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“Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?”
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‘I dom't much care where.” sad Alice.

"Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,” said the Cat

& T

he prospect of Alice mean-
dering her way o sothe-
where—anywhere, really—
makes a pretty good case
in favor of plunning grants.
Foundations and their non-
profit partners both need
some 5071 of roadmap for
action. YogiBerra summed 1t
up his own way: "I vou don't
know where vou're going,
you'll end up someplace
elaz."

Despite the apparent utili-
tv of a grantmaking device
that se1s forth an agreed-upon
course of action, phelan-
thropy as a field has not done
mach to organize lessons on
what it takes to make plan-
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“So long as | get somewhers,” Alice added as an explanation.
"0, yon're sure to do that, " said the Cat, "if only you walk long enough,’
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ning grants usefil, when they
work best and whye

[ndead, this article grows
out of s scan, jointly under-
taken by the authors” respec-
tive organizations, for some
science that might back up
the notion that planning
gramts can improve philan-
thropy s effectivencss. But
after an extensive library and
Internet literature search, and
maore than 3 e-mail, tele-
phone and n-person inter-
views with reievant experts,
they key finding is that there
essentially ix Ao professional
Fteratare on the subfect of
planning grants, save for
relatively brief comments

and evaluation statements in
reporis published by foun-
dations about their grant-
making.

The good news is that the
field is rich with anecdotes
that, taken together, might be
the start of a useful Fame-
work. Three of the best
examples are discussed in
miore detatl below,

Further, philanthropy™s
realeaves point io an in=
creased usage of planmimg
grants. Consider the follow-
ing fremds.

First, foumvdations’
heightened mierest in articu-
lating their own strategics 1s
putting a premium on front-
end plannimg.

Second, the national con-
versation about the need for
aocouniability in the sector
mikes it more imporiant thim
ever Lo el clear implemenda-
tion and qutcomes bench-
marks.

Third, the growing num-
ber of foundations inferested
in rneaninghul ways o pro-
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You may have heard abow planning grants, and it's easy 1o find write-ups on more
than a dozen of them online. But not much has been written about the ins
and outs of planning grants as a deliberate gramtmaking strategy.

Here's what the John 5. and James L. Knight Foundation

found when it commissioned a report on the subject.

vide their nonprofit partners
with financial or 1echnical
support—capacity building,
some call it—are likely to
find planning granes useful
ppls. Finally, planning grants
may be particularly appealing
for the large chunk of foun-
dations IMvesting n ¢omeg-
nity-hased strategies; nothimg
requires planning like & com-
mnity collsboration.

Defining the Term

The bad news is that there is
no widespread agreement on
thie meaning of the wm plan-
ning grant. In general, foun-
dations scem 19 use the erm
i describe relatively short-
term granis (Tvpically six
isonths i & year that suppodt
activities such as;

m Bringing organizations
or community leaders togeth-
et with the grant recipient (o
develop a certain set of goals.

m Cathering, information
relevant 1o thoss goals and
the needs they are intended 1o
meet.

m Bringing wgether the
entire commumity m which
the need exists o start build-
ing consensus for 4n action
plan.

s Developmg & plan for
u larger activity, which may
then be carried owt by an
implementation grant {S0me-
times awarded by the same
funder}

Alsg, there is no setmale
as to whether a foundation is
committed to following &
planning grant with support
for implementation. Some-
times, in fsct, the planning
phase miy be part of a com-
petition in which a select
number of nonprofits will
invited 1o participate in later
roumnids of funding, Given that
planning grants vary s0 much
from ane instance 1o (he next.
it's no surprise that nenprof-
its can become frustrated.
They need and deserve truth-
fulness about the prospects
foor Fusture support, With plan-
ning grants, one of the best
things foundations can do 5

1o set clear ground rules and
buwild relationships with non-
profil parmers.

Across all of this varia-
tion, one constant holds: It
1akes thoughtfiel planning to
satisfy the thirst for evidence
of a relationship between
activities in which founda-
Hioms drvest und the hoped-for
OUECOIIES.

As evaluator Michael
Quinn Patton writes, the sec-
1or will never obtain "defini-
tivie, pound-yout-fist-on-the-
table conclusions about
causality,” but strengthening
the logie that underping foan-
dations" grantmaking can
irive us “reasonable estima-
tions of probabilities and
likelihood, encugh to provide
useful puidance in 8N uBcer-
fain world."

Thus, planning grants can
be particularly useful in help-
ing o foundarion and its non-
profit pariners reach agree-
ment on the theary of change
that they might pursue
iopether,

This progess, as evaluator
Carol Wess deseribes it,
“gaks program practitioners
T make their assumpions
explicit and to reach consen-
gus with their colleagues
gheout whist they are trying to
do and why. Without such a
conversation, it is likely that
different participants have
different tacit theories and are
directing their attention 1o
divergeni—even conflict-
ing—means and ends.”

Further, this planning
process can identify capacity-
building needs foundations
might address through techni-
cal assistance.

Mo one likes o plan for
planning’s sake; there are
plenry of examples of tirg-
some planning efforts that
have sappexd the energy from
practitioners. So if founda-
tions and nonprofits can map
out collestive action without
using i planning grant, all the
beter. In fact, foundations
making long-term grant
invesiments may avosd stand-
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alone planning granis and build program develop-
ment and implementation benchmarks into their
first- of second-year repoms,

Erther way, it's critical i make sure that plan-
ming does not oceur 10 place of action,

Horrowing evalunior Donald Campbell’s idea
that social experimentation requires an “active
sociely,” foundativn=nonprofl partierships must
be cortain that preparation is in service of deeds.
Az Campbell said: "Faced with a choice between
INTEVETTE & BEW PIOETIm or Conmissioniig a
thorougrh study of the problem as 4 prelude o
action, the bias would be iowand mmovating,”

What's Known

At the heart of the current knowledge about plan-
mning granis are case examples of grantmaking by
Amencan Foundations, each of which has used
planning grant as i build relatenship with
grantees, Annie E. Casey's “Path of Most Resis-
tance” (s below), Edna MeConnell Clask™s “Nol
Lake Other Planning Grants” (see page 50§ and
Wallace-Reader's Digest's “Alordable Luxury™

(zee paged2) are the stories of three funders’
approaches. These examples foces on how 1o
structure planning grants successfully, what kinds
of outputs they produce and what sorls of effects
planning grants have in the larger context of
grantmaking.

Recommendations for Foundation
Decisionmakers
Most of the foundation personnel imtervicwed
were clear that they befieve planning grants have
vilue in therr overall philanthropic process. They
also sapd this grantmaking strategy might be
improved by the following means:

m A checkdiss for desivalle planning grant
Jeavures, For the development of future planning
grant activities, a “checklist for planning grant
fearures™ based on the lessons feamed (see “Eight
Early Lesons," poge 537 might be created. Then
plannmg grant awards in the future might be
midde in part based on the best practices these
lewmons suggest

m fnternal and exterwal uve of lessons

M Futures, launched in 2088 by
thi: Anrie E. Casey Foundetion of
Baitimare. offerad 510 millien in
funding aver five pears to each of
five midsized Aerencan cites. The
{unding wes suppbsed 1o help tha
ciles create fundamemal systerms
change for educational, health and
other services affered to atsisk
youth,

Inifialy, ten cities each
reehved 520,000 planning grants
o farm panming cammidtees that
willd suberet 8 proposal to the
femidation using a format pre-
pared by a technical assistence
privicar. Tha foundation then
reniiawad the communities” pro
posals and selacted fve citias far
erulti-year lunding,

The: Casey fourdation's oman
anaiysis and e resulls of an
independant evaluation showed

that the planning parod [eft cities
with insufficient tme 1o idenify,
reach aut 10 and imvalee Fmportant
constituencies bafore committing
b @ proposed sat of actions and
goals

A5 3 rasult. not anky were
ripertand msights and paints of
wiew not considared, but the plan-
ning process axciuged meny pes
ple, who then sald they owed no
aliegiance to the indigtive because
they wara kaft gut of planning deci-
slans. In mast cities, the "second-
half® planning procass was far
mipre Inclugive-and yielded wizer
andl g broadly erdorsed com
mitrents.

Maw. after the Mew Futures
aspenence, Cesey inftiathves not
anfy have longer planning perods,
DiF also alten have “trametion
perinds” ar “capacty-buiiding
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penods"—buif-n time Tor states
ard communilies b work together
hefore they and the funder make a
final decision to proceaed.

In some casas, this transition
pericd ldentifies problams that
could pravent succassiul impie-
mentation of the program, and s
followed by & gradual phase-down
of funging.

Ewen the best origingl plans
far cormplex muli-vea change will
remuire SREing Fepain, Mvision,
regmgesament and recammirment,
Cesey learned thal the nesd for
mid-Gourse cormaction should not
b i axcuza for allowing tanta-
tiveness in the ofgnal plans,

In fact, Casay fawnd, tha
mond P ariginal plan was
fleghed out, the more likely
the implamentaton woulkl be
successhl,

Casey found that
the more the
original plan was
fieshed out, the
more likely the
implementation
would be
successful.




fearmed, Om e external side, evaluations com-
missiongd by foundations should pay more anen-
tion 1o planning grants as 3 specific part of the
philanthropic process. Un the inside, foundation
s1aff and trustees can look al their own programs
tiy grlean lessons leamed about every element

a Community input. Foundations whose
granmaking focuses on specitic coammunitics
could benefit from gathering information on the
role planning grants have played in 3 given com-
munity. How are planning grants seen by the
community af large? |5 these some appreciation of
ther walue? Would there be value i a planning
arant not tied to a promise of implementation

® (rganizing mectings on planning grants
as @ philanthropic sirategy. Foundations working
on sirnilar efforts might organize a small meeting
1o discuss whether planning grants might albow
for increased coordination of their nespective
Btralegles.

u Wb site on planning grants a5 a philan-
theropic strategy. The National Fndowment for
the Ars maintains “Lessons Leamed: A Planning
Taolsite” on its Web site, The purpaose is 1o help
nonprofit arts organizations and their funders
leamn more about the process of planning and how
1o carry it out, Simatarly, one or more funders
could support a Web site intended to share lessons
nhout @ffective use of planning grants,

furding?

after 30-years of grantmaking
gesignad bo promeie renarm in
several publiceactor Systems., tha
Edna MoConmall Clark Foundaticn
formelly reviewsd whet i and ather
grantmakers had accompished.
The fourdation conciuded that it
was “ng langer the bast use of
[its] limited resources b Suppert
edditicnal system rafarm elferls”
gl Thiet it couldn T cantirue the
past practca of Spreacng
resaunces amang free samuitane-
RIS PICEraS,

A5 a resalt, Clark s now com
mitted 10 provading long-barm Sup
port for @& sedkect group of voulh
develipment argenizations, negals
gling with each grantes a growth
plan that will specily auicomes for
yaung peaple (and the indicators
b assess them) for which the
organizations agres 1o hold the
sahas accountaEle,

Tha foundalion SSn provioas
substantial and sagoeing nenfinan-
cial support to grantes “partnars.”
Thig, @ fum, condrigules (o anoth-
er langer goa—heining oovElog an
gitermalive philentnropic Sirabigy
focwsed on sohiewing demoneirg

bile pulcomes end stranglhening
the nonprofit sector, and sharing
with ather fourdatons both the
giratapy and the results i
echimees,

The naw strategy begns by
scanfing the envirarment foe care
didane youthi-dewelogment Grgans-
zations and engagng n & thar-
ough dise-diligence process 1o
leam about 1he arganizations
{including & signilicant Irvestmeart
in orrsite interviess ant program
ENEYEIS]|

When Clark decides Eo invist,
it awards & 5250,000, shmont
grant to Suppdit crestion af & fe-
year busingss plen that siabilises
ihe quality of the anganizaton’s
programs of services if that reds
to be dgore, and strengthens thi
cegarazation”s cone capacities [
improwe sustanability This is
“pianning granl” in the broad
sanse wsad in this artcie, but
Ciark staff are adarsand i muss be
%pan g5 one part of & much brasd-
wr philanthromic strategy.

in agdition ta the grant. Clark
alzo pays for the services of
BridgeSpan, 8 spinoff of manage

e
Planning grants

must be seen as one
part of a much broader
philanthropic strategy.

e cansuant Bain; Ing., which
prowioes consultatian, And Clark
pays far saniar rmnprofit evalua-
tian consultents 1o nelp the organ-
zation think 1heowgh a theory of
change for its ervice operations
ard come up with & theory-basad
ayvaluation sirafegy.

Firially, Clark faundation staff
membars themsehes provide a
Epad oeal of Finds-on consatta-
tin to each youth-deveiaponent
oigenization; helping shepe thesr
freeyear plens and make good use
af the available supporiiee Ser
vices, The compisted busmess
alan i ther reviewed by the foun-
datian; and if all goes weil, tha
foundation makss & longtarm

funding Commitrnent o help e
grantee ackieve 15 siated abjed-
tives.

Thiz Crark foundatian hag
undertaken (s process with sm
grantees 5o far. Eventually B plans
10 suppee about ten such
granties Gach Yeasr.

Alreaddy, Clark's axpanence
with this plarning process has led
thi foundation Lo conchick that it
i% pat encagh just to g & tradl
tlienat planning grant—aven @
targe one—aith such sigrifisan
prganizetiona rensformation
goals: Planning actwily must ba
st in the largar conbext of sup-
partive services and af Stralegic
directin from the furder,

M=t nonprafits dom’l come
mnio the plannng process sith
fruch Expenience abaut how 1o
supessiully complata a rarge-
scale planning project. Many e
uncerlain aoout haw to oest use
the highlewvel technical support
Ciark provides. Thus, the intansa
factitgtion provided bath by Clark
fourdation staff and by the out
sie conguitents is critical ta 1he
suctess of this procass,
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m Planning grants knowiledge base for
coursework on philanchropy. Universities teach-
ing nonprofit management ¢ourses could include
izas¢s on planning grants in curricula. Training
programs for new foundation staff, such as those
offered by the Council on Foundations, also could
henefit from such coverage.

w Tie-in to capacity building. Foundations
with capacity-huilding programs could explore
how thesa relate to thear planning-grant activities.

Challenges and Ways to Meet Them
There are some challenges foundations and non-
profits face in approaching planning-grant miti-
tives. Just as one example, many respondents
reported that planming grants simply took longer
to complete successfully than was originally con-
ceived. This track record might bead other founda-
trons to consider more flexabality in the dusation
of u planning grant. At the same time, several
respondents reporied that the longer planning

period also created problems in maintaming
consistent commumity involvement. [n some
cases, nonprofits had to stop and start operations
due to the length of bme it took foundations

tir respond 1o a proposal from a planning

phise,

The suggestions above are intended to dimin-
ish such difficulties and 1o increase the wtility of
planning grants by improving grantmakers” peo-
fessional expertise. Cormesponding efforts 1o edu-
cate grantees and nonprofit communities would
alao strengthen acceptance of this philanthropic
strategy. ®
Thomas £ Backer is president of the monpraofit
Human (ateraction Research Institute in Los
Anpeles. Jokn Bare is director of program devel-
opment and evaluation ai the Jokn 8. and James
L. Knight Foundation in Miami. They also co-
wrpte “roing to the Next Level” ahout capacity
buiiding, in the September/Octoher 2000 FN&L,

Teen community founciations acrmss
the coaniry received four- or five-
o grants, ranging in aize from
5500,000 to 1.5 million, 48 part
of 1ha Wallace-Readar's Digast
Funos Comemunity Partnarships for
Cuftural Perticipation Infiiatve,
Esch comminity fourdation first
recaived o onevea $55, 000 plar-
ning grant that led {o the prapara-
tion of & propesal for the imple-
mentetion phase of this pogram,
The furd commissionad an out-
gige evalialon o appralse the ine
tiative, and the frst report fram
the evalualion conterned the plar
ning grants and ciher tartup
actiities.

Dunng the gnayear plenning
period, community foundations
comengd dhverse particlipants—
ranging from large mnstitutions o

reighnorhcad #5800ialens—Io
davelop plans bo shudy' cultura par-
ticiparticn issues and than 19 halp
community foundators com up
wilh pragrams to respond to tham,
This participatory planning
process was useful to these com-
mumity foundations in exploring
ke aris end culfume comemunity,
A5 well g5 ADMHEFS FEanations
that @ne actie participarts in cu-
tural life {etmic associabans,
youth development agencies, faith-
based institutians, end 2o forth).
The process alse belped (he
arts and culure commurity leam
mare abaut the community founda:
tions’ goats. Al of tha commumity
fourdations reported that they do
not usually hawe tha “lury” of
this kind of planming perod,
though somie of the diggnostic
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rasaarch has taken longer than
anticipated and has overapped
the implemaration parod.

The planning yaar alsa was
used to search for partnars, daval-
oo plang and begin o retse match-
ing furds, since the establishment
of an endawment s part of the
furler’s requiremant for participa-
tigr in thig Initigtive. These steps
hislpied e coenrianity foundations
assass thedr dwn beval af readh-
MEES,
The planning year raised
anthusiasm amang arts and cul-
fure providers and suppariers in
ke fen communities, but it also
raised expectations, which the
community fomndatons could
respard o because they hiad the
iatiude to create a process that
mada sense far the community,

o= mpemarns A
The planning year
raised enthusiasm
among arts and
culture providers,
but it also raised
expectations.




EIGHT EARLY LESSONS

4 handfi! of lessons amanged from our study of the use of
pianning grants, Among them:;

1. TIMING

Planning grants often end oo soon. The typical duratian of
such grants is one vear, but experience shows that 18 months
may be necessary o develop community support far a pogsibe
intervention and o develop 3 strategic plan. While gxtensions
are freguent, approving them can be inefficient because
grantees may aiready have irvestad valuable resources in
attempting 12 comply with the original timeframe.

Further. when a funder has made multipie grants in an ini-
tiative, timing problams may arise when some grantees com-
plete their activites earlier than others. If there s &n implarmen-
tation phase, do all move forward as @ cohort even if it reaEns
delays for same? If there's an evaluation, how will its 0&sgn
nead 10 be adjusted?

2. MONEY

Planming can be costly, especially if it involves getling the atter-
tion of busy community leadars and groups that have many
otner priorities. Many of the grants we analyzed for this artiche
were marg than $100,000.

Cash payments Tor planninggrant steenng-committes pa-
ticipants or thelr respective nonprofit organizations create tick-
lich issues. We found that funders usually don't give guidance
ahaout whether such payments are allowed or encouraged, Yel
many belleve that people participating in an extended planning
process need to receive at keast token compensaton for theis
time, both 1o keep them engaged and to promote ongoing Sup-
port of their aeganizations.

3. HELP

Most planning grantees frealy admit that they need severs
types of technical assistance 1o be able 1o do their jobs propes
ly: on the planning process itself, on how to engage community
leaders, for exarmple; on how to write & strategic plan, s this
|5 samething new for most community organizations; and on
the technical aspects of the larger effort they're planning for.
Fundérs need 10 set aside money to support tlechnical assis
tance in these arers and perhaps assist granteas by funding
experts to halp them on these matters.

A. CONTEXT

Planning grantees need chear messages from foundations (o
understand the larger context in which their planning efforts fit.
Understanding the context means knowing the strategic aims
af the funder and understanding the relationship between the
planning effort and likedihood of future suppoet.

5. CAPACITY BUILDING

Planning grants often identify unmet capacitybullding netds in
the participating nonprofit organizations. These needs include
board or staff traning and technology Infrestrecture.

In some cases, foundations are alipwing for a stage
between the planning and implermentation phases in which
capacity-buliding suppart is offered to organizations thal may
become [mplementation pariners.

6. EVALUATION

Planning grants present at least two challenges to evaluators.
First, planning-grant activitles are lkely to be bess formal and
thair outcomes less tangible.

Second, planning grant projects are often evaluated along
with &n entire program, 50 it's hard to tease out whether the
planning effort added valug.

1. DIRGNOSIS

Planning grants offer excellent npporunities to diagnose prob-
iems related to the ultimate success of an intervention. For
instance, the planning process may causa the Toundation to
jower its expectations for desired change, of it may reveal new
barriers to implemantation,

It is imgertant for funders 1o recognize that some probiems
can be flued, but some others can't,

B. REPLANNING

Funders need 10 be aware themseives that the need for
thoughtiul planning does not end with the planning grant, The
process may, in fact, ralse more questions than it answers.

A foundation-nonprofit partnership mast inciude a feedback
and monitoring systerm that gives stakeholders information they
nesd o mark successes and, when things gre not working, well,
to make midcourse corrections that can improve performance.

—TEB & LB
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