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Charities Gird for Battle
in the Latest ‘Culture Wars’

By Maureen West

ULTURAL CONTROVERSIES can en-

gulf some very unlikely chari-

ties. When a Girl Scout troop in
Colorado admitted a transgender scout
in November, Girl Scout troops nation-
wide came under attack and faced a
cookie boycott.

The Scouts are far from the only
group to find themselves drafted into
America’s “culture wars,” skirmishes
that are gaining in ferocity thanks to
the Internet, the still-struggling econ-
omy, the presidential race, and the im-
portance of charities in American soci-
ety.

“Nonprofits have always been at the
center of some of society’s most conten-
tious cultural debates,” notes Diana
Aviv, head of Independent Sector, a co-
alition of charities and foundations.

But now the tools at their disposal,
such as the 24-hour news cycle and

social media, all have helped them to
spread their messages more broadly
and faster and encourage stronger sup-
port and action—or accelerate damage
to their causes during a crisis.

“It’s the new world that charities
must deal with today,” she says. “Fights
in real time, out in the public square for
everyone to see and take part in, is very
new.”

A Polarized Climate

Nonprofit leaders warn that the cul-
ture wars will only grow more consum-
ing for a wide range of organizations—
and urge groups to arm themselves for
future battles.

“We are living through the intense
politicization of everything,” says Grant
Oliphant, chief executive of the Pitts-
burgh Foundation. “It has consumed
Americans’ understanding of govern-
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PI.][mud Girl Scouts of the USA is battling
Farenthood a boycott of its cookie sales,
as critics have attacked its
nondiscrimination policies
and attempted to tie the group
to Planned Parenthood.
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ment, and it is now threatening
to consume Americans’ under-
standing of the nonprofit sec-
tor.”

Fundraising Windfall

Charity leaders across the
country watched nervously
this month as the culture wars
drafted another unexpected
player: Susan G. Komen for the
Cure, which pulled its support
from Planned Parenthood.

It wasn’t much of a match:
Planned Parenthood Federation
of America, a seasoned veteran
of the culture wars, came away
from the skirmish with restored
Komen grants and a secondary
fundraising windfall (more than
$8-million in four days), and Ko-
men lost its vice president for
public policy, Karen Handel,
who stepped down in the midst
of the controversy.

Before the dust had settled on
that match, new players were
on the field: the Obama White
House versus America’s Catholic
bishops. The issue was whether
large Catholic hospitals, colleg-
es, and other charities can with-
hold contraceptives from their
insurance plans under the new
federal health-care law.

After an attack from the bish- .

ops, the White House quick-
ly decided to direct insurance
companies to offer free birth
control directly to employees
of religious organizations, by-
passing the employers. But the
issue still festers, and within
hours after the compromise this

* month, Republican presidential

candidates were criticizing it.

Cookie Boycott

As the Komen and contra-
ceptive debates demonstrat-
ed, nonprofit leaders no longer
have the luxury to step back
and calmly plan a response to a
cultural controversy, which can
now burn out of control within
the hour. It’s a world suited for
quick detision makers and com-
municators. s

The Girl Scouts have fought a
series of culture battles in the
past two years, at a time when
the group would have preferred
to have been workiréﬁ on plans
to celebrate its 100%? birthday
this year, says Michelle Tomp-
kins, spokeswoman for the na-
tional organization.

Instead, the group has spent
thousands of hours debunking
myths on the Internet and ex-
plaining its values.

In 2010, online rumors flew
that some New York Girl Scouts
attending a workshop at the
United Nations were handing
out pamphlets on safe sex pro-
duced by the International Fed-
eration of Planned Parenthood.

The incident never hap-
pened, Scout officials say, and
that year, despite a boycott
from some quarters, the Scouts
raised. more than ever before
from cookie sales, $714-million.
Tt broke that record the follow-

ing year with $760-million in
sales, says Ms. Tompkins. But
that doesn’t mean an aggres-
sive campaign isn'’t still needed
to quash those rumors.

The charity defends itself on
its Web site, and many troops
provide its young cookie sellers
with handouts to explain Scout
positions such as inclusion and
diversity.

“We have to get the truth out
farther, wider, and more loudly
than perhaps in the past,” says
Andrea Bastiani Archibald, de-
velopmental psychologist at Girl
Scouts of the USA, where she
directs research on the organi-
zation’s programs.

Fighting attacks against the
charity’s character has become
a way of life, according to Ms.
Bastiani Archibald. It’s upset-
ting to her, she says: “We don't
want children in the crossfire
while these [attack] groups try
to further their own agendas.”

A ‘Dangerous Time’

Other charity leaders may
also be upset, and for good rea-
son, nonprofit officials say. It’s
an “extremely dangerous time,”
when nonprofits are being at-
tacked on political grounds, not
on their work or missions, says
Mr. Oliphant, of the Pittsburgh
Foundation.

Looking ahead, Mr. Oliphant
points to some corners of the
nonprofit world that he believes

will probably be the next hot
spots in the culture wars.

The recent fight over family
planning in Catholic organiza-
tions, he says, opens the door to
the possibility that social-ser-
vice charities that provide basic
birth control could become tar-
gets. “You can’t draw a neat line
where this stops,” he says.

Another issue already getting
the attention of presidential
candidates and likely to gain
momentum in the coming year,
according to charity leaders:
adoption of children by gay peo-

“We have to get

the truth out farther,
wider, and more
loudly than perhaps
in the past.””

ple, a byproduct of the same-sex
marriage debate now spreading
to more and more statehouses.

In November, Catholic dioces-
es in Illinois discontinued their
adoption and foster-care servic-
es in a dispute with the state
over its regulations that require
child-welfare nonprofits to work
with same-sex and unmarried
couples.

The whole point of politicizing
everything is to stop organiza-
tions, to “muzzle them,” Mr. Oli-
phant says.

Nonprofits, he says, have a

responsibility to advocate for-

things they believe to be right
and necessary, he says. They
should not let a robust public
debate prevent them from doing
their work, Mr. Oliphant says:
“For example, if their mission
leads them to funding embry-
onic stem-cell research, which
is controversial, then they
shouldn’t be embarrassed.”

Political Gains, at a Cost

For those who just want to
get the work done in charities,
hyperpartisanship has made
things more complicated than
in the past, says Jon Pratt, ex-
ecutive director of the Minneso-
ta Council of Nonprofits.

“There is a shrinking non-
partisan space where organiza-
tions are being pushed,” he says.
“What had been seen as nonpar-
tisan activities just a few years
ago are questionable.”

For example, this year, vot-
ers in his state will take up a
constitutional amendment that
would ban same-sex marriage.

Mr. Pratt’s organization has
opposed the prohibition since
2006, but he expects this year
that amendment supporters will
file, for the first time, a com-
plaint to the state Campaign
Finance and Public Disclosure
Board, saying his group is vio-
lating the Internal Revenue
Service rule on lobbying.

Mr. Pratt says his group’s
stance is within the rules. He
expects complaints will be made
against other nonprofits, too.

Such a polarized climate
comes with a cost, he says: “Pit-
ting people against each other
can make political gains, but it
tears up society.”

William Schambra, director
of the Bradley Center for Phi-
lanthropy and Civic Renewal at
the Hudson Institute, says that
many conservatives today don’t
accept the view that nonprofits
are beyond politics.

“There is now deep suspi-
cion of elites, including founda-
tions, big nonprofits, and think
tanks,” says Mr. Schambra, a
Chronicle columnist. The fact
that some charities receive gov-
ernment money paints even
larger targets on their backs,
he suggests.

As he sees it, “culture wars
are here to stay.”

Charities in this new era need
to be prepared to answer ques-
tions on their ideclogical lean-
ings, he says. They also need
to be ready to deal with more of
those kinds of explosions.

“I hope they are ready for all
the unintended consequences,”
he says. “They are playing right
into an era of heightened aware-
ness of the political activities of
nonprofits.”

Emmett Carson, chief execu-
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Jor Charities to Clarify Values
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tive of the Silicon Valley Com-
munity Foundation, says it’s
easy to see only the negative
when talking about culture
wars. He views the debates as a
healthy sorting of the issues.

Says Mr. Carson: “Individuals
care deeply about their values,
and they want organizations to
represent those values.”

But the timing is wrong for
the culture-war debates to rage
now, argues the Rev. Jennifer
Butler, executive director of
Faith in Public Life, a Washing-
ton nonprofit that was involved
in the recent debate over birth
control and health insurance,
representing both groups that
favor and those that oppose le-
gal abortion and contraception.

“At a time when our public

debates need to be focused on
American families and their
ability to cope with the most
severe economic downturns we
have seen since the 1920s and
’30s, we are now focused on hot-
button issues in the most sen-
sationalized way possible,” she
says.

The religious leaders she
works with tell her that issues
of abortion and reproductive
health are extremely important,
but they want to find practical
solutions and a way forward.

“Unfortunately, the conversa-
tion we are having now is ideo-
logical, not practical,” Ms. But-
ler says. “When we see this kind
of hype, especially during an
election year, we should be re-
minded in some way: There are
political interests.”
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Preparing for Baittle: Tips for Nonprofils

By Maureen West

N TODAY'S POLARIZED and
Ihigh]y politicized environ-

ment, a growing number
of nonprofits can expect to get
swept up in America’s culture
wars. While not every challenge
is easy to forecast, all groups
can learn to respond intelligent-
ly, experts say.

“The old advice to keep quiet
for fear of making things worse
is no longer true,” says Jon
Pratt, executive director of the
Minnesota Council of Nonprof-
its. “Today, you must respond
early and aggressively.”

Above all, he says, stay calm:
“If you do get attacked, don’t hit
the panic button.”

His organization recently
hosted visitors from Poland who
left behind a saying he finds rel-
evant: “The dogs will bark, but
the caravan moves on.”

Following are some tips for
surviving the culture wars:

Expect turbulence. Make
sure trustees, donors, and oth-
ers are ready for possible bat-
tles, says Mr. Pratt. “It can be
hard to prepare them if you are
an organization that is always
about sharing good news, then,
all of a sudden, you are the cen-
ter of a ‘gotcha’ moment.”

Instead, he says, nonprofit
CEO’s can get the board ready
for controversy by taking pub-
lic positions and inviting the
group’s critics to appear at
trustees meetings. That will get
board members used to hearing
criticism, Mr. Pratt says, and it
will make the charity more rel-
evant and resistant to damage.

Seek clarity on values. Lee
Lynch, head of Edelman Alli-
ances, who connects charities to
government and corporations,
says nonprofits need to state
more clearly their ideology and
vet that of their board members
and senior leaders—and craft
strong conflict-of-interest poli-
cies for their boards.

“This can go a long way to-

ward ensuring that individual
passions driven by financial or
ideological interests don’t drive
the organization down a path
that’s not in line with their mis-
sion,” Ms. Lynch says. Careful
vetting could also provide in-
sight into an individual’s pos-
sible agenda.

Take stock of weaknesses.
Mary Lassen, managing direc-
tor of the Campaign for Com-
munity Change, says her group
has been attacked because of
its work on immigration issues,
enough that the advocacy orga-
nization regularly assesses its
vulnerabilities. Group leaders
ask themselves questions such
as, “Can someone hack into the
‘Web site?” and “Are there ways
we're talking about a hot-button
issue that may draw opponents
in a hotheaded way?”

The group’s managers regu-
larly check in with staff mem-
bers to make sure they aren’t
going off messdge and have the
training they need. “Groups just
need to be more vigilant,” Ms.
Lassen says. “From top to-bot-
tom, you need to be prepared
and ready to handle things if
they get crazy.”

Strive for consistency.
Nonprofits need to think clear-
ly about who they are, and they
need to be consistent in clear-
ly telling the community what
they stand for, says Ms. Lynch.

CONSIDER PRIORITIES

“At a time when our public

" debates need to be focused
on American families and their
ability to cope with the most
severe economic downturns
we have seen since the 1920s
and ‘30s, we are now focused
on hot-button issues in the
most sensationalized way
possible,” says Jennifer Butler,
of Faith in Public Life.

_The controversy this month
that enveloped Susan G. Ko-
men for the Cure and Planned
Parenthood Federation of Amer-
ica is a case in point, says Ms.
Lynch. The public knew where
Planned Parenthood stood on
most issues, she says. But when
Komen decided to strip its sup-
port from the women’s health
group, its position was a big sur-
prise to most supporters.

“Consistency in action and
messaging is what creates a
brand—and inconsistency can
tear that brand down,” Ms.
Lynch says.

Keep affiliates in the loop.
When Komen’s national organi-
zation announced its initial plan
to cut support to Planned Par-
enthood, staff members at some
of the cancer charity’s affiliates
were “caught off guard,” says
Shawn Elmore, the Phoenix
group’s “development director.
Mr. Elmore spent several days
answering calls and responding
to e-mails from confused donors,
explaining to them that the af-
filiate operates separately from
headquarters, though it gives
25 percent of all the money it
raises to the national group.

“It definitely makes our job
more difficult because of the
sensitivity of the issue,” says
Mr. Elmore. “This is a politi-
cal issue that unfortunately
people feel very strongly for or
against.”

Stand up for principle. It
can pay off for a charity not only
to know its identity but also to
stick with it, says Albert Rues-
ga, chief executive of the Great-
er New Orleans Foundation. He
points to the Girls Scouts of the
USA, which has come under fire
for its nondiscrimination poli-
cies.

Despite a boycott of the
Scouts’ cookie sales, leaders
didn’t back down when people
criticized the organization for
admitting a transgender girl
into a Colorado troop this past
fall, Instead, the Scouts under-
scored its 100-year commitment
to inclusion and diversity.

“Sure, the Girl Scouts lost
some donors, but they gained

| others in the process,” says Mr.

Ruesga. “I. never used to buy

| Girl Scout cookies. This year I

bought 10 boxes.”

Raymund Flandez contribut-
ed to this article.



