
T H R O U G H  7 5  Y E A R S

EM B R AC I N G CH A N G E,
RE TA I N I N G CO R E VA LU E S

By Willam S. White, President

Reprinted from the 
2000 Annual Report



A
N

E
N

V
IR

O
N

M
ENTALLY CONSCIOUS

ALTE
R

N
A

T
IV

E

CORN - SOY OIL INK

Recycled Recyclable

The cover paper for this report contains 50 percent recycled fibers, including 10 percent post-consumer waste. The text paper
contains 50 percent recycled fibers, including 20 percent post-consumer waste. The report is printed with corn and soybean oil-
based ink and is fully recyclable.

This message, in which
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We are, in 2001, celebrating 75
years of implementing the philanthropic
dreams of this remarkable man who had
faith in people and believed that every
person — always — is in an informal
partnership with his or her community.
This year also marks a personal mile-
stone — for 30 years I’ve been officially
associated with the Foundation and the
past 25 years as President.* As you
would expect, this past year has been a
period of reflection.

It is unusual for a foundation —
let alone any organization — of our
vintage to have had only three presi-
dents, and it is even more unusual for
all three to have worked together. This
continuity in leadership has helped the
institution retain its core values. 
C.S. Mott was actively involved in the
Foundation from 1926 until his death
in 1973. His older son, C.S. Harding
Mott, began his service as a Trustee on
the first board in 1926, shared an

office with his father for nearly 30
years, served as President and
Chairman, and ended his career as
Chairman Emeritus when he died in
1989. I had the privilege of working
closely with both men, and had the
opportunity to witness their values,
visions and dreams for the Foun-
dation’s future in action. Harding,
who was also my father-in-law, was an
invaluable mentor to me, not only
when I was the new kid on the block,
but also for the next two decades.
Harding was compassionate and nur-
turing, and one who “greased the skids
for others.” He always let others, par-
ticularly a “new kid on the block,”
take credit. Not a day passes that I
don’t recognize my debt of gratitude to
him.

As I have reflected on the
Foundation, I’ve realized that a con-
stant theme throughout our history
has been “embracing change while

� On June 19, 1926, Charles Stewart Mott signed the Articles of

Incorporation that created the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation and

endowed it with 2,000 shares of General Motors stock valued at

$320,000. Thus was born an organization he later described as “the

most effective expression of the faith, ideals and concern for fellow

men which I have acquired in my lifetime.”

* For the record, I served as a consultant to the Foundation from late 1968 to 1971. Thus, I was present when
the 1969 Tax Reform Act was passed. In 1976, I was named President, and in 1988, Chairman.

Through 75 Years

Embracing Change, Retaining Core Values



remaining true to core values.” Why
do I say this? Clearly the Foundation
has changed over time, but the same
core principles and original program
interests have provided the integrity
and philosophic framework that have
been at the heart of our development
as an organization. 

Some of the core principles are:
• a deeply held belief in the ability of

people to help themselves;
• a recognition that every person is in a

kind of informal partnership with his
or her community;

• the importance of effective institu-
tions in helping people realize their

dreams and potential;
• the value of working at the local or

grassroots level; and
• the critical roles leadership and

ethics play in shaping communities
and institutions.  

These core beliefs were not unique
to Mr. Mott. Indeed, they were shaped
in what originally was a small, Mid-
western city that grew to become one
of the major automobile manufactur-
ing centers of the world. Not 
surprisingly, Mr. Mott’s philanthropy
was aimed at the person on the street;
hence, our two original programs 
were focused on developing public or
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During much of their time together at the Foundation, C.S. Harding Mott and his
father, Charles Stewart Mott, shared an office.
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social capital in Flint and creating the
Flint version of community
schools/education.

Mr. Mott was not afraid of
change. In fact, right up to the end of
his life, he looked forward to each day
as a fresh opportunity. Some people
have called him “an informed risk
taker.” For a variety of reasons, in
1971 it was necessary to revise the
Foundation’s Articles of Incorporation.
Mr. Mott knew the Foundation’s pro-
grams were changing and he could
have stopped this evolution, but
instead he did not limit future genera-
tions of Trustees but trusted them to
make the right choices. Indeed, his
instructions were that he expected
future Trustees to “have regard for his
philanthropic interests.” 

I’m sure if he were alive today that
he might not approve of everything we
do, but who knows, maybe he would!
After all, throughout his business
career he was at the forefront of
change, and clearly the world has
changed dramatically since 1926. 
Mr. Mott may never have envisioned
that we would be funding community
school programs in Siberia or
Hungary, but if he visited the pro-
grams today, he would recognize them.
Likewise, he would be astounded to
see the widespread growth of commu-
nity school and afterschool programs.

The Mott Foundation has experi-
enced five phases of growth. Starting
as a small, family-oriented, general-
purpose foundation, we quickly

moved into a collaboration with the
Flint Board of Education to develop
the community school model that
eventually was shared with an eager
nation. We then entered a period of
transition caused by increased assets
and changes in leadership, procedures,
organization, programs, and tax law.
That transition positioned us to 
develop national programs based on
lessons learned in Flint which, in turn,
led us to expand our funding into
Central/Eastern Europe, Russia, and
South Africa. That's a lot of history, or
as C.S. Mott would say, "sweating
blood," in one paragraph.

Along the way, we have made our
share of mistakes, both large and
small. Hopefully, we have learned
from them. But we’ve also had success-
es. What have we gleaned from these
decades of experience?

First, an organization must stay
fresh over a period of time and be con-
stantly looking for ways to renew
itself. The importance of listening,
examining or evaluating, and learning
cannot be overemphasized.

Second, our experience confirms
that people — both our staff and our

An organization must stay fresh
over a period of time and be
constantly looking for ways to
renew itself. The importance of
listening, examining or evaluat-
ing, and learning cannot be
overemphasized.



grantees — are the Foundation’s most
important resource. We could not
have made the leap from being a local
to a national funder, and then moved
into the international arena, without
superb grantees and colleagues as well
as key staff members who had grown
up with the organization. Their 
experience and skills have helped us
jump to new levels without losing our
core values and institutional identity.

Third, we’ve learned it is vital to
stay with a field of work, and impor-
tant organizations, over a significant
period of time. We’ve discovered —
sometimes the hard way — that it 
frequently takes a minimum of five
years of funding to launch and stabi-
lize a project or organization. In the
Foundation’s 1997 Annual Report, we
explored in detail how long-term part-
nerships can make a difference for the
communities and people that we and
other foundations serve. I’d like to put
in a special “plug” for general-purpose
support. It’s the fuel that powers non-
profit organizations.

Fourth, we’ve learned that
humankind’s charitable impulse has to
hit the pavement on Main Street

because that’s where people’s lives are
played out, that’s where problems
occur, and that’s where neighbors have
to help neighbors. Philanthropy has to
figure out ways to encourage that uni-
versal charitable impulse wherever
people are living their lives, whether
it’s Main Street, USA; Main Street,
Slovakia or Main Street, South Africa.
Sometimes national funders like the
Mott Foundation tend to parachute
into local communities. But our expe-
rience has been that if we can figure
out a way to partner with one or more
community foundations or other local
funders on a common problem, then
we can get local expertise, local buy-in,
and a local flavor and approach to the
problem, as opposed to the program
being developed in a remote office of a
national funder.

Fifth, we’ve found that it is essen-
tial to pay attention to infrastructure,
including governance and board struc-
ture, grantee relations, portfolio man-
agement, allocation of resources, legal
issues, grant processing, technology,
recruiting smart people, and delegat-
ing authority. Whenever we’ve neglect-
ed these areas, or failed to freshen our
programs, policies and procedures, our
effectiveness has suffered.

Sixth, through all the changes, the
Board of Trustees has been critical.
Our Trustees, who do not receive any
compensation other than travel
expenses, are a hardworking group.
They spend time listening to experts,
visiting grantees and hearing great 
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Philanthropy has to figure 
out ways to encourage that
universal charitable impulse
wherever people are living their
lives, whether it’s Main Street,
USA; Main Street, Slovakia or
Main Street, South Africa.
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stories from the heart from people on
Main Street. They are emotionally and
intellectually committed to our work
and bring us energy, enthusiasm and
passion. On more than one occasion,
I’ve seen Board members crying while
listening to people’s stories.

One final note. The world of 
philanthropy has changed dramatically
over the past 30 years. For instance, we
hear and read a great deal about the
new generation of donors and the 
concept of venture philanthropy. But
these new donors, and their distinctive
approach to grantmaking, are still a
part of the larger philanthropic 
community, and are linked by what I
believe is the most critical tie that binds
all forms of organized philanthropy,
namely, the craft of grantmaking.

Many of you know Jim Joseph, a
former president of the Council on
Foundations. He used to talk about —
in fact he was passionate about — 
an idea he called “the craft of 
grantmaking.” In my opinion, embod-
ied in the craft are the principles of
vision, of passion, of decency, of
respect, of fairness, of good manners,
of trying to establish a partnership
with grantees. Effectiveness follows.
The craft of grantmaking is not only a
skill, but also, more importantly, it is
an attitude. It requires humility, it
requires creativity, it requires informed
risk-taking, it requires common sense,
it requires "sweating blood," and it
requires a deep-seated sense of
accountability to grantees and the

public generally. I believe the funda-
mental challenge going forward is 
trying to make the relationship
between the Foundation and its
grantees as equitable as possible and as
open, transparent and responsive as it
can be. 

At the core of the craft of grant-
making is the charitable impulse,
which Mr. Mott once called “citizen
responsibility.” If one acts from a dis-
ciplined and strategic approach to a
well-thought-out charitable impulse,
good results should be achieved in the
long run. The results may not always
come in the desired or expected form,
or time frame. There may occasionally
be failures or mistakes, but that’s per-
fectly acceptable. We can learn from
all of them.

I believe one of the reasons Mr.
Mott lived to be almost 100 was that
he received immense and fulfilling 
satisfaction and self-respect from his
philanthropy. Let me close with a
quote from him. “...The Mott
Foundation may, in a large sense, be
considered a Foundation for Living;
for me, in another sense, it is a foun-
dation for living — the realization of
the purpose of my life.”

William S. White
President
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