
  

 

 

WKKF LEGACY ESSAY: VULNERABILITY  
 

From the day of its founding as the W.K.K. Child Welfare Foundation, the Kellogg 

Foundation’s core concern has been vulnerable children and the circumstances 

necessary for their success.  But the working criteria for “vulnerability” and the 

significance imputed to vulnerable children and their relationship to society have 

evolved over the past 81 years. 

As Will Keith Kellogg himself explained, much of the foundation’s creation was the result 

of his inability—even as a wealthy man—to obtain adequate treatment for a grandson 

profoundly and permanently injured in a tragic fall. “This caused me to wonder what 

difficulties were in the paths of needy parents who seek help for their children when 

catastrophe strikes, and I resolved to lend what aid I could to such children,” he wrote. 

Yet he clearly realized that vulnerability wasn’t only a matter of able-bodiedness.  

“Relief, raiment and shelter are necessary for destitute children.  But the greatest good 

for the greatest number can only come through the education of the child, the parent, 

the teacher, the family physician, the dentist and the community in general.  Education 

offers the greatest opportunity for really improving one generation over another.” 

Initially, to the foundation’s first president, A.C. Selmon, he expressed his desire “… to 

establish a foundation that will help handicapped children…face the future with 

confidence...health, and… strong-rooted security in the trust of this country and its 

institutions.”  But the foundation’s charter was much broader, calling for work on behalf 

of:  “health, education and welfare…principally of children and youth…without regard to 

sex, race, creed or nationality….” 



 

                                    

   

In some respects, the Michigan Community Health Project—the foundation’s first major 

initiative—appeared to reflect the broader criteria for vulnerability, and Mr. Kellogg’s 

broader stated intent.  The project was designed to help seven southwestern Michigan 

counties improve the health, happiness, and well-being of rural children whose 

vulnerability in the eyes of the foundation stemmed from their relative lack of access to 

adequate education, health care and related facilities.  And the foundation’s approach 

was equally broad, particularly in its experimental “whole-child” approach to improving 

circumstances for the children in the program area. 

In the years immediately following the Second World War, especially in Europe, hunger 

became a clear dimension of “vulnerability,” and the need to rebuild Europe’s 

agricultural production led to foundation investments in rural England, Northern Ireland 

and the Netherlands.”  

Later, in 1955, the foundation sponsored a conference called A Look to the Future.  

Nearly 70 participants from leading universities and state and federal government 

convened in Battle Creek, Michigan to examine the future needs of the people of the 

U.S., and the direction of the foundation. 

One of the key findings—the determination that economic trends were producing 

“harmful isolation” in rural communities—led to a spate of programs including 

university extension programs, model farms, and centers for continuing education. 

Implicit in the foundation’s approach in the second half of the 20th century was an 

expanding perspective on the significance of vulnerable children to society overall.  Part 

of that was a view – evident earlier, but articulated for perhaps the first time in the 



 

                                    

   

foundation’s 75th anniversary retrospective – of “children as assets, not problems to be 

solved.” 

A second part of that perspective was the view that a society’s commitment to its most 

vulnerable members is an important bellwether of that society’s overall health, 

enlightenment and pursuit of social change. 

Today, entering the second decade of the 21st century, the foundation defines 

vulnerable children as those growing up in poverty who are also affected by at least one 

other compounding factor, such as race, ethnicity or a household headed by a single 

mother.  Often they live in communities—both rural and urban—largely segregated by 

economics, class and color.  Typically, they are children who end up on the lowest tier of 

every available indicator, from health to education to nutrition.  

And there are a lot of such children: nearly 30 million in the United States alone. 

The foundation’s funding efforts are correspondingly broad, addressing themselves to 

the factors that contribute to vulnerability, and to designing and strengthening the 

means – the processes, systems and institutions – necessary to reduce and eventually 

eliminate that vulnerability over the long-term. 

The result is a remarkably diverse portfolio of activities ranging from community and 

business development in the Mississippi Delta – to an entire Latin American strategy for 

building expanded opportunities for children in healthy, self-reliant communities – to a 

$75 million America Healing initiative aimed at supporting racial equity and justice in 

communities across the United States. 


