
WHAT IS THE BUSH FOUNDATION?

Archibald and Edyth Bush established the 
Foundation in 1953. They left the future 
stewards of their resources with one fairly 
simple instruction: do the most possible good 
for the community.

Today, the Bush Foundation invests in great 
ideas and the people who power them in 
Minnesota, North Dakota, South Dakota and 
the 23 Native nations that share the geography. 
They work to inspire and support creative 
problem solving – within and across sectors – to 
make their region better for everyone.

Broadly speaking, they do this in a few ways:

They invest in people and organizations 
working on any issue that is important in their 
communities. These investments are managed 
primarily by the Community Innovation and 
Leadership programs. They award grants and 
fellowships through open and competitive 
processes.

They invest in efforts to address specific issues 
through its strategic initiatives – Community 
Creativity, Education, Native Nation Building 
and Social Business Ventures. Each initiative 
makes a handful of big investments every year 
to accomplish a specific goal.

Continued on page 2...

WHAT WAS THE CATALYST/IMPETUS FOR THE CHANGE  
IN ROLE AND STRUCTURE? 

Rather than a single event, the Bush Foundation’s deliberate integration
of grants management and strategy has evolved over a period of time.
Two significant events have helped the Foundation advance and innovate. 
Bush Foundation Program Operations Director Kelly Kleppe served as a 
contributor to and early adopter of Project Streamline’s recommendations. 
Project Streamline directly influenced revisions in Bush’s application and 
reporting requirements. As Kleppe explains, “We don’t ask grantees to give us 
anything that we can get ourselves. We only ask for things we will truly use to 
evaluate a proposal or a grant; this is what I learned from my work on Project 
Streamline.” From pre-filling information on reports to considering carefully 
the burden of grantseeking and reporting on grantees, Bush made systematic 
changes based on a commitment to have only positive and productive 
applicant/grantee/Foundation experiences.

A Case Story from The Bush Foundation

The Bush Foundation’s strategic optimism starts with the belief that 
philanthropy is here to help people with great ideas change the world for the 
better. To play this role effectively, Bush has continually explored ways to 
infuse accessibility and mutual respect into its grantmaking and operations.

Effective grantmaking organizations deliberately connect their grantmaking practices — how grants get made — with 
their strategy and impact. GMN’s Successful Structures case stories illustrate the organizational characteristics and 
behaviors that support successful grants management structures and organization-wide attention to effective practice. 
Each case story offers a practical, real-time, and in-process picture of grantmakers taking deliberate steps toward more 
integrated and strategic grants management practices — including what got them started, what they have learned so 
far, and how efforts will continue to evolve in the future. Learn more at www.gmnetwork.org/successfulstructures » 

GRANTS MANAGEMENT AT THE INTERSECTION OF OPTIMISM & IMPACT
SUCCESSFUL STRUCTURES

“One of our values is to spread optimism—every interaction with the 
Foundation should be positive. And, yet, because resources
are always limited, we often say ‘no’ to people. So we really 
concentrate on folks leaving every experience with the Foundation, 
whether we say yes or no, feeling encouraged, not discouraged.”

- Jennifer Ford Reedy, President, Bush Foundation
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With Project Streamline’s Innovation taking hold, the Foundation had a second 
opportunity to step back and assess roles and structures. In 2012, with new 
CEO Jennifer Ford Reedy at the helm, the Foundation’s board asked staff to 
look carefully at what has become a Foundation-driven grantmaking strategy. 
Bush’s Foundation-led initiatives achieved notable wins, but led to confusion 
about its long-term and over-arching goals. Externally, the Foundation seemed 
less accessible and more interested in keeping its own counsel. Because the 
number, size, and timing of grants in any given year could change dramatically, 
staff too found initiative grantmaking made predicting and, therefore, planning 
workflow difficult. Lines of communication were strained as grantmaking did 
not always align with operational capacity. Staff believed greater clarity would 
support better staffing and operations. A comprehensive review concluded that 
the Foundation’s operations were exceptionally siloed.

Hearing these concerns, the Foundation moved toward a balance of proactive 
initiatives and responsive grantmaking supported by stronger internal 
collaboration and communications. Reedy found the entire staff in agreement 
about its eagerness to work together on behalf of the Foundation’s grantees: 
“Everybody wanted to make this happen. The team was hungry for it. What 
we’d been doing for the past few years was not working; admin and finance were 
chasing programs, programs felt like they were being hounded. Our systems 
were not working to encourage partnering and silo-breaking work.” Over
the last four years, Bush has transitioned to a “hybrid strategy” that includes 
Foundation-directed initiatives as well as regular, responsive grantmaking 
cycles and a set of fellowships and a prize focused on “inspir[ing], equip[ping] 
and connect[ing] leaders to ...make a difference in our region.” Half of Bush’s 
grantmaking is now awarded through a responsive application process with 
grants management fully engaged in planning and bridging the program, 
finance, and executive functions.

What changes have supported greater impact?

1. Employing a customer-service framework. Recognizing the value 
of cross-functional team work and optimism-infused grantmaking is one 
thing; changing behavior and implementing systems to make it happen is 
quite another. For Bush, the motivation and inspiration that fueled this 
transformation was customer service.

To lead the change, a staff committee worked to define what “customer 
service” should look like for the Bush Foundation. A single “customer service 
framework” now resonates across diverse program areas and within each team. 
The “Bush way” focuses on three adjectives: simple, supportive, and strategic. 
From application through reporting, even the documents that are requested 
along the way, Bush staff asks itself three questions:
  

They support organizations that help 
create and sustain an environment 
that helps its programs an initiatives 
be successful. Ecosystem grants 
sustain organizations that create 
unique and significant value for 
Bush Foundation grantees, Fellows, 
Rebuilders and others.

The Bush Foundation has seen a lot
of change over the past 60-plus years. 
But the thing that has always been the 
same is its commitment to do the most 
possible good with the resources its 
founders left to the community.
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• Is it simple? 
• Is it supportive?
• Is it strategic? 

To answer affirmatively, silos have come down and teams have worked across 
program areas and functions. Allison Barmann, Strategy and Learning Vice 
President, describes the shift: “We changed the language we were using; we 
focused on the word simple. How can we make this simple? How can we be 
about the customer experience? Using that “customer service” frame as a 
guide has helped us change the way we work. Can we ask for what we need and 
nothing else? Can we be supportive? Can we allocate enough time with every 
applicant?”

2. Prioritizing accessibility and transparency. While the Bush 
Foundation’s due diligence and grants administration had always been highly 
competent, this further step into the “customer’s shoes” signaled an even 
greater emphasis on accessibility and transparency. All interactions with 
applicants and grantees were scrutinized. As Kleppe recalled, “When your new 
President asks to review all the decline letters, you know she really cares about 
customer service. She said, ‘We should have an award letter that grantees want 
to pin on their wall—not one filled with legalese that distances us from them.” 

Bush threw open its doors, emphasizing staff’s accessibility with one program 
(Community Innovation) establishing an applicants’ “hotline” staffed by 
program staff as often and as long as prospective applicants want to talk. 

3. Creating learning tools for staff and grantees. Internally, the grants 
management team developed Grantmaking 101 to share the policies and 
practices associated with grants management with the whole staff. The course 
proved to be a watershed moment. Allison Barmann recalls: “People loved that 
day. Different kinds of conversations happened, with different people talking. 
Both the people sharing the expertise and those attending found the day fun 
and useful.” The emphasis on learning extended to staff relationships with 
grantees.

Even before a grant is made and an agreement is drafted, most grantees have 
spent time discussing their project through conversations and with insight from 
Bush Foundation program staff. In most cases, grants management knows each 
program area’s goals and requirements as well as the reasoning and context 
that prompted most grants. Even if a request is declined, Bush Foundation 
staff often spends time speaking with the applicant. As Bush staff tracks 
those declined applicants, they have discovered that many eventually become 
grantees. Every conversation and interaction, then, is seen as an investment not 
just in an approved grant, but in strong, dynamic relationships.  

Using that “customer service” 
frame as a guide has helped us 
change the way we work.
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4. Looking for links between grants management and learning. From 
the day the grant is made, a grant agreement serves as a basic checklist that 
keeps both the grantee and the Bush Foundation on track, but periodic check-in 
calls allow the grantee and program officer to work informally to identify areas 
of success, obstacles, and opportunity. The program officer is responsible for 
writing up the conversations which allows the grantee to talk about whatever 
they are learning, rather than filling out a formal report. Community Innovation 
Program Director Mandy Ellerton finds it, “less threatening to just talk about 
the project and what is happening. We’ve done so much due diligence before 
making the grant, we feel like periodic conversations give us the best chance 
to be helpful while not taking time away from the work we’ve supported the 
grantee to do.” 

At the conclusion of the grant, grantees provide a written report based on a set 
of learning questions. Again, reports emphasize lessons learned and ask for only 
information that will be used by the Foundation and helpful for the grantee. 
Ellerton describes the goal of grantee reporting: “We’ve created a report that 
asks, ‘What are you learning,’ not ‘What did you do’ and ‘How much did it cost?’ 
This is a relationship based on mutual respect and trust; we may get burned at 
some point, but when you are pursuing innovation in community, things change 
quickly, so staying flexible and focused on the relationship is most important. 
To do that, we are willing to accept a certain amount of risk.” 

5. Connecting organizational change to strategy and mission. For 
the Bush Foundation, their grantees determine the success or failure of the 
Foundation’s strategy. Grants management is essential not simply for managing 
productive relationships, but for learning from and helping to increase 
grantees’ impact over time. The Foundation stresses that its customer service 
framework is not—or at least, not only—another example of “Mid-Western 
nice.” Reedy asserts, “We want to help folks to think bigger and to be better able 
to achieve their goals. We are not offering assistance just to be nice, it is part 
of our theory of change. This way of working is more expensive, it increases 
operating expenses, so we have to measure and communicate how our mission 
is advanced because of these investments in customer service.” 

The community innovation program (in its infancy when the customer service 
framework was developed) has served as a “practice field” for many customer 
service Innovation. The program has codified practices that may have been 
present for a long time, but were not always or formally applied. Testing these 
efforts within one program area has allowed other programs to benefit from 
its learning curve while pinpointing ways to measure progress. In fact, as the 
Foundation launches another new program this year, many of the practices 
piloted by Community Innovation will be applied or at least considered in the 
operations of the new program. The benefits have been multiple, but three in 
particular have encouraged the Foundation’s emphasis on customer service: 
Community Innovation has noticed increased trust between the Foundation and 
grantees, greater portfolio diversity and an increasing confidence that Bush is 
not getting “in the way” of grantees. 

Grants management is 
essential not simply for 
managing productive 
relationships, but for 
learning from and helping 
to increase grantees’ 
impact over time. 
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What lessons has the Bush Foundation learned? 

1. The funder/grantee dynamic must be addressed. The Bush 
Foundation believes that its commitment to customer service allows for “less 
threatening and more open” interactions at all stages of the applicant and 
grantee relationships. “We need to be accessible—not just slapping hands,” 
asserts Kelly Kleppe. Bush is better able to learn what works and what doesn’t 
when it approaches grantees as partners and fellow travelers, with a shared 
commitment to change the world for the better. 

2. Piloting new roles and structures in a brand new program was less 
overwhelming and, in the long run, more influential. Shifts in the 
role and structure of grants management can challenge old habits, comfortable 
roles, and longstanding expectations. By engaging Bush’s grants management 
from the start, as the program was being designed and launched, the team was 
able to test new ideas, try out new processes, and influence the program’s very 
DNA. Changes piloted in Community Innovation have been applied to existing 
programs. More importantly, the relationships forged among programs and 
grants management staff during the launch have proved even more valuable 
and powerful. Programs and grants management colleagues now seek one 
another’s counsel in ways both formal and informal, substantive and cultural. 
Trust and mutual respect mark these cross-functional collaborations in ways 
that a simple management decree or new organizational chart could not. 

3. The effort is resource intensive. Investing in trusting relationships is labor 
and resource intensive, more so than the Foundation might have realized when 
it started. As a result, as mentioned above, Bush seeks tangible returns on these 
investments. “We are continually testing our assumptions to ensure that this 
investment is resulting in impact.” Over time, this culture of service and respect 
has become one of the Foundation’s greatest strategic assets. Open, candid 
conversations with declined applicants have been one of the most rewarding 
investments. First offered simply as “the right thing to do,” these conversations 
have led to greater understanding of one another’s goals. Once-declined 
projects have become successful grants achieving impact for communities 
for which both the grantee and the Foundation care most. The investment in 
successful grants management structures has been an investment in continual 
innovation, reflection, and improvement. 

What’s next?

1. Integrating and deploying technology to support learning. With 
grantees’ permission, online, real-time “Learning Logs” are posted on the Bush 
Foundation’s website. These reflections and insights are creating a knowledge 
base used to assess and improve Foundation strategy and, more importantly, 
are engaging other Bush grantees, other funders, and other communities 
in common challenges. As isolated examples of cooperation spurred by the 

Programs and grants 
management colleagues 
now seek one another’s 
counsel in ways both formal 
and informal, substantive 
and cultural. Trust and 
mutual respect mark 
these cross-functional 
collaborations in ways that a 
simple management decree 
or new organizational chart 
could not.
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learning logs have occurred, Bush is focused on urging more connections and 
opportunities for learning and collaboration. With a new grants management 
system launching in 2016, the Bush Foundation’s technological capacity is 
matching its culture of customer service to make learning and collaboration the 
norm. 

2. Re-thinking every policy and practice, starting wherever you can. 
Building on the success of Grants Management 101, the Foundation formed a 
cross-Foundation grants committee with representatives from every program 
area. Grants management hosts the cross-program committee and shares 
ideas and improvements across subject matter, communities, compliance, and 
finance. Financial information requirements are just one of the discussions 
benefiting from cross-Foundation perspectives and dialogue. Ellerton explains, 
“We are working on identifying which documents are nice-to-have and which 
are essential. To have a real conversation about this, we have to understand 
what we’re looking at and why. Finance, grants management, and programs 
each have something to offer in that regard. What indicates financial stability? 
Which financial indicators lead to better or worse outcomes? How do we avoid 
burdening applicants (and ourselves) with paperwork? We are having rich 
conversations in the process.” 
 
In her candid appraisal of philanthropy, Program Director Mandy Ellerton captures 
exactly why the Bush Foundation connects grants management and strategy:  
 
“As a field we can lack self-awareness; so many Foundations do not understand 
the philanthropic role. We are not the do-ers, we are the fund-ers. Our role is 
not to change the world, it is to make grants that help others change the world. 
So if our unique contribution is grantmaking, how we make grants must be just 
as strategic, just as focused on outcomes, as anything else we do.”

Successful Structures is a series of case stories highlighting the connection 
between organizational strategy, organizational structure, and the role 
of grants management. GMN is releasing the stories to illustrate the 
organizational characteristics and behaviors that support successful grants 
management structures and organization-wide attention to effective practice. 
Rather than heroic tales or a fait accompli, each case story offers a practical, 
real-time, and in-process picture of grantmakers taking deliberate steps 
toward more integrated and strategic grants management practices — 
including what got them started, what they have learned so far, and how 
efforts will continue to evolve in the future.  

www.gmnetwork.org/successfulstructures »

Please join GMN and your colleagues in this important work! Let us know
about your own efforts to move toward Successful Structures in your
organizations. To share your story or for more information, contact Nikki
Powell at npowell@gmnetwork.org.

Our role is not to change 
the world, it is to make 
grants that help others 
change the world.


