philan-
thropy in which it made an investment of $1.5

million over five years' to support communi-
ty-building and improvement activities in two
communities with which it had prior engage-
ment. (See Figure 1.) Parkside and Harborview,
discussed in this article,” could be termed “tip-
ping communities” because they presented not
only reinforceable strengths, but also challenges
that if unchecked could debilitate the areas.

Lead community-based organizations (CBOs) in
each community were the key point of contact

!'The initial investment was intended to be for three years, but the foundation added two years of funding to extend the full

initiative timeline from 2012 to 2016.

*The names of the two communities have been changed to ensure confidentiality.

The Foundation Review // Vol 13:2 25
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for the foundation, and were the agents through
which all foundation funds were distributed

in each community. These lead CBOs were
required to:

1. Identify and work with several other CBO
partners.

2. Convene community planning processes
annually to identify priorities for action.

3. Establish and revise annual budgets.

4. Support and distribute small grants to a wide
range of resident-led activities, enhancing
bridging and bonding social capital among
diverse groups and improving safety, cleanli-
ness, greenness, and arts and culture.

5. Participate with partner CBOs in ongoing
capacity-building activities, including a
training titled “Race Matters” to center racial
equity in their collaboration.

While the proposals submitted by the lead CBOs
had to satisfy these criteria, the foundation gave
significant decision-making power to commu-
nities. There was a shared decision-making
process every year among lead CBOs, their part-
ner organizations, and participating residents.
These partners identified and revised projects
and budgets without intervention by the founda-
tion. The lead CBO reported annually on these
activities and accomplishments, along with
revised budgets. Additionally, the funding model
went beyond giving money for projects, encom-
passing capacity-building investments in the lead
and partner CBOs; support for conferences and
board, staff, and leadership trainings; and tech-
nical support related to business operations.

A critical part of the foundation’s power-sharing
model was the high-touch role played by two
foundation program officers, one for each com-
munity, who served as liaisons with the lead
CBOs, the foundation board, and evaluators
from the University of Maryland. While approx-
imately .5 of a full-time equivalent of their
positions was officially allocated to these activi-
ties, they spent significantly more time than that

to support the lead CBOs in their community
convening, planning, and resource-allocation
work and to manage challenges as they arose.
The program officers also advocated for
additional funding from the foundation and
leveraged additional investments from the foun-
dation’s partners to support community plans
and activities.

Over the five years of the two-community initia-
tive, more than 50 resident-led projects received
small grants dispersed by the lead CBOs that
ranged from $500 to $15,000. The funding sup-
ported renewal of urban gardens; community
cleanups and tree plantings; redesign of public
spaces, including lighting, safety improvements
at busy intersections, and mural projects; sum-
mer movie nights in the park; intergenerational
and cross-race dialogue/art projects; and youth-
led events and entrepreneurship activities, such
as a mobile delivery service of produce from a
neighborhood farm.

A community-based participatory research
(CBPR) approach guided the research: the
university research team collaborated with foun-
dation program officers and lead CBO staff to
design and conduct focus groups and interviews
with core participants in 2014, two years into

the initiative, and at its end, in 2016. Two key
research questions guided the qualitative data
collection and analysis:

1. How was the community foundation’s
involvement in the initiative perceived and
experienced?

2. How did the foundation’s model of partic-
ipatory grantmaking facilitate or hinder
collaboration and trust among neighboring
CBOs and increase resident engagement in
and ownership over program planning and
activities?

Method

We used a purposive sampling strategy to cap-
ture perspectives among foundation program
officers assigned to each community, lead CBO
staff, and core participants, including commu-
nity residents and staff from partner CBOs. Six

26 The Foundation Review // thefoundationreview.org
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focus groups (n = 23) and 12 individual inter-
views were conducted in 2014, and three focus
groups (n = 10) and two interviews with commu-
nity foundation program officers were conducted
in 2016, yielding a total sample of n = 47.

In addition to gathering perspectives from
those playing different roles in the initiative, we
were conscious about recruiting a diverse rep-
resentation of participants to gain perspectives
across race, class, age, and gender. Providing
demographic information was voluntary, thus
demographic information was not provided by
all participants. (See Table 1.) While we actively
recruited for diversity and allowed anyone to
participate in either a focus group or individual
interview to establish a sense of trust and trans-
parency, we were ultimately reliant upon those
who agreed to participate. According to analyses
of 2010 U.S. Census data for the neighborhoods,
our sample was representative in terms of age
and gender; however, white and middle- to
high-income residents were somewhat overrep-
resented (personal communication).

Employing CBPR best practices, university
researchers, foundation staff, and lead CBO
staff worked together to develop the semi-struc-
tured interview guide used for focus groups and
interviews, which included questions to capture
participants’ perspectives on the following:

« the initiative’s decision-making processes,
goals, and impacts;

« the level and effectiveness of the support
provided by the community foundation;

« the extent and nature of interactions among
partner organizations and between these
CBOs and community residents;

 implementation strengths/benefits and chal-
lenges; and

« the usefulness of the evaluation process itself
in guiding decision-making during the ini-
tiative and identifying meaningful lessons
learned to be applied to future initiatives.

TABLE 1 Demographic Information for Focus Groups
and Interview Participants

Age 39.28
Gender
Male 15 (36.6)
Female 26 (63.4)
Race
White/Caucasian 29 (72.5)
Black/African American 10 (25)
Hispanic/Latinx 1(2.5)
Income
<$25,000 7 (18.4)
$25,000-%$74,999 22 (57.9)
$75,000 > 9(23.7)

While standardized, the semi-structured nature
of the interview guides allowed members of the
research team to engage in significant probing
during conversations and collect rich data.

Individual interviews were conducted over the
phone or in person, lasted anywhere from 20
to 60 minutes, and were recorded and imme-
diately transcribed. Focus groups were held in
respective communities, lasted approximately
90 minutes, and were recorded and immedi-
ately transcribed. Once collected, data from
focus groups and interviews were de-identified
before analysis to ensure the confidentiality of
participants.

Data Analysis

Analysis was conducted following data collec-
tion in 2014 and 2016 using a cyclical coding
approach (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2020).
First-cycle coding entailed two researchers
simultaneously open coding all transcripts from
the 2014 wave of data collection (one by hand
using Microsoft Word, the other using the quali-
tative data analysis tool NVivo), generating well
over 100 descriptive, in vivo, and process codes
(Miles et al., 2020). The two research members
met weekly while coding to discuss code choices
and initial definitions, reach consensus, and

The Foundation Review // Vol 13:2 27
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Key components of the
participatory grantmaking
approach included lead CBOs
partnering with as many other
CBOs in their communities as
possible, and a high degree
of autonomy, power, and
flexibility for lead CBOs and
planning teams to identify and
fund a variety of resident-led
projects, big or small.

revise codes before second-cycle focused coding
(Charmaz, 2014) or pattern coding (Miles et al.,
2020), which produced a distilled number (48)
of codes that formed the basis for the 2016 wave
of data collection. After this second wave, the
research team adopted a template approach
(Crabtree & Miller, 1999), using the initial list of
codes and “sensitizing concepts” (Padgett, 2017,
p. 151) from the literature on community build-
ing and participatory philanthropy to develop

a structured codebook used to reanalyze all
transcripts.

Using NVivo, the research team created a
coding hierarchy and proceeded to reread and
recode all transcripts from both data collection
waves, remaining open to new/emergent codes
as analysis proceeded. Over several weeks of
coding, the researchers met regularly to discuss
coding and code definitions, discrepancies in
interpretation, and their annotations or “jot-
tings” (Miles et al., 2020, p. 86), and engaged in
what Strauss and Corbin (1994) call “constant
comparative analysis,” examining patterns as
well as inconsistencies and irregularities.

Results

We consider here two related themes, both
central to participatory grantmaking pro-
cesses. First, we look at the engagement and

partnership benefits and challenges that resulted
from the funder’s high-touch, flexible, and
shared decision-making approach. Second, we
consider one of the most important components
of any participatory endeavor — the shifting
nature of trust between the funder and com-
munities, and then within the communities
themselves.

Engagement and Partnership:
Benefits and Challenges

Key components of the participatory
grantmaking approach included lead CBOs
partnering with as many other CBOs in their
communities as possible, and a high degree of
autonomy, power, and flexibility for lead CBOs
and planning teams to identify and fund a vari-
ety of resident-led projects, big or small. These
components of the funding model resulted in
deeper collaboration among neighborhood
CBOs and greater resident engagement, own-
ership, and leadership development than these
communities had experienced previously. The
CBOs’ staff and community members alike
recognized the benefits of being able to rapidly
pursue actions they prioritized rather than com-
ply with top-down, predetermined activities or
strict foundation requirements. A core partici-
pant from the Parkside community observed,
“They said, “What do you wanna do?” ... We
had $2,700, and so we did a little bit of all those
things with that initiative.” A member of the
Harborview CBO staff remarked,

What I really appreciated from [the foundation]
was they trusted to receive the input from resi-
dents of the organizations in saying “this is what
we need; and let’s go ahead and do it,” and didn’t
hover over or micromanage. ... I found sometimes
with other funders that jumping through all the
hoops and the obstacles makes people want to
disengage.

“I think one of the biggest outcomes would

be leadership,” a participant with one of the
Harborview community’s partner CBOs said.
“Give that opportunity that sometimes residents
have never had,” such as a budget proposal, that
would create a “teachable moment.”

28 The Foundation Review // thefoundationreview.org
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Another member of a Harborview partner CBO
had this advice:

For someone to say, “I want to do this project and
I want to do it in the next three weeks,” just make
sure that the association president signs off on
it and you have five other residents or six other
residents on your block who are going to support
it, and it can happen and it can happen quickly
instead of going through all the bureaucracy of it.

The foundation’s participatory approach quickly
generated a variety of creative, resident-led
projects and resulted in important collaborative
outcomes in both communities. Participants
described making new connections, normalizing
and deepening existing relationships, competing
less, and working more intentionally and strate-
gically on common problems. “A lot of projects
are co-led as opposed to led individually,” a staff
member from a Harborview CBO noted. “It’s

a lot of the same players, but just much deeper
connections.” A Harborview core participant
said the approach may have “normalized some
relationships and some connections that should
have already been a priority for our different
organizations.” Another core participant from
that community said, “I see the impact in how
our programming is more thoughtful and inten-
tional because we are working together more
instead of competing with one another.”

Increased collaboration became the foundation
for greater bridging social capital. “The neigh-
borhood is diverse,” a core Parkside participant
said; “they’ve done things to bring the neigh-
borhood back together.” A Harborview core
participant observed,

The goal is to build connections and relationships
between members of a really diverse community
in terms of age, ethnicity, and cultural back-
ground, and to do that through the process of
collaborative leadership development among all
kinds of people who might not have seen them-
selves or been empowered as leaders before.

Such capital also laid the groundwork for
conversations about power, racism, and inter-
organizational competition. One CBO mem-
ber in Parkside described experiences from a

The foundation’s participatory
approach quickly generated

a variety of creative, resident-
led projects and resulted

in important collaborative
outcomes in both communities.

first-of-its-kind event that was hosted by a Jewish
CBO and co-sponsored by a CBO largely repre-
sentative of African American youth:

I think [the members of the host CBO] were really
sincere in their outreach. ... One of my young
people, who's not the most patient, attended the
[event] and was like, “Those people are racist.” ...
So I think there’s, it’s not like all happy sort of feel-
ing. But I think getting close enough so that stuff
can come out is a good sign, rather than just hav-
ing no contact whatsoever. ... I think the more that
we're authentically connected, the more opportu-
nity there is to talk about that kind of stuff.

Social capital was also built between CBO and
foundation staff, as a key aspect of the foun-
dation’s multiyear grantmaking approach was
not to just disperse money and review grantee
reports, but instead to work hand-in-hand with
lead CBOs to support projects, identify successes
and failures, and discuss strategy. A staff mem-
ber from Parkside’s lead CBO observed,

I think the idea of a three-year process, a three-
year grant that would allow you to actually dig
deep into the subject without having to reapply
each year, without having to think about whether
or not your report showed enough progress or
not, it allowed them to become a more intimate
partner with us, where you could actually interact
with the funder as a partner — meaning [we could
say to them)], “This isn’t working. And we think
it’s not working because of this. We think we need
to do this instead.” Those are strategic discussions
that you have inside your organization all the
time, but ... a lot people are just not comfortable
with a funder because you just don’t know what
they’re gonna do.

The Foundation Review // Vol 13:2 29
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Nevertheless, a CBO staff member in Parkside ... before moving on to another neighborhood
recognized the “delicate line” this required or more, that there is sort of an understanding,
foundation program officers to walk: recognition, and investment in the people who

are doing this work from the staff person, ‘cause

I have definitely heard critiques from people I trust there’s a lot of defending our work, defending our

deeply in the community that believe it’s inappro- neighborhoods while we were also in the mix

priate for an elected official or a funder to have any trying to sort through relationship stuff within the

real formal role. And so there’s a line that you have neighborhood context.

to be careful with. And I think they're very cog-

nizant of that line. They want to be there to bring Additionally, as appreciative as the community
resources to the table, to use their own interests in members were of program officer availability
building neighborhood agendas, to assist, without and ﬂexibility, and their own role in funding and
overriding the wishes of the people who are living programming decisions, there were still con-

and working there. A delicate line. cerns and unmet needs. At times participants

wanted more directive “guidance” and goal
clarity, oversight, and expertise from the founda-
tion. “I think there was just a lot of confusion on
what [the foundation] wanted out of these dol-
lars,” a Parkside member said. “So having clear
guidance would have been helpful, I guess.” A
core participant from Harborview said,

Even when that line was walked well, the
approach posed some noteworthy challenges.
For instance, program officers were essentially
creating unanticipated position responsibili-
ties and tasks for themselves as the initiative
unfolded. The Parkside program officer
observed,

The best thing that [the foundation] can do for us

I'would say in this work we took more of a in terms of providing us with help is in specific and

hands-on organizer role in some instances, or targeted capacity building within the organiza-

more of a, “I'm a voice at the table with everyone tion. ... Let’s say you give us your communications
else” role, versus, “Let me just give you a grant

person. She sits in our office for one day a month ...
and you go do.” And that’s not normal for founda-

and thinks about what we can do.
tion work because, obviously, it takes a lot of staff

i h lly that h: b .
time to do that, and usually that happens beyond These statements suggest that despite the

foundation’s efforts to support CBO capacity
building, some stakeholders were hoping for

your regular 9-to-5 workday. And so you're talking
about evenings and weekends.

even greater assistance with planning and
capacity-building activities. A core participant
from Harborview pointed to the need to help
the CBOs engage issue experts:

Reconfiguring their positions also meant con-
tinual negotiation not only with CBO staff and
community members, who were used to a more
traditional top-down approach from funders,
but also with their foundation colleagues and
board. The program officer for the Harborview
community said,

We live in what I would refer to as a transitional
neighborhood. We are pretty deep into a transi-
tion, so what I would have hoped for is for some
guidance and resources ... not only monetary, but
We had to defend our work all day, Fvery day, to also for people who have done this before and have
fellow staff, to most of our leadership, and to the
board. ... And — I told [the other program officer]

this many times — I am so grateful that we had

some experience with taking a neighborhood and
guiding it along in a way that isn’t haphazard. That

« , . is what I hoped for it.
each other to say, “No, we're staying the course

in this work.” And staying focused on resident
0 s work,” AR staying foct i The depth of capacity-building needs among

engagement, resident leadership, community

engagement: that this is like a long-term invest- partner CBOs and the amount of resources nec-

ment. And the work was very personal to both of essary to build their capacities and competencies
us. ... I think the conversation started to change may have been underestimated by the founda-
in terms of people better understanding the work, tion in this initiative.

30 The Foundation Review // thefoundationreview.org
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Trust/Mistrust

The level of involvement by foundation program
officers and the multiyear funding commitment
strengthened social capital between the commu-
nity foundation and grantees. Lead CBO staff
members said this sharpened reciprocal under-
standing and generated unusually high levels

of intimacy, honesty, transparency, and trust,
which led to more effective collective problem
solving. A Harborview staff member said,

There’s just been this kind of creation of trust at
this point where you don’t feel like you have to
hide things that aren’t necessarily going well; you
can ask for feedback ... without being concerned
that you might, that it might, create a problem for
the funder — that they think there’s a problem
with your work.

Trust within communities, however, rested

on history, and there were distinct differences
between how much trust the participatory
grantmaking strategies generated in Harborview
and in Parkside. Most participants recognized
that using a lead CBO as a fiscal agent to dis-
tribute money flexibly and quickly across a

wide variety of groups made sense logistically,
especially since many smaller block clubs did not
have 501(c)(3) status. However, both the histor-
ical extent of collaboration or factionalism in

the community and the character and perceived
level of legitimacy of the lead CBO were critical
to whether stronger relationships and trust were
generated in the process. When asked about rep-
licating the strategy in other communities, one
core participant in Harborview remarked:

In addition to whoever the lead is going to be, it
needs to be a very strong organization; they need
to be respected in the community and know their
community. There also needs to be already — if
not in place, at least in conversation — a network
of partners. ... I feel if the nonprofit partners for
[Harborview] had not already had, at some level,
history and relationships and had worked on
things in the past, whether in some it may have
been more closely than others, we at least had
some connection. And that I think helped us move
forward quickly, and we didn’t have to go through
all that — the dating and coordinating and getting
to build trust and getting to know each other —
because we had already gone through all that.

The level of involvement by
foundation program officers
and the multiyear funding
commitment strengthened
social capital between the
community foundation and
grantees.

This common view of collaboration in
Harborview contrasted with numerous com-
ments from Parkside community partners
about both the history of factionalism there
and the limited ability of the lead CBO to effec-
tively bring groups and residents together. One
Parkside core partner said:

It seems like there’s been a lot of infighting, and
somebody gets mad and leaves one board and goes
to another board, and same thing happens. And
they’re jumping boards, and instead of it being one
conglomerate group, which you would think is
[the lead CBO], it’s not happening.

Another Parkside core participant went further,
condemning the funding-distribution strategy
and the lead CBO and suggesting the initiative
may have done more harm than good:

I think the money — well, the goals of [the founda-
tion] — were positive; their intentions were good.
Their implementation was very poor. I think the
funding did more harm to [the] neighborhood.

I think it was used as a political weapon. It was
routed through an organization that ... doesn’t
have a lot of support, and it was used as a political
weapon to [pressure] the people that received

it. Because they [the lead CBO] need partners in
order to get more money. So, it would have been
much better had [the foundation] bypassed the
target organization and made it available. I under-
stand that’s a little bit more paperwork, it’s a little
tougher to manage when you're dealing with 12 or
14 little block clubs, but it removes the harm that
was done.
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[FJoundations intending to
implement a participatory
grantmaking model need to
think very carefully about the
use of a lead CBO as both a
convening and a fiscal agent.

Especially in communities with a history of
factionalism, like Parkside, careful assessment of
the lead CBO’s capacity and legitimacy is criti-
cal. Participants described a number of factors
affecting such legitimacy, including an organiza-
tion’s history of communication, its capacity to
set goals and track progress, the representative-
ness of its board, its leaders’ interpersonal and
relationship-building styles and their abilities

to bridge differences in the community, and

its track record of sharing power and credit for
accomplishments with other community groups
and stakeholders. A number of core participants
in Parkside criticized the lead CBO as failing in
many of these areas.

Even in Harborview, where collaboration was
high, the lead CBO staff were well aware that
having the role of the fiscal agent could threaten
the trust they had previously built with partner
CBOs. Said one staff member,

We now have Memorandums of Understanding
with our partners, and we hadn’t had that kind

of formal contract set up; and we've learned it’s
really pretty necessary. But it’s just something new
that we hadn’t negotiated before with some of our
really close partners. ... I mean, negotiating —
that level of formality — can be helpful if there’s

a breach in trust or people don’t do what they say
they’re gonna do. But having to negotiate over that
kind of formal agreement when ... you're used to
having a very informal, trusting relationship, can
make things a little uncomfortable initially.

Clearly, foundations intending to implement a
participatory grantmaking model need to think
very carefully about the use of a lead CBO as
both a convening and a fiscal agent.

Discussion

Responding to recent calls to deepen their
engagement of and accountability to members of
the communities they support, foundations are
experimenting with participatory grantmaking
and citizen-led community-building practices.
This study begins to give voice to stakeholders
involved in one community foundation’s partic-
ipatory grantmaking and community-building
initiative. While this analysis identifies a number
of key benefits of this grantmaking approach, it
also demonstrates that the devil in participatory
grantmaking is in the implementation details.

Key benefits and impacts described by par-
ticipants related mostly to the quality of
interorganizational relationships and increased
collaboration and social capital within neighbor-
hoods and between CBOs and the foundation.
(See Table 2.) While these outcomes are not the
neighborhood-level improvements (crime, edu-
cational achievement, economic development,
etc.) that foundations and their donors typi-
cally emphasize, they are nonetheless valuable
outcomes that are important to capture when
measuring “success” in community-building and
participatory grantmaking efforts.

This examination also identifies, however,
several aspects of participatory grantmaking
that did not work so smoothly, and lessons
learned that may be useful to other founda-
tions considering participatory grantmaking
and community-building practices. Among the
most critical lessons is that the effectiveness of
having a lead CBO convene a planning process
and distribute funding is highly dependent on
the history of factionalism within the target
community and the legitimacy of the lead CBO
in the eyes of both other CBOs and residents.
Ultimately, our findings relate directly back

to questions raised by Gerzon (1995) over two
decades ago:

How can grant making be structured to maximize
the community’s role, while still guarding against
the tyranny of localism? When communities are
divided, how can grant money be targeted to
foster community-based consensus, rather than
further arm polarized interest groups? (p. 194-95)
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TABLE 2 Key Benefits, Challenges, and Lessons Learned

* High levels of intimacy,
transparency, collaboration,
and trust between foundation
program officers and lead
CBOs, which resulted in
candid and ongoing strategic
conversations about initiative
successes and failures

target community

High resident engagement,
ownership, and leadership
development as a result of
the flexibility and autonomy
provided by the foundation
for groups to carry out a
variety of innovative projects
in each community

lead CBO in one
community

Enhanced collaboration
among CBOs that generated
authentic relationships

and bridging social

capital, which set the

stage for conversations
about power, racism,

and interorganizational
competition

As illustrated in our analysis, the answers to
each of these questions depends largely on

the unique history and context of each com-
munity. Even the best-planned participatory
grantmaking process will struggle under
conditions of community factionalism or orga-
nizational disarray, as was seen in the Parkside
community.

In communities like Parkside, other options are
preferable. The foundation could assign to the
community a program officer highly skilled in
communication and conflict resolution to pro-
vide extensive support and technical assistance
to the lead CBO and its partners. Alternatively,
the foundation could adopt a more broad-

based and decentralized funding distribution
approach, such as participatory budgeting. This
model could increase transparency, decentralize
power within a community, and put funding dis-
tribution decisions more directly into the hands
of residents. Foundations can either partner

* High level of existing
factionalism within one

Limited legitimacy of
the lead CBO in one
community as perceived
by some partnering
CBOs and residents

Limited organizational
and communication
capacity of the chosen

« Realistically assess foundation
program officer time needed to
generate high trust and collaboration
among participating CBOs and
navigate complex neighborhood
power dynamics.

Accurately assess the lead CBO’s
legitimacy and capacity.

Enhance communication and conflict-
resolution training for foundation
program officers, particularly when
working in factionalized communities.

Explore more broad-based funding
distribution models, like participatory
budgeting, to decrease the power of a
lead CBO and enhance transparency
and communication with community
stakeholders.

|dentify creative ways to engage
donors directly in participatory
funding processes to strengthen the
connections between donors wanting
to be engaged and residents wanting
donors who “roll up their sleeves” and
participate in grassroots projects.

with lead CBOs to implement a participatory
budgeting process or directly implement one
themselves.

Participatory budgeting models raise critical
questions of their own, however — especially for
community foundations working within com-
plex, diverse urban communities — and could
impact neighborhood stability and the health

of existing CBOs. For instance, an ethnography
of participatory budgeting practices by Ganuza,
Nez, and Morales (2014) argues that participa-
tory budgeting fosters civil society centered
around citizens rather than community asso-
ciations. Would such practices undermine the
legitimacy and strength of existing CBOs, which
many times serve as critical anchors in com-
munities? Both the lead CBOs described here,
for instance, continue to operate in and provide
important community-building functions to
these two communities, and a void would be felt
if they were weakened or closed their doors.
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A second important lesson
learned from this evaluation
is a reality check concerning
the level of foundation
infrastructure necessary to
successfully implement a
participatory grantmaking

strategyl/.]

A second important lesson learned from this
evaluation is a reality check concerning the
level of foundation infrastructure necessary

to successfully implement a participatory
grantmaking strategy, as staff time and pro-
fessional development at both foundation and
CBO levels is necessary to manage ongoing
engagement, convening, and communication
work. This initiative demanded exceptional
effort by foundation program officers, who had
to provide a steady, visible presence throughout
the initiative, respond to CBO capacity needs,
and navigate complicated neighborhood power
dynamics. Top foundation leadership must
understand these realities and recognize that
program officers may need to dedicate them-
selves full time to participatory grantmaking
and community-building processes and be given
significant professional development training in
community-building and conflict-management
practices, especially for diverse and factional-
ized target communities. If top leadership and
colleagues are not tuned into these demands,
program officers may find themselves squeezed
from both ends and face burnout.

As with all research, this study raises many
more questions for investigation. One crit-
ical perspective not captured here is that of
donors. What benefits and challenges would
arise if donors were more engaged directly in
community-building and grantmaking deci-
sions? Some of our participants wanted more
donors and foundation board members to
“roll up their sleeves” and witness their efforts

directly, rather than simply reading reports of
results. Additionally, given the growing desire
for engagement particularly among younger
donors, how could community foundations go
even further than the foundation studied here
and involve donors in the participatory process?
Perhaps donors could review and vote alongside
residents on which resident-designed projects
or initiatives their donation dollars should fund.
There may be strategic advantages to commu-
nity foundations of doing so. Miller et al. (2014)
document how changes made by the Jewish
Community Federation and Endowment Fund
toward a venture philanthropy model that
engaged both donors and community members
more directly in funding allocations resulted in
increased donations and network expansion.

Another set of questions relate to the long-term
impact of this initiative and whether or not
foundation leaders and donors felt the money
was “worth it.” While interviews with top foun-
dation leadership and donors were beyond the
scope of this project, we know the foundation
continues to support these two neighborhoods,
that the two lead CBOs are still operating,

and that the program officers felt the capacity,
leadership development, and relationships built
among partnering CBOs and diverse groups of
residents were the most important outcomes.
The Parkside program officer reflected on this:

I feel like that’s the larger story. And if there’s

a takeaway, that’s the takeaway: It’s really the
importance of building partnerships in the
community, the importance of developing inter-
generational and diverse leadership in community,
and building capacity of community-based orga-
nizations so that there are paid staff who are
community organizers, paid staff who can spend
time, energy, effort focused on key issues in the
neighborhood. That has nothing to do with safe,
clean, and green and vibrant, although if those
things are in place, safe, clean, green, and vibrant
begin to happen.

Nevertheless, these neighborhoods would still
be considered tipping communities, as factors
beyond the foundation’s control (such as the
COVID-19 pandemic, economic recession, polar-
ized political climate, and protests for racial
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justice seen in the past few years) greatly impact
the economic health and social well-being of
these urban communities and others like them
across the nation.

Strengths and Limitations

The CBPR approach adopted for this research
presented both advantages and challenges.
Working closely with community partners over
a five-year period helped ensure the research
included the perspectives and met the needs of
various stakeholders. This “prolonged engage-
ment” (Padgett, 2017, p. 186) enabled data
collection at two time points and enhanced the
quality of that data. However, the demands

of the CBPR approach, which required nearly
bi-monthly meetings with community partners,
precluded gaining full “saturation” during quali-
tative data collection and analysis.

For instance, ideally, we would have interviewed
residents beyond the core participants (which
may have yielded a more representative com-
munity sample, since a number of leaders from
the partner agencies who chose to participate
were white) and collected multiple types of qual-
itative data, including observational data (from
community and core team meetings in each
neighborhood and foundation board meetings) or
archival data (such as transcripts of meeting min-
utes). Formal member checking of transcripts
was also not feasible, as study participants had
limited time or desire to carefully read through
them. Nevertheless, we did obtain reactions to
our analyses when we shared findings and data
summaries with participants at key community
stakeholder meetings (Padgett, 2017).

Despite the limitations of this research, our
presentation of findings may be helpful to
other foundations engaging in participatory

If [foundations] pay closer
attention to their participatory
grantmaking practices and
community-building efforts,
they may both compete better
for donors and have a stronger
ability to strengthen civic
capacity and social cohesion in
the communities they seek to
support and revitalize.

grantmaking and community-building initia-
tives in economically and racially diverse urban
communities.

Conclusion

Community foundations will likely remain
important anchor institutions across the United
States. And yet, to survive, thrive, and increase
their impact they are being challenged to exam-
ine their grantmaking practices and to innovate
to satisfy both the donors they court and the
communities they serve. This study offers some
initial insights into how to maximize the ben-
efits and minimize the risks of participatory
grantmaking and begins to address the critical
importance of foundations carefully considering
the implications of their funding methods. If
they pay closer attention to their participatory
grantmaking practices and community-building
efforts, they may both compete better for donors
and have a stronger ability to strengthen civic
capacity and social cohesion in the communities
they seek to support and revitalize.
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