
For 25 years, Maxine and Jonathan
Marshall published a daily newspaper in
Scottsdale, Arizona. In the late 1980s,
they began talking about selling it.
Having enjoyed such a long involvement
in their local community, they couldn’t
imagine not being a vital part of its activ-
ities.They decided to use a portion of
the profits from the sale of their business
to set up a family foundation.

One problem that concerned them was
the growing number of homeless peo-
ple in the Phoenix area. But before
they could know where to direct their
grants, they had to learn what kind of
help was most needed: How many

homeless programs existed in the area?
What services did they provide? And
what needs were still unmet? 
With their background in the news
business, the Marshalls knew how to
find the right people to answer those
questions.“All you need is one knowl-
edgeable person in the field to begin
networking,” says Maxine. “That per-
son will suggest others who, in turn,
will suggest still others.”

The Marshalls gathered together a
group of experts from varied disci-
plines to brief them on the problem.
They included the head of the largest
homeless shelter in the state, a minis-

ter who had gone underground to live
among the Phoenix homeless, a pro-
fessor of anthropology and recognized
expert on the homeless, an architect
concerned with designing low-cost
housing, a volunteer worker at a
homeless shelter, and a formerly
homeless woman who had become an
advocate for the homeless. Learning
about the problem from different per-
spectives allowed the Marshalls to
identify areas where their small foun-
dation could be most effective. They
decided to direct their funding to
small, grassroots projects providing
services to neglected populations.

Learning about a program area takes
time. For that reason, it’s best to begin
by focusing your grantmaking on one
or two program areas.As mentioned in
Facing Important Legal Issues, p. 59,
new foundations have 2 years to meet
their first 5 percent payout.By limiting
the number of program areas in the
first 2 years, you will have more time to
delve into the issues, to meet with the
people already working in these areas,
and to ease into your grantmaking
responsibilities.

Although it is important to choose
program interests carefully, you are not
locked into your initial choices.
Circumstances change, and your orig-
inal reasons for funding a particular 
program area may no longer apply.
Social and economic conditions fluctu-
ate, new research findings may become

■ Call your Regional Association of Grantmakers. (To find the office closest to
you, go to the Website, www.cof.org. Click “Links and Networking.”)

■ Call your local community foundation and ask to talk with a program officer.

■ Consult foundation trustees funding in your areas of interest.

■ Interview staff and clients in organizations that interest you to learn what 
services are needed.

■ Assemble a focus group of local community workers and academics who
have experience in and an understanding of the topics you are exploring.

■ Search the Internet or go to a public or university library. 

■ Attend relevant workshops and conferences.

■ Research the availability of services by acting as if you were a client in 
need of those services.

Ways to Educate Yourself About Community Needs
fig.
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