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PHILANTHROPIC SELF-REFLECTION TOOL 
FOR EQUITABLE PARENT PARTNERSHIP



Philanthropic Self-Reflection Tool for Equitable Parent Partnership 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
WHO THIS TOOL IS FOR

This tool is for funders who are invested in and ready to engage in ongoing self-reflection and growth in their 
practice. Funders are often operating under traditional philanthropic practices that are rooted in power and 
privilege. While funders have the best intentions, their approach, processes, and practice can sometimes have 
unintended impacts on the communities that are on the ground doing meaningful social change work. 

Acknowledging that there is a real, historic power differential between funders and parent-led organizations, this 
tool is intended to provide funders with a mechanism for honest and deep self-reflection about how parents can 
be more centered in their work; and, to serve as a catalyst for having the necessary conversations that can lead 
to practice change, more equitable partnerships with families, and to outcomes in communities. Though this tool 
is centered around parents, many of the practices outlined can be applied to any community group that may be 
under-resourced.

FUNDERS FOR FAMILY LEADERSHIP

Funders for Family Leadership (FFL) is a learning community dedicated to transforming philanthropic practice 
to equitably partner with and center family leaders so that system changes are led by their expertise and lived 
experiences. Established in 2017, with a vision for a philanthropic sector that authentically partners and shares 
power with parents and families and allocates resources toward an equitably designed future, FFL has been 
bringing together funders from across the country into honest conversation, learning, and collaboration to shift 
the way that philanthropy operates.

BACKGROUND 

In 2019, Funders for Family Leadership launched a series of webinars, held a convening, and began conversations 
with the United Parent Leader Action Network (UPLAN), a national network of parent leadership organizations, 
about ways to bring their expertise and consultation into the funder learning community. At the 2019 Convening, 
members elevated the priority of having parents at the learning table to inform best practices for philanthropy to 
engage with, support, and partner with parents. 

Informed by these priorities and activities in 2019, Funders for Family Leadership launched a plan for 2020, 
which included: development of a philanthropic self-reflection tool informed by best practice and co-created 
with parent leaders, to help funders partner with, engage, and support parents and caregivers in their internal 
and external grantmaking practice. However, at the start of the 2020 year, the world was hit by the COVID-19 
pandemic crisis. This pandemic shined a glaring spotlight on the deep systemic health inequities that Black and 
Brown communities have been facing for far too long. Simultaneously, the country witnessed a series of horrific 
violent events against Black bodies that sparked uprisings and a national racial reckoning. Amidst this backdrop, 
the country fell into an economic crisis that significantly hit communities of color, many of which were already 
struggling. 

Through the convergence of these crises, it became unmistakably apparent that families and parent leaders have 
long been and continue to be situated at the center of many of the systems that policymakers and philanthropists 
have historically sought to remedy and make more equitable (e.g., education, health, criminal justice, economic 
development, workforce, civil engagement, environment). As philanthropy continues to grapple with a crisis 
response and long-term strategizing for a new future, there is a need to critically examine philanthropic practice, 
privilege, and power; and then build new tables with parents and caregivers to forecast, strategize, and rebuild 
together. It is through this context and a parent-at-the-center lens that Funders for Family Leadership and 
UPLAN developed the Philanthropic Self-Reflection Tool for Equitable Parent Partnership.



HEARING PARENT VOICE

Throughout the development of the self-reflection tool, it was critical to center parent voice and the lived 
experiences of parents and parent-led organizations. One way to do so was through a research process led by 
UPLAN. The following summarizes key findings from interviews with parent-led organizations: 

Learning and Innovation 

 z Funders should simplify and reduce the burden of application, evaluation, and reporting processes. It is 
important for funders to consider and value stories and community experiences, not just numbers or hard 
data.  

Influence

 z Funders need to expand their understanding and appreciation of parents in policy work, and how to to 
include parent leadership within policy groups, and understand why this is an effective strategy.

 z As partners, funders can provide important supports that go beyond dollars, such as capacity building 
support and connections to other funders or partners.

Internal Organizational Practice

 z Some funders are inviting family voice and leadership into some aspects of their work, but not into the 
inner functioning of their philanthropic work. Individual program officers sometimes have power to shift 
culture, but program officer-led change isn’t necessarily sustained within the foundation. Changes to 
foundation staffing and/or strategies can cause upheaval in parent-led community work. 

Catalyze Impact

 z Many funders do not understand the critical value of parent leadership and are not always mindful of the 
way their work might be reinforcing systemic injustices.  

 z Philanthropy would benefit from understanding how funding parent leadership helps achieve funders’ 
direct service goals, and provide funding that supports sustainability, including multi-year, large, and/or 
general operating support to BIPOC-led organizations involved in the work on the ground. COVID has 
shown that funders can be flexible and that this is possible. 

Relationships between funders and parent-led organizations are challenging because of inherent power 
dynamics. Respect, trust, and honest communication are crucial in building true partnerships between funders 
and parent-led organizations. 

“We became the eyes and ears for many of our funding partners. When COVID happened, 
all of a sudden all these funders realized that we were the threads that connected them to 
community. They were used to having a site visit, having coffee, checking in, and all of a sudden 
they were home, in their isolated communities, isolated in their homes, no idea what was going 
on, reaching to us to find out what was going on.” 

—Organization A


