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a college, or other promise, where that promise is intended to
reflect a gift from the individual.Making this clear to all of your
foundation’s trustees is imperative before agreeing to establish
a discretionary grants policy.

“When we developed our matching grants program, it was
important to make it clear to both the participants and to the
beneficiaries that there should be no benefits received by the
individual who makes the qualifying gift,” says Linda Evans,
president and trustee of the Meadows Foundation. Having a
clear, written policy is helpful in managing the process.

Ensuring that the foundation’s mission and guidelines are
clear to outside grantees and other observers. One of the most
common challenges of discretionary grants is that they may
lead to confusion about the goals, purpose, and procedures of
the foundation among grantees,outside observers, and, in many
cases, the trustees themselves.“It is difficult to build a cohesive
portfolio of grants when a significant portion of the founda-
tion’s grants are distributed to organizations that are not 
subject to the same review process,” notes Bussel.
“Discretionary grants should have guidelines wrapped around
them; otherwise the foundation sends out mixed messages to
the community and the grantees.”

If the grants process is completely discretionary, trustees
may make grants that ignore deadlines and key restrictions 
(geographic, focus area, etc.), or that are completely at odds
with the foundation’s mission.This makes it difficult for the
foundation to explain its focus and guidelines in future years,
and often ends up inviting additional requests from grantees
who may incorrectly assume that their proposal falls within the
foundation’s “discretionary” guidelines.

The Needmor Fund, whose mission is to work with 
others to bring about social justice, asks family members to

contribute their own funds prior to becoming a trustee. Many
family members (both trustees and non-trustees) also 
contribute to the fund on an annual basis. For several years, the
foundation allowed individual trustees to make discretionary
grants out of the funds that they contributed to the foundation.
“The foundation looked inconsistent if you looked at all of our
giving, because some went to schools, museums, and other
organizations not directly related to our mission,” explains
trustee and family member Molly Stranahan. “It also put a
burden on the staff to make sure we had all the appropriate
paperwork for the grantee. Partially as a result of this, we have
discontinued the practice, and no longer have discretionary
grants for family trustees.”

As noted previously, even foundations that do allow dis-
cretionary grants often choose to place guidelines restrictions
on them.“The primary discussion we have had with respect to
discretionary grants is whether we hew to the regular guide-
lines or let trustees/staff make discretionary grants outside of
regular guidelines,” says Weaver Foundation President Skip
Moore.“We have chosen to stay largely within these guidelines
at this point.”

Keeping the trustee’s primary focus on the shared goals
of the foundation. Family foundations are established to reflect
the shared values and traditions of the founder’s family. An
important part of a foundation’s value is its ability to bring
together family members to talk about issues that are impor-
tant to the group as a whole.

Discretionary grantmaking involves little or no discus-
sion, family interaction, or consideration of shared values and
the foundation’s mission. It also minimizes feedback and addi-
tional ideas from other trustees that may make the grant more
effective and meaningful. Finally, there is little accountability

The majority of family foundations 
do not use discretionary grants. Some of
the most common reasons they give for
not allowing discretionary grants include:

1) Family foundations are supposed to
be about family—by allowing individ-
uals to make their own grants, you
take the family out of the decision

2) Family foundation grantmaking is not
intended to be about one’s personal
prerogative

3) The full board is legally required to
approve all grants, and allowing dis-
cretionary grants—without develop-
ing a formal review and approval
system—may increase the likelihood

of self-dealing or conflict of interest in
grants (or at the very least, it may
increase the perception of this)

4) Ensuring that discretionary grants are
made to eligible grantees and filling
out the necessary paper work for a
large number of small grants takes
significant time and effort

5) Discretionary grants that are outside
of standard guidelines can send
mixed messages to grantees and
potential grantees, particularly where
grants lists are included in the annual
report and/or other printed materials

6) Discretionary grants that do not sup-
port the goals and purpose of the

foundation make it more difficult for
the foundation to be effective in
reaching its stated long-term goals

7) Some family members may feel that
discretionary grants are a substitute
for a personal responsibility to give
and families may not want to encour-
age this attitude

8) Once the practice of discretionary
grants is started, it can be difficult to
keep it from escalating, with a growing
percentage being allocated to discre-
tionary grants each year. This is espe-
cially true if the number of trustees is
increasing as the generations partici-
pating in the foundation increase.
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