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What’s Next for Philanthropy in the 2020s
Big Shifts Reshaping the World
Gabriel Kasper, Justin Marcoux, Jennifer Holk, and Jeff Morshed

Economic inequality, in terms of both income and wealth, is exacerbating 
challenges and needs in communities while at the same time creating 
massive fortunes that are bolstering philanthropy at an extreme scale. 
The growing awareness of this divide is producing a public backlash 
against the severe concentration of wealth and, in some cases, against 
the institution of philanthropy.

PERSPECTIVES FROM THE FIELD

“Philanthropy has a dog in this fight 
because rising economic inequality 

contributes to the creation of philanthropic 
wealth, which is in turn given sometimes 

to combat economic inequality.”
 —  Mari Kuraishi, duPont Fund

“Your ability to get on the 
economic escalator is really 
constrained by your zip code and 
the family you were born into.”

 — Colette Murphy, Atkinson 
Foundation

Economic Inequality

Many field leaders are concerned about rising economic inequality. Here’s a sample of what 
we’ve heard.
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Did you know…? 
• 3 of America’s richest billionaires hold 

more wealth than the bottom 160M of all 
Americans (as of 2019)4

• 20% of Americans have no or negative 
net worth5

• The top 1% earn $1.5M per year while the 
“bottom” 90% earn $37K6

Upper-income families have gained 
compared to middle- and 

lower-income ones

UNDERSTANDING THE SHIFT

Economic inequality is evident across several dimensions and 
has grown over time

Income over time for upper-income, 
middle-income, and lower-income 
households
(in 2018 dollars) (1970-2018)1
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Driven by unequal systems, the median 
net worth of White families is almost 

8x that of Black families

Median net worth of families 
(2019)2
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Generationally, far fewer people 
outearn their parents

Percentage of children outearning 
parents, by birth year3
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From 1990–2020, the 
number of billionaires in 
the US increased from 66 
to 614, a 9-fold increase10

209 people have signed the 
Giving Pledge; there are an 
estimated 2,755 billionaires 
in the world11,12

From 2011-2017, 1.5M 
fewer people volunteered 
on an average day13

Less than half of US 
households donated in 
2018, down from 66% in 
200014

Giving has grown steadily over time,  
totaling between 1.9% and 2.3% of 

GDP for the past 20 years

Philanthropy has grown alongside increasing economic inequality

Although philanthropy has grown over time, there is likely 
greater capacity to give

Total US philanthropic giving
Inflation adjusted in 2020 dollars
 (1980–2020)7
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Foundation assets have topped a 
trillion dollars for the first time 

ever in 2020

Total value of assets held by US 
Private Foundations 
Inflation adjusted in 2020 dollars
 (1987–2020)8
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From 1990-2008, the wealth of the top 
1% grew in line with giving. Since 

2008, wealth and assets have 
grown much faster

Percentage growth of US giving 
vs. wealth 
Inflation adjusted
(1990–2020)7,8,9
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HOW FUNDERS ARE RESPONDING: 

RESOURCE GENERATION
Resource Generation organizes 18–35-year-olds with access to wealth 
who are among the richest top 10% of individuals or families in the 
United States. Through its 16 chapters nationwide, the organization 
brings together these young adults to wrestle with racial capitalism 
and economic inequality personally and politically, and what they
can do to support poor, working-class, and BIPOC-led grassroots 
movements fighting for the equitable distribution of wealth, land, and 
power. In 2020, Resource Generation created a “redistribution pledge” 
signed by 812 people pledging $68M to social justice movements.15 

 The pledge encourages signees to establish an annual donation goal 
with an eye toward redistributing “all or almost all inherited wealth 
and/or excess income” with a minimum of giving 7% of assets each 
year—a figure high enough to prevent or limit wealth growth.16

Funders have taken many different approaches in addressing economic inequality. Here’s a small 
sampling of strategies:

KEY TAKEAWAY
Some philanthropic efforts 
aim to help individuals with 
inherited wealth recognize 
the consequences of income 
inequality and explicitly take 
action to redistribute assets

KEY TAKEAWAY
Old ideas, like mutual aid, 
are being paired with newer 
ones, like guaranteed basic 
income, to put resources 
directly in the hands of 
lowincome families

ECONOMIC SECURITY PROJECT
In an effort to improve how our economy works for low-and  
middle-income Americans,the Economic Security Project (ESP) 
mobilizes people and resources to advance bold economic ideas, 
including a guaranteed income. For example, the project has 
supported the Stockton Economic Empowerment Demonstration,  
in which 130 people received $500/month for 18 months, as well  
as the Magnolia Mother’s Trust, which gives $1,000/month to  
Black mothers living in extreme poverty in Jackson, MS.17 The  
project is also working to cement cash transfers in government 
policies to create lastingchange. In addition to a guaranteed income, 
the project supports anti-monopoly efforts that reduce corporate 
power and aim to help level the broader economic playing field.

Critiques of philanthropy are growing in the face of economic 
inequalities
Against the backdrop of rising economic inequality, critics have 
questioned how philanthropic funders amass and invest their 
wealth, their motives for giving, and the consequences of their 
giving on society and politics. 
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1. How does rising inequality affect the issues 
that we are working to address?

2. Have we discussed the ways in which our 
organization acquired its wealth and what 
that means for how we work with 
our communities? 

3. Does our investment strategy for our wealth 
align with our organization’s values?

4. What could we do to help those in our 
community build long-term wealth?

GETTING STARTED
As your organization reflects on economic inequality, consider asking your leaders and peers the 
following questions:

HISPANICS IN PHILANTHROPY
Hispanics in Philanthropy (HIP) established the PowerUp Fund,18 a 
$60M investment fund ($1 for every Latinx living in the US), as a way 
to build wealth and economic power in the Latinx community. The 
effort mobilizes investments into Latinx-led startups, managers, 
and funds—and will distribute pre-seed and seed investments 
into innovative Latinx entrepreneurs and high-growth enterprises. 
In addition, HIP is developing a leadership pipeline in the Latinx 
startup ecosystem through a pitch competition series called 
LATINX Launchpad and other activities that connect, showcase, and 
support entrepreneurial Latinx leaders and organizations.

KEY TAKEAWAY
Groups are experimenting 
with ways to leverage 
private resources to improve 
access to capital and funding 
options for traditionally 
excluded populations
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