CHALLENGE GRANTS PROGRAM

United States of America

The Challenge Grant program within the National Endowment for the Humanities helps institutions and organizations secure long-term support for, and improvements in, their programs and resources. Because of their matching requirements, these grants aim to provide a model for using government funds to leverage private support for cultural programs.

Needs Addressed

The U.S is an extremely diverse country ethnically, culturally, and linguistically. The National Endowment for the Humanities supports projects that focus on the diverse cultures of the United States and the world. Information from the 2000 census shows that the United States is 75.1% White, 12.3% Black or African American, 0.9% American Indian and Alaska Native, 3.6% Asian, 0.1% Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander, 5.5% other, and 2.4% indicating two races. Hispanic or Latino people account for 12.5% of the entire U.S. population. An estimated 17.6% of the population over the age of five speaks a language other than English at home. 

Objectives

NEH Challenge Grants support the long-term strength of humanities institutions and organizations by encouraging fund raising for permanent endowments and appropriate critical improvements.

Starting date, coverage and target group

The NEH Challenge Grants Program first began in 1977. Any nonprofit organization in the United States is eligible to apply, with the exception of individual pre-college schools. Because of the broad range of its applicant pool, which includes colleges, universities, public and private libraries, museums, historical societies, scholarly associations, public media stations, and other humanities organizations, the target population for challenge grants encompasses the entire population of the United States.
Description

The NEH Office of Challenge Grants began operation in 1977 with the goal of using federal funds matching environment to leverage long-term, non-federal support for the humanities. The National Endowment for  the Humanities engages in a merit review process which results in support for projects on a variety of topics in the Humanities including projects focusing on the diverse cultures of the United States and the world. The NEH Office of Challenge Grants helps institutions and organizations secure long-term support for, and improvements in, their programs and resources. Awards made to museums, public libraries, colleges, historical societies, public television and radio stations, universities, scholarly associations, and other nonprofit entities improve their financial stability and the quality of their humanities activities. Challenge Grants can aid programs in shifting from dependence on term funding to more secure support from endowment, as well as building new resources for additional staff positions and new resources for financial support through attendance membership and enrollment. Challenge grants can also aid in limited direct costs, such as acquisitions, purchase of capital equipment, construction and renovation, and debt retirement.

All programs funded through the NEH Office of Challenge Grants require non-governmental support, ranging from $1-$4 for each federal dollar provided. Challenge grants are offered only when NEH funds will effect significant improvement or prevent significant losses in a humanities program, help institutions carry out carefully conceived long-term plans for strengthening their basic resources and activities, and enhance financial stability through increased nonfederal support. Because of their matching requirements, these grants aim to provide a model for using government funds to leverage support for cultural programs. Further, their emphasis on endowment and long-term benefits provides a model for developing enduring and independent programs in these areas.

Financing sources
Funding for Challenge Grants comes from the Endowment’s annual Congressional appropriation.

Strengths of the program

In an era of restricted government support for cultural programs, the power of NEH Challenge Grants to leverage non-federal funds in support of the humanities has been cited as a unique strength of this program. Awards offered through the NEH Office of Challenge Grants have leveraged more than $1.35 billion (actual dollars) in support of the humanities during the Office’s roughly quarter century of operation.

Achievements

Evidence that the program is a best practice is measured by efficiency, coverage, sustainability, ability to promote/publicize itself and effectively communicate to target populations, etc.

Challenges

Problems that were identified ahead of time were resolved in the course of experience, weaknesses, pending problems and inconsistencies, aspects to be improved, and a vision for the future.  Each year, the program’s funding must be approved by congress.

Recommendations regarding its potential transference to other contexts

The application and review procedures used in the Challenge Grants program are used in all Endowment programs and are adaptable to other contexts
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