
Philanthropy: Current Context and 
Future Outlook

This report is relatively broad in scope and 
attempts to be clear, easy to understand, and to 
be of use for all practitioners in the fundraising 
and philanthropy field. However, it cannot claim 
to be exhaustive and to cover each one of the 
examined topics sufficiently. Its aim is to raise 
questions and provide a basis for discussion first 
and foremost.

The special focus on overseas philanthropy and 
philanthropic money for development causes 
brings certain challenges with it, as it is a topic 
that is not easily summarised in a couple of bullet 
points and conflicting opinions are as present as 
in any discussion that deals with the 
interaction of the developed and developing 
world. This report attempts to approach the  
debate around development, aid and  
philanthropic money with open eyes and, as far 
as possible, from all various angles – bringing the 
perspectives of grantees and recipients of  
development money to the table as well as those 
of funders and donors.

Our analysis will show that, while the importance 
of philanthropy for the non-profit sector overall 
(e.g. areas such as health, education, housing) is 
smaller than expected, it is the dominant source 
of income for those non-profit sector 
organisations which are internationally active. 
Data from 2009 suggests that philanthropic 
resources for international development were in 
excess of $53 billion, thus constitute a 
considerable stream of ‘private’ money for 
development causes. However philanthropic 
resources make up the smallest share out of all 
money flows such as official government 
development assistance or remittances. 

Remittances, as it turns out, have moved out of 
the shadow of being ‘migrant money sent home’ 
to become a potential force of good, 
depending on each government’s political 
willpower to reduce money transfer rates. By 
reducing rates, additional money for those 
migrant families can be freed up. Domestic 
governments can further leverage the $ billions 
that have been saved by migrants abroad by 
introducing diaspora bonds or other financial 
‘buy-in’ instruments that allow diaspora 
communities to invest into their home 
communities easier. The idea has been raised  
that issuance of these kind of social impact bond 
instruments could be done by a trusted 
intermediary organisation instead of the home 
government, as trust in administrative bodies is 
often lower than in large, international NGOs.

The extraordinary role the non-profit sector plays 
for international development results in a set of 
multiple actors which need to cooperate better. 
Philanthropic resources for development are 
dominated by US foundations, which 
channel their giving primarily through global 
funds, rather than directly to developing 
countries. In 2009, US foundations have given 
an estimated $6.7 billion to international causes. 
Philanthropic expenditure of European 
foundations is far lower compared to their US 
counterparts, despite holding more assets on 
average. International involvement by European 
foundations is estimated to be around half a 
billion dollars (in 2007). Italian foundations have 
the largest aggregated assets in Europe, while 
Britain leads the way by a huge margin in terms 
of average size of a grant (domestic and 
international grants combined). 
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Only a small number of foundations have offices in 
the world’s poorest countries, however, increased 
collaboration with local grant-making institutions 
can be seen.

Foundations have – in contrast to non-govern-
mental organisations and governments – often 
quite specific interests and a different focus to ‘just’ 
supporting humanitarian causes. The entry of 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation was a game 
changer both in terms of the size of grants given 
and their concern with the long term impact of 
their money. Besides new billionaires forming a 
new ‘philantrocapitalism’ movement, philanthropic 
actors themselves are slowly changing, with new 
(and female) philanthropic actors and young 
entrepreneurs seeking high engagement in 
philanthropic endeavours and a tangible impact. 

In the US, corporations have given $15 billion to 
charity in 2010, which manifests the smallest share 
out of all private giving (Other: foundations, 
individuals, bequests.) Recorded corporate 
giving usually includes not only cash, but also 
in-kind donations (products and management time) 
which, essentially, boost the overall ‘recorded’ 
amount while disguising the minor role that 
multi-billion dollar corporations play in many parts 
of the world. Research has underlined that the 
most often-cited goal of a company’s philanthropy 
is ‘enhancing corporate reputation’. Leaving those 
marketing-related issues aside for a moment, the 
role and importance of corporate philanthropy 
strongly differs between countries, depending on 
the overall culture of giving of a society. The 
majority of giving in Brazil, for instance, happens 
through corporations, and entrepreneurs play a 
crucial role for the support of communities across 
the country. However, it should be noted that 
corporate philanthropy – similar to philanthropy 
by foundations – does imply a specific focus and 
agenda (by the company founder, chairman, board 
or shareholders) which might lead to the 
exclusion of funding for ‘controversial’ issues like 
human rights, certain disease prevention, race or 
gender relations. 

BRICS countries – such as Brazil, India, China and 
South Africa – are seeing growth in philanthropy, 
and especially local philanthropic actors. The 
notion of reliance on local organisations and 
players, instead of waiting for foreign money to 
come in, has created thriving philanthropic 
landscapes with unique characteristics and 
particular opportunities.

Not only in transitional countries and emerging 
economies have new types of philanthropy 
flourished and evolved but also in the developed 
world and the so called ‘North’. 

A new breed of philanthropic actors, new financial 
techniques and a new micro-level approach both 
domestically and abroad have resulted in a rather 
new landscape of philanthropy. Regarding 
international development, innovations such as 
‘microfinance’ have been triggered by exactly 
those three changes: (1) new philanthropic actors 
searching synergies with business, and a new type 
of institution, the social enterprise, (2) the 
implementation of new financial techniques and 
(3) a new micro-level approach that focuses on 
communities as level of action. Microfinance has 
successfully gone through different stages of 
developing from a loan instrument into a whole 
set of inclusive financial services, and a current 
new instrument is likely to go through a similar 
process much faster – impact investing. Impact 
investment instruments have potential for huge 
returns and assets are estimated to be worth $400 
billion and more. While experts stress that impact 
investing funds are not the silver bullet and more 
of a complement to traditional philanthropy, impact 
investment funds such as the Acumen Fund are 
successfully supporting business models at the 
micro-level in developing countries while 
working their fund at a profit and return for 
investors. However, impact assessments,  
i.e. procedures that allow evaluating the business 
model of a social enterprise, and therefore 
naturally form the basis of any ‘social investment’, 
have certain shortcomings which are difficult to 
eliminate – many especially smaller institutions 
struggle with showing their long term impact. The 
key problem is that while a philanthropist’s horizon 
and funding ‘milestone’ is usually 2 to 3 years, a 
non-profit organisation often can give only 
‘piecemeal’ impact demonstrations within those 
first years. Large organisations are much more 
capable of developing, using and/ or implementing 
new ways of measuring the impact of their 
programmes, and industry experts stress that larg-
er players should lead the way in doing so in their 
field of activity. There is no doubt that a global or at 
least multi-national framework will be established 
based on current efforts and pilots such as the UK 
Charity Foundation’s information portal. Caution 
should always accompany these evaluation efforts, 
and qualitative assessments (in contrast to 
quantitative) of programmes should probably 
outweigh those attempts.

Briefing Summary, Philanthropy: Current Context and Future Outlook                                November 2011



To sum up, many observers speculate on the 
development potential of philanthropic actors and 
especially private foundations, comparing it with 
the official development aid provided by 
governments through bilateral or multilateral 
development institutions. Based on findings from 
the research, insights from philanthropic and 
fundraising experts and their best practice 
examples, the following recommendations on how 
to leverage existing philanthropic endeavours can 
be made: 

1) Engage in political advocacy: Many experts 
who were consulted for this report have highlighted 
the necessity for philanthropists to advocate for 
change more prominently. Political campaigning, 
lobbying and advocacy is crucial for NGOs, too. 
For high impact NGOs, simply delivering a good 
service is not enough; they need to campaign for 
political action if they really want to drive massive 
social change.

2) Collaborate more often: Social change is a 
multi-sector undertaking – requiring cooperation 
between business and central government, local 
government and NGOs and everyone in between. 
It is proven to work and it generally works with 
more impact as institutions are able to achieve 
systemic change. Engaging in advocacy and 
lobbying as described above also extends to the 
business world. NGOs and philanthropists with a 
social change agenda are advised to ‘make 
markets work’ (for them). Successful non-profits do 
not rely on traditional giving, but instead work with 
businesses, generating income and support links 
where possible. 

The biggest obstacles for more collaboration 
between business, government, NGOs and 
philanthropists are preconceptions of the other 
players involved, as well as the bureaucratic 
hurdles and budgetary (time) constraints of the 
public sector. When looking at developing 
countries in particular and collaboration between 
players within the eco-system of development 
philanthropy, the frequent power imbalance 
between donor and grantees needs to be 
addressed. In particular, to avoid a donor-driven 
agenda, which – in the worst case – ignores the 
NGOs unique strengths and also weaknesses, 
local players need to be consulted. Existing power 
imbalances between (often) foreign players and 
local players can be addressed by consulting local 
advisory boards, setting up completely 
independent boards in a particular country or 

having local players sitting on the foundation 
board. Key is to ‘change the conversation at board 
level’. 

3) Develop and strengthen your (own)  
facilitators: Collaboration not only faces limitation 
through personal (and agenda-linked) motivations 
and systemic hurdles (bureaucracy) but also the 
(multi-actor related) problem of speed and scale. 
Successful social innovations have spread only 
slowly, if at all. In business, entrepreneurial firms 
that do well grow fast; but social entrepreneurship 
does not yet have a Microsoft or a Google. With 
encouragement from the state and other leading 
players, social entrepreneurs’ best ideas can be 
spread faster and wider. Grant-making institutions 
in developing countries, ideally the first point of 
contact for foreign actors, need to massively scale 
up their efforts to develop local philanthropy, NGOs 
and non-profit networks.

4) Move towards inclusive decision-making 
with your stakeholders: Examining the best 
practice cases for collaboration as well as those 
where obstacles could not be overcome and the 
initiative failed subsequently, one aspect emerges 
as the key for long lasting impact: Community 
involvement. Numerous practitioners, recent 
research as well as best practice examples 
underline the necessity for collaborating either 
with local NGOs, the community or community 
foundations to make sure the whole initiative gets 
as close as possible to its actual stakeholders and 
recipients respectively. 

Furthermore, development experts have 
highlighted that the whole process of community 
involvement has to clearly move beyond mere 
‘consultation’ and ‘involvement’ and towards 
‘inclusive decision making’ instead. 

Community input is what all initiatives in the area 
of ‘social change philanthropy’ have in common. 
Community input into the grant-making process is 
a consistent thread across all social change 
programs, and while most of those funds are quite 
small, their impact is extended through 
collaborative processes that provide benefits 
beyond the grant dollars.

Briefing Summary, Philanthropy: Current Context and Future Outlook                    November 2011



Philanthropy: Current Context and Future Outlook

IDS_Master Logo

The Bellagio Initiative is a series of global consultations to produce a new framework for philanthropic and  
international development collaboration in pursuit of human wellbeing in the 21st century. The project is led by the 
Institute of Development Studies (IDS), the Resource Alliance and the Rockefeller Foundation.

BBellagioInitiative
The Future of  
Philanthropy and  
Development in the 
Pursuit of Human 
Wellbeing

Credits
The Resource Alliance, 
‘Philanthropy: Current 
Context and Future 
Outlook’, Briefing 
Summary Brighton: IDS

For full details on this 
publication, visit:
www.bellagioinitiative.org

© Institute of 
Development Studies, 2011.


