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By CHRISTIAN L. WRIGHT _

HEY started getting together

on Thursday nights for a glass

of wine about 10 years ago, af-
ter one woman's husband died.

They were just a group of old
friends in Oshkosh, Wis., who saw
one another through children's wed-
dings, the births of grandchildren
and rounds of cancer treatment.

“We'd support each other, as wom-
en do, through these joys and chal-
lenges,” said Sue Ebling, 58.

Then, on a Thursday in 2002, one
woman suggested they start a chari-
table fund. And their giving circle
was born. Each of the 12 women in
the Wine Ladies Fund agreed to give
$25 twice a year. “Twenty-five dol-
lars doesn't mean very much,” said
Ms. Ebling, the chairwoman of the
cirele, “but when pooled together, it
makes a huge impact.”

It’s not just the pooling together.,
The giving circle’s money is man-
aged by -the Women's Fund of the
Oshkosh Area Community Founda-
tion, which invests a portion. So part

“There’s a

camaraderie and a
group motivation
to do good.

of each donation is put to work im-
mediately while the rest grows.

In the Wine Ladies’ case, the fund
grows faster than it would based on
§25 gifts: some members contribute
large sums, and people outside the
group make gifts as well.

The nonprofit world calls it lever-
aging philanthropy.

A giving circle is a bit like a book
club, a sewing bee or those invest-
ment groups for church members
who pool resources and buy stock. A
giving circle can be big or small and
vary in demographics, interests and
resources. The Wine Ladies Fund in
Oshkosh focuses on adolescent girls
in the area. Each member of the cir-
cle has a vote on which grants to
make. In 2003, the group gave $5,000,
earmarked for a girls' nutrition pro-
gram in the Boys and Girls Club.

“Probably people wouldn't bother
to make an individual donation,” said
Ms. Ebling. But in the giving circle,
she said, “There's a camaraderie
and a group motivation to do good,
especially for those of us in small
communities without deep pockets.”

The National Philanthropic Trust
says that 89 percent of American
households make charitable contri-
butions each year. The gifts may be
piecemeal: $25 to save the leather-
back turtle and $50 to a college alum-
ni fund, or maybe a larger pledge to
be paid over years to fight world hun-
ger or help the environment.

Giving circles join like-minded
people across socioeconomic lines.
Some of the circles are informal,
with each member writing a check to
the chosen charity or cause. Others
are more organized, with bank ac-
counts and tax advisers. Fields of in-
terest include children, women, edu-
cation, economic development, hu-
man services, the arts, gay and lesbi-
an issues and natural and historic
preservation.

More formal groups include the
Full Circle Fund in San Francisco,
which calls itsell an engaged philan-
thropic organization. The fund was
started six years ago by Josh Beck-
er, At the time, Mr. Becker was busy
with his job at a venture capital firm,
but keot thinkine about education
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and housing, the issues that had al-
ways been important to him. He
wanted to have an impact, and so did
alot of his colleagues,

They decided to harness their “in-
tellectual, financial, social and politi-
cal capital” as the group’s mission
states, to tackle the community’s
most pressing problems and find so-
lutions.

The group of 10 has grown to 73.
The members, many of whom work
in finance or technology, commit
both time and money in three areas:
housing, technology and education.

“We use all the tools in the toolbox
to create social change,” said Mr.
Becker, 37, the fund's chairman. “We
actively ook for ways to change pol-
cy.”

Jeff Camp, chairman of the educa-
tion committee of the fund, said;
“My commitment was $3,000. But the
time commitment in some ways is
more challenging. Do we do painting
days? No, that's not the kind of or-
ganization we are.”

Instead, they help with business
plans {as they did for the Leadership
High School, a small charter school
in San Francisco) and act as man-
agement consultants (as theyv did for
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GATHERING Betsy
Ganther, top left,
and Phyllis Leach,
right, belong to the
Wine Ladies Fund
in Oshkosh, Wis.
The Rainmaker
Giving Circle in
Washington helps
the Washington
Middle Girls
School, above. Peo-
ple in the Full Circle
Fund help students
at Bret Harte Ele-
mentary School in
San Francisco, left.
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an expansion at the New Teacher
Center at the University of Califor-
nia, Santa Cruz). Since it began in
2000, the Full Circle Fund has raised
about $2.5 million and has made
about 20 grants.

The giving circle model is partic-
ularly popular among women, said
Anne Mosle, president of the eight-
year-old Washington Area Women's

Like-minded people
across socioeconomic
lines pursue a cause.

Foundation, which has generated
two such circles. “Historically, we're
the volunteers and have done the
bake sales,” she said. “We're build-
ing ‘a pipeline of women philanthro-
pists toreclaim that power.”

Her foundation has grown 50 per-
cent in the last five years. In 2000,
$40,000 went into the community. In
2005, the foundation and the giving
circles gave more than $1 million in

grants.

Barbara Strom Thompson is a co-
chairwoman of the Rainmakers Giv-
ing Circle, one of two circles that op-
erate under the umbrella of the
Washington foundation. The Rain-
makers are 20 women, “from stay-
at-home moms to doctors,” each of
whom pledges $5,000 over two years,
Ms. Thompson said. “All of us could
give checks on our own,” she said.
“But together we can be more stra-
tegic and more public about it.”

One grant made by the Rainmak-
ers im 2005 was $10,000 to a reading
program at the Middle School for
Girls in Anacostia, a poor neighbor-
hood in southeast Washington.

There is a waiting list for the Rain-
makers and the other giving circle
that grew from the foundation, the
African-American Giving Circle, Ms.
Mosle said. In three years, the Wash-
ington Area Women's Foundation
may have eight more circles up and
running, she said.

“There’s a buzz in the room when
people come together and connect
through their sense of community,”
Ms. Mosle said. “People are looking
to be part of something bigger than
themselves.”



