
The Ben & Jerry’s Foundation was 
established in 1985 with a gift of stock 
from Ben Cohen. Jerry Greenfield was 
appointed president of the foundation 
because, as he likes to tell it, he missed 
the first meeting when roles were de-
cided. The two other trustees were Jeff 
Furman, one of the original company 
board members, and Naomi Tannen, a 
good friend of Ben and Jerry’s. 

The impetus for forming the founda-
tion was the first public stock offering of 
the company, as the founders felt they 
needed to formalize the company’s 
tendency toward generosity. The initial 
goals of the foundation were to fund 
projects that were models for social 
change, infused with a spirit of hopeful-
ness and generosity, and that enhanced 
people’s quality of life. The foundation’s 
office was originally located in Ithaca, 
New York, where Jeff lived. It was figu-
ratively and literally separate from the 

company because the trustees felt the 
foundation should not be beholden to 
or responsive to the marketing needs of 
the company. They wanted the philan-
thropic energy of the foundation to be 
pure in its intentions. 

Right away, the foundation was 
flooded with requests to fund all sorts 
of wonderful programs, many of them 
involving direct services to individuals. 
The trustees realized early on that sup-
porting social service programs with 
their very small pool of funds was not 
going to create much in the way of so-
cial change; it was better to use their 
small grants to support organizations 
looking at the root causes of social and 
environmental problems. 

Over the years, the trustees came to 
understand that the people most im-
pacted by social problems are in the 
best position to determine the solu-
tions. Therefore, the foundation began 
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A “thumbs up/thumbs down” vote at an employee-led committee meeting. Photo courtesy of Ben & 
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to prioritize supporting grassroots, con-
stituent-led organizations working to ad-
dress the underlying, systemic causes of 
societal problems. 

TRANSITIoN To AN EMPLoYEE-LED 
STRuCTuRE
In 1991, the trustees invited a group of 
philanthropists, activists and respected 
community members to a retreat to 
gather insight on how the foundation 
was doing. They wanted feedback on 
issues such as: Was the foundation 
funding the right kind of organizations 
and programs? Should it be making a 
few large grants or many small grants? 
Should it be making multi-year grants 
or annual grants? Was the decision-
making process fair and adequate? 

The recommendation that came out 
of the retreat took everyone by sur-
prise: If the foundation truly believed 
in the primacy of grassroots, constitu-
ent leadership, then it should walk  
its own talk, and become a grass-
roots, constituent-led organization itself. 
Grantmaking decisions at Ben & Jerry’s 
Foundation should be made by Ben & 
Jerry’s employees.

Initially, this revelation led to some 
hand-wringing. But eventually, the 
trustees enacted a multi-year effort to 
figure out how to make it work. The 
first step was to move the foundation 
offices first to Vermont and ultimately 
to the corporate headquarters. They 
hired some staff and an Employee Study 
Group was formed to survey Ben & Jer-
ry’s employees about what they would 
like to see the foundation become. Not 
surprisingly, the Employee Study Group 
recommendations included more em-
ployee involvement in decision-mak-
ing and more giving in Vermont. At 
the same time, the study group reaf-
firmed the employees’ broad support 
of the foundation’s social justice fund-
ing priorities. The recommendations of 
the study group were reviewed by the 
foundation trustees and the corporate 

board. After a substantial development 
and transition process, the employee-
led structure was implemented in 1995. 
While that structure has been tweaked 
and augmented over the years, it large-
ly remains intact to this day.

WHAT DoES THIS STRuCTuRE  
LooK LIKE? 
The foundation administers several dif-
ferent grant programs and manages 
committees of about 12-15 employees 
for each program. Foundation staff so-
licits representation from each of Ben & 
Jerry’s manufacturing and administrative 
sites in Vermont. Depending on the pro-
gram, they meet once a month or a few 
times a year. Committee members must 
get permission from their supervisors to 
participate, and their work on the foun-
dation committee is considered part of 
their job at Ben & Jerry’s. The foundation 
holds comprehensive orientation train-
ings for new committee members every 
year. This orientation is key to the foun-
dation’s integrity and the success of this 
structure through the years. 

Some of the initial hand-wringing 
that came from the recommendation to 
become employee-led was over con-
cern that the employees might not want 
to continue funding grassroots organiz-
ing work or that they wouldn’t fully ap-
preciate the importance of supporting 
social justice organizing. Ultimately, 
this concern was a non-issue because 
the foundation has such well-devel-
oped guidelines and funding priorities. 
Nevertheless, there is certainly a learn-
ing curve for new committee members, 
and that is why we ask them to commit 
to a three-year term and give them the 
opportunity to re-up for a second term. 
The experienced committee members 
offer an invaluable perspective for the 
new members and provide a level of 
continuity and institutional memory 
that is essential for our structure to 
work effectively.

HoW DoES THE PRoCESS WoRK? 
Staff invites and vets grant proposals 
that then go before the committee. 
Committee members review proposals 
each month and then come together 
at a meeting to discuss and vote on 
each. They also determine the size of 
the grants. The recommendations from 
the committee are then presented to 
the trustees for approval. This last step 
is a formality as the trustees have never 
once denied a recommendation from 
the committee for a grant. In fact, Jerry 
refers to himself and the other trustees 
as “The Rubber Stamps.”

CHALLENGES
While the idea of an employee-led foun-
dation seems straightforward on paper, it 
has not always been easy, and the path 
to getting to where we are today has not 
been straight. We have had to figure out 
how to select committee members, how 
to retain them, how to solicit interest 
from other employees, how to get buy-
in from supervisors and managers and 
most challengingly, how to ensure that 
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employee committee members are giv-
en enough time to be fully engaged in 
the process. We have met each of these 
goals with mixed success and have had 
to readjust our methods over time as 
both the company and the foundation 
have grown and evolved. Part of the 
challenge is that, as progressive a com-
pany as Ben & Jerry’s is, it is still a for-
profit company. The mission of the Ben 
& Jerry’s Foundation is not the same as 
the mission of the company.

Engaging employees in our phil-
anthropic work is a top-of-line prior-
ity for the foundation, yet there is no 
equivalent priority written into the mis-
sion of the for-profit company. It is the 
responsibility of the foundation, there-
fore, to expose, engage, encourage and 
enlighten the leadership, management 
and line-level staff of the company as to 
why it is relevant and needs support. As 
the company has matured and its own-
ership structure has changed, this task 
has proven essential to maintaining the 
integrity of the foundation’s structure. It 
helps that two of our trustees also sit on 
the board of directors of the company. 
Going forward, we understand that this 
arrangement will be necessary for our 
continued success.

 
BENEFITS
The people who participate on the Ben 
& Jerry’s Foundation grantmaking teams 
have consistently shared with us that 
their experience has been profound and 

life-changing (see sidebar). These are 
people who might not otherwise have 
the opportunity to learn about and meet 
people working to fight border patrol 
abuses along the U.S.-Mexican border, 
or systemic wage theft in the temp in-
dustry or draconian school discipline 
policies in inner-city schools. It can be 
easy in Vermont to feel isolated, privi-
leged or removed from many of the is-
sues faced by folks in the rest of the na-
tion. Many committee members have 
shared that their work on the foundation 
committee is among the most satisfying 
aspects of their job at Ben & Jerry’s. 

LESSoNS AND RELEVANCE
Just as many foundations are begin-
ning to understand the wisdom and 
integrity of mission-aligned invest-
ment policies, so too can grantmak-
ing institutions consider incorporating 
mission-aligned decision-making into 
their processes and structures. Private 
foundations can appoint stakeholder 
representatives to their boards, includ-
ing activists and practitioners. Trust-
ees should be encouraged to attend 
site visits. And anti-racism and equity 
training should be required for all 
board members who are serious about 
social change grantmaking. 

Based on our experience, here are 
the top three takeaways for corporate 
foundations that are considering an 
employee-led approach to decision-
making:

1) Develop a corporate culture of 
learning. Buy-in and encourage-
ment throughout the organization 
is necessary in order to ensure 
success. It is essential that not 
only corporate leadership, but also 
managers, supervisors and fellow 
employees support the work.  

2) Develop a robust orientation and 
training period for new committee 
members. Recognize and build in 
the time for a learning curve and 
reinforce the learning throughout 
their tenure.

3) Have the humility to ask the com-
mittee members themselves what 
works best for them, and be willing 
to adjust your processes. While 
the Ben & Jerry’s Foundation has 
certainly experienced challenges 
along the way, our commitment 
to making this structure work has 
enabled us to be willing to adjust 
our approach and learn from our 
mistakes.

Our internal decision-making struc-
ture reflects our core commitment to 
empowering and elevating the voices 
of those traditionally without power. 
We invite other foundations to consid-
er how their core processes can mirror 
their values and help bring them closer 
to achieving their missions. n

Rebecca Golden is the director of pro-
grams at Ben & Jerry’s Foundation.

“I have never been more  
proud to be an employee  
of Ben & Jerry’s.”

– Nolan Titcomb  
Waterbury 

3rd Shift Production

“I just wanted to say ‘thank you’ 
for organizing such a wonder-
ful trip to Chicago last week. 
The visits we made were incred-
ibly meaningful and getting to 
know many of the committee 
members better was pretty spe-
cial to me, too. … So – thank 
you, thank you. I came home 
inspired and grateful.”

– Leslie Arroyo 
Retail operations

“I am really glad to be on the 
Community Action Team – and 
as always, when I get out of 
my little box over here and 
think about how much good 
we are empowered to do 
on behalf of B&J I am really 
proud and grateful.”

– Jane Earley 
Central Support

Design Team

“The foundation continues to 
enable me to experience first-
hand the many important issues 
we are facing in this country 
and world – so many people 
trying to make the changes 
necessary to enable everyone 
to have a better life. I am so 
proud to be able to be part of 
the foundation.” 

–Brenda Noyes 
St. Albans

1st Shift Production


