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jeopardize their chances of getting future
funding? Yet the experience of the
Marshall Fund demonstrates that
grantees can be disarmingly honest
when they believe that the grantors are
after helpful information and not look-
ing for reasons to discontinue funding
the grantees. “We send questionnaires
for the 6-month and 12-month grant
reports to our grantees,” says Maxine
Marshall, “and ask them to report the
mistakes they made and what they
would do differently. We’ve been
amazed at how truthfully grantees
respond to those questions.We appre-
ciate their honesty because it helps us
to rethink how we do things, too.”

Special
Grantmaking
Opportunities
Using Discretionary Funds
Discretionary grants are grants made
at the discretion of individual trustees
or other authorized individuals, with-

out the standard review process by the
whole board.

Over the past decade, a growing num-
ber of family foundations have desig-
nated a portion of their grantmaking
budget for discretionary funds.

The popularity of discretionary funds
stems from their versatility. They can
be used to:
■ Reward family and non-family

trustees for their hard work;
■ Reward staff (usually executive direc-

tors) for outstanding service, or allow
them to respond to immediate needs
within the foundation grant guidelines;

fig.
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More family foundations are reaching out to nonprofit organizations than in the
past, but grantseekers and grantmakers are still often isolated from one another.
Neither knows enough about the other and when they do talk, they tend to talk
only about matters related to proposals. In doing so, they miss the opportunity
to exchange information about their larger body of work and experience. As a
grantmaker, you can learn about the bigger issues by:

■ Visiting grantees midway through the grant. On the second visit, grant 
proposals are not on the line and grantees can be more relaxed and more forth-
coming about their work and the challenges they face.

■ Hosting meetings or going to meetings sponsored by community groups or
state associations of nonprofits where you can meet grantseekers.

■ Serving on panels on which trustees and grantseekers are seen as equals.

■ Hosting meetings with grantees to talk about program areas and to hear their
ideas of how to address community needs.

T I P ➣ The purpose of conducting

evaluations is to make use of what you

learn. Be sure to set aside time to dis-

cuss your findings at a board meeting

or retreat. Consider, too, convening a

meeting with grantees to talk about

what they learned from the experience

and how they think the process could

be improved. And you may want to call

your local RAG to check on upcoming

workshops on evaluation where you

can exchange ideas with colleagues.

G O O D  A D V I C E ➣ “The best advice I ever got about grantmaking came from
Gene Wilson, formerly of the Arco Foundation and now with the Kauffman
Foundation in Kansas City. He told me that we must always remember that
our money is essentially worthless without the nonprofit organizations that
serve the clients we want to reach. It is only through these agencies that we
are able to fulfill our own goals. We must always be respectful of grantees
and conduct our business in the spirit of true partnership.”

LE S LI E DOR MAN, TH E STE R LI NG FOU N DATION

Breaking Down Barriers Between 
Grantmakers and Grantseekers


