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With a nod to Michel Nischan, I’ve titled my remarks today; “Howdy Partners” – One 
philanthropic advisor’s perspective of travelling through a decade with 
Wholesome Wave.  
 
My assignment today was to shed some light on the field that you all work in and to talk 
about how that has changed over the past 10 years and where the space might be 
headed in the next 10 years. I’ve also been asked to talk about why and how we, Dietel 
and Partners on behalf of an anonymous client, decided to engage with supporting 
Wholesome Wave.  I understand that there are several new people who have joined the 
organization recently and that some historical context might be of help as you look 
toward the future. I commend you all for taking this pause and to invite an outside 
perspective to your discussions.   
 
I preface my remarks by saying that if you know one funder, you know one funder. So 
please do take my comments with a grain of salt as no two funders are exactly alike. 
 
For those of you who don’t know me or what Dietel and Partners is, let me give you a bit 
of background.  Dietel and Partners is a shared family philanthropic office.  What the 
heck does that mean? We are an advisory firm that was originally designed to help one 
multi-generational family with their charitable giving. Our mission was to accompany 
and assist the younger generation of the family as they started managing money that 
was dedicated to charitable use. Over the years, our approach has become of interest 
to other donors and we now work with 6 different clients.   
 
Each member of the team at Dietel and Partners have had careers in the nonprofit 
sector - running organizations, managing finances, programs, and fundraising as well as 
serving on and consulting with nonprofit boards.  Our experience taught us that on the 
one hand, charitable funds that donors have to deploy are important and are a rare 
commodity.  On the other hand, money is only one of the resources that organizations 
need and that additional resources such as human talent, social capital, emotional 
support and thought partnership can be equally, if at times, not more important than the 
money. So, we designed our work with our grantee partners in such a way that we 
attempt to bring as many resources to the table as possible.  
 
It has long been my belief that if we are truly doing our job well, we will be one of the 
first calls that gets made when our grantee partners are confronted with a challenge or a 
big scary bump in the road, not just when there is an opportunity before them or a 
reason to celebrate.  All of us at Dietel and Partners are well aware of the reality of the 
ups and downs of starting, growing and managing mission focused organizations.  We 
are also aware that there has been an increasing penchant by funders to look at issues 
with a short-term focus – one of the unfortunate results of the business world’s 
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increasing influence on our sector. We have tried to buck this trend as much as possible 
and take the long view.  
 
I want to set the stage for when our original conversations with Wholesome Wave took 
place. I’d like to describe the field at large at the time and where we were in our thinking 
with our clients. 
 
I first started my work on the “giving side” of the nonprofit table in 2007.  At that point, 
even though the Centers for Disease Control reported that one-third of Americans were 
now obese, public consciousness around sustainable agriculture, community food 
access and the health implications of obesity was not a common public discussion. 
SNAP was still called Food Stamps and 26 million Americans (or 9% of Americans) 
were utilizing the program. Field building entities like the National Farm to School 
Network were just being established. In 2007, the word of the year - which is judged to 
reflect the ethos, mood or preoccupations of that particular year was - “Locavore”. There 
were about 4,000 farmers markets according to the USDA. The term “Impact Investing” 
was born in 2007 and… a relatively unknown guy named Barack Hussein Obama was 
running for President.   
  
Now a bit about the philanthropic landscape. In 2007, we had a record high of $300 
billion donated in United States.  In the four years leading up to 2007, about $33 million 
was granted per year in what got categorized as “Sustainable Agriculture” by a fairly 
small group of funders.   
 
A new collective of funders in this arena had launched something called the Sustainable 
Ag and Food System Funders Group that had 37 members learning together and trying 
to do some coordinated grantmaking. The majority of money getting granted in this field 
came from a select few funders – for instance, the Kellogg Foundation alone was 
responsible for 35% of the giving.  
 
Fast forward to today, in 2018 the percentage of Americans who are obese has risen 
from 33% to 40% in a decade. The number of Americans on SNAP has risen from 27 
million to 40 million, the number of Farmer’s markets has doubled to over 8,000. 
Americans gave over $410 Billion to charity (up 25% from a decade earlier). The 
Sustainable Ag and Food Systems Funders group has nearly tripled its membership 
and these aligned funders have quadrupled the amount of grants going to support the 
field to $128M annually. The word of the year was “JUSTICE”. This has been a 
remarkable decade of change both positive and negative. 
 
A backdrop to all of this is that the whole field of social innovation and social 
entrepreneurship was really starting to take off in 2007. The philanthropy field was 
simultaneously becoming more open to thinking about supporting solutions to our 
wicked social problems – not just providing services to people impacted by social 
problems. Leading activists in the foundation sector were just beginning to experiment 
with putting all their money to work for social issues, not just their grantmaking budgets.  
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I want to take a moment for a quick lesson because this is significant:  
 
The law regulating private foundations says that they must pay out 5% of their value 
each year to support charitable activity. For example, if you have a foundation with a 
$100m in the endowment or corpus – by law you’ve got to move 5% of that money into 
charitable activity each year and the rest of it can be invested.  Most of philanthropy has 
had a hard wall between the grant making side of the house and the investment side.  
So, in effect we’ve had institutions that got huge tax breaks that were sitting on money 
that was more often than not invested in things that were, not only not aligned with the 
charitable mission of the foundation, but even working against the mission.  
 
For example, think about a foundation that is making grants in the areas of 
environmental pollution and toxic clean-up who is holding the bulk of its endowment 
money (95% of all its assets) in investments in things like BP Oil and mining 
companies.  A huge disconnect right?  Believe it or not – thinking about aligning all of a 
foundation’s assets with mission was pretty radical new territory back in 2007. 
Remember, the field of impact investing was just beginning to take shape back then.  
 
So, you have a budding and growing interest in the Sustainable Agriculture and Food 
System space, shifting national political leadership that is seeking solutions, and a 
growing understanding that there is deep connection between food access, health 
outcomes, diet related diseases, poverty, environmental impacts and economic 
development.  At the same time, a whole new consciousness is awakening in the 
general public about our food system.  
 
This was the backdrop as we began our work with our new clients.  Early on, we went 
through a discovery process with them exploring their values, their risk tolerance, the 
kinds of issues that they were concerned about and the amount of money they had to 
deploy.  
 
Several things became clear. These were people who had an optimistic attitude and 
believed that change was possible and believed that systems could be changed. They 
viewed their philanthropic dollars as society’s risk capital, and they had a very high-risk 
tolerance indeed.  
 
The clients had an interest in low income communities, with an extra focus on women 
and children. They were concerned about “good food”, a newly minted term, the 
environment and wanted to support local farming and economic development for small 
local farms. When we looked at their appetite, their risk tolerance and the kind of funds 
they had to deploy we formed an approach which we called “Trim Tab” philanthropy.  
 
How many of you know what a trim tab is?  On the back of an ocean liner there is a 
rudder.  If you wanted to turn the ship and were to push on that rudder the water 
pressure would be so great it would break the rudder in half. So, part way down the 
rudder is a small horizontal flap that is called a trim tab.  If you move this small flap first, 



Page 4 of 8 

 

Headquarters 

106 Lafayette St., Ste 3F, Yarmouth, ME 04096 

207.847.3259     I Info@DietelAndPartners.com     I     DietelAndPartners.com 

it breaks the water pressure and allows force to move the rudder and in turn move the 
ship.   
 
Well, when we think about big social problems, we know that private philanthropy is but 
a drop in the financial bucket and will rarely have the heft to move the rudder. However, 
private philanthropy can, and we believe should be, the trim tab and break the water 
pressure and bring other resources to bear on the issues we care deeply about. To put 
this in perspective: in 2017 numbers – philanthropy was close to 400 Billion dollars - 
Government spending was 3.9 trillion dollars or 10 times the size of philanthropy and 
the capital markets were 65 trillion dollars or 163 times as large. 
 
As we started doing our research and conducting due diligence, we were looking for big 
ideas in these different areas of interest. We were especially looking for ideas that could 
have positive impact on more than one of the fields of interest. We began to educate 
ourselves about some of the underlying issues and to understand the complexity of the 
systems at work.   
 
We were curious to know who was trying to shake things up and come at problems with 
a different mindset and from a different angle. We were attracted to big bold ideas. We 
were looking for the ultra-optimists who thought about what was possible and who took 
what we were calling the “trim tab” mentality to heart. We also were intrigued by the 
notion in finance of a “triple bottom line” and hoped we could achieve multiple positive 
impacts with the grantmaking.  
 
We believe that success in bringing about social change is deeply reliant on the talent of 
human leadership. As such, we were seeking partners who had the following 
characteristics:  

• an innovation mindset,  

• understood the power of building beneficial partnerships,  

• truly attentive to the unique needs of different communities,  

• thoughtful about the human dynamics of change,  

• had unusual talent sets to bring to problem solving, 

• were eager to be in learning and iterating mode 

• and willing to share their learning with us so we could all get wiser together. 
 
We knew we’d know the right fit when we met it.  Enter Lady Luck, the “Mystical 
Universe”, Fate - whatever you want to call it and we got introduced to Wholesome 
Wave via Jessie and Betsy Fink in the fall of 2008.  Ah… it was a “Howdy Partner” 
moment.  

Now remember, the market had crashed in September of 2008, our financial world was 
in turmoil on all fronts. It was not exactly the most optimistic time… but here were these 
folks – Michel Nischan and Gus Schumacher - with this big and hopeful idea. They 
wanted to encourage and support increased production, availability, and access to 
fresh, healthy, and affordable locally grown food through programs that served the 
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citizens of historically excluded urban and rural communities and supported small and 
midsized farmers. Right on! 

Now Wholesome Wave, at this point in its short history, was at stage one of what is 
commonly called in organizational developmental language, the CHAOS stage. One 
researcher calls this stage as being on the “fringes of being out of control”.  This is 
classic for early stage organizations and a very fragile point in an organization’s 
development.  But we had a high-risk tolerance, we wanted to partner with people that 
were innovating, testing and iterating and especially those who took an optimistic view, 
so we said, “Howdy Partner”. 
 
Our first grant to Wholesome Wave was in May of 2009.  Wholesome Wave had 
received a challenge grant from the Humpty Dumpty Foundation (you have to love 
some of the names of foundations), and the vision was to expand the Double Value 
Coupon Program into Virginia, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, and Iowa.  We took a 
deep breath and made a grant of $150,000 which was a big bet or “chunky money” as 
our beloved Gus Schumacher used to say. At that point in time, our grant of $150,000 
represented 25% of Wholesome Wave’s total budget.  

We knew that in the “chaos” stage, organizations need all sorts of ingredients to help 
move their work forward.  So, we thought about what was uniquely ours to do to be 
helpful.  Because we were not a big institution, but representing private donors, we 
knew it was important to be as nimble and as responsive in our role as an advisor and 
donor as Wholesome Wave was being while launching its a program. So, we stepped in 
with additional funds for a deputy director, followed quickly by a big grant for multi-year 
unrestricted funding and then additional money for a development director.  

In short order, Wholesome Wave was moving towards Stage Two of Organizational 
Development or the STABILITY stage. This stage is characterized by structure, routine, 
policies to remove uncertainty from the environment.  At this point we knew we needed 
to think about new and different ingredients for success. We needed to support things 
like a new database, legal expenses, building further marketing and development 
capacity – anything that helped put systems in place for stability.   

Now many organizations that get to the stability stage stay there. The limitation of an 
organization that fails to grow beyond this stage is that efficiency becomes more 
important than innovation and development. But that was not the case with Wholesome 
Wave.  Leadership had clarified organizational values, they held a long-term vision, and 
emphasized growth and experimentation even while putting systems in place for 
increased stability.  

 
Seeing the need to pull all the various local partners around the country together and 
build deep relationship and get everyone rowing in the same direction, we funded the 
first national convening. We supported the policy planning effort to push on the Farm Bill 
and find other opportunities for systemic change. At this point, Wholesome Wave was 
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trying to find ways to manage the incredible number of potential possibilities knocking 
on the proverbial door.  This onslaught of interest can be a real threat to an organization 
seeking stability. So Wholesome Wave developed the “opportunity matrix” and the 
“Entrepreneurial Opportunity Scorecard”. These aimed to help make rapid response 
decisions to the enormous variety of opportunities that were coming in to Wholesome 
Wave and that threatened “mission creep” or getting spread too thin at this point in the 
organization’s growth.   

Finally, with the win in the most recent Farm Bill of permanent funding for the Gus 
Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program, Wholesome Wave entered what is known as 
the HIGH-PERFORMANCE Stage. This stage is marked by highly participative and 
collaborative teams, a unique and strong culture derived from a clear set of values. 
Those values allow for continued flexibility and innovation. High performance entities 
adopt a long-term point of view.   

As Wholesome Wave reached this new stage of organizational development, our clients 
were also developing.  They decided that as the sustainable ag and food systems space 
was growing exponentially in terms of money being invested and people engaged, that 
it was time to bring their focus, money and high-risk tolerance to other issues that had 
fewer champions.  

In thinking about our shift in direction, we thought – we’ve made a big investment in 
Wholesome Wave and they have outperformed past our wildest dreams.  How about if 
we take one last big risk and provide a graduation gift that could help build the future of 
the organization? It was at this point that I had the delightful honor to call Michel and 
ask: “Michel, what is your next big dream for Wholesome Wave that you might need 
help launching?”  

In rapid time, the concept for Wholesome Crave was presented to us. We loved the idea 
of trying to help generate a long-term reliable income for Wholesome Wave through an 
aligned business even though we knew it was risky in many different ways.  So we 
asked ourselves: 

Did we trust the idea and the implementers? YES, Check 

Did we trust that the right talent would be put in place to make this a going concern? 
YES, Check 

If we liked to say we had a High-Risk appetite were we willing to walk the talk? The 
answer was yes, and there it was - another “Howdy Partner” moment.   

Over the course of this decade long relationship, our clients provided 24 different grants 
ranging in size from $2,500 to half a million. In total they have given $2.8 million over a 
decade. Their support moved from being initially 25% of Wholesome Wave’s budget to 
less than 3% of the budget as additional funding partners got interested in Wholesome 
Wave and came to the table. 
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As we came to the end of our funding relationship, I got that call that I told you about 
earlier in my remarks – the “Houston we have a problem call”. Michel reached out and 
said, “Howdy Partner, we’ve got serious cash flow issues”.  Because of the years of 
working together and the trust that we had built, I was able to say, “let’s see what we 
can do” and our clients stepped up to provide a short-term loan to weather the cash flow 
bump.  

The past decade has provided incredible learning for us as advisors and for our clientss. 
We have tried to walk the talk of being grantee centric – thinking about grantees as our 
partners and to be willing to help solve problems and anticipate the bumps along the 
road.  We have learned so much from that first “Howdy Partner” conversation in 2009.  
We believe we are better grant maker as a result of our partnership with and deep 
learning alongside Wholesome Wave.  

So, let me wrap up my remarks with a few words about the future.  At Dietel and 
Partners, we do spend time thinking hard about trends and what is coming over the 
horizon. While it is hard to predict what will happen in the future, I would be surprised if 
the following trends did not impact your field:  

• the ever-increasing economic inequality in our country, 

• recognition that the effects of climate change are real and immediate, 

• the new economy movement that will increasingly reward businesses which 
employ triple bottom line design,  

• Continued smart use of technology coupled with data that can inform rapid 
change, 

• The growing need to pay attention to personal data protection, 

• The unlocking of significant assets in philanthropic endowments that will be 
invested in alignment with their charitable mission,  

• Radical shifts in racial and gender inclusion across all facets of our society. 

So, it is a new year and you are looking forward together. I hope, that as you plan for 
the future, you will: 

• remain grounded in the values that have guided your important work to date, 

• continue to build trust with your internal team and with your external partners, 

• continue to bring an innovative headset to problem solving, 

• remember your funding partners are full of resources beyond their grant dollars. 

Lastly, I encourage you to share the struggles that are sure to ahead as well as the 
opportunity to celebrate successes with your close partners and stakeholders.  

While I am not a soothsayer, I predict here and now that sometime in the not too distant 
future, I will call up Michel and say, “Howdy Partner”, I just heard that the word of the 
year is “Wholesome”!  May that year come very soon.  
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