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Power of Partnering: Grantmakers Use Collective Action to Amplify Impact
By Christine Murakami Noonan
“The grout that glues the tiles together is where the power is. It allows us to come up with bigger approaches and bigger solutions to social issues.” 
– Chris Van Bergeijk, Hawai’i Community Foundation (The Nonprofit Quarterly, Winter 2008)
The belief that more can be done by utilizing the “power of the grout” is leading to substantial and innovative collaborations among Minnesota grantmakers, nonprofits and the public and private sectors.
This work is not easy, though. Partners must address power dynamics, acknowledge the value that each organization contributes, establish clear expectations and processes, and develop strategies to leverage and maximize resources. The effort is well worth it, grantmakers say, because real collaborations can tackle tremendous social issues facing Minnesotans with greater impact than when separate “tiles” act alone. 
How Can We Accomplish the Greatest Good? 
“We start our work by asking this,” says Jim Hoolihan, president/CEO, Blandin Foundation. Exploring this question has meant that partnership work is now embedded in Blandin’s culture. “One of our very few stated operating principles emphasizes partnerships to leverage the most out of our resources in rural Minnesota,” he explains. “Partnering is not an accident or add-on. We look for great partners and opportunities, so we can accomplish more for our communities.”
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	At the Minnesota State Fair, 4-Hers demonstrated fun science projects and games using www.tryscience.org, thanks to a partnership among IBM, 4-H, Centro and the University of Minnesota’s Digital Divide initiative. This partnership continues on through 4-H’s Science, Engineering and Technology (SET) national initiative and the creation of a TryScience club.


Working together is valued and prevalent at IBM as well. “We can’t do it alone,” stresses Valerie Halverson Pace, IBM Corporation’s West Region manager of corporate citizenship and corporate affairs. “The reality is, even in business, IBM doesn’t do it alone. The world is bigger than any one of us, and there isn’t an unlimited bucket of money in business either,” she continues. “We need to find ways to work with each other successfully, or we can’t get the work done.”
Do Funders Tilt the Table?
“The huge tilt,” as Kelvin Taketa, Hawai’i Community Foundation, calls it in the Winter 2008 issue of The Nonprofit Quarterly, is the perceived power differential or power dynamic in the grantee-grantor relationship. Is it possible to have true collaboration when one party holds the purse strings? 
	[image: image2.jpg]




	The St. Croix Valley, known for its scenic landscape, is a fast-growing, rapidly changing region. A partnership between the St. Croix Valley Foundation and the University of St. Thomas helps local nonprofits build their capacity to identify and obtain new funding that will yield long-term support.


If funding is viewed as only one tile in the collaboration amongst several at the table, then the answer is yes. 
“Each organization brings something to the table, whether it be relationships, connections, knowledge, influence or the ability to leverage other resources,” notes Jill Shannon, director of community partnerships, St. Croix Valley Foundation. “We’re all the same that way, yet we touch our communities differently. Whether a grantee or a grantor, we can work together to accomplish a common goal. The task at hand is to see what each organization can bring forward to reach that shared goal.” 
But it is a challenge, Shannon acknowledges, to keep the table from tilting. “I repeat a single message, ‘We’re here to help you achieve your goals. What can we do to support you?’ It’s not about being responsive to the funder. Rather, we continue to reframe the relationship to focus on what matters for the nonprofits with which we work.” 
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Jim Hoolihan


Hoolihan also challenges the notion that the power dynamic is always about money. “In some cases, we may have more money, but another partner may have more experience, and another may have more knowledge. Every partner brings something unique, and we recognize that what each brings to the collaboration is just as valuable as money.” 
Furthermore, he explains that the Blandin Foundation strives for a culture of humility, engagement and hospitality to address issues of power and balance: “Humility, because we do not have all the answers, and money by itself accomplishes nothing. We truly are humbled by what our partners accomplish. Engagement, because we value cooperation and collaboration. Hospitality, because we try to create a culture in which everyone is welcome to share ideas with us and feels comfortable telling us how we’re doing. We frequently ask ‘How are we doing?’ and we mean it.”
For effective collaborations, partners not only must acknowledge the value each brings to the table, grantmakers must commit to listening sincerely with the intention of learning, and nonprofits must not be afraid to speak honestly and directly. 
Quickly Funding Critical Needs
When the Carl and Eloise Pohlad Family Foundation funded its $20 million Economic Crisis Initiative last spring, the money needed to be distributed quickly. “We knew that continued job loss was leading to more deterioration,” explains Marina Muñoz Lyon, vice president, Pohlad Family Foundation. “Pohlad family members wanted these funds put to work as quickly as possible. We didn’t have the staff or system set up to do that, so we partnered with intermediaries who had the expertise to create programs with us and share information with agencies that needed it.”
The foundation turned to MAP for Nonprofits to administer part of the initiative. “MAP has a good pulse on needs in the nonprofit sector,” Lyon says. “Many nonprofits were reducing expenses because fundraising was falling short. At the same time, demand for services was huge. We used grant funds to save jobs and/or add temporary jobs at shelters and in health and mental health care and employment assistance to ensure there were staff working in high-demand services.”
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Marina Lyon


To navigate the complicated housing field, the foundation partnered with Neighborhood Housing Services, Minnesota Housing Finance Agency and Family Housing Fund to increase stability for newly homeless families and to purchase and rehab homes in two neighborhoods devastated by foreclosures. “We used our funds to build on these organizations’ existing efforts and impact areas of great need. We would not be able to do the work on our own quickly without partnering,” Lyon emphasizes.
Similarly, by building on an initiative of the Minnesota Chamber of Commerce Foundation, the foundation is targeting job retention and working capital support for small businesses. “In our first funding round, we received almost 800 applications and approved 61 grants and loans. We found successful businesses struggling because of changed business conditions, some needing funds to support creative ways to keep employees productive and others needing assistance to look long-term at how their businesses might remain viable after the crisis passes,” says Lyon. 
Helping Nonprofits Build Capacity, Improve Sustainability
The St. Croix Valley Foundation’s (SCVF) Partners for the Future initiative grew out of the foundation’s goal to support the stability and long-term success of nonprofits in the valley.
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Jill Shannon


“From the onset of this more than three years ago, the University of St. Thomas (UST) has been alongside us, thinking about collective goals, processes and planning,” recalls Shannon. “It’s been a dynamic, fluid process to keep the initiative responsive to the needs of our nonprofits.”
Partners for the Future challenges 19 nonprofits to raise up to a total of $1 million in contributions to their individual endowment funds; SCVF matches these contributions dollar for dollar, making this a $2 million initiative. Over the three years, UST has helped each organization – through workshops and one-on-one coaching – build the capacity of staff and board members to raise endowment funds and reach their individual fundraising goals.
With four months remaining in this initiative, Shannon reports the partner organizations are at 90 percent of their goals. “Even with the economic downturn, our organizations are moving forward; it’s harder and slower, but they’re still making progress,” she says. “This is their achievement. We are humbled and proud of their dedication and hard work.” 
Taking Innovative Solutions to Scale
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Brad Brown


“As our name suggests, our very structure is based on partnerships on multiple levels,” explains Brad Brown, executive director, Social Venture Partners (SVP). SVP members, called partners, are successful entrepreneurs, corporate executives and professionals. They invest their money and expertise in social entrepreneurs and connect them to other resources. “Our partners could give their money away in hundreds of other ways, but they like to work collaboratively to find the organizations we support and then work with them.”
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	Social Venture Partners is investing in Baby’s Space, which links quality childcare and education to family services and parent education to ensure that children living in poverty are on a path for success. SVP’s structure of partnering with members, resource networks and investees is supporting Baby’s Space efforts to take its model to scale.


SVP focuses on nonprofits with entrepreneurial leaders – creative, determined risk-takers who are producers of better solutions to social problems through innovation and who are ready to scale up. 

Brown explains that SVP only gives general operating grants: “If we do a good job of finding the social entrepreneurs, why would we tell them how to spend the money?” 
Each grant is renewed annually for up to three years, based on progress toward going-to-scale goals.
The financial investment is packaged with capacity-building resources. An SVP partner works with an investee to determine what additional expertise will support the investee’s goals. “Then, either through our partners’ connections or through a network of other resources, we help investee’s access what they need,” Brown explains. Some examples are business plan expertise, legal work and consulting services.
Adding Value to Present Resources
When IBM brings technology to the table, it counts on its partners to add further value by adapting the technology to meet their needs, training users of the technology, and committing additional resources to achieve greater impact.
IBM and United Way of Olmsted County are collaborating on Teaming for Technology, which helps nonprofits develop and implement technology plans to improve efficiency, effectiveness, and the ability to leverage resources. An outgrowth of this is a new community-wide client information system.
“We’re working with 10 nonprofits to do a common client intake, using software that protects the confidentiality of a client’s record on the agency level but allows the information to be shared, so that one client can go from the food shelf to the shelter to the dental clinic,” explains IBM’s Halverson Pace. “This gives us the opportunity for the first time to get a community-wide profile of individuals needing assistance. The result is cost savings, thorough and consistent client data, and less burden on the client. It’s changing the way these nonprofits do business.”
In this initiative, IBM supports its partners with technology, volunteers, funding for training, and an IBM liaison. In addition, an IBM employee currently chairs United Way’s technology solutions team.
Leveraging National Funding to Target Local Missions
Hispanics in Philanthropy’s (HIP) Funders’ Collaborative for Strong Latino Communities raises national funds from foundations and corporations that typically do not fund small, emerging or grassroots community organizations. Using these as dollar-for-dollar matching funds, HIP then partners with local funders to add to the pool and serve on a site committee that regrants the funds to develop the organizational capacity of Latino-led nonprofits.
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Saani Hernandez


“What the Funders’ Collaborative has done is give funders who aren’t familiar with the Latino community or are relatively new to funding in this community the opportunity to work with knowledgeable HIP staff who provide connections to Latino-led organizations,” describes Saanii Hernandez, HIP’s Midwest senior program manager. “Even if the collaborative goes away, bridges have been built.”
In partnership with HIP staff, the local site committee members conduct site visits and collectively make the funding decisions. HIP serves as the local facilitator, convener and information hub. 

The local site committee currently comprises representatives from the McKnight, Northwest Area, Saint Paul, Otto Bremer and Bush foundations. “Their support of this partnership brings national funding into the local Latino community,” Hernandez points out.
HIP convenes local grantees and funding partners twice a year. To illustrate this component’s importance, Hernandez notes that strong relationships are being built that extend beyond the grants. “Fifteen Latino organizations are now working on a Latino policy collaborative. This wouldn’t have happened if the collaboration hadn’t started at the funding level. Now grantees are collaborating as well.”
Maximizing the Skills of Volunteers
Volunteer Lawyers Network (VLN) connects volunteer lawyers with low-income persons and trains the lawyers in areas in which they are not experts. This enables every attorney, regardless of his/her specialty, to have an opportunity to provide pro bono services. The Dorsey & Whitney Foundation has consistently awarded grants to VLN. 
Kim Severson, chair of The Dorsey & Whitney Foundation, explains that, “Our foundation supports a wide variety of organizations in the communities where we have offices. Dorsey lawyers and staff are actively involved in many of these as board members, pro bono attorneys and volunteers. The foundation encourages community involvement and service while also meeting the needs of nonprofits through financial support. This connection to the communities is central to the foundation’s purpose.”
Alysia Zens, pro bono counsel at Dorsey & Whitney, sees the connections come together – from the dollars the foundation provides to organizations such as VLN to the impact her firm’s pro bono program can have in partnering to bring more legal services to persons in need.
When attorneys from Dorsey & Whitney and Xcel Energy recently decided to collaborate on a pro bono venture, Zens asked VLN what unmet needs this partnership could address. VLN’s response: an expungement clinic. 
“Everyone who is charged with a crime, even if they are found not guilty, will have a record, and this often leads to difficulty finding employment and housing,” explains Zens. “To clean up their record, they have to complete paperwork. With a monthly clinic, we’re hoping to break an evil cycle for folks who have a record.”
Dorsey, Xcel and VLN kick off their initiative in October. VLN will screen clients and coordinate training, because attorneys at Dorsey and Xcel are not experts on expungement law. VLN also will work with clients to make sure they bring necessary records to the clinic, so the appropriate forms can be printed, completed and signed onsite.
If We’re Not the Experts, Who Is?
In 2005, Blandin Foundation made a 10-year, $1.5 million commitment to Invest Early, a program in Itasca County that connects education, social services and health care resources to better prepare children for school. Currently 10 partners are involved: Itasca County Human Services/Public Health, Itasca County Family YMCA, Itasca Community College, Bemidji State University, four public school districts, KOOTASCA Head Start and Blandin Foundation. The innovative, comprehensive initiative provides services in infant/toddler/preschool programs, parent education, adult basic education, mental health support, child care, home visits and transportation. 
The partnership is working, Hoolihan points out: “Our outcomes have been tracked by Wilder Research Center: Children who participate in the Invest Early collaborative make real, measurable progress in being school ready.” According to the evaluation, over the past three years, the percentage of children demonstrating proficiency is trending up. In addition, two years of Invest Early participation narrows the proficiency gap between low-income students and their higher-income peers. 
This program is producing outcomes because it is a collaborative effort, Hoolihan notes. “What possible experience, authority, expertise would the Blandin Foundation have in preparing kids for school? The people who do that are our partners who live and breathe it.”
Keys and Barriers to Successful Partnerships
“Trust and expertise are necessary to a partnership,” says Lyon of the Pohlad Foundation. “We work with partners not because of convenience; it’s because they know the field better.” She continues, “In some cases trust is based on past experience, but not always. In our relationship with Neighborhood Housing Services, the trust came from conversations we had while gearing up for our initiative and their ability to answer all our questions.”
Lyon also emphasizes that partners need to share values of open communication and transparency. “It’s important to our nonprofit partners that we’re open about our funding decisions. There is never a question of whether we share grantee information on our websites.”
Open communication is essential, so partners feel they can discuss expectations. “If we’re burdening an organization, asking them to do too much or do work that isn’t part of their normal portfolio or for which we’re not willing to pay, organization reps need to feel they can communicate this,” Lyon further explains.
In addition to organizational mission alignment, Hoolihan believes that shared values also are key – “values about rural work, social good and respectful processes.” Assessing values alignment is “art not science, but we can have candid, purposeful discussions and agreement upfront about patience (how long are we both in this?), outcomes (do we have the same vision of success?), processes and ways of working.”
The flip side of this – unclear outcome expectations and uncertain processes – can be the downfall of collaborative efforts.
These keys are reiterated by IBM’s Halverson Pace. “We outline up front clear expectations about what each partner will do, what we hope the outcomes will be, and that IBM is not just coming to the table with a bag of money.” IBM also works to have an IBM employee engaged in the project to keep communication open. The employee liaison reviews expectations and checkpoints periodically with IBM corporate citizenship staff. “This helps us identify challenges early on and ensure success,” she says.
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Valerie Halverson Pace


As a technology provider, IBM faces additional partnership challenges. “When IBM works with nonprofits, oftentimes we are asking them to change the way they deliver services and what products they make available to their clients,” describes Halverson Pace. “Capacity issues in nonprofits are very real. Because of staff turnover, insufficient in-house technical skills for the type of project we’re considering or their unique way of doing business, this technology partnership may be a big step for that organization, so we emphasize that it’s okay to say no. If we’re asking too much or asking something that doesn’t fit that nonprofit’s mission or work plan, we’d like to know early. We hope, though, that once we all understand the parameters and agree to move forward, we’re all committed to execute.”
“Having a clear focus that everyone understands” has contributed to the success of HIP’s Funders’ Collaborative, adds Hernandez. “We all know we’re at the table to strengthen Latino leadership, which strengthens Latino nonprofits, which strengthens the Latino community. The partners may have their own ideas on how to get there, but we all understand that we want the same thing. So, it’s a matter of figuring out how to fit our different pieces together to get to that end.”
SVP’s Brown believes that successful partnerships have three components: First, a true collaboration requires real commitment of resources – dollars, staff, time, in-kind. “We can’t just sit around the table and talk about what we want to do,” he says. “Second, we need to understand what each partner can offer, and those skill sets need to be complementary. And, third, too often partnerships are people doing what they’ve always done, but in a piecemeal fashion. It’s not a real, effective collaboration until we integrate what we are all doing into a seamless whole.”
When coordinating pro bono legal services, Dorsey and Whitney’s Zens says it is critical to determine up front that the initiative is meeting an ongoing need. “In a partnership that brings attorneys and nonprofits together, we do extensive training so the attorneys are comfortable with the field in which they will volunteer. Then, it’s important to have regular contact with clients; if it’s too sporadic, we lose the energy. We need to look for partnership projects that have continued momentum.” 
The substantial and impactful work of these grantmakers illustrates the power of collaboration. By working hard at working together, they and their partners are taking aim at complex, core community needs. 
In reflecting on the “grout” work of the Hawai’i Community Foundation, Van Bergeijk concludes that “there’s a real price that comes from the isolation between organizations. There’s no chance to share practices or that audacious idea that you have but keep on the back burner because you know you could never do it by yourself.” 
As grantmakers employ innovative strategies to partner up, their efforts can be summed up by answering a simple question: Could we have gotten where we are now if we had done it ourselves? GF
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