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Charles Rutheiser  |  The Annie E. Casey Foundation:

We are here today to talk about some of  the lessons of  the recently released 
report, Voices from the Field III:  Lessons and Challenges from Two Decades of  Community 
Change Efforts, and their implications for philanthropy.  Voices III is The Aspen 
Institute Roundtable for Community Change’s reflection on the last two decades 
of  comprehensive community change efforts. 

Anne Kubisch, Director of  the Roundtable, will begin by reviewing the key find-
ings of  the report and what they suggest about the need to change philanthropic 
thought and practice around place-based work.  Then three distinguished foun-
dation leaders will share what their foundations have learned through doing this 
work.  Kevin Walker is the President and CEO of  the Northwest Area Founda-
tion. Tonya Allen is a vice president at The Skillman Foundation.  Tony Cipollone 
is Vice President in charge of  Civic Sites and Initiatives at The Annie E. Casey 
Foundation.  
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Anne Kubisch  |  The Aspen Institute Roundtable on Community Change: 

I’m going to begin by going quickly through some of  the conclusions and find-
ings in Voices from the Field III in which the Roundtable assessed the last two de-
cades of  comprehensive community change efforts.   Comprehensive community 
change efforts are place-based investments that have three major characteristics 
in common.   First, they are comprehensive in orientation.  This means they work 
across multiple areas, including housing, physical development, and economic 
development, as well as the social arena, such as services for children, youth and 
families, education, and so on.

Second, they have a community building orientation.  This means that the com-
munities participate in developing the vision and plan for the community revital-
ization effort.  They participate in the governance and even in the execution of  
the work.  Part of  the purpose is to build the capacity of  the community to take 
charge of  its own future, to speak for itself, and to build social capital and con-
nections within the community.

Third, there is an expectation that comprehensive community initiatives will trig-
ger some kind of  systems change so that the public and private sector systems 
across a city, county, or state will more effectively support poor communities.

These initiatives started in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Voices III looked at how 
the field has evolved over the last 20 years, focusing in particular on 48 initiatives.  
Our findings are based on a combination of  research methods. We reviewed many 
program documents and evaluations.  But we also know that much of  the knowl-
edge about what has been learned is actually in the heads of  the people who are 
doing the work, and hasn’t yet found its way into written documents.  So we did a 
lot of  interviews and focus groups to capture that knowledge and experience.  

When we did a quick back-of-the-envelope calculation of  how much philanthrop-
ic funding has been invested in these comprehensive community change efforts 
over the last 20 years, we came up with about a billion dollars.  That’s a conserva-
tive estimate.  It could be more.  

Given how much money has been invested, we felt it was important to spend 
some time thinking about what was accomplished and what the implications are 
for the work going forward.   This is what we found: 

In terms of  actual tangible outcomes, these community change efforts show 
improved outcomes for the children, youth, and families who participated in the 
programs in the communities where these took place.

For example, the Harlem Children’s Zone can show improvement in test scores 
for third and eighth graders.  The Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Making Con-
nections initiative can count the number of  jobs created in their neighborhoods. 
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A Robert Wood Johnson initiative has evidence of  improved birth outcomes in 
Trenton, New Jersey.  Many initiatives worked on increasing the Earned Income 
Tax Credit uptake in their neighborhoods, and they can calculate the extra dollars 
that have been put into people’s pockets.

A lot of  these initiatives were based in community development corporations that 
have a history of  housing production in low-income communities.  Those initiatives 
can demonstrate that they produced housing and developed commercial space.  

On the community building front there is quite a lot of  evidence that new leader-
ship developed, social capital was built, and connections among people in neigh-
borhoods increased.  This includes social capital for affective purposes (meaning 
mutual supports to help each other out) as well as social capital for instrumental 
reasons (which means coming together to get things done).   This evidence is 
largely qualitative, even anecdotal, but those who are doing this work can give 
powerful examples.

Many organizations in the neighborhoods where these initiatives took place also 
increased their capacities.  This occurred, for example, when they went beyond 
their traditional ways of  delivering services or building housing and adopted a 
more comprehensive lens in their work.

There is also evidence that the community’s civic capacity increased.  We define 
civic capacity as “the ability of  key actors in the community to influence or shape 
policy, practice, and resources in ways that benefit the community.”  In the efforts 
we studied, this usually happened when a community planning exercise brought 
people together to create a vision for their community, and the plans were then 
used to leverage action or resources from the public and private sector.

When we asked these initiatives about policy and systems change, almost always 
the first thing they point to is this ability to attract and leverage new funding.  
But starting out, many initiatives had assumed that if  effective practice and new 
approaches were modeled at the neighborhood level, they would bubble up and 
trigger system reform.  We did not find that that has happened.  

We did find some examples of  system responsiveness, but these were what we call 
“transactional” rather than “transformational” changes.  For example, if  a govern-
ment agency removed an obstacle that was impeding one neighborhood’s ability 
to do something, and did it on behalf  of  that one neighborhood, that would be 
a transactional change.  It’s not transformative because it didn’t make the entire 
system more responsive or break down silos.

Perhaps most important of  all, the cumulative effect of  all the initiatives over the 
past 20 years has been to renew or legitimate place-based work.  The best evi-
dence of  this is the Obama administration, which has a strong commitment to 
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place-based work in poor communities.  For example, the White House is pro-
moting a number of  place-based initiatives such as Choice and Promise Neigh-
borhoods, and is spearheading the Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative that 
encourages cross-agency place-based work.  Moreover, the Office of  Manage-
ment and Budget (OMB) has asked that all federal agencies show how their work 
responds to neighborhood needs.

So that’s what these community change efforts have accomplished.  Nevertheless, 
the reality of  what has been achieved is much less than the rhetoric about what 
was intended. The goals of  these initiatives were quite lofty and ambitious: they 
intended to transform neighborhoods, saturate neighborhoods with services and 
improve outcomes for everyone who lived there, promote economic development 
in the most distressed neighborhoods, and even trigger system reform.

We can’t say that any of  that has been done at this point.  There are outcomes, 
important outcomes for kids and families in the neighborhoods.  Housing has been 
built.  Commercial areas have been developed.  They have put in place important 
capacity that we think will continue to yield progress over the long run.  But they 
haven’t, at least not at this point, completely transformed poor communities.

The challenge is that if  we care about poverty and we care about reducing inequi-
ties in this country, we can’t do it without paying attention to place-based efforts.

Because place based efforts are absolutely necessary to efforts to improve out-
comes for the poorest people in our country, we have to figure out how to get the 
lessons from what we’ve done in the past and apply them for the next generation 
of  work.  Foundations have had and will continue to have an important role in 
this work.

What I’d like to do now is draw out some lessons for foundations, focusing on 
five questions that foundations should be asking themselves if  they want to en-
gage in place-based work.

First, what’s the most appropriate way for foundations to embark on a com-
munity change effort?  Our first piece of  advice is don’t do it in the form of  an 
initiative.  By an initiative I mean a foundation sponsored, foundation initiated, 
foundation identified program of  work with a specific start date and end date, and 
often a predetermined amount of  money to be spent.

Community change doesn’t work like that.  The alternative approach is to work in 
a neighborhood or a city for a while, learn about it, develop the relationships that 
are needed to make lasting change over time, and find the value your particular 
foundation can add.  

A community change enterprise requires a different way of  operating and not ev-
ery foundation should do it.  It requires thinking in new and different ways about 
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the roles, capacities, and investments that foundations can use to influence the 
long-term trajectory of  a poor community.

There are many ways to work in communities that are still important and that 
don’t require such a big change in philanthropic practice.  Foundations can, for 
example, still fund high quality programs in particular places.  They can fill in gaps 
and create the pieces that are missing. There’s a lot of  work to be done around ca-
pacity building and infrastructure building in the poorest neighborhoods.  There’s 
a lot to be done to make data systems work more effectively.  

But working on a community change effort is something that requires a different 
level of  commitment than funding programs, building capacity, or filling gaps.

Second, What are appropriate roles for national, regional, state, and local 
foundations?  The experience of  the last 20 years suggests that place-based  
foundations are best positioned to do place-based work.

That’s because local foundations have the relationships.  They have the knowledge 
base of  the local community. And they’re going to be there for the long haul.  

National foundations are better situated to do things like field building.  They 
can develop leadership, fund basic research, build a data infrastructure, and build 
knowledge about key questions in the field, questions like how do you increase 
social capital, and what does civic capacity really mean?

National and regional foundations can also work at the policy level in ways that 
local foundations can’t.  So national foundations can help to create the policy en-
vironment that makes it easy for community change work to unfold.

If  national foundations want to work in local communities, they can fund the lo-
cal institutions, anchor organizations, or even local foundations that are doing that 
work.  They can join with the existing local agenda rather than coming in with 
their own agenda.

Third, what’s the role of  foundation resources vis-a-vis other public, pri-
vate, and non-profit resources?  What we’ve learned is that foundations can do 
a lot more than grant-making to support and enhance community change efforts.  

In Voices III we cite an article by James Joseph that talks about the other resources 
that foundations have in addition to financial capital.  For example, they have 
intellectual capital, civic capital, and moral capital, all of  which they can bring to 
bear in community change work.  

I think we borrowed from Tonya Allen at The Skillman Foundation the notion 
that foundations need to move from being grant makers to being change makers 
by using all of  the resources at their disposal.
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There’s also a lot of  non-programmatic work that’s very important in community 
change efforts that only foundations can fund:  the visioning, planning, com-
munity organizing, capacity building, technical assistance, evaluation and learn-
ing.  Those are all functions that are very important in a broad-based community 
change effort.

More recently, we’ve identified a role that we call aligning or brokering, which 
means the work to bring together a lot of  players and a lot of  moving parts and 
being the lynch pin that holds everything together.  That is a legitimate role that 
needs to be funded, and where capacity needs to be built.

The interesting thing about the aligning or brokering role is that we can be agnostic 
about who does it.  It can be an individual.  It can be a community-based organiza-
tion.  It can be the foundation itself.  But this work needs to be done, and it needs 
to be funded.

Fourth, what’s the role for foundations in scaling up and maximizing im-
pact?  As I said earlier, the notion of  bottom up systems reform doesn’t seem to 
have happened in the context of  these community change efforts.

So the field needs to step up to the challenge of  making sure that policy and 
system work happens and, based on what we reviewed, it appears that policy and 
system reform requires its own deliberate line of  work.  It doesn’t just bubble up 
out of  good work on the ground.  It requires deliberate and intentional strategies.

In fact, many foundations now have a two-tiered strategy that involves community 
level work and a parallel line of  work focusing on policy and systems change, both 
happening at the same time.  Advocacy and organizing also help to maximize the 
impact of  the work.

The final question: What’s the role of  foundations in evaluation and learn-
ing?   Foundations have been very important in funding the evaluation and 
learning side of  community change efforts and, as a result, we have accumulated 
knowledge about how to do this well.  For example, we know there needs to be a 
collective process where everybody agrees up front on an evaluation framework.  
This process clarifies what the work is really about.  The evaluation framework 
should specify the goals, the theory of  change, the benchmarks, and how the col-
lective group will hold itself  accountable.

The evaluation framework has actually been a very powerful vehicle for mak-
ing that happen in community change efforts, but in the future we need to think 
even more ambitiously about learning.  Because good community change work is 
emergent and developmental, we have to find vehicles for learning and adapting 
over time. 
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Structuring an evaluation process to make sure that there is real-time learning and 
problem solving is critical to the next phase of  work because much of  the work 
is about keeping things in balance that might often seem to be in conflict.  For 
example, a comprehensive approach means doing a lot of  things at the same time, 
but we know we don’t get to outcomes unless we target our efforts on specific 
activities.  We want the work to be evolutionary and responsive to the commu-
nity, but at the same time we need to have intentional strategies to produce the 
outcomes we care about.  We want place-based work to be collectively owned, yet 
everybody has to be accountable for their individual contribution to the work.   

The only way to hold all of  these things together, to balance all these tensions 
over time, is to have an ongoing learning process.

So those are the challenges to foundations going forward.   As one of  the contrib-
utors of  our book said, the next generation of  community change is really about 
democratic institution building.  It’s about developing strong, well anchored, legiti-
mate community platforms for change going forward.  Foundations are important 
to advancing that agenda.

Kevin Walker  |  Northwest Area Foundation:

The Northwest Area Foundation has been in existence since 1934 serving a sec-
tion of  the country that we refer to as the Northwest Area.  It runs from Min-
nesota and Iowa west to the Pacific.  It is the territory once served by the Great 
Northern Railway and our bloodlines as an organization go back to the founder 
of  that enterprise, the railroad builder James J. Hill.

In 1998 the Foundation made a bold decision to focus more tightly on poverty 
and to dedicate itself  solely to reducing poverty across that Northwest Area. And 
it embarked on an experimental approach to philanthropy to pursue that goal.  
The Foundation decided to try to be place-based despite the huge breadth of  our 
eight-state footprint. 

I’ve only been at the Northwest Area Foundation since 2008 so my task has been 
to assess that history as we pivot to a new era in our work.  I don’t bring the 
knowledge base of  someone who was in that work at that time.  But because I am 
determined to represent the entire history and legacy of  this institution, I will talk 
about “we” and “us” when I talk about this work.     

We decided to focus on nine specific communities within our footprint and work 
to drive down poverty in those communities.  We wanted to promote the devel-
opment of  strategies that would make marked change and move the needle on 
poverty in some specific places across our region.
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I’m going to point out a few of  the tough lessons that we’ve learned from doing 
this work.  Our story is richly and provocatively told in a recent report we com-
missioned from FSG.  We invited FSG to interview many, many stakeholders and 
ruminate about lessons learned from a decade’s worth of  experience in the place-
based initiatives that the Northwest Area Foundation launched.  The report, called 
Gaining Perspective, is available on our website.

One of  the major difficulties we encountered was in the definition of  community.  
Different funders face this differently.  We ended up, as I understand it, defining 
community in a way that was not always organic.  It was more like drawing an area 
on a map.

So, across the nine experiments that we launched, we had tremendous diversity in 
what we were calling a community. They ranged from the poorest section of  a city 
in north Minneapolis to a giant swath of  the state of  Montana.  They also includ-
ed three Indian reservations with quite different characteristics and geographies.  
I believe we included so many different types of  areas because we thought of  our-
selves as experimenting and we wanted a diverse sample for our experiment.  So 
we were quite literally all over the map in terms of  how we defined community.

The first lesson I would like to share is to be careful how you define a com-
munity.  Be careful about drawing that line because people will call you on it and 
say, “Why are we inside or outside of  that line? Or, why are you telling us we are 
in the same community as those other people with whom we have a tradition of  
rivalry and tensions?”

It was actually a flawed approach despite the Foundation’s best intentions.  

So, my first lesson is don’t assume you know what you mean when you say you are 
serving an entire community.  Does the area define itself  as a community or are 
you telling it it’s a community?  

The second lesson is don’t lead with money.  I am not the first foundation 
leader to say that.  I won’t be the last. But it can’t be said too often because it’s 
a complicated idea.  First and foremost, let’s be real about it.  Money is what we 
have.  Yes, we have many other types of  capital, but it’s about the money in a 
pretty profound way when folks want some of  it.

The Northwest Area Foundation led with the money.  We said things like, “We 
may be interested in deploying up to $10 million in your community over the next 
10 years.”  Then we instigated a planning process whereby the community at-
tempted to access those resources by developing a plan that would be agreeable to 
the Foundation.

I believe we thought we were flipping the usual power dynamic by talking about 
partnership upfront and saying we would plan together to decide how the money 
would be used to make the community better and to reduce poverty.  This actu-
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ally had profound unintended consequences.  It stirred the pot in communities in 
ways that were often not terribly constructive as community residents and orga-
nizations tried to get that money by competing with each other to some degree, 
or by telling the Foundation what it wanted to hear.  I think at times we ended up 
with plans that captured more of  what the Foundation and its consultants wanted 
than what the community wanted.   This was especially true of  the evaluation 
framework.  It was jointly developed, but people in the communities sometimes 
said they didn’t really understand it. 

The Foundation also attracted a tremendous amount of  attention to itself  by say-
ing we were putting out these large amounts of  money over a long period of  time.  
People started to raise questions about what would come out of  it. As a result, we 
were constantly having to explain ourselves and trying to document impact, often 
prematurely.  So by leading with the money we created counterproductive dynamics.

The third cautionary note I want to raise relates to our commitment to 
bring new voices to the table in the communities where we wanted to work.  

We had the very laudable goal of  making sure that low-income people and voices 
which traditionally had been locked away from decision-making tables would be 
brought into the process.  That’s a great idea.  But it’s a difficult idea for a founda-
tion to engineer from afar.

This led to what I think was the central unintended effect of  our effort.  In most 
of  the nine communities where we were active, we ended up essentially helping 
to create a new organization to carry out a tremendously complex anti-poverty 
strategy.  And we expected those new entities to begin delivering in the near term 
because the whole field was looking at us to see what we were going to produce.

I am fairly certain everybody in the room knows that this approach doesn’t tend 
to work and I think the people at the Northwest Area Foundation at the time 
knew this too, at least in theory. But this is what happened, nevertheless.  

We seeded the creation of  brand new community-based organizations that some-
times existed only because our effort had put this money in play.  We then expect-
ed those new organizations to deliver on a complicated strategy in a very short 
amount of  time.  That was a formula for dysfunction.  In practice, it was very 
difficult to make it work.

In many of  the communities the new entities we created struggled mightily.  They 
struggled with board turnover.  They struggled to get the right staff  in place and 
they struggled with the Foundation because, from their perspective, it looked 
like we wanted to run the show for them.  We wanted to fly our staff  in from St. 
Paul and make sure the work got done. This became more directive than we ever 
would have anticipated. 
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I don’t mean to paint an entirely bleak picture, however.  In one of  the communi-
ties, Miner County, South Dakota, we were able to build on a platform for com-
munity change that local people had been working on for about five years. 

As the folks at what is now called the Rural Learning Center in Miner County like 
to put it, we found them and helped them take their work up a significant notch.   

The point is that there was already a good working organization there when we 
started.  In places where we were seeding a new entity, we struggled much more. 

The three Indian reservation communities are an interesting variation on this 
theme.  The approach that proved difficult in other places had some markedly 
positive effects in the reservation communities.  The resources and the planning 
that we put into the three Indian reservations were used to create a new organiza-
tion called Tribal Ventures in all three locations. 

These new organizations were guided by the detailed strategic plan they had cre-
ated in concert with the Foundation, and the money was tied to it.  Why was that 
good in those communities?  Because in reservation communities creating a new 
force that has some degree of  independence from the tribal government is a po-
tent move.  

Creating an entity that was accountable to a rather detailed strategic plan to which 
millions of  dollars were committed ensured that a newly elected tribal council 
would not have the option of  redirecting that money for priorities that were not 
part of  the community plan.

Each of  these entities has a relationship with the tribal government, and we respect 
those sovereign governments.  But it is true that some of  the quirks of  our ap-
proach created a new and in some ways a vital space in those communities and it is 
having a very interesting impact.  Some of  the work they are doing might even have 
the potential to achieve a transformative impact if  you look at the right indicators.

For example, the Cheyenne River reservation is frequently featured in the national 
press as the poorest place in America, but there are hundreds of  people engaged 
in GED work on the reservation today who were not seeking their diploma prior 
to this initiative.

The program officer who’s most familiar with that work says, “That is potentially 
transformative change breaking a multigenerational cycle.”  It doesn’t look like 
a lot if  you are focused on moving the needle on poverty on a desperately poor 
place, but it’s pretty profound.

I want to close with that thought because it illustrates the very varied picture that 
I’m describing.  It is neither all bad, nor all good. 
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Tonya Allen  |  The Skillman Foundation: 

I have the privilege of  working for The Skillman Foundation which is a children’s 
foundation in Detroit.  We are 50 years old and have been an independent foun-
dation for the last 25 years.  As an independent foundation we were a very tradi-
tional foundation. We spent considerable time looking at projects, making sure 
every T was crossed, every I was dotted.  Any organization that was a grantee of  
The Skillman Foundation had to be stellar.  It had to deliver results and the Foun-
dation was unlikely to invest in anything that had great risk.  That gave us a great 
advantage when we started our place-based work because we had a reputation for 
focusing on children and being committed to good outcomes for children. 

In 2006 we launched a ten-year initiative called the Good Neighborhoods Initia-
tive.   We’re about halfway through.  The goal was to help transform these neigh-
borhoods so that they would be strong places for children and produce high quality 
outcomes for children.

The first lesson we learned is that it’s important to adjust and review and 
rethink as we go. We think very differently now about the work than we did 
when we started in 2006.   Do not be afraid of  doing that; it’s part of  the learning 
process. 

We started off  with one theory of  change.  Now we have an updated theory of  
change.  I’m sure it too will be revised and we’ll have a third theory of  change 
by the end.  It’s important to learn as you go, and important to incorporate that 
learning into what you are doing. 

The second lesson is that nothing ever goes as planned.  But if  we’re 
thoughtful and collective in our planning and approach, we can be respon-
sive to whatever unfolds, even if  it wasn’t planned.

We chose six neighborhoods in Detroit that constitute about 30 percent of  the 
child population in the city of  Detroit.  Many of  you have heard lots of  stories 
about Detroit in the national media.  One of  the things that we looked at five years 
ago was that even though we had invested in lots of  programs in Detroit that pro-
duced high quality outcomes for children, children’s lives in Detroit were getting 
worse.  In fact, children in Detroit did worse than children in rural Mississippi on 
eight of  the top ten child well-being indicators.  

With our new work, we took on many of  the approaches that Anne talked about.  
We wanted to do community building.  We wanted to have population level change.  
We wanted to work in partnership with the community. We also knew that we 
could not think of  these communities as islands, that we had to think about broad-
er systemic and policy-related changes.
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We spent the first year just digging into those communities, spending time in them, 
getting to know people, doing listening tours. And we put money on the ground.

So it’s interesting to hear the lessons from Voices III and what Kevin and Anne 
have been saying today.  I have to say that I absolutely disagree with lots of  things 
that I’m hearing. 

For example, I think that we don’t know enough to make broad statements about 
what national foundations can do and what local foundations can do.  I think we 
have very different individual experiences of  these institutions.  There are things 
that Kevin said won’t work that did work for us.  And there are things that Anne 
said worked for others that didn’t work when we tried them.  I just want to be clear 
about that.  What matters is being thoughtful about the work.

One of  the things we’ve learned is don’t go into poor neighborhoods and 
tell them the rules of  the game.  That’s what philanthropy does.  Instead, we tell 
the residents, “We want you to help us craft a vision and an investment strategy, 
but we may not listen to you.  Often times we will not listen to you.”

Having clarity about that and about the politics and the power dynamics of  those 
conversations is very important. 

We started off  being clear about our non-negotiables as an investor.  Doing this 
articulates the power dynamic.  We were also very clear about what we think we 
can do and that there are certain roles we’re not going to be able to play and certain 
things we can’t do as a foundation and because of  our trustees. 

As we began our work across these six neighborhoods, we’ve spent a lot of  time 
on nomenclature, which is another way of  bringing clarity about purpose.  Initially 
we thought we were  going to address poverty in those six neighborhoods.  I was 
completely with that.  Who doesn’t want to address poverty?

Then as we started to dig deeper, it became very clear that children aren’t poor 
because of  their own actions.  They’re poor because of  their parents and the sys-
tems and the broader conditions that affect their lives. But those things aren’t our 
expertise.  We realized that if  we were going to deal with poverty we would have 
to change our whole organization and expand our expertise beyond children.  We 
decided we weren’t willing to do that.

So clarity required us to ask, what are we really trying to do?  Are we trying to 
make these neighborhoods shiny places where anyone can live?  Not really.  What 
we’re trying to do is to make sure that children in these communities are safe, 
healthy, well-educated and prepared for adulthood, despite their circumstances.

We want to change those circumstances.  We want to change the way the com-
munities operate so that they support children in the way that we think will change 
outcomes.  
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We want to change population level indicators.  We had very clear advisors who 
told us, “Foundations have never done that before.  Are you sure you want to do 
it?”  The answer was yes, but it gave us a different kind of  clarity about going after 
those numbers.

This is what I call our sweet spot, being very clear about knowing the population 
level indicators that we want to change for children in those neighborhoods.

We’re also very clear about needing to have individual level changes and marrying 
the individual and the population level changes. Voices from the Field III talks about 
that notion of  scale and dosage.  We are very intentional about that.  We have 
26 team goals where we identify the scale that is needed to reach enough young 
people to change their outcomes and define the dosage.

Another lesson from Voices is the notion that comprehensive community initiatives 
have done very little to change the trajectory of  poverty and community.  I firmly 
believe that one of  the biggest solutions to poverty is education.  We have yet to 
figure out a space to talk about how to improve education and community at the 
same time.

What we have done in philanthropy is making the building look shiny.  We added 
all kinds of  things, like afterschool programs, in the hope that they would eventu-
ally mitigate the poor quality of  education that’s happening in the schools. 

Sometimes we’ve added charter schools, but we have never figured out how to do 
that at scale, and we’re really struggling with that.  We’ve spent the last few years 
thinking through what that would look like.  What risk does it entail for us to say 
that in the communities where we work,  where people have lived for generations, 
the school is not good enough and there’s no way we can influence that school.  We 
might have to develop a charter school or do a complete turnaround of  your school.  
What are the implications of  that?

The lesson is that if  you want to do place-based work, know that it is risky.  
Know that your reputation will be damaged if  you’re doing it well.  If  you’re not 
doing it well, everybody will still love you.  But if  you’re really about change, then 
somebody should be talking bad about you.

Knowing that, make sure that you bring your trustees along every step of  the way.  
You really need to be intentional about that.

We spend a lot of  time on the notion of  change making, and Anne alluded to 
this.  It’s how we do the work.  To be change agents in a community required us to 
change our own institution.  We had to do internally the same things that we were 
asking the community to do.

In order to do this work really well you have to change your institution and you 
have to put the mirror up to yourself.  Are you aligning silos in your own institu-
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tion?  Do you have collective decision making?  Do you have a collective vision? 
Are you a learning institution?  Those are the things that matter. 

My last point is that, as we all know, philanthropy has a very unique role to 
play in place-based change efforts.  We bring a little bit of  money, but we 
can influence a lot of  change.  

I’m often shocked that people think spending $10 million in a community, or for 
us, $100 million in 6 neighborhoods, is a lot of  money. The ecosystems in which 
these communities operate have far more money.

Nevertheless, with that money comes great responsibility.  One of  the things we 
have to do as a field is to make sure that philanthropy is making a contribution.  
Sometimes we are the only organizations where the big picture and the small pic-
ture come together.  We get to see the policy.  We see the practice.

We also are the ones who will usually stay to challenge the municipal or federal 
leadership.  

So I would encourage us to make sure that we’re building the bridges, and provid-
ing the glue to hold things together.  But we can’t own that role all by ourselves or 
we will make it impossible for communities to carry on the work when we walk 
away.

Anthony Cipollone  |  The Annie E. Casey Foundation:

Let me start by congratulating and thanking Anne and her colleagues at Aspen for 
putting together Voices from the Field.  It’s a terrific piece of  work that makes a major 
contribution to the community change field.

Let me start by saying I am a supporter of  community-based work in all senses of  
the word.  I represent The Annie E. Casey Foundation which is a national foun-
dation dedicated to improving outcomes and results for disadvantaged kids and 
families across the country.

The Casey Foundation remains a very ardent supporter of  place-based work in 
large part because we recognize the importance that place plays in the ability of  
kids and families to achieve opportunities and thrive.  Where kids grow up is criti-
cally important to what happens to them in later life and what happens to their 
families today.

The Casey Foundation has been involved in place-based work for the better part 
of  two decades and I have had the privilege of  participating in lots of  that work, 
beginning in the late 1980s with New Futures and continuing today with what we 
call our civic sites. These are comprehensive change efforts that seek to improve 
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education, economic, and social outcomes for kids and families as well as the physi-
cal transformation of  two very challenged communities, one in East Baltimore and 
the other in southern Atlanta.

My comments which will in part agree and in part disagree with some of  the things 
my colleagues have said, are framed by the Foundation’s experience in this area.

I think it’s hard to quibble with a lot of  the assertions and recommendations that 
Anne and her colleagues have made in Voices from the Field and in her presentation 
here this morning.

Let me speak to three areas most specifically.  One is around how we structure this 
work.  The second is how we think about the tools at our disposal as philanthropic 
organizations. The third is this funny question of  how you get different types of  
philanthropy aligned.

Let me start with the issue of  initiatives.  Most of  the Casey Foundation’s work 
over the years has been framed in the context of  initiatives where we thought 
we had strong theories.  We had some idea about the strategies we wanted to see 
employed and the results we wanted to achieve.  We had preset timeframes and, for 
the most part, preset amounts of  money.  

We had varied success with those approaches. We saw lots of  strong programmatic 
results for kids and families and, to some degree, communities in the places where 
we worked.  In lots of  places we were able to get local groups to use data differ-
ently.  We were able to build infrastructures that persisted and continue the work 
even after the Foundation ended the initiative.

In recent years we’ve also tried a different approach which is more emblematic 
of  the work that is happening in Baltimore and Atlanta. What we’ve tried to do is 
become much more organic, much more embedded in place, much more relation-
ship-driven. We are also trying to be flexible enough to respond to opportunities 
as they emerge while also being clear about the principles that we hold dear and 
support and the results that we are collectively trying to achieve.

For the last six or seven months we’ve spent time at the Foundation debating, 
discussing, and weighing the merits of  each approach.  As a result, we think about 
the next generation of  our place-based work in a way that does not entail 
the traditional initiative approach and instead is much more organic.

We think that doing so will allow us to capitalize on the strengths of  communi-
ties and help us to be more of  a partner and a promoter of  a set of  values and 
principles as opposed to being an outside foundation that is coming in with a pre-
structured, top down approach.
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While that sounds good, there is also a down side.  We should all be clear about 
that.  Taking that kind of  approach requires us to be even clearer about the prin-
ciples, results, and values that we think are important to this work.  This is some-
times very challenging to do.

It requires us to be even more patient so there is time to form the kinds of  rela-
tionships that are needed to capitalize on opportunities that emerge. It requires us 
to be even more flexible.  It requires us to be even more facile in moving from one 
area to another.  It requires us to be even more open to using all of  the tools at our 
disposal as a foundation on behalf  of  community change.

My second point is about the array of  tools that foundations have at their disposal 
and ought to consider using.  

Our experience in communities, and it’s been reinforced many times, is that 
grant dollars are only one piece of  the action.  They are necessary, but they’re 
certainly not sufficient.

On the financial side, we’ve seen even more traction achieved through social in-
vestment.  For example, we have seen good things happen in our Making Connec-
tions initiative when we made mission-driven deposits in local banks that provided 
loans to the communities where we worked.

We made a number of  program-related investments over the years to provide loans 
and loan guarantees to help the communities to, for example, open charter schools 
and early childhood centers, and renovate community centers and other facilities.

We’ve also supported the acquisition of  land for housing.  In Atlanta we used the 
PRI to purchase foreclosed homes.  In Baltimore, we used the PRI to purchase 
city-issued bonds for land acquisition, relocation, and demolition programs when 
those bonds were too risky for the private market to absorb.

So we have found social investment to be a critical tool for foundations to 
use.

Equally critical we think – and here I may disagree a little with Kevin – is that it 
isn’t just the money.  Over the last two decades our grantees have told us over and 
over again that the provision of  high quality technical assistance and op-
portunities for capacity building, leadership development, and community 
building with folks who know what they’re doing can be of  huge help and 
is often even more important than grant dollars.  I think that makes sense, given 
that community change work is enormously complicated, and lots of  organiza-
tions are trying to do things that are new for them and working in very different 
ways than they are used to working.   In this context, technical assistance and 
capacity building can play a huge role.
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Beyond funding, there are other, critically important roles that foundations can 
play.  

A key role is stepping up to convene, to lead, to preach, to call attention 
when principles and strategies seem to be going awry.  Foundations play a 
vital role in trying to get people to coalesce around particular values and particular 
goals. But that means foundation staff  have to show up.

In the context of  our work in Atlanta and Baltimore, for example, Casey Founda-
tion staff  spend lots of  time in these communities working with residents, working 
with local organizations, and participating and sometimes chairing lots of  commit-
tees that are part of  the work.

Showing up and having a presence in the community makes a big difference. It’s a 
critical tool for foundations to think about utilizing.

This brings me to the last issue:  how do you get different philanthropic orga-
nizations, whether they be regional, national, or community foundations, to 
think about working together?  This collaboration is a fundamental require-
ment if  these efforts are going to take root.

The fact is that not every philanthropy has the same level of  appetite for complex-
ity, ambiguity, or risk, or the staying power that I think comprehensive community 
change efforts require. This work is long in duration.  It’s complicated.  

To complicate things further, community change efforts tend to epitomize that old 
adage about the blind man and the elephant.  

Everybody thinks they’ve got a handle on what the issue is and what effort is 
required.  This adds to the challenge, but it also offers an opportunity. Our experi-
ence is that funders tend to gravitate to the things that make them feel most com-
fortable, to the things they think they do best.   Lord knows that these kinds of  
efforts require lots of  folks taking on risk in different areas.

So the challenge is how to get various philanthropic entities to gravitate towards 
this sweet spot and figure out the glue that will pull it all together.  

This is critical not just if  individual neighborhood efforts are going to take root 
and work, but also if  we are serious about involving and changing systems, getting 
population level results, and going to scale.   Going to scale is the real issue.  That 
is the Holy Grail we’re going after.

That is going to require coalescing various types of  philanthropic entities to keep 
this work going, not just for five years or ten years, but for a generation.
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