
  

 

 

WKKF LEGACY ESSAY: ENGAGEMENT 
 

If creating the conditions in which vulnerable children can succeed is the focus of the 

Kellogg Foundation’s mission and its essential reason for being, then community and 

civic engagement are at the heart of its methodology.  As George C. Darling, then 

foundation president, and Emory W. Morris, then general director (and later president 

and chairman) wrote in their 1941 report, “The First Eleven Years,” “Teamwork and 

cooperation with emphasis on individual initiative is a typically American procedure. It is 

common practice in a democracy for the group with a problem, the group with an idea 

for its solution, the group with technical skill, the group with labor, and the group with 

capital to get together in a cooperative, mutually helpful enterprise. The foundation 

could provide funds for cooperative community programs of a social character, just as 

banks provide concentration of funds for business enterprises.” 

Of course, much has changed in the 70 years since those words were written.  In 

addition to funds, the foundation has often provided expertise, networking, capacity-

building, infrastructure and access to knowledge.  And the groups which align in seeking 

solutions are rarely so neatly defined.  But the statement’s underlying conviction is 

unchanged: the foundation’s premise for action is the importance and ability of people -

- individuals and communities -- to craft their own solutions to their problems and chart 

paths to achieve their visions.   

In some respects, the Michigan Community Health Project (MCHP) -- the foundation’s 

first major initiative -- can be seen as a trial run for that premise, and evidence of its 

efficacy.   The project was intended to help seven southwestern Michigan counties 

improve the health, happiness, and well-being of rural children who were regarded as 



 

                                    

   

disadvantaged by their relative lack of access to adequate education, health care and 

related facilities.  As the foundation officers wrote at the time, in designing the MCHP 

they were looking for “ways and means to help those with average resources to better 

achieve some of the community programs made possible by an effective combination of 

scientific knowledge and cooperative teamwork….” 

MCHP involved an intricate weave of engagement efforts:  adult education -- including 

fellowships -- to enhance the planning and administrative talents of local education and 

health care professionals; networks of local professionals pooling their experience and 

knowledge to identify local problems and propose solutions;  creation of coordinating 

bodies, like public health departments, to initiate action; even a public education and 

information program, which funded development of syndicated newspaper articles, 

public lectures and radio talks to elevate the health-consciousness of the Michigan 

public.  (One measure of the campaign’s success: a daily health column in the Detroit 

News eventually reached approximately two million readers.) 

By the time the MCHP was winding down as an initiative, most of those efforts had 

proven their validity, remaining fundamental to the foundation’s approach even as it 

evolves.  

For example, leadership development and creation of “pipelines of leadership” remain 

integral to a wide range of foundation programs.  One of the hallmarks of the 

foundation’s role in the community college movement of the 1950s and ‘60s was 

support for the Junior College Leadership Program, operated in connection with UCLA 

and 12 other universities.  That program is credited with influencing the community 

college curriculum nationally, and with having produced an entire generation of junior 



 

                                    

   

college administrators.  In California alone over the course of approximately 16 years, 

the program helped produce 99 doctoral degree candidates, including 17 presidents and 

23 deans. 

The past three decades have seen consistent foundation efforts to build and maintain 

similar pipelines of community leadership, both generally and in areas of specific 

foundation focus. 

For example, the Kellogg National Fellowship/Leadership Program (KNFP/KNLP), which 

ran from 1980 to 2002, was designed to provide individuals with “the opportunity to 

engage in a three-year quest to broaden their intellectual horizons and bolster their 

capacities for leadership.”  

The Kellogg International Leadership Program (KILP), consisting of two groups of fellows, 

was intended to advance leadership capacity for human services worldwide. 

Other fellowship and leadership programs created since 1980 – some of which are on-

going – focused on community health; health professions; health policy, including health 

disparities; and sustainable food and farming systems, including international food 

systems. 

More recently, in an effort to cultivate a critical mass of leaders in six cities, the 

foundation inaugurated Kellogg Leadership for Community Change (KLCC), which has 

evolved to become the national Community Learning Exchange.  Applying  a range of 

social, economic, cultural and experiential criteria, KLCC identified fellows from multiple 

communities, who were then brought together for a series of two-year sessions to 



 

                                    

   

develop their skills and resources, while also advancing collective visions for their  

communities. 

Nor is the foundation’s belief in leadership development in the service of community 

and civic engagement limited to adults.  For more than 20 years, the foundation 

supported the International Youth Foundation, which not only works on behalf of youth, 

but which – through programs like the Youth Action Net -- leverages the skills and 

abilities of a group of youthful social entrepreneurs to build traditions of community and 

civic engagement and leadership in Mexico, Central America, the Caribbean, and other 

parts of the world. 

Young people have also played an important role in foundation efforts to encourage an 

ethos of philanthropy and volunteerism.  For example, the foundation launched the 

Michigan Community Foundations’ Youth Project (MCFYP) in 1991 – in the words of 

then-Chairman Dr. Russell G. Mawby – to give “young people the opportunity to learn 

generosity in the only practical way: by being generous.”  The result: 86 permanently 

endowed funds, each overseen by a Youth Advisory Council.  In total, more than 8000 

young people have received grantmaking experience through association with the 

MCFYP. 

In addition to focusing directly on philanthropy, the foundation has also worked to build 

an infrastructure in which philanthropy can flourish.  One early example was a grant to 

start the Foundation Center Library which has become an online resource providing 

information to local, regional and national grantseekers.  More recently, the foundation 

supported the creation of Independent Sector, an organization for increasing the 

capabilities of nonprofit organizations.  



 

                                    

   

Some of the foundation’s other community and civic engagement efforts have focused 

on energizing communities to begin exploring and discussing their visions for the future, 

often focusing on specific issues.  For example, more than half of high-school age 

children living in four Grand Rapids, Michigan neighborhoods, fail to graduate.  The 

Believe 2 Become initiative, supported in part by WKKF in partnership with other 

foundations, has engaged parents and community residents in a series of meetings 

spurring conversations designed to help them shape the educational outcomes in their 

communities. 

Most recently, in August, 2011, the foundation partnered with MSNBC on Stronger 

America: Making the Grade, a programming initiative that included a week long-focus 

on education.  The program concluded with a two-hour education town-hall broadcast 

which focused on Detroit in exploring the issues confronted by vulnerable children and 

their families. 

 

 


