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I once asked television journalist Bill 
Moyers what he had learned from all his 

years of interviewing so many different 
people. His answer: “For every truth there 
is another truth.”

Hardly anywhere is this more evident 
than in the realm of money and giving. To 
raise questions about how best to give our 
money away is to raise questions about our 
deepest values; about our understanding of 
how the world works and how change hap-
pens; about what is fulfilling, meaningful, 
and important. It raises fundamental ques-
tions about who we really are, individually 
and collectively. 

so the theme we are exploring in this 
issue, What is effective giving and how can I 
give most effectively? is no small question. It acts as a laser beam that cuts directly to 
the center of who we are. The answers it elicits are as varied and intricately sculpted as 
each of our own individual selves. We each have our own perspective, and these per-
spectives are as unique and personal as they would be if someone were to ask us, 
“What is Truth?”

on the pages inside you will find a variety of truths, some of which you will agree 
with, some of which you may not. We’re not looking here to prescribe answers. 
Instead, we are providing a forum where we can sort through truths together—ques-
tion them, accept them, discard them, transform them; a forum where each of us can 
reach a deeper understanding of what is true for us.

You will find a wide range of voices here—from steve kirsch, big-business venture 
philanthropist with a creative flair, to Wayne Muller, founder of Bread for the Jour-
ney, who continually reminds us: “Think small. Think about ways to do less better.” 
There are tools and resources for every stripe and level of giver—whether you’re just 
beginning to think about giving or you’ve been at it quite a while; whether you’ve got 
a lot to give away or not so much; whether you aim for sweeping global change or 
small-scale neighborhood improvement. We hope the material in this issue will help 
you reflect on—and then act on—those voices inside yourself that want to be heard 
and expressed more fully.

With this issue, we also aim to help you grow as a giver; to help you move to your 
next level of giving—whether it be in the time and reflection you bring to your giv-
ing, in the amount that you give, or in your understanding of the role you play in 
changing yourself and the world through your philanthropy.

as I interviewed people for this issue, what struck me most was one of the simplest 
truths of all: We all want the best for the world, and in our own ways, we are seeking 
to meet the world’s needs. Whatever our truth, those of us searching to give more 
effectively meet at that place where we share a pure intention.

For me, this recognition calls to mind the words of the thirteenth-century sufi 
poet, Jalalu’d-din Rumi: “out beyond ideas of wrong-doing and right-doing, there 
is a field. I’ll meet you there.”

   Welcome to Rumi’s field of philanthropy.
    I hope you enjoy the journey.

   Pamela Gerloff
   Managing editor
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Dear More than Money,
Inspired by reading More than Money Journal, I decided I wanted to be not just a 
philanthropist, but a good one. I dreamed of meeting other people who do com-
munity service and who view their lives, their wealth, and even their day jobs as an 
opportunity to serve.

 To my surprise, I found these people in my very own small town, in a group 
whose counterparts exist in just about every town in america and in 188 countries 
around the world. It’s my local Rotary club! I love the chance to meet people whose 
politics range from Green to Republican, and to ask questions that guide our club’s 
giving towards long-term solutions to problems, rather than band-aids.  

In July I will become the youngest club president in my district, and probably 
the youngest president among Rotary’s 1.2 million members worldwide. Why re-
invent the wheel when a 100-year old infrastructure, including a multi-million 
dollar foundation that provides matching grants to clubs around the world, is 
screaming for members and ready for a new kind of Rotarian? Without More than 
Money, I might have been too blind to see the opportunity and lacked the courage 
to go try it.

sincerely,
Elizabeth D .
Santa Cruz, CA
www .rotary .org

Dear More than Money,
 I inherited money in my 20s (now 25 years ago!) and, since then, have been figur-
ing out how to use it to change the world.

More than Money’s publications and listserv continue to reassure me that there 
are plenty of people with wealth who care about similar things. I don’t always agree 
with what I read, and I sometimes feel impatient when the issues discussed are 
U.s.-oriented (e.g. a debate on the listserv about the estate tax); however, I like to 
hear how people deal with their families and the reflections they share about chang-
ing attitudes and values. I am continually surprised by how much consensus can be 
reached among the listserv participants, most of whom have never met each other!

 In 1985, the conviction that there must be others who want to put money into 
change led me, along with others, to initiate a network of funders in the United 
kingdom. We provide grants of $500 to $100,000 for widely varying projects, 
both in the Uk and internationally. over the years, more than 250 people have 
participated in the network. We recognize the value of being a community and the 
emotional support we can give each other. My explorations have also led me to 
work with a movement of parents who want to make parenting more valued, to 
work on promoting local currency systems in scotland, and to personally back 
several social entrepreneurs in India. 

one thing I have learned is that, on its own, giving money doesn’t necessarily do 
much, but if I put myself behind the gift, or indeed into anything else I do, it has 
more impact. I am potentially much more powerful than my money.

keep up the good work!
Patrick
Glasgow, Scotland   
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ERRATuM
Apologies to our member Jane Lewenthal 
in Boulder, Colorado, a longtime friend of 

More than Money. In our last issue on 
working with financial professionals, we 
inadvertently omitted Jane's status as a 

Certified Financial Planner (CFP). We also 
left out the facts that she emphasizes 

socially responsible investing (SRI) and 
spends a lot of time talking to clients about 

how to think about money issues–in 
particular, investments. We are grateful  

for her ongoing assistance with  
More than Money's work.
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THeRe Have Been a lot of assump-
tions flying about on this listserv the last 

few weeks: philanthropy, community, and 
simplicity are inherently good; consumption 
and spending are inherently bad; people who 
spend more than $45 a night on a hotel room 
are pretentious; people who travel too much 
(whatever that might be) are wasteful and 
ungrounded, etc.

all this reminds me of the previous writer’s 
wise remarks about the emptiness inside. The 
nature of our humanity allows us to elevate or 
corrupt any act. If what we are attempting to 
do is fill the emptiness inside, to kill pain, it 
becomes possible to abuse any activity. What 
could be more benign than reading, for exam-
ple? Well, my ex-husband, who suffers from 
enormous internal pain and emptiness, uses 
books like a drug, to blot out daily existence. 
He was as utterly unavailable to friends, family, 
and children as if he were an absent worka-

holic or an unconscious drunk.
I personally know more people who use their 

philanthropy as a pain-killing mechanism than 
use shopping for the same purpose. since social 
change activism and philanthropy are a signifi-
cant and treasured part of my life, I’m inclined 
to view them as right livelihood. But there’s 
nothing inherently good or “better” about 
them as an activity. They are as prone to misuse 
and corruption as any other human activity.

The same is true of community and simplic-
ity. Both concepts have much to offer some 
people, but they also have substantial down-
sides. It all depends on what we are looking for 
as individuals. I know that I have very little 
interest in either, for they are ways of being 
that suit neither my gifts nor my weaknesses. 
That doesn’t prevent me from being interested 
in and honoring both. I do reject, however, 
the idea that they are inherently superior to 
independence and complexity.

Simplicity Pros&Cons

The More than Money listserv is an 

e-mail discussion group for members 

who are personally exploring issues 

about wealth in their lives. 

The following exchange is from  

a spontaneous discussion  

about the pros and cons of a 

simple lifestyle. It also  

gives a glimpse into the 

theme of our next  

issue, Lifestyles of the 

Rich and Simple.



Pretentiousness is a volatile concept. 
I’d define it as using something that one 
possesses (for example, money, power, 
intelligence, beauty, or self-righteous-
ness) to belittle others and to set oneself 
aside as superior. a “holier than thou” 
attitude is as pretentious as a blatant dis-
play of “status.” at the heart of the mat-
ter is the question:Why do we do what 
we do? If we do something to impress 
others, to impress ourselves, or to fill 
that empty hole, that act deserves serious 
questioning. If we do it because it 
delights or heals ourselves or others, that 
is a pretty good (though not infallible) 
indication that we are on the right track. 
It is a matter of being true to ourselves. 
If a life of simplicity, free from the bur-
dens of possessions and travel and 
choices, is your proper path, blessings to 
you. But if you choose simplicity because 
it allows you to exercise moral superior-
ity over others, I’d suggest that there may 
be some emotional and spiritual trouble 
lurking down the line.

We are all a mix of the many facets 
of being human: physical, intellectual, 
spiritual, moral, sensual, artistic, and 
so on. In our infinite variety, we come 
in very different mixes that emphasize 
certain of these facets over others. 
When the die of my make-up was cast, 
I got a heaping share of sensuality. The 
stark reality is that money is a glorious 
vehicle for realizing sensuality. Hotels 
that cost more than $45 a night? I’ve 
stayed in places that cost more than 
$500 a night and loved every moment 
of it. I’ve also been delighted by the 
adventure of having to sleep by the 
side of the road; it’s all fodder for the 
senses. It is as limiting to be unable to 
appreciate and enjoy a superb meal 
served from sparkling crystal, china, 
and silver, as it is to scorn a warming 
broth held between the hands in an 
earthenware cup. and of course it’s 
transitory; everything of earthly 
beauty is—the perfect peach as much 
as the fresh foie gras; the feather bed 
with silken sheets as much as the 
meadow ground; a superbly performed 
Hamlet and a baby’s smile. I have never 

seen any compelling reason to choose, 
but desire to delight in all that is pos-
sible.

The benefits of diversity may be one 
of the few absolute values. I’d like to sug-
gest that those of us who abjure the Puri-
tan path are a worthy and valuable part 
of the rich mix of humanity.

 Fondly,
 Nancy

To Me, sIMPlIcITY is not the oppo-
site of complexity; it is the opposite of 
consumerism. I am not against consum-
erism because of any deep, shadowy 
issues, but because I want my planet to 
have something left to offer my children. 
I remember my manners. “don’t take 
more than your share. look behind you 
to see how many people are waiting in 
line.” Hey, if there’s still half a cake left 
and you’re the last one in line, go for it! I 
can’t be as liberal as you want me to be, 
nancy. My beliefs are my core. It’s even 

a religious thing. God gave us this earth 
to take care of; we can’t spoil it. In my 
book, we’ve also been commanded to 
enjoy it. enjoyment is not contradictory 
to simplicity. sensuality is a wonderful 
gift. as you said, it adds so much value 
to those simple things.

 Joan

I GReW UP in a very materialistic fam-
ily. My father was pretty much of a 
workaholic and my mother was a shopa-
holic. They gave me a trust fund when I 
was in my early 20s with the message 
Now you owe us. as a consequence, I 
rejected materialism and I also came 
away with the belief that I certainly did 
not deserve this money. one of my 
issues has been difficulty spending 

money on myself. Years ago I had myself 
convinced that I was such a non-materi-
alistic person, and I just didn’t have any 
needs. The reality is, though, that in my 
case it was very much about an inability 
to receive and to be good to myself.

I had a habit of renting apartments 
where I was pretty cramped for space. I 
just couldn’t justify  spending the money 
to rent a larger space. “and besides,” I 
thought, “I shouldn’t need more than a 
one-bedroom apartment.”  

Moving from a one-bedroom apart-
ment, I bought a house that is 1900 
square feet and has a swimming pool! I 
wanted a house that I could work out of 
and this one has a separate entrance. It 
took me a while to get comfortable liv-
ing in this house because living here has 
really forced me to own that I have 
money. (How could someone who works 
part-time afford this house?)

The truth is that I’m genuinely not a 
very materialistic person. I really wish 

that as a culture we valued community 
and children and the environment. Yet, 
on a personal level, I don’t want to make 
lifestyle decisions based on guilt or 
unworthiness. My belief is that if people 
really loved themselves and felt them-
selves worthy, our culture wouldn’t be so 
screwed up and materialistic in the first 
place. I can’t take on the whole culture, I 
can only heal myself. If I’m not able to 
be generous with myself, how can I truly 
be generous with anyone else?

 Katherine  ■

 —All excerpts printed with permission
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“Simplicity is not the 
opposite of complexi-
ty; it is the opposite of 
consumerism.”
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How do we pass our wealth on in a way that is 
respectful, responsible, and in accordance 

with our values? some advisors advocate "incentive 
trusts" as a partial answer to this sticky problem. 
We asked two experts on inheritance to discuss the 
pros and cons of these specialized trusts. This brief 
excerpt from their discussion is meant to stimulate 
thought and conversation.

Myra salzer is founder of The Wealth conservancy 
(www.thewealthconservancy.com), a financial 
coaching firm for people with substantial inheri-
tances. since 1989, salzer has led Inherited Wealth 
and You, an annual four-day retreat where inheritors 
explore the effects of wealth on their lives. 

Barbara Blouin is an inheritor and co-founder of 
The Inheritance Project (www.inheritance- 
project.com), which publishes books, essays, and 
articles on the emotional and social impact of 
inherited wealth. Blouin is author of The Legacy of 
Inherited Wealth: Interviews with Heirs and For Love 
and/or Money: The Impact of Inherited Wealth on 
Relationships . 
Myra Salzer:  let me begin by saying that I 

hate the name “incentive trusts” because it makes 
them sound like a bribe, rather than trusts that 
encourage the beneficiary to do things that are 
aligned to the donor’s values. some donors base 
disbursement on attaining a degree, or on mar-
riage; some match earned income, or 
what the beneficiary raises to start his 
or her own business; some enable the 
beneficiary to not have to earn 
money while raising children. The 
incentives really can be whatever the 
grantor wants.

People set up incentive trusts 
because they want to be responsible in 
the way they give. They don’t want to take 
away from their heirs a sense of purpose or accom-
plishment, or even just a reason to get out of bed in 
the morning.

Incentive Trusts 
Responsible or 

Controlling?
A Conversation 

with Myra Salzer 

and Barbara 

Blouin



BarBara Blouin: let me point out 
that although I have interviewed many 
inheritors, I have never interviewed any-
one with an incentive trust. But I have 
been working for three months on an 

article subtitled, How to Prepare 
Your Children for an Inheri-

tance. The conclusion I’ve 
come to is that I don’t 
think people should 
give their children a lot 
of money. as Myra 
said, if they inherit a lot 

of money, what reason do 
they have to get out of bed? 

I also have concerns about par-
ents who set up incentive trusts to 
encourage their children to behave 
according to the parents’ values. I believe 
that if parents raise children well and 
model the values they believe in, their 
children will internalize them. 

M.S.:  I agree. That’s why the incentive 
trusts I’ve been involved with are testa-
mentary trusts (that is, trusts that are 
formed as a result of the donor’s death). 
If the parents won’t be around to teach 
the values they believe in, they feel 
incentive trusts will help to replace the 
financial guidance that they won’t be 
able to give themselves.

of course, it’s not easy to anticipate 
what circumstances will arise down the 
road, so it can be very difficult to draft 
incentive trusts well. I always recom-
mend that donors make sure the trusts 
stay relevant in a wide variety of circum-
stances, such as whether or not the ben-
eficiary has their own children, and that 
they consider a wide variety of values— 
philanthropy, education, entrepreneur-
ship, and so on. a good trust has to give 
the beneficiary choices.

B.B.:  still, I believe that children should 
be free to develop their own values. 
Growing up, my money was very heavily 
controlled, and so that view comes 
partly from my own experience. at some 
point, a person has to be master of his or 
her own destiny; parents who pass 

money along should be prepared for the 
possibility that their kids won’t make 
good use of it. That’s my bias.

I’m struggling with this with one of 
my own children. He’s 24 and is sup-
porting himself because any time I give 
him money, he blows it. If I died next 
week, my will says he would have a trust 
with my husband as trustee. My son 
could get the money only under certain 
circumstances. But when he reaches 35, 
he’s getting the money. 

a potential problem I can see is that if 
you create a trust that leaves it up to the 
trustees to determine whether the bene-
ficiary is doing something that is deserv-
ing of distribution, it really puts the 
beneficiary in a powerless position. I 
prefer trusts where distribution is made 
no matter what happens, such as “trickle 
trusts.” These make distributions at a 
series of ages, say five years apart. so at 
21, the beneficiary receives $10,000, at 
25 they get more, at 30 more, and at 35, 
they get the rest. at that point, there is 
no more trust and no further conditions.  

M.S.:  But in the real world, people 
don’t generally get money just because 
they reach the age of 21. When people 
act and receive a reward as a result, they 
feel ownership for their money; if it’s 
given, whether from a lottery or a law-
suit or an inheritance, there’s a disasso-
ciation between them and their money. 
They’re not integrated with it.  

B.B.:  That’s a good point. However, in 
the case of incentive trusts, even though 
the money is “worked” for, it comes 
from the parents, not an employer. The 
trust can still be perceived as daddy 
making me do what he wants me to do. 
of course, if there is a more positive 
relationship between donor and benefi-
ciary, it may not be experienced that 
way at all.

M.S.:  That’s why finding good trustees, 
who really understand the grantors’ val-
ues and intentions, can make or break 
the trust. I recently helped draft a trust 

that made my clients’ children trustees 
for the grandchildren. That way my cli-
ents won’t be denying their children the 
ability to parent, but the money will still 
skip a generation, as planned. The 
grandchildren’s parents will be co-trust-
ees who together decide on distributions 
for tuition, philanthropy, or the family 
foundation. 

B.B.:  Yet, each child is unique and dif-
ferent, and if grandparents are the grant-
ors, there’s often no way to know what 
the beneficiary’s money habits will be 
like. If two kids are ages eight and twelve 
and it’s already obvious that they relate 
to money very differently, should the 
terms of the trust be the same for each, 
or different?

M.S.: That’s the beauty of incentive 
trusts: options. someone can choose to 
do distributions for one child related to 
anthropological work in africa, and dis-
tributions for the other to encourage 
entrepreneurship. If one’s a dancer, let 
that one dance! Then the distributions 
will be more meaningful and appreci-
ated, because they will enable the benefi-
ciary to pursue his or her passion. That’s 
what a trust should do, rather than deny 
the beneficiary a desire to have a passion.

B.B.:  In theory, it sounds good. In prac-
tice, we’re not going to know how well 
they work until we actually see a number 
of people who grow up and inherit 
incentive trusts. We really haven’t seen 
the results yet. They may work very well, 
or there may be problems we can’t fore-
see.

M.S.: There’s a responsibility that comes 
with wealth: how to steward it properly, 
how to pass it on properly, and how to 
have it be a tool to support your purpose, 
rather than a burden that keeps you from 
accomplishing your purpose. That’s what 
we’re really talking about.  ■

—Conversation facilitated by Eli Pariser
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        BanG for 
the BuCk 

The Out-of-Pocket Sector
one of the wildest minds we know belongs to our board mem-
ber Billy Wimsatt—journalist, prison reformer, hip-hop pro-
moter, and public speaker on “the cool rich kids’ movement.” 
one of his long-term goals is to validate “self-education”— the 
option of developing a meaningful and financially successful 
life without formal schooling. His $1500 grant to the self-
education Foundation gave $100 grants to ten informal self-
education groups around the country. These funds enabled the 
groups to communicate with each other for the first time. The 
additional $500 went to create a national newsletter. The end 
result: proponents of self-education are now active at a whole 
new level. 

says Wimsatt, “I like to fund the ‘out-of-pocket sector’—
those passionate people who have no paid staff and no 501(c)3 
status, who do work for the community out of their own empty 
pockets. everything good in society has been developed because 
someone took a crazy risk—and made a mistake that history 
later decided was a good idea. Those are the leaders I want to 
support.” 

ContaCt: 
self-education Foundation, 215-235-4379  
www.selfeducation.org  

adventure Philanthropy, 718-783-6856
www.adventurephilanthropy.net  

Share the Risk, Triple Your Fun
on a whole different level...at a More than Money event in 
Berkeley, california, we met an inventive venture capitalist 
named Russ Hall. Hall has organized three dozen households, 
mostly from silicon valley, into a unique philanthropic com-
munity. each has contributed $1 million to a pool of money 
that acts like a mutual fund for venture capital. Hall expects 
that in five to seven years each family’s million will become 
three to five million. The families will get to direct that money 
to the nonprofits of their choice, and receive a significant tax 
break for their donation. during the years the investment 
grows, Hall intends for the participants to help each other 
learn about philanthropy and research the best uses for their 
donations. some investors are already teaming up to work on 
such causes as down syndrome research and micro-enterprise 
grants. other popular areas of interest include environmental 
causes, education, and medical research. We are intrigued by 
Hall’s goal of building a philanthropic community and are 
helping him connect his group to educational resources. For 
those with plenty of bucks, his model offers a real big bang.

ContaCt:   
legacy venture, 650-324-5980, www.legacyventure.com

An unforeseen Development
We know that money given at the right time and place can 
make a huge difference in a situation. But when it actually hap-
pens, it still gives us a thrill. Recently, two friends of ours organ-
ized to stop a development of 40 luxury homes on a wooded 
mountain. after thirteen months of persistent community 
organizing—which eventually involved nearly 500 residents 
from a nearby town of 5000—a surprising solution came. a 
local resident and reader of More than Money Journal, who had 
been watching the situation with great interest, offered to buy 
the land outright and donate it to the state. The cost: $425,000. 
“even without the donation,” one of the organizers said, “I 
think we could have beaten the development. But I think what 
this donor has done should serve as inspiration to funders and 
activists around the country.”

ContaCt: 
save the Mountain, P.o. Box 511, Hadley, Massachusetts  01035
www.savemtholyokerange.com

Spreading the Wealth
We knew that Jamaican Reggae singer Bob Marley was 
famous, and we thought he was probably rich. But we didn’t 
know this: according to a BBc interview with the ceo of 
Island Records, Marley used his salary to provide for about 
4000 people back in Jamaica. It made us wonder: How many 
people could we support on our Boston salaries, if we made 
different choices?

In a similar vein, here’s a creative idea we heard from two 
More than Money members whose faith directs them to live 
very simply. To this couple’s dismay, inalterable trusts passed 
down from previous generations will turn their children into 
mega-millionaires. one day they thought, “What if we legally 
adopt every child from a village or two in el salvador? By the 
terms of the trust, the money must be divided equally among 
all our children. If we have 1000 children, that might leave 
each one with the perfect amount!” 

If anyone tries this—or has other inventive ideas to circum-
vent generation-skipping trusts—please let us know.

all of this reminds us that a great way to get bang for the 
buck is to give internationally. a small amount of money goes 
a long way in many countries’ economies. 

ContaCt: 
Grantmakers without Borders, 617-794-2253 
www.internationaldonors.org 

council on Foundations International Grantmaking 
Program, 202-466-6512, www.cof.org                                 ■

From the 
Editors-in-Chief
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What is EFFECTIvE GIvInG?
By Pamela Gerloff
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Individual level
Giving to friends and family; to individual leaders, 
artists, scientists; funding scholarships
 
Project level
supporting time-limited projects (e.g. create a building, 
produce a film) or ongoing programs 
(e.g. shelter the homeless)
 
Organizational level 
Helping organizations build leadership or a funding 
base, do strategic planning, etc.
 
Systemic level
seeking to influence a whole field, cause, campaign, 
or social movement

How might you measure results? 

■	 Grantee’s or donor’s satisfaction

■	 Whether individual achieved stated goals 

■	 assess whether project met internal and external goals 

■	 assess how organization has grown in strength 
 (e.g. leadership, financial soundness, credibility, 
 ability to reach goals)

■	 Increased public awareness 

■	 achieving specific milestones (e.g. passing a law, 
 stopping a construction project)

■	 Increased number of organizations working in that area 

 — Anne Slepian and Christopher Mogil

On which level of impact do you focus?

In your philanthropy, on which level of impact do you tend to focus? Is this focus by choice or by habit? Many of us tend to 
focus on the individual or project level because these are more familiar and less complex; for long-term givers, the 

organizational and systemic levels can offer great challenge and satisfaction. Many gifts have impact at all four levels.

IT aLL OuT
One of India’s most revered spiritual texts, the Mahab-

harata, asserts that a gift of any size given to “the right 
person at the right time, with a pure spirit, will yield endless 
fruits hereafter.”

This timeless counsel on effective giving offers intriguing 
advice for those of us who want to make our giving more effec-
tive; but who is the right person (or organization) and what is 
the right time to give? and how do we maintain a pure spirit 
(or intention)?

The task, it seems, is not so easy. The question is: can it get 
any easier? and if so, how?

some years ago, I wrote a doctoral dissertation on transla-
tion. I had students, professional translators, and people who 
had grown up bilingually think aloud about their process as 
they produced a written translation. one finding surprised me: 
When given as much time as they needed, it was the bilinguals 
and translators—those with the most knowledge of both lan-
guages— not the students, who took the most time and had the 
most “trouble” translating the text, even though they produced 
better translations. In an important way, the task was harder for 
them, because they knew too much. even when they chose the 
same word the students had selected, they considered many 
more options, struggling with the inadequacy of the language 
to express subtle nuances, before “settling” for the word they 
considered the lesser of many evils. The students, in contrast, 
simply picked the first word they found in the dictionary entry.

Whenever I presented these findings to translators or 

advanced language students, I was met with sighs of relief and 
gratitude. “no wonder I still have trouble!” was the feeling 
expressed repeatedly. “There’s nothing wrong with me, after all, 
just because I still find this challenging.”

as I have delved into the topic of effective giving, the mem-
ory of the bilingual translators has come to me often. In so 
many things in life, we expect that as we learn more and become 
more experienced, it will all get easier. The lesson of the bilin-
gual translators is that it’s simply not so. as we become more 
proficient, we take in more information and process our deci-
sions at much higher levels of complexity.

and so it is with philanthropy. When interviewing people for 
this issue, I was struck by the levels of complexity inherent in 
the giving process—and the subtle ways that different individu-
als have of handling them. The dynamic tensions among 
choices are many: How strategic should I be? do I create spe-
cific goals and strategies to achieve them—or do I give from my 
heart, trusting what’s good and capable in the organizations 
and people I donate to, and my own impulse to be generous? 
To determine outcomes, are my informal observations enough 
or do I need more formal measures—and how do I decide what 
those should be? Is it more effective to give to many projects or 
to concentrate my resources on a few? What benefits are there 
to giving to individuals vs. organizations? do I want to support 
what is already good in the world or fund groups working on 
change? How do I know what’s effective and how does my 
own satisfaction fit into that equation? do I give primarily to 



 16  

More than Money Journal  |  S p r i n g  2 0 0 1

[✔ ] I’ve made a personal financial plan. 
The plan includes an assessment of how 
much I can give long-term.  

[✔ ] I’ve made a thoughtful giving plan. 
The plan includes my overall funding mis-
sion, grantmaking focus areas (e.g. by  topic, 
geography, strategy), the timing and size of 
gifts, who is involved in decision-making, 
and methods of evaluation.

[✔ ] I follow through on my giving plan, 
and regularly evaluate and revise it. I keep 
in mind that plans are living documents, 
designed to be changed as life experience 
suggests.

[✔ ] I expose myself to new information.  
I go on site visits, travel to developing coun-
tries, attend conferences for funders in my 
field, and stay aware that exciting projects 
that most need funding may lie outside my 
current knowledge.

[✔ ] I take leadership as a funder. I lever-
age my impact by recruiting other funders, 
creating collaborations, learning to fund-
raise, offering challenge grants, and promot-
ing philanthropy among my peers. 
 —Anne Slepian and Christopher Mogil

I know so many people, myself included, 
who hold back on giving as generously as 
they wish because they simply can’t carve 
out the time that effective giving requires. 
So they put off major giving to the far-off 
someday…when the kids are grown, when 
the job is less demanding… I know of two 
simple ways to step through this bind. You 
can give to an existing foundation that 
funds in your interest areas, getting to 
know the professionals there who have 
dedicated their lives to finding out what’s 
effective. Or you can hire a personal phil-
anthropic advisor who will follow your 
directives, do the leg work, and enable 
you to become the giver of your dreams, 
using a fraction of the time it would take 
you on your own.  —Anne Slepian

How Effective Are 
You as a GIvER?

If you don’t have the time, 
GET HELP!

transform myself or to benefit others? 
Is bigger better in philanthropy or is 
small the way to go? How does my 
own attitude when giving influence 
my effectiveness?

The questions seem endless, and 
their answers not easy to come by.

But there is a way to find clarity. as 
I have spoken with people about giv-
ing, I have noticed an important key: 
the references they make to the learn-
ing process. How often people say or 
imply that the only way to learn phi-
lanthropy is to do it. How often peo-
ple talk of failure as a natural and 
inevitable part of learning. How reflec-
tive some people are about their own 
growth as a giver. 

donald schön, in his book The 
Reflective Practitioner, maintains that 
in any field of endeavor, exceptional 
competence is achieved through reflec-
tion-in-action. Highly functioning 
individuals reflect on their actions 
before, during, and after they occur. 
They continually adjust course and 
self-correct, based on what they’ve 
learned from observing their own 
actions and their results. This was cer-
tainly true with the bilingual transla-
tors. The more reflective they were 
about their own choices and process 
while they translated, the better their 
translations were. 

If this is so in all fields, wouldn’t it 
also be true in philanthropy?

Medora Woods, a Jungian analyst 
and philanthropist, describes her own 
process of growth as a funder in similar 
terms: “For me, growing and changing 
as a funder is trying to stay on my own 
creative edge, where something is com-
ing into being, into form; then, accord-
ing to what is emerging, changing my 
guidelines about where I want to put 
money. I get ideas, put them into prac-
tice and see how they work, then mod-
ify them. I try to stay aware that I have 
a core set of assumptions and make 
them as conscious as I can to myself.” 
(See her reflections, p .15 .)

at the organizational level, the Rob-
erts enterprise development Fund 
(RedF), a private foundation that 

invests in businesses that provide social 
benefit, has built self-reflection into its 
venture philanthropy model in a radical 
way. From the outset, funder George 
Roberts has required rigorous self-
reflection from the organization. so 
that RedF staff would have time to 
work and reflect, they did not initially 
give public relations interviews to the 
press. only after years of reflection and 
learning from their failures have they 
begun to talk publicly about their many 
successes. (See interview, pp . 20-22 .)

To become more effective philan-
thropists, we too can build deep self-
reflection into our lives. The following 
are useful guidelines.

■	Allow time for 
growth and learning
The most important element in effec-
tive giving is allowing time for it—
time to reflect, to learn, and to grow. 
emmett carson, ceo of The Minne-
apolis Foundation, observes that giv-
ing effectively “is not something that 
we are born knowing. We learn as we 
give. It’s a lifelong experience.” (See his 
interview, p . 28 .) Yet so many of us 
don’t allow ourselves the time needed 
for learning. anne slepian, co-founder 
of More than Money, says, “Many of 
us decide what to give to by sorting 
through appeal letters at the end of the 
year. But to truly give effectively 
requires more care and attention.” (See 
sidebar, bottom left of this page .) as you 
give yourself time to become more 
effective, you’ll likely find an added 
bonus: your giving will become more 
rewarding and fulfilling to you, too. 

■	Examine your values, 
beliefs, and underlying 
assumptions
To whom, how, and where you give 
depends fundamentally on your core 
values, beliefs, and basic assumptions. 
For instance, your assumptions about 
how change happens will play a sig-
nificant role in whether you give to 
political or spiritual causes, to indi-
viduals or organizations, and to many 
or few recipients. You can observe and 
reflect on your own actions to discern 
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■	 ask for an annual report and budget

■	 Read in-depth funding proposals

■	 ask whether the organization has a strategic plan

■	 Find its Federal 990 report online at
  www.guidestar.org
■	 visit the organization on site

■	 Interview staff, board members, and the people served

■	 Interview the group’s colleagues and competitors

■	 ask other funders for their honest assessment

■	 last, but not least, compare this organization to other
  organizations that do similar work (and consider 
 funding those other groups as well!)

  —Anne Slepian and Christopher Mogil

How Effective are the Organizations You Fund?

To make an informed judgment you need good information:

your actual (vs. espoused) values and 
beliefs; conversely, you can carefully 
examine your beliefs and values in order 
to guide your actions. 

■	Seek opportunities 
for learning
schön’s model suggests that learning “on 
the job” with a mentor who can help 
you reflect on your actions is a powerful 
way to become a more reflective practi-
tioner. salvatore laspada, director of the 
Philanthropy Workshop at the Rocke-
feller Foundation, also recommends 
finding ways to learn formally about 
philanthropy. such experiences can 
expose you to new viewpoints and give 
you tools to aid your reflection. You 
might, for example, take a course in phi-
lanthropy, read about the history of 
social change, or attend conferences of 
grantmakers who fund in your interest 
areas. (For a list of funders’ affinity 
groups, contact the council on Founda-
tions, 202-466-6512, www.cof.org.) 

You can also learn about your areas of 
interest from people who are not philan-
thropists, to gain a more inclusive per-
spective. Books, conferences, and 
websites abound for any funding area.

 
■	Fund what you love, 
so you’ll enjoy the 
reflection
Because growth and effective giving 
require time, fund what genuinely inter-
ests you. That way, you’ll be able to main-
tain the long-term involvement needed 
for learning, and you’ll enjoy the process, 
too. Woods offers this advice: “Find an 
area you love, that you really care about, 
and that you’re willing to invest in learn-
ing a lot about. The more you learn, the 

better funder you’ll be.” slepian also 
notes that most of us have limited expo-
sure across race and class and suggests 
that exposing yourself to new people, 
projects, and ideas will allow you to find 
new people and projects to love. 

■	Accept failure as a 
natural way of learning
allowing time for reflection makes it 
possible to learn from failure. Failure can 
then become information that lets you 
adjust course. Melinda Tuan, managing 
director of the Roberts enterprise devel-
opment Fund, says that effective philan-
thropy “takes a long time, a lot of 
patience, and you have to be very com-
fortable with risk. some projects will fail 
rather spectacularly. Being able to take 
blame along with success is the mark of 
a really good philanthropist.” (See her 
interview, pp . 20-22 .)

■	Create mechanisms 
for getting feedback
To reflect on effectiveness, you need 
information about what happened as a 
result of your gift. It may be as simple as 
talking to the recipient or observing 
results in the community; or it might 
involve asking an organization what for-
mal measures of effectiveness they can 
show you. The key is finding mecha-
nisms that let you see more clearly what 
resulted from your financial support and 
then taking the time to reflect on what 
you have seen.

■	Become part of a 
giving community
Tracy Gary, founder of several networks 
for women philanthropists, names isola-
tion as one of the most common barriers 

to giving effectively. Joining a giving 
circle, reading publications written by 
practicing philanthropists, participating 
in the More than Money listserv, or 
starting your own discussion group are 
all ways to increase your effectiveness 
and your joy in giving, by reflecting with 
others while you give. 

as I have talked with others and 
reflected on my own giving, I’ve found it 
reassuring to realize that we don’t need 
to give in one particular way to be effec-
tive. effective giving is multi-faceted, 
not limited to one approach. Whether 
we give to immediately benefit an indi-
vidual or to create long-term systemic 
change; whether our focus is politics or 
spirituality; whether our giving is large 
or small; whether it mainly benefits our-
selves or others, we can give effectively—
and, chances are, we can learn to give 
more effectively still. 

The key is to hone our own niche, 
based on our own values, skills, and 
intentions, and to engage in the kind of 
continual self-reflection that lets us adjust 
course as we go along. as Wayne Muller, 
founder of Bread for the Journey, says, 
“every organism has its place in the ecol-
ogy.” (See his interview, pp . 24-27 .) To 
find our own right place in the giving 
ecology, we can give ourselves the gifts of 
time, experience, and reflection.  ■

Pamela Gerloff is managing editor of 
More than Money Journal . Her prior 
work in schools, businesses, and nonprofit 
organizations has focused on learning, 
growth, and change . She is founder of 
Compelling Vision™ and the New Educa-
tion Network (www.compellingvision.
com) and holds a doctorate in human 
development from Harvard University .
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Effectiveness is not the only bench-
mark in grantmaking. I want to put 

in a word for satisfaction, too.
conservation is my life work, so it is 

the focus of most of my grantmaking. I 
manage family lands for commercial for-
est products, harvesting trees and selling 
them to sawmills. I currently chair the 
Maine chapter of the nature conser-
vancy, which holds land not to produce 
commodities but to protect natural 
communities. annually, I lead a wilder-
ness rite of passage in which we give up 
all thought of using nature; we simply 
return to the land as a humble member 
of her community.

all this work is satisfying, but only 
some of it can be quantified. sawlogs 
can be measured by board feet, annual 
growth, and income generated. We can 
count species on a preserve; ascertaining 
ecosystem health requires more guess-
work and intuition. The results of a suc-
cessful rite of passage are profound, yet 
they defy quantification. I derive deep 
satisfaction from each, although I’m not 
sure that I can define the work in terms 
of effectiveness.

My involvement in conservation 
issues has increasingly moved me to 
value bringing opponents together to 
find common ground—because I 
believe that the greatest movement 

comes from shifting how people think. I 
have funded and led many collaborative 
efforts that help change people’s think-
ing. It’s hard, though, to assess the effec-
tiveness of this kind of work. It doesn’t 
offer the immediate results of laws 
passed or fines assessed. But looking 
back over ten years, I can see that forest-
ers in Maine now instinctively include 
protecting habitats as they lay out cuts, 
and that the industry now supports the 
previously (to them) unthinkable 
notion of setting lands off-limits to har-
vesting to protect and better understand 
natural processes.

When initiating or supporting these 
efforts, however, we didn’t have the ben-
efit of hindsight. We had to call on our 
intuition as well as our minds to assess 
the good faith of participants and the 
quality of the process. Many other 
potential funders decided the odds for 
success were too long, the outcomes too 
fuzzy. But, to me, the work felt right. 
Watching defenses melt was satisfying. 
and ultimately, we can see the effort was 
indeed effective. But focusing only on 
effectiveness might have prevented this 
watershed work from getting underway 
in the first place.

I have also funded projects where I am 
not at all a participant. For almost ten 
years I have supported the american 

Indian Institute, whose sole purpose is to 
help indigenous elders from around the 
world get together for mutual support, 
teaching, and ceremony. The leader of 
the Institute is a white man who has ded-
icated his life to this work. His involve-
ment has been to communicate a vision 
to funders and then stand back and let 
the elders work. For years he sat outside 
the gathering place as the elders met. The 
work was for them and their culture, not 
him. In wilderness rites of passage I have 
touched a profound connection with the 
natural world that seems similar to that 
which informs the work of the elders as 
they seek to care for their peoples, their 
traditions, and our earth. 

Is the Institute effective? I assume so, 
because more elders come each year. 
What difference is it making in the 
world? I don’t know, but I find it deeply 
satisfying to support the elders in main-
taining their way of life. I, too, am sit-
ting on the outside, supporting, 
following my heart, and trusting these 
tradition carriers to know what will serve 
them best.

so in my view, effectiveness is but one 
metric for successful grantmaking. 
Trusting your heart and following your 
intuition can bring a different kind of 
satisfaction, and ultimately, even greater 
success.  ■

We each have our own point of view on what 

giving effectively means; we each follow our own 

unique path of development as a giver. These 

personal stories, based on personal interviews, 

offer a glimpse into the complex inner world of 

donors.

PERSonal

Satisfaction Counts 
Roger M.
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How I practice philanthropy cannot 
be separated from who I am as a 

person. I am a Jungian analyst, which 
always informs what I do as a funder. 

In the mid-1990s my marriage of 
thirty-some years ended. I had been mar-
ried to a man who had been the ceo of 
a computer company. since I ended up 
with more money than I needed, I began 
to think about how I could use it cre-
atively.

I went first to The Minneapolis Foun-
dation and set up a donor-advised fund. 
next, I endowed a fund at the Headwa-
ters Fund, to support projects in native 
communities in the headwaters of the 
Mississippi River. I also bought a piece 
of wetlands in my neighborhood that 
was going to be developed; I gave it to 
the city so it could be preserved. 

after that, I started truly inventing 
myself as a funder. I was relieved to go to 
a national network of Grantmakers 
meeting recently and discover there’s a 
word for me: activist funder. actually, I’d 
say I’m a Jungian analyst activist funder—
everything I’ve learned as an analyst 
always informs what I do as a funder.

I knew when I started that I would 
make mistakes. I have made some big 
ones that I am sorry about, in the sense 
that I wish I had that money to put 
other places. But I did what I thought 
was the right thing to do at the time. 
There is no other way to learn. a lot of 
funding gets shut down because people 
are afraid of making mistakes. since I 
am using my own resources, I can make 
mistakes.

I have learned that funding is an 
expression of who you are. To say that I 

know who I am would be arrogant; it’s 
more that I feel open to learning who I 
am, knowing that what I do as a funder 
is integrated with the rest of my life, my 
passions, priorities, and values. How-
ever, it’s not my identity; it’s just some-
thing I do. one of my friends is lakota 
and he does art. He says that only for 
Western minds would “artist” be under-
stood as an identity that defines you, 
rather than one of the things you do 
because you are a human being. simi-
larly, everyone can be a “funder,” even if 
you give only 20 bucks.

When I started, I knew I had the tools 
I needed, gained from my experiences as 
a lawyer and an analyst—I just needed 
experience. The only way to get that was 
to follow my heart, and keep my head 
attached. at first, I funded things that I 
felt passionate about and where I recog-
nized passion in those doing the project. 
since then, I’ve learned that I want to 
stay with the passionate, but at the same 
time ask, “Who is carrying out the proj-
ect? What’s my assessment of how able 
they are to make this happen? can they 
get funds down the road? Is it a good 
idea? Is it doable? Is it realistic?” This 
approach has kept me from walking into 
some things that would have been a mis-
take. I’m a little more hard-nosed now. 
It’s probably keeping me out of trouble, 
but I’m not sure.

I have also moved away from support-
ing intellectual projects to funding activ-
ist projects. Working with Headwaters 
has focused me more on what they 
describe as social change, rather than 
social service. I’m getting a clearer sense 
of where I want to put money (not 

where others should). I like to think I’m 
on my own creative edge and funding 
others who are on theirs. 

I learned a lot about listening as a law-
yer—listening to facts and information. 
I also have a pretty good ear for vision. 
That’s the piece I want to discern in the 
projects I consider funding: Is this vision 
alive? Is the project really following it? It 
has to do with whether or not you 
believe there is something transcendent 
in the individual that is pushing them to 
evolve. We Jungians call it the self. I 
wonder: “Where is the self in this orga-
nization? In this person?”

one thing I have learned from my 
lakota friends and teachers is that we are 
all part of the circle of life. as they say, 
mitakuye oyasin—all my relations. If you 
understand that you are part of the circle 
of life, you are responsible for its preser-
vation and maintenance. What I hope I 
am doing as a funder, and as a human 
being, is being a responsible part of the 
circle of life. The resources I have access 
to are not “my” resources, but I am 
responsible for allowing them to move 
through me into the community in a 
thoughtful way. There, the passion and 
creativity of others puts them into the 
service of life. What happens may not be 
successful in the way the project defined 
success—as achieving x, y, and z. For 
me, it doesn’t have to do that exactly. I 
want to have the sense that this project is 
really alive. When I feel that about a 
project, I feel blessed that I’ve been in a 
position to have those resources move 
through me and into it. It’s an extraordi-
nary opportunity, for which I am pro-
foundly grateful.  ■

Personal Identity & Philanthropy
 Medora W.
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PERSonal
Maximizing Effectiveness
Fred W.

I made my money in the grain and 
flour milling business, with a com-

pany called Peavey. after we sold it to 
conagra, I served on conagra’s board 
for twelve years. I’m now retired, and 
have had time to do some of the things I 
have always wanted to do in my life, 
including visiting the grantee organiza-
tions we fund.

as a family, we used to mainly support 
the traditional organizations in our area. 
By that I mean art institutes and sym-
phonies—nice stuff that needs support. 
eventually, I asked a friend who was 

head of the Mcknight Foundation, 
“What needs help around here that isn’t 
the traditional high-ticket stuff?” 

He showed my wife and me an alter-
native school called The city, Inc. They 
just had a little set-up in a front room. I 
found myself interested in everything 
that was going on there. I worked with 
this inner city group for some time, 
eventually heading up their develop-
ment committee. Through this project I 
became very interested in the inner city, 

kids, and education. as I became more 
involved, I learned more about it. The 
city was very multicultural. I hadn’t had 
that kind of exposure before—not to the 
real tough groups. 

That was when I changed my attitude 
toward giving. My mother was still alive 
and my sister and I decided that instead 
of inheriting from her when she died, we 
would accept her offer of money right 
then and make a family foundation out 
of it. The foundation’s assets have grown 
over the years and that’s what we’re giv-
ing away now. our focus continues to be 

on inner cities, children, and education.
I visit as many of the organizations 

we fund as possible. I like to know who 
the people are and what they’re doing. 
In fact, that’s one of the things you can 
do to evaluate your effectiveness as a 
giver: go and see what’s really going on. 
If you show up and have lunch with 
the people who run the project, they’re 
impressed—because many donors 
don’t ever visit. It shows them you’re 
really interested.

although a small donation can make a 
big difference to some groups, I’ve 
learned that I can generally be more 
effective by giving larger donations to 
organizations that I feel strongly about. 
We make fewer gifts now than we used 
to, but in larger amounts. We give to 30 
or 40 programs through the Wells Fam-
ily Fund and some more through The 
Minneapolis Foundation. We also have a 
foundation in Palm Beach, which is run 
by my niece. We have the ability to say, 
“We’ll give you $50,000 over three years, 
but you have to get these kind of results.” 
sometimes we’re able to join with 
another fund, so we’re able to have more 
clout. I think we’ve been successful, 
although it’s a little early to tell, given 
that this is a relatively new approach for 
us.

By giving more money, we have a bet-
ter chance of having the programs hold 
to a standard and measure it. I tell them, 
“I know you’d like to have this outcome. 
We’ll give you three years to accomplish 
it, and then we’ll take a look at it. after 
that, we may or may not fund you, 
depending on how it’s going.” Requiring 
specific outcomes compels organizations 
to get their act together. 

Yet, evaluation is challenging. Take an 
alternative school like The city. You 
might set a standard for them and say, 
“You have to have fifteen graduates.” 
But maybe it’s more important that they 
have fifteen kids who haven’t dropped 
out. Maybe that’s success. Your own 
mental criteria of success changes as you 
get involved and learn more about the 
project. But you can come up with 
things that are measurable.  ■

“I can generally 
be more effective by 

giving larger donations 

to organizations that 

I feel strongly about.”
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I used to give small contributions to 
groups I knew about—from the PTa 

at my daughter’s school to Greenpeace. 
Then one day I learned from my mother 
that I had a charitable lead trust of 
$20,000 to give away that year. It seemed 
like an unbelievable fortune. none of my 
friends had that much money. no one I 
knew—not even me—had even heard of 
a charitable lead trust. My mother had 
always been considered irresponsible by 
her wealthy family. They gave her an 
allowance, but had kept us in the dark 
about any trust funds set up for us. 

When my daughter’s school needed 
financial support, I was happy to put 
some of that trust money to good use. 
Then, suddenly, I became very popular. 
“Would you like to lead the auction com-
mittee?” “Would you like to be on the 
board of the school?” I was soon asked to 
be on other boards. The asks continued.

each year the amount to give away 
increased. “How do I give this money 
responsibly and well?” I wondered. 
When I heard about the Philanthropy 
Workshop, a year-long philanthropy 
course at the Rockefeller Foundation, I 
decided to take it. But I was nervous 
about what kind of people were likely to 
show up. I didn’t think I’d fit in.

The Philanthropy Workshop pro-
vided great networking opportunities, 
taught me how vital site visits are for 
smart grantmaking, and how to make a 
funding plan built around my own 
interest in girls’ issues. The best lesson I 
learned from the course is that a philan-
thropist’s job is not simply to be kind, 
but to be diligent, and to honestly assess 
the strengths and weaknesses of any 
project. after the program, I gave myself 
four years to seriously learn about phi-
lanthropy. I became experienced with 

site visits by joining the grants allocation 
committee of the new York Women’s 
Foundation. after we discussed all the 
written materials from the grant appli-
cants, teams of three to five women 
would meet with the executive directors, 
board, and staff members. “What keeps 
you coming here? What’s your biggest 
challenge? Who are your funders? do 
you find it easy to tell your story to 
potential supporters? What sustains you 
day after day?” Those were the kinds of 
questions we asked.

next I joined a national group of 
women philanthropists called the 
Women donors’ network. I was 

inspired by many of the energetic 
women philanthropists there, who 
marched forward with such incredible 
abandon. now I’m proud to hear people 
say that they, too, are inspired by my 
example. Ten years of giving has added 
up. I’ve funded economic development, 
women’s health, girls’ programs, envi-
ronmental concerns, and juvenile jus-
tice. While I enjoy this diversity, I also 
have a lens through which I focus my 
financial support. I ask myself repeat-
edly: What will raise and strengthen the 
voices of girls? This single question 
serves as a powerful guide as I choose 
how to support my many interest areas. 

I used to think significant support 
equaled big donations, but it doesn’t. It 
is not the amount that is important, it’s 
the relationship. I know from a totally 
egotistical view what I want from my 
giving: I want to be a charter or initiat-
ing member of a group, and I want to 
help people be successful. I check in 
with my executive directors once every 
month or two and try to find out what 
they most need. I also pay for trainings, 
send chocolates on valentine’s day, and 
ask if they are getting vacations.  

It has taken me an inordinate amount 
of time to come to terms with the fact 
that I am still a good person, even 

though I am rich. I had cruella devil 
(that rich villainess from 101 Dalma-
tians) in my head, along with multiple 
stereotypes of wealthy women. now I 
take full pleasure in having a lot of 
money. There are such wonderful things 
to do with it!  I figure I have only one 
life to live now, so why not give boldly? 
If I don’t have any funds to give next 
year, so what? I draw about $300,000 
per year—4.5% of my assets—and have 
a lot of fun. I have to remind my money 
managers to keep me to that percent so I 
don’t get my family too upset. I love phi-
lanthropy. It’s like sharing with an 
extended family.   ■

learning to be a Philanthropist
Lindsey S.

“How do I give this 
money responsibly 
and well?”
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Thoughts from Kavita Ramdas
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Kavita Ramdas is  

president and CEO of  

the Global Fund for Women 

(www.globalfundforwomen.org), 

the largest grantmaking 

foundation in the world that 

focuses exclusively on 

international women’s rights, 

and the only one in the U.S. 

with this mission. The Global 

Fund is both a granting 

agency and a recipient of 

donor funds. Here, Ramdas 

offers a grantee’s, as well as a 

funder’s, perspective on what 

it means to give effectively.
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Intentionality
When I think about effective giving, I go to the root of the 
word effective . Effect means to bring about a specific outcome of 
one kind or another. From our perspective at the Global Fund, 
our role as donor is to effect a certain outcome: women’s ability 
to have a voice and to increase choice in their lives. our defini-
tion of whether our giving is effective or not comes out of that 
understanding.

Giving effectively is all about intentionality. It’s very impor-
tant to be clear and specific about what you’re trying to effect. 
When you’re not really clear, the actual effect is hard to measure. 
If you thought, for example, that the primary mission of the 
Global Fund is to decrease infant mortality, you might con-
clude that most of our programs are not effective. But once you 
understand what we’re trying to do, you would probably think 
we are very effective. Women’s groups in 150 countries get 
ongoing support, and all our activities help make sure women’s 
voices will be heard.

Respect and Trust
The concept of giving effectively comes out of a corporate 
mentality that nonprofits feel we have to fit into these days. 
donors ask us, “What are the numbers? How many women 
have more choice? can you see and measure real outcomes?” 
When you’re dealing with the kinds of complex social issues 
that we are, like extreme poverty, the outcomes are not easily 
defined. You can’t just count how many people came to a soup 
kitchen. While it’s important to care whether your giving is 
effective, it’s as important to be concerned with the way in 
which you give. are you giving with respect and trust? It’s the 
process of giving that empowers both the giver and receiver.

From a grantee perspective, most giving that is trying to be 
effective comes with strings attached. donors think they can 
somehow control the outcomes. They give project-specific 
funding, or money for this many pencils and papers, but not 
lights or electricity. Grantee organizations, however, under-
stand how important general operating support or flexible 
funds are. 

In general, as donors, we don’t take a hard look at ourselves 
and have enough conversation about effective giving. The less we 
base our giving on trusting and respecting our grantees to do 
what they do, the more we put restrictions on our funds. But 
there is a fine line between accountability and useless bureau-
cracy. 

Humility
We must start from a premise of some humility. Just because 
we’re in a position of giving away money doesn’t somehow 
endow us with mystical knowledge. We have a culture of awe 
around who has the money. Grantees find it hard to challenge 
the donors. We need to acknowledge the power dynamic there. 
Most grantees would love to see more flexible funding; most 
donors are hesitant. They see it as losing control over their 
resources and as losing an opportunity to effect a specific out-
come they’re looking for. The new entrepreneur donors want to 
be hands-on. That’s great, but then you need to be willing to 
say, “I’m going to set up a nonprofit and direct it and put 
money into it”—as opposed to “I’m going to make you dance 
to a different tune.”

valuing Each Contribution
Unlike most nonprofits, we do not categorize our donors by 
level of giving. In our annual report, all our supporters are part 
of a network that cares deeply about what we support; they are 
all reaching to the edge of their capacity. We don’t list categories 
of givers, because we believe very deeply that philanthropy is 
not just a privilege of the wealthy, but an opportunity for us all 
to participate in social change. anyone who cares can make a 
difference, not just by their activism, but also through their 
philanthropy. a little girl who sends us $25 from her bat mitz-
vah check is making as much of a stretch as someone who sends 
us $25,000. If each donor is giving to the maximum of his or 
her capacity in order to change something he or she believes in, 
that is effective. It creates a constituency of informed and car-
ing advocates for change.

Modeling and Multiplying the Giving
a few years ago we made a grant to a woman in Uzbekistan who 
was starting a health clinic. last year the Goldman Foundation 
honored her with a $125,000 award. The next day, out of her 
award check she made a $5000 donation to the Global Fund, 
when she desperately needed it herself. We asked her why and she 
said, “You gave me money when no one else would. There are a 
hundred others like me who need a start right now.” That’s effec-
tive giving. It models giving for a much broader constituency. 
The Global Fund mantra is, “To give is as important as to receive. 
To receive is as important as to give. all those who give also 
receive.” To us, effective giving is modeling and extending the 
giving, so it keeps multiplying. You don’t want to limit it to a few 
who have the right or opportunity or the duty to give. The 
women we fund are themselves so generous about giving.  ■

—From a conversation with Pamela Gerloff

“To give is as important as to receive. 
To receive is as important as to give. 
all those who give also receive.”
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When donor George Roberts formed the san 
Francisco-based Roberts enterprise develop-

ment Fund (RedF) in 1997, it was one of the first orga-
nizations to operate under a venture philanthropy model, 
which applies business practices to the funding of non-
profits. (See Characteristics of Venture Philanthropy, p .21 .) 
Unlike most organizations, however, RedF has created 
an organizational culture that is committed to reflecting 
on and learning from its mistakes, as well as its successes, 
and to sharing those learnings with others.

RedF supports ten nonprofit umbrella organizations 
that together operate more than twenty social purpose 
enterprises. a social purpose enterprise is a revenue-

generating business founded by a nonprofit to create 
jobs or training opportunities for very low-income indi-
viduals. More than 600 people—most of whom are 
low-income and homeless—are employed by RedF-
funded organizations generating more than $20 million 
in sales. about half the businesses are currently profit-
able and contributing income to support their parent 
organization. RedF has documented improvements in 
individuals’ lives in such areas as housing, employment, 
wages, self-esteem, drug usage, and recidivism. 

In this interview, Melinda Tuan, managing director, 
discusses drawbacks of the venture philanthropy model, 
as well as the self-reflective nature of RedF.

Melinda Tuan, managing 
director of the Roberts’ Enterprise 
Development Fund, visiting one 
of the organization’s social 
enterprise businesses.
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MtM: do you have any cautions about the venture philanthropy model for 
others who may want to use it?

tuan:  Be attentive to the power imbalance. When you have money and you’re 
talking to someone who wants it, there is always a power imbalance, even in 
personal giving. For example, if I suggest to someone in one of our enterprises 
that he talk to a particular person, he might interpret it as, “I have to talk to 
this person and hire her,” but that might not have been my intention. at first 
we felt uncomfortable with the imbalance of power, so we didn’t talk about it. 
But we’ve found it’s better to acknowledge it, talk about it, and be conscious of 
it on an ongoing basis. 

I would also say to be as clear as possible about everything and communicate 
more than you possibly think is necessary. as funders, we have monthly meet-
ings with the management teams of our ten investee organizations. sometimes 
during that meeting, I wonder whether they took what I said the wrong way. 
so later, I’ll call them up and ask if they thought I was too directive. They’ll say, 
“Yes. I didn’t want to mention it.” We still make mistakes. We hope they’re new 
ones, not the same ones over and over.

It’s important to remember that this work takes a long time and a lot of 
patience. and you have to be very comfortable with risk. some projects will fail 
rather spectacularly. Being able to take blame along with success is the mark of 
a really good philanthropist. 

MtM: Much of your success seems based on the amount of evaluation you do 
of your own effectiveness as a funder. How did you become such a self-reflec-
tive organization?

tuan:  From the outset, our founding executive director, Jed emerson, had a 
commitment to being self-reflective. He invited people to give him and the rest 
of us feedback about ourselves, through external consultants. It was very pain-
ful. The personal feedback was not published, but it provided us with a lot of 
insight into how we are received. 

RedF was launched in 1997. In 1998, our investee group gave us feedback 
that caused us to  look at ourselves and say, “This isn’t working.” We then hired 
an independent consultant to talk with each of our investee organizations 
about what was and wasn’t working with RedF’s approach to the work. It was 
a big turning point for us in that our investees felt listened to. They found they 
could speak up to us and we would respond. 

MtM: What kinds of mechanisms do you use to create trust and self-reflection?

Venture Philanthropy 
in a learning organization
An Interview with Melinda Tuan

Characteristics of 
venture Philanthropy

The venture philanthropy model 
applies business practices to 
funding nonprofits. Typically, 

venture philanthropy is 
characterized by most or all 

of the following:

■	 Investment in organizations, not 
projects

■	commitment to significant long-
term capitalization (as opposed to 
short-term or start-up funding)

■	Hands-on management 
participation (direct participation 
of venture philanthropists in 
operating decisions; venture 
philanthropists have a seat on the 
nonprofit’s board)

■	commitment to strategic 
partnering networking (venture 
philanthropists bring not only 
their money and expertise, but also 
their Rolodexes®!)

■	anticipation of scalability 
(planning for maximized growth 
and replicability)

■	Quantitative performance 
assessment (measurable outcomes)

■	exit plan (From the outset, 
venture philanthropists include 
plans for ultimately withdrawing 
capital and management assistance 
to ensure the nonprofit’s 
independent viability.) 

Adapted from “Transforming Philanthropy,” 
a presentation by Bruce Seavers for the 51st 
annual conference of the council on 
Foundations, April 29-May 3, 2000 . 
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tuan: We publish and share informa-
tion about what we’ve done wrong. 
That’s a real trust builder. That has a 
lot to do with our donor. He actually 
says, “I want to hear what’s going 
wrong.” Having the freedom to say 
what hasn’t worked increases the reflec-
tion dramatically.

We do the same with the groups we 

fund. However, just saying, “I want to 
hear what’s going wrong” isn’t enough. 
It opens the door slightly, but it also 
brings a lot of skepticism. More impor-
tant is how you respond if your invest-
ees tell you bad news. If you won’t give 
them any more money, or you respond 
by blaming individuals instead of tak-
ing responsibility, it doesn’t work. You 
need to be able to say, “I screwed up.” 
It’s only over time that you’re able to 
prove to others in a power imbalance 
that you can be trusted and you’re true 
to your word. We’ve worked with some 
investees up to ten years and sometimes 
they’re still not fully open, because of 
the power dynamic. But they tell us far 
more than they tell other funders. a lot 
of them comment on that in our inter-
views.

We also make time to reflect. a lot of 
venture philanthropists have started 
out with PR about what they’re going 
to do. They talk about what they’re 
going to deliver and how quickly 
they’re going to deliver it, so they don’t 
have as much time for reflection. our 
donor has given us freedom by saying 
from the beginning, “let’s not talk to 
the press and the general public until 
we have something significant to say. 
our work should speak for itself.” This 
approach has given us the flexibility to 
adapt and change, based on what our 
work has taught us. although we have 
always published what we’ve learned 
from our mistakes, this is the first time 
we’re talking about our positive results. 

We hope that others in the nonprofit 
community will be able to benefit from 
our lessons learned and apply them to 
their future work as well. ■

   —Interviewed by Pamela Gerloff 

To obtain copies of REDF’s latest reports, 
contact: www.redf.org 

What is “engaged 
grantmaking” and is 

it different from 
venture philanthropy?

Many of those involved in what has 
been called venture philanthropy 

are realizing that in many ways “all” 
they are doing is becoming more 

connected—more engaged—to the 
work of the nonprofit sector. For 

some funders this means being 
involved in monthly meetings with 

investees, but for others it may 
manifest in other forms. In some 

ways, venture philanthropy is sim-
ply a subset or smaller component 
of the larger movement of philan-
thropy toward engaged grantmak-
ing. as we move forward over the 

coming years, it will be interesting 
to see how philanthropy continues 
to evolve in response to the many 

demands of the nonprofit sector as 
a whole.  —From the Roberts Enter-

prise Development Fund website, 
Frequently asked Questions, www.

redf.org

An article by Drummond Pike and Chris Herrara, available online . 

online giving, or e-philanthropy, is still relatively new, but there are already thousands of websites dedicated to charitable 
giving, community foundations, and donor advised funds. Why aren’t they thriving? Pike and Herrara maintain that the new 
e-giving industry is failing, not for lack of interest in online philanthropy, but because it is being run by commercial interests 
that do not integrate the values of the nonprofit world into their services. To read their article discussing this problem and its 

solution, visit: www.morethanmoney.org/onlinegiving/

value per Share vs. Shared values: 
Why Nonprofits Will Lead the Way in Online Giving

Giving as Investing 
By Peter Kent

When I made my first $100,000 
gift to a nonprofit organization, it 
was a big stretch for me. I wanted 
to help the organization build its 
capacity to operate at a vastly differ-
ent level than it had been. I knew I 
needed to think carefully about the 
amount I wanted to give and why. 
These six questions helped guide 
me to risk such a major gift:

1. Do I judge this area of work 
 as critical?
2. Is it timely for the work of this 

organization to grow?
3. Will I be excited to build a 

relationship with this group for 
the next five or more years?

4. Do I trust and respect the 
leadership? (including the staff 
and board)

5. Do I judge the organization’s 
finances as solid?

6. Has the group done thorough 
strategic planning?
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”Make your philanthropy strategic… engaged… 
effective!” like an advertisement for toothpaste 

that promises to make teeth whiter, cleaner, brighter, these 
adjectives—strategic, engaged, effective—are often slung 
together as if they synonymously describe a better, more mod-
ern way to do charitable giving. To me these buzzwords define 
three distinctly different qualities of good philanthropy:

effeCtive: giving that produces the desired results 
(whatever those may be)
StrategiC: giving according to a carefully 
thought-out, overall plan to achieve particular 
outcomes
engaged: giving that is personally 
involved, more than just sending money

To explore these differences, I made myself the 
chart below, and thought about memorable gifts 
I’ve made in the past decade. How about that 
time the waitress jumped for joy when I gave her 
a $20 tip for a cup of coffee? That was effective, 
but neither strategic nor engaged. When my hus-
band christopher and I contributed $20,000 
toward a staff member’s salary for a budding orga-
nization reaching out to young adults with 
wealth, it was part of our long-term strategy to 
leverage philanthropic resources. The grant was 
spectacularly ineffective (given that the group 
folded within the year) but we stayed engaged and 

helped birth a successor organization, Resource Generation, 
which has flourished. one of the most “bang for the buck” gifts 
I ever made embodied all three qualities: Back in the early ’80s, 
when I was committed to the peace movement, I gave $120 to 
my hotshot organizer friend Paul so he could print hundreds of 
copies of a seminal article about the emotional impact of living 
under nuclear threat. Paul used those articles to seed disarma-
ment chapters throughout europe, and I stayed engaged with 
both Paul and the author’s work for years. on an entirely differ-
ent scale is the $100,000 christopher and I are giving to More 
than Money, as one of many “visionaries’ circle” members 
funding the organization’s expansion. This gift embodies all three 
qualities as well, and few things have been as thrilling to me as 
shepherding the organization’s growth.

Playing with this chart has convinced me that each quality 
has value on its own—yet its power is amplified when com-
bined with one or more of the others. Try mapping out your 
most memorable gifts, and see what you learn!   ■

Anne Slepian is an award-winning writer, workshop leader, and 
organizer on issues of wealth and philanthropy . She and her hus-
band, Christopher Mogil, founded and direct More than Money .   

By Anne Slepian

Does your Giving
Hit all the MaRkS?

Anne’s Giving Analysis

 $20 tip for  $120 to Paul $20,000 for $100,000 to 
 a cup of coffee for dissemination salary at start-up to More than 
  of article non-profit Money Visionaries’ 
    Circle

Effective ♥ ♥ M	 ♥
Achieving  Waitress thrilled Disarmament Organization Organization
desired results   chapters   folded moving swiftly
  developed  forward with
    its strategic plan

Strategic M	 ♥	 ♥	 ♥
Part of overall  Big tips not Plan to support Plan to support Plan to support
giving plan part of  peace activism organizing of organizing of
 giving plan  people with wealth people with wealth  

Engaged M	 ♥	 ♥	 ♥
I’m personally  I did not know Stayed engaged Continued As one of the
involved the waitress, for years as a involvement founding directors,
 nor stay  friend & helped create this is my
 connected organizer Resource daily work 
  to her use of   Generation
 surprise tips 
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TWo MoDElS 
        for GIVInG

Think BIG, Think SMaLL
 An Interview with Steve Kirsch and Wayne Muller

We talked with Steve Kirsch, co-founder of the Kirsch 

Foundation, and Wayne Muller, founder of Bread for the 

Journey, about their models of giving. Approaching 

philanthropy from very different backgrounds, one 

thinks big and one intentionally thinks small.

Think Big
steve kirsch, founder and ceo of Propel software corpo-
ration, considers his “asteroid project”—which funds efforts 
to detect and protect us against possible asteroid-earth col-
lisions—one of the most cost-effective charitable invest-
ments around. “We may not receive its results for 10,000 
years, but is it really worth it,” he asks, “to save 20 million 
bucks yet be wiped out next week? It’s silly not to pay for the 
collision insurance.”

kirsch also founded two other successful high-tech com-
panies besides Propel, including Infoseek corporation, 
which was purchased by disney in 1999. To give some of the 
profits away, he and his wife Michele started their own $75 
million foundation (www.kirschfoundation.org). In 1999 
they were named outstanding Philanthropists by the silicon 
valley chapter of the national society of Fundraising execu-
tives. That same year, they were recognized by Slate maga-
zine as the eighth largest charitable givers in america. 

Steve Kirsch
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Think Small
Bread for the Journey (BFJ, www.breadforthejourney.org)  is a national philan-
thropic organization with fifteen local chapters, all run by volunteers. Its founder and 
president, Rev. Wayne Muller, is also a therapist, retreat leader, and author. He has 
published three books and writes regularly on business and spirituality for Forbes mag-
azine. He also founded the Institute for engaged spirituality.

BFJ is a response to what Muller sees as a growing need for a simple, accessible, 
neighborhood-based model of philanthropy, “more intimate and responsive than 
already existing—and breathtakingly useful—community foundations.” BFJ volun-
teers pool their own resources and give money locally, to people with strength and 
vision who are excited about helping their communities. such people exist every-
where, Muller says; all they lack is a small amount of money to get started and the 
confidence that they can carry out their vision. a typical BFJ example: a $200 grant 
to buy clay allowed a person with a passion for making pots to teach others to make 
them, too. The pots were then planted with flowers, which were then sold to raise 
money to help abused women. says Muller, “our culture points toward big stuff. I 
like to be a voice in the wilderness saying that just as much energy should go toward 
small. If you do that, you’ll be astonished at what two or three people in a neighbor-
hood can do to change the world.”

We asked both kirsch and Muller what giving effectively means to them.
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Steve KirSCh: People have different 
goals for why they give. some give 
because they enjoy the process—going 
through grant applications, meeting with 
potential recipients, deciding which 
group gets the money. For them, the 

journey is the reward. others, like me, are focused on results. If 
you’re focused on results you have a different metric.

Wayne Muller: I don’t think about 
giving in terms of effectiveness…I think 
more in terms of surprise. I’m so humbly 
in awe of the way the world really oper-
ates—there are forces much greater than 
us at work. some gifts are going to take 
wings, some hobble along, and some 

sputter, and I can never predict which will do which.
When I was chaplain at an aIds clinic, I made weekly visits 

to the bedside of a gay man. The man was Greek orthodox, 
and his priest would not come to visit him. We had long con-
versations about spirituality and how people view grace and 
suffering. after a year, the man said to me, “You know, I’ve 
been really glad you’ve come.” I assumed it was because I was a 
graduate of Harvard divinity school and could talk about 
these things—and then he said, “I haven’t understood a single 
thing you’ve said about theology, but I really like the sound of 
your voice.” (Muller laughs.) We think we’re doing one thing, 
but in reality something else is really going on. 

MtM: How does your organization do its funding?

KirSCh: at our foundation, we do a combination of things. 
First, we set our goals. our foundation has identified four or 
five major areas that we give to. Then we create programs to 
strategically achieve those goals. We evaluate grants in the con-
text of our goals. We also institute programs ourselves. We get 
involved; for example, there is the medical program we fund. 
(kirsch’s project to fund cancer research is discussed on the 
kirsch Foundation website: www.kirschfoundation.org.) We 
also pursue our goal in ways other than grant applications. For 
example, we occasionally invest in for-profit companies to 
achieve the goal, without expecting a return on investment. 
This allows the business to get started quickly. If we make 
money at it, that’s a bonus, and we can reinvest it in a charitable 
project. 

We always have outcomes. Typically, they are very long-term. 
so we have to have intermediate goals too. For example, for an 

environmental project, we might have a long-term outcome of 
meeting state and federal clean air guidelines 50 years from now. 
sub-goals would be passing certain pieces of legislation. Those 
kinds of sub-goals help us get to the final goal. Basically, we’re 
applying the same sort of business logic that you use to run a 
business. You have goals you want to achieve and you figure out 
how to do it. It’s about creating strategies to achieve the goals.

I have very little contact with my grantees. The way we oper-
ate is we say, “let’s go cure cancer,” and then we set basic mile-
stones. The project passes Phase one, Phase Two, and Phase 
Three clinical trials. Beyond that you’re micromanaging. It’s 
difficult to be expert in all fields, so we let the management of 
goals be at the discretion of grantees. We try to pick world-class 
grantees—we place a high emphasis on that. We set the goals 
and evaluate the grantees on the basis of their ability to achieve 
those goals. our goal is to cure cancer, so we ask, “do these 
people have a good chance of curing cancer?” We check their 
background and approach. We give them money for three years 
and see how they do. so it’s not that we require them to meet 
all the milestones we set along the way. and it’s not necessarily 
that we check performance against expected outcomes either. 
let’s say they cure tuberculosis, instead of cancer. That’s o.k. 
with me! 

Muller: The way funding works at Bread for the Journey is, 
when someone calls us requesting money, we meet them for a 
walk in the park or a cup of tea. If we fall a little bit in love with 
them, we give them money. Having consulted with kellogg’s 
and other large foundations, my observation is that founda-
tions often use paperwork out of fear of making a mistake. In 
general, people are so worried they’re going to give money to 
the wrong place that they frontload the paper. In my experi-
ence, you get pretty much the same result, whichever way you 
do it—some things take off and some don’t. so why not sim-
plify the process?

For us, philanthropy is about relationships, love and kind-
ness. We give our grantees money only once, but that doesn’t 
mean we stop giving in the relationship. We put them in touch 
with other funders; we help them get 501(c)3 status. The point 
of being at ground level is that we can be in relationship with 
people, but the relationship is not always about money. That 
makes it too small. It’s also important in BFJ that we not feel 
pressure to raise money, because we want people in our chap-
ters to have fun. all our chapters are run by volunteers who do 
this in addition to their full-time jobs. When they have money, 
they give it away; and when they don’t, they wait for it to come.

one of my presumptions is that an act of generosity is an act 
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that benefits everybody. When giving and receiving are done 
really well, the line between giver and receiver begins to dissolve 
a little. When you see someone throw their arms around some-
one else in a great big hug, who is giving and who is receiving? 
It’s a silly question. Both benefit.

Ultimately, philanthropy is about deep nourishment for all 
beings. I wrote Sabbath: Restoring the Sacred Rhythm of Rest in 
response to seeing that a lot of people in the world who are try-
ing to do good are doing good badly, myself included. We are 
all subject to the impulse to rush, and to the idea that bigger 
and more is better. at a certain point, that becomes simply not 
healing. so when we reach for what we would heal, we create 
suffering. We knock things over. There are thousands of stories 
of the World Bank, aId, and IMF sticking money in a place 
because they thought they had to hurry up and do something. 
They didn’t take the time to know what it’s like to live there 
and know what’s truly and good and holy. The more quietly 
and mindfully we do this work, the better all beings will bene-
fit, and the better we’ll feel.

MtM: What advice would you give to donors who have 
$10,000-$500,000 per year to give away?

KirSCh: My advice is no different from what I would tell 
people with more money. The only difference would be the 
number of focus areas. In this case, it would be to focus your 
giving to one to three areas that you have a passion for, decide 
on specific goals in those areas, and then start pursuing strate-
gies to achieve those goals.

Muller: Find out where the strengths are in your commu-
nity. The need is everywhere. The question is, “Where’s the 
grace, the light, the juice?” sometimes you’ll read about some-
one in the newspaper. You’ll read or hear about a need at the 
YMca, for example. It’s not that hard. Just keep your ear to the 
ground. You don’t have to be obvious about it. Get a few people 
you love together and talk about what you’ve seen in the com-
munity. It can be an excuse to get together.

When you give this way, you begin to read the newspaper 
differently. It’s much more about listening. all of a sudden it’s 
not “those people” and “us,” it’s all “us.” It doesn’t take a tre-
mendous amount of time and it’s fun; you’re hanging around 
people you like to be with. You can all be generous together. 

I would also say to think small. Think about ways to do less 
better. In the christian tradition, Jesus talked about small 
things. He said, “Heaven is like a grain of mustard seed.” small 
things done well are really the things that move the world. 

MtM: Is bigger better in philanthropy?

KirSCh: Bigger gives you the opportunity to be more effec-
tive. It doesn’t ensure results, but it definitely gives you a lot of 
advantages. There is an advantage to scale. The larger the capi-
tal you have, the more efficient you can be. We have a full-time 
person in charge of the medical grants, for example.

Muller:  In the Chronicle of Philanthropy, they’re always talk-
ing about who’s got the biggest endowment. What does it matter 
if Bill Gates is surpassed by Hewlett Packard? That’s silly, but it 
makes the front pages. I’d like to see on the other side of the front 
page, “How small can we get?” I often ask people, “What’s the 
smallest thing that anyone did for you that changed your life?”

There are places for large interventions, like doing research 
on cancer or aIds treatments. But at the same time, it’s not a 
good presumption that bigger is more effective. The presump-
tion that real change happens from the top down is being chal-
lenged everywhere. For example, a bank in Bangladesh lent 
individuals $50 to $100 to start small businesses. That micro 
credit work ultimately changed the whole country’s economy. 
one thousand tiny kindnesses rising from the ground up 
change the world more reliably than one initiative from the top 
down. There is a place for both.  ■

—Interviewed by Pamela Gerloff

“It’s a check for a hundred thousand dollars. Do you like it?”
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Align Expectations with 
the Level of Risk
There are two philosophical topics that 
go to the heart of effective giving that 
haven’t been treated thoughtfully else-
where. The first is the notion of risk. In 
a regular investment situation, investors 
understand that if I make a bet on an oil 
strike or a gold mine, my chance of suc-
cess is low and my payoff is very high. 
They understand these investments as 
being high risk. Philanthropy, however, 
is the one area where neither experienced 
nor inexperienced donors understand 
the risk and nature of what they do.

For example, a $10,000 grant is sig-
nificant when you make it as an indi-
vidual. It is also significant to the 
organization that receives it. But should 
you expect that the organization will 
solve poverty in your community 
because you gave it $10,000? no, it’s 
not realistic to expect that—yet people 
do. only the lottery gives the kind of 
odds that people expect from philan-
thropic investments: a small amount of 
money to bring a huge return. You don’t 
play the lottery as an investment strat-
egy. The same is true in philanthropy. 
as a donor, you need an understanding 

of the size of the problem you’re trying 
to solve, relative to the amount of 
money you’re investing. 

Tailor Outcome 
Measures to the 
Mission
The other topic that’s neglected has to do 
with the question of outcomes. although 
this is discussed a lot, it is not a nuanced 
discussion. donors need to ask them-
selves: “How much am I putting in and 
what is reasonable to expect that the 
organization will be able to do with it? 
and how does the organization measure 
outcomes against the mission?”

For example, let’s say I support a feed-
ing program for the homeless. I can tell 
you every night how many people we 
served a meal to, how many didn’t go to 
bed hungry. But have I affected long-
range hunger? Have I made systemic 
changes in my community? no. The 
outcome is easy to count, it’s straightfor-
ward and easily understood, and it ful-
fills the mission of the organization. 
However, it may not fulfill the mission 
that you prefer to fund.

an effective giver has to ask: “What is 
the mission of the organization I’m sup-
porting and what is success in those 
terms?” You cannot just look at an orga-
nization and conclude that it is successful 
because it has what I call “counting suc-
cess.” Its success measures must be appro-
priate to its mission. as a donor, you are 
right to talk about standards and account-
ability, but the conversation must also be 
about what the mission is and determin-
ing reasonable benchmarks. one pro-
gram may be 50% effective, another may 

be 75% effective, according to their out-
come measures. But the 50% effective-
ness rate may in fact be very high, given 
the mission and the risk involved.

Effectiveness Depends 
on What is valued
another point to understand is that 
what is effective can depend on the pop-
ulation being served. For example, peo-
ple  wi l l  argue for  hours  that 
Mcdonalds®’ french fries taste better 
than Burger king®’s. To me, they’re the 
same, but to my ten-and-a-half-year-old 
daughter Yeti, there’s a difference. simi-
larly, if I’ve got a youth program serving 
spanish-speaking kids and a traditional 
youth program that doesn’t, to some 
people that difference may be impor-
tant. I’m an african-american and am 
sensitive to taking Yeti places where 
there is no african-american presence. I 
want her to have a certain experience 
that provides a positive image for her as 
an african-american female.

so, just because there are two pro-
grams that appear to provide the same 
service does not mean there is a duplica-
tion of programs. In general, donors are 
not encouraged to understand that what 
may be an irrelevant difference from 
their point of view is a critical difference 
to others. That critical difference can 
account for differences in success rates 
with different populations. The people 
who support a particular program believe 
it is best for what they’re interested in. 
That’s why you have to relate the mission 
of the organization to the outcomes.    ■

—From a conversation with Pamela Gerloff

A Conversation with Emmett Carson

What gets left out of conversations about effective giving? 

What do donors really need to know? Here, Emmett Carson offers 

a few of his insights.

What Donors 
  need to knoW

Emmett Carson is president and CEO of 
The Minneapolis Foundation . Best known 
for his seminal work on Black philan-
thropy, Carson is also an internationally 
recognized author and lecturer on philan-
thropy and the nonprofit sector . He holds a 
Ph .D . in public and international affairs 
from Princeton University .
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Change doesn’t work the way we 
think it does—at least it doesn’t 

have to. It can be sudden and dramatic, 
even easy, because little things can tip 
the scale. That’s the basic message of The 
Tipping Point, a delightful and informa-
tive read by The New Yorker magazine 
writer Malcolm Gladwell. 

But it’s not just any little things that 
cause a situation to reach a moment of 
critical mass and “tip” into significant 
change, it’s specific little things. and 
once we know what those are, we can 
intentionally create change on our own. 
That’s why the book is relevant to wealth 
stewardship and philanthropy. If we 
want to create change with our money, 
we would do well to understand the true 
nature of change—how it happens and 
how we can help it along. 

The Tipping Point likens the change pro-
cess to the process flu epidemics follow as 
they spread. In fact, it says that creating 
any kind of large-scale change is like start-
ing an epidemic. To start an epidemic, pay 
attention to (a) the people who transmit 
infectious agents, (b) the infectious agent 
itself, and (c) the environment in which 
the infectious agent is operating. To create 
change in each of these areas, Gladwell 
offers three “rules of epidemics:” the law 
of the Few, the stickiness Factor, and the 
Power of context.

The law of the Few says that it’s a few 
key people who spread a movement, 
idea, or trend. They are certain types of 
people, whom Gladwell calls connec-
tors, mavens, and salesmen. connectors 
know tons of people and happily con-
nect them with each other. Mavens seek 
out knowledge and share it with others. 
salesmen instinctively garner support. 
Paul Revere, Gladwell explains, was both 
a maven and a salesman—which 
accounts for his success rallying the min-
utemen against oncoming British troops 

during his famous midnight ride into 
lexington, Massachusetts. William 
dawes, who also rode that night to 
spread the alarm, remains a lesser known 
figure precisely because he lacked those 
qualities. along the route he traveled 
that night, the men didn’t rally. The 
moral of the story: If you want to create 
a “social epidemic,” find and fund your 
mavens, connectors, and salesmen. 

similarly, if you want to be inten-
tional about change, pay attention to the 
stickiness Factor. The HIv virus, for 
example, is “sticky.” once you get it, it 
stays. Messages, too, are either sticky or 
not. says Gladwell, “We tend to spend a 
lot of time thinking about how to make 
messages more contagious, how to reach 
as many people as possible with our 
products or ideas. But the hard part of 
communication is often figuring out 
how to make sure a message doesn’t go 
in one ear and out the other.” stickiness 
makes a message have impact. You can’t 
get it out of your head. 

The third rule, the Power of context, 
suggests that we humans are more sensi-
tive to situational context than we know, 
and this offers real hope for creating 
deep-level change. By making small 
changes in context, seemingly intractable 
problems can be shifted relatively easily. 
In one of the book’s more inspiring 
examples, Gladwell attributes the sudden 
drop in the new York city crime rate in 
the 1990s to the Power of context. He 
explains how deliberate crackdowns on 

seemingly small violations, like fare beat-
ing and graffiti in the subway, caused 
serious crime in the whole city to “tip” 
downward, at a time when other cities 
were not experiencing such downturns.

The Tipping Point provides a strong argument for investing in people and communities. It 
reminds us that big change is a grass-roots, bottom-up process. The book is a call for funders 
who are committed to social change to spend more time in the field, so we can get a better 
pulse on what’s happening and identify key pressure points that set the change process in 
motion. The book reaffirms that giving effectively is not dependent on how much we give or 
the size of our organization. How and to whom we give—combined with a good dose of intan-
gibles, such as timing and fortuity—help to precipitate situations to a tipping point and bring 
about true change. —Kelsang Aukatsang, Management Strategies and Services Officer, Tides Foundation

The Tipping Point
By Malcolm Gladwell  /  Reviewed by Pamela Gerloff

How can The Tipping Point inform our 
practice of philanthropy? I asked 
Gladwell himself this question: If you had 
$10,000-$500,000 a year to give away 
and you wanted to make strategic change in 
a particular area, how would you decide to 
whom and where to give? 

Gladwell’s response: “one idea is called 
sequential saturation. currently, the way 
we try to turn neighborhoods around is 
that we have a pool of money and we 
divide it up among all the different places 
that need it. The tipping point would say 
to take all the money and concentrate it in 
one place. Bring that one place to the tip-
ping point and then move on to the next 
one. Most of our giving now is well below 
the tipping point. so I would say to con-
centrate resources and fix one small area at 
a time. The first thing to do, though, is 
look for others with $5,000 or $10,000. 
expand the amount of resources you have 
and simultaneously narrow the focus. The 
tipping point would also suggest that the 
hardest problem is not the one you should 
address first. Get the easier ones first. 
Finally, I would take what the book has to 
say about social networks very seriously. 
Harnessing the talents of connectors is a 
very effective way to create change.”

How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference
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Developing Best 
Practices

Inspired Philanthropy
Creating a Giving Plan: A Workbook  
by Tracy Gary and Melissa kohner
a step-by-step approach to developing 
and implementing a personal giving 
plan. available for purchase through 
Resourceful Women.
415-561-6520 
www.rw.org

Outgiving Program
offers conferences for donors to gay/
lesbian/bisexual/transgender 
projects.
303-292-4455
www.gillfoundation.org

The Rockefeller 
Philanthropy Workshop
a year-long, intensive training program 
for high-net-worth givers, developing 
strategic giving skills and plans.
212-852-0199
www.rockfound.org

Twenty-First Century Foundation
a resource for grantmaking to Black 
community change organizations. 
Fosters strategic alliances to strengthen 
Black philanthropy. 
212-249-3612
www.21cf.org

What is Good Grantmaking 
for Social Justice?
Workbook for developing a giving 
program in social change philanthropy. 
available through the national net-
work of Grantmakers.
619-231-1348
www.nng.org

Collaborative Giving 
and Action

Giving Circles Starter Kit
a resource for creating a successful giv-
ing circle. available through Giving 
new england.
617-426-2606
www.givingnewengland.org

Creating a Women’s Giving Circle 
by sondra shaw-Hardy                             
a guide for organizing, managing, 
funding and publicizing a women’s giv-
ing circle. available through the Wom-
en’s Philanthropy Institute.        
608-270-5205
 www.women-philanthropy.org

Social Venture Partners
svP invites donors to give money and 
time to local nonprofits. started in 
seattle, it has affiliate members across 
the nation.  
206-374-8757
www.svpseattle.org

Advertising

We are currently reviewing and 

revising our advertising policies. 

We will be accepting 

advertisements for future issues of 

More than Money Journal from 

individuals and organizations 

offering services of benefit to our 

members. For rates and guidelines, 

please contact our office at: 

(781) 648–0776  

Online 
Giving

www.charitywave.com
Facilitates online donations to 
nonprofits. one hundred percent of 
the donation goes to the designated 
group, with no administrative costs 
taken out.

www.giveforchange.com
Focused on giving for social change, 
this online service allows donors 
to give to pre-screened organizations 
or name their own.

www.guidestar.org
searchable, online database of more 
than 700,000 U.s. nonprofit 
organizations. allows donors to easily 
compare organizations.

www.justgive.org
online giving resource with extensive 
database. one hundred percent 
goes to the grantee.

www.wkkf.org/documents/philvol/pv3677.pdf
e-Philanthropy, Volunteerism, and Social 
Change Changemaking: A New 
Landscape of Resources, Issues, 
and Opportunities
a report by the W.k. kellogg 
Foundation

Resources for 
Giving Effectively

For additional resources, including 

our list of philanthropic 

consultants, please see our 

publication, Taking Charge, 

or call our office for suggestions: 

(781) 648–0776  
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Among united States residents, if you have…

$127,000 or more household income or 
$897,000 household net worth
you are among the wealthiest 5% of the wealthiest country on Earth.

If you have…

$350,000 household income or
$3,802,950 net worth, 
you’re in the wealthiest 1% of the population.

The median annual household income in the United States is $33,000.
Global per capita income is $4,840.
1.2 billion people in developed nations live on less than $1.00 per day.

The combined wealth of the world’s 200 richest people hit $1 trillion in 1999. 
The combined incomes of the 582 million people living in the 43 least 
developed countries is $146 billion.

Out of 17 European and North American countries, the U.S. has the 
highest rate of income per person and the highest rate of poverty.  
17% of people in the U.S. are living below the poverty line.

WHo is the 
WEalTHIEST 

5%?
 “Money, like dung, does no 
good till ’tis spread .” 

—Thomas Fuller, M.d. (1730)

“It is well to give when asked, 
but it is better to give 
unasked, through 
understanding .”

— kahlil Gibran (1923)

“‘You can’t give it to every-
wan’ offen provides an excuse 
to give it to no wan .”

—sean o’casey (1924)

In a 2001 poll, 

Americans with 

incomes of $150,000 or 

more and net assets of 

at least $500,000, said 

the main reason for not 

giving is concern that 

their money will not be 

used well. 

—Worth.com Wealth Pulse: 
    Wealth and Giving
    www.hnwdigital.com

“You’ll be coughing up big bucks for quite some time, Mr. Vanihorn.
Don’t be alarmed—it’s perfectly normal.”©
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