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The AGA Khan Foundation USA , the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, USAID, and the Rockefeller Brothers 

Fund have formed the Global Alliance for Community Philanthropy, which aims to make the case that growing 

local ownership and accountability leads to stronger communities and that this should be a key focus of 

development practitioners.  Effect asked Jenny Hodgson, Executive Director of the Global Fund for Community 

Foundations (GFCF),  Secretariat of the Alliance, about this new initiative and what it aims to achieve.

How did the Alliance come about and what are its goals?

Jenny Hodgson: In 2010 and 2011 the Aga Khan Foundation USA and the 
Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, in conjunction with GFCF, conducted 
a series of consultations aimed at examining the value of community 
philanthropy as a means of contributing to the sustainability of civil 
society and supporting the effectiveness of development aid. A report 
“The Value of Philanthropy” was produced as a result of this process 
and a second report “The Case for Community Philanthropy” followed 
soon after. One of the purposes of this second report has been to 
serve as a “call for action” to a broader cross-section of development 
agencies and other stakeholders to turn their attentions to and invest 
in community philanthropy as a development strategy, philanthropic 
practice and community force. 

On their part, the Aga Khan Foundation and Mott Foundation – along 
with the Rockefeller Brothers Fund and USAID – have committed 
resources to the Global Alliance for Community Philanthropy, which 
is a new multi-stakeholder and multi-donor collaborative which aims 
to influence international development actors to better understand, 
support and promote the role of community philanthropy in sustaining 
and stimulating a vibrant civil society and in achieving more lasting 
development outcomes. The Alliance will learn from both on-going 
and pilot projects that build assets, trust and/or the capacity of local 
communities and will seek to engage new partners and players both on 
the donor and practitioner side. GFCF has been appointed Secretariat 
for the Alliance, which will be launched formally towards the end of 2013. 

One of the questions the Alliance seeks to explore is: “How can 

outside funders support community philanthropy while minimising 

the ‘outside-in’ dynamic that can hinder such efforts?” What would 

some of your thoughts be on this?

The idea of international funders supporting the development of 
indigenous assets and resources may be seen to present something of 
a paradox: although they may be rich in social capital, many community 
philanthropy institutions are often quite small in terms of financial 
budgets, and external grant support of any size may end up crushing 
what already exists or at least distorting more organic, bottom-up 
development processes. 

Fortunately there are some very powerful examples of strong community 
philanthropy institutions that have experiences to share as well as 
successful funding practices that have supported and nurtured this kind 
of work. One of the aims of the Alliance will be to serve as a platform 

around which this kind of information and evidence can be gathered 
and, by doing so, begin to consolidate what in the past has often been 
a scattered set of one-off experiences into something much more 
rigorous and coherent. 

How do you define “community philanthropy” and what have been 

the major trends in this type of philanthropy over the last decade 

or so?

Clearly, the concept of community philanthropy is nothing new. Every 
country and culture has its own traditions of giving and solidarity, 
whether through churches and mosques, group savings mechanisms or 
hometown associations. Most of these types of giving are self-organised 
and informal, and they work because they are based on a system of 
trust among those involved. 

The last 20 years, however, have also seen the emergence of new 
types of community philanthropy institutions, particularly in low- and 
middle- income countries, which are seeking to build on such local 
cultures of giving by harnessing local resources while blending them into 
new organisational systems and forms. Although much of the growth 
of organised community philanthropy worldwide has been associated 
with one particular model, the community foundation (which saw a 
sudden proliferation across large parts of central and eastern Europe 
in the 1990s, following the end of Communism), other forms have also 
emerged, including a vibrant network of women’s funds, environmental 
funds and other types of indigenous philanthropic foundations. Together, 
these constitute the institutionalised community philanthropy space 
globally as it is currently defined, although there are no doubt countless 
other initiatives and institutions waiting to be revealed as the concept 
of “community philanthropy” gains further traction. 

What is particularly interesting about many of these institutions is the 
way in which they are (consciously or not) challenging many of the 
conventions of mainstream development with its issue-based silos, 
short-term project horizons and upward accountability by favouring 
approaches which are more holistic, flexible and locally grounded.  

The report, “The Case for Community Philanthropy: 
How the Practice Builds Local Assets, Capacity, and 
Trust – and Why It Matters” can be downloaded 
from the GFCF website.

www.globalfundcommunityfoundations.org
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