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COMMENTARY | TARYN PALUMBO

To build trust in philanthropy, nonprofits
and funders must intentionally connect

ithout trust, phi-
lanthropy’s ability
to achieve social

change is limited. Trust is
essential — and it’s a two-
way street.

Funders must trust that
nonprofits are equipped
with the expertise to strate-
gically meet the long-term,
ever-evolving needs of the
communities they serve.
Nonprofit leaders must
place trust in funders and
share not only their organi-
zational wins but chal-
lenges and failures so they
can be empowered to pivot
as circumstances change.

We are moving into an
era of trust-based philan-
thropy, an approach to
giving that fosters collabo-
ration while rebalancing
the delicate dynamics
between those who invest
and the stewards of those
funds. But even as this
movement gains momen-
tum, philanthropy often
falls back on the old habit
of working in silos. Non-
profits and donors talk and
engage with one another,
only connecting when it’s
time to talk about funding.

To create an environ-
ment where it is safe to
learn, change course and
grow together to produce
results that will change
communities, it takes
work. As an organization
that strategically aligns
local nonprofits and phi-
lanthropists to advance
equity throughout the
region, Orange County
Grantmakers (OCG) is
helping these relationships
flourish so that trust can
thrive.

By bringing Orange
County’s community of
nonprofits and philan-
thropists together outside
of the grant funding proc-
ess through events, work-
shops and more, we are
authentically creating
opportunities for shared
learning, engagement and

Don Leach | Staff Photographer

CHIEF EXECUTIVE officer Madelynn Hirneise stands with the diaper shelves at the
Families Forward food pantry in Irvine. The nonprofit is one of several allied with other
groups through Orange County Grantmakers.

dialogue that have nothing
to do with money — at
least at first.

MAKING SPACE

FOR PHILANTHROPY
AND NONPROFITS
TO CONNECT

To be effective partners
in creating systems change,
it takes more than a once-
a-year meeting to discuss
funding for the next grant
cycle. Trust develops over
time, when there are op-
portunities for nonprofits
and funders to gather on a
level playing field.

OCG has filled this gap
with an ongoing slate of
more than 70 events each
year where the nonprofit
and the philanthropic
communities have an
opportunity to connect
with no financial agenda.
Every quarter, we host
happy hours in partnership
with OneOC and OC Non-
profit Professionals Net-
work that provide an op-

portunity for nonprofits
and funders to build a
stronger sense of commu-
nity in a fun, relaxed envi-
ronment. Four times a year
we also host a Meet the
Funder program in part-
nership with OneOC where
nonprofit leaders have a
chance to connect with
individual funders and
learn more about their
areas of focus.

Several times a year, we
bring nonprofit leaders and
funders together for joint
exploration at issue table
convenings. At these meet-
ings, there’s an opportunity
for in-depth dialogue
around community issues
like early childhood, hous-
ing and immigration, with
no expectation of pooled
or joint funding. It provides
a collaborative space for
knowledge-sharing and
engagement with others
who share a passion for
advancing equity around a
specific issue.

Segerstrom Center Presents

RIDE

NTHE

Q Vibrant musical jg

From 1969-coday

June 4-5 + 7:30 pi

Segerstrom
Center for the Arts’

scfta.org

These gatherings do
more than allow leaders to
network — they are shift-
ing the ways in which
funders are engaging with
nonprofits and vice versa.
It creates a sense of acces-
sibility, leading to more
informal coffee meetings
and get-togethers through-
out the year and reducing
some of the formality of
grant applications and
impact reports.

Our events are giving
members like CalOptima
Health an opportunity to
learn about nonprofits
such as Families Forward,
which provides life-chang-
ing supportive services to
improve health through
housing. They lead to new
collaborations that pay off
in big ways for the commu-
nity. Recently, CalOptima
Health and Families For-
ward formed a partnership
that is leveraging public
and philanthropic funding
to build a community in

Tustin for up to eight previ-
ously unhoused families
with children. Once com-
pleted, it will be the city’s
first-ever affordable hous-
ing community that started
as a ground-up new con-
struction.

“The access to safe hous-
ing and critical supportive
services emerging from
true collaboration and
targeted investments in
affordable housing devel-
opment demonstrates
what is possible when we
are able to connect in
meaningful ways,” said
Madelynn Hirneise, chief
executive officer of Fam-
ilies Forward. “CalOptima
Health is giving more local
families opportunities to
build economic mobility
and create a healthy, nur-
turing environment where
their children can thrive.”

With the kind of regular,
authentic places OCG
provides to build relation-
ships throughout the year,
the dynamics between
nonprofits and funders can
shift — fostering a feeling
of trust that paves the road
to true social change here
in Orange County.

CREATING
OPPORTUNITIES FOR
SHARED LEARNING
Another critical element
of building trust in philan-
thropy is ensuring non-
profits and funders have
opportunities to learn from
one another. As an indus-
try where one group holds
the resources the others
need, the power dynamics
in philanthropy can often
lead to an imbalance that
OCG is striving to correct.
One of OCG’s newer
events is the Beyond Equity
Learning Series launched
in 2023, which brings to-
gether participants from a
multitude of sectors, in-
cluding nonprofit, philan-
thropic, students and busi-
nesses. With the help of

subject matter experts,
we're helping the commu-
nity understand the histor-
ical and cultural context for
inequity in our region and
discuss strategies to ad-
dress its root causes, from
anti-migration policies to
deconstructing media
stereotypes.

Most importantly, the
Beyond Equity series
underscores an important
message that funders are
not the experts in social
impact — nonprofit lead-
ers are. Events like this
help even the playing field
and create an environment
for funders and nonprofits
to learn together, alongside
each other as equals.

We have seen some
exciting, intentional part-
nerships take root as a
result of shared learning
opportunities, like the OC
Hunger Alliance, which is
creating efficiencies and
maximizing resources to
tackle food insecurity. A
collaboration between the
county’s three largest anti-
hunger organizations, the
Community Action Part-
nership of Orange County,
Second Harvest Food Bank
of Orange County and
Abound Food Care, the
alliance demonstrates how
cross-sector leadership can
learn from one another to
address a major issue in
our community.

This kind of collabora-
tion is a testament to the
power of connection in
philanthropy. When we
create opportunities for
nonprofits and funders to
engage and learn, we're not
only changing the giving
landscape — we’re making
space for true partnerships
to form that will achieve
equity for Orange County’s
most impacted communi-
ties.

TARYN PALUMBO is the
executive director of Orange
County Grantmakers.
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