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Recapping Making Space for Place

This report provides a summary of the rich conversation from the Making Space for Place convening held in Denver, 
Colorado on April 14-16, 2025. It is organized into four sections: 1) what we are learning about a more emergent 
approach to place-based philanthropy that emphasizes how foundation staff engage with local actors (e.g., 
using a cultivation model); 2) the actual practice of this form of place-based philanthropy; 3) how this work is 
experienced differentially across different individuals within a foundation; and 4) next steps for continuing and 
broadening this conversation through a Community of Practice. The report was compiled by Jennifer James, 
Independent Consultant. 

Why This Convening?

Place-based philanthropy has increased as an area of practice in recent years due to a deepened understanding 
of the systemic nature of the issues facing communities, especially regarding inequities, along with the increased 
learning about how communities respond to the different strategies that foundations use to promote change. 

Initial versions of place-based philanthropy in the 1980s and 1990s called for community stakeholders to come 
together to create a comprehensive strategic plan to guide foundation investments over five to 10 years. These 
first-generation initiatives, commonly referred to as Comprehensive Community Initiatives, achieved only limited 
success in achieving sustained community change and encountered several problems along the way, 
especially related to how foundations used their power and disrupted pre-existing relationships. 

In response, many foundations adopted a more emergent model that brought their staff directly into 
relationships with a broader mix of community actors and tailored their support to the distinct opportunities 
that arose in the discovery process. Some foundations framed this approach around cultivation—with their 
staff activating, encouraging, supporting, and connecting local actors on an ongoing basis—learning more 
and more about community dynamics over time. 

The Making Space for Place convening was an opportunity for foundations practicing this second-
generation approach to come together over three days to share their experiences and explore how 
place-based approaches can become even more impactful, especially through equity and power building. 
The goals of the convening were to:

1.	 Deepen the equity focus and the power-building work in communities
2.	 Harness power building to change systems and impact policy
3.	 Build long-term capacity in communities and create broader infrastructure across a region
4.	 Connect individual/organizational capacity to statewide networks across a region
5.	 Assess potential evaluation approaches for this work

Making Space For Place - Participating Foundations 
 

*Refer to Appendix 1 for full participant list

The Aspen Institute
Annie E. Casey Foundation
The Colorado Health Foundation
The Ford Family Foundation

Imperial Valley Wellness Foundation
Kate B. Reynolds Charitable Trust
The Kresge Foundation
St. David’s Foundation
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This convening provided space for a focused group of funders to 
review what they have learned doing deep, long-term, place-based 
work; explore open questions around how to continue growing and 
evolving this work in a way that authentically supports and builds 
power in communities and focuses on long-term, equitable change; 
build a stronger sense of community as a group with shared values 
and goals.  

 
“This is not, ‘see what happened was…’ This is not 
congratulatory. This is, ‘ok and…’ If we have done 
something, like strategic communications. What 
happened in the community? Do they agree? If you’ve 
been in a community 15 years, so what? What is the  
tipping point so you can step away?” 

 
Karen McNeil-Miller,  
CEO of The Colorado Health Foundation

“My hope is to come to some credible, collective ideas of 
philanthropic excellence and replicate approaches that 
work. We have to braid our efforts and structures together 
to break down barriers. Don’t get stuck in a listen and learn 
loop, don’t forget to get to doing.”

Laura Gerald,  
President of the Kate B. Reynolds Charitable Trust

 Part 1: Evolution in Place-Based Models 
 
During the first day of the convening, four foundations summarized 
their approaches and the dilemmas they faced. Each foundation 
focused on a different component of their work: The California 
Endowment (TCE) on its equity-centered infrastructure focus, The 
Colorado Health Foundation (TCHF) on its evaluation and learning 
focus, Kate B. Reynolds Charitable Trust (KBR) on its policy and 
power-building focus, and The Ford Family Foundation (FFF) on its 
communications focus. While each foundation presented a different 
aspect of place-based practice, they also shared some common 
themes that highlight the distinguishing characteristics of the 
cultivation model of place-based philanthropy: 

1.	 Investment in building community-centered infrastructure 
is long term: These foundations each transitioned from time-
limited initiatives to building long-term (i.e., 10+ years) community 
infrastructure that enables local resilience, leadership, and 
political agency. 

What is a Cultivation 
Model in Philanthropy?

A cultivation model is a  
relationship-centered approach  
where foundations build long-term, 
trust-based connections within 
specific communities to foster local 
leadership and institutional shifts 
toward equity. Instead of pushing 
set solutions, the foundation 
nurtures conditions that allow 
community actors and institutions 
to grow into deeper equity work 
with sustained support.

Key Features:

Relational Engagement: Program 
officers spend significant time in 
community, building trust through 
formal and informal interactions. 

Listening and Learning: 
Strategy is informed by deep 
understanding of local histories, 
needs, and dynamics. 

Tailored Support: Institutions 
are engaged based on their 
readiness; support includes 
funding, coaching, and 
connections. 

Strategic Outreach: Foundations 
adapt language and approaches 
to meet institutions where they 
are on equity. 

Grant making as a Catalyst: 
Funding enables both equity-
focused programs and broader 
organizational change with 
ongoing foundation support. 

Community Voice and Power-
Sharing: Engaging historically 
excluded groups to lead 
community change and hold 
institutions accountable, thereby 
working across multiple levels of 
influence. 

Nonlinear Progress: Emphasizing 
patience, flexibility, and long-
term commitment as institutions 
evolve.

The cultivation model is a way of 
working that can be integrated into 
general philanthropic practice and 
is particularly powerful when used 
with a place-based approach. 
 
 Source: “Enticing Institutions 
to Become More Inclusive and 
Responsive: Lessons from The 
Colorado Health Foundation’s 
Locally Focused Work”

https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1715&context=tfr
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1715&context=tfr
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1715&context=tfr
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1715&context=tfr
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1715&context=tfr


5

2.	 High-level practice of cultivation: These foundations selected, 
trained, and deployed their staff in ways that promote credibility 
and cultural competence when relating to local actors. By 
operating in the community on an ongoing basis, staff have 
been able to quickly detect shifts on the ground and support 
more authentic narrative change. A key requirement is to stay 
attentive to the power dynamics at play and to examine how staff 
members’ actions and presence might influence the work and 
larger community dynamics. 

3.	 Seeding multiple efforts within a community: Foundations using 
the cultivation model intentionally support a range of actors—
individuals, grassroots groups, and nonprofits—who all contribute 
toward community change, although in different ways and at 
different levels. Some relationships will have immediate payoff 
while others are relevant for opportunities that play out further 
down the line. Local “gate openers” can help foundation staff find 
promising actors, while “gate keepers” limit access to a more 
limited set. They require different forms of engagement from 
foundation staff.  

4.	 Role navigation and “active waiting”: Foundation staff found 
they must balance when to listen, when to support, and when to 
act. While seemingly simple, active waiting is a strategic practice 
requiring patience, relationship-building, and trust as well as a stiff 
upper lip internally to resist the need to step in and “do.” 

5.	 Power dynamics and systems change: Real power building 
(i.e., community members express and make decisions that will 
improve their lives) threatens existing systems. In seeking to make 
systems more inclusive, foundation staff and local actors need to 
be aware that this may threaten system leaders. As foundation 
staff engage in the work of systems change, they will inevitably 
find themselves in difficult conversations and possibly power 
struggles. Foundations should be prepared for this, potentially 
with a robust communications strategy that clarifies what the 
foundation is doing and how the community will benefit from 
having more and more diverse individuals influencing systems.  
 

6.	 Keep issues of race, history, and policy front and center while 
discerning when to be explicit: Foundations must be comfortable 
addressing systemic racism, historical exclusion, and the political 
realities that shape or limit the lives of residents. Remaining 
silent can erode trust and impact. At the same time, foundations 
need to be sensitive to how issues such as equity and racism are 
understood and discussed in each community. There are many 
ways to respond to these issues beyond public statements, and 
each communication must be assessed in context. Strategic 
nuance can sometimes move a conversation further than direct 
confrontation. 

Nuances in Emergent 
Practice 
 
Place-based work, and specifically 
cultivation models, do not operate 
according to a “set it and forget it” 
rule. Instead, they require constant 
engagement with community 
partners, along with continued 
awareness of changing systems 
and ecosystems.  
 
Consider the following nuanced 
guidance for program officers, 
communications, and evaluators 
partners:

Be prepared for political or 
personal backlash and don’t 
retreat when resistance occurs. 

Normalize trust building, 
mutuality, and resilience as core 
operational practices.

Regardless of function (e.g., 
program, communication, and 
learning), foundation staff must 
stay engaged authentically. Each 
not only has a role as an external 
support to communities, but 
also power that will ultimately be 
enforced at some point. 

Do not simply cede power to 
local actors when making grants 
for programs or initiatives. 
Instead, engage in ongoing give-
and-take conversations.

Select strategically and on a 
case-by-case basis where 
institutional change is possible, 
and consider how the foundation 
can support local change agents 
to effect change and bring its 
own influence to encourage 
deeper work by institutions. 

Sustainability can be about 
funding and programs, but it 
is also about relationship and 
network development and locally 
built capacities.
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 7.	 The work must be anchored within the foundation to withstand internal transitions: Staff and 
board transitions can jeopardize long-term commitments. Foundations noted that anchoring 
strategies in mission, vision, values, and deep community relationships are critical to continuity. 
As new board members come on, they need their own direct experience to build a personal 
commitment to the foundation’s place-based strategy. Foundation staff need to be aligned and 
work together across functions (e.g., programs, evaluation, and communications) to maintain an 
organization-wide commitment.  

8.	 Complexity in learning and evaluation: Because the work is emergent, so is learning. It is nonlinear 
and must respect local nuances. Foundations experience pressure internally and with community to 
identify change quickly as well as assign attribution. Small wins and momentum building are key to 
maintaining the engagement of internal and external stakeholders. 

The Presence of Power 
Throughout the convening, participants reflected on moments when they ceded or wielded power. They 
emphasized that foundations should not pretend to be outside of the communities, fields, or ecosystems 
they engage with. Foundations must remain clear-eyed about their influence; they are part of the system 
and cannot opt out of power. The challenge is to hold agency responsibly while also sharing, shifting, or 
thoughtfully ceding power in ways that strengthen community leadership.

Part 2: The Practice of Emergent Place-Based Philanthropy

The foundations represented at this convening are shifting to build lasting community power, moving 
beyond short-term initiatives and reimagining philanthropy’s role in advancing equitable change. 
Achieving long-term, community-centered transformation requires foundations to be deeply intentional, 
grounded in relationships, and resilient in the face of complexity. This work demands ongoing, situational 
awareness of what communities need in the moment, coupled with patient persistence—recognizing that 
meaningful change rarely follows foundation timelines. 
 
In a recent Foundation Review article, Emergent Models of Place-Based Philanthropy: A Review of Six 
Foundations’ Initiatives, Doug Easterling identified how the emergent approach differed from earlier 
versions of place-based philanthropy. During the convening, participants reviewed and deepened their 
shared understanding of this newer approach, including opportunities, practices, and challenges. The 
conversation focused on what that work might look like and what it will take to implement it effectively.

Working with communities. Participants surfaced key principles and tensions in how foundations 
engage with communities. The current moment adds a new urgency of both protecting individuals 
within communities against immediate harms (e.g., displacement and rights erosion) as well as working 
with communities to rebuild the systems and structures being torn down to be more equitable and 
responsive. Participants noted that rural place-based work demands distinct strategies for engaging 
specific subpopulations—particularly youth and Indigenous communities—highlighting a conversation that 
warrants deeper time, attention, and care.

•	 Explicit mutuality: Foundations and the groups they support must develop shared agreements 
on goals, learning, and accountability, acknowledge power dynamics, and maintain clarity without 
imposing control. If alignment exists, move forward together; if not, respect divergence and maintain 
a positive, ongoing relationship. 

https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr/vol17/iss1/5/
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr/vol17/iss1/5/
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•	 Manage trust and timeline tensions: Participants shared that trust is an essential prerequisite 
for a foundation to have a positive impact, but also something that grows over time. Trust is built 
through consistent presence and responsiveness to short-term community needs alongside long-
term aspirations. Foundation timelines may be slower than the urgency that community groups 
experience—resulting in a tension that the foundation must actively address. Groups discussed the 
nuances of how this has been accomplished and when it has been broken.  

•	 Balance immediate needs with long-term strategy: Participants noted that while place-based 
strategies are long term in nature, the communities they work with are in crisis. They must provide 
support for urgent needs—safety, food, and housing—before community members can participate in 
broader systems work. Addressing immediate needs affirms human dignity and lays the groundwork 
for long-term trust. Foundations must respond to urgent realities while simultaneously supporting 
broader, systemic change. 

•	 Flexible funding and staffing models: Rigid programmatic models must give way to long-term 
ecosystem investments that include flexible, multi-year funding and adaptive staffing approaches 
based on evolving local capacity at the individual, program, and infrastructure levels. 

  The Critical Skill of “Bridging” 
 
Bridging is the intentional, strategic act of connecting individuals, groups, or sectors that have shared 
interests but are not yet working together or aligned. When done effectively, bridging nurtures mutual 
respect, strategic alignment, and collective action toward long-term change. It involves building trust 
across lines of difference, while tolerating the tensions that will naturally arise. Over time, these connections 
can lead to collaborative projects or larger collective problem-solving efforts if there is commonality in 
goals and values.  
 
Participants talked about doing bridging in two ways: within community and more generally across different 
strategic areas where the foundation has influence.  Within community, bridges can be built between 
groups that never thought to work together or intentionally remained disconnected because of perceived 
differences in race, class, or orientation. At a larger level, a foundation can help build bridges across groups 
that are seeking common goals but operating in different spaces. This often involves different “scales”—for 
example, between local actors and advocates involved in state-level policy environments. 
 
For either form of bridging, the foundation needs to engage actors who bring diverse perspectives and 
beliefs. Rather than forcing uniformity in approach, the foundation should remain anchored to a clear 
equity-driven North Star, allowing different actors to pursue their own distinct and complementary 
pathways. 
 
Foundations have the distinct advantage of operating at multiple levels—they are informed on what is 
happening on the ground in multiple locations, and also at higher levels (e.g., cross-community systems 
and state-level policy). In this way, foundations can “bridge” what is common and help manage what is 
different across these lines of sight, again with the specific attention of the North Star guiding this work.
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Internal Work: Participants emphasized foundational elements that must be cultivated within foundations 
to make this work successful. While no participant suggested pausing external efforts while building 
these internally, all agreed these dimensions are essential to sustaining meaningful place-based work. 
Participants built this capacity over several years as they worked in and learned from the communities they 
sought to support. 

	• Clarity on what the foundation is delivering: Early generation efforts recognized the importance 
of staff capacity to engage with communities. Participants engaged in this convening clarified that 
both the foundation as an institution and its staff must deeply examine, articulate, and provide an 
ongoing reflective practice to build these capacities. For TCHF, KBR, and FFF, this meant articulating 
the specific competencies needed to do the work effectively through the creation of “practice 
profiles.” And of note is that these organizations did not wait for perfect readiness; they engaged in 
the work while simultaneously developing their competencies, deepening both understanding and 
practice along the way. 

•	 Strategic adaptability at every level: Early generation place-based initiatives called for foundation 
staff to align their work according to centralized plans developed by each community’s planning 
group. The cultivation approach requires staff across programs, communications, evaluation, and 
leadership roles to continuously recalibrate their strategies in response to emerging community 
realities and political conditions. Cross-functional collaboration is not enough; staff must also 
integrate their unique perspectives in service of community goals. 

•	 Supportive, ongoing skill development: Early place-based initiatives either did not bring an 
explicit equity frame or allowed staff to consider equity at a more intellectualized level. More recent 
approaches explicitly seek to advance equity across race, place, and class. This requires foundations 
to support ongoing staff development in situational analysis and relational capabilities. Capacity 
must be seen as dynamic, with foundations regularly reassessing who is best suited to lead at any 
given moment. 

•	 Long-term institutional anchoring: An endemic complication with place-based work is that 
because it is long term, it will span shifts in staff and board. Those who join the foundation after the 
initiative has been operating are likely to have less understanding and commitment than those who 
were present at the outset. Participants were highly conscious of the need to embed place-based 
values deeply into their foundation’s mission, board culture, and leadership development to endure 
leadership transitions and shifts in political or philanthropic trends. 

•	 Political backlash preparedness: Early-stage place-based efforts often finessed the political forces 
and power dynamics that arise when a foundation spawns work aimed at community change. 
Those consequences have become clearer as the work has actually built power among previously 
disenfranchised groups. As a result, foundations must build proactive, community-centered 
strategies that can withstand political and social backlash. This includes developing internal and 
external resilience rather than defaulting to a defensive posture. It also requires comfort with 
reputational risk and relationship discomfort—recognizing that making some people uncomfortable 
or upset is not the same as causing harm. Foundations must be willing to stand firm when conflict 
arises, especially when aligned with community-defined priorities. 
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 Part 3: How Do Roles Shape Experiences?

The cultivation model of place-based philanthropy works best when it leverages the strengths and focus 
of the different roles that exist within a foundation: leadership, programs, communications, learning, and 
evaluation. The convening allowed time for staff in different roles to meet with their peers to discuss the 
specifics of their role in place-based work. This brought to the surface the distinct strengths associated 
with each role—which can be leveraged to accelerate the work—as well as the tensions that exist between 
different roles.
 
In general, all roles noted they had to shift from “initiative” to “infrastructure” thinking. Each had to practice 
active listening, patience, and presence in their roles. They also noted that role clarity evolves over time as 
the work itself evolves. Continuing recalibration ensures that each role is optimally positioned relative to the 
other functions involved in the work. 
 
 Other commonalities that show up across roles included:

•	 Adaptation and flexibility: All roles had to adapt strategies, communications, and expectations as 
contexts evolved. 

•	 Centering community: Every role emphasized the importance of listening to, supporting, and 
elevating the voice of specific communities or subcommunities. Just as importantly, the foundation 
needed to clarify—internally and externally—whom to center as the foundation made choices about 
what to support. 

•	 Navigating power and trust: Trust building was essential, both internally (across teams) and 
externally (with communities). 

•	 Balancing urgency and patience: Everyone struggled to balance immediate needs and crises with 
the patience required for deep systems change. 

•	 Balancing community- and foundation-driven orientations: Some roles are naturally oriented 
toward the foundation’s interests, while others are more closely connected to community actors and 
their interests. Diverging perspectives are inevitable, and at times irreconcilable. Navigating these 
differences requires ongoing awareness and skillful judgment. Striking the right balance in any given 
situation is less about finding perfect alignment and more about making thoughtful, context-specific 
choices. 

•	 Managing internal tensions: All participants noted silos, communications challenges, and role 
ambiguity within their organizations. 

•	 Commitment to long-term change: All roles acknowledged that lasting change requires staying 
committed beyond the initiative cycle.

While these conversations revealed commonalities between roles that can be addressed or nurtured now 
and in the future, it also provided a window into differences between roles, their challenges, time horizons, 
and internal dynamics. These are summarized in the table below.  
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Role Primary Focus Biggest Challenges Time Horizon Internal Dynamics

CEOs and 
Executives

Evolving the 
organization; 
Institutionalizing 
community-centered 
work

Translating new 
approaches 
internally; Sustaining 
vision through staff 
transitions

Very long-term 
(institutional 
sustainability, 
decades-long 
change)

Mediating across silos; 
Ensuring organization-
wide alignment

Programs Managing community 
trust and relationship; 
Community funding and 
support

Funding constraints; 
Balancing local and 
statewide efforts; 
Burnout

Short- and 
medium-term 
(community 
momentum, 
funding cycles)

Occasionally 
questioning if  
communications and 
evaluation “get the 
work” 

Communications Narrative change; 
Storytelling; Building 
communications 
capacity

Combating 
misinformation; 
Ensuring foundation 
communications 
don’t leave grantees 
vulnerable; Other 
foundation staff 
mistrust that they 
understand community

Immediate and 
ongoing (crisis 
response, media 
cycles)

Teams may not 
understand how 
to “right size” 
communications;  
Communications staff 
may feel undervalued

Evaluation Emergent learning; 
Clarifying strategy; 
Identifying contributions 
of the work to 
community change

Making learning 
visible; Managing 
evolving expectations; 
Managing knowledge 

Short- and long-
term (foundation-
specified and 
emergent 
outcomes, 
implementation of 
successive stages 
of work) 

Struggling for 
access to strategic 
thinking; Clarifying 
assumptions

 
Considering these differences may offer opportunities to negotiate the pressures and dynamics  
experienced by each role and build mutuality and understanding through meaty conversations. 

Heard at the Convening 
 
Leadership: “A promise was made to the community. We can’t get there if we cannot center community, 
keep our promises to community, tell the truth of what happened in history, and talk about race. These 
should be our anchors.”  
 
Programs: “Money doesn’t solve everything. In fact, sometimes it creates more challenges. We identify the 
groups that are going to do the work regardless of whether the money is there. Then we ask, ‘What are the 
opportunities for leveraging strengths among organizations?’”  
 
Communications: “Our role is evolving, and communications in service to the work is different than 
communications needed outside in the community. That evolution follows the focus of place-based work, 
which is also an inherent challenge.”  
 
Evaluation: “This work is a hurricane. We have to hold on for dear life. It is an incredibly nuanced and 
relationship-based approach to evaluation. We spent almost two years at the beginning of the evaluation 
contract trying to understand: What is this about, what is this model? It feels abstract and academic. We 
had to learn how to get anchored in the strategies.” 
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Evolution in Approach Within Each Role 

•	 Programs and Strategy: Early place-based work featured centralized planning and foundation-led 
design. Cultivation models of this work shifted toward seeding action by local actors by supporting 
their leadership, capacity-building, funding, and network development. The foundations nurtured 
these actors and followed their lead as some work naturally grew, merged with others, or dropped 
off as community needs changed and developed. As a result, program officers now must balance 
strategic clarity with responsiveness, supporting emerging efforts aligned with a shared equity-
focused vision. It may also require program staff to advocate within their foundation for internal 
changes that will benefit the communities they are serving. In today’s political environment, this 
includes defending community infrastructure and building regional strategies that honor local 
differences while generating collective momentum. Participants discussed the “growing edge” 
of building their local community work into larger regional ones that honor the needs of unique 
communities while building critical mass to effect change more broadly. Participants shared that 
navigating complex roles has strengthened their situational awareness and continues to expand 
their skill sets.

•	 Policy: The degree to which foundations emphasized policy in their approach varied considerably 
across participating foundations. For those who pursued policy work, policy advocacy at the 
decision-maker level was often foundation-led in the early stages. As the work matured, the 
understanding of policy expanded from big “P” policy (legislative change) to include little “p” policy 
(e.g., school boards, city planning committees, and hospital practices), focusing on the tools needed 
by the community to advance their goals. Little “p” became a vehicle for local community self-
determination and individual activation; foundations are focusing on capacity-building to help 
community members engage in policy processes directly. The growing edge of policy is integrating 
the narratives developed by communications to support policy change and bridging, both across 
communities to build a louder voice for change as well as connecting big “P” and little “p” policy 
work to maximize impact. 

Navigating the Complexities of the “Growing Edge”

A Few Shared Strategies Strategies Storming and Forming
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•	 Communications: Initially focused on broadcasting foundation efforts, communications have 
evolved into a tool for narrative change and community voice. Current practice is to help build 
a positive, strengths-based narrative of community that both builds a sense of community and 
highlights a call to action for external stakeholders. In the current environment, communications 
staff must navigate risks related to the visibility and safety of the individuals within community who 
share their stories, especially for vulnerable groups such as immigrants and LGBTQ+ communities. 
A growing edge for communications is managing tensions between storytelling from bottom-up 
(community-to-external stakeholders) and top-down (policy opportunities to local actors). An 
important consideration is ensuring narrative coherence across geographies and actors, without 
attempting to direct these different narratives.

•	 Learning and Evaluation: Early evaluation models mirrored the structured nature of place-based 
centralized planning. As this work evolved, the focus shifted toward mutual learning, real-time 
adaptation, and contribution over attribution. Learning and Evaluation teams continue to work on 
prioritizing disaggregated data, community ownership of insights, and strategic use of findings in 
transition planning. Challenges include managing large volumes of data and aligning insights with 
diverse internal and external users. The growth edge of this work is to maintain real-time, adaptive 
learning while identifying ways to track the longer trajectory of change in and across communities. 

Within each group, there appeared to be a consensus that emergent/cultivation approaches to place-
based philanthropy had built power among historically disenfranchised groups and set the stage for 
deeper forms of community change. At the same time, there was also a sense that this is long-term social 
change that is still in its early phases. There is much more that foundations can do, especially around 
systems and policy change. The foundations represented at the convening shared ideas for moving their 
approaches forward, especially regarding cross-community and cross-initiative networking, as well as 
aligning statewide policy-change work with local interest and action.  

Part 4: Moving Forward - Designing the Next Generation

The next generation of effective place-based philanthropy will be defined by strategic focus, authentic 
mutuality, adaptive learning, and enduring partnership. The convening provided a rare opportunity for 
place-based practitioners to openly share with others doing similar work. There was considerable interest in 
extending and expanding these conversations. In their evaluations of the convening, participants reported 
that the conversations were personally valuable, and they had an appetite for an ongoing community of 
practice to dig deeper into these issues. Some participants noted a desire to expand the group to others 
who are active in this practice. Others noted a desire to share results with foundations that are exploring 
this practice.

Audience 1: Place-based practitioners aligned with cultivation  
(those at this convening and beyond)

This group consists of practitioners who are doing place-based work aligned with the cultivation model 
and have been involved in conversations to advance practice and/or theory. They are actively identifying 
common principles and patterns across their diverse projects to strengthen their community-based efforts 
and appreciate sharing and learning from others. Because of their shared perspective and experience, this 
group is primed to dig into the nuances of this work and learn collectively.  
This group might be convened either as a whole or as a function of their role (e.g., leadership, programs, 
communications, and evaluation). If convenings occur according to role, each will need a dedicated space 
to reflect and advance their specific practice. 
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Possible ongoing learning 
strategies:

 

Use clear, specific language 
instead of broad conceptual 
terms like “power,” “equity,” 
or “community.” This not 
only deepens the quality of 
conversation, but also prevents 
unintentionally “othering” or 
excluding those unfamiliar with 
field-specific jargon. 
 
Deploy provocative framing 
questions like “What are you 
building power for?” and  
“Who defines success?” 
 
Use real, illustrative case studies 
highlighting where different 
models succeed, and where they 
fall short in advancing equity 
and true community leadership.

Host a second convening to dig 
deeper into the issues discussed. 
Consider how to onboard 
additional foundations that did 
not attend, but are active in 
cultivation approaches. 

Host virtual experiential learning 
labs to dig into specific issues by 
role or topic. This could include 
exercises such as real-life 
dilemma discussions (see Civic 
Canopy’s Consulting Protocol) 
and deep-dive case studies. 

Participate in peer-based 
learning tours to see and 
experience the work live and 
unvarnished. 

Individual practice:

Collective practice:

Audience 2: Collective impact, Comprehensive 
Community Initiatives (CCIs) practitioners, and those 
curious about the cultivation model

This group includes those currently practicing collective impact, 
earlier forms of CCIs, and foundations whose interest is piqued. 
For this audience, the first step is building awareness—specifically, 
understanding how current place-based practice differs from 
collective impact. Clarifying these distinctions will help highlight 
why the differences matter, particularly in terms of power dynamics, 
community ownership, and the evolving role of foundations. For those 
considering a shift toward the cultivation model, it’s important to 
proactively acknowledge and address likely resistance points they 
may encounter, such as a preference for top-down control, a focus 
on short term, measurable outcomes, or discomfort with relational, 
emergent work. Foundations should honestly assess whether this 
approach aligns with their values, readiness, and institutional context. 
 
As a next step, the Making Space for Place Planning Committee will 
provide a participant survey to gauge interest in different topics and 
modes of bringing this group back together. MDC will collate the 
emerging material into a knowledge management system to provide 
a shared space for materials and ongoing conversation. The planning 
committee will think about how best to share the convening learnings 
with others (Audience 2) interested in this work. 

•	 Evolving capacities and skills staff develop over time to 
advance this work

•	 Achieving focus and continuity through transition  

•	 Staffing models for place-based work 

•	 Connecting community capacity to state-level work

•	 Evaluation and learning in both cultivation and place-
based work

•	 Using communications at multiple levels and in a changing 
environment to support this work

Emerging areas for exploration and learning 

https://www.civiccanopy.org/consultancy-protocol/
https://www.civiccanopy.org/consultancy-protocol/
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Appendix 1: Participants 

Full Name Title Organization

Adam Linker VP of Programs Kate B. Reynolds Charitable 
Trust

Ageno Otii Portfolio Director The Colorado Health 
Foundation

Anand Sharma Program Officer, American 
Cities Program The Kresge Foundation

Anthony Iton Lecturer & Social Impact Fellow UC Berkeley School of Public 
Health

Bonita Robertson-Hardy Co-Director Aspen Community 
Strategies Group Aspen Institute 

Brandy Bynum Dawson Senior Director for Rural 
Prosperity and Investment MDC

Calvin Allen Vice President for Partnerships & 
Programs MDC

Charles Reese Program Officer The Colorado Health 
Foundation

Chris Bui Senior Program Officer The Colorado Health 
Foundation

Christopher Estes Co-Executive Director Aspen Institute - Community 
Strategies Group

Courtney Ricci Principal CLR Consulting, LLC

Doug Easterling Professor Wake Forest School of 
Medicine

Erin Brown Chief Impact Officer The Colorado Health 
Foundation

Erin Yates Special Assistant to the 
President

Kate B. Reynolds Charitable 
Trust

Hanh Cao Yu Executive Director Center for Evaluation 
Innovation
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Full Name Title Organization

Jason Baisden Senior Program Officer Kate B. Reynolds Charitable 
Trust

Jennifer James Independent Consultant

Jennifer Major Principal/Evaluation Consultant Ross Strategic

Jenny Chheang Vice President, Community 
Investment and Impact

The Colorado Health 
Foundation

K. Jehan Benton-Clark Strategist and Coach Impact Practice Advisors LLC

Karen McNeil-Miller President and CEO The Colorado Health 
Foundation

Kasi Allen Vice President of Learning and 
Impact The Ford Family Foundation

Kien Lee President Community Science

Kristen Burwell Naney Director of Learning and Impact Kate B. Reynolds Charitable 
Trust

Laura Gerald President Kate B. Reynolds Charitable 
Trust

Mandy Elder Learning Officer - Research and 
Communications The Ford Family Foundation

Max Gimbel Director - Rural Community 
Building The Ford Family Foundation

Michael Smith Senior Program Officer The Colorado Health 
Foundation

Mike Warner Senior Vice President McCabe Message Partners

Monique Johnson Senior Program Officer The Colorado Health 
Foundation

Nora Ferrell Vice President, Communications Kate B. Reynolds Charitable 
Trust

Omari Richins Program Officer Kate B. Reynolds Charitable 
Trust
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Full Name Title Organization

Petra Vallila-Buchman Director Ross Strategic

Phillip Chung Senior Director, Learning and 
Evaluation

The Colorado Health 
Foundation

Regan Gruber Moffitt Vice President of Community 
Investments St. David’s Foundation

Roque Barros Executive Director Imperial Valley Wellness 
Foundation

Scot Spencer Associate Director, Local Policy The Annie E. Casey Foundation

Scott Downes Portfolio Director The Colorado Health 
Foundation

Stephanie Kripa  
Cooper-Lewter Executive Vice President Kate B. Reynolds Charitable 

Trust

Tanya Beer Independent Consultant

Taryn Fort
Senior Director of 
Communications and External 
Influence

The Colorado Health 
Foundation

Tomas Gallegos Program Officer The Colorado Health 
Foundation
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Appendix 2: Agenda

Agenda

Day One: April 14, 2025	 	
Travel Time and Community Building

5:30 pm		  Reception and hors d’oeuvres hosted by the Colorado Health Foundation

Day Two: April 15, 2025
Sharp articulation of the challenges in place-based philanthropy and determine a focus 
for solutions

8:30 am	 Welcome
Context by the Planning Team
Objectives for Day One, Agenda for Day One, Guidelines 

9:15 am	 Introductions
Small Groups: Was Power Building the Goal with Your Place-Based Philanthropy?      		

  What Was Your Goal?

 		  Large Group:	Introduce Your Partner’s Name, Organization, Their Role with 
Place-Based Philanthropy, and Why This Work Matters to Them Now

9:45 am	 General Data about the Initiatives
First Generation Place-Based Philanthropy Presentations (15 minutes each)  

GOAL:	Focus on critical issues and challenges that arose during 
implementation, changes in design or implementation (and their rationale), 
meaningful outcomes, and what should/might happen next.

1.	 Overview of the Four Initiatives
2.	 Equity-Centered Infrastructure Focus
3.	 Measurement and Impact Focus
4.	 Policy and Power-Building Focus
5.	 Communications Focus

11:15 am	 Break

11:25 am	 Triad or Table Debriefs

11:45 am	 Large Group Debrief

12:15 pm	 Lunch



18

1:15 pm	 Small Group Sessions by Roles
Addressing role-based questions on role clarity, key issues by role, power-building, 
staffing changes, and sector insights.
Roles: CEO, Communications, Programs, Evaluation

1:55 pm	 Large Group Debrief

2:20 pm	 Break

2:30 pm		  Critical Challenges and Opportunities: YES, NO, MAYBE
Participants must choose “yes,” “no,” or “maybe” as answers to intentionally provoc-
ative questions about place-based initiatives. Groups assembled around each an-
swer then share why they chose their answer.

3:45 pm		  Critical Challenges and Opportunities:
OPEN SPACE SMALL GROUPS BY INTEREST
The goal of this session is to unpack challenges (old and emerging), determine some 
of the problematic norms and practices that no longer serve us (especially in light 
of the new political realities), and what openings we see to change them and move 
communities forward.

4:30 pm	 Break

4:45 pm	 Large Group Debrief

5:30 pm	 Next Steps
1.	 Review of Key Points
2.	 Knowledge Management Tools
3.	 Plans for Day Three
4.	 Evaluation: Group and Individual

5:45 pm	 Adjourn

6:00 pm	 Reception On-Site and Dinner Recommendations

Day Three: April 16, 2025
Identify the Core Components for Effective Change through Place-Based Initiatives

8:30 am	 Opening
		  Objectives for Day Two, Agenda for Day Two, Overnight Insights

Review of Day One using Doug Easterling’s Research
 
8:50 am	 Opening Activity
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9:45 am	 Transition from Problem-Solving to Design: VISIONING
Break people into four small groups to draft key principles, design elements, and 
strategies for a second-generation approach for two communities. We will then 
compare and highlight best practices.

10:45 am	 Break

10:55 am	 Sharing the Visions (30 minutes for each community)
1.	 Hear Key Principles, Design Elements, and Strategies for Scenario A 
2.	 Questions and Answers 
3.	 Hear Key Principles, Design Elements, and Strategies for Scenario B 
4.	 Questions and Answers 

12:00 pm	 Lunch

12:45 pm	 Reflections and Next Steps
Mixed Role Small Groups (30 minutes)
1.	 What kind of support do you need for the next phase of your place-based initia-

tive?
2.	 How could this collaborative continue to support place-based philanthropy?

a.	 What is the temperature for continuing collaboration?
b.	 What products are most helpful moving forward?

Large Group Discussion (30 minutes)

Next Steps (15 minutes)
1.	 Evaluation: Group and Personal
2.	 Roles and Responsibilities
3.	 Timeframe
4.	 Closing Circle

2:30 pm	 Adjourn
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