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Avoidance or Acceptance? Dealing with Changes in a Complex Environment
The 5th EFC Summer Academy on Philanthropy

“Too much consistency is as bad for the mind as it is for the body. Consistency is contrary to nature, contrary to life. The only completely consistent people are the dead.” 

Using this quote from Aldous Huxley’s ‘Do What You Will’, Marta Rey Garcia of the

Fundación Pedro Barrié de la Maza aptly summarised the focus of the 5th European Foundation Centre (EFC) Summer Academy on Philanthropy, entitled “Managing Change in Foundations: Strategic Shifts in a Complex Environment.” Co-hosted by Fundación Pedro Barrié de la Maza in Vigo, Spain on August 31st – September 1st, the event gathered almost 50 participants to discuss the increasing complexity of the environment in which foundations operate, and whether the forces that demand change should be viewed as an obstacle or opportunity. 
Discussions centred around the premise that 21st century foundation leaders focus on managing their organisations and programmes effectively in order to achieve real social impact. However, the stress that is placed on achieving this impact requires foundations to design specific strategies for managing change, both internally and externally. Speakers, including top foundation leaders from organisations such as Atlantic Philanthropies, Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, King Baudouin Foundation and the Körber Stiftung shared personal experiences and presented the strategies that their organisations implemented in response to change. 
In light of the viewpoints and anecdotes presented, it was agreed that change often is neither an easy process to accept nor undergo. Sometimes the pressures that impose change are forced or unwelcome, and despite good intentions, one can sometimes feel a loss of control over the process. Participants discussed why foundations may be especially reluctant to undergo change, viewing this as a possible symptom of their nature and reflecting on the paradox that foundations who so often aspire to be powerful agents for social change, commonly react defensively when changes are imposed upon their own activities or structure. Striving for long-term results rather than short-term benefits was also a topic which was ardently debated at the event. 

The contrasting perspectives and diverse regional approaches that were presented by speakers, combined with strong participant intervention, made the 5th EFC Summer Academy a truly unique event. Attendees even challenged the theme of the Academy, posing the question: Do we sometimes change just for the sake of change? Participants were highly satisfied with the practical lessons learned that demonstrated realistic implications, and also benefited from the peer-learning environment that the event provided. Social events and site visits provided valuable networking opportunities along with the possibility for informal exchange of best-practices. Overall, the event demonstrated that change is not something that should be avoided and feared, but rather should be accepted and utilised to maximise constructive impact. As concluded by participants, trying to manage change is always preferable to being managed by change.
For more information on this event, including presentations from speakers, please visit:

www.efc.be/pip.
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