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Nonprofit World Must Work Together

To the Editor:

The last few months have been marked by attacks on the philanthropic and charitable sector,
both from outside antagonists and from within the field itself.

More so than at any other time over the past 10 years, fear, confusion, and uncertainty are
paralyzing the sector. Of course, many of these fears are real. Nonprofits and foundations are
laying off staff. Endowments are dropping precipitously. Grants are drying up. More
importantly, government cuts affect people -- and those in greatest need of support are hit first
and hardest. But rather than address these needs in a measured way, we have had a season of
distraction filled with a series of reports and revelations that range from shocking disclosures of
excessive compensation for executives ("'lrvine Foundation's Downturn” The Mercury News) to
disheartening facts (" Some Foundations Spend Lavishly on Own Board Members,” Baltimore
un) to disquieting opinions (" The Nonprofit Sector's $100-Billion Opportunity,” Harvard
Business Review).

Distractions draw attention from problems that can and should be addressed. Worse yet, they
waste precious energy. Rather than continue our internecine bickering and hand-wringing, it's
time to end the distractions and refocus on the true work at hand. In these difficult times, there
are two fundamental ways that we can work differently to make collective progress to strengthen
and support individuals and communities in need.

The first way is not to lose sight of the fact that grant makers and nonprofits are inextricably
linked and mutually dependent. Like siblings that know one another too well, we are too often
disdainful of one another; we see only flaws and shortcomings. When foundations become
averse to taking risks, the chances for nonprofits to be innovative are greatly reduced. When
nonprofits fail to understand and appreciate the real constraints under which grant makers
operate, it necessarily causes funders to pull back, further distancing them from the field. In light
of current economic and political redlities, it is more important than ever to reaffirm our respect
for the unique skills and resources each of us brings to the sector, and to remind ourselves that
we share common goals and dreams of making the world a better place.

Secondly, we need to stop making ourselves such easy targets for criticism (or worse, regulation)
from outsiders. It's nearly impossible to imagine a scenario wherein nonprofits would prescribe
ways for the for-profit sector to "fix" itself, yet nonprofits appear to draw a disproportionate
burden of proof. This disturbing trend can be best countered by consistently demonstrating the
real difference our work is making. Anything is measurable if you know what you're looking for;



articulating and measuring results is the best means of capturing the impact of our efforts over
both the short and the long term. Rather than letting ourselves be defined by for-profit
consultants and politicians, we should take this opportunity to define who we are, define what
success means to us, and focus on the substantive results we're achieving every day.

As an example, over the past 10 years, women's philanthropy has emerged as a powerful forcein
the sector. Last year, the Women's Funding Network received a significant grant from the W.K.
Kellogg Foundation to suypport its member foundations' grantees working with women and girls
adversely affected by September 11. By engaging in a careful evaluation process, the network
learned that grants given through the women and girls networks nurtured connections with
organizations outside of the mainstream, leveraged funds, and led to strong collaborative
relationships with other local service providers and advocates. Measuring results in this case
affirmed the Women's Funding Network's long- held belief in the unique effect that women's
philanthropy and nonprofits, working together to tackle the needs of underserved women and
girls, can have on their communities.

The question is no longer how we measure these outcomes, but when. We need to more
deliberately create an expectation and demand among ourselves for measuring and improving
our own results on aregular basis. Our work would be many times easier if al we had to
measure were profits. Unfortunately -- or perhaps fortunately, depending on your point of view --
we measure success by measuring the real difference that we make in people's lives. We are in
the business of helping girls be more enthusiastic about math and science, finding homes for
formerly homeless families, and providing companionship for shut-ins. For those foundations
and nonprofits that are ready to walk the walk, measuring results individually and sharing these
results with sister agencies in order to help shape funding and policy decisions is the best, most
constructive step towards improved accountability, autonomy, and staying power.

The choiceis ours. We can continue squabbling among ourselves, and allow others to prescribe
what they think is best for us, weakening each other -- and the sector -- in the process. Or we can
define the issues, frame the debate ourselves, and work collectively and with renewed vigor to
establish what's truly important to our field, our organizations, and the people and communities
we serve.

Allison Fine
Executive Director
Innovation Network
Washington
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