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What is Grassroots Grantmaking
Excerpted from A Short Course on Grassroots Grantmaking by Janis Foster Richardson and E. Gabriel Works, published by Grassroots Grantmakers.
 
Grassroots grantmaking is a place-based grantmaking strategy that is simple yet powerful. Quite simply, it utilizes modest grants and common sense to help people reclaim their place as change-makers in their own community. It is about community engagement at the most human level. The strategy supports the determination and passion of people to actively join with their neighbors to create the community that provides the supportive environment they need to live the life that they want. 

Grassroots grantmaking is powerful in that it recognizes the potential of a largely untapped resource for community vitality, resilience and justice - the informal associations at the community level that most frequently operate under the funding radar screen. These informal associations (the grassroots groups) serve as the locus for “active citizenship” in a community. Investing in grassroots groups provides a mechanism for activating a critical missing ingredient in more traditional community development strategies - the knowledge, passion, commitment and enduring presence of people who in live in a community. 

It is common for foundations wanting to support community change to fund service delivery organizations. Adding grassroots grantmaking as a strategy expands a funder’s repertoire to include two powerful but distinctly different tools for community change – effective service delivery systems (what we commonly think of as nonprofit organizations) and effective community engagement mechanisms (grassroots groups). Becoming knowledgeable about and comfortable using both of these tools, funders are better positioned to make effective use of their philanthropic resources to advance community change. As a strategy, many funders find that grassroots grantmaking generates a significant return on their investment by: 

· Engaging and advancing all voices within a community, 
· Connecting with marginalized segments of the community, and 
· Strengthening community leadership. 

Many funders have found that grassroots grantmaking programs generate surprising benefits for small amounts of money. Grassroots grantmaking can also have significant benefits for the funding organization itself: new relationships and perspectives that inform other program areas, increased credibility as an entity that has deep knowledge and understanding about its community, and opportunities to create new partnerships with donors, local governments, and other philanthropies. Grassroots grantmaking can enhance a funder’s position as a community leader and demonstrate its commitment to community accountability. 

For funders with small grantmaking budgets and a strong connection to “place,” using grassroots grantmaking allows the funder to make small grants go a long way while building the knowledge and relationships that will inform larger funding efforts down the road. With grassroots grantmaking, grants of $500 - $5,000 typically yield results that are more significant than the grant dollars would have suggested because grants support the work of and connections between passionate residents.
This work is often low-cost in nature and depends on volunteer commitment rather than paid professional help. Frequent by-products of grassroots grantmaking are a renewed sense of hope and pride, increased citizen participation and enhanced community leadership, all of which inevitably spill over to positively affect other quality of life issues. 

Building Community from the Inside Out 

In their influential 1994 book, “Building Communities from the Inside Out'', John McKnight and Jody Kretzmann observe that distressed communities are often over-flowing with programs that well-meaning outsiders have brought into the community as a caring response to the problems that they see. McKnight and Kretzmann believe that basing philanthropic investments on the premise that more services or a different approach to service delivery will drive change in challenged communities is a flawed approach. Further, they suggest that the expansion of the nonprofit sector over the past fifty years has had the unintended negative consequence of undermining civic engagement at the block level. 
McKnight and Kretzmann believe that using services as the primary remedy to community challenges grows from a “needs-based mental map” on which many well-meaning community outsiders (including foundation staff) base their decisions. With attention primarily focused on the nearly endless list of problems and needs that are facing distressed communities, funders tend to rely on well-run nonprofit organizations that can expertly frame a problem, then design and implement a program to address that problem. However, by focusing strictly on needs and services, funders also overlook a community’s local assets – the people themselves and their potential to engage in solutions. 
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