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New GospPeL oF WEALTH / THE FUTURE OF PHILANTHROPY

Extending privilege featuring Valerie Rockefeller and
Henry Ford the third

Henry Ford the third, trustee of the Ford Foundation, and Valerie Rockefeller, chair of the
Rockefeller Brothers Fund, discuss the weight and opportunity provided by multigenerational
wealth and legacy in philanthropy. Moderated by David Callahan of Inside Philanthropy.

This video is part of a collection of conversations with leaders, thinkers, and activists from
philanthropy, business, the arts, tech, and beyond outlining bold visions for the future of
philanthropy.

Transcript begins.

[Legacy and justice. Henry Ford, the third, trustee, Ford Foundation. A middle-aged
white man with blond and gray hair. Valerie Rockefeller, chair, Rockefeller Brothers
Fund. A tall white woman wearing a shades-of-blue-striped knit dress with blue boots.
David Callahan, founder and editor, “Inside Philanthropy”. Author, “The Givers”. A white
man wearing a black sports jacket and blue shirt.]

ANNOUNCER: Please welcome Henry Ford the third, Valerie Rockefeller, and David Callahan.
[applause]

DAVID CALLAHAN: So, let me just say, this is really cool. In my world of covering philanthropy
every day, two names, of course, loom very large: Ford and Rockefeller. And it’s not every day
that | get to talk to both a Ford and a Rockefeller at the same time, and my guess is it's probably
not every day that a Ford and Rockefeller get to talk to each other.

HENRY FORD THE THIRD: No.
VALERIE ROCKEFELLER: We just met today.
HENRY FORD THE THIRD:Yeah.

[laughs]

DAVID CALLAHAN: And I think it's a timely conversation, because right now there are a lot of
families in America sitting on a lot of money, and they’re having conversations about how things
are going to play out with philanthropy, how they’re going to play out in the next 10 years, the
next 20 years, the next 50 years. And so, who better to get some advice from, uh, than, than
people from two families that have been at this for a very long time and have a lot to share.



Henry, | want to start the conversation with you and ask you about the kinds of conversations
that have been happening in the family around philanthropy.

HENRY FORD THE THIRD: Our family has sort of been thinking about philanthropy for as long
as | can remember, but the conversation has changed a little bit over the past couple years, and
| didn’t necessarily have a great sense of awareness of what the rest of my family was sort of
working on or involved in. Um, that sort of dialogue just didn’t really exist within our family. Our
philanthropy was segmented, you know, by all the individual families. And over the past several
years, | think we have, as a family, started to look at that, and tried to increase the dialogue that
we have as a family and, in many ways, use philanthropy almost as a way to unite our family in
how we sort of think about it. So, we actually—a couple years ago, we formed a family council,
and then from that family council we have an impact subcommittee, and that subcommittee is
charged with, um, identifying opportunities for family philanthropy. Um, and I've had the honor to
serve on the subcommittee. And so we’ve taken that opportunity to go out and meet with
organizations in Detroit and understand the work that they’re doing and where the need is and
then kind of use that feedback to take it back to the family and say, “Hey, here’s what’s going on.
Here’s how we think we can help. Let’s get organized around it and make a difference.” And
what we found, | think, is that many times you can make more of a difference when you're
unified together as a group versus just doing things individually.

DAVID CALLAHAN: So, Valerie, in covering family philanthropy, we hear a lot about the
dynamics—the generational dynamics, different ways of doing things as the next generation
comes up—and I'd be interested in how that’s playing out within your family.

VALERIE ROCKEFELLER: There are seven generations of Rockefellers now, and we have the
difference. There is one guy who made all the money—John D. Rockefeller Sr. I'm a
fifth-generation member of the family. By my age, he’d already retired from business and was
giving money away full time. Like, he had done it all at that point. And, since then, the family has
just been giving the money away through endowments of different nonprofit organizations. So,
for us, um, philanthropy is the glue that holds our family together, for sure. We’re pretty formal. |
think we’re more formal than your family is—it sounds like—

[laughs]

in a lot of these processes. And | think that is part of the family ethic also, by the way, of the
belief that to whom much is given, much is expected, and you need to share. So, it was not too
long before we started not only looking at policy questions but also having partnerships. And, for
us, you can have a much greater impact with partnerships. Also, frankly, by necessity. There are
now 289 Rockefellers and a lot less money, right? Like, one guy made it all. There have been a
lot of people giving it away over time. So the partnerships are essential for us also. Impact
investing is what we’ve done in the last few generations. Actually, it was my parents’ generation
that tried it first. They were very early investing in solar. That did not work out as well. They were
a little early coming into it. But now this, um, the type of giving we do is, you know, the
philanthropic part is over here, and now our endowment is much more aligned with the giving.
Through the Brothers Fund, when we announced our divestment from fossil fuels—at that point,



there were $52 billion in assets under management they committed to divest. And, now, five
years later, there are $12 trillion in assets under management. And the thing that | love about
this movement is it is much more inclusive, because it's individuals, faith communities, cities,
towns, pension funds, sovereign wealth funds. It is a real coming together is one of the things |
love about working on climate change is the diversity of the coalitions that can be included.

DAVID CALLAHAN: Henry, when your grandfather resigned from the Ford Foundation board in
1976, it made front-page New York Times news. Uh, he wrote a letter, which | recently reread,
and in the letter, he expressed, um, quite a bit of pride about the Ford Foundation, about its
experimentation, about its accomplishments. But he also expressed some frustration and
irritation, as he put it in his letter, uh, particularly feeling that the staff of the Ford Foundation did
not appreciate that this is a place that is a creature of capitalism. It came out of the
free-enterprise system. And, uh, there’s a lot of criticism of capitalism right now. Some of those
critics are funded by the Ford Foundation. Do you have any fears that you’ll end up with some of
the same frustrations of, “Hey, you guys don’t understand my world and the business world and
the world that generates the wealth that makes philanthropy possible?”

HENRY FORD THE THIRD: The short answer is no. | don’t have any of those fears. When my
grandfather wrote that letter, the one paragraph of a multi-paragraph letter that everyone likes to
talk about is, is the part where he talks about the virtues of capitalism. The next paragraph, he
starts to get into the role of philanthropy to improve capitalism, and | think that is exactly what
the Ford Foundation is doing today. | think my grandfather would be, uh, extremely proud, as |
am, of the work that the foundation is supporting today. A lot of the work that the foundation was
doing, um, had an impact—a direct, negative impact—on the Ford Motor Company. And you
can see one of the posters right on the wall out in the lobby that says, “Do not ever buy a Ford.”

[laughter]

And so, | think he was—you know, he felt that tension, um, but he supported the work that the
foundation was doing for over 40 years, um, and he knew how important it was.

DAVID CALLAHAN: Valerie, just sort of sticking with the subject of capitalism and
philanthropy’s role in, in making it work in a more inclusive fashion, um, how does, how does
that kind of conversation play out at, in, within the Rockefeller philanthropic orbit and at the
Rockefeller Brothers Fund?

VALERIE ROCKEFELLER: First, | have to say, | have a Ford, by the way. | haven’t told you that
yet. | do.

HENRY FORD THE THIRD: Oh, thank you!
[laughter]
VALERIE ROCKEFELLER: Eleven years. I've had it 11. It's older than my son. Yep.

HENRY FORD THE THIRD: Oh, wow. Wow.



VALERIE ROCKEFELLER: Right? So, the capitalism piece of it and the, again, the inclusivity
piece of it—again, going back to John D. Rockefeller Sr. One of the things that’s just amazing
about him is he was completely unperturbed by guilt—ever. Like, he thought, “| made this
money because of God, and I'm giving this money away because of God.” And | think his blood
pressure never rose throughout his entire life, either way. | have to say, I'm horrified by
inequality, and, like, racked by guilt constantly, and | think that’'s probably more common in
other—in this generation of the family. At the same time, again, the more Rockefellers, the less
money you have over time. And | think this is why we’re so passionate about impact investing,
because you can—and we have, for five years now, beaten our benchmarks at the Rockefeller
Brothers Fund. And I’'m personally impact invested. Um, you don’t have to lose money. So we
just don’t see these dichotomies as much as | think things used to feel more, more black and
white.

DAVID CALLAHAN: Right. So, lots of conversations within families right now about
philanthropy, not just in the near term but how it’s going to play out across generations, and I'm
wondering, uh, if both of you could share some quick advice to other families that are thinking
of, thinking through these issues.

HENRY FORD THE THIRD: My advice would be to read “The New Gospel of Wealth” by Darren
Walker.

[laughter]

No, I’'m serious. | read it twice and, | mean, it's great—in understanding your own ignorance and
bias and, um, working with humility and, you know, working with your grantees and treating
them as partners, not as contract workers, and, um, just approaching that through that sort of
lens, | think is, is, um, is great advice.

VALERIE ROCKEFELLER: | think transparency is huge, and this is—um, my background is
primarily in middle school special education, which is just great, because you have to name
everything. And | think that is part of—when | say our family is a little more bureaucratic. Things
are made pretty explicit in our family. We have expectations that are explicit. But to say, “These
are the family organizations. You have to earn the right to serve on these boards. You have to
have your own career first. You have to prove that you meet the same qualifications to, you
know, to pass the nominating committee as the non-family trustees do.” | mean, you’ve got to
talk about everything. If you can’t talk about it with your family, | don’t know how you're
supposed to pass things down and how you can find people who share your values and then
help you live by them.

DAVID CALLAHAN: Well, thank you both.
[applause]

[New gospel of wealth. What does #GenerosityTodustice look like to you? Ford
Foundation dot org forward slash new gospel.]
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