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> Philanthropic support for people and communi-
ties that historically have been marginalized is
extremely low. Although serving disadvantaged
communities is not the only purpose of philan-
thropy, it should be a much higher priority than
it is. In the aggregate, only 33 percent of grant
dollars can be classified as benefitting marginal-
ized communities, even very broadly defined.1

This is cause for concern in spite of the fact that
philanthropy and the charitable sector are not a
substitute for public programs; the government
has an obligation to assist the country’s under-
served populations.

> By intentionally elevating vulnerable popula-
tions in their grantmaking, foundations benefit
society and strengthen our democracy.
Prioritizing marginalized communities brings
about positive benefits for the public good.
“Targeted universalism” is one of the most
effective strategies for doing this.

> Income and wealth inequality impact the entire
U.S. economy negatively. Grantmakers that pur-
sue social inclusion for the economically disad-
vantaged help not only the poor, but broader
society as well. Race persists as a significant bar-
rier to social inclusion and to achieving the

American Dream. Grantmakers that prioritize
racial and ethnic minorities see benefits accrue
to people of all races.

> Overcoming social problems for any marginal-
ized group is complicated and multifaceted.
Grantmakers that use systems thinking to guide
their work recognize this and are leading the
way, helping philanthropy be more relevant in
addressing pressing social needs.

> Advocacy, community organizing and civic
engagement have played essential roles in the
development of our society and our democra-
cy. They are among the most effective strategies
for implementing a systems approach and for
achieving a significant, measurable impact on a
variety of issues. These efforts advance demo-
cratic renewal and enhance civic engagement.

> Leading the field, 108 foundations (13.35 per-
cent of our sample) provided at least 50 percent
of their grant dollars for the intended benefit of
marginalized communities. Also noteworthy, 56
foundations (6.9 percent) provided at least 25
percent of their grant dollars for social justice.
These are the benchmarks for Philanthropy at
Its Best.

National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy

Criterion I: Values — At A Glance
A grantmaker practicing Philanthropy at Its Best serves the public good by 
contributing to a strong, participatory democracy that engages all communities.

a) Provides at least 50 percent of its grant dollars to benefit lower-income 
communities, communities of color and other marginalized groups, broadly
defined

b) Provides at least 25 percent of its grant dollars for advocacy, organizing and
civic engagement to promote equity, opportunity and justice in our society 
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Many foundations play an extremely important
role in the civil society sector by prioritizing

marginalized communities in their grantmaking and
thus enhancing substantive, participatory democracy.
Contributing to the public good in this way is in keep-
ing with what Alexis de Tocqueville identified in the
19th century as the feature that distinguishes the
United States from Europe. Citing the power of the
“voluntary association” he observed during his travels
throughout the country, he contended that the free-
dom of U.S. citizens coming together united by a
common purpose would connect them to civil and
political society in which they shared common dem-
ocratic values.3 Tocqueville argued that such connec-
tions made U.S. democracy truly participatory and
inclusive, identifying the relationships between social
equality and democracy and between that equality
and voluntary association.4

By focusing intentionally on the most marginal in
their grantmaking, foundations can promote greater
equality and enhance the ability of underserved pop-
ulations to contribute meaningfully to the democratic
process and improve social capital nationwide.
Importantly, by elevating vulnerable populations in

philanthropy, everyone in society benefits and our
inclusive democracy is strengthened, with positive
benefits that extend well beyond marginalized com-
munities. Unfortunately, too few foundations take
advantage of their independence and accumulated
wealth to enhance the common good in this way.
Instead, they often practice patronage giving by pro-
viding grants to large educational or cultural institu-
tions that primarily serve the elite, eschewing the
needs of the most vulnerable in our society. 

Philanthropic support for people and communities
that historically have been marginalized is extremely
low. Although serving disadvantaged communities is
not the only purpose of philanthropy, it should be a
much higher priority than it is. NCRP acknowledges
that grants to promote the eradication of disease, to
advance higher learning, to promote excellence in the
arts, or to protect the environment often have substan-
tial benefit for all people, including those who histor-
ically are or have been marginalized. Yet, there are
many reasons for foundations and institutional grant-
makers to prioritize giving for struggling communities
in their grantmaking.  Many of the great American
philanthropists have used their surplus wealth to ben-

Social inclusion is based on the belief that we all fare better when no one is left to fall
too far behind and the economy works for everyone. Social inclusion simultaneously 
incorporates multiple dimensions of well-being. It is achieved when all have the opportunity
and resources necessary to participate fully in economic, social and cultural activities which
are considered the societal norm.

– Heather Boushey et al., 
Center for Economic and Policy Research & Inclusion 2
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efit underserved populations and groups that are mar-
ginalized; indeed, focusing on underrepresented pop-
ulations is an important part of the American philan-
thropic tradition. The belief that philanthropy ought to
give precedence to the economically disadvantaged
persists today among some modern-day U.S. grant-
making institutions. Disappointingly, the vast majori-
ty of foundations do not prioritize underserved com-
munities in this way.

This chapter provides background and rationale for
why every foundation has an obligation to direct some
of its funding to benefit those with the least wealth,
opportunity and power. A brief overview of the evolu-
tion of institutionalized grantmaking in the United
States grounds this analysis, and human development
and social inclusion offer persuasive reasons for phi-
lanthropy to rethink economic well-being. Next, a
review of the macroeconomic effects of income and
wealth inequality makes the case for philanthropy’s
special role in focusing on the economically disadvan-
taged. Race persists as a significant barrier to equality
of achievement in the United States, compelling phi-
lanthropy to lead by example by prioritizing racial and
ethnic minorities in grantmaking. Finally, advocacy,
community organizing and civic engagement are pre-
sented as important ways to see an inclusive, partici-
patory democracy in action. They are demonstrated as
among the most effective strategies to address the spe-
cial needs of vulnerable communities. Importantly,
adopting this criterion and elevating marginalized
populations in grantmaking results in broad communi-
ty-wide benefits. This increases the impact of philan-
thropic giving, maximizing the return on investment
and generating sustainable benefits enjoyed by all
members of our society.

NCRP strongly believes that philanthropy and the
charitable sector are not a substitute for public pro-
grams; the government has many obligations to pro-

vide services to underserved populations. But philan-
thropy has a special responsibility to nurture and
strengthen democracy, and the nonprofit sector is
positioned uniquely to promote the health of our plu-
ralistic and diverse society. By enhancing the voice of
the disenfranchised in decision making, removing
barriers to civic participation and addressing the
imbalances of power created by our free enterprise
system, institutional grantmaking can make important
contributions to advancing equity for all Americans.

While recognizing the disempowering potential of
the phrase “marginalized communities,”5 the latter
part of this chapter provides the rationale for why
foundations should prioritize economic and racial
justice as two important mechanisms for maximizing
the public benefit from philanthropy. In the words of
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., “Philanthropy is commend-
able, but it must not cause the philanthropist to over-
look the circumstances of economic injustice that
make the philanthropy necessary.”6

PRECEDENTS AND RATIONALES FOR 
PHILANTHROPY THAT BENEFITS MARGINAL-
IZED COMMUNITIES

Historical, religious, philosophical and economic
precedents have motivated many American grantmak-
ers to prioritize vulnerable populations in institution-
al philanthropy.

The roots of American philanthropy: 
from Carnegie to Gates
Andrew Carnegie, the Scottish immigrant and steel
magnate, often is cited as one of the first American

philanthropists. In
1901, Carnegie estab-
lished major philan-
thropic institutions and
was engaged in charita-
ble giving until his
death in 1911. In 
his seminal 1889 text, 
The Gospel of Wealth,
Carnegie addressed capi-
talism and its impact on
the distribution of

wealth and resources. His awareness of the
inequities of wealth created by this system guided his
philanthropic giving later on. Carnegie believed that

National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy

I believe that with great wealth comes 

great responsibility, a responsibility to give back to society, 

a responsibility to see that those resources are put 

to work in the best possible way to help those most in need.

– Bill Gates, Founder, Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation7
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capitalism promotes the “best interests of the race …
but … inevitably gives wealth to the few.” Carnegie
saw the millionaire as the “trustee for the poor,
intrusted [sic] for a season with a great part of the
increased wealth of the community.”8 Despite the
paternalistic tone of much of his writing in Gospel,
Carnegie recognized that the wealthy owed their
largesse, in no small part, to the poor people who
worked for them and helped create their wealth.
Thus, he prioritized improving the community and
gave precedence in his charitable work to those who
suffered from deep wealth inequality. 

The Gates Foundation’s focus on improving global
health by tackling HIV/AIDS and malaria provides
one example of modern day philanthropy that reflects
Carnegie’s values. Gates, like Carnegie, sees a moral
obligation to prioritize the needs of disadvantaged
communities because the free enterprise system has
worked tremendously to his benefit. Gates wants his
foundation, which now accounts for one of every ten
foundation dollars provided to nonprofits, to focus on
the economically disadvantaged.9

In fact, Gates reiterated his rationale for prioritiz-
ing marginalized groups in his first annual letter
about the Gates Foundation posted on its website in
January 2009. Gates said, “Foundations provide
something unique when they work on behalf of the
poor, who have no market power, or when they work
in areas like health or education, where the market
doesn’t naturally work toward the right goals and
where the innovation requires long-term investments.
These investments are high-risk and high-reward. But
the reward isn’t measured by financial gain, it’s
measured by the number of lives saved or people lift-
ed out of poverty.”10

Hundreds of other large and small grantmaking
institutions of all types, independent, family, commu-
nity and corporate, also elevate the economically dis-
advantaged or other marginalized communities in
their work. These foundations, while too few in num-
ber, are too numerous to name here and are an impor-
tant part of the American philanthropic tradition.

The religious grounding of Western philanthropy
Institutional philanthropy in the West is premised on
ethical values articulated in the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tions.11 The faith-based motivations of early and
modern day philanthropists are part of the rationale
for why foundations should prioritize those with the
least wealth and opportunity. Importantly, philan-

thropy and acts of charitable giving to help the needy
and the poor are not the exclusive realm of western
religious traditions. Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism,
Sikhism and the Greco-Roman “pagan” religions
each prioritize the needs of those who are most mar-
ginalized and provide guidance on how individual
charity and institutional philanthropy can work to
improve the lot of those who are most in need. The
ethics and values that ground philanthropy and char-
ity across the world draw extensively from the native
religious traditions from which each evolved. A com-
mon theme across faiths is the appropriate redistrib-
ution of excess wealth by redistributing resources to
those who are marginalized or lack opportunity. It is
on the basis of these moral principles that exemplary
philanthropy defensibly can be argued, by necessity
and definition, to focus on those with the least
wealth, opportunity and power.

Philosophical arguments for prioritizing marginalized
communities
Harvard political philosopher John Rawls, among the
most prominent 20th century American thinkers, is
perhaps best known for his contribution regarding
how a just and fair welfare state ought to be
designed. In A Theory of Justice, Rawls articulated
his now famous and often cited principles of distrib-
utive justice. The first principle calls for all people to
have “equal rights to the most extensive system of
basic civil liberties.” The second principle, also
called the “distributive justice principle,” states that
the socio-economic inequalities inherent in the free
market system are morally justifiable if they “work to
the benefit of the least advantaged”12 in our society.
Rawls sought to ensure justice and fairness, with an
emphasis on redistributive justice in the welfare
state. Rawls asserted that all wealth in society is
made by the cooperation of all the members of soci-
ety in the context of the arrangements of basic insti-
tutions. He stated that there are two types of soci-
eties: a capitalist welfare society and a democratic
property owning society. The first is concerned with
order and will support welfare for the purpose of
maintaining order and serving capital. The latter will
arrange institutions and norms to support democracy
and welfare to secure membership. Capital will be
arranged to support democracy and people.13 In
1999, President Bill Clinton acknowledged Rawls’
important contributions by awarding him the
National Medal of the Arts and the National

Criteria for Philanthropy at Its Best: Benchmarks to Assess and Enhance Grantmaker Impact
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Humanities Medal. Clinton described Rawls as “per-
haps the greatest political philosopher of the 20th
century. In 1971, when Hillary and I were in law
school, we were among the millions moved by a
remarkable book he wrote, A Theory of Justice, that
placed our rights to liberty and justice upon a strong
and brilliant new foundation of reason.”14

Unlike Michael Walzer, who calls for “simple
equality,”15 Rawls believed that inequality must be
arranged to serve larger societal goals. In other words,
recognizing the implicit power imbalances inherent
in the free market system, he argued that inequality
could be justified only if the needs of the most disad-
vantaged are prioritized in the welfare state. Rawls’s
principles of distributive justice easily are adaptable
to philanthropy, with the caveat that charitable organ-
izations are supplementing or complementing, not
substituting for, public services. As NCRP’s previous
work on using Rawls’s principles to increase philan-
thropy’s impact stated, “There is a simple elegance in
resting social justice philanthropy on these two
Rawlsian principles. It requires philanthropy … to
direct its attention to those populations that are most
disadvantaged.”16 Foundations can play a critical role
in democracy by engaging in grantmaking to support
membership in society. Philanthropy can increase its
impact substantially by directing a significant portion
of its resources to those with the least wealth, oppor-
tunity and power, to mitigate differences created by
our normalized free enterprise socio-economic sys-
tem that is predicated on inequality.

Great levels of disparity undermine human dignity
and our democracy, disallowing the economically mar-
ginalized from fully engaging in participatory democra-
cy or realizing their human capabilities and freedoms. 

Social inclusion and human development
As Nobel-laureate economist Amartya Sen highlights,
poverty is more than the lack of income or wealth.
Poverty is the deprivation of basic human freedoms
and capabilities. Emphasizing the historical concern
of the social sciences with empowering the lives and
capabilities of ordinary citizens, Sen cites the work of
free market economists and the Greek philosophers to
describe wealth as a means to accomplish something
else. “We have to judge the success of a society,
including its economy, not just in terms of national
wealth or the ubiquitous GNP [Gross National
Product], but in terms of the freedoms and capabilities
that people enjoy to live as they would value living.”17

The concept of human development is attributable
to Mahbub ul Haq, former finance minister of
Pakistan and a pioneering economist of the 20th cen-
tury. He contended that human progress indicators in
developing countries were deficient: they did not
present an accurate representation of the real purpose
of development, i.e., to improve peoples’ lives.
Working with Sen and other economists, in 1990, Dr.
Haq oversaw production of the first United Nations
(U.N.) Human Development Report; more than 500
regional and national reports produced since then
have sparked important public debates and political
engagement.18 Sen defines human development as
“concerned with what I take to be the basic develop-
ment idea: namely, advancing the richness of human
life, rather than the richness of the economy in which
human beings live, which is only a part of it.” His
focus on human development and individuals’ ability
to exercise their freedoms and capabilities bolsters
economic arguments in support of increasing philan-
thropic resources to benefit the poor.19

Sen posits that economic theory lends credence to
addressing the needs of those most disadvantaged by
the inequities generated by the free enterprise sys-
tem. Linking human development in the context of
economic mobility and an understanding of the con-
nectivity between the two provides institutional
grantmaking with a salient rationale to work toward
an inclusive poverty paradigm that looks beyond the
base measures of economic inequality. In the United
States, this leads to an analysis of structural barriers
that work to exclude vulnerable populations from
equally enjoying the socio-political freedoms and
benefits of democratic participation. The United
States, however, never had applied a human devel-
opment approach to well-being in assessing the
country’s health until 2008. 

Rigorous research informed by lessons learned
from international development work led to the
American Human Development Report, The Measure
of America. Researchers developed a first-ever
American Human Development Index (HDI) that
combines human-focused indicators into a single
measure of progress and well-being.20 An important
feature of the HDI is that it addresses explicitly
human capabilities or the potential for what individu-
als are or could become. The U.S. HDI was built by
analyzing society, which determines the extent to
which capabilities can be exercised. Next, three
dimensions of capabilities that can be measured—

National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy
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longevity, access to knowledge and a decent standard
of living—were added. Researchers then used geogra-
phy, gender and race/ethnicity to assess variations
among groups resulting in three indices (health, edu-
cation and income), which then culminate in a com-
posite American HDI. While the dimensions are the
same as those used in the U.N.’s standard HDI, the
American HDI uses different indicators.21 Linking
human development with social inclusion provides a
unique opportunity to advance American well-being
on multiple dimensions: economic, social, political,
religious, environmental and more.

Inequality is associated with negative outcomes for
all society and base measures such as the income gap
fail to capture these ripple effects. Contextualizing
poverty as both an outcome and root cause of social
exclusion is the funda-
mental premise of mov-
ing to social inclusion.
Heather Boushey et al.
explain social inclusion
as “based on the belief
that we all fare better
when no one is left to
fall too far behind and
the economy works for
everyone.”22

Similar to the HDI,
indicators in a social inclusion paradigm would
“assess the extent to which low-paid workers fall
behind the rest of the workforce, not only in terms of
wages and income, but in a variety of dimensions,
including health, education, housing, skills, advance-
ment, and opportunity.”23 For example, in the United
Kingdom and Europe, poverty is viewed in this multi-
faceted way. Poverty is not measured simply as the
lack of adequate income; rather, it reflects measures
of economic mobility, life opportunities—access to
housing, financial and health services—and inclu-
sion. Just as poverty has the potential to divide us,
social inclusion offers the opportunity to unite us,
with broad society-wide understanding of the reasons
for inequality and how improving conditions for the
most marginal benefits us all.24

Human development and social inclusion provide
compelling reasons for institutional grantmakers to
contribute to the public good by supporting policies
that seek to create a more level playing field. By pri-
oritizing the marginalized communities in grantmak-
ing, philanthropy has the opportunity to maximize the

impact of its giving by looking beyond economic
indicators to assess the health of people and society
on multiple dimensions of well-being. Human devel-
opment, the capabilities approach and social inclu-
sion provide three tangible ways to reshape how our
society conceives of poverty, with better outcomes
seen by all communities nationwide.

INCOME AND WEALTH INEQUALITY
Research demonstrates consistently that the gap
between the rich and the poor is the most significant
predictor of the health of a country.26 An analysis of
data from the Census Bureau and the Federal Reserve
Bank shows that between 1975 and 2005, U.S.
households in the bottom 80 percent of the income

distribution saw their proportion of national income
decline. Similarly, households in the bottom 40 per-
cent of the income bracket witnessed a drop in
income when adjusted for inflation, while the top 20
percent of households in the U.S. saw an increase in
their income share, with the lion’s share of the
increases going to the top 5 percent of households
measured by income. Households in the top one-fifth
of the income bracket earned about half of the coun-
try’s income and controlled more than 80 percent of
national wealth.27

Income inequality in the United States remains a
significant barrier to improving one’s quality of life and
data suggest that income inequality has been exacer-
bated in recent years. As noted in The Measure of
America, while real mean income is more than twice
what it was in 1947, the income distribution shows
extreme concentration among the top quintile of the
population. For example, the richest 20 percent of
U.S. households earned 50.5 percent of total income
in 2006, compared to 3.4 percent earned by the bot-
tom 20 percent.29 Income inequality in the United
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Although we Americans strive to provide equality of economic

opportunity, we do not guarantee equality of economic 

outcomes, nor should we. That said, we also believe that no one

should be allowed to slip too far down the economic ladder.

– Ben Bernanke, Chairman, Federal Reserve25
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States is similar to the levels observed in developing
countries, as seen in Table 1.2.30 According to the
Census Bureau’s 2007 American Community Survey
(ACS), the Gini index for the United States stood at
0.464, ranging from a high value of 0.537 in the
District of Columbia to a low of 0.410 in Utah; most
developed countries have Gini indices ranging from
0.23 to well-below that of the United States.31 The ACS
notes that based on 2006 income data, fully 13.3 per-
cent of the U.S. population was living in poverty.
Moreover, as several economists and policymakers
have noted, the current federal poverty measure
depresses the actual level of poverty because it fails to
account, for example, for regional variation in the cost
of living. According to the Department of Health and
Human Services, in 2006, the federal poverty level
(FPL) was $9,800 for an individual and $20,000 for
family of four.32 Proposed alternate poverty measures
account for basic costs of living such as shelter and
food. In contrast, the FPL was established in 1969 and
is based primarily on a household’s pre-tax income
that is spent on food consumption. Rethinking how
poverty is measured and defined in the context of
human development and capabilities provides a more
comprehensive measure of economic well-being. As
noted earlier, in the United Kingdom, poverty meas-
ures account for access to quality health and educa-
tion services. Poverty thus is both a root cause and an
outcome of social exclusion. 

Urban and rural poverty
Concentrated poverty refers to areas in which the
poverty rate exceeds 40 percent for residents of these
communities. In 2005, 10.3 percent of the United
States population in the 50 largest cities lived in these
impoverished, often racially segregated, neighbor-
hoods.34 Disaggregated data show disproportionately
high levels of concentrated poverty in urban areas. 

Rural areas also are disproportionately poor. Lack
of infrastructure in rural communities often is attrib-
uted to disinvestment by public and private entities in
these marginal areas. However, private and govern-
ment investment in rural areas does not always serve
the public interest or advance the economic well-
being of these communities. As the ACS notes, Utah’s
Gini is not statistically different than the indices for
Alaska, New Hampshire, Vermont or Wyoming.
Table 1.4 demonstrates recent trends in rural poverty.

These data demonstrate how rural and inner city
populations remain economically marginalized and

National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy

TABLE 1.1 INCOME INEQUALITY OVER TIME:
SHARE OF HOUSEHOLD INCOME28

HIGHEST MIDDLE LOWEST
YEAR QUINTILE QUINTILE QUINTILE

1975 43.6 17.0 4.3

1985 45.6 16.2 3.9

1995 48.7 15.2 3.7

2005 50.4 14.6 3.4

TABLE 1.3 CONCENTRATED POVERTY RATES 
IN URBAN AREAS35

CITY PERCENT

Fresno, CA 43.5

New Orleans, LA 37.7

Louisville, KY 36.7

Miami, FL 36.4

Atlanta, GA 35.8

Long Beach, CA 30.7

Cleveland, OH 29.8

Philadelphia, PA 27.9

Milwaukee, WI 27.0

New York, NY 25.9

TABLE 1.4 POVERTY RATES IN RURAL AREAS36

AREA PERCENT

McKinley County, NM 45.6

Holmes County, MS 41.1

McDowell County, WV 37.7

Martin County, KY 37.0

Blackfeet Reservation, MT 33.8

TABLE 1.2 INCOME INEQUALITY:
GINI INDEX OVER TIME33

YEAR GINI INDEX

1975 0.397

1985 0.419

1995 0.450

2005 0.469



the lack of voice afforded these communities in deci-
sion making that directly impacts their lives and the
state of their communities. States such as California,
for example, demonstrate how aggregated income
data often obscure the variation within states that, on
a cursory look, appear to be doing well. Median
income in California was close to $56,000, placing it
among the ten richest states; yet, the concentrated
poverty statistics from Fresno and Long Beach show
the persistence of high intra-state income inequality. 

It is particularly important for foundations that
want to prioritize the economically disadvantaged in
grantmaking to analyze disaggregated data to maxi-
mize the impact of their grantmaking. A foundation
should thus adopt nuanced lenses to determine which
communities are historically and persistently denied
economic gains seen by neighboring communities
within and across states. Importantly, income data
provide only a partial representation of poverty in the
United States; when analyses of wealth are added to
income, the gap between the rich and the poor
increases significantly.

Wealth versus income as a gauge of 
economic well-being
Since the 1990s, many analyses of economic well-
being have shifted their focus from income inequality
to wealth inequality. Numerous advantages are corre-
lated with wealth acquisition, including the potential
to break the intergenerational transmission of poverty
by investing in human capital.37 These advantages
cannot be capitalized on by gains in income alone.
The potential to accumulate private wealth reflects
institutional arrangements; thus, such analyses speak
directly to the role of public policies in fostering and
perpetuating how these arrangements work. Moreover,
the correlation between income and wealth holdings
is surprisingly weak.38 As Supreme Court Justice Louis
Brandeis said, “We can have a democratic society or
we can have great concentration of wealth in the
hands of a few. We cannot have both.”39

Wealth provides a more comprehensive under-
standing of economic disparities for four reasons: liq-
uid assets that can be converted into money are a
source of consumption funds independent of current
income; homeownership provides more fiscal options
to the owner; times of economic crisis can be man-
aged more easily by households with access to liquid
assets; and there is a relationship between the distri-
bution of power and wealth distribution.40 Moreover,

deep wealth inequality leads to macroeconomic con-
ditions that take a serious toll on all Americans of lim-
ited financial means. The 2004 Survey of Consumer
Finances shows that the wealthiest 5 percent of the
population had a median net worth of $924,100 com-
pared to $7,500 for the bottom 20 percent of the pop-
ulation.41 Graph 1.1 below demonstrates wealth
inequality over time measured in 2004 dollars; these
data show that wealth inequality has increased. The
top 5 percent in particular show a consistent upward
trend while wealth for the lowest quintile remains
stagnant and extremely low.

Income and wealth inequality negatively affect the
entire U.S. economy. Highly concentrated wealth is
correlated with concentrated power; this power
directly influences the macroeconomic environment,
health outcomes, civic engagement and democratic
participation. As Chuck Collins notes, high levels of
inequality undermine the economic health and well-
being of the entire country because as wages fail to
keep up with the rising costs of living, the average
household’s purchasing power is diminished, despite
having to work more and often accumulating addi-
tional debt simply to stay afloat. Because these trends
are not sustainable in the long term, they destabilize
the entire economy.42 Moreover, wealth inequality
has a disproportionate negative impact on several
special population groups. For example, female-
headed households with children had a mean net
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SOURCE: Brian K. Bucks et al., “Recent Changes in U.S. Family
Finances: Evidence from the 2001 and 2004 Survey of Consumer
Finances,” Federal Reserve Bulletin (2006): A8
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worth of $61,200 compared to married couple-
headed households, which had $370,300, placing
female single-parents at a severe disadvantage in
being able to deal with financial crises or unfore-
seen economic hardship.43 Quantitative analysis fur-
ther demonstrates the alarming levels of inequality:
the richest 1 percent of the U.S. population holds
close to one-third of all private wealth.44 In contrast,
the bottom 90 percent of the population accounts
for nearly 75 percent of all debts and liabilities.45

NCRP’s analysis of Foundation Center data on spe-
cial population groups indicates that in the aggre-
gate, just above 20 percent of grant dollars is given
for the intended benefit of the economically disad-
vantaged.46 This figure is disappointingly low in light
of the preceding analysis.

A socially inclusive poverty paradigm
A reconception of poverty offers a powerful frame-
work to change the economic policy paradigm. The
lenses of human development and social inclusion
shift the focus from individual poverty to a model of

social inclusion. Because Americans tend to view
poverty as failure at the individual level, economic
mobility must be reframed in a community-based
model, one in which poverty is seen as the outcome
of structures and policy.47 Connecting the theoretical
model of social inclusion approach to poverty accom-
plishes several objectives. First, it recognizes implicit-
ly the historical impact of structural barriers to wealth
accumulation today, addressing the complexities of
quantifying its impact.48 Second, by moving away
from traditional conceptions of poverty as failures at
the individual level, it provides a more inclusive
means to reposition poverty as an issue of concern for

all communities. Third, and perhaps most importantly
for philanthropy to elevate marginalized groups in
grantmaking, social inclusion posits a discursive and
paradigmatic shift in how poverty is viewed, one that
is consistent with deep-seated moral values that aim
to empower and improve the life opportunities for all
individuals and communities. As Boushey et al. note,
“From a values perspective, a poverty framework is
counterproductive because Americans attribute
poverty to individual characteristics—such as a lack
of a work ethic. The concept of social inclusion has
the advantage of situating individuals in a social and
relational context. Moreover, the experience of exclu-
sion of some sort, unlike the experience of poverty or
discrimination, is nearly universal.”49

RACIAL INEQUALITY AND STRUCTURAL
RACIALIZATION
Race persists as a significant barrier to social inclu-
sion and to realizing the American Dream. As with
income and wealth inequality, philanthropic inter-

ventions to address
explicitly the unequal
playing field because of
race provides philan-
thropy with an opportu-
nity to improve the
overall health of
American democracy
and to directly confront
this country’s history of
racial discrimination.
The analysis presents a
transformative approach
to identifying and dis-
cussing race. The bene-

fit of philanthropy that addresses race-based exclu-
sion can generate positive outcomes that extend far
beyond the beneficiaries of grants that work toward
racial justice. 

Income, wealth inequality and race
Income inequality is a substantial barrier to econom-
ic justice; when the data are disaggregated by race, it
is clear that racialized poverty persists as a problem
today. Census data suggest that racial income
inequality has remained at consistent levels over
time, with white households clearly earning more
than black or Hispanic households.

National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy

To be clear, our grantmaking has never been, and will never become, 
a welfare program. And because we will not turn away from the reality that

structural and institutional racism continue to undermine our effectiveness, 
it does not mean that we intend to become a civil rights advocacy organization.
[…] To move the Kellogg Foundation forward, to move from “better to best” as
we “Connect our Legacy to the Future,” we are committed to dealing head-on

with the truth that racial inequality is a root problem that must be 
eliminated if we value the potential in all of our children and their families. 

– Joseph Stewart, Chair, Board of Trustees, W.K. Kellogg Foundation50



Data suggest that wealth remains highly concen-
trated in the hands of a disproportionately small per-
centage of the population. Recent statistics on wealth
and race drawn from the 2004 Survey of Consumer
Finances by the Federal Reserve paint a bleak picture
of the racial distribution of U.S. wealth.

The ratio of wealth holdings by race has remained
relatively constant, despite absolute gains in wealth
for all. More than 24 percent of white households
received an inheritance with the average transfer
amount equaling $115,000. In contrast, only 11 per-
cent of black households reported receiving inheri-
tance monies and the mean value of the inheritance
was $32,000.52 This analysis highlights the disadvan-
taged position of African Americans in the intergener-
ational transmission of wealth. It also identifies the
biggest inheritance deficit among African Americans
in the bottom quintile of wealth distribution in the
United States.53 Analysis of old-age poverty and race
based on data from the 2004 Health and Retirement
Study shows that while less than 10 percent of adults
over the age of 65 live in poverty, the rates are double
for elderly Hispanics and triple for older African
Americans. Adding wealth measures to this analysis
reveals greater resource deficiency for elder commu-
nities of color. African Americans were 6.4 times
more likely than their white counterparts to be asset-
poor while older Hispanics were 8.1 times more like-
ly to be poor.54 The relevant question to ask then is:
why do racialized wealth disparities persist?

Complementing the rationale for philanthropy that
benefits those with the least opportunity leads natu-
rally to a frank discussion of race in the United States.
NCRP sees inclusive racial equity efforts as extremely
important: emphasizing racial justice is the entry
point for foundations to address broader issues of
equity for special population groups including but not
limited to the elderly, the disabled, immigrants, crime
or abuse victims, offenders and ex-offenders, LGBTQ

populations, refugees and women and girls. Just as
income and wealth inequality have negative spillover
effects on the broader society, racial inequality and
injustice negatively impacts all of us. Shifting how we
view race creates positive opportunities to advance
our diverse and pluralistic society by addressing struc-
tural barriers to social inclusion.

Structural barriers to race, gender and class equality
Despite progress, exclusion caused by discrimination
persists as a barrier toward realizing social inclusion.
An analysis of metropolitan housing markets conduct-
ed by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) using 2000 data from the Urban
Institute found persistent racial discrimination in both
the rental and homeownership markets. The baseline
data are drawn from 1977 and 1989 when HUD and
Urban conducted two similar matched-pairs testing
studies to determine whether racial bias is evident in
the housing market. In both studies, two individuals,
one white and one non-white, with identical socio-
economic backgrounds, credit histories and other
financial characteristics approach real estate or rental
agencies to explore their options. Differential treat-
ment can be attributed to racial discrimination
because other factors that would influence outcomes,
such as income and age, are controlled for. Overall,
the findings of the 2000 analysis indicated persistent
housing discrimination against Hispanics and African
Americans compared to whites, despite progress in
some areas.55
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SOURCE: Brian K. Bucks, Arthur B. Kennickell, and Kevin B. Moore,
“Recent Changes in U.S. Family Finances: Evidence from the 2001
and 2004 Survey of Consumer Finances,” Federal Reserve Bulletin
(2006) A8

TABLE 1.5: INCOME INEQUALITY BY RACE: 
MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME51

YEAR WHITE BLACK HISPANIC

2005 $53,937 $32,774 $38,200

1995 $50,225 $30,251 $30,882

1985 $46,801 $27,232 $32,095

1975 $43,566 $25,958 $31,063

GRAPH 1.2 WEALTH INEQUALITY BY RACE: 
MEDIAN NET WORTH 1995–2004
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$90,000
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The dominant diversity framework focuses on indi-
vidual level racism; it presumes an individual actor, a
racist, and an individual act, racism. While racism
undeniably persists in the United States, the diversity
frame often obscures deeper and more entrenched
structures or barriers to achieving racial justice. For
philanthropy to benefit most effectively those who are
most disadvantaged requires a shift toward a more
racially inclusive paradigm. This paradigm explicitly
identifies the dominant power of race in determining
life chances and outcomes. Once we identify the
numerous ways in which race works to exclude
groups, we can identify positive spaces created to
have honest dialogue about race. Social inclusion,
systems thinking and a transformational approach to
discussions of race provide important tools to
advance philanthropy’s impact.

In philanthropy, and American society as a whole,
diversity is frequently a euphemism for race and gen-
der differences. Moreover, class seemingly is a ver-
boten term that cannot even enter the discussion.
Thus, foundations, and our public discourse, often
use proxy terms such as “at-risk youth” or provide
grants to tackle poverty that really seek to benefit
communities of color. The problem with this use of
“diversity” is that it often is decontextualized.
Because diversity discourse tends to focus on individ-
ual-level racism, it adheres to or reifies existing norms
of institutions and power relations. Institutional grant-
making can contribute to strengthening democracy by
rethinking race in this way.

Many would contend that since the eradication of
Jim Crow laws and the passage of the Civil Rights Act,
all Americans have equal access to the same life
opportunities. It is incontrovertible that the United

States has made significant progress in addressing
race and racial inequality as exemplified by the fact
that we are a more racially and ethnically diverse
society than we ever have been. Indeed, the Census
Bureau projects non-white populations will become
the racial majority in the coming decades. Moreover,
women and members of traditionally marginalized
racial groups have made notable advances in various
professions, with the most prominent recent example
being the election of the United States’ first African
American president, Barack Obama. But the pre-
sumption of race neutrality allows the perpetuation of
implicitly racialized systems and structures that
impact groups differently based on race. 

The decontextualization of race and power leads
to what Dr. john a. powell terms a distributive or
transactional model. As in economics, people are pre-
sumed to be rational actors, making logical choices
that best suit their individual preferences subject to
their budget constraints. However, as in economics,
this approach has several limitations. It assumes equal
access to knowledge, shared or mutual understanding
of power and privilege, and a neutral set of systems
and institutions. In the transactional model, the
assumption is that the institutions themselves are
appropriately established; disparate outcomes are the
result of how an individual fares while negotiating
those systems and institutions. In short, success or
failure is ascribed to an individual’s ability to negoti-
ate a presumed race-neutral system that provides
equal opportunities to improve one’s life.

Structural racism and structural racialization
Institutional racism identifies the norms in institutions
that lead to racialized outcomes. As Andrew Grant-
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> Native American women experience infant mortal-
ity rates 20 percent higher than those in other
races in the U.S.56

> African American infants in the U.S. are two and
a half times as likely as white infants to die before
the age of one.57

> It will take 1,664 years or 55 generations for
African American homeownership to equate to
white home ownership in America.58

> Children of color living in just 10 of New York’s
neighborhoods have 90 percent of all lead poi-
soning in all of New York.59

> Minority children are clustered in major urban
public school systems that are more educationally
segregated today than two decades ago: Detroit,
with 96 percent black and Latino; Baltimore with
89 percent black and Latino; Washington, D.C.,
with 94 percent black and Latino.60

THE PERSISTENCE OF RACE AS A BARRIER TO SOCIAL INCLUSION IN THE UNITED STATES
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Thomas and john a. powell note, “The institutional
racism framework reflects a broader recognition of
the forms through which racialized power is
deployed, dispersed, and entrenched.”62 A fundamen-
tal distinction between institutional and structural
racism is identifying the inter-institutional power
dynamics and identifying the fundamental root caus-
es of why normative hierarchies exist. The focus is on
the relationships among the various institutions and
practices. These relationships can produce results not
captured by analyzing a single institution. These
dynamics also can help shape the practices in a sin-
gle institution. When engaging institutions or struc-
tures, practices can be either transactional or transfor-
mative. The problem with an institution is that unlike
an individual, it lacks a personality; does one bring
people in to transform an institution or to adhere to its
established normative and cultural values? For exam-
ple, simply increasing the number of female lawyers
or attorneys of color does not transform the norms or
culture at the institution of a law firm. The institution
is assumed to be neutral but this never is the case.
Structures reflect and promote norms and values that
benefit some and burden others. This is the power of
structural racialization: it identifies substantive power
relations that are embedded in the institution and dis-
allows racial, gender and other forms of marginaliza-
tion to continue by addressing the deeper values it
conveys.63

The structural racism framework easily is extended
and applied to other marginalized communities. The
Center for Social Inclusion underscores the impor-
tance of adopting a structural racism lens in address-
ing social problems: higher rates of poverty and worse
health and education outcomes for communities of
color “are the symptoms of our collective illness –
structural racism. Whether its [sic] education reform,
the environment, the workplace, urban planning and
development, affordable housing or health care, we
must make the role of race visible and understand the
structures our institutions construct so that we may
rebuild them to create opportunities for us all.”64

Structural racism addresses the cumulative impact of
multiple institutions and structures working together
to reify racialized power. 

Positive externalities generated by programs that
target race and gender bias explicitly in systems or
structures are shared by the broader public as well.
Philanthropy should adopt a long-term vision of rais-
ing awareness among the American public about the

persistence of barriers to race and gender equality
and, thus, enhance support for overtly race- and gen-
der-conscious work. Without this intentional identifi-
cation of race, sexual orientation, immigrant status,
class or any of the other categories included in
NCRP’s definition of marginalized groups, founda-
tions risk perpetuating a system in which advantaged
individuals, through no mal-intent, are unable to see
the need to explicitly identify barriers to full demo-
cratic participation. Discussions about “the un-dis-
cussable,” such as class, must be framed by local con-
text and positioned as beneficial for society as a
whole. This will help move the United States to a
more socially inclusive space where demographics
do not dictate life opportunities.

Racial justice and equity work provide some con-
crete examples to understand better this new
approach to improve philanthropy. The role of histor-
ical precedents and cross-cutting policies65 demon-
strates the limitations of working to address problems
in isolation. For example, many African Americans
initially were denied access to the New Deal era pro-
grams ranging from government subsidized mort-
gages provided via the Homeowners Loan
Corporation and the Federal Housing Administration
to Social Security benefits. Another example of the
limitations of not adopting an approach that sees the
interconnectivity of issues comes directly from the
actions of the Supreme Court. With the Brown deci-
sion, the court mandated integrating previously all-
white schools, ostensibly opening up educational
opportunities for children of color. However, because
the court took a singular approach to its analysis, it
was unable to see the connections of school policy
with housing and transportation policies, and with the
disinvestment of private resources in impoverished
neighborhoods. 

Criteria for Philanthropy at Its Best: Benchmarks to Assess and Enhance Grantmaker Impact

TABLE 1.6 PROJECTED DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES 
IN THE UNITED STATES61

YEAR WHITE BLACK HISPANIC ASIAN OTHER

2000 69.4 12.7 12.6 3.8 2.5

2010 65.1 13.1 15.5 4.6 3

2020 61.3 13.5 17.8 5.4 3.5

2030 57.5 13.9 20.1 6.2 4.1

2040 53.7 14.3 22.3 7.1 4.7

2050 50.1 14.6 24.4 8 5.3
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Structural racialization and choice
The distinction between structural racialization and
structural racism is subtle but important. The term
“racialization” describes a more comprehensive
process than racism. As noted, a limitation of the word
racism is that it is strongly associated with conscious
individual acts. This is not merely a case of semantics:
if foundations and the people working in them uncon-
sciously associate the term “racism” with discriminato-
ry behavior, it is likely that they will miss the role of
inter-institutional relationships that work to keep cer-
tain groups marginalized. Structural racialization posits
that racial hierarchy is perpetuated by institutions, the
values and norms that are embedded in them, their
relationship to each other and their dynamic role.

An important element of working in this framework
is recognizing that choice always is structural, rela-
tional, socially constrained and influenced. Racial
meaning itself is socially produced and constrained. In
light of racial progress, many would argue that the
roles of individual choice and personal responsibility
account for why communities of color remain margin-
alized. If communities of color are not fully integrated
in the suburbs, if non-white children have theoretical

access to good public schools, then any failure to
achieve or realize progress is viewed as an individual
failure. Choice is constrained by our social relations
and institutions regardless of socio-economic status or
class. For example, although a wealthy person can
afford health care, there are a limited number of doc-
tors and hospitals to select from. For a poor person, the
initial constraint is economic, but constraints extend
beyond the economic realm to social phenomena that
create life opportunities for people. When they do so
in a racialized way that works better for some and not
for others in a cumulative fashion, it is a manifestation
of structural racialization.68

The fact that institutions are in relationships with
each other and are themselves constantly changing
and adapting leads to the applicability of a systems
approach that addresses racial inequality in an inclu-
sive and transformative way. We all live in structures
but in different locations within these structures. A
society where structures are racialized affects all of
us. It is not just people of color who feel the effects of
housing, school and credit segregation. These
arrangements define all of us and often depress the
outcomes for the entire society.

National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy

Some grantmakers have recog-
nized the historical legacy of poli-
cies and practice that continue to
perpetuate racial inequality and
lead to disparate life opportunities
because of race for communities
of color. Several foundations,
including the Charles Stewart
Mott, Ford and Tides foundations,
recognize the problems of structur-
al racism and provide funds for
important work to groups, includ-
ing the Applied Research Center,
the Center for Social Inclusion and
the Philanthropic Initiative for
Racial Equality, that use the struc-
tural racism framework to inform
their programs. The Kirwan
Institute convened a Structural

Racism Caucus that seeks to
“unite policymakers, advocates,
academics and grassroots organi-
zations to define structural racism,
understand the ways in which it
operates, and ultimately to dis-
mantle it.” 

Deborah Harrington, current
president of the Woods Fund of
Chicago, identifies the problem
succinctly with implicit versus
explicit racial justice language:
“[racial justice is] implicit in our
guidelines and mission statement,
[however] the lens is poverty, not
race, and by addressing poverty,
we are generally looking at peo-
ple of color but not saying it
directly.”66 Indeed, applying a

racial justice lens to grantmaking
allows foundations to make sus-
tainable long-term differences
that benefit all Americans.
“Racial equity is shaped by multi-
ple issues; the intent … [is] to
highlight racial equity as a start-
ing point for addressing wide-
spread equity.”67 This quote cap-
tures concisely the potential sys-
tems-wide impact that adopting a
racial equity lens can have on
broader issues of social equity. It
is the starting point for founda-
tions to begin identifying areas of
overlap in programs to address
them more systemically and
increase foundation impact on
the public good.

FOUNDATIONS AND RACIAL EQUITY – APPLYING LESSONS LEARNED TO ADVANCE A FAIRER SOCIETY
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SYSTEMS THINKING
Systems theory is viewed better as a set of principles
that help us understand how complex structures and
systems work in relationship to each other. It involves
a better understanding of mutual causation. If cause
and effect are not easily separated out in a linear
form, philanthropic
interventions that func-
tion in a linear model
will fail to address the
dynamics that perpetu-
ate racial inequality.
Diagram 1.1 helps elu-
cidate the differences
between the two
approaches.

Moreover, just as
individuals struggle to
make sense of a world 
in which linearity is 
challenged, foundations
inevitably will encounter
the same issues when
they employ a systems
approach in their grant-
making. Changing the
actual interactions of our
institutions is no small
task, but neither is change impossible. In fact, a sys-
tems approach supports the idea that the only con-
stant is change. There is an inherent element of uncer-
tainty in the systems approach: because an interven-
tion does not necessarily lead to a predetermined out-
come, it is impossible to predict accurately the out-
come of a given philanthropic initiative. Different ele-
ments of the systems are in a state of constant flux so
isolating cause and effect is nearly impossible.
Foundations working in relationship with each other
see the collective impact of their funds rather than
seeking to connect program outcomes causally with
their individual grants.

Because we live in an increasingly interconnected
world, what happens in one part of the world has an
unanticipated ripple effect in another. Systems think-
ing challenges mechanical Newtonian models of
thought and acknowledges the role of influence and
power in everything.71

Systems and policies are interactive and mutually
constitutive, and there often is a time delay after an
intervention before its effect is manifested fully.

Feedback loops emerge: negative feedback comprises
interventions that get absorbed by the system without
really changing it, keeping the status quo, while pos-
itive feedback affects change at the systemic level by
affecting the institutions and structures themselves. In
the framework of a systems approach, when a small

event or intervention has a large impact that trans-
forms the system, it is a “catalytic change.” This
approach recognizes the relationships among institu-
tions and structures, allowing philanthropic initiatives
to positively influence a seemingly unrelated compo-
nent of the system because of their connectivity.
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Our dominant mode of thinking is Newtonian: we think that there is 
a single cause and a predictable effect that is mechanical and 
unidirectional. So A causes B, and B causes C. The knower, the observer,
is largely unaffected by this so, in a sense, seems inert or neutral to these
systems. There was a period of time where people thought that we 
eventually would know everything about the universe because it was a
mechanical system. It also was based on the notion that if you see 
something really complex, you could break it down into its constituent
parts and understand it, that the whole and the sum of its parts are 
exactly the same. This paradigm implied certainty. The uncertainty in a
systems approach challenges this notion of causation. It’s not linear or
additive but mutual and cumulative.69

— Dr. john a. powell, Executive Director 
Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity 

at The Ohio State University 

DIAGRAM 1.1 NEWTONIAN PERSPECTIVE VS. 
SYSTEMS THINKING

The Newtonian Perspective

Social phenomena may be
understood by breaking down
the sum of the constituent parts.

Causation is reciprocal, mutual,
and cumulative.

Systems Thinking
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Philanthropy and transformative change
Transformative change is understood best by con-
trasting it with transactional or distributive change.
The transactional approach to change focuses on
the individual and continues seeking change in a
linear fashion while leaving the institutional
arrangement undisturbed. In institutional philan-
thropy focused on a single issue such as health
care, grant A will result in better outcomes for
group A, while grant B will result in better health
outcomes for group B. As Dr. powell states, “Small
problems hurt us by enticing us to see things as sep-
arate, while big problems are more likely to be seen
relationally. … It is important for foundations and
communities not only to do multi-issue work, but to
see issues in relationship.”72

Foundations that adopt a transformative change
approach in their grantmaking are more comfort-
able with the possibility of a time delay to see the
impact of a philanthropic intervention. They do
not expect a logical series of interventions and
outputs as defined linearly. They enhance equity
for all marginalized groups by addressing the
issues in a holistic way. Philanthropy also should
identify clearly those grants intended for social
justice work. In a systems approach, intentional
identification of structural barriers allows grant-
makers and their grantees to start the process of
transformative change. It also is important for
grantmakers that adopt a systems approach to
support grantees that work in relationship with
each other.

There is rich literature and analysis of cognitive
framing, inter- and intra-group identity, self-identi-
ty and other issues salient to a transformational
agenda. A transformative agenda that moves us
closer to the end goal of a more inclusive and equi-
table society must be informed by a relational
analysis. Drew Westen recently posited that at a
societal level, unconscious racist attitudes will per-
sist unless “strategically framed messages on race
that appeal to the conscious mental process” are
adopted.73 Foundations that adopt systems theory
and tools to implement transformational grantmak-
ing to address inequality will benefit from
acknowledging the role of individual frames and
cognitive schemas. Each person, grantee organiza-
tion and foundation brings personal frames74 to the
table, and this will affect how information is
processed and applied. 

Applying lessons from social justice grantmaking to
adopt transformational change
As NCRP has noted previously, conservative and pro-
gressive philanthropy have contributed actively to
social change efforts.75 In fact, the Foundation Center
and Independent Sector’s 2005 report on Social
Justice Grantmaking adapted NCRP’s definition of
social justice funding for its analysis of foundation
giving trends. Noting that organizations ranging from
the Heritage Foundation to the Mexican American
Legal Defense and Educational Fund were established
during the 1960s, funded primarily by philanthropic
monies, NCRP provided a concise definition of social
justice philanthropy:

Social justice philanthropy is the practice of
making contributions to nonprofit organizations
that work for structural change and increase the
opportunity of those who are less well off polit-
ically, economically and socially.76

Importantly, NCRP, the Foundation Center and
Independent Sector emphasize that this definition is
not intended to convey or support any specific ideo-
logical or political position. Rather, it is a strategy for
philanthropy to address root causes of systemic politi-
cal and socio-economic divisions. More than a
decade of research by NCRP has documented the
strategic philanthropy of conservative foundations and
their success at moving public policies by funding
think tanks, impacting education curricula and provid-
ing flexible funds to grantees, enabling them to be
more effective.77 NCRP does not believe that “progres-
sive” funders should mirror the behavior of “conserva-
tive” counterparts. The emphasis is on learning lessons
for holistic change, regardless of ideological leaning.

Several studies of seemingly neutral universalist
programs conclude that without an explicit recogni-
tion of barriers to equality in grantmaking, such initia-
tives can serve to reify deeply entrenched structures of
privilege and hierarchy, no matter how well-inten-
tioned. Universalist programs can and do result in
gains for targeted beneficiaries;78 but the unconscious
reifying of existing racialized structures that lead to
disparate outcomes are a cause for concern.
Grantmaking that presumes systemic neutrality would
achieve their objectives more effectively if they
respond to who benefits and apply “targeted univer-
salism,” an approach that is targeted to benefit the
most marginal, but benefits all in the long run.79

National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy
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ADVOCACY, ORGANIZING, AND CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT: PRACTICAL STRATEGIES FOR A
SYSTEMS APPROACH
Advocacy, organizing and civic engagement have
played essential roles in the development of our soci-
ety. Moreover, they are among the most effective
strategies for implementing a systems approach and
for achieving significant impact on a variety of issues.
As stated by the Aspen Institute’s Nonprofit Sector
Strategy Group, “Nonprofit organizations have long
had a special role to play in keeping American democ-
racy vibrant and respon-
sive. Most of the major
social movements of the
past century have taken
shape within this sector
and this set of institutions
has been a seedbed as
well for major policy
changes.”81

Historically, the right
of nonprofit groups to
organize and advocate
was exercised to protest the relocation of Native
Americans, seek the abolition of slavery, and secure
civil rights for women and African Americans. Today,
nonprofit organizations have made groundbreaking
strides to develop policies and programs that contin-
ue this role, exemplified by efforts to advance the liv-
ing wage movement, community-driven school
reform and faith-based community organizing. In
2000, the Aspen Institute formed the Nonprofit Sector
Strategy Group to explore the role of nonprofits in
civic participation and advocacy. Stating that “non-
profit participation in the policy process takes advan-
tage of the special insights, competencies, and per-
spectives that nonprofit organizations have by virtue
of their involvement with important societal issues
and their ties to a wide range of different social
groups,”82 the ideologically diverse Strategy Group
unanimously agreed that advocacy is a fundamental
function of the nonprofit sector and one that must be
encouraged in the future. 

One of the principal reasons indicated by founda-
tion practice to invest in advocacy is the fact that many
foundations’ missions are meant to support structural
or systemic change. As Emmett D. Carson notes, any
foundation that has a change-oriented mission must
fund public policy work. Failure to do so is a disservice
to the founding members’ vision of that foundation’s

contribution to society.83 Advocacy and organizing are
the most effective strategies that allow such goals to be
met and have significant measurable impacts.

A growing number of nonprofits and grantmakers
are becoming more aware of the measurable impacts
of these strategies and the longer time-horizon need-
ed for this work to culminate in the original stated
goals. Moreover, funders are seeing the potential for
broader sustainable changes over time by adopting
multi-strategy approaches in their programs. Human
rights is one of the lenses through which this systemic

change has been observed. According to the Ford
Foundation, human rights “places the affirmation of
human dignity and equality at the center of domestic
and foreign policy and counters unilateral tendencies
with multilateral commitments, shared with other
countries, to promote social and economic justice on
a global scale.”84 Among foundations that have added
a human rights lens to their decision making are the
JEHT Foundation, the Atlantic Philanthropies, the
Ford Foundation, the Shaler Adams Foundation and
the California Women’s Foundation.85

Civic engagement and social capital have made
important contributions to enhanced participatory
democracy and policy innovations. Historically, non-
profit organizations and other voluntary associations
built bridges across race, class and religion, and were
highly effective at fostering public discussion and
mobilizing millions of people to achieve significant
national policy outcomes. Social capital appears to
have declined over the last quarter century, and many
researchers have blamed this decline on a shift away
from grassroots mobilization and advocacy strategies
intended for the most marginalized groups of society.
Researchers such as Theda Skocpol describe a shift
from voluntary associations to agile, professional
advocacy organizations during the social movements
of the 1960s and 1970s that came to rely more on
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Funding advocacy and advocates is the most direct route to 

supporting enduring social change for the poor, the 

disenfranchised and the most vulnerable among us, including 

the youngest and oldest in our communities.

– Gara LaMarche, President, the Atlantic Philanthropies80
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“inside the beltway” lobbying and media work than
on mobilizing a membership base to achieve their
goals. She argues that the new civic landscape
became “oligarchic” because foundation grants
favored professional groups over grassroots ones.
Advocacy groups had no impetus to appeal to or
mobilize a mass base, and there was little bridge-
building across class. As a result, bottom-up policies
benefiting working-class and poor constituencies
were drowned out in the legislatures. Yet, Skocpol
notes that nonprofits and foundations that continue to
work with these strategies have resurrected social
capital and seen positive outcomes through sustained,
long-term initiatives. She states, “Taking longer and
asking for a greater commitment may result in greater
payoff. … It takes time to connect leaders and mem-
bers to one another across places and institutions, yet,
this is the only way to draw large numbers of people
into a movement and the best way to generate sus-
tained leverage to make a difference beyond one
issue, battle or election.”86

Skocpol’s work is important for understanding
civic engagement and participatory democracy, but
her analysis merits an important caveat. While advo-
cacy and organizing work informed by communities
is integral to advancing the needs and voices of those
marginalized by our institutions and structures, cen-
tralized advocacy work informed by the needs of
local communities also is effective. Systemic change
in any form that challenges existing power structures
and arrangements that lead to inequality are impor-
tant to achieving long-term, sustainable improve-
ments in a holistic socio-economic paradigm. As
Gara LaMarche notes, “In the interdependent ecosys-
tem of advocacy and social change, elite voices play
an important part, too, and they always have.”87

There are several resources available to founda-
tions that either want to begin or increase their fund-
ing of advocacy and organizing, specifically, policy
work. Many foundations do not fund these vital areas
of work because they lack the in-house knowledge or
capacity to understand what role community organiz-
ing and advocacy can play in advancing their mission
and promoting sustainable, participatory democracy.
Some foundations might have knowledgeable staff
that can help educate their boards but the majority of
foundations do not employ staff. “Policy experts”88

outside of the foundation world can offer important
guidance and tools for developing a legally sound
(process-related) and well-informed (substance-relat-

ed) public policy strategy. Often, the best advice can
come from informed but neutral third-party experts
who have a better understanding of the policy
process. These experts should be used as appropriate
and necessary by foundations to build their knowl-
edge and understanding of the world of policy advo-
cacy, and the important role that this, together with
organizing and civic engagement, plays in moving
policy agendas. Grantees can benefit from policy
advice as well; many nonprofits do not engage in
advocacy or lobbying because they do not have the
right information or appropriate human resources to
devote to this work. It is, thus, important for founda-
tions to invest in the capacity of their grantees to
engage substantively in policymaking on Capitol Hill
and in local communities.

Investing in advocacy, community organizing and
civic engagement: contributing to our pluralistic
democracy
When a grantmaking institution adopts a socially
inclusive systems approach that includes advocacy,
organizing and building multi-issue alliances, it has
the potential to increase and unite the voices of
those who historically are marginalized and improve
their lives. Indeed, the Center for Social Inclusion
identified funders as a crucial component of suc-
cessful multiracial coalition work in rebuilding the
City of New Orleans. As the center noted, the key is
finding the appropriate balance between the para-
digms of racialism and inclusiveness. With more
funders adopting inclusion in their grantmaking,
there is hope for advancing a more level playing
field for all.

Andrew Friedman, co-director of Make the Road
by Walking, an African American and Latino-led
community organization in Brooklyn, summarized
the importance and expanded impact of using a
racial justice approach to the organization’s language
discrimination work: “[A] civil rights framework has
been important. If we had just framed our work as
poor people’s issues, we would not have gotten the
support from the broader civil rights, African
American, and Latino communities.”89 Friedman’s
movement building was strengthened by building
alliances using civil rights as the framework. This
example demonstrates that sustainable, long-term
impact is best achieved when foundations and
groups take a holistic rather than a single-issue
approach to their work. 

National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy
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The recognition of multi-issue and integrated
approaches to address persistent discrimination is
evident in the work of several foundations and non-
profits. For example, the National Funders for
Lesbian and Gay issues adopted a racial equity lens
in 2008 following recognition of the fact that the
experience of discrimination as an LGBTQ person of
color synthesizes sexual orientation and racial
dimensions. Similarly, acknowledging the crossover
of environmental protection with workers rights
informed by race and gender discrimination is a
more powerful movement building strategy that
allows single-issue focused groups to develop inte-
grated approaches across organizations by identify-
ing areas of common interest. Several legal practi-
tioners have begun to realize the power of interna-
tional law and rights. Groups working in the envi-
ronmental justice movement, civil rights and prison-
ers rights find the broad and binding nature of U.N.
human rights law as less subject to interpretation
and thus more useful in highlighting U.S. exception-
alism exemplified by disparities in our criminal jus-
tice system. The United States accounts for 5 percent
of the world’s population but 24 percent of the
world’s prisoners and, as a nation, we incarcerate
people at a significantly higher rate than our peer
countries, resulting in 7 of every 1,000 of our resi-
dents in prisons.90

Why foundations should support advocacy, public
policy and community organizing 
Organizations working on policy advocacy, organiz-
ing and civic engagement offer a powerful real-world
example of systems thinking and theory in action. This
work enhances our pluralistic democracy, provides
voice to communities that would otherwise not be
heard, demonstrates an understanding of systemic
reform and results in tremendous impact.

With several notable exceptions, civic engage-
ment, advocacy and organizing are under-funded by
foundations, and community groups struggle to raise
the resources needed to engage in this important
work. Many foundations avoid advocacy funding for
a variety of reasons, including several misperceptions:
that funding advocacy and organizing might be
“risky”; that outcome measurement is transferable
more easily to direct services; and that lobbying is the
same as advocacy or organizing. Research indicates
that advocacy across the nonprofit sector is inconsis-
tent, focuses on crisis situations, and does not sustain
ongoing, consistent efforts. Some of the barriers to
advocacy include limited resources, restricted and
inconsistent funding by foundations, and a misunder-
standing of tax regulations.91

Michael Edwards92 posits that foundation boards
find it difficult to calculate the “social rate of return”
from investments in citizen action, leaving them to
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Economic security and the fight
for living wages are persistent
issues addressed by advocates
and community organizers nation-
wide, often with notable success.
In 1994, Baltimoreans United in
Leadership Development (BUILD)
led a coalition that secured pas-
sage of the first living wage ordi-
nance in the country, triggering a
national movement. Since then,
organizing and advocacy groups
have formed coalitions and suc-
ceeded in passing at least 123 liv-
ing wage ordinances that provide
more than 250,000 workers with

$750 million in additional wages
annually. Studies of living wage
ordinances find that they benefit
primarily lower-income adults
working full time and positively
impact communities of color. They
also benefit employers by reduc-
ing turnover rates and improving
productivity.112 Coalitions also
secured local and state minimum
wage boosts benefiting millions of
workers. Economists estimate that
minimum wage increases enacted
in Massachusetts, San Francisco,
Illinois, Florida and New York
between 2001 and 2005 benefit

more than 3.2 million workers
and resulted in more than $2.5
billion in new annual wages.113

In 2007, this movement finally
compelled Congress to increase
the federal minimum wage to
$7.25 an hour in three phases,
after it stagnated for 10 years
at $5.15 an hour. Significantly,
the living wage movement has
marshaled a broad base of sup-
port for the idea that people
who work full time should be
able to earn enough to meet
their basic needs and those of
their families.

ADVOCACY AND ORGANIZING IN ACTION: LIVING WAGES
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rely on “business metrics and measures of success,
privilege, size, growth and market share as opposed
to the quality of interactions between people in civil
society.” Arguing that quantifiable outcomes are not
the exclusive or best metrics for structural change, he
states that “in civil society processes of engagement
with other institutions and constituencies may be
more important as a measure of impact than tangible
outputs. … Social transformation requires humility
and patience, a mirror image of the impatience and
short-term thinking that drives most markets and
entrepreneurs.” 

Similarly, Prudence Brown notes that “founda-
tions’ quest for greater impact is not usually accom-
panied by an increased tolerance for conflict or
risk.”93 Many foundations display risk-aversion in
their grantmaking, funding “safe” direct services or
practicing “patronage” philanthropy in support of
elite interests. Funders that support advocacy grants
tend to do so with timeframes too abbreviated to
demonstrate measurable, community-level impact. A
survey conducted by the Johns Hopkins University
found that while nearly three-quarters of nonprofits
engage in advocacy and lobbying work, 85 percent of
respondents devoted minimal resources to either type
of activity. Citing lack of human and financial
resources, 68 percent of respondents said that they

could do more advocacy work if they had funds to
hire a policy specialist, while 65 percent identified
unrestricted funding as essential to being able to
expand their work in this area. Nonprofits that
received private support from foundations and indi-
viduals are significantly less likely to engage in advo-
cacy than those groups that receive government fund-
ing. Advocacy and policy work are integral to the
country’s nonprofits’ role of providing a “voice to the
voiceless,”94 making this work all the more resonant
for many institutional grantmakers that seek to impact
the structures and systems that can move American
society closer to equality of achievement. 

Quantifying the impact of a foundation’s support of
advocacy, organizing and civic engagement and
measuring and evaluating outcomes 
Foundations that support organizing have sought to
quantify the impact of their grantees’ work. Some
have estimated a return on investment to demonstrate
impact by analyzing the foundation’s contributions.
The Jewish Funds for Justice (JFJ), the Needmor Fund,
and the Solidago Fund all undertook analyses that
aggregated the quantifiable successes of a set of
grantees and then calculated a return on investment
based on their support of those grantees. JFJ estimat-
ed conservatively that 5 million people benefited
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A persistent barrier to funding
and engaging in policy advocacy
is the flawed perception that
advocacy and lobbying are syn-
onymous. This is a cause of con-
cern in the nonprofit sector
because the word “lobbying” has
undeservedly taken on negative
connotations among some chari-
table organizations. Many non-
profit leaders believe that receiv-
ing government money precludes
lobbying; in fact, an analysis of
nonprofit advocacy found that
nonprofits that receive govern-
ment funding are significantly
more likely than those that receive

only private funding to conduct
advocacy work.104 Although lob-
bying can be utilized as an advo-
cacy strategy, advocacy does not
necessarily have to involve lobby-
ing. This is a critical distinction.
Federal law governs how much
lobbying a nonprofit organization
can undertake, but there are no
limits on how much a nonprofit
can engage in other types of
advocacy. Neglecting advocacy
ultimately has a negative impact
on society because advocacy
allows the nonprofit sector to
share its valuable knowledge with
key decision makers and ultimate-

ly advance the public interest.
Nonprofit policy participation is
in the public interest, regardless of
whether it is in the pursuit of con-
servative, liberal or non-ideologi-
cal objectives.105 As Hodding
Carter III, former president and
CEO of the John S. and James L.
Knight Foundation, said, “All voic-
es, all points of view should be
heard. A full, unfiltered and unfet-
tered debate is the prerequisite for
good policy. Those who are most
affected by policy decisions
should have at least as much
opportunity to influence them as
everyone else.”106

ADVOCACY AND LOBBYING: A CRITICAL DISTINCTION
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from all of its grantees’ victories and that its distribu-
tion of $5 million in grants over five years contributed
to $2 billion in benefits, or a ratio of $1 to $500.
When outliers were removed, the return on invest-
ment was more modest but still impressive— $1 to
$50.95 The aggregate dollar amount of 18 Needmor
grantees’ wins totaled more than $1.37 billion.
Needmor’s investment generated a return on invest-
ment of $1 to $512—very close to the figure calculat-
ed independently by JFJ.96 Solidago refined the
methodology to discount the value of the grantee vic-
tories based on whether the group deserved full or
shared credit for the win and to discount the founda-
tion’s contribution based on what proportion of the
group’s budget Solidago’s grant represented. The
Solidago return on investment was $1 to $59—close
to the more conservative return on investment that JFJ
calculated.97 All three foundations provide demon-
strable examples of impact resulting from investments
in organizing and advocacy.

Recent multi-year efforts by funders to invest in
and evaluate the impacts of community organizing
also have helped to demonstrate the effectiveness of
this strategy in creating significant change. The Ford
Foundation commissioned an evaluation of its
Community Organizing Initiative, which provided
resources to local community organizing groups
through local and regional funders in five communi-
ties.98 The Charles Stewart Mott Foundation commis-
sioned a six-year study to measure the impact of
community organizing for school reform on student
outcomes in seven sites.99 The Cross City Campaign
for Urban School Reform also showed the value of
organizing for school reform in its study of five
organizing groups.100 All of these evaluation efforts
documented significant returns. Notably, organizing
for school reform was found to be critical to improv-
ing student performance and developing youth and
parent leadership.

Recent research has demonstrated the tremendous
strides made in the field of advocacy evaluation.
There has been a proliferation of reports, guides and
tools to help funders understand what advocacy is,
what their grantees legally can do to engage in and
support advocacy, and how to evaluate its success.
Under its Grantmaking for Community Impact
Project,101 NCRP is producing a series of reports,
Strengthening Communities, Increasing Opportunities,
that documents the positive impacts of advocacy,
organizing and civic engagement work in different

parts of the United States. The first report conducted
in New Mexico found a high return on philanthropic
investments that funded this work: every dollar dedi-
cated to advocacy and organizing yielded $157 in
community-wide benefits. 

The Association of Community Organizations for
Reform Now (ACORN) sought to demonstrate its
impact by quantifying in dollars as many of its cam-
paign victories as possible over a ten-year period. The
cumulative impacts were impressive—more than $15
billion in benefits to lower and moderate income res-
idents between 1995 and 2004.102

Whatever the benchmarks or methods of meas-
urement, researchers agree that the context for
engaging in organizing and advocacy must be con-
sidered when gauging success. In assessing impact,
it is crucial that funders and advocacy groups seek to
understand their contribution to policy change,
rather than try to make a causal link between one
grant or one group’s work and the policy outcome.
Increasing flexible grant dollars for advocacy and
organizing is an important and practical tool for
grantmakers working in a systems approach. The
W.K. Kellogg Foundation has developed a tool to
help its program staff and evaluators assess social
change efforts guided by a systems approach, con-
tributing an important resource for foundations that
adopt this approach.103 In short, although evaluation
of social change initiatives in a systems approach
appears challenging because it is non-linear, there
are tools available to help institutional philanthropy
make this important paradigm change in their
approach to grantmaking.

Resources for grantmakers to support advocacy,
organizing and civic engagement
In 2004, the Alliance for Justice published a guide for
funders interested in supporting advocacy. The
alliance states that “advocacy” encompasses a broad
range of activities that can influence public policy,
including research, policy analysis, public education,
lobbying, and voter engagement.107 The guidebook
also includes detailed benchmarks for evaluating the
success of advocacy efforts. It makes the important
point that even if a policy goal is not achieved, there
are many outcomes that are important to measure,
such as increased knowledge of the political process,
awareness-raising around an issue, and leadership
development. These outcomes build the capacity of
organizations and increase their likelihood of suc-
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ceeding in the next advocacy effort. Thus, losing an
advocacy campaign the first time should not be
viewed narrowly as a “failure.” The alliance groups
advocacy evaluation benchmarks as follows: out-
come benchmarks (a policy result achieved and
improvements made in programs or services);
progress benchmarks (key activities accomplished
and incremental results obtained); and capacity-
building benchmarks (activities that strengthen an
organization’s ability to advocate). 

The ensuing years have seen some positive collab-
orations between foundations and advocacy and
organizing groups, such as Blueprint R&D, the
California Endowment, GrantCraft, the Ford
Foundation, the Harvard Family Research Project, the
James Irvine Foundation, the Annie E. Casey

Foundation, Innovation Network, and Continuous
Progress. This growing literature offers several innova-
tive methods for evaluating advocacy. More recently,
GrantCraft and the Center for Community Change’s
Linchpin Campaign published a useful guide for fun-
ders on community organizing.108 Many experts
agree that funders and grantees each should have a
theory of change or logic model that lays out what
they hope to accomplish and how to get there. There
is a clear consensus around the value of tracking out-
comes and interim and capacity-building bench-
marks. There is a range of models for developing out-
come measures related to the stages of a policy cam-
paign. The number and types of stages vary by model
but typically include things such as public awareness,
base- and alliance-building, policy change and
implementation, and the direct impact of policy on
individuals and communities.109

Recent efforts to measure leadership development
and the skills gained by citizens who participate in
community organizing are important as well, bringing
rigor to an area that is often viewed as intangible. For
People Improving Communities through Organizing
(PICO), a faith-based network, Paul Speer devised and
implemented a methodology to measure the public
policy leadership skills of PICO leaders in California.
Speer found a statistically significant difference in
policy skills, knowledge and experience between
PICO leaders and ordinary residents.110 Heidi Swarts
measured leadership capacity and political efficacy
for her comparative study of faith-based and secular
organizing groups. She found that leaders had devel-
oped specific skills such as chairing meetings, con-
ducting research and public speaking. Groups had a
greater sense of empowerment after becoming
involved in the organization.111

Advocacy, community organizing and civic
engagement are effective strategies with demonstra-
ble impact that promote social inclusion and build
social capital, especially for marginalized popula-
tions. Some funders are growing increasingly com-
fortable with supporting this work because they do
have measurable impact, especially when considered
over a longer time horizon. These strategies are tools
to promote long-term systemic changes that challenge
the norms and values carried by our institutions. As
more funders take on this work, there are numerous
existing resources for them to build their understand-
ing of the critical role this work plays in advancing
participatory democracy.
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ADVOCACY AND ORGANIZING IN ACTION:
AFFORDABLE HOUSING

Affordable housing is an important priority for
many community organizing and advocacy
groups. The Housing Trust Fund movement has
been especially effective. A housing trust fund is
an innovative policy solution to address the limit-
ed resources for affordable housing. These funds
are established at the state or local level, usually
with a dedicated public revenue source. Local
decision makers have the discretion to decide
how the funds can best serve diverse housing
needs. As federal housing budgets have been
reduced over the last few decades, the number of
housing trust funds has grown dramatically, from
less than 25 in 1985 to nearly 600 in at least 43
states today. As of 2006, local and state housing
trust funds were generating $1.6 billion annually
for affordable housing across the country—more
than double the amount produced by funds just
five years earlier.114 The vast majority of funds or
the legislation that enables them was secured
through organizing and advocacy. Many of them
depend on these strategies to maintain and
increase revenue for affordable housing. For
example, in 2008, the George Gund Foundation
partnered with The Coalition on Homelessness
and Housing in Ohio  to increase resources for
the Ohio Housing Trust Fund, which serves more
than 87,000 families each year.115
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SETTING THE BAR FOR PHILANTHROPY 
AT ITS BEST
To ensure that our Criteria for Philanthropy at Its Best
are informed by current practice, NCRP worked with
the Foundation Center to produce a custom dataset
on marginalized communities. The dataset reported
disaggregated foundation giving by eleven intended
beneficiary groups for a three-year period from
2004–2006. NCRP used the three-year mean to avoid
the potential influence of high or low outliers that can
sometimes be generated in a single year by unusual
grants. The resulting data present a reasonably reli-
able picture of the percentage of grants or grant dol-
lars each foundation gave based on the eleven intend-
ed beneficiary groups NCRP identified as marginal-
ized or vulnerable.116

There were 809 large foundations in Foundation
Center’s database117 with sufficient data to be included
in NCRP’s analysis of intended beneficiaries. While
there now are approximately 1,200 foundations in the
database, some could not be included in the analysis
because they did not provide data for all three years.
Total average grant dollars awarded by these 809 grant-
makers was $14,926,350,872 for the time period ana-
lyzed.118 Although some grants are coded for multiple
intended beneficiary groups, the total amounts of
grantmaking intended to benefit specific populations
are not double-counted in the total giving numbers.
NCRP also used aggregate statistics from the
Foundation Center’s annual reports for 1998–2006 as a
broader frame in which to analyze our custom dataset.
NCRP believes that the three year combined dataset
provides the best indicator of current trends in the field.

Within the 2004–2006 time period from which the
NCRP dataset was drawn, in the aggregate, 33.2 per-
cent of all grant dollars were provided for all 11
intended beneficiary groups.119 That means that
approximately $1 out of every $3 granted by larger
foundations was intended to benefit communities with
the least wealth, opportunity or power and that $2 out
of every $3 granted could not be classified as benefit-
ing those communities. The median for the proportion
of grant dollars intended to benefit vulnerable commu-
nities was 20.9 percent for all 794 foundations that
made at least one such grant. To set a standard metric
for Philanthropy at Its Best, NCRP examined individual
foundation grantmaking intended to benefit marginal-
ized communities. The 80 foundations that provided
the highest proportion of their grant dollars gave at
least 56 percent of their grant dollars to benefit vulner-

able groups. These grantmakers comprise approxi-
mately 10 percent of the total NCRP sample. There
likely are many more foundations that prioritize spe-
cial populations in their grantmaking but either do not
provide data to the Foundation Center or might not
have done so consistently in the timeframe from which
the NCRP sample was drawn. In other words, being
excluded from this sample does not imply that an indi-
vidual grantmaking institution is not providing this
important type of support.

A quartile analysis of the data shows that the top 25
percent of our sample provided between 36–100 per-
cent of all grant dollars to benefit disadvantaged com-
munities; the second quartile had a range of
20.3–35.6; the third quartile had a range of 8.5–20.2,
and; the bottom quartile’s range was 0.0–8.5 percent.
As the quartile ranges show, an exceptionally large
proportion of our sample for grantmaking intended to
benefit marginalized communities does so at disap-
pointingly low levels: 71.32 percent of foundations in
our sample provided less than $1 out of every $3
granted for the intended benefit of marginalized com-
munities. Dropping the threshold to 20 percent of
grant dollars intended to benefit marginalized groups,
or $1 out of every $5 granted, 49.44 percent of foun-
dations fell below that mark; 50.56 percent of the sam-
ple provided at least that much or more in such grants.

These figures are even more disturbing when taking
into account that the data analysis includes only large
foundations. Previous NCRP research has suggested
that smaller foundations provide significantly lower per-
centages of their grant dollars for the intended benefit of
vulnerable communities than do larger foundations.120

Leading the field, 108 foundations, or about
13.35 percent of our sample, provided at least 50
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percent of their grant dollars for the intended bene-
fit of marginalized communities. This is the bench-
mark for Philanthropy at Its Best. A list of all 108
foundations that currently meet or exceed this
benchmark can be found in the Data Appendix.

In a 2005 report, the Independent Sector and the
Foundation Center found that grantmaking for struc-
tural change efforts (using “social justice philanthro-
py” as proxy) comprised a meager 11.8 percent of
total grants in 1998 and fell to 11 percent in 2002.121

This quantitative analysis was the first attempt to
establish a consistent benchmark and provide insight
into the state of social justice philanthropy. In the
2009 report, which analyzed grants made in 2006,
this figure rose by a muted 1 percent to 12 percent.122

Michael Edwards advocates that foundations demon-
strate their commitment to addressing systemic and
structural change by allocating at least 50 percent of
their annual payout for social justice initiatives.123

To look more closely at current giving in this arena,
NCRP analyzed disaggregated data in social justice
grantmaking. Grants that meet the social justice defi-
nition described in this chapter and in the Foundation
Center’s publications on social justice grantmaking are
included. Because the Center tracks only larger foun-
dations, there very likely are many more founda-
tions—such as the Woods Fund of Chicago and the
Liberty Hill Foundation of Los Angeles—that fund
social justice work that are not included in our sam-
ple. The list drew the leading social justice grantmak-
ers from the Foundation Center’s database124 with suf-
ficient data to be included in our analysis of systems
or structural change grants. Some foundations could
not be included in the analysis because they did not
provide data for all three years.

NCRP’s analysis of social justice grantmaking as a
share of overall grantmaking demonstrates great vari-
ability among the leading U.S. social justice grant-
makers. In the aggregate, 682 of our total sample of
809 foundations, or 84 percent of the sample, made
at least one social justice-related grant during the
three-year time period; average giving over three
years was $1,549,135,953 comprising 11,958 grants.

In spite of 84 percent of the sample having made
at least one social justice grant in the time period ana-
lyzed, many did so at very low levels. There is high
variability even among the top 25 social justice grant-
makers; the range is 43–81 percent of this type of
grantmaking as a share of overall giving.125

Leading the field, 56 foundations, or about 6.9

percent of our sample, provided at least 25 percent
of their grant dollars for social justice. This is the
benchmark for Philanthropy at Its Best.126 A list of all
56 foundations that currently meet or exceed this
benchmark can be found in the Data Appendix.

CONCLUSION
All foundations should prioritize those with the least
wealth, opportunity and power in their grantmaking.
Regardless of a foundation’s mission, investing in
organizations and programs that focus on special pop-
ulation groups benefits our pluralistic society. It also
advances substantive democracy and moves the United
States closer to a truly inclusive society with equal
opportunities for life achievements for all its residents.

A significant body of research demonstrates the
effectiveness of advocacy, organizing and civic engage-
ment as sophisticated strategies to promote long-term
change. Funding for these strategies remains limited
because of misperceptions of the risks and rewards. As
the snapshots of advocacy and organizing groups, and
the legal definitions and resources provided in this
chapter demonstrate, some exemplary institutional
grantmakers are currently funding this important work
and are able to see returns on their investments. 

NCRP acknowledges that certain foundations have
missions that make it implausible for them to prioritize
marginalized communities at the 50 percent level. But
all grantmakers, regardless of mission, can see benefits
from prioritizing the most vulnerable in their grant-
making. For example, a foundation that focuses on the
arts might find benefit from directing some of its fund-
ing to special population groups such as the disabled,
single parents, and people with HIV/AIDS. Arts organ-
izations sometimes have difficulty securing support
from policy makers because they are perceived as
serving only elite interests. A strategic effort by arts
funders to intentionally include marginalized commu-
nities could yield important community and public
policy benefits. Premised on philanthropy’s special
role to nurture our pluralistic democracy, NCRP advo-
cates that all grantmakers make marginalized commu-
nities a high priority in their giving. Just over half of all
foundations analyzed meet or exceed a 20 percent
threshold for giving to benefit marginalized communi-
ties. NCRP views this as a bare minimum standard for
exemplary philanthropy.  We challenge grantmakers
whose missions seem on the surface to be unrelated to
these issues to reexamine those assumptions in light of
the arguments presented in this chapter.

National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy
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Criterion I: Values
A grantmaker practicing Philanthropy at Its Best serves the public good by 
contributing to a strong, participatory democracy that engages all communities.

a) Provides at least 50 percent of its grant dollars to benefit lower-income 
communities, communities of color and other marginalized groups, broadly
defined

b) Provides at least 25 percent of its grant dollars for advocacy, organizing and
civic engagement to promote equity, opportunity and justice in our society 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
NCRP encourages staff and trustees of foundations and other grantmakers to engage in serious discussions about
each criterion and the chapter that elaborates on the criterion.  Sample discussion questions are provided here
to help get you started.

> Which parts of the chapter did you like the most?
Why?

> Which parts did you like the least?  Why?

> Do you agree that it’s important to contribute to a
strong, participatory democracy and to support
marginalized communities?  Why or why not?

> How do we define marginalized communities in
the context of our mission?  Have we ever thought
about how increasing our giving to marginalized
communities might align with our mission?

> What percentage of our foundation’s grant dollars
do we estimate are intended to benefit marginal-
ized communities, broadly defined?  Are we satis-
fied with that percentage?  Why or why not?  How
did we establish our current position?

> How is advocacy, community organizing and civic
engagement relevant to our current grantmaking or
programmatic work? Have we ever considered
how these strategies might align with our mission?

> What percentage of our foundation’s grant dollars
do we estimate are for advocacy, community
organizing and civic engagement?  Are we satis-
fied with that percentage?  Why or why not?  How
did we establish our current position?

> What else from this chapter should inform our cur-
rent grantmaking priorities?

> If we want to make any changes based on this dis-
cussion, what will need to happen in order to
make those changes?  What are the next steps?
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