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About this Document 

This document is a companion piece to the Monitor Institute by Deloitte’s Seeing Philanthropy  
in a New Light report. It was created as part of the field-wide “What’s Next for Philanthropy in 
the 2020s” initiative, supported by Deloitte Tax LLP, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 
the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, and 
the McConnell Foundation. The initiative engaged more than 200 philanthropy executives, 
professionals, donors, board members, experts, and grantees in a dialogue about the current 
state of philanthropic practice and where it might be headed in the coming years. To learn more 
about What’s Next for Philanthropy in the 2020s, visit www.futureofphilanthropy.org. 
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IN THE MONITOR Institute by Deloitte’s 
Seeing Philanthropy in a New Light report, we 
explore how the world around philanthropy is 

changing, driven by a range of powerful social, 
economic, and political trends and forces. While 
foundations and donors have significant 
freedom to ignore many of these changes, 
certain “Big Shifts” around the field have proven 
to be inescapable.

Alongside these Big Shifts—and in many cases, 
in response to them—people and organizations 
are continuously experimenting with new ideas 
and strategies at the edges of the field. Most of 
these new approaches remain small and 
marginal to the mainstream core of 
philanthropic practice. But the “Edges” that are 
particularly well aligned with the Big Shifts show 
an outsized potential to sway and reshape the 
core over time. They can ride the momentum of 
the Big Shifts to grow in a way that will allow 

them to influence (or even overtake) the 
practices of the core over time.

Our aim is to identify promising Edges that, if 
scaled, could begin to challenge or change some 
of the core practices of the field that are no 
longer a good fit for today’s philanthropic 
context. These are spaces for innovation where 
the Big Shifts are forcing philanthropic leaders 
to adjust their approaches and strategies. What 
these Edges will look like in the future isn’t 
entirely clear yet, but there is an opportunity for 
funders, both individually and collectively, to 
investigate, experiment with, and invest in the 
potential of these promising areas of activity. 

This document highlights one of these Edges: 
Balancing Power. It examines the new practices 
that are emerging, identifying intriguing “bright 
spots” emerging in the field and outlining the 
key implications and trade-offs that underlie the 
different approaches. 

Balancing Power
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THE POWER IMBALANCES that underlie 
organized philanthropy—between grantors 
and grantees, donors and communities—

have been an inherent part of philanthropy 
since its earliest days. But over the past few 
decades, growing awareness of economic 
inequality and racial disparities has begun to 
make these often-unspoken undercurrents 
much more visible.

The asymmetric power dynamics of philanthropy 
have risen to greater prominence with a recent 
series of public critiques of the field by Anand 
Giridharadas, Edgar Villanueva, Rob Reich, and 
others, who have raised concerns about power, 
efficacy, and the influence of philanthropy on 
democratic society. They fear that too much 
power is in the hands of the wealthy, who are 
funding nonprofits doing important work, but 
not necessarily challenging the systems that 
helped them amass their wealth. They posit that 
funders need to reckon with the fact that 
philanthropy has created—and, in some cases, 
is still creating—harm, especially in low-income 
communities of color.1 And as funders and 
donors aim to maximize impact and drive 
specific social outcomes, critics worry that they 
can intentionally or unintentionally divert the 
direction of movements and treat nonprofits as 

“subcontractors,” exerting undue financial 
leverage to get what they want.

Although it can take markedly different forms, 
many funders are now grappling with how to 
navigate these difficult power dynamics. As 
Dimple Abichandani, Executive Director of the 
General Service Foundation, remarked, “We can’t 
pretend that power dynamics do not exist 
anymore, but we can choose how we respond to 
them.” Our research surfaced four practices 

funders are exploring to address power 
dynamics in their work head-on:

• Sharing power: Some funders are working 
to intentionally share power, incorporating 
grantee and constituent voices into decision-
making or even ceding power altogether.

• Using power: Other funders are actively 
seeking to find ways to use their power and 
influence to advocate for the changes they 
want to see, taking a stance and pushing to 
drive solutions that align with their 
world view. 

• Setting goals and evaluating with equity 
in mind: Many people are rethinking what 
constitutes effective philanthropy and 
recognizing the value of “proximate” 
expertise in setting meaningful goals and 
evaluating progress along the way.

• Directly addressing race and power: Power 
dynamics are inextricably linked to race, and 
many funders are beginning to reexamine 
both their external strategies (such as who 
and how they fund) and their internal 
practices (including operations, staffing, and 
representation at leadership levels).

In the coming years, as awareness of inequities 
continues to grow and organizations of many 
types begin to challenge their systemic biases, 
questions about navigating power will need to 
be addressed more explicitly and more often. 
Power dynamics exist, even when they aren’t 
spoken about openly, and they show up in how 
funders invest, who they hire, what they do, how 
they make decisions, and how their efforts are 
judged and measured. Funders that deliberately 
recognize and reckon with these complex 
dynamics will be better positioned to navigate 
their way through them.

Balancing Power
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Edge Practice 1: Sharing power

Jeff Walker, the board chair of the venture 
philanthropy organization New Profit, explained 
to us, “The days of philanthropists knowing the 
answers are over. You need to be a listener. You 
need to be proximate.” His colleagues at New 
Profit, Angela Jackson, John Kania, and Tulaine 
Montgomery, elaborated further in a piece in the 
Stanford Social Innovation Review. “Leaders who 
are proximate to the communities and issues 
they serve have the experience, relationships, 
data, and knowledge that are essential for 
developing solutions with measurable and 
sustainable impact. Importantly, proximate 
leaders also have the ability to recognize and 
leverage assets within communities that are 
often overlooked or misunderstood when viewed 
through a dominant culture lens.”2

With this in mind, a growing number of funders 
have begun exploring how to share power in 
ways that bring philanthropic decision-making 
more proximate to the communities they serve. 
Some focus on listening to the voices of 
grantees and communities and incorporating 
their viewpoints into their strategies and funding 
decisions. Others are more explicitly sharing 
decision-making authority, and finding ways to 
come to consensus with grantees and 
communities on important strategic decisions. 
And some are ceding power to their constituents 

entirely, “following” the strategies of grantees 
and communities fully rather than leading with 
their own theories of change.

LETTING GRANTEES LEAD THE WAY
The Trust-based Philanthropy Project, a five-year, 
peer-to-peer funder initiative, is focused on 
balancing power dynamics between funders and 
grantees. Funders using the approach, such as 
the Whitman Institute, are willing to interrogate 
philanthropy’s defaults moored in control and 
compliance. They recognize the ways that 
nonprofits often have to waste time and energy 
accommodating shifting donor whims and seek 
to become “more trust-worthy partners in 
meaningful social change.” Funders identify 
mission aligned grantees and then provide 
multiyear, unrestricted support, trusting the 
nonprofits to make good choices and do their 
work without strategic interference. As John 
Esterle, Co-Director of the Whitman Institute, 
explained, “Some people ask me if trust-based 
work is about sharing power. I reply no—it’s 
actually about giving up power. That can manifest 
in your internal culture, who your board is, your 
relationships with grantee partners, [and] how 
you manage your funds, including spending out.”

GIVING DECISION-MAKING POWER TO 
COMMUNITIES AND GRANTEES
Some funders are going even further, devolving 
grantmaking decisions typically held by 
foundation staff and board members to 
grantees and communities. The Chorus 
Foundation, a spend-down foundation that will 
sunset in 2023, dedicates a portion of its funding 
to “anchor grantees” with 8-10-year general 
operating support across several geographies. 
These anchor grantees, as well as broader 
community members in each region, then advise 
and decide on additional funding by the 
Foundation. In one of its focus areas in 
Richmond, California, the Foundation handed 
control of all unallocated funding dedicated to 
Richmond through its spend-down to a local 

A growing number of funders 
have begun exploring how 
to share power in ways that 
bring philanthropic decision-
making more proximate to the 
communities they serve.

Balancing Power
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coalition—the Richmond Our Power Coalition—
by establishing an independent fund at a nearby 
community foundation so local leaders could 
manage the money at their own their discretion.3 
In the end, the Foundation not only listened to 
the grantees; it actually put them at the center 
of its decision-making and helped create a more 
democratic infrastructure for resource allocation. 

CEDING POWER
A small number of funders are even 
experimenting with structured ways to fully cede 
power to grantees and communities. In Canada, 
a group of Indigenous leaders and funders 
created the Indigenous People’s Resilience Fund 
(IPRF), a fund managed by and for Indigenous 
communities and organizations in Canada, 
operating on the Community Foundations of 
Canada shared platform. The funders have 
provided unencumbered dollars and are not 
part of the decision-making process, recognizing 
that the Fund’s Indigenous leaders have a much 
better sense of communities’ needs. While the 
IPRF was developed during the pandemic, it has 
been designed with the intention of becoming a 
permanent, stand-alone foundation.

IMPLICATIONS AND TRADE-OFFS
Funders focused on sharing power with 
grantees and communities are driven by a range 
of motivations. Some argue that philanthropy is 
simply too powerful, and the act of sharing 
power with the community is a modest, but 
important, remedy for deconcentrating and 
decolonizing the power of wealthy people and 
institutions. This group feels that sharing power 
is an end unto itself, a reparative act that moves 
some power back to historically marginalized 
groups. Other funders focus on effectiveness, 
believing that sharing power can lead to greater 
impact and better outcomes for communities by 
putting more resources and decision-making 
authority in the hands of proximate leaders that 
know their communities best. In this way, 

sharing power can also be a means to an end: 
greater community impact. These two 
viewpoints, of course, aren’t mutually exclusive.

As funders become more interested in sharing 
power, there are also some emerging concerns. 
One fear is that listening to grantees and making 
token gestures to share decision-making 
becomes primarily a performative act for 
funders who want to inoculate themselves 
against criticism of power and privilege. When 
justifying a philanthropic strategy, “because we 
listened to our grantees” sounds better than 

“because we wanted to.” Another concern is that 
power-sharing arrangements tend to result in 
slower decision-making and higher costs, a 
challenge for those who prioritize agility and 
responsiveness. One funder whose foundation 
practices participatory grantmaking shared that 
the approach “costs an additional 50 cents for 
every dollar we get out the door.”

Sharing power can happen in many different 
ways, but it is a delicate process. Funders who 
are looking to share power should plan carefully 
and understand why they are sharing power, 
what it takes to get the work done, and what is 

“in-bounds” for grantees and communities to 
make decisions on. As Kaberi Banerjee Murthy, 
Director of Programs and Strategy at Meyer 
Memorial Trust, says, “The sky is the limit in 
terms of what you can do. [But funders should 
know] that this is an organic process and much 
depends on how much power you want to give 
up. The transparency considerations are real 
and you risk eroding trust with your board and 

Sharing power can happen in 
many different ways, but it is 
a delicate process.

What’s Next for Philanthropy in the 2020s
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community if it’s not handled with intention and 
sensitivity.” Nevertheless, for many funders, the 
benefits of sharing power far outweigh these 
potential complications.

Edge Practice 2: Using power

While some funders are looking for ways to 
share and cede power, others are leaning into 
their power, exploring how they can 
intentionally use their power and influence to 
drive the changes that they want to see in the 
world. Funders that use power are really 
leveraging their unique assets (money, influence, 
connections, and more) to spark change. They 
can bring attention to previously overlooked 
challenges, take stands on critical issues, and 
shift public agendas. 

USING THE BULLY PULPIT
As Judy Belk took the helm at the California 
Wellness Foundation, discussions with 
community leaders encouraged her and the 
staff to use their institutional voice more and 
more loudly. In response, the Foundation made 
a strategic pivot to use its communications and 
public voice to amplify its grantmaking and bring 
increased attention to the issues it sees as 
priorities. The Foundation created a public 
affairs department and stepped up its external 
communications and thought leadership. Ms. 
Belk began to speak to the media and author 
op-eds to advance the Foundation’s agenda in 
California. These public commitments led the 
Foundation to take additional stances on policy, 
eventually joining an amicus brief on a key 
immigration case and providing public 
comments on the 2020 Census “citizenship 
question.” Reflecting on the experience, Ms. Belk 
wrote, “Every day, we funders make choices 
about how we use our power. We can and 
should wield it for good, in thoughtful ways  
that challenge our privilege and align with the 

interests of the communities we want to 
support.”4

SHAPING NEW POLICY
Other funders are actively using their power and 
influence to directly inform and shape public 
policy. The Ivey Foundation, which has worked 
for 75 years to support Canada’s transition to a 
sustainable economy, has taken a different 
approach than most environmental activists, 
working directly with government and industry, 
rather than community groups, to rethink 
energy systems. They’ve created a set of new 
organizations with the technical expertise to 
draft regulations that will increase sustainability. 

“Some people find that this isn’t appropriate, for 
us to decide what kind of organizations should 
exist. But we need technical policy expertise, we 
needed people doing energy systems modeling. 
We needed to do more than just scream at the 
government for better policies. We needed to be 
the ones who can actually create them,” said 
Bruce Lourie, President of the Ivey Foundation. 
For example, they helped establish the Ecofiscal 
Commission, which informed the development 
of Canada’s national and provincial carbon 
pricing systems, now in place in all jurisdictions 
in Canada, and are set to be among the most 
stringent of any country in the world.5,6 Their 
work has been successful in bringing previously 
reticent organizations and lawmakers to the 
table and convincing them to change their 
practices. 

IMPLICATIONS AND TRADE-OFFS
In many cases, funders who are seeking to 
deliberately use power are driven by their 
beliefs: a deep moral certainty about the 
rightness of their actions and a need to use their 
bully pulpit to push for change. Our interviews 
highlighted that a number of newer entrants to 
philanthropy are showing less hesitancy to roll 
up their sleeves and advocate for the changes 
they believe are needed. As Laura Arnold, one of 

Balancing Power
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the billionaire philanthropists behind Arnold 
Ventures, shared in a recent interview, “There 
are some legitimate questions as to whether 
somebody with vast amounts of resources 
should be in a position to influence policy. [But] 
the common thread is simple: we want to 
improve people’s lives.”7 

As economic inequality worsens, environmental 
crises grow more frequent, and a cascade of 
other challenges face our communities, 
deliberately using power often allows funders to 
move quickly and decisively. By exercising 
power, they are able to push for change faster, 
unconstrained by bureaucratic red tape. This 
can be an especially useful tool when working 
on complex technical social issues like climate 
change, regulatory environments, or 
cybersecurity, where funders are able to bring 
their expertise and voices to the conversation as 
a counterweight to business and 
other perspectives.

Philanthropic advocacy is not without its critics, 
though. There is a fine line between using and 
ab-using power, and some emphasize that doing 
philanthropy to communities rather than with 
them will inevitably reduce the impact and long-
term sustainability of social change efforts. It 
can be construed as top-down, taking away 
power from those most impacted by the 
challenges they aim to solve. As Michelle 
Tremillo, Executive Director and Cofounder of 
the Texas Organizing Project, shared, “You’re 
talking for people instead of letting them speak 
for themselves. Funders should take our lead, 
and let us determine what is most helpful for 
them to do. We’re perfectly capable of 
advocating for ourselves.”

For all the concerns though, using power can 
represent another effective tool to create 
change. Both foundation boards and individual 
donors should recognize that they have power 
and an ability to wield it, should they choose.

Edge Practice 3: Setting  
goals and evaluating with 
equity in mind
Power dynamics in philanthropy regularly 
extend to how community impact goals are set 
and how grantees are evaluated. Funders often 
use their power to set the agenda, determining 
which objectives should be prioritized and using 
their funding to incentivize nonprofits to focus 
on those goals. Similarly, traditional 
measurement and evaluation processes can be 
seen as extractive, pulling data from 
communities, then using that data to drive 
grantee accountability and communicate how 
the funder’s efforts sparked community benefit. 

As Jara Dean Coffey, founder of the Equitable 
Evaluation Initiative, explains, “There is a really 
interesting blind spot around evaluation in 
philanthropy. People aren’t even thinking about 
how power dynamics impacts how we assess 
impact. Or, if they are, they are mostly just caught 
up in virtue signaling.” To address this blind spot, 
some funders are beginning to reconsider how 
they work with nonprofits and communities to 
set impact and learning goals and how they can 
measure and evaluate outcomes more equitably. 
They are actively working to bring grantees and 
community members to the table when making 
decisions about what success looks like, what 
gets measured, and who gets to decide 
those questions.

Traditional measurement and 
evaluation processes can be 
seen as extractive, pulling data 
from communities, then using 
that data to drive grantee 
accountability.

What’s Next for Philanthropy in the 2020s
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BRINGING COMMUNITY VOICE INTO 
GOAL-SETTING
In 2014, the J.W. McConnell Foundation decided 
to more actively understand and respect 
community perspectives on goal-setting and 
evaluation with close partner, the Winnipeg 
Boldness Project. The Project planned to 
address early childhood outcomes within 
Indigenous communities, which suffer from 
some of the lowest socioeconomic outcomes in 
Canada due to historical traumas, structural 
inequalities, and underinvestment.8 Initially, the 
Winnipeg Boldness Project’s evaluation metrics 
prioritized outcomes for individual children. 
However, as a result of meaningful engagement 
with Indigenous partners, it was realized the 
original intentions were not congruous with the 
family- and community-centric approaches of 
this neighborhood. The Winnipeg Boldness 
Project adjusted course, expanding the original 
goals to reflect Indigenous and holistic 
approaches to well-being that address mental, 
physical, emotional, and spiritual aspects.9 “How 
can we look at the success of a child without 
also considering the success of the family and 
the larger community?” asked Diane Roussin, 
Project Director of Winnipeg Boldness. 

COCREATING IMPACT MEASURES
Other funders are experimenting with 
collaboratively designing measurement and 
evaluation techniques with their nonprofit 
partners, hoping to design more culturally 
relevant, equitable, and useful metrics. Rather 
than dictating terms to their grantee partners, 
the Missouri Foundation for Health collaborated 
with care providers on health care access 
metrics.10 Traditional evaluation approaches 
would’ve pointed the Foundation toward using 
metrics such as the number of patients served, 
the length of wait times, and the level of 
utilization at a facility. But by deliberately 
working with grantees, the Foundation 
recognized that, for the community, it was also 
important to assess how respectfully patients 

were treated and whether providers 
recommended affordable, accessible treatments. 
As a result, the Foundation was able to match its 
supports to outcomes that mattered most for 
care providers and patients rather than on 
arbitrary benchmarks.

INTEGRATING CONSTITUENT 
FEEDBACK
Fund for Shared Insight builds capacity among 
foundations and nonprofits to establish 
feedback loops and give greater voice to 
constituents. Through its Listen4Good initiative, 
the funder collaborative is working with 
nonprofit organizations across diverse fields to 
implement a largely standardized questionnaire 
for their constituents based on the Net 
Promoter System methodology (an approach 
used in the private sector that can help predict 
future growth and profitability). The approach 
allows the organizations to benchmark 
constituent feedback against comparable 
organizations over time.

RETHINKING REPORTING
Too often, grantee reporting can feel like a 
compliance exercise done for the benefit of the 
funders holding the purse strings. Additionally, 
the difficulty in measuring social change can 
prevent philanthropy from implementing 
meaningful, community-driven strategies that 
impact policies and systems over time. 
CareQuest Institute for Oral Health, a national 
nonprofit championing a more equitable future 
where every person can reach their full potential 
through excellent health, tries to lessen the 
reporting burden on grantees while 
demonstrating success in longitudinal systems 
change, community power-building, and the 
strengthening of partnerships. CareQuest 
Institute provides opportunities for grantees to 
shape their overall evaluation strategy and 
approach, and invites (rather than requires) 
grantees to participate in a learning community 
model of engagement, which allows for 

9
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evaluation and collaboration to exist in the same 
vein. The intent is to balance accountability and 
learning and to make evaluation processes and 
products useful tools for the grantees. By doing 
so, CareQuest Institute can build alignment 
defining what success looks like, enhance 
investments through creating multiple points of 
leverage, and advance grantees’ strategies—in 
effect, building data-collection efforts that the 
grantees would have wanted to pursue to guide 
decisions on interventions and methods 
of engagement.

IMPLICATIONS AND TRADE-OFFS 
Undergirding each of these examples is a belief 
that those who are closest to the need have the 
expertise required to set effective, meaningful 
goals, and that evaluation should focus on what 
is most impactful for grantees and communities, 
not just funders. 

But this way of thinking about evaluation can 
also create challenges. Some have noted that 
allowing grantees to set their own bespoke, 
context-specific goals makes it difficult for 
funders to roll up work across different grantees 
to understand the effectiveness of their funding 
strategies. And others note that including 
community voice in evaluation efforts can be 
fraught with the legacies of the past. As Jara 
Dean Coffey has noted, “Just because you’ve 
decided to be in relationship with communities 
and grantees in a new way does not mean that 
they will want to participate. Even if your intent 
is authentic, the community might not buy it. 
They remember all the other program officers 
that left when they didn’t get the ‘right results,’ 
and they may not trust you to stay.” 

For funders with well-established evaluation 
programs, there may be space to reconsider 
existing practices and incorporate new 
techniques and tools that are more responsive 
to grantees and community needs. What’s 

equally exciting is that for funders who have not 
yet established robust measurement systems, 
there is an opportunity to leapfrog existing, 
sometimes harmful, measurement and 
evaluation approaches.

Edge Practice 4: Directly 
addressing race and power

Questions about power in philanthropy are 
inextricably linked to race. As funders aim to 
address or even counteract power imbalances 
stemming from race and racism, many are 
taking on this change effort both inside and 
outside their organizational walls. 

Externally, funders are looking to support 
nonprofits rooted in communities of color, 
especially those working toward equity in 
political and socioeconomic outcomes. Internally, 
funders are focused on reflecting diversity, 
equity, and inclusion in their internal processes 
and structures, especially in leadership and on 
the board. Others are challenging orthodoxies in 
philanthropy that have resulted in “philanthropic 
redlining,” which limits the level of access people 
of color have to capital, knowledge, skills, and 
networks.11

Funders are challenging 
orthodoxies in philanthropy 
that have resulted in 
“philanthropic redlining,” 
which limits the level of 
access people of color have to 
capital, knowledge, skills, and 
networks.
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ADDRESSING EQUITY EXTERNALLY
As more funders intentionally put race at the 
center of their work, they are looking to design 
more equitable structures in society, centering 
their strategies on racial justice, and working to 
counteract historical inequity and 
underinvestment in communities of color. In 
fact, a study of applicant pool for the social 
innovation fund Echoing Green showed that 
revenues of Black-led organizations are 24% 
smaller than the revenues of their white-led 
counterparts partly because leaders of color 
have historically gotten less funding and access 
to capital.12 

A number of funders have begun to make a 
focus on issues of racial and economic equity 
their guiding “North Star.” The Chicago 
Community Trust, for example, made the 
decision to center its strategy on closing the 
racial and ethnic wealth gap in Greater Chicago, 
recognizing it was at the root of many of the 
city’s challenges. In addition to grants to grow 
household wealth, catalyze investment in 
disinvested communities, and amplify the voices 
of community residents, the Trust funded 
activists pushing for policies to expand the 
Earned Income Tax Credit to include more 
people of color, commissioned research on 
predatory lending and municipal fines that 
disproportionately impact Black and Brown 
communities, and plans to advocate for state 
and local policy changes that will support people 
of color to build power and wealth in the city.13

The Foundation for Louisiana has centered racial 
justice in its community engagement efforts and 
has tackled the issue on a variety of social, 
economic, and economic levels. For instance, an 
analysis showing the challenges of Black-owned 
businesses spurred a concerted effort to 
provide an assortment of tools (loans, grants, 
PRI investments, community, and policy work) to 
support these businesses. Moreover, the 
Foundation has invested in local nonprofits in 

communities across the state to train local 
leaders of color in addressing climate change 
and housing equity. And it has addressed some 
of the State’s most sensitive issues, such as 
police accountability and criminal justice, to 
advance racial equity. The TOGETHER Initiative, 
as an example, has helped improve the 
accountability of law enforcement in New 
Orleans by supporting efforts to strengthen the 
independence of the Orleans Independent 
Police Monitor, an independent organization 
that provides civilian oversight for the New 
Orleans Police Department.14 

As funders address race and power in their work, 
they are also realizing the need to act as a 
counterweight to historically inequitable 
practices. The venture philanthropy organization 
NewSchools Venture Fund previously supported 
the broader ecosystem of social entrepreneurs 
focused on education. In acknowledging the 
historical legacies of inequity and the lack of 
access to capital, networks, and other resources 
for organizations led by people of color, they 
decided to make shifts in their investment 
strategy. Now, they have designed funding 
opportunities focused specifically on the unique 
assets and challenges of social entrepreneurs  
of color. 

ADDRESSING THE INSIDE OF  
THE HOUSE 
In addition to external efforts, many funders are 
also working to address racial power dynamics 
inside their organizations by creating new tools 
for accountability and even restructuring to 
increase diversity in leadership. 

For some organizations, the place to start 
looking at race and equity internally is by 
formally taking stock of their practices through 
equity audits, which can help an organization 
consider how well they are living out their 
commitment to racial equity. Equity audits 
encompass a variety of assessments that look at 
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everything from programs and policies to 
vendor selection to training and staffing 
considerations like team, leadership, and board 
composition. Ten years ago, the Hamilton 
Community Foundation in Canada was one of 
the early adopters of equity audits. Now they 
are on their third audit, examining their hiring 
practices and board composition. CEO Terry 
Cooke reflected on the experience: “Do I think 
most foundations will embrace this? Some will. 
Some won’t. But I think there will be a greater 
willingness by the board members and 
executives. For many years, philanthropy could 
be defined by the people they excluded. They 
looked more like country clubs than 
communities. If we want to remain relevant, we 
need to be responsive.” While auditing practice 
alone won’t change behavior, it can nevertheless 
help shine a light on opportunities to 
improve equity.

Other funders are creating training and tools to 
help their staff improve equity. Investment firm 
Illumen Capital, for example, believed that it 
could address structural racial and gender bias 
by combining investment capital with tools 
designed to reduce bias in the investment 
process. To do so, Illumen partnered with 
Stanford University’s SPARQ to develop a bias-
reduction coaching and curriculum for fund 
managers. Ultimately, they aim to drive greater, 
more equitable investment in social 
entrepreneurs and communities of color.15 
Similarly, the Meyer Memorial Trust created the 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Spectrum Tool to 
make racial equity and power a factor in grantee 
selection. The Spectrum Tool helps program 
staff and prospective grantees to discuss how 
racial power dynamics currently manifest in an 
applicant’s organization and opportunities for 
growth.16 By making the implicit explicit, these 
kinds of tools can help organizations incorporate 
racial equity into their decision-making.

Increasing diversity at the executive leadership 
and board levels can also help shift power 
dynamics. The Whitman Institute implemented a 
coleadership model where its original Executive 
Director, John Esterle, shared responsibilities 
with Pia Infante, his long-time colleague and a 
leader of color at the foundation. Although both 
were eager to embark on this model, there was 
still a learning curve. “John had to adjust to 
sharing decision-making at every level,” Pia 
mentioned, “and it took me some time to get 
used to being a grantmaker.” The foundation 
and the field ultimately benefited from this 
arrangement, as both leaders had frank, public 
conversations about racial equity in grantmaking, 
as well as how to reflect racial equity principles 
in the organization’s culture and structures. 

SPANNING THE INTERNAL  
AND EXTERNAL
Many funders focusing on equity, diversity, and 
inclusion acknowledge the importance of doing 
both internal and external work. As our 
colleague Kerri Folmer likes to put it, “Your 
insides should match your outsides.”

One foundation working hard to make its insides 
match its outsides is the W.K. Kellogg 
Foundation. Kellogg has made increasing racial 
equity a cornerstone of its broader mission both 
internally and externally for years and has done 
significant work in developing toolkits and 
trainings for helping its team embrace equity as 
part of its commitment to become an antiracist 
organization. It refers to this work as a part of its 

“organizational DNA.” And the Foundation takes 
a systems approach to its work, recognizing the 
interconnected, multifaceted nature of racism 
and inequity. 
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In 2016, Truth, Racial Healing, and 
Transformation (TRHT) was launched as a 
multipronged, community-based effort to 
unearth hidden biases affecting how individuals 
and communities view race. The initiative used 
insights from its research to create a handbook 
on effective approaches for promoting systemic 
change. Over time, the Foundation took these 
learnings into other sectors. In 2020, it 
established “Expanding Equity: Advancing Racial 
Equity in Business,” an initiative designed to 
train private sector leaders in identifying blind 
spots and dispelling assumptions affecting how 
they advocate for racial equity.17 And the 
Foundation partnered with the competition 
group Lever for Change to launch Racial Equity 
2030, a $90M initiative to scale solutions 
addressing political, social, and economic 
disparity.18 By taking a wide view and looking 
both internally and externally, Kellogg is 
engaging leaders across sectors to create 
change not just for individual actors, but also for 
entire systems.

IMPLICATIONS AND TRADE-OFFS
Funders who aim to address issues of race and 
power point to multiple imperatives. For many, it 
is a prerequisite to a fair, inclusive, and 
equitable democracy and economy. It can also 
be a more fundamental, moral imperative for 
many. By using power to influence stakeholders 
or by sharing power with grantees and 
communities, philanthropy can start 
conversations on racial justice and mobilize 
concrete action. As Clotilde Perez-Bode 
Dedecker, President and CEO of the Community 
Foundation for Greater Buffalo, said, “Pick your 
rationale for pursuing racial justice, and be 
intentional about how you apply it throughout 
your philanthropic work.”

Most funders aiming to address race and power 
recognize that the path forward is complex and 
often slow-moving. For one, the high levels of 
socioeconomic and political disparities in 
communities of color necessitate coordinated 
and sustained levels of multi-stakeholder 
commitment. A single funder or a five-year 
strategy alone is not enough to address enduring 
racial power disparities. Some funders also have 
expressed difficulty in getting broader buy-in, 
especially from white donors. In 2019, the Central 
Indiana Community Foundation (CICF) launched a 
five-year strategic plan centered on racial equity, 
but lost donors in the process. Pamela Ross, 
CICF’s Vice President of Opportunity, Equity and 
Inclusion, noted that the Foundation’s strategy 
met skepticism from donors who may not have 
recognized their own implicit biases and felt 
uncomfortable with a “different kind of truth that 
we just don’t want to face.”19

And beyond the work on individual funders, the 
data and systems for accountability are lacking 
across philanthropy. Carly Hare, National 
Director/Coalition Catalyst at Change 
Philanthropy, notes, “The systems of 
accountability we have are really flawed. They 
don’t capture the right information. While some 
funders may release information about the 
racial and ethnic makeup of their grantees, it 
isn’t commonplace. As a result, the information 
isn’t available or searchable across funders. And 
when looking at intersectional issues of race, 
ethnicity, gender, disability, and others, the data 
is even murkier.”

As funders work to address race and power, 
what’s clear is that no one single organization 
has arrived at the answer. Work on racial justice 
and equity is ongoing and will continue as more 
people and organizations from all backgrounds 
work to rebalance power in our organizations, 
systems, and society.
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