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as maintaining the social fabric, protecting the
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NPQ: Is this trend size neutral, or does it have
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about the work than it is about the attitude. The
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self-deprecating joke is that going to a foundation
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makes everyone smarter and funnier as well as

could speak to philanthropy on behalf of both

considerably more charming and better-looking.

grantee and nongrantee organizations.

Humility does not come easily to foundation staff
with decisions to make and dollars to disperse.

NPQ: Does the robustness of the philanthropic

So it is easy to see how, unless a foundation has

infrastructure—which encourages more con-

built-in checks and balances, foundation staff can

stant dialogue among philanthropists and sep-

get to this point where the criticism is deserved.

arate from grantees—has driven an intellectual
wedge between foundations and nonprofits?
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RS: Because foundations are in the solutions busi-

foundation philanthropy—vis-à-vis the rest of the
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to negotiate, collaborate, and coordinate with

sector is not broadly understood and widely

private- and public-sector folks. Now, people in the
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public sector are really all too willing to let founda-

result of that silence is a grantor-grantee relation-

tion staff know that they manage annual budgets
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that are larger than most endowments. They are
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whelmed by the size of grants or budgets. People in

Defining the issue that narrowly allows the idea

the private sector wonder why, if you were really

that, with a little more money spent on core support

smart, you’re not in the private sector along with

or multiyear funding and a little less arrogance, all

them. So the good news is that as foundation phi-

could be well. But that is simply not true.

lanthropy becomes more sector agnostic, there will

Foundation philanthropy will become more

be more reality checks and humility-inducing

sector agnostic. Being sector agnostic, however,

moments along the way. That is a quite healthy by-

should not provide an excuse to abdicate the

product of the solutions business.

responsibility to invest or provide the capital market
for the social sector. As foundations move, migrate,

NPQ: Would these reality checks substitute for

and are pushed and pulled toward using their

an accountability market?

endowment for mission-related purposes, they will
invest in for-profit as well as nonprofit enterprises.
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RS: Not really. These reality checks are an improve-

That’s one of the changes I see happening in philan-

ment on the bilateral exchange within the social

thropy, and too many nonprofits seem unaware of

sector. A robust accountability system would

the implications. If the choice has to be made

ensure that the folks who are most clearly affected

between the for-profit organization that brings a

have a voice. And because it is unlikely that a single

set of skills and one that does not, the choice

grantee of a foundation, or even a group of grantees

increasingly is going to be made in favor of the

of a single foundation, will have a sufficiently strong

higher skill set. And that means that the compact of

voice, we need those state and national associa-

low expectations—inadequate compensation, inad-

tions to which I referred earlier. Strong, independ-

equate capitalization, and subpar performance—

ent organizations would speak truth to power and

will become even more of a drag on nonprofits as

WWW.NPQMAG.ORG • WINTER 2008

they compete for the resources they need.
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