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Learning to Cast Bread Upon the Waters, Wisely

By CLAUDIA H. DEUTSCH

0 what do you think I am, a Rocke-
feller?

The saying has become part of
the wernacular, trotted out when a
teenager asks for a new car, a friend asks
for a hefty loan, a charity
asks for yet another dona-
tion. And it's usually a dis-
cussion ender: Of course
you're not a Rockefeller,
s0 of course you can't
spend like one,

Or can you?

When it comes to philan-
thropy, Melissa A. Berman
says that you can. Not in
dollar amounts, of course.
But she sees no reason
why middle-income peo-
ple should not be as skillful
in supporting their chosen
causes as the Rockefeller
family has been in support-
ing theirs.

“The impulse to charity
is part of human nature,
so there's a sense that it's
supposed to be easy; in
fact, it takes as much
expertise as investing in
gstocks and bonds,"” Ms,
Berman, 48, said.

She has put her career
behind that conviction. As
chief executive of Rocke-
feller Philanthropy Advi-
sors, a stand-alone, non-
profit entity created by the
Rockefeller family in 200Z,
she helps clients identify
and then support causes
about which they are most
passionate. Most of her
clients give away hun-
dreds of thousands of dol-
lars; indeed, about 35 per-
cent of the money she
helps dispense still comes
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from Rockefeller family members. But
she asserts that, no matter the amount of
the giving, the questions are the same:
Exactly what do you want your donations
to accomplish? And how can you best
achieve that goal?

The answer to the second question isn’t
always dollars and cents. When a re-
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porter invited Ms, Berman to pick a place
for lunch, she called City Harvest, which
feeds needy New Yorkers; she serves on
its board. The people there suggested
Tabla, a Manhattan restaurant that do-
nates large amounts of food to the group,
so that's the one she chose.

“Philanthropy is about making change,
but first you have to fig-
ure out what it is you real-
ly want to change,”” Ms.
Berman said.

At first, that seems
easy. If you want to cure
cancer, you donate to the
American Cancer 3oci-
ely, right? Not so fast. Do
you care more about cur-
ing existing cases or pre-
venting future ones? Do
you want to attack a
specific type of cancer,
or do you want to illumi-
nate the root causes of
multiple forms of the dis-
ease? Do you want to help
sufferers add verve to
their remaining days, or
take pain from their in-
evitable deaths? Are all
sufferers equal in wvour
heart, or do you care
more deeply about chil-
dren, elderly people or
poor people without equal
access to treatment?

Only after answering
those gquestions do you
know whether to donate to
the American Cancer 50-
ciety, the Lung Cancer As-
sociation, a research hos-
pital, a children's wanrd of
a hospital, 8 mammogra-
phy clinic in the South
Bronx or a group that buys
wigs for those who lose
their hair to chemothera-

"Ms. Berman has little
patience for people who



think that one goal is intrinsically more
worthwhile than another. “Sure, it is im-
portant to stamp out world hunger and to
cure AIDS — but it’s also important to help
hungry people and AIDS sufferers now,”
she said. *"You just can’t lose sight of which
is most important to you.”™

To get the obvious guestion out of the
way: yes, she follows her own advice. She
cares about what she calls the “fabric of
life’ in New York, so she donates to City
Harvest and to the Jewish Board of Fami-
ly and Children's Services, a social service
agency serving all New Yorkers. She cares
about Jewish culture and community, so
she supports her synagogue and the God-
dard Community Center, both near her
home on the Upper West Side of Manhat-
tan. She yvearns for peace in the Middle
East, 50 she supports the New [srael Fund,
dedicated to improving relations between
Israelis and Palestinians and economic op-
portunities for both. Of course, she cares
ahout the private school her two children
attend — but she already pays ample tu-
ition, =0 she supports the school by volun-
feering time.

“Ewven as a child, I gave a third of my al-
lowance to charity,” she said. “But since I
took this job, I've become much clearer
about what things [ want to change, and
about how I can best help change them."”

latter-day calling for Ms. Berman,
but the role of change agent may
well be programmed into her DNA.

Her father, a hematologist, spent decades
studying how stem cells in bone marrow
become blood cells — research that he still
hopes may help in curing leukemia,

Her mother, a librarian specializing in
Judaica, was once hired by a synagogue to
build a sizable library. She was a refugee
from Hitler’s Germany, and many people
expected her to focus on the Holocaust;
zhe focused instead on the modern state of
Israel, and on works of Jewish artists.

“She didn't want to build another version
of what was available at other temples,”
Ms. Berman said. “Both my mom and dad
focused on meeting needs that were not
served elsewhere.”

Like her mother, Ms. Berman loved to
read, but she figured that she would be-
come a research doctor like her father, A
few years of pre-med at Harvard changed
her mind.

“Harvard was this intellectual Garden of
Eden, full of people who understood philos-
ophy and literature,” she recalled. “The
people taking the pre-med courses just
weren’t as much fun.™

She switched to a major in folklore, and
went on to earn a doctorate in Old Norse
from Stanford. In between, she married
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Richard Klotz, a mathematician.

Ms. Berman wanted a career in acade-
mia, but jobs just were not available in
1983, when she got her doctorate. 5o, lack-
ing specific career training but armed
with a facility with words, she wound up
writing speeches for the Federal Reserve
Bank of Mew York. Later, she worked as
the overseer of research and publications
at the Conference Board, the business re-
search group, She got hooked on the
nonacademic world. “Exchanging ideas
with smart colleagues was a lot more sat-
isfying than independent study,” she said,

Ms. Berman, who professes a firm belief
in a free-market economy, feels no embar-
rassment at the capitalistic bent her ca-
reer took. But when Rockefeller Philan-

Giving ‘takes as
much expertise as
investing in stocks

and bonds,’ an

adviser says.

thropy Advisors came calling two years
ago, she happily switched from concen-
trating on the haves to catering to the
have-nots. Her son, Danny, was then 13,
and her daughter, Rachel, was 11, They
had entered the question-asking ages, “and
I wanted to do something that would make
them proud,” Ms. Berman said.

That does not just mean spreading
around her clients’ wealth; she is equally
eager to share her knowledge about phil-
anthropy. 5o when asked for tips on how to
dispense largesse, she happily — and
prodigiously — acquiesced.

The overall theme of her advice was
this: Know the charity a little, know thy-
self a lot, and you can't go far wrong. Here
are some of her specific suggestions:

& Efficiency is not the same as effective-
ness, 50 do not put foo much weight on how
much a charity spends on adminisiration,
“It may still be building its Web site, ex-
panding its offices, adding on staff, run-
ning into all kinds of costs that older, larg-
er organizations took care of 10 years
ago,’ Ms. Berman said. If you do check ont
charities with organizations like Guide-
star, compare them only to other nonprof-
its of similar size, scope and age.

@ It is perfectly fine to let personal pref-
erences trump generalized need. If your
mother died of cancer, cancer research

might mean more to vou than a struggling
arts program.

® [t 15 OK. folet vour ego play into vour
decizions. The Metropolitan Opera is un-
likely to put you on its board for a $250 do-
nation, but a local dinner theater might.
“Don’t feel bad if your motivation for giv-
ing includes personal recognition,” Ms.
Berman said. “If vou're geiting something
out of it, chances are vou’ll give more, and
maore often.”

® Ask vourself @ question: If vou had the
time, would you do volunteer work for this
organization? If the answer is yes, write
the check. “It's a way to really spot your
own sphere of interest,” Ms. Berman said.

& Narrow yvour goals. Saying vou want to
“help children” isn't of much use, Help
them do what? Learn to read? Stay out of
trouble after school? Be immunized against
childhood diseases? There are nonprofit
groups catering to each subgoal. If you do
not have the time or inclination to ferret
them out yourself, the Council on Founda-
tions (www_col.orgd can help.

® Recognize how vou want to see change
accomplished, and by whom. 5ay you want
to support education. Do you think that is
Washington’s role? Then give money 1o
groups that are lobbying Congress for bet-
ter programs. Do vou want local schools to
run the show? Donate to a local literacy or
after-school activities program. Do you
put the most trust into established non-
profit groups? Write checks to the local
¥ .M.C.A. or 4&-H Club. “There’s no right or
wrong way to get things done, so pick what
resonates with your beliefs,"” Ms, Berman
said.

® Decide whether vou want to solve the
problems of today or prevent those of fo-
maorrow. “Some people want to make sure
the symphony is playving, the park is clean,
the soup kitchen still serves,”" Ms, Berman
said. “Others want to make long-range
changes in the environment or people’s
lives and will support groups that are not
showing immediate results.””

@ Let the charity choose whether vou do-
nate by mail or Web site, or by check or
credit card. “Each group has different cost
structures, so call them and ask what they
prefer,” Ms. Berman said.

@ Don't promise to keep giving endlessiy,
If you don't want to be pestered with calls
or mail, say that vou are making a one-
time donation {even if you may give again)
and that you do not want to be put on the
mailing or call list. “It may not worlk, but
it’s worth a try,” Ms. Berman said.

@& Do not believe that goodness has to
hurt, If a donation makes vou feel less fi-
nancially secure, don't make it. "It doesn’t
help anyone if vou feel guilted into giving,”
she said. “You'll just learn to overcome the
guilt in time, and wind up giving less.”
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