A Community Building Approach to Grant Making

What if funding sources quit trying to engineer how communities use public funds by soliciting “grantees” through competitive “requests for proposals? Instead, what if the community decided how the funds would were used? What would happen if the community was challenged to collaborate with each other instead of competing against each other for funds?  The Motherlode Foundation (MLF) a small charitable foundation based in Auburn California attempted to address these questions through the use of a very innovative funding strategy that tapped into tried and true Technology of Participation Methods (TOP) that have been developed over the years by the Institute of Cultural Affairs, as well as experimental methods such as Open Space Technology and “self-organizing” concepts from complexity science. 

The foundation was created when a small group of people decided to change the way they did business. Up until that time, the Motherlode Foundation was a non-profit organization that operated a youth residential group home. The shift to a charitable foundation that does not operate programs came when the board members decided that instead of providing on-going funding for just one program, the board would invest its funds and use only the interest earned on the funds to make small results-oriented grants that potentially could help many individuals as well as organizations over a longer period of time.   The strategy worked as far as optimizing the MLF funds as the foundation has awarded hundreds of thousands of dollars over a ten-year period, but it’s principle – or, original investment is larger today than it was when they first started.

Although MLF did request that organizations and individuals submit an application to receive funds, the grants they awarded did not have any “red tape.” The MLF board simply wrote checks in the full amount awarded (no billing) and asked for a letter from the recipients letting the board know what the funds were actually used for and what results were achieved.  Over time, a shadow side of this approach appeared, however, that ended up spawning a very innovative use of facilitation and community engagement to award the MLF funds. 

After ten years of grant making, the board saw a pattern emerge. Regardless of the emphasis or the type of application released by the MLF, the same types of applications were received and the same small group of organizations was submitting them. It dawned on the board that although the MLF had been very clear in its desire not to fund on-going programs that would deplete the MLF funds, especially on-going staff costs, the community organizations saw MLF as an annual funding source. They anticipated the RFP application process and saw it as a way to compete with other organizations for the limited MLF funds.  Also, the majority of projects were for long-standing social problems that could never be solved by money alone, much less the small amounts that MLF was capable of giving. 

It was clear that innovative MLF vision of providing no strings start up and one time funds for innovative projects and activities was becoming just another grant program – one that was being used to meet organizations budget needs, but not necessarily creating anything new for people or, achieving sustainable results. 

The questions that the MLF board wrestled with were: How could MLF make a direct link between what people in the community wanted and needed and the allocation of MLF funds? What could the board do to give strength-based approached equal footing with deficit-based approaches?  What would a grant-making process look like that combined the best of competition and collaboration so that the prevalent environment of competition amongst community organizations could be focused on the issues facing people in the community – not on each other? The MLF is not adverse to the value of competition if the result is a better service for the client/customer. An example of this type of “generative competition” is when Microsoft and Netscape were competing with each other to develop the best web browser. The ultimate beneficiaries of this competition were the people who browse the web. On the other hand, competition is not good if all it does is pit the needs of one population (consumer base) against another population, if the competition does not foster collaboration and networks, but instead tears the service provider community apart by making organizations compete against each other, it is degenerative competition.  The ultimate losers are the clients of the organization that did not win the funds. 

The MLF wanted to create an environment of collaboration and invite the participants to make the funding decisions where everyone wins, but there was a risk here. If the MLF developed a more inclusive funding process would the level of the group rise to a generative collaborative competition – or, would it degenerate into a paradigm of winners and losers?

To start this process of change, the Motherlode Foundation Board of Directors held a retreat to see if they could agree on a few crucial issues to focus their funds. It turned out that no board member had one crucial issue but they all shared a value of wanting a “strong community.”  Their reasoning: Programs funded by grants come and go, but when all is said and done, it is relationships, values and networks of strong communities that will see us through.   Also, in thinking about what sustains a strong community the board realized that they needed to use a funding process that builds on strengths, cooperation and collaboration. One that connects interests and makes new connections, not the traditional competitive model that forces organizations to compete against each other for money, and focuses solely on the deficits in a community.  The MLF wanted to use its resources wisely and they wanted to engage the community in determining what is best for the community.

The event designed by the Motherlode Foundation in partnership with Heidi Kolbe, ICA Facilitator/Trainer, and Tad Kitada, local educator/ facilitator was unique in terms of the Motherlode Foundation funding pattern. It also turned out to be a viable alternative to the traditional use of Request for Proposals processes. Instead of releasing an RFP, the MLF invited the community to participate in a novel interactive process known as Open Space Technology that fosters self-organization to surface all ideas about what sustains a strong community. Also, the board went the next step and turned the decisions over to the participants as to which ideas would be funded and the amount of money each idea would receive. By using TOP methods in this decision-making phase of the event, the Motherlode Foundation invested $55,000 in programs and services that were deemed by a community consensus to be of value.  There were no applications to be reviewed. The amount of money given was supplemented by a “Community Bank” of assets that the participants donated to the event.   The consensus of the participants was that even though not everyone got their project funded, everyone benefited from the process, and new connections and collaborations were fostered to sustain a strong community.

On the day of the event, approximately 80 community members self-organized in an Open Space meeting around the theme: What are you passionate about that supports and sustains a strong community? Declarations were matched and teams of interest groups evolved.  Each group met to discuss their collective passions, gaps they would like to fill and initiatives they would like to propose for Motherlode Foundation funds.  The Open Space gently shifted into the Technology of Participation process where each self-organized group presented their flipchart of ideas to the larger group.  This presentation became their application to the community for funding.  Initially, the requests for funds were much larger than the available funds.   

The Motherlode Foundation was clear that they wanted the community to decide how the funding should be allocated among the initiatives.   Borrowing the concept of “simple rules” from the science of complexity, the Motherlode Foundation board was willing to step aside and let the community decide how the funds were allocated as long as a few “givens” – or, conditions existed. These givens were:  The activity must be legal and ethical. It must fall within the MLF purpose. It must serve Placer County.  With these simple rules in mind, the 80 members were asked to prioritize the initiatives.  But in the end, although some initiatives received a slight edge over others, the reflective conversation about priorities clearly indicated that the 80 community members wanted to fund all of the initiatives.  A flipchart list indicated the amounts requested were double of the available funding.  The group looked to the Community Bank of items that the community members indicated that they could share or give to others.  The rules for the Community Bank were: Give something back by putting something in the bank. Take something but leave something for others. 

The Community Bank became a viable resource for the participants. The participants made “withdrawals” from the bank that included facilitation services, and use of facilities and other in-kind services. One arts project was funded by another one of the other community groups attending the event. The facilitator challenged the group to find a solution where all the initiatives could be funded.  Several proposals were made including one where teams would voluntarily receive one-half of what they had initially requested.  Teams reconvened to discuss their funding in light of the budget shortfall and revised their estimates.  One team dropped their request so that their funds could go toward the collective needs.  The next round of estimates fell just slightly over the amount available.  Foundation representatives indicated that they would be able to take the list, make the final budget allocations and write the checks.  In the end, the community not only decided how to allocate funds in a cooperative way but also built a network of people who share their passion for strengthening the community and are willing to work together to do so.  

Overall, a diversity of programs, services and initiatives were funded. The MLF board was very pleased with the event as the funding was dispersed in many creative ways that an “RFP” could not have generated. Also, the community made all the funding decisions without marginalizing any of the participants.    The following is a list of the types of projects that were funded through the event:

· Quality of Life for Seniors Collaboration - Improving the quality of life for seniors through one-to-one support for the homebound; music therapy, and community involvement.

· Placer Leave a Legacy - Services to help non-profit organizations tap into revenue from estate planning to become self-sustaining and less reliant on grants for core operations

· Assistance League – To provide life skills for teens and adults so that they can become contributing members of society. 

· Arts Council - Sustainable cultural enrichment and well being for families through artistic programs that promote creative thinking; celebrate diversity; and foster community communications.

· Placer County Child Care Services - Early Childhood Training Events - Creation of a collaborative training network to provide early childhood education events throughout the year.

· Placer Nature Center - Healthy Connections to the Land  - Promoting food gardening to teach ecological sustainability, personally, locally and globally.

· Housing Alliance - Assistance for Homeless – To provide transitional supportive housing for families and individuals.

· Shiloh Center - Youth Summer Enrichment - A collaboration of agencies providing programs that help build a foundation for good thinking skills; and hands on experiences in art, reading, and equestrian activities

· Music Collaborative - Music for Children - To continue music training workshops for teachers and parents; and to continue music lesson scholarships for children’s enrichment classes.

· Family Law Court - Reduce conflict and provide supportive services for families going through Family Court.

· Men, Infants and Children’s (MIC) Services - To purchase a Panasonic DP 2000 copier so that the MIC services can stop spending money on commercial copying and put more money into programs for youth and adults.  
For more information about this event or the Motherlode Foundation contact Don Ferretti at 889.6751 or dferrett@placer.ca.gov
