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value in and of itself and is not tied to a particular public policy outcome or social movement 
agenda. 

This was a major lesson. The conference organizers had thought that the goal of active engagement 
(citizenship) would provide the glue among and across these groups and a good basis for 
establishing a platform where they could meet, discuss, plan, and organize;  in other words, that the 
conference participants would see themselves operating within the realm of something akin to a 
“field.” In the discussions it became apparent that the “identity” of many of the organizations is not 
one of “engagement” per se, but one of engagement in order to address a specific issue, cause or 
concern.  Working within this framework, one person’s engagement would be valued more than 
another’s. 

Lesson #2:  Among the groups and organizations actively working to “engage” people in 
social, political, and community change, the organizational point of view or ideology 
influences who they “engage,” for how long and to what end.  

Most everyone did agree that there is an important connection between engaging people in 
community life and addressing public problems. The challenge here again is that one’s point of view 
about what the appropriate solution may be to a public problem may narrow the range of individuals 
one would seek to “engage,” for how long and to what end. Some organizations apply engagement 
strategies to advance their change agenda on a specific public problem—attempting to mobilize 
specific people to take specific action, for example an environmental issue or a health cause.  Fewer 
organizations are working broadly on the goal of increasing engagement in general, so that citizens 
will become more influential across issues of interest. 

Lesson #3: Those doing engagement work value opportunities to talk “across” issues and 
approaches, despite the points of tension, but have few opportunities to do so. 

By the end of the Wingspread Conference it was evident that people appreciated the opportunity to 
talk “across” issues and approaches—that they found in one another some points of tension but 
also common passions. The dialogue itself, by raising the issue of “point of view,” demonstrated the 
benefit of a neutral setting—a place where one’s political perspective would not get in the way of a 
shared interest in a healthy democracy. It was evident that no organization is attempting to convene 
in this way, both across approaches and across philanthropy, nonprofits and public institutions.   

Many participants expressed appreciation to the Grantmaker Forum for opening up the discussion. 
The small group discussions on the last day of the event gave rise to specific recommendations for 
ways in which a new association (of philanthropy) might foster better connections and 
communication across and among those working on engagement efforts. 

Lesson #4: No association within or outside of philanthropy is attempting to bridge the 
various approaches to engagement (without a point of view). This makes it difficult for both 
philanthropists and nonprofits to improve their understanding and support of active 
engagement. 

There was significant consensus among those in attendance that an association of philanthropy 
capable of collecting information, using information to make better philanthropic decisions and 
keeping people connected would be an asset overall.   

Conference participants suggested that they would like to be kept connected, have opportunities to 
learn about what different organizations are doing with respect to engagement, and what their 
efforts are accomplishing. Some suggested the need for research on engagement—a landscape of 
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organizations, both virtual and real, that are attempting to organize and engage citizens in civic and 
political life. Others offered the idea that a broad-based network of engagement organizations might 
work together on strategic communications to encourage active engagement.  Given the diversity of 
approaches and interests represented, it would be a challenge to develop specific on-going shared 
activities.  

Wingspread participants expressed appreciation to the Grantmaker Forum for its effort to assess its 
past impact on philanthropy and imagine a different future. Many appreciated being brought into the 
conversation, even though they were not previously associated or familiar with the organization.  

Most participants agreed that philanthropy could be better organized to support active engagement 
(citizenship). The Grantmaker Forum collected specific suggestions for a “new” organization, one 
that would embrace a broad engagement agenda.  A list of the suggestions is attached to this report. 

Post-conference activities 

For the conference sponsors, the Wingspread conversation answered several important questions 
and raised several new ones.  In December 2003 and January 2004 the Grantmaker Forum referred 
to the Wingspread conference discussions and suggestions in its decision-making about the 
organization’s future directions.   
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