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Abstract 

Title of the dissertation: Decision-making among Philanthropic Foundations in the U.S.: 

Factors that Influence International Giving 

Anusha Chatterjee, Doctor of Philosophy, 2018 

Dissertation Directed by: Dr. Michael Reisch, Daniel Thursz Distinguished Professor of 

Social Justice, School of Social Work 

Philanthropic foundations utilize private money for public purposes. U.S. based 

foundations play an increasingly important role in shaping global agendas and efforts, 

providing $22.03 billion towards international causes in 2016. As their resources are vital 

but limited, grant-making foundations are always making decisions aimed at improving 

the effectiveness and reach of their grant dollars. Understanding the decision-making 

processes adopted by foundations help identify decision-making patterns, examine donor 

preferences, and learn about the various factors that affect foundations decisions. This 

study sought to address the gap in literature on international grant-making decisions by 

foundations. The research questions of the study were: 

1) What factors influence foundations’ decision-making processes, their 

determination of funding priorities or goals, and the philanthropic strategies they 

employ in their grant making to international civil society organizations? 

2) What characteristics of targeted beneficiaries or recipient organizations do 

foundations consider in making funding decisions? 

This study used a multiple case study approach to examine international grantmaking 

in five independent foundations that have offices in mid-Atlantic U.S. Primary data on 



	

	
	

were collected through in-depth interviews with a key staff member at each foundation. 

In addition to the interviews, publicly available information about the foundations 

including web content, reports and publications were used to supplement the data 

collected.  

In each of the five case studies, the participants discussed how the grant making 

practices at their foundations have evolved over time, highlighting that although the core 

mission of their foundations may remain unchanged, foundations adapt priorities, goals, 

strategies and decision-making. Factors in the external environment of the foundation that 

influence decision-making processes include international policies and priorities, U.S. 

policies, tax regulations, and priorities, local country policies and priorities, grantmaking 

behavior of peers, and market forces. At the foundation level, leadership and staff, donor 

motivations, and foundation structure affect decision-making. Foundations also seek to 

increase impact and fund programs that are a philanthropic fit.  

Foundations support needy and vulnerable beneficiaries, build institutional capacities, 

and seek knowledge development. Foundations support grantees based on familiarity and 

reputation, past experience, and organization size. The implications for theory, research 

and practice are discussed.  
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Chapter I: Introduction 
 

1.1 Background and Purpose of Study 

Private foundations have historically been viewed as institutions that pursue social 

innovation and problem-solving by leveraging private money for public purposes 

(Abramson, Soskis, & Toepler, 2014; Anheier & Toepler, 1999). Viewed as exemplars of 

“knowledge-based social engineering” (Anheier & Leat, 2013, p. 451), modern 

foundations provide a stable source of support for new ideas and ongoing programs that 

improve lives around the world (Foundation Center, 2013). In 2016, foundations in the 

U.S. constituted the second largest source of private giving after individual donors, 

giving a record $59.28 billion (Giving USA, 2017).  In 2013, there were 86,192 

registered foundations; independent foundations (foundations generally established by 

donors or donor families) controlled more than 82% of total foundation assets and 

distributed $37.1 billion in grants in support of a variety of causes (Foundation Center, 

2014).  

In the United States, these private foundations support an ever-expanding number 

of development issues and challenges that transcend national borders, such as global 

health, education in the developing world, environmental issues including climate 

change, human services, and civil rights (Giving USA, 2014). Sometimes they support 

specific populations such as the economically disadvantaged, the LGBTQ populations, 

and ethnic minorities (Foundation Center, 2013). At the global level, foundations are 

often at the forefront of international development efforts; they assist local and 

international NGO’s, back social and political causes, fund efforts to combat specific 
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diseases, and support programs aimed at improving living conditions or expanding 

livelihood opportunities. The priorities these foundations set as well as the strategies they 

adopt to reach these goals vary widely – from small numbers of very large, targeted 

grants to smaller, unrestricted grants to a range of organizations and recipients 

(Foundation Center, 2013).  

In fact, foundations in the United States exhibit high levels of flexibility in setting 

their own agendas and priorities. They are often not accountable to shareholders, the 

public, or the government for their grant-making decisions (Anheier & Leat, 2013). They 

are actively involved in funding nearly every issue area across the globe (Foundation 

Center, 2013). In addition to giving towards traditional causes such as disaster relief and 

development, foundations are diversifying their methods of aid delivery, through such 

innovations as cause-related marketing and philanthro-capitalism or creative capitalism 

(Adelman, 2008). Cause-related marketing involves corporations or foundations 

developing a mutually beneficial collaboration with nonprofits – the 

corporation/foundation builds its brand socially by supporting the nonprofit’s cause 

(Foundation Center, 2017). Philanthro-capitalism refers to using business or corporate-

style strategies when making “social investments” where investors in socially responsible 

programs that promise capital returns on investment as well as social impact (Bishop & 

Green, 2017).  

As a result, philanthropic foundations have been able to respond to social issues 

without explicit pressure from the government and citizenry, enjoying a level of 

organizational freedom that allows them to address changing needs and invest in the 

search for longer-term solutions to various social problems (Fernandez & Hager, 2014). 
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To pursue these agendas, foundations now partner more frequently with the ubiquitous 

‘nonprofit sector,’ governments, and intergovernmental organizations, acting as full-

fledged development partners – sharing common development goals, collaborating to 

mobilize resources, and intervening at multiple levels to foster long-term social change 

(United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2012).  

Nonprofit organizations have increasingly diversified their sources of revenue to 

ensure their fiscal survival (Carroll & Stater, 2009; Grasse, Whaley, & Ihrke, 2015). In a 

competitive sector, nongovernmental organizations seek to supplement the charitable 

donations they receive with grants, contracts for service, and partnership initiatives with 

foundations. With the exception of those that operate their own programs, most 

foundations support social development issues, such as health, education, disaster relief, 

and human rights, by awarding various types of grants to nonprofit organizations. These 

grants include capital grants (to build infrastructure), programmatic grants (to support 

specific programs) or operating grants (to support the grantee organizations). The relative 

organizational flexibility in priority-setting among foundations, the range of programs 

they support, the size and scale of grants they provide, and the variety of strategies they 

adopt in aid delivery have made foundations key drivers of development globally and a 

vital source of revenue or resources for nonprofit organizations (Carroll & Stater, 2008).  

Although foundations play an increasingly important role in shaping development 

agendas and efforts worldwide, there are few studies that examine how foundations set 

their priorities and make funding decisions. The existing literature on foundations in the 

United States primarily discusses two distinct facets – (1) the role of broader socio-

political and economic factors that have historically shaped the establishment and scope 
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of philanthropic foundations; and (2) the various motivations, goals, and strategies of 

modern philanthropic foundations. The actual decision-making processes adopted by 

philanthropic foundations are relatively understudied. As a result, little is known about 

how philanthropic foundations decide which causes to support, which populations to 

serve, or which organizations to fund. There are also few studies of the factors that 

influence these funding decisions and whether the strategies foundations adopt are 

comparable.  

Addressing these gaps in our knowledge about philanthropic behavior is 

important for several reasons. First, theoretical and conceptual articles suggest that 

foundation giving has become more strategic and less idiosyncratic as foundations focus 

more on innovation, measurable change, and increasing their influence over grantees 

(Anheier & Leat, 2013; de Borms, 2005; Gasman, 2012; Moran, 2008). However, there is 

a dearth of empirical evidence on how this shift has affected foundations’ decision-

making processes and the factors that foundations consider when making funding 

decisions. Given the increasing reliance of nongovernmental organizations on foundation 

grants (Carroll & Stater, 2008; Grasse, Whaley, Ihrke, 2015), insight into funding 

decision-making processes may assist grant-seeking organizations in tailoring their grant 

proposals more effectively.  

Second, analyzing funding related decision-making across foundations may help 

identify existing patterns in their decision-making.  By providing a more nuanced 

understanding of foundations’ decision-making behavior and associated cognitive 

processes, research into organizational decision-making can improve outcomes or 

efficiency (Pettigrew, 2014). As foundation resources are vital but limited (Abramson, 
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Soskis, & Toepler, 2014), an analysis of decision-making across foundations may assist 

them in identifying strategies to improve the distribution of grants.  

Third, an assessment of how various organizational factors or the characteristics 

of beneficiaries and recipient charities influence foundations’ decisions may help identify 

preferences and biases across foundations. Understanding donor preferences may provide 

insight into how these preferences drive development agendas – for example, which 

populations and causes foundations supported and why.   

This study seeks to address these gaps in existing research by examining decision-

making and priority-setting by foundations based in the U.S. that fund international 

development projects. It attempts to enhance our understanding of the scope and nature of 

these decision-making practices and the factors that influence them. The study 

specifically focuses on the characteristics of recipient charities and targeted beneficiaries 

that foundations take into account and how these factors influence funding priorities. 

1.2 Foundations in the United States: History, Definition, and Evolution  

To address these contemporary issues, it is important to understand that the modern 

foundation did not emerge in isolation. The origin of foundations has been traced back to 

antiquity (Anheier & Toepler, 1999; Coing, 1981). As one of the oldest forms of existing 

social institutions, philanthropic foundations have played a prominent role in 

championing various social causes in many of the world’s cultures for centuries (Anheier 

& Leat, 2013; Anheier & Daly, 2004).  

In the Middle Ages, foundations were largely religious institutions operating in 

the fields of health and education; they served as “the prototypical institutional 
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mechanism for the delivery of educational, health, and social services under the feudal 

order” (Anheier & Toepler, 1999, p. 7). During the 17th century, foundations linked to 

trades and guilds to promote the interests of their members steadily replaced traditional, 

religion-based charitable institutions. Gradually, the emerging bourgeoisie began to 

replace the gentry and clergy as dominant donor groups, a trend that grew during the 

Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century.  In the United States, although 

foundations emerged during the 19th century, the surge in the number of foundations as 

well as the expansion in the scope and depth of issues that they addressed nationally and 

globally are more recent phenomena dating back just a few decades (Abramson, Soskis, 

& Toepler, 2014; Anheier & Leat, 2013).   

The evolution of the scope and nature of philanthropic foundations in the United 

States has occurred on a different trajectory compared to European nations. The United 

States has by far the world’s largest and most influential foundation sector (Anheier & 

Leat, 2013).   Even as foundations in European countries such as France (Archembault, 

Boumendil, & Tsyboula 1999), Germany (Anheier & Romo, 1999; Strachwitz, 1999), 

and Austria faced uncertain futures under highly restrictive legal environments in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century, American foundations moved to the forefront of 

organized philanthropy. In the twentieth century, the U.S. became the locus of modern 

foundation development (Hammack & Anheier, 2013). Foundations became problem-

solving institutions that attempted to address the underlying causes of social problems in 

an effort to eradicate them. For example, the Ford Foundation identified education as the 

most important tool for changing society, and invested in educational programs that 

focused on competence building (Arnove, 1977; Brooks, 2015). This trend of investment 
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towards social innovation continued and magnified with the advent of neoliberal policies 

during the past several decades (Anheier & Leat, 2013). Neoliberal policies were 

correlated with a decrease in public spending and an increase in the privatization of 

service delivery; to make up for the subsequent gaps in social development, governments 

and private forces encouraged social innovation in areas such as economic opportunity, 

healthcare, and education. In recent years, foundations have been viewed in some cases 

as an alternative to the state, acting as banks to civil society organizations (Anheier & 

Leat, 2013).   

For the purpose of this study, therefore, it is important to define the meaning and 

function of philanthropic foundations in the context of the United States. Toepler (1999) 

viewed foundations “as asset-holding entities, usually endowed by a single donor, that are 

dedicated to charitable or philanthropic causes and have organizational structures to 

fulfill their objectives” (p.163). Anheier (2001) and Martine and Witte (2008) recognize 

that for legal and tax purposes, the term “foundation” is defined quite differently around 

the world. Martine and Witte (2008) identified five main characteristics that help define 

foundations in the U.S. context:  

(1) Asset-based - Financially or otherwise, a foundation must rest on an original deed, 

typically a charter that gives the entity both purpose and relative permanence as an 

organization. Martine and Witte (2008) specify that a foundation should use its own 

financial resources (unlike NGO’s); 

(2) Private – A foundation should be institutionally separate from the government and 

outside direct majoritarian control. It may collaborate with but should not be a part of the 

public sector; 
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 (3) Self-governing – A foundation should be equipped to control its own activities. 

Martine and Witte (2008) state that an independent Board of Trustees or CEO should lead 

a foundation;  

(4) Non-profit distributing – Commercial goals should neither principally nor primarily 

guide a foundation; and 

(5) Serving a public purpose – Foundations are private assets that serve a public 

purpose and must aim to support issues for the common good.   

In terms of their legal status, foundations in the United States can register as a 

trust or incorporate as a charitable corporation. Federal and state tax laws regulate the 

establishment and supervision of philanthropic foundations (van der Ploeg, 1999). 

Federal tax law is more developed and specific with fiscal regulations emphasizing 

accountability through financial monitoring. Foundations must register with the Internal 

Revenue Service (IRS) to attain tax-exempt status. The IRS collects annual detailed 

financial information from foundations; these are required in order for foundations to 

maintain their tax-exempt status.  

Foundations have been classified into two broad groups based on their operational 

structure (Martine & Witte, 2008) or the ways in which they pursue their philanthropic 

goals (Toepler, 1999).  Grantmaking foundations finance projects and programs that 

other actors (typically NGOs) implement; operating foundations finance and implement 

their own projects and programs, either alone or in cooperation with other actors. The 

Foundation Center (2014), which reports on the funding levels and sources, activities, 

and impact of philanthropic foundations in the U.S., distinguishes among four types of 
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philanthropic foundations – independent, operating, corporate, and community 

foundations.  

Independent foundations, generally established by individual donors or donor 

families, constitute 91% of the total number (86,192) of U.S. foundations. Most of the 

nation’s largest foundations are independent foundations (Foundation Center, 2014). In 

2012, independent foundations held 82% of the total assets of all foundations. Some of 

the largest independent foundations include the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Ford 

Foundation, and Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.  

Operating foundations primarily run their own programs, delivering services or 

implementing projects directly, although some may also make grants. In 2012, operating 

foundations constituted 5% (4,218) of the total foundations, and held 6% ($43.3 billion) 

of the total assets. Their contributions constituted 12% ($6 billion) of total giving. Some 

examples of major operating foundations include the Packard Humanities Institute, J. 

Paul Getty Trust, and the Freedom Forum Inc. 

Table 1 
 

Total Assets and Giving by Foundation Type 
Type of Foundation Number of 

Foundations 
Total assets in 2012 
(in billion) 

Total giving in 
2012 (in 
billion) 

Independent  78,582 $584.0 (82%) $35.4 (68%) 

Operating 4,218 $43.3 (6%) $6.0 (12%) 

Corporate  2,629 $23.2 (3%) $5.5 (11%) 

Community 763 $64.9 (9%) $4.9 (10%) 

Total 86,192 $715 (100%) $ 52 (100%) 
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Corporate foundations are established by businesses and range from major 

corporations to family-owned businesses, although legally they are separate entities from 

these corporations. In 2012, they constituted 3% of total U.S. foundations.  Some 

examples of corporate foundations are the JP Morgan Chase Foundation, Coca-Cola 

Foundation, American Express Foundation, and Fidelity Foundation.  

Lastly, community foundations raise funds from the public and engage in 

grantmaking primarily within a defined geographic area. There were only 763 community 

foundations in the U.S. in 2012. However, they possessed 9% of the total assets. Some of 

the major community foundations in the U.S. are the Silicon Valley Foundation, the 

Seattle Foundation, the New York Community Trust, and the Greater Houston 

Foundation.  

International giving by foundations, which reached $51.8 billion in 2012, rose 

almost 13 percent since 2010 (Foundation Center, 2017). Although the sheer magnitude 

of giving is an important indicator of the commitment of philanthropic foundations 

towards the promotion of the ‘public good,’ through their use of strategies such as public-

private partnerships (Moran, 2008), philanthro-capitalism (McGoey, 2012), and leverage 

philanthropy (Dowie, 2001) foundations exert a great deal of influence in shaping public 

policies, developing nonprofits’ capacities, and addressing development challenges 

(UNDP, 2012). Foundations engage at multiple levels of governance to foster sustained 

change. Their contribution to social development, therefore, is more complex and 

nuanced than just the sum total of their donations (Dowie, 2001). 

Through collaboration with various civil society organizations and public 

philanthropic partnerships (PPPs) and by aligning their goals with those of larger inter-
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governmental organizations (e.g., the Millennium Development Goals or MDGs) and 

national governments, many foundations continue to streamline their efforts and leverage 

available funds strategically to address development priorities and policies and maximize 

their impact nationally and globally (Abramson, Soskis, & Toepler, 2014; Srivastava & 

Oh, 2010; UNDP, 2012). In the field of global health, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS and 

the GAVI Alliance (formerly known as the Global Alliance for Vaccines and 

Immunization) are examples of these public-private partnerships (Dieleman, et al. 2014). 

The emphasis on value creation, problem-solving, and collaboration make the major 

philanthropic foundations important international players in the field of social 

development. As their presence increases internationally and expands to address almost 

every social issue, there is a growing need to understand more about philanthropic 

foundations, including their nature and characteristics, goal-setting, and decision-making 

processes. 

1.3 Philanthropic Foundations and International Development 

For these reasons, foundations across the globe have been the target of increased interest 

from governments, corporations, and the general public over the last few decades. 

Governments have viewed foundations as vehicles for semi-privatizing tasks that may 

fall outside the bounds of state administration (Strachwitz, 1999) and as a means to 

leverage private money for public purposes (Anheier & Toepler, 1999). One reason 

behind the growing interest of governments in foundations is the advantage foundations 

have over national governments or civil society organizations in transcending state and 

national borders in efforts to reach out to the most vulnerable or deprived populations. In 

the 21st century, foundations respond to the needs across borders by playing an 
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increasingly visible role in developing and supporting international NGO’s, transnational 

social movements, advocacy coalitions, and social forums (Anheier & Daly, 2004). For 

instance, on their website, Arcus Foundation notes that they invest in policy and cultural 

change in countries in Africa, Asia, Latin American, the Caribbean, and Eastern Europe; 

their aim is to develop a global movement that integrates sexual orientation and gender 

identity into shared conceptions of human rights (Arcus Foundation, 2017).  

Although foundations based in the U.S. play an influential role in international 

development, providing $22.03 billion annually in grants, in 2016 international giving 

represented only 6 per cent of total private giving (Giving USA, 2017). In absolute terms, 

however, between 2000 and 2012 private giving to international causes grew an 

impressive inflation-adjusted 127 percent (from $8.4 billion to $19.1 billion). In recent 

years, the decrease in U.S. Official Development Assistance has augmented the demand 

and need for private funding.  Even as spending by the U.S. and European governments 

on international issues decreased in 2011 and 2012 due to domestic economic turmoil, 

international civil society organizations increasingly sought partnership opportunities 

with private foundations, businesses, and individuals to address highly complex global 

issues on a larger scale (Global Impact, 2013).  Following the leadership of major private 

independent foundations such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) and the 

Ford Foundation, international foundation giving has continuously increased. 

 New philanthropic strategies have accompanied this increase in total international 

giving by foundations. During the last century, several of the larger U.S. foundations 

such as the Carnegie or Rockefeller Foundations have eschewed traditional “donor to 

recipient” charity approaches, working with experts and a wide range of organizations to 
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explore and address the causes of social problems directly (Anheier & Daly, 2004; Karl 

& Katz, 1987; McCarthy, 2003). For example, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 

has supported vaccination research at universities through research grants, funded global 

health partnerships (such as GAVI) to improve health care delivery, and provided grants 

to nonprofit organizations to increase health awareness (McCoy, Kembhavi, Patel, & 

Luintel, 2009). Foundations in Canada, Europe, Japan, Australia, and other developed 

countries have also adopted the multifaceted mechanisms for facilitating change 

developed by U.S. foundations (Anheier & Daly, 2004). Thus, large American 

foundations have been instrumental in influencing the priorities and strategies of civil 

society organizations and other foundations across the globe.  

In fact, foundations have adopted various strategies to maximize the impact of 

their donations that go beyond traditional grant making. They have funded the 

establishment or growth of new organizations at the local, national, or global level and 

focused on providing grants and technical support for cross-sectoral coalitions. For 

example, in addition to supporting access to existing approaches to malaria and 

HIV/AIDS prevention, the Gates Foundation has also partnered with members of 

academia, public institutions, and private enterprises to promote research for vaccines 

(McCoy, Kembhavi, Patel, & Luintel, 2009). To further this effort, it has been a key 

funder of the Global Fund (GFATM), an example of a cross-sectoral coalition to fight 

AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria (The Global Fund, 2015). The Rockefeller Foundation 

conducts strategic research along with their grantee partners; it uses horizon-scanning, 

crowd-sourcing, and other methodologies to identify opportunities and conduct evidence-

based assessment of these opportunities in order to secure people’s livelihoods in 
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developing countries (The Rockefeller Foundation, 2015). Foundations also increasingly 

participate in advocacy coalitions such as the Funders Network on Trade and 

Globalization that serve as centers for information exchange and coordination between 

funders and civil society organizations (Anheier & Daly, 2004). 

A relatively small number of large foundations contribute the bulk of international 

giving from the U.S. (Anheier & Daly, 2004; Foundation Center, 2012). These large 

foundations drive the programmatic and geographical focus of international grants 

(Global Impact, 2013). By region, Sub-Saharan Africa received around $1.4 billion (or 

24% of the total international giving) in 2013, followed closely by the Asia and Pacific 

regions, which received 20% of the total grants. Latin America and Mexico received 

about 11% of the total grants, whereas Eastern Europe, Central Asia, and Russia 

combined received only 2% of total international grants (Foundation Center, 2013).  In 

terms of programmatic focus, international health received the largest amount of support 

at $2.2 billion in 2012, followed by international development and relief at $1.2 billion 

(Foundation Center, 2013). Environmental issues, education, public affairs, international 

affairs, human rights, and civil rights and liberties were some of the other issues that 

received foundation support.  

1.4 Decision-making in Foundations: Factors that Influence Priority-setting 

Studies have examined the various motivations and goals that guide the formation of 

foundations and their work. For instance, Anheier and Leat (2013) discussed the various 

motivations that drive individuals, families, or corporations to form foundations in the 

first place. These motivations may be value-based. Wealthy individuals or families may 

be motivated to establish a foundation because of their religious or political beliefs, a 
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sense of responsibility, a desire to repay society, or a commitment to a specific cause, 

people, or community.  

Anheier and Daly (2004) pointed out the long association between religion and 

philanthropy, citing examples of the impact of religions such as Islam or Christianity on 

charitable behavior across the globe. They also highlight the relationship between 

Protestantism and liberalism with the creation of U.S. foundations, where many of those 

who created foundations in the early twentieth century were Protestants. Other 

motivations behind the establishment of foundations may be peer influence, selfish 

motives such as personal satisfaction, instrumental motivations (such as tax incentives, a 

desire to create a memorial), a vehicle for systematic conduct of philanthropic giving, the 

flexibility of foundations compared to other charitable options, or any combination of 

such motivations (Anheier & Leat, 2013). It is important to take into account the 

motivations, agendas, and intents of these founders as their agendas tend to provide the 

framework for foundations’ current grant-making and operations.   

 International giving by foundations is fairly concentrated with regard to the 

causes supported and geographical distribution of the resources (Global Impact, 2013). 

Researchers have provided various arguments to explain the factors that influence 

funding decisions and explain why donors fund what they fund. A majority of grants may 

often go towards the same cause or field. For example, in 2012, global health emerged as 

the top sector in terms of grants received due to a few large grants made towards the 

sector. About 82% of the total grants made by U.S. foundations towards health issues 

outside the US came from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) alone 

(Foundation Center, 2012). Larger U.S. foundations, such as the BMGF, Ford 
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Foundation, and the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, often play a major role in 

driving funding trends and priorities.  This occurs for several reasons: the size of the 

large, targeted grants they make; the increased visibility their grants provide to the causes 

they support; and the additional support other foundations provide due to this increased 

visibility (Anheier & Daly, 2004; Shiffman, 2006; Global Impact, 2013). Shiffman 

(2006) elaborates on this concept, arguing that a ‘global policy’ framework may explain 

priority setting among donors. The framework presumes “a cross-national diffusion of 

ideas and preferences as state and non-state actors learn from and influence one another” 

(Shiffman, 2006, p. 412). For example, McKoy et al. (2009) discussed the profound 

influence of BMGF on international health policy. BMGF drives policies by providing 

grants to a wide range of global health organizations, including WHO, the GAVI 

Alliance, the World Bank, the Global Fund to fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria, 

universities, and non-government organizations. Such grant-making encourages 

collaborations, which result in the cross-national diffusion of ideas. Existing social and 

economic policies may also shape funding priorities (Bloomfield, 2000). For example, in 

2014 several foundations supported organizations working for the civil rights of the 

LGBTQ population in the United States and abroad (Foundation Center, 2014).   

 Individuals, trustees, or corporations at the helm of foundations are elite players in 

global society, often setting the agendas for their foundations and devising strategies to 

realize the agendas along with domain experts, implementation partners on the ground, 

governments, and communities (Vogel, 2006). The goals they set for their foundation 

may be a response to the perceived needs of the recipients or the intent of the donors 

(Anheier & Leat, 2013; Shiffman, 2006). For instance, donors may set their funding 
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priorities based on the urgency of an issue (e.g., a natural disaster), the vulnerability of 

recipient groups (e.g., children and adolescents), or concerns about the long-term impact 

of the problem (e.g., environmental degradation and climate change). The foundation’s 

grant-making strategy and style - including its area of focus, underlying philanthropic 

philosophy or theory of change, and preferred logic model, solutions, and expected 

outcomes – may also influence philanthropic decisions (Bloomfield, 2000).  

Another element that influences philanthropic decision-making in large U.S. 

foundations is the philanthropic fit, which refers to a close alignment of organizational 

missions, goals, and programs between foundations and grant-seekers (Bloomfield, 

2000). There are, however, few studies that examine how foundations assess this fit and 

how the various characteristics of recipient charities influence funding decision-making.  

Existing studies that investigated the characteristics of grant-seeking organizations or the 

targeted recipient populations and their influence of donor preferences have primarily 

been in the realm of individual or corporate philanthropy. For instance, Bachke, Alfines, 

and Wik (2014) found that recipients that were perceived as the most vulnerable and poor 

received the highest amount of donations. As a result, children and women typically 

received more support from individual donors than men. Similarly, geographical regions 

viewed as the poorest or underserved received more support (Bachke, Alfnes, & Wik, 

2014; Buffett, 2014).  Organizations with which donors were more familiar (that is, 

better-known organizations) received more funding (Kinsbergen & Tolsma, 2013; Soyer 

& Hogarth, 2011). Studies also found that the size of a recipient organization was 

associated with the amount of money received; smaller charities received more support 

from individual donors (Borgloh, Dannenberg, & Aretz, 2013; Kinsbergen & Tolsma, 
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2013). Borgloh et al. (2013) proposed that this preference for smaller charities might be 

rooted in the belief that smaller charities spend more on development work and less on 

administrative costs. Researchers also found that years of experience, religious 

affiliations, and overhead costs were associated with the amount of donations received 

(Kinsbergen & Tolsma, 2013). However, there is no evidence that indicates whether 

these characteristics of grant-seeking organizations or recipients also influence the 

funding preferences and priorities of foundations in the same way. There is a need to 

study whether these factors influence funding decisions by foundations and to explore 

other possible factors or characteristics of recipients and grant-seekers that foundations 

may consider when making funding decisions. 

1.5 Rationale and Scope for the Current Study and Research Question 

Foundations support a wide range of causes; they collaborate with various organizations 

and experts in seeking innovative solutions to social problems with a focus on fostering 

concrete, quantifiable change through a variety of strategies. Over the past decade, 

foundation support for various social development issues has grown steadily with total 

giving in 2013 being higher than ever before (Foundation Center, 2014). In 2012, the top 

1,000 U.S. foundations supported a total of 57,973 recipient organizations, providing 

153,821 total grants amounting to about $22.35 billion both domestically and outside the 

U.S. (Foundation Center, 2014). However, given the complex nature of social issues that 

foundations address, there is a huge gap between the demand for support and the actual 

resources foundations disburse (Abramson, Soskis, & Toepler, 2014). 

Grant-making foundations are, therefore, always making decisions aimed at 

improving the effectiveness and reach of their grant dollars. These decisions include 
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selecting causes to support, setting priorities and goals, selecting programs and grantees 

that address these priorities, and identifying strategies to achieve these goals. Scholars 

have pointed out that it is important to study philanthropic foundations how philanthropic 

foundations make decisions, especially given these foundations’ collective ability to 

dedicate substantial resources to specific issues (Aksartova, 2003) 

Various disciplines have studied decision-making by individuals and 

organizations. Organizational decision-making differs from how individuals make 

decisions, and scholars from various disciplines have attempted to study how 

organizations make decisions (Shapira, 1997). Decision-making in not for-profit 

organizations may be different from for-profit organizations (Shwenk, 1990); and 

decision-making may be influenced by factors such as the organization’s history of 

decisions, ambiguous information, and conflicts (Shapira, 1997). A study that examined 

philanthropic decision-making in the corporate sector revealed that decisions were often 

influenced by a combination of personal, organizational, and institutional factors (Wang, 

Gao, Hodgkinson, Rousseau & Flood, 2015).  

Few studies have examined the factors that affect decision-making in 

philanthropic foundations and whether decision-making in these foundations differ in any 

way from decision-making in other types of organizations. In this study, I sought seeks to 

address this gap in literature; the study closely examines the decision-making process at 

five independent foundations, and discusses the various factors that influence their 

decision-making, and highlighted the context in which these decisions were made. 

This study compares and contrasts the grant-making process across the five cases and 

highlights the key elements of decision-making. This information may be helpful to both 
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grant-makers and grant-seeking organizations in understanding how these private 

foundations make such decisions and what are some of the most influential factors that 

affect decision-making. Therefore, this study seeks to answer the following research 

questions: 

3) What factors influence foundations’ decision-making processes, their 

determination of funding priorities or goals, and the philanthropic strategies they 

employ in their grant making to international civil society organizations? 

4) What characteristics of targeted beneficiaries or recipient organizations do 

foundations consider in making funding decisions? 

 

.  

 



	

21 
	

Chapter II: Literature Review 

2.1    Introduction to the Chapter 

This chapter presents a review of existing literature on the various factors that influence 

foundations’ decision-making processes. Section 2.2 outlines the search strategy 

employed to identify the relevant literature on philanthropic foundations and giving. The 

next section, Section 2.3, starts with a discussion of the studies that identify the various 

socio-political and economic factors that have historically shaped the establishment, 

nature, and scope of philanthropic foundations. These broader socio-political trends 

provide a framework for philanthropic foundations to exist and operate. These trends, in 

turn, shape the motivations and goals that influence giving among philanthropic 

foundations.  

Section 2.4 presents the various motivations and goals of modern philanthropic 

foundations based in the U.S. that operate locally and globally. The section also presents 

the strategies adopted by modern philanthropic foundations in their efforts to meet their 

goals. Due to the dearth of literature specific to foundations that fund international 

development, this review focuses on U.S.-based foundations in general and draws 

specific attention to those studies that focus on foundation involvement in international 

issues. Section 2.5 presents a review of findings from existing studies that have examined 

the characteristics of targeted beneficiaries and recipient charities that foundations 

consider when making funding decisions. Due to the dearth of studies on the factors that 

influence decision-making by philanthropic foundations, this section includes studies that 

focus on individual or corporate giving. Section 2.6 provides a summary of the existing 
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literature and identifies the gaps in the existing literature that the present study seeks to 

address.  

2.2    Search Strategy 

The search strategy for this review consisted of an electronic search for relevant articles 

using databases accessed through the University of Maryland, Baltimore Health and 

Human Services Library (HSHSL). At the initial stage, I consulted a librarian at HSHSL 

to determine the relevant databases and the appropriate key terms. For this study, the 

databases EBSCOHost, Scopus, and Web of Science were searched in June 2014 and 

April 2015. The databases were searched one at a time using a combination of Boolean 

operators. The main term used during the search “philanthropic foundation”* was 

combined with different terms on the history of foundations (“history”* OR historical 

overview” OR “historical evolution”), on their association with international 

development (“international development” OR “global”), and decision-making by 

foundations (“priority”* OR “decision-making” OR “preferences” OR "donor 

preferences"). As the initial search results on decision-making in philanthropic 

foundations yielded very few relevant results, the search was expanded to all 

philanthropic behavior (“philanthropy” OR "corporate philanthropy" OR "corporate 

social responsibility" OR "charitable giving" OR “charity” OR “foundations”) with 

respect to decision-making.  

 The search results from all databases were compiled in RefWorks and all 

duplicates were removed. Based on the title and abstract, I identified relevant articles in 

the initial review. A more intensive full text review was conducted in the next stage. 

Backward and forward searches were also performed for articles that were the most 
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relevant to the research questions. All qualitative, theoretical, and quantitative articles 

and essays published in peer-reviewed journals, books, as well as dissertation chapters 

were included in the review. Due to a dearth of existing research on philanthropic 

foundations alone, the selection criteria were expanded to include relevant studies that 

examined individual and corporate giving. Relevance of studies to the research question 

was determined based on reviewing the title and abstract. All studies examining 

philanthropic foundations were included in the review. Studies on individual or corporate 

philanthropy were included only when the studies analyzed factors (pertaining to 

recipient organizations or target beneficiaries) that influence decision-making. Studies 

that did not focus on monetary giving alone were excluded and studies that focused on 

tax incentives and rebates exclusively associated with giving were excluded to narrow the 

focus of the study.  

2.3 Socio-political Climate and Philanthropic Foundations: A Historical Overview 

 Philanthropic foundations are a product of their times. Anheier and Leat (2013) posit that 

viewing philanthropic foundations as products of the contemporary socio-political and 

economic environment is a key first step in understanding the rationale for their 

existence, motivations, and purpose. Various scholars studying the behavior of 

philanthropic foundations have focused on understanding their evolution within a 

historical context (e.g., Anheier & Toepler, 1999; Dowie, 2001; Hammack & Anheier, 

2013; Rey-Garcia & Puig-Raposo, 2013). This section outlines the major social and 

economic trends identified by various researchers that have shaped the philanthropic 

behaviors of foundations.  
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Institutional philanthropy through independently governed organizations dates 

back to antiquity (Hammack & Anheier, 2013; Rey-Garcia & Puig-Raposo, 2013). 

Examples include the ancient Greek and Roman practice of philanthropic individuals 

supporting benevolent institutions by way of endowments, the religiously motivated 

medieval charities based on Christian teachings on ‘caritas,’ and the rich heritage of 

Islamic charitable institutions (‘vaqks’) to facilitate the practice of ‘zakat’ (alms-giving).  

They are testaments to the long tradition of organized philanthropy aimed at channeling 

private wealth for the public good (Anheier & Toepler, 1999; Bremer, 2004; Dowie, 

2001; Hammack & Anheier, 2013). 

Although some of the earliest drivers of charitable giving through organized 

philanthropy were religiously motivated, modern foundations, as we understand them 

today, grew in post-Reformation Europe (Rey-Garcia & Puig-Raposo, 2013). State 

expansion and secularization affected the growth and purpose of charitable foundations 

from the 17th century through the mid-19th century (Anheier, 2011). For instance, during 

the 17th century, pluralist guild-based or trade-based foundations steadily replaced these 

type of foundations.  Created by powerful guilds of landed elites, urban merchants, and 

artisans, they acted as providers of quasi-public goods. Anheier and Leat (2013) suggest 

that the major socio-political trends that influenced the growth, proliferation, purpose, 

and influence of European foundations were secularization in the 17th century, 

republicanism and political liberalization in the 18th century, and the social upheavals 

arising out of industrialization in the 19th and early 20th century.  

These socio-political and economic trends have differentially influenced the fate 

of foundations in a given era. For example, in the aftermath of the French Revolution, 
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foundations’ activities came under state scrutiny in many European countries as they 

were viewed as part of the old regime of the Church and aristocracy (Anheier & Leat, 

2013). The systematic restrictions imposed on the nonprofit sector and foundations by a 

centralized and interventionist state, the rapid secularization of foundations resulting 

from the French Revolution, and the monopoly of the state on public interest concerns led 

to a decline in foundation influence (Archambault, 2001). With the subsequent 

decentralization of central and local governments and European integration in the second 

half of the 20th century, there was a rejuvenation of foundations in Europe as the 

charitable arms of the new industrial elite (Anheier & Leat, 2013; Hammack & Anheier, 

2013). These new foundations reflected an earlier Victorian model of a self-organizing 

society that focused on limited state government (Anheier & Leat, 2013; Lewis, 1999).  

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the United States played an 

important role in modernizing foundations. Moran (2014) argues that the burgeoning 

American industrial elite attempted to rectify social injustices and prevent potential social 

unrest resulting from unprecedented industrialization and the subsequent concentration of 

wealth and power in the hands of a few. Smith (2004) traces the beginning of large-scale 

philanthropy in the U.S. to the post-Civil War philanthropy of George Peabody and John 

Slater. The formation of massive trusts with large endowments meant for the public good 

by wealthy industrialists such as Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller soon 

followed. Their efforts marked the beginning of the modernization of foundations 

(Dowie, 2001). During the 20th century, the modern American philanthropic tradition 

grew as more wealthy elites established endowments through large independent or small 

family foundations to support a variety of public causes (Gersick, 2004). These 
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foundations evolved into distinct entities, shifting their focus from charity or ‘help’ that 

created dependency, to addressing the root causes of social problems to foster ‘self-help’ 

or autonomy (Nally & Taylor, 2015).  

The ways in which these foundations ‘modernized’ the idea of helping changed in 

response to the demands of the time (Dowie, 2001; Nally & Taylor, 2015; Smith, 2004). 

Dowie (2001) described this developed as occurring in three somewhat overlapping 

waves during the 20th century: the advancement of formal knowledge in the first forty 

years of the century; mediation of public policy (1945–1960); and the promotion of 

various conceptions of social justice since the 1960s. Scholars have posited several 

explanations for these different emphases, ranging from political motivations, such as 

maintenance of the status quo or the reform of existing social structures (Berndtson, 

2007; Friedman & McGarvie, 2003), to altruistic motivations such as an expression of 

philanthropists’ beliefs about societal priorities (Brooks, 2015; Green & Bezbatchenko, 

2014).  

As the emphases of these foundations changed, major alterations in socio-

economic and political structures facilitated their growth and proliferation; these included 

increased government spending on health, education, and welfare (same focus areas of 

foundations of the time) post-World War II and tax exemptions for foundation spending 

(Hammack & Anheier, 2013). As a result of these changes over time, independent grant-

making foundations have grown in number, size, and influence because of the substantial 

resources they possess, the exceptional independence they enjoy due to tax benefits, and 

their freedom from direct responsibility to shareholders (Hammack & Anheier, 2013). 

Scholars have ascribed a range of motivations to philanthropists’ choice of public causes 
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which, in turn, have influenced the goals and strategies adopted by their foundations. 

There is general agreement that analyzing these motivations, goals, and strategies in the 

context of their appropriate socio-political climate or time is integral to understanding 

foundations’ behavior (Dowie, 2001; Hammack & Anheier, 2013; Smith, 2004).   

2.4 Overall motivations, goals, and strategies that drive foundation giving 

Economists, sociologists, political scientists, and historians have examined the rationales 

underlying the use of philanthropic foundations as instruments to promote public welfare 

and change (Anheier & Leat, 2013). Their examinations into these various rationales 

have highlighted the various motivations that guided the individuals who create 

foundations, the various goals that these foundations purport to serve, and the various 

strategies these foundations employ in their efforts to realize their explicit or implicit 

goals. This section presents a summary of the motivations, goals, and strategies identified 

by existing research on philanthropic foundations.  

2.4.1 Motivations. Existing research on philanthropic foundations has discussed 

the various reasons underlying individuals’ motivations to establish philanthropic 

foundations. These motivations often overlap and affect not only the reasons foundations 

are established but also their goals and strategies (Berndtson, 2007; Smith, 2004). 

Friedman and McGarvie (2003) highlight the importance of viewing philanthropic 

interest in light of “different, shifting and even competing layers of motivations” (pp. 5-

6).  Anheier and Leat (2013) identified four main reasons underlying the creation of 

foundations, summarized below. 
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Value-based motivations. Anheier (2009) argues that philanthropic foundations 

are value-based organizations whose values often inform their mission and, in turn, guide 

major decisions. These values may emerge from a concern for the welfare of others, a 

sense of social responsibility, or a desire to repay society (Anheier & Leat, 2013). Brooks 

(2015) adds that industrialists like Henry Ford applied values and principles of efficiency, 

target-setting, and strategic growth derived from the market or industry to organize and 

provide direction to philanthropic efforts, influencing the subsequent development of 

organized philanthropy.  

Religious convictions and heritage as well as secular political beliefs also inspire 

the establishment and functioning of foundations (Anheier & Leat, 2013). For example, 

Karl and Katz (1987) examined the underlying Judeo-Christian beliefs that guided the 

philanthropic motives of Rockefeller, Sage, and Carnegie. Hewa (1997), on the other 

hand, argues that the Protestant Ethic that influenced the rise of capitalism in the 

industrialized world (Weber, 1958 in Hewa, 1997) also led to the development of 

organized rationalized enterprises as vehicles of philanthropy such as the Rockefeller 

Foundation. He argues further that the doctrines of Protestantism worked as both a 

negative psychological force for individual charity and a positive psychological force for 

organized philanthropy. The latter was seen as a rational and impersonal method to attack 

the root cause of a particular problem in a way that did not help one particular individual; 

rather, it served the greater glory of God by serving the larger community or society.  

Despite the subsequent secularization of modern foundations (Anheier & Daly, 

2004), religious beliefs continue to guide the behavior of some major modern 

philanthropic foundations such as the Lilly Endowment, Pew Charitable Trusts, and Koch 
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Foundation, which make sizeable donations to religious causes (Anheier & Leat, 2013; 

McKenzie & Rouse, 2013). The political beliefs of philanthropists also motivated them to 

use their economic and social capital to shape or mediate social policy, such as the 

contemporary work of the Ford Foundation, the Lumina Foundation, and the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation in the field of education (Dowie, 2001; Guilhot, 2007). The 

search for creative solutions to specific issues and challenges, such as education, global 

health, or poverty, or a commitment to a community-based approach in a specific 

geographical area may also motivate the creation of foundations (Anheier & Daly, 2004; 

Anheier & Leat, 2013). For instance, large and small philanthropic foundations such as 

the Ford Foundation and the Annie E. Casey Foundation have supported programs to 

increase community capacity in certain areas. An example is the Casey Foundation’s 

support for community-based action-oriented participatory research, funding 

participatory evaluations or ‘empowerment evaluations’ (Minkler, Blackwell, Thompson, 

& Tamir, 2003). The underlying value guiding these programs has been a focus on ‘result 

oriented philanthropy’ (Minkler et al., 2003, p. 1210). 

Instrumental motivations. Creators of foundations may opt to establish 

foundations for instrumental reasons– that is, they regard foundations as the most 

appropriate vehicle to implement their philanthropic activities. The operational flexibility 

enjoyed by foundations or the tax incentives for creating a foundation may explain why 

individual philanthropists may establish foundations as instruments for their charitable 

intentions (Anheier & Leat, 2013). Foundations are not accountable to a large number of 

shareholders and have fewer regulations regarding how to spend their money than other 

forms of organizations (Foundation Center, 2013).  These features may provide some 
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foundations with a certain degree of freedom to seek innovative solutions to social 

problems and enter into collaborative partnerships with nonprofit organizations or state 

institutions (Fernandez & Hager, 2014). In addition, independent or family foundations 

may be established with the purpose of creating or upholding family traditions or as a 

memorial to oneself or to one’s family. In discussing family motivations, Gersick (2004) 

pointed out that family foundations might be established to pursue goals such as the 

demonstration of socially responsible values about wealth to children, bringing families 

together for a cause, leaving a legacy to children, and implementing visions of human 

advancement.  

Peer pressure or peer influence. Anheier and Leat (2013) also identify social 

pressure from peers (individuals or institutions) or fashion as a motivation for creating 

foundations and determining their funding priorities. For instance, in the field of 

international philanthropy, the funding priorities of larger foundations may influence 

giving by other smaller U.S. foundations leading to a clustering of the flow of donor 

funds (Anheier & Daly, 2004; Shiffman, 2007). An example is that health and education, 

the key focus areas for the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Ford Foundation, 

respectively, are the two areas that receive the highest amount of philanthropic funding 

(Anheier & Daly, 2004).  

Selfish motives. Critics of philanthropic foundations have long argued the 

importance of viewing philanthropic foundations as instruments of cultural hegemony 

and imperialism (Arnove, 1977, 1980; Crocker, 2003; Roelofs, 2003). Personal agendas 

such as maintaining control over assets (Anheier & Leat, 2013), the need for social 

control and engineering (Crocker, 2003), or in the case of family foundations, 
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collectivizing family control to provide employment to future generations (Hall, 1988), 

may drive the establishment and subsequent functioning of foundations.  

 
In sum, scholars have long debated the motivations that guide philanthropists who 

establish foundations and the role that these foundations play in society. Often scholars 

view foundations as a force for good and as institutions that foster innovation and societal 

change driven by values such as social responsibility and concern (Hammack & Anheier, 

2010). On the other hand, others have viewed foundations as institutions that construct 

hegemony and reinforce oppressive power structures (Arnove, 1980; Roelofs, 2003). 

Although the motivations that guide philanthropic behavior are often overlapping, 

contradictory, and nuanced, scholars agree that all foundations have agendas - 

humanitarian, religious, political or cultural – that frame their philanthropic decisions 

(Anheier & Daly, 2004). Their programmatic goals reflect these philanthropic decisions.  

2.4.2 Goals. The literature on foundations also explores the various goals or 

purposes that foundations seek to fulfill. These goals reflect the contributions that 

foundations claim to make to societies, locally and globally. Prewitt (1999) classified the 

purposes that foundations serve into four broad categories – redistribution (of economic 

resources or wealth), efficiency (using wealth strategically to foster social innovation), 

social change (through influencing and changing popular opinions, to supporting needs), 

and pluralism (promoting diversity and social experimentation). Anheier and Daly (2007) 

further expanded on these categories. Other scholars have both agreed with these 

analyses about these purposes and critiqued how far foundations actually achieve what 

they claim (Arnove, 1980; Arnove & Pinede, 2007; Berndtson, 2007; Parmar, 2002; 

Roelofs, 2003).    
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Redistribution. One goal that foundations seek to achieve through giving is the 

redistribution of economic resources and other capital from the resource-rich to the 

resource-poor or from high-income to low-income groups (Anheier & Daly, 2007; 

Prewitt, 1999). This is achieved through direct monetary investments or contributions 

towards programs and activities benefitting the less privileged (Anheier & Daly, 2007; 

Prewitt, 1999), or through technocratic models aimed at technology or knowledge 

transfer from the resource-rich to the resource-poor (Parmar, 2002).  

Some scholars have questioned the extent to which grant-making foundations 

actually serve this purpose. Authors using a Gramscian perspective in interpreting 

foundation behavior argue that the goal of foundations is to maintain and protect 

capitalism as a system, which contradicts their stated goal of redistribution (Arnove, 

1980; Parmar, 2002). Gramscian theory understands power arising out of coercion or 

force, but also out of how knowledge and information are mobilized (Parmar, 2002). 

According to this theory, those in power help construct, consolidate, and disseminate a 

world-view that reinforces their position in society. Similarly, Crocker (2003) warns 

against assuming that foundations’ main objectives are the social redistribution of private 

fortunes. Prewitt (1999, 2006) also questions the extent to which foundations’ grant-

making actually is redistributive; he highlights the lack of evidence of whether 

foundation grant-making is more efficient or effective at redistribution than government 

redistribution via taxation.   

Social and policy change. Social change is often considered to be the most 

important purpose that foundations propose to achieve through their philanthropic 

endeavors. Dowie (2001) argues that although the focus of American foundations 
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changed across various eras (see Section 2.3), the key guiding principle or the binding 

theme of the three waves of philanthropic development was the principle of ‘change’ 

rather than mere charity. That is, grant-making foundations envisioned how their work 

could create a better society and adopted various targeted strategies to attain their vision. 

Anheier and Daly (2007) state that the role of foundations in effecting social change may 

range from influencing to radically changing popular opinion on social issues, supporting 

new ideas, catering to unmet needs, or empowering the socially excluded. As Hwang and 

Powell (2009) found, foundations support new ideas through their grants, with the 

attendant practices and stipulations attached to the grant agreements shaping the actions 

of the grantee non-profit organizations. For example, Meyerson and Wernick (2012) 

discuss foundations’ contributions in affecting change in education through the support of 

the non-profit NewSchools Venture Fund. The non-profit receives funding from various 

philanthropic foundations (including the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Bloomberg 

Philanthropies, Pearson Foundation, and the Walton Family Foundation among others); 

the goal of each of these foundations is to ensure that all children, especially those in 

underserved communities, have the opportunity to succeed in education (NewSchools 

Venture Fund, 2015).  

Although Prewitt (1999, 2006) acknowledges foundations’ ability to effect 

change, he questions the extent of their power to effect change on a larger scale. Anheier 

and Daly (2001, 2007) also warn against exaggerating the role of foundations, pointing to 

the modest share of philanthropic giving foundations provide. On the other hand, Dowie 

(2001) points to the considerable ‘leverage’ yielded by foundations that enhance their 

ability to effect change beyond just the monetary value of their giving. For instance, 
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foundations use grant-making strategies such as challenge grants, or attach various 

stipulations for the receipt of grants (encouraging collaboration, measurable outcomes, 

and entrepreneurship) to increase the reach of the programs they support. In a similar 

vein, Jung and Harrow (2014) refer to the ‘hyper-agency’ of foundations - their ability to 

shape socio-political frameworks and matrices within which networked governance 

occurs, where the influence of foundations’ programs are far-reaching – leading to their 

increased importance as change agents. Therefore, a variety of strategies adopted by 

foundations (such as strategic philanthropy, leverage, and partnerships) may enhance 

their ability to foster change (Barkan, 2013; Dowie, 2001; Moran, 2008), whereas some 

inherent motivations (such as maintaining existing social structures) may cause 

foundations to support projects that oppose change (Anheier & Daly, 2007).  

Innovation. Foundations have repeatedly been associated with innovation in 

social perceptions, policies, values, and relationships (Anheier & Daly, 2007). Anheier 

and Leat (2013) argue that in a rapidly industrializing United States the raison d'être for 

foundations became the need to develop innovative solutions to the problems of modern 

society. To this day, foundations have continued to fund innovative solutions to social 

problems. For instance, the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation provided a large 

multi-year grant to the ClimateWorks Foundation in 2008 to help mobilize philanthropy 

from various foundations and assist funders to make strategic, effective, and efficient 

investments to solve the climate crisis (ClimateWorks Foundation, 2015; Foundation 

Center, 2012). In 2010, the Ford Foundation gave grants totaling $41 million targeted at 

indigenous people across the world (Foundation Center, 2012). These grants funded a 

range of activities that provide training and technical assistance to local civil society 
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organizations in the Brazilian Amazon to use legal instruments more effectively to defend 

their land rights. 

Barkan (2013) argues that philanthropists’ understanding of modern research-

based medicine influenced the search for innovative solutions to problems in the social 

sphere. These investigations aim not simply to alleviate symptoms, but to sponsor 

research on a problem (such as poverty or illiteracy), finance the design of a remedy, and 

pay for the implementation of the innovative remedy. For instance, in examining 

foundation giving in the health sector, Dooley (1987) found that many of the foundation 

grants in the 1970s and 1980s were health care system investments driven by the need for 

foundations to be pioneers who are supportive of innovation.  Foundations made these 

investments in medical research, the capacity building of health professionals, and the 

construction of new facilities based on the underlying goals of more efficient delivery, 

better quality health services, and increased health care access in the long run.  

Since the 1980s, the landscape of health care funding, particularly global health 

funding by foundations, has significantly changed with the advent of major players such 

as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF) (Moran & Stevenson, 2013). 

However, as Moran and Stevenson point out, a majority of health funding is still rooted 

in the search for innovative solutions to reduce global health disparities. By funding a 

diverse group of actors – such as individual scientists, non-governmental organizations, 

and international organizations – the BMGF seeks innovative solutions that are 

preventative and treatment-oriented. Foundations like the BMGF are uniquely situated to 

risk funding innovative projects due to their relative independence in comparison with 

government bodies (Anheier & Daly, 2007; Anheier & Leat, 2002, 2006).  
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Pluralism. Foundations are often seen as promoters of diversity and pluralist 

ideas (Prewitt, 1999; Anheier & Daly, 2007). They might support the maintenance of the 

status quo (Barkan, 2013), fund dissenters and social justice movements (Faber & 

McCarthy, 2005; Ostrander, 2005), or advocate for reforms of existing social, economic, 

cultural, and environmental policy (Edwards & McCarthy, 2004).  Dowie (2001) found 

that foundation support for social movements increased after the social movements of the 

1960s in the United States. Critics of this support, however, warn against the possible co-

optation of movement goals by foundations as well as the potential threat to democracy 

(Ostrander, 2005). For instance, Bartley (2007) found that foundation funding for 

ideologically moderate social movement organizations was higher than funding for 

radical, indigenous organizations. Nevertheless, grant-making in support of social 

movements remains a small percentage of local and international giving by U.S.-based 

foundations (Foundation Center, 2009, 2013).  

Despite criticism of the effect of foundation support for movements, the role 

played by foundations in supporting pluralism is undeniable (Anheier & Daly, 2007). 

Suarez (2012) argues that by integrating the theme of social justice into their 

programming, foundations may act as institutional entrepreneurs in their field, providing 

a model for other foundations (Aksartova, 2003; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). For 

instance, in a cross-sectional analysis of foundation support for progressive social reform, 

Suarez found that smaller, younger, and public foundations as well as foundations 

prioritizing international grant-making and rights activities are more likely to integrate 

social justice language into their programming.  
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Complementarity. Foundations may seek to complement the efforts of the state to 

solve a particular social problem. This may include serving otherwise under-supplied 

groups, or collaborating with state and international bodies through ventures such as 

public-private partnerships (PPPs) to target a problem (Anheier & Daly, 2007; Moran, 

2009). Moran (2009) argues that the rising popularity and perceived utility of PPPs has 

grown since the 1990s. This is especially true in the area of international development, 

for instance global health and education.  

The willingness of state and multilateral development agencies to cooperate in 

combating complex global problems (Moran, 2009), and the decrease in government 

resources, including human resources and total spending (Anheier & Leat, 2013) have led 

to foundations stepping in to fill the gap. An important area in which foundations have 

worked cooperatively with the state and multilateral agencies is in product development 

partnerships (PDP’s) such as the Meningitis Vaccine Project (Bishai, Champion, Steele, 

& Thompson, 2011). As of 2008, public and private donors (including foundations) spent 

$580 million annually on PDP’s, such as vaccines for the diseases that affect the world’s 

poorest populations, with government investment in PDP’s growing from 7 percent of 

their total support in 2000 to 34 percent in 2007 (Bishai et al., 2011). 

The operational independence of foundations and their greater willingness to 

invest in risky innovations favorably position foundations to complement state efforts to 

solve global problems. However, large investments by foundations in development 

efforts may lead to an overreliance by states and nongovernmental organizations on 

foundation support.  This is especially risky if foundations withdraw this support 

suddenly because they are under no legal obligation to renew grants or fulfill the support 
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offered (Moran, 2009). In addition, duplicating existing state efforts may lead to a 

fracturing of the aid structure (with aid being wasted) and a reduction in the overall 

effectiveness of aid (Moran, 2009). Anheier and Daly (2007) argue that especially in the 

context of international development instead of complementing state efforts in certain 

situations, foundations may substitute for state functions and act as providers of public 

goods. There is, however, a dearth of examples in the existing literature on foundations 

taking on in this role in the American context.  

Preservation of tradition and culture. In contrast with the goal of fostering social 

change, foundations often seek to oppose change and preserve existing social structures. 

This goal may extend to efforts to disseminate Western ideology and traditions to other 

countries in areas such as education delivery (Srivastava & Oh, 2010). A genuine belief 

about the superiority of the Western way may guide this goal or it may emerge from self-

interested motivations (such as creating or preserving family legacy by setting up 

institutions named after the family) and colonial, neo-colonial, and imperialist paradigms 

(Prewitt, 1999; Srivastava & Oh, 2010). On a positive note, foundation activities may 

involve efforts to preserve a nation’s culture through the support of art, museums, 

heritage monuments, and buildings (Anheier & Daly, 2007; Toepler, 2013).    

Value creation. Porter and Kramer (1999) argue that one of the primary agendas 

of philanthropic foundations in modern society is creating or adding social, economic, or 

political value. Borms (2005) asserts that foundations cannot be mere conduits of giving 

in a modern rapidly globalizing world; they have to create social value if they are to 

thrive and maintain their legitimacy. This increase in value can be quantified in a variety 

of ways depending on the type of program, including trainings provided, vaccines 



	

39 
	

developed, or the number of beneficiaries served. Borms also points out that it is critical 

that foundations think strategically about their role and functions, while seeking to create 

value as an outcome.  

Value creation is closely related to evaluation where the assumption is that the 

value created by a grant should be a measurable outcome that can be assessed (Borms, 

2005; Porter & Kramer, 1999; Whitman, 2009). Tuan (2008) discussed the various 

measurements adopted in the measurement of social value created by a program 

supported by different foundations. For instance, the William and Flora Hewlett 

Foundation adopted an Expected Return methodology it developed in 2007 to evaluate 

potential charitable investments through a systematic, consistent, quantitative process to 

make better prospective funding decisions. In calculating expected returns, funders 

assume the probability of success for a program and multiply it with the projected 

outcome. The total is divided by the cost incurred by the foundation.  

2.4.3 Strategies. In practice, foundations may pursue a single one of the goals 

listed above or multiple goals concurrently (Anheier & Daly, 2007; Borms, 2005). Borms 

(2005) posits that depending on the goal philanthropic foundations adopt different 

strategies and employ different types of strategic planning. Over time, philanthropists’ 

strategies in the developed world have evolved from using foundations as conduits for 

mere charity towards setting loftier or more sophisticated goals like social and policy 

change (Borms, 2005). As philanthropists of the early twentieth century began to view 

charity or philanthropy as a means to engineer social change, philanthropic giving 

became more ‘strategic’ or ‘scientific’ (Anheier & Leat, 2013; Borms, 2005). Since that 

time, three traits have characterized organized or strategic philanthropy: (1) a search for a 
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creative or innovative solution to a problem (Arnove, 1977; Anheier & Leat, 2013; 

Gasman, 2012; Parmar, 2002) or a broad policy change (Gore, 2013); (2) an approach 

that is effective – i.e., with measurable outcomes or impact to determine its success and 

scalability (Borms, 2005; Harrow & Jung, 2015; Moran, 2008); and (3) an approach that 

can be administered in a way that yields maximum leverage from the use of limited 

resources – i.e., that reflects maximum efficiency (Hammack & Anheier, 2010; Prewitt, 

1999, 2006).   

Foundations based in the United States have adopted different strategies over the 

past few centuries. Brooks (2015) points out that at the beginning of the twentieth 

century, major philanthropists such as Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, and Henry 

Ford attempted to use organized philanthropy as vehicles through which large-scale 

productive outputs could be achieved, similar to the outputs they expected in their 

factories and businesses. Foundations such as the Ford Foundation funded education 

programs that focused on competence building and looked for technocratic solutions to 

social problems (Arnove, 1977; Brooks, 2015). This involved supporting innovative 

programs that provided skill training, improved the quality of education, and expanded 

infrastructure such as public libraries and buildings. During the past few decades, mega-

foundations such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation or Ford Foundation have 

expanded upon this model by partnering or collaborating with global organizations such 

as the World Health Organization or national governments overseas, such as in sub-

Saharan Africa (Foundation Center, 2012) to advocate for broader policy changes (Green 

& Bezbatchenko, 2014). The strategies adopted by these foundations within the United 

States and globally are discussed below.  
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Partnerships. Recently, private foundations have increasingly formed 

partnerships with national and international government agencies, nongovernmental 

organizations, and academic institutions to carry out their philanthropic activities 

strategically (Moran, 2008). These alliances or partnerships bring together stakeholders 

with a diverse range of expertise and influence in order to seek solutions to complex and 

seemingly intractable global problems such as poverty, inequality, and poor access to 

healthcare and education for a large section of the human population (Moran, 2008). 

They have multifaceted benefits; they help provide foundations with an entry point into 

communities, establish their legitimacy or credibility, use limited resources to maximum 

leverage, advocate for policy changes, and evaluate the impact of programs and ongoing 

commitments (Barkan, 2013; McGoey, 2012; Moran & Stevenson, 2013; Morvaridi, 

2012).  

Critics of such partnerships warn against alliances that may be hegemonic 

(Morvaridi, 2012), too top-down (Muraskin, 2004), or overly donor-controlled (Barkan, 

2013). BMGF and the Buffett Foundation’s support of the Water Efficient Maize for 

Africa project, in which the foundations partner with corporations that profit from the 

project at the expense of the local community is an example of a hegemonic partnership 

(Morvaridi, 2012). An example of a top-down program is the investment made by 

philanthropic foundations in the Global Alliance for Vaccines where health priorities 

reflect donors’ agendas rather than the needs expressed by the communities they purport 

to serve (Muraskin, 2004).   

Philanthro-capitalism. Simply put, philanthro-capitalism refers to the application of 

market strategies to philanthropic giving (McGoey, 2012). Morvaridi (2012) refers to it 
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as a form of neoliberal capitalist philanthropy that is committed politically and 

ideologically to market-based social investments. McGoey (2012) points out that the term 

philanthro-capitalism, also referred to as ‘venture philanthropy’ (Moran, 2008) or 

‘philanthropreneurship’ (Jung, Kaufman, & Harrow, 2013), has seeped into common 

parlance since 2008. As a strategy adopted by philanthropic foundations, philanthro-

capitalism involves the application of big-business strategies to investments in research 

and the implementation of innovative solutions to seemingly intractable social problems, 

measuring outcomes and scaling up successful programs to maximize impact (Gasman, 

2012; Moran, 2008; Morvaridi, 2012).   

Edwards (2009) points out that the strategies of philanthropic foundations reflect this 

influence in their establishment of partnerships with nongovernmental organizations to 

implement result-oriented programs where donor intervention (and often control) are 

viewed as critical to success. The integration of business insight and social impact is also 

reflected in how social investment is often sold to philanthropists as a means to include 

the world’s poor, who lie at the base of the economic pyramid, in the consumer base 

(Moran, 2008). From this perspective, the benefit of alleviating poverty among the poor 

is not only socially beneficial, it also expands the market for goods and services for 

multinational firms. Gasman (2012) and McGoey (2012) point out that this seemingly 

recent trend of philanthropists backing bold entrepreneurial initiatives is a throwback to 

the earliest days of philanthropic foundations. Gasman (2012) cites an example in the 

early 20th century of major industrialists supporting primary and secondary schooling in 

order to create employable semi-skilled workers for their factories, thereby meeting their 

business needs through social investments.  
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Leverage. Dowie (2001) highlights leverage as an important strategy used by 

philanthropic foundations, in which they play a major role in structuring, defining, 

leading, guiding, directing, and managing the nonprofit sector while playing only a minor 

role in supporting it in dollar terms. Thus, foundations may invest their money 

strategically in new ways that generate more funds. These include flow funding, the 

creation of community foundations, and the use of intermediaries, pass through 

foundations, challenge grants, and charitable gift funds. Dowie provides the example of 

the creation of an entire public library system by Carnegie, where the financial outlay of 

only a few million dollars (invested in creating the infrastructure or library buildings) 

prompted each community to commit to stocking, staffing, and running the libraries. 

Another method adopted by foundations to increase their philanthropic giving is the 

use of challenge grants where the foundation’s contribution needs to be matched by some 

other form of external funding (thereby effectively doubling the financial scope of the 

project). Dowie emphasizes that leverage can be both a negative and a positive force, but 

does not elaborate on its potential negative influence. Gasman (2012) provides an 

example of the negative aspect of challenge grants instituted by philanthropists such as 

Rosenwald, who provided support to schools for African American children in the South 

from 1913-1930. Although members of the community raised matching funds for these 

schools, the schools were named after Rosenwald rather than any of the community 

members. Rosenwald's financial support also reinforced the segregation of education in 

the South, despite his benevolent intentions.  Such disparity in visibility is often 

witnessed in the present era as well (Gasman, 2012).  
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Astroturfing. Barkan (2013) draws attention to a highly controversial technique that 

may be adopted by mega-foundations that he refers to as astroturfing. Foundations may 

finance local political activities that appear as unsolicited, community-based, grassroots 

movements for change when in reality they are donor-created campaigns to push specific 

agendas. Barkan cites the example of foundations like the Gates Foundation and the 

Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisers setting up “local” nonprofit organizations consisting 

of outsiders in various target sites across the United States to generate grassroots support 

and favorable media coverage for education reforms in such areas as teacher 

effectiveness. There are few other studies, however, that analyze the existence of this 

technique in fields such as international development, although studies on corporate 

philanthropy highlight the use of the technique by pharmaceutical corporations in 

creating health advocacy organizations with the same intent (O’Donovan, 2005, 2007).    

2.5 Factors that Influence Funding Decisions 

There is a dearth of research that examines decision-making by philanthropic foundations 

(Bloomfield, 2000; Coyte, Rooney, & Phua, 2013; Gasman, 2012; Hammack & Anheier, 

2013). Existing studies that examine donor behavior and decision-making have focused 

on individual donors (Bachke, Alfnes, & Wik, 2014; Borgloh, Dannenberg, & Aretz, 

2013; Kinsbergen & Tolma, 2013; Soyer & Hogarth, 2011), corporate philanthropic 

giving (Buchholtz, Amason, & Rutherford, 1999; Butler, & McChesney, 1998; Dennis, 

Buchholtz, & Butts, 2007), or giving within a particular sector by an amalgam of donors 

(Shiffman, 2006). These studies examine how the characteristics of donors, recipient 

organizations (those that receive funding from donors to carry out social programs), and 

ultimate beneficiaries (the target population the donation eventually aims to benefit) may 
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influence funding decisions. This study focuses only on the characteristics of the 

recipient organizations and targeted beneficiaries to influence decision-making among 

donors.  

2.5.1 Characteristics of recipient beneficiaries. The authors studying funding 

decision-making by donors have highlighted two main characteristics specific to the 

target group that they fund.  

Perceived need or vulnerability.  In examining patterns of funding for global 

health issues (including giving by government, intergovernmental organizations, and 

philanthropic foundations), Shiffman (2006) identified key frameworks that influence 

priority setting in the health field. The recipient need framework presumes that donors 

respond to a perceived need in the community they are serving. For example, in relation 

to health, factors such as the burden of a disease and the potential speed of its spread 

influence donor priorities.   

Bachke, Alfnes, and Wik (2014) conducted an experimental study among 

potential donors where respondents (N=90) had to indicate their support for development 

aid projects choosing to whom they would give and how much. Their findings indicate 

that recipients perceived as most vulnerable and poor received the highest amount of 

donations. For instance, girls were perceived as most vulnerable (followed by women and 

boys) whereas men were perceived as the least vulnerable. This perception corresponded 

with the willingness to donate and with participants willing to donate (pledge) 

significantly higher amounts to causes supporting children, girls, women, and boys as 

compared to men.  
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Geographical region. In the same study, Bachke, Alfnes, and Wik (2014) found 

that as donors perceived countries in sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, South and 

Southeast Asia, and Latin America to be poorer that countries in Eastern Europe, they 

preferred donating to causes in these regions as they viewed populations in these regions 

as the most vulnerable.  

In an interview with the Journal of International Affairs, Howard G. Buffett 

(2014), who heads a foundation that focuses on food security, stated that the geographical 

regions served by his foundation distinguish it from others. The foundation operates in 

typically underserved conflict areas such as Sierra Leone, Liberia, South Sudan, Burundi, 

and the Democratic Republic of Congo. Thus, the perceived vulnerability and need of 

populations living in certain geographical regions influence funding decisions.   

2.5.2 Characteristics of recipient organizations. Studies show that some 

characteristics of recipient organizations influence whether a donor will choose to fund 

the organization and the amount of funding received by the organization. These include 

their familiarity and size, and the foundation’s experience and past affiliation with 

recipients 

Familiarity.  Kinsbergen and Tolsma (2013) and Soyer and Hogarth (2011) 

measured the impact that familiarity with the recipient organization had on the amount of 

money donated. Kinsbergen and Tolsma used giving data from the Family Survey of the 

Dutch Population (N=2758) where respondents were assigned different scenarios using 

different combinations of various characteristics of recipient charities to understand 

decision-making or choices. Soyer and Hogarth (2011) conducted an experiment among 

respondents in Spain who were potential donors where respondents had to choose 



	

47 
	

recipient organizations they would support based on various characteristics of the 

charities. Both studies hypothesized that people have a higher probability to donate more 

to a development organization with which they are familiar. The results of both studies 

supported the hypothesis of familiarity. Kinsbergen and Tolsma (2013) found that 

individuals were significantly more likely to donate to as well as more willing to donate 

more money to organizations with which they were familiar.  

In their study (N=145), Soyer and Hogarth (2011) found that better known 

recipients obtain significantly larger contributions. The authors also found that apart from 

familiarity with the organization, familiarity with the type of campaign also significantly 

influences the size of contributions received, with better-known campaigns receiving 

larger contributions.  In their study of private philanthropic decision-making among 

consumers who responded to charitable donation requests via direct mail (N=90), 

Supphellen and Nelson (2001) found that familiarity with the recipient charity was an 

important consideration for a majority of the donors and that all donors used the name of 

requesting organizations as a screening criterion.   

Soyer and Hogarth (2011) also examined the interaction of familiarity with 

organizations and the number of organizations (or alternatives available to donors). The 

authors found that when the number of alternatives in recipient NGO’s increases, the size 

of donations received by the least familiar organizations drops significantly. Kinsbergen 

and Tolsma (2013) found that even organizations with more experience still needed to be 

familiar among potential donors. 

Size. Two of the studies (Borgloh, Dannenberg, & Aretz, 2013; Kinsbergen & 

Tolsma, 2013) analyzed the impact of the size of the recipient charity on the size of 
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donations it receives. Both studies hypothesized that donors prefer small charities over 

bigger organizations. The authors in both studies base this hypothesis on an impact 

philanthropy model, which, in turn, is based on the belief that donors wish to have an 

impact on the lives of recipients and that as organizations grow bigger (and have larger 

endowments), the impact or utility of an individual philanthropist is reduced.  

Kinsbergen and Tolsma (2013) also propose another reason that donors prefer 

smaller charities: they believe smaller charities spend a larger proportion of their budgets 

on development projects. In a study (N=223), Borgloh et al. (2013) found that individual 

respondents asked to choose organizations to which they would donate preferred small 

organizations (73% of donors chose small rather than large charities; significant at chi 

squared test 1% significance), and that the average donation to small organizations as 

opposed to large organizations was not statistically significant. Their hypothesis was, 

therefore, only partially supported – individuals who were aware of organizations’ 

revenues chose small organizations over larger ones, but the distribution of donations 

across these groups was not significantly different. Kinsbergen and Tolsma (2013) also 

found that the size of a charity had a non-significant effect on the willingness to donate as 

well as on the intention to donate more. Therefore, studies on donor preferences among 

individual donors have mixed results about the effects of the size of a charity.  

Experience and affiliations. Kinsbergen and Tolsma (2013) found that 

respondents in their study expressed intention to donate significantly more to 

organizations with more than 20 years of experience, no religious affiliations, and 20% or 

less overhead cost ratio than to organizations with five years of experience or less, a 

religious orientation, and 40% or more overhead costs.  
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Other organizational factors. Trussels and Parsons (2008) posit that once 

individual donors have decided to pledge a certain amount to a particular cause, they may 

use accounting reports of organizations to select the recipient organization of choice. The 

authors developed a framework to identify financial reporting factors that affect 

donations. The authors hypothesized that variables that represent the efficiency, stability, 

information, and reputation of the organization influence the selection process for donors. 

The proxy variables representing the constructs of efficiency are price of output (cost to 

donor to purchase one dollar of output for the beneficiaries), program expenses as a 

percentage of total expenses, and administrative cost ratio. They represent stability, 

referring to an organization’s ability to continue operations despite decrease in resources, 

by proxy variables such as adequacy of equity, revenue, operating margin, and 

administrative cost ratio. They measure the information available about the organization 

in terms of the fundraising expense earmarked by the organization and fundraising 

efficiency ratio. Finally, reputation is represented by the organization’s age, size, and 

government grants and indirect donations received. The authors found that an 

individual’s donation was a function of efficiency, stability, information, and reputation 

and that all four factors predicted the amount of donations.   

Thus, the above factors are some of the variables specific to the target 

beneficiaries or the recipient organizations that influence donor choices (whether or not a 

donor will donate to a target group of beneficiaries or recipient charities) and the size of 

the donations among individual donors. The research on how these factors influence 

funding decisions among foundations, however, is very limited.  
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2.6 Summary and gaps in existing research 

The literature on philanthropic foundations is largely conceptual and delves into the 

history of foundations and their growth in the United States, examining their motivations 

and relevance. These studies also examine how their goals and strategies have evolved 

over time, making them some of the most powerful institutions of change in the world.  

Scholars acknowledge foundations’ influence on national and international policies, 

especially when foundations engage in grantmaking that complements or supplements the 

role of local governments, international NGOs, and other organizations working in a 

region. As foundations play such a critical role in driving development agendas, the far-

reaching effect of these grant dollars make it important to understand decision making 

processes at foundations. With regard to such decision-making, one of the key thrusts of 

the existing literature is on the importance of viewing foundations in their appropriate 

historical, social, political, and economic context. The existing socio-political structure 

can not only influence the growth of philanthropic foundations, but also the nature of the 

philanthropy in which they engage, the motivations that guide them, the priorities they 

set, and the strategies they adopt.  

These motivations and goals often overlap and even contradict each other; one 

can interpret them in different ways. Some scholars have interpreted these motivations as 

having positive effects, such as fostering social change and innovation, identifying 

solutions to various social problems, or advancing social justice in society. However, 

critics of the growing influence of foundations have stressed their role in maintaining the 

social status quo, stifling indigenous grassroots social movements, or advancing selfish 

agendas that benefit only a few. These critical assessments are more challenging to 
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measure as they often have limited empirical support. As Rosenberg (2003) points out, 

“any assessment of either the goals or the effects of philanthropy depend on specific 

contexts, and can be framed within a multiplicity of meanings and interpretive narratives” 

(quoted in Berndston, 2007, p. 579).   

Whatever their underlying motivations, various studies emphasize that 

foundations over time have become more organized, deliberate, and strategic in their 

grant making. Foundations increasingly seek to address the root cause of social problems 

and set out to identify how to achieve their goals. The empirical evidence on what guides 

such strategic giving is, however, scarce. Much of the existing literature is descriptive 

(e.g., analyzing the amount of giving); scholars posit opinions about the possible implicit 

or explicit motivations and goals of foundations, and some studies identify the existing 

strategies being adopted by foundations. 

The processes foundations adopt to determine their funding priorities, fund 

particular grants or projects, and adopt specific philanthropic strategies are, therefore, 

relatively understudied. Although studies discuss foundations’ motivations, goals, and 

desired outcomes (in the form of total giving, distribution of giving, or strategies 

adopted), there is little research that examines the actual decision-making processes at the 

foundation level.  Understanding these decision-making processes may enhance the 

assessment of philanthropic outcomes or decisions regarding the establishment of 

foundations’ funding priorities and actual grant making. As philanthropic decisions by 

foundations are increasingly organized and strategic rather than arbitrary or idiosyncratic, 

it is even more important to understand how foundations reach these decisions in the first 

place.  
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In addition, there are few studies that examine the factors that influence funding 

decisions by philanthropic foundations. Existing research on the factors affecting 

philanthropic decisions focuses primarily on individual or corporate philanthropy. Studies 

in the field of behavioral economics examine the factors that individual donors take into 

consideration when donating. However, few studies examine whether the factors that are 

associated with recipient organizations (such as size, familiarity or reputation, 

experiences and affiliations) or targeted beneficiaries (such as perceived need or 

vulnerability and geographical location) also influence foundations’ funding decisions. 

Research suggests that various donor characteristics (such as size of the donor 

organization, distribution of decision-making power, and the constitution of the 

organization) also influence funding priorities and patterns. To narrow the scope of the 

study, the present study focused solely on the decision-making process identified by 

foundations and the factors related to the targeted beneficiaries and the recipient 

organizations that the foundations take into consideration. 

Finally, there is a lack of studies that examine the factors that influence the 

agenda setting and grant making of foundations that give international grants. This study 

specifically examines decision-making processes for international grants and that factors 

that influence international grant making by foundations. 
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Chapter III. Theoretical Framework 
 

3.1 Introduction to the Chapter 

Research that examines the grant-making behavior and practices of philanthropic 

foundations is largely atheoretical. Theories used to understand and explain decision-

making by individuals and organizations, however, may be useful in understanding 

decision-making in foundations.  Theories on decision-making by individuals stem from 

the fields of neuroscience (e.g., Bergethon, 1999), psychology (e.g., Collins & Guetzkow, 

1964), and economic theory (e.g., Bellman & Zadeh, 1970), and explain how decision-

makers identify, evaluate, and select from a range of alternatives available to them 

(Davis, 1996). In organizations, decisions made by individual leader(s) may influence 

decisions made by organizations as a whole; this is especially true for top-down, 

hierarchical decision-making. Therefore, a study of individual decision-making may shed 

light on organizational decision-making. Theories from the fields of public policy and 

organizational research examine organizational decision-making; they focus on how 

organizations as a whole reach decisions through a set of established procedures or 

processes (e.g., Allison, 1971; Bolman & Deal, 1991; Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972; 

Diaz, 1999; Simon 1955). These theories examine the role of different units (individual 

or group) in reaching organizational decisions. As this study focuses on organizational 

decision-making among philanthropic foundations, the chapter primarily focuses on 

theories and models that relate to the organizational decision-making process.  
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3.2 Making Decisions 

Making decisions is a part of our everyday lives. We make decisions in the routine course 

of a day (Sanfey, 2007) when faced with a problem (Luoma, 2015), or when forced to 

make one to progress to a next phase (James, 1987). Therefore, individuals as well as 

organizations consistently process the multiple alternatives available to them and choose 

a course of action that helps achieve a goal with maximum efficiency (Sanfey, 2007). 

Pettigrew (2014) broadly distinguishes between two kinds of theoretical perspectives that 

attempt to explain the process of decision-making within organizations; he classifies 

them as mathematical-economic theories and behavioral theories. The present study 

focuses on the behavioral theory of decision-making. It also summarizes some of the key 

decision-making theories and models that pertain specifically to organizational decision-

making that can be used to understand decision-making by philanthropic foundations.  

3.2.1 Behavioral Decision Theory. The behavioral tradition of organizational 

research is often referred to as the Carnegie School of thought (Augier, 2013) as the 

leading scholars of this school of thought worked at the Carnegie Mellon 

University/Carnegie Tech when behavioral theories emerged as influential ways of 

understanding decision- making by organizations (Luoma, 2015). In their book 

Organizations, March and Simon (1958) introduced the concept of ‘bounded rationality’ 

- a central tenet in the behavioral understanding of organizational decision-making. In a 

subsequent book, Behavioral Theory of the Firm, Cyert and March (1963) explained how 

firms make key economic decisions by focusing on their underlying decision-making 

processes (Luoma, 2015). These two seminal works discuss the various mechanisms and 

features of organizational decision-making on which subsequent scholars have built.  
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The Carnegie School. March and Simon (1958) provided a strong critique of the 

dominant mathematic-economic theories and models that were used to explain decision-

making by organizations. These economic theories primarily sought to derive utility 

functions that could be used to predict decisions (which alternative will be selected) that 

would lead to the most preferred set of consequences, that is, maximization of profit 

(Pettigrew, 2014). March and Simon argued that although the basic features of 

organization function and processes reflect rational human choice and problem-solving 

processes, there are conditions on this rationality. The environment in which individuals 

make decisions is rarely clear and highly specified, the knowledge of and availability of 

alternatives are limited, and the consequences of every decision are unknown. 

Consequently, the decision-maker’s definition and perception of a situation influences 

how alternatives are generated and evaluated.  

Pettigrew (2014) emphasizes that a critical and novel part of March and Simon’s 

theory is the search behavior. Organizations are not provided with information; rather 

they engage in a systematic search for alternatives that are available to them and that 

these alternatives are discovered sequentially as organizations gather more information, a 

process referred to as search behavior. The order in which the environment is searched 

and the information received influences the decisions made. The aim is usually to make 

decisions that ‘satisifice’ rather than keep searching for alternatives to maximize, 

although what is considered ‘satisfactory’ and how it is determined during decision-

making is not made clear by the authors (Pettigrew, 2014).   

March and Simon also viewed conflict as detrimental to the decision-making 

process as it breaks down the means by which organizations make decisions; in their 
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view, therefore, conflict should be avoided. According to the authors, conflict may arise 

in situations where all members do not have shared norms or are not convinced about the 

selection of a single alternative. They argue that the resolution of this conflict occurs 

when those with more power can strategically mobilize their power towards the selection 

of their desired choice. In their view, this is a negative outcome, because the focus then 

shifts away from selecting the outcome that ‘satisfices’ the most to a power struggle.  

Critics of this perspective argue that it has a strong psychological bias and often 

blurs the distinction between individual and organizational decision-making (Pettigrew, 

2014; Shapira, 2002). The authors’ view on conflict is also considered limited. Pettigrew 

(2014), for example, asserts that March and Simon fail to recognize that structural 

conflict may arise because of a felt need or because of the transfer of authority. Others 

argue that conflict is not necessarily negative and can be a positive source of a creative 

solution (Luoma, 2015). Additional critics point out that the authors do not discuss an 

important element that often determines conflict resolution – power (Rex, 1961). They 

argue that rather than shared norms, differences in power may often be at the root of a 

resolved conflict.  This makes power a crucial variable when studying decision-making in 

social systems (Pettigrew, 2014).  

In their book, Cyert and March (1963) expand upon the theoretical framework 

developed by March and Simon. Pettigrew (2014) notes that learning theory is a key 

theoretical antecedent of Cyert and March’s framework.  From this perspective, the firm 

behaves like a goal-directed, efficient, and learning individual. Cyert and March also 

challenged the assumptions of orthodox economists that firms are unified, rational, and 

aim solely for profit maximization (Luoma, 2015).  
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Their theory advances four relational concepts (Cyert & March, 1992; Luoma, 

2015). First, organizations are not unitary actors; they consist of a collective of 

individuals with conflicting interests. However, the theory assumes that members are able 

to set aside their individual differences in the pursuit of common goals. To Cyert and 

March, decision-making is a political process, and the organization is viewed as a 

coalition with the more powerful (or vocal) players in the coalition having more influence 

over goal setting.  

Second, organizations avoid uncertainty to minimize risk, often by continuing to 

use ways of making decisions that have proven satisfactory in the past. Third, when the 

performance of the organization suffers, it searches for solutions or alternatives beyond 

its current repertoire of existing alternatives. Past organizational experiences and 

individual goals moderate this search. Finally, organizations learn, adapting their goals, 

rules, and search rules based on experience. Although scholars have identified some 

mechanisms for conflict resolution, they have paid limited attention to the processes 

involved in resolving conflict and mention the role of power only in passing (Pettigrew, 

2014).  

As much of behavioral decision theory focuses on the basic elements that are 

common to individual and organizational decision-making, it is important to note that 

there are certain characteristics of organizations that differentiate organizational decision-

making from individual decision-making. Shapira (2002) highlights several key 

characteristics of organizational decision-making. First, organizations frequently deal 

with ambiguity in information, preferences, and even the interpretation of past decisions. 

Second, decision-making is embedded in a longitudinal context with decisions being 
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made in a sequential manner requiring history-dependent analysis. This implies that 

decisions of the past influence decisions in the present, and that an evaluation of current 

decision-making needs to account for and be informed by past processes and decisions.  

Third, the incentives, penalties, and ramifications of decisions have long-lasting 

effects that the longitudinal characteristic of decision-making intensify; this, in turn, 

affects an organization’s ability to take risks. Fourth, executives may make repeated 

decisions on similar issues due to their previous experience, sense of control, and safety. 

Finally, conflict is pervasive in organizations where power considerations, agenda 

setting, and the nature of authority relations may determine how decisions are made. 

Given these important characteristics of organizations, as the study of decision-making 

has grown and diversified, theories and models that recognize and account for the unique 

characteristics and constraints of organizations have emerged.  

3.2.2 Organizational Decision-making Models. In his classic book, Cuban 

Missile Crisis, Essence of Decision, Graham Allison (1971) put forth three organizational 

decision models – the rational actor model, the bureaucratic or government politics 

model, and the organizational process model (Allison, 1971; Bloomfield, 2002; Diaz, 

1999). Bolman and Deal (1991) further expanded upon these models and Diaz (1999) 

discussed the implications of these models for understanding decision-making by grant-

making foundations.  

Rational Actor Model. In the rational actor model of decision-making (Allison, 

1971), organizations (specifically individual leaders within an organization) reach a 

clearly reasoned decision after carefully considering all available alternatives. The model 

proposes that organizations carefully consider their goals and objectives, assign values to 
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each possible alternative available for achieving the goals (based on analyzing costs and 

benefits), weigh the consequences of each available choice, and then select the alternative 

that has the most benefit or least cost. According to Diaz (1999), the model assumes that 

organizations act as unified actors who follow a hierarchical decision-making process. 

Their actions are viewed as steady state choices rather than partial choices made in a 

dynamic environment (Allison, 1971).  Actors then choose the alternative with the 

highest perceived benefit. The model, therefore, assumes that the actor(s) are able to 

identify all available alternatives. Another assumption of the model is that these decisions 

result from purely rational decision-making, where the assignment of value to each 

alternative is a rational rather than a subjective process. Consequently, in an organization 

based on the rational actor mode, no decision is random or inexplicable (Diaz, 1999). 

Based on this calculation, organizations conduct cost-benefit analyses (implicit or 

explicit) and make decisions. 

Although the rational actor model has its benefits, Allison (1971) suggested that it 

could not be used to understand all organizational decision-making. The model ignores 

various other values, beliefs, and consequences (other than maximum perceived benefit) 

that organizational leaders often factor in when making decisions. Another shortcoming 

of the rational actor model is that it assumes that as organizations act as unified actors, 

there is complete internal coherence among all personnel involved in the decision-making 

process. The model does not examine how conflict among personnel arising out of 

differences in perceptions of key goals, benefits, and consequences influences decision-

making or is resolved.  
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Diaz (1999) analyzes the applicability of this model to understanding foundation 

decision-making. According to Diaz, foundations following this model of decision-

making would be goal-directed and have hierarchically organized decision-making 

structures and processes. Trustees at foundations consider all their options before setting 

overall policies and grant-making agendas (Diaz, 1999). The decision-makers exhibit 

complete coherence when making any decisions concerning program choices and 

priorities. The values, beliefs, and ideologies of the foundation leaders play no role in 

influencing decisions unless they are part of the pre-set stated policies and agendas.  

Other scholars, however, have identified values and motives that guide 

philanthropic foundations that are more multi-layered than rationality. These motives 

range from altruism to social control or political interest in maintaining existing power 

inequalities (e.g., Arnove, 1977; Berndston, 2007; Roelofs, 2003). Therefore, while 

scholarly work in the area of philanthropic foundations focuses on the inherent 

motivations that guide philanthropic behavior and decisions among foundations, the 

rational actor model does not account for the complex ways in which these motives can 

guide decision-making.  

Bureaucratic Politics Model. The bureaucratic politics model or the 

governmental politics model identified by Allison (1971) allows for a more dynamic 

environment in which organizations make decisions through politicized processes 

involving bargaining and negotiation among the various organizational leaders. Actions 

or decisions emerge out of an amalgam of choices, games, compromises, and internal 

politics among coalitions (Allison, 1971; Bolman & Deal, 1991). Bolman and Deal 

(1991), therefore, view decision-making in this model as an ongoing process. Individual 
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actors share power and may come together as coalitions or groups within the organization 

that compete with other interest groups holding decision-making power to get things 

done. The existence of conflicting preferences, unequal power, and scarce or finite 

resources may often mean that the actions being executed arise out of complex political 

processes rather than reasoned consensus. Organizational behavior is, therefore, viewed 

as a ‘resultant’ where conflicting priorities and dynamic political processes may produce 

agendas, policies, and decisions that are distinct from what individual players or groups 

intended (Allison, 1971).  

Diaz (1999) explains that from this model’s perspective foundation grant-making 

programs emerge from ongoing, dynamic processes of bargaining and negotiation among 

trustees and staff. The decision-making process is horizontal, staff to staff, and “bottom-

up” from staff to trustees rather than hierarchical. Staff members explore choices, 

examine proposals, and select or shortlist appropriate proposals, initiating and shaping 

the grant-making options made available for the trustees’ consideration. Therefore, 

according to Diaz, staff may have more influence on the decision-making process 

because of their role as gatekeepers.  

Organizational Process Model. This model proposed by Allison (1971) assumes 

that large organizations are bureaucratic in nature. In order to function effectively, 

organizations divide knowledge, resources, and authority among departments. Rules 

established in advance primarily determine all organizational behavior. These rules have 

been developed to coordinate an organization’s complex activities and routines. The 

decisions made in the organization are often an outcome of operating according to 

standard procedures rather than deliberate choice (Diaz, 1999). As a result, while 
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bureaucratization may help organizations focus on particular aspects of a problem, it may 

result in lesser control over the overall mission or goals of an organization, as each 

smaller decision unit is alienated from decisions made by other units. Also, the reliance 

on specialization may lead to tunnel vision where individuals lose sight of the bigger 

picture.  Leaders play marginal roles, where often “…things make leaders happen instead 

of the other way around” (Diaz, 1996, p. 457). In its routine decision-making as well as in 

solving problems, these organizations rely solely on existing procedures.  

Foundations that follow the organizational process model will, therefore, be 

highly constrained by their standard operating procedures and routines (Diaz, 1999). 

Repetition reinforces these procedures, suggesting that a foundation’s behavior in the past 

can often be used as a predictor of the decisions that the foundations will make in the 

future. Consequently, according to Diaz, the annual report of the foundation for the 

present year can help understand what the foundation will do in the upcoming year.  

Garbage Can Model. Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) proposed a model to 

understand complex decision-making in organizations referred to as the garbage can 

model. The model attempts to explain the decision behaviors of organizations in chaotic 

and dynamic environments. Organizations may have a garbage can of choices available 

to them, where the mix of the garbage (or available options) depend on factors such as 

the existing composition of the can (referring to range of available options), labels 

attached to each alternative, the type of alternatives that exist, and the speed with which 

operations are handled (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972). Decision-making is, therefore, 

far from a purely rational process consisting of sequentially goal setting, the evaluation of 

options, and the selection of the option with greatest payoff. Rather, problems, solutions, 
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participants, and the timing of choice opportunities are viewed as individual streams 

acting independently (Kingdon, 1995; Lynn, 1982). The participants in the decision-

making process may be involved in different stages or keep changing, and the method or 

procedure of implementing a solution may be unclear. Solutions may be deliberated upon 

and executed even before an organization clearly understands and defines a problem.  

From this perspective, therefore, three key factors drive organizational decision-

making – problematic preferences, unclear technology, and fluid participation (Cohen, 

March & Olsen, 1972; Kingdon, 1995; Lynn, 1981). Problematic preferences refer to 

organizations operating without clear preferences, not having clearly set objectives where 

they may act in ways that deviate from their original goals (Bloomfield, 2002). Unclear 

technology refers to the lack of awareness among staff about organizational processes, 

while fluid participation refers to varying participant involvement. Stone (1988) and 

Kingdon (1995) pointed out that points of convergence occur even as these streams act 

independently. Interest groups working strategically to present a specific alternative may 

produce this convergence (Stone, 1988) or it may be due to favorable timing of a choice 

opportunity (Kingdon, 1995). Decisions are reached only when a convergence of input 

streams occur.  

Lynn (1981) asserts that the garbage can model is especially helpful in 

understanding the organizational behaviors of early adopters or pioneers in a field. As an 

organization is starting out or faces a problem, decision-making maybe chaotic and 

follow the garbage can model, basing decisions on a loose collection of ideas rather than 

a clearly defined preference, with the organization learning through trial and error and 

from experience (Cohen, March & Olsen, 1972; Kingdon, 1995). As a result, a more 
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mature organization or an organization that follows other pioneers in the field may learn 

from the past and be able to make more rational decisions (Kuwashima, 2014; Lynn, 

1981).  

The garbage can model can be helpful in understanding grantmaking by 

foundations. Foundations following the garbage can model will not necessarily have 

standard operating procedures or sequential decision-making processes in place. Rather, 

organizations are likely to reach decisions in idiosyncratic and ad hoc ways. In the early 

stages of a foundation’s development, its goals may not be particularly strategic and often 

grants may be made to support a solution before the problem has been sufficiently 

researched and understood. The staff and trustees may figure out decision-making as they 

go along and different participants (staffs and trustees) are likely to have varying levels of 

involvement in different stages.  

The above theories attempt to provide different explanations of how organizations 

reach decisions; they discuss the various decision-making processes that organizations 

may adopt and some of the factors that influence these decisions. The size of an 

organization may affect its internal structures and processes, thereby influencing how it 

makes decisions. For example, according to the bureaucratic politics model, large 

bureaucratic organizations divide authority, knowledge, and resources across 

departments. This division affects their decision-making as power is fragmented and 

interest groups emerge. According to the organizational process model, large experienced 

organizations develop standard operating procedures that guide their decisions more than 

the actions of individual leaders; following established processes is the expected 

mechanism for reaching decisions. According to the garbage can model, organizations 
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that are early adopters of a solution or program reach decisions through complex chaotic 

processes as opposed to organizations that are late adopters. These models can be used 

independently or together to evaluate the decision-making processes of philanthropic 

foundations (Kuwashima, 2014).  

Theory of Collective Empathy. In addition to the above theories that explore 

decision-making in organizations, Muller, Pfaffer, and Little (2014) have developed the 

theory of collective empathy to explain specifically how the corporate sector makes 

philanthropic decisions. The authors stress the limitations of the top-down rational actor 

model in explaining giving decisions in corporate philanthropy, pointing out that there is 

a dearth of evidence that philanthropic decision-making in the corporate sector is purely 

rational. The authors assert that although empathy is commonly associated with 

charitable behavior among individuals, no explicit studies have considered the role of 

empathy in corporate philanthropy.  

To address this gap, the authors draw from three theories of emotions in 

organizations “to develop a multilevel theory of empathy in corporate philanthropy 

decisions” (Muller, Pfaffer, & Little, 2014, p. 2). The authors draw on affective events 

theory developed by Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) to examine the effect of needs of 

those outside the organization on arousing feelings of empathy among individuals inside 

an organization. Affective events theory posits that events at the workplace instigate 

changes in emotional states (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Therefore, individuals at work 

may receive information about the needs of a particular community outside their 

workplace, which may drive emotional changes such as arousing empathy.  The emotions 
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experienced trigger a specific appraisal of a situation and this, in turn, affects decision-

making.   

Second, the authors draw on intergroup emotions theory (Barsade, 2002; Mackie, 

Devos & Smith, 2000; Mackie, Silver, &Smith, 2009) to explain how individual 

empathic emotions converge into intergroup emotions and how this convergence affects 

intergroup behavior. Intergroup emotions theory posits that when social identity is 

salient, members of a group engage in group-based appraisals of situations; this elicits 

specific emotions and action tendencies (positive or negative) towards any out-group 

(Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000). Finally, the authors draw on the affect infusion model 

(Lerner & Keltner, 2000) to explore how the collective or intergroup emotions developed 

by employees in an organization infuse the executive’s corporate decision-making. The 

authors examine individual, interpersonal, and organizational factors that moderate 

empathy arousal, convergence, and infusion. 

According to the framework developed by Muller, Pfaffer, and Little (2014), 

feelings of empathy among organization members are triggered by a perceived human 

need outside the organization. The authors suggest that closer alignment between the 

organization members’ work-related objectives and the alleviation of a particular need 

arouses stronger empathy.  Interaction between individual members in an organization 

experiencing feelings of empathy may lead to a convergence of members’ empathic states 

through sharing processes, where individuals may get together, formally or informally, to 

discuss their appraisals of a situation. This collective empathy at the organizational level 

then infuses executives’ philanthropic decisions including the likelihood that they will 
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support a cause championed by the employees, the scale of the support, and the form or 

type of support extended to those in need.  

Few studies examine whether a theory that aims to explain the philanthropic 

behaviors of corporate organizations applies to philanthropic foundations. To date, 

studies examined the applicability of the theory of collective empathy to philanthropic 

foundations. In grant-making foundations, catering to a perceived human need is often 

the primary objective of philanthropy, unlike in corporate organizations where it may be 

a subsidiary goal. The role of collective empathy among staff in driving philanthropic 

decisions may be different for foundations, therefore, where organizational missions 

guide decisions. Yet, there is currently little information on how the theory of collective 

empathy would apply to philanthropic foundations.  

3.2.3 The External Environment and Decision-making. A key factor that these 

models do not consider is how the environment affects the decision-making processes of 

foundations. Diaz (1999) noted this drawback and highlighted two important external 

factors that shape the funding decisions made by organizations. First, according to Diaz, 

it is important to account for how the “ecology” of people, ideas, organizations, and 

issues shape a foundation’s grant-making opportunities. Foundations operate within a 

social, political, and economic reality, which determines not only their funding decisions 

but also shapes the options available to them. Second, the financial markets to which a 

foundation’s assets are tied also influence the scale of its operations. The performance of 

these markets influences the size and number of grants that a foundation approves. 

Therefore, Diaz highlights the need for a theory of foundations’ decision-making that 

accounts for the interplay between internal and external environment.  
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General Systems Theory. General systems theory is an important theory adopted 

by scholars studying organizations (Boulding, 1956; Katz & Kahn, 1966; Thompson, 

1967) that examines the effects of its environment on an organization. The theory views 

organizations as  “complex set of dynamically intertwined and interconnected elements, 

including its inputs, processes, feedback loops, and the environment in which it operates” 

(Shafritz & Ott, 1987, p. 234). Organizations are adaptive, learn from their past behavior, 

and change in response to their environment in order to thrive.   

Kast and Rosenzweig (1987) identify some of the salient features of general 

systems theory that apply to organizations. They are (a) all systems are, by definition, 

composed of interconnected parts or elements; (b) the whole of a system is not merely the 

sum of its parts and it is essential to view or analyze the system in its totality; (c) systems 

may be open or closed. Open systems exchange information, energy, or material 

(resources) with their external environment while closed systems do not. This distinction 

may not be absolute; rather it may occur on a continuum. Organizational theory that 

incorporates systems theory assumes that organizations are ‘open systems;’ (d) the open 

system has a dynamic relationship with its environment. It receives inputs from its 

environment, transforms them in some way and exports the output; (e) systems have 

boundaries that separate them from their environment. These boundaries are rigid in the 

case of closed systems and more flexible in the case of open systems; (f) systems are 

subject to entropy (degree of disorder or uncertainty in a system) where they break down 

over time moving towards conflict, chaos, and system failure. As the energy within a 

system declines, entropy increases. A closed system cannot access any external resources. 

As a result, as its finite resources are depleted over time, entropy increases.  
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In a closed system, on the other hand, the equilibrium state occurs with maximum 

entropy (death or disorganization); (g) an open system may attain a state of dynamic 

equilibrium where there is a continuous inflow of materials, energy, and information; (h) 

feedback about the quality of the output of a system are returned to the system as inputs 

suggesting changes or readjustments that might be necessary; (i) there is a hierarchical 

relationship between the components of a system, where systems are composed of 

subsystems of a lower order that are, in turn, composed of supra-systems; (j) open 

systems move towards greater differentiation, elaboration, and a higher level of 

organization over time; (k) social systems seek multiple goals as they are composed of 

individuals and subunits that have different values and objectives; and (l) social systems 

can achieve certain results even with different initial conditions and in different ways, 

referred to as the concept of ‘equifinality.’ This suggests that social organizations can 

accomplish their objectives with varying inputs, internal activities, and strategies.  

For open systems, however, the system can import resources from its 

environment. As a result, by accessing resources from outside, open systems can become 

more sustainable. Therefore, organizations depend on their external environment for 

resources and inputs in order to sustain them. This, in turn, leads to greater coordination 

and a more complete organization;  

Researchers have not applied general systems theory to the study of decision-

making among foundations. Based on systems theory, a foundation would be composed 

of different individuals or departments that interact with each other to make funding 

decisions in reaction to perceived needs in their environment. Feedback on its outputs 

(grants or programs supported) can be in the form of an evaluation of supported 
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programs; this, in turn, influences future funding decisions. The decision-making process 

is hierarchical and collaboration with external organizations is integral to decision-

making and ensures the survival of a foundation. Over time, foundations expand and 

diversify their programs and funding decisions as they collaborate with other foundations, 

governmental and nongovernmental organizations, and other entities. 

Resource Dependency Theory. Resource dependency theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 

1978) is another key theory that emphasizes the need to understand organizational 

behavior as embedded in its context.  The theory characterizes an organization as an open 

system that depends on contingencies in the external environment such as regulatory or 

social policies, economic trends, or political changes and upheavals (Hillman, Withers, & 

Collins, 2009). The theory stresses the importance of understanding the “ecology of the 

organization” (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978, p.1).  According to Pfeffer (1987), organizations 

are the fundamental units of analysis for this theory; they are viewed as constrained by a 

network of interdependencies with other organizations. This interdependence often leads 

to uncertainty about the actions of other organizations that are in the network; this may 

produce a situation in which the organization is uncertain about its own survival and 

success. In response to this uncertainty, organizations take actions that manage their 

dependence on external organizations. As resources in the environment are scarce, 

organizations adapt by seeking to become more competitive in acquiring resources or to 

innovate in ways that allow them to obtain alternative resources such as forming 

collaborations and partnerships that involve resource sharing (Leblebici, Salancik, Copay, 

& King, 1991; Sherer & Lee, 2002).  
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The theory, therefore, focuses on understanding how an organization’s external 

social and political environments shape its internal structure and behavior. Although 

scholars have recognized the need to evaluate a grant-making foundation’s behavior 

within the context of its external environment (Diaz, 1999; Hammack & Anheier, 2013), 

resource dependency theory has not been used to analyze decision-making by 

philanthropic foundations. Based on resource dependency theory, the external 

environment of the foundation would influence decision-making in a philanthropic 

foundation because the social, economic, or political changes and policies that occur in 

this environment would affect the resources available to the foundations as well as the 

nature and type of programs they may choose to support.  

Processual Analysis. The processual view of organizational behavior emerged out 

an attempt to understand the “dynamic quality of human conduct in organizational 

settings” (Pettigrew, 1997, p. 377). Pettigrew (1997) defines process as a sequence of 

individual and collective activities, events, and actions unfolding over time understood in 

its specific context. The processual view of organizational decision-making does not just 

concentrate on the process itself. It stresses the need to evaluate organizational decision-

making not only in terms of the process itself but also in terms of its historical, cultural, 

and political context.  

According to Pettigrew (1997), the dimensions of organizational behavior that are 

in continuous interactions include: (1) the content of the chosen alternative (or the ‘what’ 

of change); (2) the process of change (or the ‘how’ of change); and (3) the context of 

change (or the ‘why’ of change). The dynamic interactions between the goals and 

objectives of the organization, the procedures used to reach a decision, and the 
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organizational and external environment interact over time; decisions emerge out of this 

interaction. Context has two dimensions – the inner and the outer context. The outer 

context refers to social, political, sectoral, competitive, and business environment similar 

to the external environmental factors enumerated by Diaz (1999). The inner context 

refers to the structure, corporate culture, and the political context internal to the 

organization.  

Organizations reach decisions through an interactive, multilevel process shaped 

by the interests of individuals and groups committed to promoting a certain choice 

opportunity, the force of bureaucratic momentum, changes in the environment, and 

manipulation of structural context around the preferred choice (Pettigrew, 1992). Based 

on this view, Pettigrew identified the key assumptions that should guide the processual 

analysis research method. These include: (1) embeddedness, studying process across 

various levels of analysis; (2) temporal interconnectedness, studying how processes relate 

in the past, present, and future; (3) studying the role of context and action; (4) searching 

for holistic rather than linear explanations; and (5) linking process analysis to the location 

and explanation of outcomes.  

The processual view, therefore, attempts to explain organizational decision-

making as a dynamic process that emerges out of the interaction of the different variables 

discussed above. The interaction between available program choices, decision-making 

processes and procedures in place, and the external social, political, and economic 

environment of the foundation, as well as the internal environment of the foundation as 

reflected in its structure, (division of authority, knowledge, and resources), the beliefs and 
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values of trustees and staff, and its organizational culture influence decision-making 

within a foundation.  

Multiple Preference Model.  Bloomfield (2002) used theories of decision-making 

and empirical data from foundations to develop the Multiple Preference Model that 

researchers could employ to examine decision-making in grant-making foundations. The 

theories that informed the model include literature from neuroscience on pattern 

recognition (Bergethon, 1999), mental shortcuts, and quasi-magical thinking (Piatelli-

Palmarini, 1994). Bloomfield also drew from theories on organizational decision-making 

such as the Rational Actor Model, Organizational Process Model, Bureaucratic Politics 

Model, and Garbage Can Model discussed in the above section. Stressing the inadequacy 

of any of these theories to explain either individual or collective decision-making among 

foundations, he also examined archival data on the internal activities and grant-making 

procedures of large foundations in the United States. Based on the above theories, a 

literature review, and archival data Bloomfield developed the Multiple Preference Model. 

He subsequently tested the model through case studies of three U.S.-based foundations 

and found that five core elements identified in the model individually and in interaction 

with each other influenced the outcomes of philanthropic decision-making in large U.S. 

foundations.  

These five core elements are:  

(1) Philanthropic fit between foundation and grant-seeker – the key decision 

factors test for a match between the proposed project or idea and the foundation’s 

mission. Factors include: 

i. Donor’s intent,  
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ii. Foundation’s direction and field of interest,  

iii. Specific grant-making agenda and proposal guidelines, and  

iv. The foundation’s priorities and goals;  

(2) The foundation’s organizational patterns and tendencies, both formal and 

informal – the key decision factors test for compatibility between the proposed project or 

idea and the foundation’s organizational arrangements and internal management 

structure. The factors include the foundation’s: 

i. History and culture,  

ii. Leadership structure and operating procedures,  

iii. The presence of an advocate-champion within the organization,  

iv. Internal stakeholders, and  

v. Associated uncertainty, risk, and constraint.  

(3) The foundation’s grantmaking strategy and style – the key decision factors test 

the strategic alignment of the needs of the grant-seeker and the preferences and needs of 

the foundation. These factors include  

i. A focus on current problems and future opportunities, 

ii. The foundation’s giving ideology and theory of change,  

iii. The Preferred Logic Model, Solutions, And Expectations Of Outcomes  

iv. The Foundation’s Philanthropic Approach,  

v. The Foundation’s Preference For Flexibility Of The Proposed Project,  

vi. The foundation’s preference for flexibility and choice, and  

vii. Available funds;  
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(4) The philanthropic landscape – the effect of public policy trends, initiatives, 

and implications, opinions of media and the public, the opinions of stakeholders and 

decision-makers, and the foundation’s plans to gain visibility; and  

(5) Decision-makers’ charitable impulses and habits of the mind – beliefs and 

values, motives and aspirations, biases, and cognitive illusions. The author tested the 

model in three private grant-making foundations, but no published scholarly work has 

since used or tested this model to understand decision-making among foundations. There 

is a dearth of empirical evidence, therefore, to uphold the validity of the model.  

 3.3 Summary  

This chapter summarizes various theories from multiple disciplines that scholars have 

used to explain decision-making behavior in organizations. Yet, they have employed very 

few of these theories explicitly to explain or analyze decision-making among 

philanthropic foundations. The first set of theories, referred to as the behavioral theories 

of decision-making, focus on the basic elements of decision-making common to 

individuals and organizations. The authors in the Carnegie School introduced the concept 

of ‘bounded rationality,’ stressing that rational decision-making is based on available 

information alone and often aimed at finding a satisfactory alternative rather than the 

optimum one. The key ideas of the Carnegie School are that organizations define 

common goals, search for alternative paths to reach these goals, and select alternatives 

based on the information they have and an estimate of perceived benefits (in attaining the 

organization’s goal). Cyert and March (1992) also stress that organizations learn from 

their past decisions.  
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Behavioral theories also do not adequately address the role of power distribution 

and conflict in decision-making, nor do they take into account the unique characteristics 

of organizations (see Shapira, 2002). These theories can be used to identify some key 

questions about the factors that influence decision-making processes in foundations. For 

instance, the behavioral theories of decision-making highlight the need to understand the 

role of rationality in decision-making among foundations. They suggest questions such 

as, how do foundations decide on what is their common goal? What mechanisms do they 

use to identify the various alternative paths to reach their goal? If foundation decisions 

are driven by the need to select the most ‘satisficing’ alternative among all possible 

alternatives (that is known to the foundation), what processes do they follow to decide 

what most ‘satisficing’ is?  How are differences in opinion that arise during decision-

making resolved? 

The second set of theories and models specifically addresses decision-making 

within organizations of all sizes. The models differ on the effects of purely rational 

decision-making processes on the decision outcomes of an organization. The different 

models examine the role of size, organizational structure (bureaucratic or not, 

hierarchical versus lateral), processes in place (existence of clearly defined standard 

operating procedures and routines versus flexible processes), and emotions of employees 

(intergroup or collective empathy) on organizational decision-making. These theories, 

therefore, point towards the need to collect information on and analyze the role of 

foundations’ size, structure, staff empathy, and processes on decision-making.   

The final set of theories and models that examine organizational decision-making 

view organizations as open systems. The theories also emphasize the need to understand 
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decision-making over time. These theories highlight the importance of understanding the 

social, political, and economic context and its influence on internal processes and 

decisions over time.  Although these theories and models have had limited use in the 

study of foundations, they may provide insight into possible explanations for decision-

making behavior among philanthropic foundations.  Given that the literature in the field 

of philanthropy is largely atheoretical (Delfin, Jr. & Tang, 2007), applying these theories 

and models to understand decision-making among foundations may open up new areas of 

inquiry in understanding foundation giving.   
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Chapter IV: Method 

This study is a qualitative inquiry into how philanthropic foundations set priorities and 

make funding decisions, and what characteristics of recipient organizations and targeted 

beneficiaries influence these decisions. This study employs a multiple case study 

approach to examine grantmaking in five foundations. This chapter discusses how the 

multiple case study approach guided the study design and details the sampling and 

recruitment, data collection, data analysis and management. 

4.1 Study Design  

Qualitative research is best suited for exploring understudied issues or finding newer 

ways to understand what is known (Padgett, 2008). Although theoretical and conceptual 

work in the field suggests there are several factors that influence philanthropic decision-

making, there are few empirical studies on the decision-making procedures foundations 

follow. In particular, little research examines how U.S. based foundations that provide 

grants targeting populations or causes outside the U.S. make funding decisions. The 

theories identified in the previous chapter provide conceptual frameworks, organizing 

principles, and concepts that can guide such research without being predictive. According 

to Padgett, a qualitative inquiry is well suited for such an exploratory study as it allows 

for inductive reasoning.  

This study uses a multiple case study approach to examine grantmaking in five 

foundations based in the United States that support social programs outside the U.S. Case 

studies draw on multiple perspective and data sources to understand a phenomenon under 

study (Creswell, 1998; Padgett, 2008). Multiple case studies allow the researcher to 

capture variations in decision-making across different settings and contexts (Stake, 2006). 
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Each foundation has its unique background, priorities, and processes; thus, there are 

similarities and differences across the cases, and this provides insight into foundation 

decision-making. The purpose of this exploratory study was not to generalize findings; its 

goal is to understand the mechanisms of grantmaking at the selected organizations and 

the various environmental, organizational, grantee- and beneficiary-related factors that 

influence these grantmaking processes.  

I collected primary data on each foundation’s decision-making through in-depth 

semi-structured interviews with key members of its staff. The semi-structured interviews 

included questions related to the decision-making processes and procedures followed at 

the foundation, factors that influence these decisions, and the socio-political and 

historical context of the foundation. Multiple sources of evidence are important in the 

case study methodology. Therefore, in addition to the interviews, I also consolidated and 

reviewed publicly available information about the foundations. The information used to 

triangulate and supplement the data collected from the interviews included documents 

such as foundation records and reports, past annual reports and publications, information 

from the foundation’s website, and profiles of the foundations maintained on the 

Foundation Center’s Directory.  

4.2 Inclusion criteria and sampling strategy 

Three main criteria were used to select the foundations included in the study. First, only 

foundations identified as independent foundations in the Foundation Center’s Foundation 

Directory Online Professional (FDO) were included. The FDO is the most comprehensive 

online resource database on foundations, containing details on more than 140,000 grant-

makers.  
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Second, among these independent foundations, only foundations with offices in 

the mid-Atlantic region of the United States (New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 

Delaware, Maryland, Washington D.C., Virginia, and West Virginia) were included. The 

purpose of this geographical constraint was logistical. Given the importance of face-to-

face interviewing in qualitative research, the purpose of this geographical constraint was 

to maximize the opportunity for face-to-face interviews whenever participants were 

agreeable.  

Third, independent foundations based in the mid-Atlantic region were further 

filtered based on their international grantmaking. Only foundations that have provided 

grants to support some form of international development outside the United States 

during the past five years were included. These grants focused on a range of issues such 

as tackling global health challenges, empowering vulnerable populations economically, 

supporting social advocacy movements on political issues, building infrastructure, and 

providing disaster relief and rehabilitation services. The study included foundations that 

gave grants to organizations based in the United States that use the funds for international 

projects as well as organizations that are based in other countries.  

The Foundation Center’s database, the Foundation Directory Online Professional 

(FDO), generated a list of foundations that met these criteria. The database can be 

searched for foundations meeting search criteria using various filters. The FDO is 

available through a subscription but can also be accessed at some major public libraries 

and the Foundation Center Library. The search filters used for this study were based on 

the grant maker profile (“independent foundations”) AND the geographical location of 

the funder (“Maryland OR Virginia OR District of Columbia OR Pennsylvania OR West 
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Virginia OR Delaware OR New York OR New Jersey”) AND subject area 

(“international”). Once a list of foundations was generated, foundations that have not 

made any grants (total giving is $0) during the past five years were excluded because the 

study is focused on recent decision-making patterns regarding funding. For the same 

reason, foundations that listed “international” under their field of interests or 

geographical focus but have no actual record of giving towards any international project 

were excluded.  

4.3 Recruitment 

This study analyzes decision-making by five philanthropic foundations. Several strategies 

of outreach were employed to recruit foundations. Initially, the inclusion criterion 

concerning geographical location of foundations restricted recruitment to Maryland, 

Virginia, the District of Columbia, and Pennsylvania. Twenty-five foundations were 

identified that met the other inclusion criteria specified in the previous section. I 

contacted these foundations through various means. Due to the poor response rate, I 

expanded the study to include any foundation in the mid-Atlantic region that met the 

other inclusion criteria. Therefore, foundations in the states of New York, New Jersey, 

West Virginia, and Delaware were included in the search criteria. I ran the search again 

on the FDO database, including these four states, and identified an additional 45 

foundations that met all the inclusion criteria of the study. 

Therefore, a total of 70 foundations were identified from the FDO database. I 

reviewed the FDO profiles and websites of the foundations to locate contact information, 

namely, e-mail addresses and phone numbers. In the first stage, I attempted to contact all 

25 foundations; three foundations had incorrect contact information listed and could not 
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be reached. Figure 1 graphically depicts the process of recruiting participants. I sent out 

recruitment e-mails explaining the study and requesting participation to all foundations 

that had e-mail addresses listed, and then sent a follow-up e-mail after two weeks. The 

University of Maryland, Baltimore Institutional Review Board, approved the content of 

the recruitment e-mail. The recruitment e-mail explained the purpose and relevance of the 

study, and requested the participation of a foundation staff member. Since this study 

focuses on funding decision-making, I specifically requested the participation of staff 

members who are involved in decision-making regarding international grants at the 

foundation (such as Program Directors, Executive Directors, Program Officers), and who 

could, therefore, provide insight into the decision-making processes at the foundation.  

I called the listed phone numbers for those foundations that had no published e-

mail addresses. In my calls, I explained the purpose of the research study and requested 

the e-mail address for any potential participant (i.e. those engaged in a decision-making 

role). I also attempted to reach out by telephone to those foundations that had not 

responded two weeks after the second recruitment e-mail. Two foundations said that 

either their work did not have an international focus or had a very narrow international 

focus (such as, remittances to a single organization in one country outside the U.S.). Only 

two foundations agreed to participate in the study during this stage of recruitment. 

Fourteen foundations did not respond to e-mails, could not be reached by phone, and did 

not respond to voicemail messages.  

In Stage 2, I ran the search again on the FDO database, including New York, New 

Jersey, West Virginia, and Delaware and identified an additional 40 foundations that met 

all the inclusion criteria of the study. I employed the same recruitment process described 
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above and two other research team members assisted with the recruitment. The research 

team members and I also used personal contacts and networks in order to locate any 

potential participants at these foundations. In addition, I attempted another time to reach 

out to the 14 foundations that I could not reach in Stage 1 (before I expanded the search).  

Representatives of three more foundations agreed to participate in the research 

study. Therefore, a total of 5 participants agreed to participate in the study across the two 

stages. All five participants were asked to select a comfortable location where they could 

be interviewed; each interview was audio recorded after obtaining consent from the 

participant. Three participants chose to meet at their office; and the interviews were 

conducted in private conference rooms or offices to ensure privacy and the quality of 

audio recording. One of the participants was interviewed over the phone, because the 

participant worked in a distant state and was not available for a face-to-face interview. 

One participant agreed to meet at a mutually selected location of their convenience where 

the interview was conducted in privacy. The participants all received a copy of the 

interview guide (see Appendix A) several days ahead of the interview in case they 

wanted to familiarize themselves with the purpose of the study. 

 

 

 

 

 



	

84 
	

Figure 1. Recruitment process for interview participants 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stage	1:	25	foundations	identified	and	contacted	

4	-	declined	to	participate	

3	–	incorrect	information	

2	–	self-identified	“did	not	meet	
eligibility	

14	–	did	not	respond	to	phone	
calls/e-mail	

Stage	2:	45	ADDITIONAL	foundations	contacted	+	14	from	Stage	1	contacted	

2	participants	recruited	

3	additional	participants	recruited.	

Total	participants	=	5	

7	-	declined	to	participate	

1	–	incorrect	information	

5	–	self-identified	“did	not	
meet	eligibility	

43	–	did	not	respond	to	phone	
calls/e-mail	
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4.4 Data Collection 

Prior to beginning data collection, all procedures were approved by the University of 

Maryland, Baltimore Institutional Review Board. Data were collected over a period of 

sixteen months through in-depth interviews and document review. Table 2 describes the 

profiles of organizations studied. A semi-structured interview guide with a set of open-

ended questions was used to collect data. The interview guide (Appendix A) included 

questions that cover the key domains of the study derived from the research questions, 

underlying theories, and literature review. The questions focused on the organization’s 

background, the participant’s role in the organization, funding priorities and goals of the 

foundation, decision-making processes and strategies, and factors concerning the grantee 

and beneficiary that the foundation takes into account when making decisions.  

Following Padgett’s guidelines for in-depth interviewing, the interviews with the 

staff members at each foundation were scheduled in advance and the participants were 

given the option to select a private setting conducive to candor. The style of interview 

was dialogic (Padgett, 2008) where follow-up questions and probes were used to elicit 

more detailed information. Prior to the interview, I reviewed and made notes on any 

information available on the foundation (including the foundation website, reports and 

publications, and grantmaking history when available). I used these notes to include 

foundation-specific probes and follow-up questions.  

The interviews were primarily aimed at fact-finding (Schwandt, 2007) to 

understand decision-making at an organizational level. The duration of the interviews 

ranged from 45 minutes to 70 minutes. Prior to each interview, I reviewed the scope and 

purpose of the study with the participant and reiterated that participation was voluntary 
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and confidential. Permission to audio record the interview was asked before recording 

started and confirmed again on record. Audio recordings of the interview were 

transcribed using Rev.com, which uses 128-bit SSL encryption to store and transmit files 

and transcription professionals who signed strict non-disclosure agreements (Rev.com, 

2017). I applied for and received a dissertation grant from the University of Maryland 

School of Social Work to purchase the transcription services. I checked and re-checked 

the transcription against the recorded interview for accuracy. 

Table 2 

Participant, Documents Reviewed, and Organization Profile 
 Person 

interviewed 
(designation) 

Agency documents 
reviewed  

Focus Areas Geographical 
focus 

Org 1 Grants 
Director 

Website, 
publications, 
grantee reports, 
FDO profile 

Environment and 
Women 

North and 
South 
America 

Org 2 Executive 
Director 

Website, grantee 
reports 

Education 1 Asian 
country  

Org 3 Program 
Director 

Website, annual 
report, FDO profile, 
web content  

Elderly, Disabled, 
Children and 
Youth, 
Unemployed or 
underemployed 

1 Middle 
Eastern 
country, 
United States 

Org 4 Strategic 
Team 
Consultant 

Website, blog, 
press release, 
publications (by 
program team) 

Global health, 
women and girls, 
environment 

Africa, Asia, 
Europe, North 
and South 
America 

Org 5 Program 
Officer 

Website, annual 
report, publications, 
press release 

Economic 
development, 
democracy, 
gender, race, and 
ethnicity, youth 

Africa, Asia, 
North and 
South 
America 
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4.5 Data Management  

All data and transcripts were stored in password-protected computers. Digital recordings 

from each interview were transferred to a password-protected computer and all other 

copies on recording devices were erased. Upon receiving the transcript from Rev.com, I 

de-identified each transcript by removing the name of the organization and participant (if 

mentioned) and assigning a number ID (viz., Org 1, Org 2, Org 3, Org 4, and Org 5) to 

each foundation, both on the file name and in the transcript. Assigning an ID number to 

each case helped keep the data from various sources linked together for each case 

(Padgett, 2008). The key linking the ID to the data source was stored in a password-

protected computer. Then, I uploaded the de-identified transcripts, documents for each 

foundation, and my field notes as a project in my password-protected account on 

Dedoose Version 7.6.24 for analysis. All files, including interview transcripts and 

documents, were stored in Dedoose and a password-protected computer.  

4.6 Data Analysis 

The data for each case study were analyzed using the strategy outlined by Yin (1994) to 

examine, categorize, and synthesize data from case study research. The first step of the 

data analysis process involved reading and re-reading all five transcripts consecutively. I 

reviewed the transcripts while listening to the recorded interviews in this step. I also 

included field notes and observations that I had made on the margins of the transcripts.  

After that, I re-read the transcript for the first case and started assigning codes in an effort 

at data reduction. 
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The objectives of this study were both descriptive and explanatory. This 

descriptive approach helped outline the foundation’s priorities and goals, strategies, and 

decision-making processes as well as describing how these may have evolved over time; 

it also helped identify and enumerate the different factors that influenced each of these, as 

well as the important characteristics of grantees and beneficiaries.  

 Codes are concepts on meaning units drawn from raw and partially processed data 

(Padgett, 2008). In the first stage of the coding process, I assigned descriptive codes to 

the first interview line-by-line.  Once I coded the entire transcript, I used the Dedoose 

schema of organizing codes, arranging the codes using the parent-child-grandchild 

coding schema. For this, the first step involved identifying the ‘parent codes’ or the 

broader overarching themes. For the first interview, I initially organized all the 

descriptive codes under themes directly corresponding to the four broad categories of 

questions on the interview guide – (1) background, (2) funding priorities and goals, (3) 

decision-making process, (4) factors that affect decision-making: characteristics of 

targeted beneficiaries and recipient organizations (Appendix A). In the next step, I 

identified and assigned all the child codes for each of the categories above. For example, 

as part of explaining the decision-making process, the participant outlined the different 

stages of the decision-making process. Therefore, I organized the codes corresponding to 

the participant’s description of these stages as child codes under the parent code of 

‘decision-making process’. I labeled codes that went into more specific details about each 

stage as grandchild codes. For the codes, I used the participant’s own language or 

terminology. 
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 I classified the question on strategies adopted by the foundation in the interview 

guide under decision-making process. Factors influencing decision-making were also 

categorized with characteristics of targeted beneficiaries and recipients. However, during 

the coding process, I realized that the data corresponding to strategies is different from 

the ‘decision-making process’ and consists of its own theme. Similarly, factors 

influencing decision-making presented different information from characteristics of 

targeted beneficiaries and recipients. At this stage, I re-read the other transcripts and 

found this to be true for the other cases. Therefore, I decided to expand the number of 

overarching themes (or parent codes) and reassigned the child and grandchild codes 

accordingly. The broader themes (or parent codes), therefore, were – (1) background, (2) 

funding priorities and goals, (3) decision-making process, strategies, (4) factors 

influencing decision-making, and (5) characteristics of beneficiaries and recipients. I then 

completed coding the remaining cases in the same way, using the parent-child-grandchild 

coding schema iteratively.  

 After coding the interviews, I also assigned codes to secondary sources of data, 

such as website content, publications and reports, press releases, and FDO profile. Once I 

coded all the data from the interview and secondary sources, I created a visual chart for 

each organization on paper, writing down all the themes and codes. I assigned codes from 

the secondary sources of data under the broader themes, therefore combining data from 

all sources of information under the broad themes to ensure that all the data from each 

source of information were visually represented and categorized.  

At this time, it was evident that there were overlaps in codes across categories. 

Often, I had assigned different codes to the same text, especially whenever the participant 



	

90 
	

discussed how various factors interacted with each other in driving decisions. This was 

especially true for the last two themes. For example, when participants discussed how 

their foundation’s funding priorities evolved, it would often be closely tied to a 

discussion of what factors influenced the evolution. Similarly, the participant might 

discuss the various characteristics of grantees that the foundation considered during 

decision-making. To organize the information better, and avoid repetitions, I decided to 

expand the last two themes to reflect this study’s two research questions:  

(a) What factors influence foundations’ decision-making processes, their 

determination of funding priorities or goals, and the philanthropic strategies they 

employ in their grant making to international civil society organizations? 

(b) What characteristics of targeted beneficiaries or recipient organizations do 

foundations consider in making funding decisions? 

After this, I wrote the case description or case summaries on each foundation 

based on the analysis of interviews and secondary sources of data. Case summaries are 

heuristic devices that involve assembling and summarizing available data on a case in 

order to view all the data holistically and in context (Padgett, 2008). I structured the data 

from each case around the themes identified through the process mentioned above. I then 

used this framework to organize the case study analysis.  

4.7 Summary  

The following chapter presents the findings of the study. Each case study details the 

context in which the foundation sets its priorities and goals, makes funding decisions, and 

identifies strategies. Within this context, the case studies also attempt to answer the two 
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research questions of the study. The last chapter of the study discusses the findings and 

themes across cases, highlighting similarities and differences between the cases. It 

discusses the implications of these findings for further research, theory, and practice, and 

outlines the limitations of the study.  
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Chapter V: Findings 

This chapter presents the findings from qualitative analyses of interviews and reviews of 

organizational documents for each of the five case studies. The five foundations included 

in the present study have their headquarters or offices based in two states in the mid-

Atlantic region and in the District of Columbia. All five foundations are involved in 

giving both in the United States as well internationally. This study focuses only on the 

foundations’ international grant making. The chapter consists of five sections, with each 

section presenting one case study. Each case study provides some basic information 

about the foundation, discusses its priorities and goals and how they have evolved, 

describes the foundation’s decision-making process around grant making, and identifies 

the strategies it adopted to make these decisions. Each case study also outlines the factors 

that affect these priorities and goals, decision-making and strategies; in addition, the final 

sub-section discusses the characteristics of beneficiaries and potential grantees that 

influence the foundations’ grant making decisions.  

 The priorities and goals of each of these foundations are dynamic. For the purpose 

of this study, priorities refer to the broader focus areas that the foundation supports – the 

issues or specific populations it addresses. Goals, on the other hand, refer to program-

specific indicators or objectives used to measure the success of a program. For example, a 

foundation may identify achieving greater gender equity in a specific country. The 

foundation may attempt to address this priority through one or multiple programs. For 

instance, the foundation may have programs with more specific goals such as equitable 

access to education for girls.  
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The decision-making process refers to the procedures and protocols that the 

foundation follows to identify prospective programs or potential grantees, review grant 

proposals, and award grants. Strategies refer to the specific approaches adopted by the 

foundation in order to achieve its priorities and goals. Strategic grant making involves 

efforts directed at achieving a particular purpose, such as maximizing the foundation’s 

impact. As discussed in Chapter II, strategies adopted by U.S. based foundations globally 

include partnerships, leverage philanthropy in the form of challenge grants, and 

philanthro-capitalism. 

Each case study presents the findings from both the interviews and other publicly 

available documents such as content on the foundation’s website, its annual reports and 

publications, and its profile on the FDO database. I removed specific details about the 

organization, the participants, and the foundation’s programs to maintain confidentiality. 

All the direct quotes used to illustrate the findings are from the interviews unless 

indicated otherwise.   

5.1 Organization 1 

This section presents the findings from the interview and documents at Organization 1; 

specific details about the organization that would make it identifiable have been removed. 

All direct quotes are from the interview. The following sub-sections outlines how the 

foundation sets and evaluated its priorities and goals, describes the decision-making 

processes around grant making, and discusses the strategies adopted by the foundation.  
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Finally, the last two sub-sections identify the factors that affect the foundation’s 

priorities, goals, decision-making, and strategies as well as the factors that influence its 

selection of grantees and beneficiaries.   

Org 1 is a family foundation that operates in several countries on the North and 

South American continent. The foundation is small; it consists of less than 25 trustees 

and staff. I conducted an in-depth interview with the Grants Director of the foundation. 

The participant is involved in organizational decision-making as well as the actual 

disbursement of funds to grantee organizations. As someone who has been on staff of the 

foundation for more than a decade and a half, the participant was well versed in the 

intricacies of the foundation’s decision-making as well as the evolutions in the 

foundation’s perspectives and focus.  

Prior to the interview, the participant had gone through the study description and 

interview guide and had made detailed notes in preparation of the interview. The 

participant provided rich, detailed descriptions of the organization’s vision and mission, 

goals and priorities over the years, current programs, and strategies. We also discussed 

the foundation’s step-by-step process of decision-making, and the grant making process 

and its challenges. In addition to the data collected from the interview, I also reviewed 

publicly available information about the foundation, including the foundation’s website, 

its publications and reports, as well the organizational profile on the FDO database, 

which includes its grant making history.  

Org 1 is committed to addressing environmental concerns, and seeks to alleviate 

the various issues and challenges faced by a specific vulnerable population that the 

foundation seeks to serve. As a family foundation, the board of trustees is primarily 
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composed of members of the founding family, as well as senior leaders of other 

organizations who have expertise in the foundation’s areas of giving. The composition of 

the board has changed since its inception; an intergenerational transfer of leadership has 

seen the newer generation of family members taking the helm of affairs. 

In the organizational documents reviewed, the foundation highlights that as the 

external context in which it operates has changed, so has the foundation’s perspective on 

how to address the various issues that emerged. The documents indicate how in recent 

years the foundation’s work has increasingly focused on creating long-term positive 

change through use of innovative solutions. In order to attain lasting impact, the 

foundation now focuses on addressing systemic issues rather than short-term stopgap 

solutions.  

In its search for innovative solutions, the foundation supports various programs in 

Latin America. The foundation gave over five million dollars in the past two years to new 

and ongoing programs towards its two major focus areas in this region of the world. 

These grants range from approximately $5,000 to $250,000 in size. These grants may be 

short-term or spread over a program period of two to three years subject to further 

renewal. Of the total grants disbursed since 2016, approximately 71% went to 

organizations based in the U.S that have an international focus, while 29% went to 

various organizations across the different countries in which the foundation operates. 

5.1.1. Foundation priorities and goals. The foundation’s priorities and goals are 

rooted in its vision and core values. In the case of Org 1, the foundation is committed to 

improving the living conditions of specific vulnerable populations in the U.S. and 

internationally. Two programs of the foundation reflect this priority. One of these two 
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programs is specifically U.S. based and, therefore, outside the purview of the study. A 

third program of the foundation concerns a major environmental challenge that faces the 

region in which the foundation operates. Each program has specific goals – indicators and 

outcomes that the program seeks to achieve within a given period.  

In our interview, the participant highlighted that this core commitment to people 

and the environment has not changed since the inception of the foundation. However, 

over the years, the foundation has streamlined its efforts to address these issues– by 

concentrating on a smaller geographical region and more narrowly defined focus areas. 

The participant shared, 

I've been here for 10 years, but their vision and mission has not changed. 

Things have just become more focused, so that we can have a little bit 

more impact with our funding. They're really concerned about people and 

really concerned about the environment and where those two come 

together. 

 This process of streamlining its efforts has meant limiting its area of operation to 

a few countries and defining its priorities more narrowly. While the foundation started 

out supporting a wide range of programs across the globe, over time, the foundation 

leaders felt the need to become more structured in order to maximize impact. Instead of 

supporting a range of programs, the foundation now defines specific program priorities 

and indicators for each of its focus areas. It supports programs that address these 

priorities in identified geographical areas. As the participant explained: 
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They had been funding more globally. They had been funding all different 

kinds of programs, still focused on the environment and focused on 

helping people... they realized, well, maybe we should think about, what 

do we really want to focus on? They came up with a little bit more 

structure, strategic, and I think it was at that point that they looked more at 

not funding in every single country, but really honing in. 

This change towards structured, strategic giving has been organic, “purposeful but 

organic, just based on what we're learning about the situation and what we think can help 

contribute.” This refocusing of program priorities and countries of operation led to a 

major restructuring effort within the foundation in the early 2000s. The participant 

discussed how in the foundation’s external environment and within the organization 

“there were a lot of things that came together all at once” compelling the foundation to 

conduct an internal review. This led to organizational meetings that focused on looking 

into the future and evaluating the foundation’s long-term goals. One of the exercises that 

the foundation engaged in as part of this process was budget forecasting, where it “started 

looking at long term budget forecasting, and where we wanted to be in 10 years, and what 

were the things that we wanted to focus on in that next period of time.”  

This exercise also led to redesigning the foundation’s website, another exercise 

that helped articulate the direction in which the organization was going. As the 

participant shares, “we were developing these strategies, we were also looking at how to 

articulate them to our external audience on our website, so it was really a really good 

time to have all of this come together.” The process of redesigning the website involved 

efforts to identify program goals clearly. “Part of the exercise in redesigning our website 
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was thinking about all of the factors that can make up this (name of program). What leads 

into giving … (population)… a voice and giving them control?”  

It has been over a decade since the foundation decided to engage in reevaluating 

its priorities – an exercise that led to defining specific program priorities and identifying 

measurable goals for each program area. The participant highlighted that many of the 

established program goals are “targets than we want to reach by 2020 in those countries.” 

The participant, therefore, anticipated that in 2020, the foundation will evaluate its 

current programs to assess how successful it has been in achieving the program goals 

within the designated timeline. 

Especially when we’re hitting this 2020 time frame, there may be some 

changes to what we want to fund in the future. If we’ve met the goals or if 

we haven’t met the goals, maybe there’s a different goal we want to 

pursue. 

Since the current programs and goals were established, the foundation has provided 

grants to U.S.-based and international organizations that work in the program areas 

identified by the foundation. The next sub-section outlines the process of decision-

making around providing such grants.  

5.1.2. The decision-making process. On its website, the foundation outlines that 

it selects grantees “by invitation only.” In my review of the organization’s documents, 

there was no additional information on the decision-making process followed at the 

foundation with regard to grant making. In our interview, the participant outlined the 

various steps and procedures involved in grant making (see figure 2).  
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Identification of potential grantees. Decision-making regarding funding 

programs begins with the process of identifying potential grantees. These grantee 

organizations may be “U.S. based organizations that either work with organizations in 

those countries, or they might be working globally for advocacy, or trying to get more 

funding … in whatever countries”. The foundation also funds “directly to some of the 

local organizations in those countries.”  

This responsibility lies “with the Program Officers, the program staff.”  It is the 

role of the staff that when something has “become an identified priority that we're 

working on… so identify the organization, start talking to them.” To identify grantees, 

the foundation relies on program officers who have expertise in the area. Program 

officers may identify potential grantees when overseeing ongoing programs. As the 

participant explains,  

The Program Officers are visiting those countries multiple times a year. 

They're working with our, the programs that we fund, learning more about 

them and who they're partnering with. That's a natural way that they're 

finding out about these other organizations that are doing good work in the 

country that we think are at a good place where we can support them. 

 When the program officers learn of potential grantee organizations, a “lot of it is 

either finding out about it through the other organizations we fund, through our 

research…” The program officers also engage in “talking to other funders in the field.” 

The participant also emphasized that the foundation has a good relationship with other 

grant making organizations who fund in the same geographical region and, therefore, the 

foundation communicates regularly with these organizations about potential grantees and 
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opportunities. These organizations are, therefore, a good resource for program officers to 

learn more about potential grantees. Once program officers have identified potential 

grantees, they may have months of conversation before finally inviting a proposal.  

  If the type of program seeking foundation support is new or Program Officers 

have concerns about the program or grantee, they may bring it up in review meetings 

prior to inviting a proposal. The team includes program officers from different focus 

areas, and members from the grants management team. The participant explained, 

If it's something new, sometimes the Program Officer will approach it in a 

conversation with the Grants Review Committee prior to inviting a 

proposal, and get their blessing. “Yes, this is where we want to head," or, 

"We don't know if we want to, but let's do an exploratory grant and find 

out. 

The participant also highlighted that once a Program Officer recommends funding 

a program, “it's rare that they would nix something, that they would say, "No, we're not 

interested in learning about this at all," they may ask for more research … and more 

reporting... Then, if everybody's okay with it, invite the proposal.” 

Due diligence. Once a grantee organization has submitted an invited proposal, 

there is a comprehensive process of internal due diligence, “just for organization health 

and making sure, yes, this is a real organization, that yes, we can fund legally and 

cleanly.” The participant highlighted that the due diligence process varies based on 

whether they are U.S. based or international because of various legal obligations. The 

participant explains,  
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The easiest process is our standard grant making. These are U.S., 

501(c)(3) public charities. They're very easy to vet. There is a database 

that you can check and, yes, if they're in there, then they're usually doing 

what they're supposed to be doing. They're certified by the IRS as a 

501(c)(3) public charity. 

The database used by the foundation, GuideStar, is linked to the foundation’s grants 

management database. Once preliminary checks have been run, the Grants Manager 

sends out the standard grants guidelines to the organization and requests documents that 

include budget requirements, list of other funders  (if any), and audited and current 

financials. The participant highlighted that although it may seem like “a lot of 

information, but we're on the lower end of what some organizations require. We try. We 

Figure 2: The decision-making process at Org 1 
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try to make it as easy as possible for our grantees.” The grants  

manager and CFO review submitted documents for “organizational health and stability,” 

and if they have any concerns, they ask the grantee organization for clarification.  

According to the participant, the process for due diligence is “a much heavier lift.” The 

participant explained that there are two ways to fund an international grantee. The first 

method, called equivalency determination (ED), involved a complex process that 

included considerable financial and legal resources to establish that the intended 

international grantee is equivalent of a U.S. public charity. The participant highlighted 

that since the foundation started using a third party - NGOSource – to conduct ED, the 

process of due diligence for grantees has become much easier. Having a third party 

conduct the ED saves the foundation time and effort since ED is a lengthy and expensive 

process; when conducted by an individual grant-maker, ED can be inefficient, redundant, 

and costly for both the foundation and the grantee.  

The second method is “expenditure responsibility, which is for those 

organizations who can't qualify for equivalency determination. You have to follow 

another set of procedures. It's very restrictive.” Restrictions include not being able to fund 

sub-grants or expenses towards capital goods. For grantees that are “going to do sub-

grants, then they also have to follow this expenditure responsibility.” The participant 

explains,  

It's more risky in that if the funds are misused or used for an incorrect 

purpose, the Program Officers can be held personally liable and 

responsible and be fined, and we could lose our tax status and everything. 
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Sometimes, there's no other way to be able to fund these organizations, 

and if it's important and they're important to getting these objectives met, 

that's what we do. 

Grant review. Once the due diligence process has been conducted, and the grantee 

organization has passed the due diligence assessments, the proposal is presented at the 

Grants Review Committee meeting “with a justification, kind of an assessment, and why 

we should be funding this, and what we expect to get out, what the outcomes would be 

from this, and then grant.” For grants above $250,000, the full Board reviews the 

proposal.  

Once a funded program is launched, the grantees submit “at least one Board 

update, what we call a Board Update Report.” Board updates are short narrative reports 

from grantees, so that the Program Officers can submit it to the Board. The participant 

elaborates,  

We have two Board meetings a year. They can update the Board in an 

interim fashion on what's going on with the projects, and then at the end of 

the project, we get a final report, where they're reporting more formally on 

the numbers, the percentages, this is what we're doing, this is what we did, 

and what they're planning for the future.  

Prior to the grantee submitting final documentation detailing its outcomes, the 

foundation may “already have a good sense of what's going on” based on the program 

staff’s expertise, research, field visits, and involvement with local networks of 

organizations that work on the same issues. Based on recommendations of the program 
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staff, the foundation, therefore, may invite a grant renewal proposal. According to the 

participant, a considerable proportion of grants made by the foundation are renewal 

grants, “so we’re in for the long haul.” 

5.1.3 Strategies. As mentioned earlier, over time the foundation has adopted 

grantmaking practices that are more structured and strategic. Since its restructuring 

efforts in the early 2000s, the foundation has become more strategic in its giving – 

carefully setting program priorities and goals and supporting grantee organizations that 

work towards achieving these priorities and goals. According to the participant, however, 

while larger grant making organizations may have clear strategic plans that bind the 

organizations’ commitments to specific priorities for a set period, this foundation is less 

formal.  

We tend to operate a little bit less formally than a lot, especially larger 

organizations that might have a strategic planning process every 5 to 10 

years, and people know that it's coming. We operate a little bit more 

informally because we're small and we can do that. 

The participant explained further that flexibility is very important to the 

foundation. Although the foundation has clearly outlined its broader program priorities, 

new challenges in the field continue to arise that the foundation may feel compelled to 

address. As a result, the foundation may adapt program goals often as it tries to be 

responsive to new research or new challenges in the field. As the participant explained,  

In our… program, for example, just recently, within the past couple of 

years … (type of) …pollution has become a big issue. We want to respond 
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to that, because that certainly ... (affects the program)… and we hadn't 

really considered that, but there's new research on that. We're starting to 

respond to those and include some grants that address that. 

In order to achieve its program priorities and goals, the foundation has adopted 

the following key strategies over the past decade.  

Partnerships.  On its website, the foundation recognizes partnerships as key to its 

success. The foundation encourages collaboration among its grantees and partners with 

organizations in various sectors of society – governments, the private sector, grant 

making organizations, non-profit organizations and community-based organizations. In 

our interview, the participant concurred, adding, 

We do, we have very strong relationships with the other funders and with 

our grantees. We are very, we have really individual relationships with 

them. I've worked at some larger organizations where it's not quite so 

personal, but we have very strong relationships with our grantees. They 

point out things that they think we need to know about, and that's how we 

get a lot of the new opportunities for funding. 

The participant recognizes working closely with grantees has been very beneficial 

to the foundation. In addition, having a strong relationship with other funders has also 

been helpful, “we do have really good relationships with other funders, and we also try to 

work with them to get them to fund organizations that we're funding. That's another really 

good resource.”  
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The participant also stressed the importance of research organizations or 

institutions of higher education that conduct and publish research relevant to the 

foundation’s work. Although the foundation prefers supporting grantees that “are doing 

the actual program work,” it recognizes the vital role that advocacy and research 

organizations play. As a result, the foundation may also forge partnerships with such 

organizations. The participant stated, 

 The advocacy of those research organizations is important. We do fund 

some of those programs, even though the link directly to our outcomes is 

not a strong link. It’s more, ‘they are supporting our grantees in a way, 

because they are providing this research to the field or they’re advocating 

for and educating policy makers’, that kind of thing. 

Project-specific funding. An important strategy adopted by the foundation is 

varying the size and the type of grant provided based on the specific project. The 

foundation may give grants that vary from small ($5,000-$25,000) to large ($250,000 or 

more); it may provide seed funds or fund pilots; it may issue challenge grants where the 

grantee organizations have to find other funders that match the foundation’s 

contributions, or want to be the main funder. For example, as the participant explained,  

That, it really is project specific. Sometimes we want to see something get 

off the ground, and there are no other funders. There's just nobody that's 

funding it. Then, some organizations, we may just give a little tiny, we 

may give a $25,000 grant. It gets us, keeps us in that project, so we're 

informed about what's going on, and we're working with these other, much 

larger funders. It really just depends on the project. 
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These strategies are targeted towards maximizing the foundation’s ability to 

successfully reach its program goals. Working closely with a variety of organizations and 

grantees in different capacities enables the foundation to attain its program goals as well 

as respond to new and emerging issues in the field.  

5.1.4. Research Question 1: What factors influence foundations’ decision-

making processes, their determination of funding priorities or goals, and the 

philanthropic strategies they employ in their grant making to international civil 

society organizations? The previous section identified the foundation’s priorities and 

goals, outlined its decision-making processes regarding funding and discussed the 

strategies it adopted by to attain its program priorities and goals. In this section, I discuss 

some of the key external and internal factors that influence the foundation’s processes of 

priority setting, decision-making, and strategy development. External factors refer to 

factors in the external environment of the foundation that influence grant making. These 

factors in the external environment of the foundation interact with various foundation-

specific (or organizational) factors in determining its priorities, strategies, and decision-

making.   

External factors affecting priorities, goals, decision-making and strategy. 

During our interview, the participant highlighted the various factors in the external 

environment of the foundation that has driven its own priorities, strategies, and decision-

making.  

International policies and priorities. The participant highlighted that policies in 

the global arena can influence the foundation’s priorities and strategies. For instance, the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) influenced not only the foundation’s priorities, 
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but also those of its grantees: “there's the Millennium Development Goals, those always 

have a big impact, and then some of our grantees are working to help shape that.” In its 

reports and publications, the foundation clearly identifies the MDGs related to its 

programs, and discusses how the foundation is trying to address these goals.  

An international group that has influenced the foundation’s decision-making is the 

Financial Action Task Force on Money Laundering (FATF). The FATF is an inter-

governmental body formed to promote the implementation of various legal, regulatory, 

and operational measures to combat money laundering. These measures include 

recommendations regarding the operations of non-profit organizations. This can affect a 

foundation’s process of due diligence as well as the type of grantee organizations that a 

foundation may be able to support in a specific country. The participant provided an 

example: 

Recently … (name of country)… responding to the international group … 

FATF… that's working on these regulations to prevent money 

laundering… Countries are responding by putting these regulations in 

place for nonprofit funding, or if organizations get any international 

funding. It just depends on the country… That had a big impact on the 

organizations that we chose to fund.  

Such international policies influence how countries set their regulations 

concerning the flow of money. This, in turn, may affect grant making decisions at the due 

diligence phase – whether a particular organization can be supported by the foundation - 

given U.S. and international laws and regulations.  
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For example, in the country mentioned in the above example, the regulations put 

in place due to FATF require “those NGOs to collect information on their donors, not just 

the organization but the staff at those organizations. For example… passport of the 

executive director.” According to the participant, the risk that such information may be 

used incorrectly, possibly leading to identity theft, meant that the foundation did not want 

to provide grants directly to organizations in this country. In response to this concern, the 

foundation adapted its strategies. The foundation chose to continue to operate in this 

country, but fund its program through intermediaries who would assume any liabilities.   

  U.S. policies and priorities. As a U.S. based foundation, various U.S. policies 

and regulations may influence the foundation’s priorities and decision-making. As the 

participant highlighted, “U.S. policy certainly has an impact on the types of things that 

we might fund in any given year, based on what we think is going to happen.” U.S. 

priorities on issues such as climate change or women’s reproductive health may vary with 

changes in presidential administrations. The participant explained,  

When the U.S. is setting its budget for… the money that we're going to 

give to other countries for their reproductive health and health issues … 

depending on the administration, it's more important or less important. 

The whole thing with cutting Planned Parenthood funding and that, so we 

way need to make an emergency grant to Planned Parenthood, or we may 

need to focus more on advocacy in a particular year, depending on if we 

think that budget might be cut.  

Such policies, therefore, influence the foundation’s priorities and focus as well as 

the types of grants it provides in a given year.  Regulations issued by the Internal 
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Revenue Service (IRS) also influence due-diligence and decision-making process. The 

participant explained, “IRS regulations, of course, have a big impact, because they're, 

before I started working here, there was the Pension Protection Act.... That has an impact 

on what types of organizations you can fund...” 

Another example that the participant provided was when the “U.S. IRS and 

Treasury Department agreed that you can now rely on some organizations” such as 

NGOSource to conduct equivalency determination, another regulation that has influenced 

the decision-making process for the foundation.  

Local government policies. The policies and regulations in the countries where the 

foundation operates also influence its program priorities and decision-making. Priorities 

set by the local government can often influence funding decisions and partnership 

strategies. The participant explained,  

Within the countries themselves, when they go through a shift in priorities 

or focus for the government, sometimes the government might be really 

open to environmental protection, so … what are they focusing on, and 

can we work with organizations to strengthen that focus or to make sure 

that they have the information they need? That kind of thing would have 

an impact on who we're funding and what the focus is. 

Therefore, policies and regulation at a global as well as local level influence 

short-term and long-term goal setting at the foundation. They also influence the 

foundation’s grant making strategies, such as the types of partnership options that might 

be available and the type and nature of grants it will provide for its various projects. 
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Finally, regulations governing disbursement of funds may influence decisions on which 

grantees the foundation can support as well as for what purposes.   

Organizational factors affecting priorities, goals, decision-making and strategy. 

The organization-level factors that motivated the foundation to make structural changes 

in its grant making process continue to drive its goals and priorities, decision-making, 

and strategies.   

Impact orientation. One of the primary factors that influenced the foundation in 

defining the scope of its programs as well as its geographical area of operation more 

specifically was the drive to invest in programs that would create measurable impact. The 

participant discussed an increased need the foundation felt in the early 2000s to 

understand the impact of its grant making efforts, “wanting to really be able to measure 

impact, and when things are just spread out everywhere, it's hard to say, ‘Oh, we're 

moving the needle on this.’” This impetus towards measurable impact was driven by “the 

sector and the industry itself.”  As the philanthropy sector became more focused on 

demonstrated impact, trustees and staff at the foundation decided to review its grant 

making strategies and adopt programs that were more outcome-oriented.  

This orientation towards outcome-oriented programs has continued since the 

restructuring efforts. On its website, the foundation highlights a focus on result-oriented 

programs as one of its core values. At the same time, the participant acknowledged the 

challenges associated with impact measurement. 

The impact measurement, the outcomes measurement… we've been 

working with our grantees to try to get them have more capacity to 
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measure impact, which is also difficult because, especially with the ... 

(name of program)... program, it's very hard because the countries don't 

measure their indicators in the same ways… the countries don't 

necessarily release the data on any kind of regular schedule, so that's 

difficult. Then, the organizations themselves sometimes, they're very 

small, and they don't have the capacity to do any really in depth analysis 

of the data that they're collecting. 

The challenges associated with impact measurement drove the foundation to 

consolidate its efforts. In response, the foundation decided to restrict its geographical area 

of operation. The participant explained 

Trying to identify a specific impact that our funding has is impossible 

really, but we can look at trends within the countries and at least say we 

think that our funding is having some of that impact in there. You can't, 

it's just very hard. That's a lot easier to manage when you've focused it on 

… few countries. 

The desire for programs with measurable impact has also driven the foundation to 

refine its programs and strategies; it has “gone from this very broad program to this very 

specific program.” On its website, the foundation outlines the program goals and 

indicators for each of its programs. In its published reports, it provides infographics and 

charts that report outcomes for the various program indicators. Based on its identified 

program priorities, the foundation seeks potential grantees and other forms of 

partnerships that would move the foundation’s work in the field forward.  



	

113 
	

Resource restriction. Another important driver that led to the reprioritization 

efforts in the foundation was the reduction in its available resources. According to the 

participant, due to market forces at the time, the assets the foundation possessed declined. 

This meant that the amount of money available to the foundation for grant making 

decreased. The reduction in available money for future programming was a motivating 

factor for the organization to define its focus areas more narrowly, concentrate on some 

specific countries, and adopt strategies that would make the best use of its limited 

resources.  

This development, in conjunction with the increased focus on demonstrable 

impact, meant that the foundation had to “become more focused, so that we can have a 

little bit more impact with our funding.” As the participant pointed out, “I think those 

were the two big drivers there, the reduction in resources, and then really wanting to 

show the impact.” 

Role of leadership and program staff. The board of trustees and staff at the 

foundation also drive its program priorities and goals. The participant described the 

recruitment of program officers as an important milestone that shaped the programs at the 

foundation. For instance, in the case of the foundation’s programs,  

when our new Program Officer came on, to get … (them)... grounded in 

the program, … (they)… interviewed all the Board members, and asked 

them what they wanted the focus to be and where they thought they saw 

the program going and that kind of thing. It was just this, conversations, 

and then… (Program Officer’s) knowledge and experience, and so it 

became even more focused and just better articulated, about what we 
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wanted to achieve. You can see that through the change in the program 

names over time, and how it's just reflecting more and more what it is we 

really want to get to, and so then our funding is more and more focused. 

The program officers also decided to identify explicitly specific program goals. 

The participant explained the foundation evaluated what were some of the “things that we 

were already focused on, or that we wanted to start focusing on, like ... (name of program 

area). That was a new priority that really came about when our new Program Officer 

came in.” Although the foundation may have been already supporting programs that 

addressed this issue, the program officer played an important role in making sure that the 

issue had “an explicit place in our priorities and strategies.” 

According to the participant, the program officers also concentrated on existing 

research findings from the field when identifying program priorities; they continue to do 

so for ongoing programs. 

Those were two new things that came about as this interviewing the 

Board, the new Program staff and just looking at the research that's being 

done out in the field, because there's so many big organizations that are 

doing research … (name of research organizations)… they're doing a lot 

of research in the field. Looking at what they're saying can have an impact 

on, in the field. 

The foundation continues to reassess or adapt its program goals and strategies in 

response to “the identification of new research or new issues from the grantees, or from 

the program staff.” 
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5.1.4 Research Question 2. What characteristics of targeted beneficiaries or 

recipient organizations do foundations consider in making funding decisions? In our 

interview, the participant highlighted some of the characteristics of the targeted 

beneficiaries (individuals or groups that benefit from the foundation’s programs) as well 

as of potential recipients or grantee organizations that the foundation assesses during 

priority-setting setting and grant making.  

Beneficiary characteristics. The foundation targets its programs towards 

environmental sustainability and improving the lives of a specific ‘marginalized’ group 

across various social, economic, and health indicators.   

Geographical focus. Although the foundation started out funding programs across 

the globe, during its restructuring efforts in the early 2000s the foundation defined the 

geographical scope more narrowly to Latin America. According to the participant, the 

foundation selected its current geographical area because the foundation’s flagship 

program was located in this region.  This anchor program prompted the foundation 

leadership to select Latin America as its focus. As the participant discussed, “there was a 

natural synergy with their work in the … (name of the region)… so they started to move 

the other programs in the direction of those countries.” The foundation decided to 

concentrate its other programs targeting a marginalized group in the same region that 

“mirrors” this flagship program.  

Core commitments. The two international programs are based on the twin 

commitments of the foundation – to the health and well-being of people and the natural 

environment they live in. As mentioned above, the program targeting the natural 

environment in this region is the oldest program of the foundation. The foundation 
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recognizes the need to preserve the ecosystem in this region because of the invaluable 

role it plays in the lives of the millions of people whose livelihoods are tied to the 

environment and its resources.  

In its documents and reports, the foundation emphasizes the need for this program 

in terms of the benefits for both the environment and the people. The foundation also 

emphasizes that the vulnerability of the people and the fragility of the ecosystem that 

these people rely on drives the foundation’s grant making efforts. The programs identify 

the various threats, needs, and vulnerabilities that the foundation is attempting to address 

in this region.  

Grantee characteristics. In the interview, the participant discussed the grantee 

selection process in detail and identified some of the characteristics of potential grantee 

organizations that the foundation takes into consideration when deciding whether to 

support the organization. 

Familiarity and reputation. Grantee selection at the foundation is ‘by invitation 

only.’ Therefore, being familiar with a potential grantee organization is essential for the 

foundation to consider it for potential funding. The participant discussed the various ways 

in which the foundation may become familiar with a potential grantee. The program staff 

play an important role: 

The program officers are visiting those countries multiple times a year. 

They’re working with our, the programs that we fund, learning more about 

them and who they’re partnering with. That’s a natural way that they’re 
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finding out about these other organizations that are doing good work in the 

country. 

The foundation relies on its own research, feedback from its grantees, as well as 

conversations with other funders working in the area to find out about a potential grantee 

and learn more about their reputation. As the participant explained, “a lot of it is either 

finding out about it through the other organizations we fund, through our research, 

through talking to other funders in the field.” The foundation, therefore, is more likely to 

consider and invite proposals from organizations that have good standing or reputation 

among the foundation’s own grantees as well as other funders.  

Funding restrictions. As outlined in earlier sections, various international and 

U.S. policies and regulations impose several restrictions on both the foundation’s ability 

to support potential grantees as well as the type of support that it can provide. Potential 

grantee organizations based in the U.S. are often easier to fund because there are fewer 

international as well as (recipient) local government restrictions to contend with. For 

some countries that have tax treaties with the U.S., there may be lesser funding 

restrictions, making it easier for the foundation to fund grantee organizations from these 

countries.  In other countries, the foundation may have to operate “using an intermediary 

that can help them grow and develop.” Such funding restrictions may often make it 

“difficult or impossible” to fund some grantees, and “so you have to find different ways 

to get the work done. You might end up funding different organizations.” 

Local grantee preference. Despite these funding restrictions, the participant 

insisted “we try to fund locally as much as we can”. The participant provided an example 

where the foundation started out by supporting a “U.S. based organization that was 
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working with these on the ground organizations, and then as part of that, some new 

organizations developed that were instead of being regionally based, they were country 

based and very, very local.” Once these local organizations began to emerge, the 

foundation shifted gears, trying to fund locally. The participant explained, “They’re just 

starting to really get off the ground now, and so his year is going to be the very first grant 

that we’re making to one of those organizations directly.”  

In its efforts to fund local grantees, the foundation may provide technical 

assistance to potential local grantees. The participant illustrated,  

These organizations just develop out of the work that we’re already 

funding … get to a certain point, even if we can’t fund them directly, we 

may be providing some technical assistance to get them to the point where 

they’ve got really good governance structures and their accounting 

systems are working well, and then we can fund them directly.  

 Therefore, according to the participant, the foundation puts in a lot of effort to 

work with various local organizations in whatever capacity it can. It should be noted that 

despite such efforts, the foundation’s documents reveal that in 2016, 71% of its grants 

went to U.S. based organizations.  

Organizational health, size, and stability. As indicated earlier, during the due 

diligence process, the foundation evaluates the organizational health and stability of a 

potential grantee. According to the participant, some of the grantee characteristics that the 

organization may consider include,  
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In the project budget, do the salaries make sense? Indirect costs? Are they 

getting a reasonable amount in indirect costs, but not an exorbitant 

amount? Because we want to make sure that they're getting money to be a 

strong organization. 

The assessment involved looking at the overall track record of the organization 

and its financial health. As the participant pointed out, the foundation also reviews the 

size of the prospective grantee’s administrative costs.  

We might say, "We just cannot fund 30% indirect costs. Are there other 

organizations? Do you have general support that you can use for that?" 

We don't run into issues with that so much, but we might say, "Wow, 

you've got a lot of money dedicated for consultants. Can you explain a 

little bit more how you're going to use them?   

The purpose of reviewing the grantee based on such characteristics is to identify 

any potential problems that the organization may have; the foundation engages in “a lot 

of back and forth during that review time” to avoid such future problems.  

The size of a potential grantee organization is a factor that the foundation may 

consider, but it does not affect funding decisions. The foundation may work with smaller 

organizations that show promise. “We may schedule some technical assistance 

beforehand, before we invite the grant.” Therefore, the foundation supports a range of 

grantee organizations – from large, long-established U.S. based organizations to 

organizations that are local, small, and brand new. The common thread, as the participant 

highlighted, was that the primary onus of selecting a particular grantee “lies with the 
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program officers, the program staff, and their work.” Through their own networks, 

research, and experience, the program staff identifies potential grantees. The grant team 

and leadership then identify the mechanics of funding these grantees.  

5.1.5 Summary. As a private family foundation, Organization 1 engages in 

international grant making across the North and South American continent to address 

environmental concerns and the needs of a specific vulnerable population. This study 

focused on the foundation’s international grantmaking alone. During our interview, the 

participant described the various ways in which the foundation has evolved over the past 

two decades. These changes involved streamlining the foundation’s giving by defining 

the scope of its work more narrowly in terms of geographical area and focus area. Org 1 

has adopted clear measurable program goals and indicators in order to better assess its 

impact. As a Grants Director at the foundation, the participant was also able to provide a 

detailed insight into the grant making process. The participant stated that the strategies 

adopted by the foundation to attain goals vary across programs. The participant also 

emphasized that forming partnerships was a valuable strategy often used by the 

foundation to advance its priorities. The participant outlined factors within Org 1 and its 

external environment that drive its priorities, goals, and strategies; the participant also 

identified beneficiary and grantee characteristics that influence its grant making.  

The participant said that s/he does not envision any major changes in grant 

making priorities and goals in the near future except for the likely reassessment during 

the 2020 time- frame, which was the original target for many of the program goals. At the 

end when I asked participant about the future direction for the foundation, s/he said, 
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“There could be a new program area, but who knows. We are small enough that we can 

be flexible about that”, stressing “that kind of change” was unlikely to occur before 2020.  

 

5.2 Organization 2 

Organization 2 (Org 2) was founded in the early 2000s as a small, private foundation to 

support education-related programs in one Asian country. The foundation initially was 

comprised of seven individuals including three board members and four advisory 

committee members. For this study, I interviewed the Executive Director of the 

foundation who serves on the foundation’s Board of Directors. Also, as the only staff 

member of the foundation, he has been involved in all stages of decision-making since 

the foundation’s creation.  

I conducted the interview over the telephone because the participant’s location is 

not in the mid-Atlantic region. Although the organization was based in the mid-Atlantic 

region at the time of the interview (and has been since it was established), at the time of 

the interview it was in the process of moving its headquarters to a Midwestern state. In 

the interview, the participant discussed the reasons the foundation was established, how 

its funding priorities, goals, and strategies have evolved over the years, and the various 

factors that have influenced its priorities, strategies, and decision-making. In addition to 

the interview, I reviewed the foundation’s website, its publications and reports, and its 

grant-making history and organizational profile on the FDO database. 

The primary focus of the foundation is on education, broadly defined. The vision 

of the foundation has evolved since its inception, as has its definition of it primary focus 
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area. According to the participant, the foundation started out informally because the 

founder of the organization was interested in supporting a school, the founder’s alma 

mater, in this particular Asian country. The participant recalls,  

I at the time was working there and… [name of founder]… our patron, the 

guy who became our major donor at … [name of foundation]…, walked 

into my office one day and asked about the various ways that one might 

support the School and was not happy with any of the options that existed 

at the time… we That led to about 3 years of discussions. Then, in one day 

he took the plunge [into starting a foundation]. 

 On an affiliated website for the foundation (a sister organization founded by the 

same person), the founder of Org 2 is described as a “serial entrepreneur.” As the 

participant explains, during this intermediate “three years of discussions,” the founder 

had started a software company in the United States, which “eventually took it public and 

made a big hunk of change and decided to give some of it back” to his alma mater. As the 

participant explains, the founder was motivated to start Org 2 as a way to give back to the 

school that s/he felt had shaped their outlook and prepared him for success on such a 

global platform.  

 The foundation targeted its grant making during its initial three years at this one 

school. To this end, it created a board of directors and an executive committee consisting 

of individuals who were in the personal network of the founder and the Executive 

Director and affiliated with the grantee school in some way. Since then, the foundation 

has branched out and its priorities and goals have evolved. It now supports three different 

programs aside from continuing some restricted grant making to the original grantee 
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school. All these efforts are concentrated in the same country, although in different 

geographical regions of the country. During the interview, the participant discussed the 

many changes the foundation had undergone and how these changes affected its funding 

priorities, goals, decision-making, and strategies.  

5.2.1 Funding priorities and goals. The foundation’s website summarizes its 

history and the evolution of its funding priorities. In its documents, websites, and reports, 

the foundation highlights its broader core value – supporting education efforts that 

prepare students to function on a global stage. On its website, the foundation emphasizes 

that this core value has guided its grant making through the years.   

According to the participant and the foundation’s website, the major changes in 

funding priorities occurred in three distinct stages. The foundation’s website elaborates 

on them by referring to them as Versions 1.0, 2.0, and 3.0. It distinguishes between each 

version based on the programs or grantees supported at each stage.  

During its first stage, or in version “1.0,” the foundation focused all its support on 

the grantee school. This included several small grants supporting infrastructure, staff 

recruitment and retention, and student programs and activities. According to the 

participant, the “whole genesis of the foundation was tied up with a desire to be of some 

assistance and for making grants to … [name of] school …basically [the founder] said 

why couldn't we start a separate foundation that would have this as its major objective?” 

As most of the foundation’s “leadership spent their formative years there,” the 

foundation’s priority at the time was to support a school that shared its core value: 

encouraging education that has a global perspective and preparing students and youth for 

a global world. 
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After three to four years of supporting the school, the foundation’s program 

priorities expanded. As the participant explains, “at that point, then the foundation began 

branching out and involved in other things, projects, and institutions.” The foundation 

decided to support a local non-governmental organization (NGO) located in the same 

region as the original grantee school. The NGO had established a new local school in a 

community for underserved children, and it approached the foundation for assistance with 

its operating costs. In addition to supporting the original grantee school, the foundation 

added this as a programmatic focus. The foundation, on its website, describes this as its 

Version 1.1. The participant explains that the NGO approached an acquaintance of the 

foundation’s Board of Directors and this individual, in turn, reached out to the 

foundation: 

In particular, I think the first really big engagement, or significant 

engagement that we undertook was with a school just about five miles out 

into the mountains from … [name of school] where the local village had 

come to a man we knew, a former principal at... They went and asked him 

to build a school, and they were struggling, it had three little rooms. 

Anyways, we went and visited them. There were some ties, connections. 

We decided to get involved. Engage with them. 

The foundation provided this school with a small multi-year grant (total grant 

amount of under $10,000) to support its operating costs; it has continued to support this 

program over the past decade. According to the foundation’s website, the next stage 

(version 2.0) consisted of expanding the geographical scope of the foundation’s work to 

the state (where the two schools are located). The website describes this as a deliberate 
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broadening, a stage in which it provided several grants to train unemployed youth in the 

state. The participant explains that, in this stage “we were making a lot of grants … 

before we got a formal proposal, we had talked about. Someone had approached us. And 

it would have been someone or some organization that we had somehow become aware 

of.”  

In its next stage, the foundation added another program outside its “default 

geographic focus,” supporting an educational program in a different part of the country 

that focused on vocational training of rural youth. It also continued its other programs at 

the two schools. The foundation’s website describes this expansion of its geographical 

focus as a “serendipitous opportunity.” The participant explains that the individual who 

had designed the program approached the board, “so he knew a person who knew us and 

he came and made a presentation about this project.” Subsequently, the foundation has 

also supported an intervention program for special needs children in yet another state in 

its country of operation.  

Therefore, the foundation’s priorities and goals have changed over time. Although 

the foundation started out with the “major objective” of supporting a specific school, its 

programmatic focus and geographical area of operation have expanded considerably. 

During the last two years, another vital change has occurred in the foundation (version 

3.0). As the participant explains, “actually, we’re right in the middle of a great big 

evolution now.” The founder of the organization with support from other Board Members 

decided to start a new organization to further its original funding priorities and agendas. 

The participant elucidates, 
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With the board, in the last two years, we looked around and said we have 

in the first fifteen years of our existence we have been supporting other 

institutions that we think are doing things that are furthering our chosen 

agenda. And that’s worked in some ways. But is there a way we could be 

doing this better and spending the same amount of money? ... The same 

people have started a whole new thing called... [name of program]... 

The new program was launched by a new organization that was set up as a for-

profit organization. This for-profit organization has the same core values as Org 2, but a 

different business model. As a result, “the whole push behind… (Org 2)… has now sort 

of been siphoned off and is now being devoted to this other program. And the foundation 

is getting very small.” This has led to a major change in the foundation’s organizational 

structure, priorities, and goals.  

At the time of the interview, the foundation was still going through these changes. 

The participant, therefore, explains, “we're shrinking and pulling in our boundaries and 

scaling back to exploring models for sustainability. Not as a foundation but we are 

exploring about shifting to a charity.” Based on its documents, the foundation has, since 

the time of the interview, completed this shift. 

The organization now describes itself as a “non-profit public charity” on its 

website, instead of “small private foundation.” The major implication of this changed 

status from an independent foundation to a public charity is that the organization now 

fundraises from the public. This has affected the type of programs it supports. The 

participant described them as “at least for now we’re going to curb back to three 

programs that we like a lot. And they are all three programs, what we call, community 
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consensus programs. They have developed their own small community of donors.” As the 

foundation transitions into operating as a charity that has to engage in fundraising, the 

participant stated that at least for the foreseeable future the foundation will focus on these 

three “community consensus” programs since it already has a pool of dedicated funders. 

This change in priorities and goals of the foundation, therefore, is primarily tied to 

funding availability.  

The new for-profit organization was started under the same name as that of the 

foundation. Therefore, the foundation changed its name recently to prevent any brand 

confusion. At present, the foundation actively fundraises through its website, 

announcements, and e-mailing individuals who are on the foundation’s mailing list. As 

this shift to a public charity is recent, this case study only focuses on the foundation’s 

priorities, decision-making, and strategies when it operated as an independent foundation.  

5.2.2. The decision-making process. As mentioned earlier, Org 2 started out by 

funding one specific school. Since then, the foundation has supported a variety of 

programs in response to requests by individuals within the foundation, including Board 

members or members of the Advisory Committee, as well as others outside the 

foundation. Until its recent restructuring, the foundation accepts unsolicited requests for 

funding and proposals. As the participant states, “we have a saying, never turn down a 

proposal we haven't seen.”  

Although the foundation was open to unsolicited grant requests, the participant 

states that, in reality, making such a claim is “a little bit disingenuous.” According to the 

participant, it was unlikely that the foundation would consider “just a proposal coming in 

cold in in the mail.” Typically, a grantee with some form of personal connection with a 
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foundation member would approach the Board; only after round of discussions and talks, 

would they submit a formal proposal.  

 According to the participant, the foundation would occasionally consider 

unsolicited grants. The participant was also involved in the initial screening of any 

requests for grants that the foundation received. In the participant’s own words,  

I wore many hats. I was also a member of the board, the Executive 

Director. In a situation like that, I would be careful to make sure I was 

acting like a staff member. Occasionally, we would get a proposal, 

through the mail or through the Internet, or even just an inquiry letter, that 

looked like something we might be interested in, and I would take it to the 

board and ask them. 

Once the foundation began to consider a proposal, the foundation engaged in a 

“pre-grant inquiry” to determine the eligibility of a grantee application and to determine 

how to provide grants to the grantee within a legal framework. The participant elaborates 

on the legal requirements: 

We were required by the IRS to look into the history of the entity we were 

making grants to… we couldn't make grants to individuals, we could only 

make them to groups. And we had to assure ourselves that we felt they 

would do the work they said they were going to do. Secondly, that they 

had sufficient financial control and records… we could make sure that the 

money we gave them was being spent accordingly. 
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The foundation also collected information about any potential grantee’s “legal 

structure, their constitution, their bylaws. Their registrations, stuff like that…” Once a 

potential grantee had met these requirements, the participant, as the only staff member at 

the foundation, forwarded the proposal to the Board for deliberation and decision-

making. 

The foundation primarily considered grant proposals that came through its own 

personal networks, and in some cases unsolicited ones. Once the staff reviewed the 

proposal and sent it to the Board, members of the Board and the Advisory Committee 

were involved in “getting together and hashing out all the ups and downs, whether we 

should do this.” The organizational structure around funding decision-making, according 

to the participant “is a bit complicated.”  

As mentioned earlier, initially the foundation had a 3-member Board and a 4-

person Executive Advisory Committee. While only the three Board members had formal 

or legal decision-making (voting) ability, the purpose of the Advisory Committee was to 

provide guidance and advice to the Board regarding any aspect of grant making, as 

needed. According to the participant, initially, all board members and members of the 

Advisory Committee were involved in decision-making. The participant explains, 

We had, for a while, a board and then we also had something called an 

executive advisory committee. So for purposes of efficiency, we had a 

three member board and then … an advisory committee. So if we had to 

take a formal decision, the board could make the decision. 
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 This decision-making process, therefore, had both formal and informal 

components. For instance, meetings, discussions, and decisions that were formally 

documented in meeting minutes might happen in less formal settings such as private 

dinners or get-togethers. As the participant discussed,  

We had very informal discussions but very formal actions. We might have 

a big dinner or two hour long conversation about something and in the end 

we would have a motion and a reported vote on that and all that sorts of 

stuff… We argued informally with one another and when it came to 

decision-time to vote it was very formal. 

According to the participant, initially both Board and Advisory Committee 

members would participate in these discussions on grant-related discussions “getting 

together and hashing out all the ups and downs, whether we should do this.” Once they 

reached a decision after the discussion, the Board members would vote.  Therefore, 

although only the Board members could vote, according to the participant:  

They [members of the Advisory Committee] were in a sense acting as 

board members and expressing their views. In a very textbook sense, they 

would recommend to the board of directors, so there were seven of us 

talking, but they [the Advisory Committee] would recommend to the 

board … what action they should take. 

The participant highlighted that when the foundation was created, the Advisory 

Committee played an important role as its members were very familiar with the original 

grantee school and, therefore, could advise on grant making to the school. According to 
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the participant, the founder also believed that having the Advisory Committee would help 

ensure that the founder was not the sole decision maker. The participant stated, “Our 

founder decided to distance [them] self from the decision making process. By doing this, 

people could not say, "this is just your play thing." We wanted us to be able to outvote 

him and we did a number of times.”  

Although the purpose of the Advisory Committee was to provide support and 

guidance to the Board when needed, the participant emphasized that members of the 

Advisory Committee often acted as de facto Board members – actively engaging in all 

stages of the decision-making process other than the final vote. According to the 

participant, trying to involve all seven individuals made the decision-making process 

lengthy, time-consuming, and “just too complicated.” The participant said this 

complicated process, over time, became unnecessary, especially because “it doesn't 

matter who is where, what your opinions or influences are, it is the Board’s decision after 

all legally. And we took that quite seriously.” 

The foundation abandoned this structure of decision-making and dissolved the 

Advisory Committee. The Board Members were the only persons involved in all the 

stages of decision- making and, as earlier, remained the only voting members of the 

Board.  

The participant highlights that when the foundation’s structure was initially 

determined, the Advisory Committee played an important role in ensuring the balance of 

power. 
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Another important issue that affected the foundation’s decision-making revolved 

around the legalities of international grant making. For instance, once the foundation 

started its grant making practices, it “started diving into the minutia of how” to fund the 

original grantee school and the subsequent grantees within U.S. law. The participant 

explained that the foundation decided to set up “restricted funds.” A restricted fund is a 

“separate fund on your books that is restricted either temporarily or permanently to a 

particular use. It's restricted because you've accepted money under conditions that were 

posed by the donor, which creates a contract between you and the donor.” Apart from the 

founder being the major contributor to the foundation, Org 2 now also accepts 

contributions from other funders. Setting up restricted funds, allows Org 2 to set up a 

dedicated fund for a program. Donors willing to contribute to that particular program can 

make tax-exempt donations to the restricted fund,  

According to the participant, when the foundation was initially created, making 

decisions on how to disburse funds that the foundation received from others was critical. 

The participant reiterated that navigating U.S. IRS laws was an important challenge as 

this is a “fairly secure area of law” and the foundation, therefore, had to engage and 

debate on how to fund the types of grants it wanted to while accepting money from other 

donors. The participant elaborated, 

We have to take that very seriously… If… we decide to make a grant, then 

we can accept money from other people that we can promise them we will 

use to raise this grant. We had a formal debate and vote on the board, that 

if we were to engage with this organization and set up a restricted fund, 

and let people know about this restricted fund and say, hey, look if you 
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contribute to us, we'll put the money in this fund. And it will be restricted 

specifically for grants that we will make in the future or this year for that 

school.” 

In case of a restricted fund, the Board maintains control over the allocated fund, 

and in case the Board decided against continuing a grant program, it simply has to notify 

the donors about its future plans and return any remaining funds. In the past year, the 

foundation has legally transitioned into a public charity from a private foundation. Based 

on the foundation’s website, however, Org 2 has maintained the restricted fund structure 

for its ongoing programs and made it publicly available for donors to contribute online.  

5.2.3. Strategies. The participant discussed how the foundation’s priorities have 

evolved over the years. There is, however, no clearly defined strategy adopted by the 

foundation across its grants. Most of the grants provided by the foundation are in the 

form of projects – some year-long and multi-year grants had defined time limits and 

identified targets or outcomes, while other programs receive support on an ongoing basis. 

For instance, the foundation supported programs to support scholarship and educational 

opportunity programs on a time-limited basis with specific targets. For its other 

programs, the foundation supports operating costs on an ongoing basis. Most of the 

foundation’s grants have ranged from $2,000-$10,000 annually.  

Since the founder withdrew his funding support from the foundation in order to 

concentrate on his new venture, the foundation has scaled back its operations due to 

declining resources. Currently, it only funds its “community consensus” programs – 

ongoing programs that have an existing group of donors and strong “community support” 

as well-established programs. By “community support,” the participant referred to 
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ongoing programs that the foundation has supported over the years, and that have a 

community of dedicated donors to continue funding these programs. The participant 

described one of the strategies adopted by the foundation when it started supporting one 

of the current ongoing programs.  

Leverage. The participant described its involvement in one of the first programs 

the foundation supported outside of the original grantee school. When approached for 

grant funding, the foundation decided to support the program on a pilot basis, and 

provided a small grant to the program with no additional conditions.  

And our initial engagement with them was to try to provide not only a 

little bit of funding. It wasn't much money at first, it was like three, four 

thousand bucks a year. But we structured it in such a way that we gave 

them a first four year grant stem … in the first year we gave them an 

outright grant with a little promise of matching funds for any money that 

they raised independently. 

After the initial year, though, the foundation has used leveraged philanthropy – 

issuing challenge grants where the grantee was responsible for additional (matching) 

fundraising. As the participant explains, in addition to creating greater impact, the 

purpose of this was also to encourage the grantee to become more independent: 

And then over the four years our basic grant declined... What we were 

trying to do is to convince them that it would be in their own interest to do 

a little of their own independent fundraising. I think they got that. By the 

time we got to the second four-year grant, where people here in the US 
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had learned of this particular thing. People who had visited the schools, 

picked up a story, stuff like that. We issued matching grants for other 

fundraising they did. 

The participant did not really discuss any other specific strategies that the 

foundation applied in its grant making practices. It was not clear if leverage philanthropy 

was used for other grants.  

5.2.4 Research Question 1: What factors influence foundations’ decision-

making processes, their determination of funding priorities or goals, and the 

philanthropic strategies they employ in their grant making to international civil 

society organizations? In the previous subsections I identified the foundation’s priorities 

and goals, outlined its decision-making processes regarding funding, and discussed the 

strategies adopted by the foundation in trying to attain its program priorities and goals. 

This section discusses some of the key external and organizational factors that influence 

priority setting, decision-making, and the strategies adopted by the foundation. The 

factors in the external environment of the foundation interact with various foundation-

specific (or organizational) factors in determining its priorities, strategies, and decision-

making.   

 External factors affecting priorities, goals, decision-making and strategy. The 

participant highlighted the key factors in the external environment of the foundation that 

influence its grant making.  

U.S. regulations and policies. The foundation’s grant making occurs within the 

framework of the U.S. tax structure. Therefore, according to the participant, regulations 
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issued by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) play a vital role in driving what programs 

the foundation can fund as well as which grantees it can support. For instance, the 

participant highlighted the challenge associated with grant making with tax-exempt 

donations due to the additional regulations to which the foundation must adhere: 

Those sort of regulatory issues can be very, very time consuming and, I 

tell people that “it turns out that it's pretty hard to give money away.” 

There are issues. There are only issues if, in fact, people want to give tax-

free money… All of these funds have to meet regulatory compliances and 

have to be charitable, and tax-exempt. 

These constraints in “a number of cases” have led to situations “where there have 

been things that we want to do, and we decide that we could not do it in a way that we 

felt was deeply compliant.” There are additional U.S. policies that restrict grant making 

for certain activities. As the participant explained, “part of that is U.S. law prevents us 

from stepping into political activity or influencing foreign elections, all sorts of stuff… 

All our grant contracts have parts that say that.” 

The IRS also influences the decision-making process, as the foundation has to 

adhere to IRS regulations on “expenditure responsibility,” where the foundation has to 

report to the IRS on its grant making to “ensure as far as we knew, each organization 

where we were spending was being spent on charitable purposes.” 

Local government laws. The participant highlighted that in the case of 

international grant making, the foundation needs to ensure that the foundation complies 

with regulations of both countries. The participant elaborates, “When you are giving 
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overseas, like we are, you have to reconcile the regulatory compliance with the states, 

with the regulatory compliance of (recipient country), which are sometimes at odds.” The 

participant gave an example of the effects of a recipient country regulation,  

Once or twice when people wanted to give money, they (grantee NGOs) 

couldn't get their (foreign contribution) clearance. Are you aware of that? 

In order to accept money in [recipient country], you need permission from 

the government to accept foreign currency. That doesn't come 

automatically. 

Similar to U.S. law, the government of the recipient country also does not accept 

foreign contributions for political activism. Funding “political activity is prohibited on 

both sides of the equation, and practicalities on the ground in (recipient country) also 

prevent it.”  “All that said, our board is quite apolitical. We didn’t have a political 

agenda. So it wasn't a big deal for us. It wasn't our concern. It might be for others, but it 

wasn’t for us.”  

Organizational factors affecting priorities, goals, decision-making and strategy. 

The participant highlighted the various intra-organizational factors and personal factors 

that influence the foundation’s grant making. 

Donor motivations and values. In the case of Org 2, the primary donor’s 

motivations and values are intrinsically tied with the foundation’s proposed values. The 

genesis of the foundation is tied to the founder’s motivations to "give back to his alma 

mater.” The participant explains, “And he said, “I think I got those characteristics from 

this school, where I was thrown in with kids from fifty other countries. And we lived 
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together… want to help keep it going and not lose it twice.” The participant emphasized 

at multiple times the shared values of the organization’s leadership. As mentioned earlier, 

the founder and each Board Member had some ties to the original grantee school. Once 

the founder knew that he wanted to start the foundation, “he found other people who had 

similar values, feelings about this school.” These values translated into similar 

motivations to give back to the school to which they attributed their success. 

The participant mentioned that their experiences with the school – as students, 

staff, and administrators -- had instilled in them certain specific values that the 

organization’s value statement adopted. Initial grant making decisions reflected these 

values. The participant elaborates, 

We kept looking for examples, the people who are involved in this school, 

this institution, this project, and educational architects, are people who by 

definition are learning the kinds of values that we think we're trying to 

promote. 

Over time, once the organization started operating in the chosen geographical 

area, members of the Board as well as the founder interacted more with the local 

community and became aware of the challenges they face. As the result, the motivations 

of the organization’s leadership expanded. The participant explains this evolution 

eloquently. 

And then the notion grew that this is a two way street. Not only are these 

kids going to go out and encounter the world, but also you have other kids 

living out [in the area]… who are colliding with the broader world in all 
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kinds of ways. That kind of struggle is in the local school. They might 

think they live in a little corner of the… But the world is coming at them a 

hundred miles an hour. Technology and cell phones, Coca Cola, and 

Reeboks... It's just as important that they understand their niche is also 

important. And in that case also the fact that they're a niche of the world 

that matters to the rest of the world… There was a broadening in that 

sense. 

This evolution in the organization leadership’s understanding of its core values of 

globalism was reflected in the subsequent programs the foundation provided.  

Philanthropic fit. The participant repeatedly emphasized the importance of 

finding a “fit” when considering programs to support. As the foundation accepts 

unsolicited grant requests, it often received requests that were not within the purview of 

the organization’s focus. The participant gives an example,  

So for us, we would get for example, some proposals that you get are 

simply just… you can't even begin to approach them. You don't usually 

get money from people, you get requests for grants from people. They'll 

say, "I live in Namibia and we're involved with a project teaching women 

how to make dyes for clothes from natural, local plants." Something like 

that. 

The participant then emphasizes that this is very different from the organization’s 

vision and geographical area of focus, making it a bad fit. When receiving such a request, 

the participant would “look at that and ask, "Is this what we want to spend our money 
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on?" And from a more respectable stance, "Is this within our mission?" And it wasn't. We 

had to write them back and say, "No, we can't do that.”  

 In addition to a poor substantive fit, the participant provided several examples of 

how the foundation might receive grant proposals that are not the right fit in terms of the 

scale of the grant requested,  

We want information about how much money you want from us and what 

will you do with that money. Implicitly you're asking questions like, "are 

you aware that our average grant is fifteen thousand dollars?" And if we 

have never heard of you before, and if you're asking for four hundred 

thousand dollars, we're probably just going to say no. 

The participant indicated that grant proposals that highlighted how their programs 

fit with the mission and priorities of Org 2 have a better chance for consideration. In the 

participant’s words, 

If you are applying for funding from an organization, you have to put 

yourself in their position. You have to explain to them that why “if you 

give me money, then you will be doing what you say you want to do. You 

will be doing yourself a favor if you give me a grant. Because here's how I 

will help you achieve your mission”. When you approach something with 

that mindset you're much more likely to convince somebody... convince 

us. 

Structure of the foundation. The organization’s structure plays an important role 

in influencing grant making priorities, decisions, and strategies. Org 2 is a small, private 
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foundation and, according to the participant, as a “small foundation we can make some 

decisions on an ad hoc basis.” Being a small foundation with a relative small board 

(consisting of three members), the foundation has considerable flexibility setting its 

priorities and in its grant making decisions.  

Also, the foundation does not have an endowment; this makes the foundation’s 

assets more temporary, since the foundation is dependent on its donors for funding. As 

the participant explains, “we’ve never had an endowment. Most of these big foundations 

have an endowment. And I think that affects their decision making process. They need to 

make a certain number of grants per year.”  The founder of Org 2, until recently, was the 

major funder. According to the participant, 

We never had an endowment because when we first started, [the founder] 

said he didn't want it to be some big monument, he wanted the charitable 

giving to happen during his lifetime. Then as we established the 

infrastructure, then other people came out and said ‘I want to give to this 

and that’. We never had an endowment. He funded seventy five percent to 

eighty percent of expenses out of his pocket every year. 

 The foundation’s small size and lack of an endowment provided it with flexibility 

and more discretion regarding its disbursement of funds each year. As the participant 

mentioned, Org 2 did not have the same commitments as an endowed foundation in terms 

of the number of grants or total amount of grants that it needed to make annually. 

 The foundation used this flexibility to set its own priorities and set some informal 

rules regarding grant making. For instance, the participant explains,  
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 We had some informal rules. We didn’t like to support "tackle projects" 

which is when you build a building. We did that once or twice ... We very 

much preferred to give money to a program… We have some guidelines 

like that, but in our case they weren't written down… wasn’t in our 

bylaws… Part of that is that we were a small foundation… That's what we 

enjoyed about being a small foundation, we could be flexible and have 

great privilege. 

On the other hand, because of the structure of the foundation, and its need to raise 

some funds externally, the foundation had other regulations to which it had to adhere. 

The foundation’s use of ‘restricted funds’ was mentioned earlier. Setting up restricted 

funds required the foundation to follow specific tax regulations and to turn down grant 

requests that did not comply with these regulations. Also, because Org 2 did not have an 

endowment and was designed to be more short-lived than other foundations with long-

term endowments, the foundation had to transition into a public charity when the 

foundation’s major donor (the founder) decided to pursue a different venture.  

 Personal ties. The personal connections and ties of the organization’s leadership 

played an important role in influencing which direction the foundation went in terms of 

the programs it supported. Although the foundation accepted unsolicited grant requests, 

the participant made it clear that potential grantees that had some form of personal ties 

with the organization’s leadership had better chances of receiving a grant. In the 

participant’s words,   

In reality, and I am guessing this is something you will also find out, 

without some personal contact, without knowing somebody on the board 
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or having some ties, it's very hard to get grants just doing what I would 

call going through the front door. 

 Apart from the first set of grants that the foundation gave to the original grantee 

school, subsequent programs that the foundation supported were selected through the 

personal ties of the organization’s leadership. For instance, according to the participant, 

the second program that the foundation supported was initiated when the local 

community “came to a man we knew.” Similarly, another program that received a multi-

year grant from the foundation was started when the grantee approached the foundation 

through a personal contact: “So he knew a person who knew us and he came and made a 

presentation about this project.” The participant describes how another ongoing program 

was taken on by the foundation although it did not fit with the organization’s mission and 

values.  

It was started by the son of a former board member for us. It's a good 

example that (laughs) it's the foundations respond to things they have 

other ties to. Frankly, if this guy had come to us without a connection to 

the board like this, we probably never would have even thought of it…. A 

board member said… Hey why can't we support this guy? Like we do with 

[other programs].” So then he and a couple of us went to the board and 

said, “Hey do you want to do this. … We’ll set up a restricted fund; this 

guy can tell all his friends and neighbors to contribute.” So, that’s what 

happened. That's the third program. It’s quite interesting. It doesn't really 

quite fit with the others but there you have it. 
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Therefore, personal ties have played an important role in driving the foundation’s 

program priorities and grant making decisions. Even in cases where a particular program 

has not been an exact fit with the foundation’s mission, the foundation may have chosen 

to support it in cases where personal connections approached it. Donor motivations and 

values, structure of the foundation, philanthropic fit, and personal ties are, therefore, the 

four key factors that influence grant making priorities, decisions, and strategies in the 

case of Org 2.  

5.2.5 Research Question 2. What characteristics of targeted beneficiaries or 

recipient organizations do foundations consider in making funding decisions? In our 

interview, the participant highlighted some of the characteristics of the targeted 

beneficiaries (individuals or groups that benefit from the foundation’s programs) as well 

as of potential recipient or grantee organizations that the foundation assesses during 

priority-setting setting and grant making.  

Beneficiary characteristics. The foundation targets its programs towards 

educational programs in a specific Asian country.  

Geographical location. The foundation identified a small region in one Asian 

country as its geographical location because that was the location of the original grantee 

school. Initially, the foundation supported programs in this small region – supporting the 

grantee school and other community programs that were in the vicinity of the school. The 

founder and other board members’ ties to the school was the initial reason for selecting 

this region as the geographical area of focus. Over time, the foundation also supported 

other programs in the nearby area when members of the community approached them. 



	

145 
	

Subsequently, the foundation has supported programs in other regions in the same 

country. When asked whether there was a specific reason for focusing its efforts in the 

same country even after the foundation had decided to expand the types of the programs 

it supported, the participant explained,  

We've talked about if we encounter that situation somewhere in Africa, 

would we do it? Would we be open to doing it? And we haven't answered 

that question yet… If we ever encountered that then we'd have to cross 

that bridge when we come to it.  

According to the participant, being a small, private foundation provided Org 2 the 

flexibility to decide to support a program in a different geographical region, but “for all 

practical purposes we still say to people that our geographic area of interest is [name of 

country]”.  

Specific population. As the foundation supports various forms of education-

related programs, the population served includes children and youth. The foundation 

supports educational and vocational programs that prepare children and youth for the 

future. This is tied to the organization’s values of inculcating globalism and helping 

prepare students of all backgrounds for the world they will enter upon completing their 

education.  

Although this is the broader demographic served by the foundation, the 

foundation also has supported a program specifically targeting children with special 

needs. At present, the foundation supports “community consensus” programs where the 
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ongoing programs are well established and have a community of existing donors. The 

primary population served by the foundation is the same.  

Grantee characteristics. The participant discussed the characteristics of the 

grantees that the foundation supports. In the initial stage of decision-making, the 

foundation evaluates the organizational health of any grantee and makes sure that the 

grantee meets all U.S. and international regulatory compliances. Apart from this, the 

participant mentioned only one main characteristic that may determine grantee selection.  

Organizational familiarity. When asked about the characteristics of the grantee 

organizations that the foundation considers in grant making decisions, the key 

characteristic that the participant highlighted was familiarity with the grantee 

organization and its members. As mentioned above, according to the participant, the 

grantee’s “personal contact… knowing someone on the Board or having some ties” with 

the Board members were often key to the foundation considering grantee proposals.  

5.2.6. Summary The founder created Organization 2 due to his strong desire to 

give back to his alma mater. The foundation was formed with like-minded individuals 

with some ties to the school coming together to serve on the foundation’s Board and the 

now defunct Advisory Council. In its initial years, this school was the primary recipient 

of the foundation’s grants. Since then, there have been several shifts in the foundation’s 

priorities, goals, programs, and area of operation; most recently, the foundation’s 

structure has undergone a major transformation. The participant discussed the evolution 

of the foundation through its various versions and identified how the funding priorities 

changed. The participant also highlighted that proposals for most of the major programs 

supported by Org 2 came to the foundation through personal ties – often through Board 
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members or members of the Advisory Council. As the Executive Director of the 

foundation, the participant provided a detailed overview of the decision-making process 

and identified the strategies adopted by the foundation. The participant also discussed the 

role of various factors, such as U.S. policies and regulations, local country policies, donor 

motivations, philanthropic fit, and personal ties, in grant making. 

At the time of the interview, the foundation was going through a major transformation – 

changing into a public charity as the foundation’s primary donor, its founder, withdrew 

his funding. The participant stated the foundation’s first step would be to limit the 

foundation’s activities to programs that already have dedicated funding. The future of the 

foundation beyond this initial transforming is uncertain.  

 

5.3 Organization 3 

Organization 3 (Org 3) was founded almost sixty years back as a private independent 

foundation. The founders of Org 3 were entrepreneurs and philanthropists who created 

the foundation to support poor and vulnerable populations in the U.S. and a country in the 

Middle East (subsequently referred to as recipient country in this section). Since its 

creation, the organization has grown in size, in terms of both its assets and its staff. The 

foundation currently has over two billion dollars in assets. The foundation has five 

trustees and over 30 staff members in different departments and has multiple offices in 

the United States. The foundation focuses the majority of its giving within the U.S. This 

study solely focuses on the foundation’s giving to the recipient country. To learn about 

this, I interviewed the Program Director who oversees grant making to various social 

programs in the recipient country, which currently totals over $10 million each year. In 
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this role, the participant is involved in identifying potential programs and partners, 

facilitating grant making decisions, and monitoring ongoing programs.  

The participant has worked for the foundation for over two years. He has had 

lengthy experience living and working in the recipient country and with vulnerable 

communities that the foundation focuses on, including the elderly, and children and youth 

with poor access to education. Therefore, the participant was well versed in discussing 

the organization’s priorities and goals, strategies, decision-making process, and was able 

to provide details about the programs and the populations supported. In addition to the 

interview, I also reviewed the organization’s website, its publications and reports, and its 

organizational profile on the FDO database. The foundation publishes several reports and 

periodicals and has a detailed website. Therefore, these reports and the website served as 

sources of rich secondary data.   

Within the U.S., the foundation has a few clearly identified focus areas in addition 

to providing general support outside of the identified focus areas to some communities. In 

the recipient country outside the U.S., the foundation provides grants to nonprofits that 

work with the poor and vulnerable communities. In the recipient country the foundation 

primarily provides capital grants for infrastructure construction and renovation. The 

foundation also supports programmatic and operating costs for some projects. These 

grants are aimed towards providing support to vulnerable communities including children 

and youth with poor access to education, unemployed or underemployed, disabled, and 

the elderly. The size of grants may range from $150,000 to over a million dollars. Capital 

grants are typically for a year, while non-capital grants may be multi-year. 
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When the foundation was created, the founder and the founder’s family members 

played an integral role in its operations, including the appointment of the original Board 

of Trustees. At present, however, only one of the family members that started the 

foundation is on the Board. As the other original Trustees have aged out (at 75 years 

according to the foundation charter) or passed away, new Trustees have been appointed. 

One of the current trustees has succeeded a parent who was initially a trustee. The 

trustees appointed recently (and one soon to be appointed in the upcoming year) have no 

connection to the founding family or other trustees. Therefore, according to the 

participant, “it’s really more of a private foundation [now] than a family foundation.” 

The foundation supports both U.S.-based and local grantee nonprofits that work in 

the recipient country. The participant’s role at the foundation involves overseeing all 

programs and grants that ultimately target the populations in the recipient country. In the 

interview, I asked the participant to describe the foundation’s priorities, its decision-

making process, and the strategies adopted specifically with regards to the international 

grant making in which the foundation engages.  

5.3.1 Funding priorities and goals. The family that started the foundation was 

committed to helping the poor and vulnerable in the U.S. and in the recipient country. 

Therefore, the foundation started out with certain clear focus areas that have remained at 

the center of its work over the years. For instance, according to the participant, “we focus 

on low-income” individuals and households and this is reflected in the foundation’s focus 

on addressing issues such as basic human needs, education, health, and employment. The 

participant did not elaborate on whether the foundation had a specific definition to help 
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identify “low-income” populations. There was no description of the term “low income” 

on the foundation’s documents either. 

The foundation also allocates part of its resources towards supporting a specific 

religious community that the founder’s family hails from. Currently, the foundation has 

about seven focus areas overall. According to the participant, the “organization’s mission 

has not changed” over the years, although the foundation added some of the U.S. based 

focus areas more recently after changes in the organizational leadership.  

With respect to its international grant making, the foundation provides grants 

towards capital projects or program/operating expenses in four of the foundation’s seven 

key focus areas. These focus areas include programs that support the elderly and persons 

with disabilities. I asked the participant about how foundation started its international 

grant making in the recipient country and the participant related the story that he had 

heard: 

So the story goes, [name of founder] went to [recipient country] for a visit, 

and one day he wandered into an old nursing home in [name of city], and 

he was just talking to some of the people, and he's like, "Why is it so hot 

in here? … How come you don't have air conditioning?" And they said, 

"Because we can’t afford it." So he gave a check… for a million dollars to 

make sure that as many nursing homes [in country] had air conditioning. 

That's how it started. 

Since then, according to the foundation’s website, the foundation has provided 

“millions of dollars each year to organizations and nonprofits that work in the [recipient 
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country]”. Over the past five years, the foundation has typically awarded more than 10 

million dollars in grants annually. In the recipient country, according to the participant, 

“our largest portfolio is still older adults.” The foundation supports this population by 

helping older adults live independently in their communities. In the recipient country, the 

foundation also supports children and youth that have poor access to education. The 

participant gave specific examples of children and youth that live in specific regions 

within the country and are from marginalized immigrant communities that have low 

levels of education due to poor quality of educational opportunities in these regions.  

When the foundation was created, the foundation’s charter broadly specified how 

its annual grants have to be disbursed across the various populations the foundation 

serves. The participant explained that according to the foundation’s charter, “at least 25% 

(of grant allocation) should be in the [religious] community. Our goal is 50% capital 

(grants).” Overall, while the foundation allocated 50% of its total grants in a given year 

towards supporting program or operating costs, it allocates the remaining 50% for capital 

grants. In the case of its international grant making, according to the foundation’s 

website, capital grants form a significant portion of grants made. For instance, on its 

website the foundation states, “in [recipient country], the foundation awards primarily 

capital grants, including building renovation and construction.” According to the 

participant, during the last decade, with the addition of new trustees and a new CEO, the 

foundation has tried to “adhere much more closely and strictly to the charter than before.”  

The foundation’s website identifies funding goals for each focus area (nationally 

and internationally). It displays the percentage of total grants for a given year that it 

dedicates to each focus area. The website states that these percentages are goals, rather 
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than requirements and the actual grant making may vary from year to year. As mentioned 

above, the foundation’s international grant making priorities also reflect this purpose. 

The foundation, as per U.S. tax regulations, aims to allocate 5% of its total assets 

in grants each year. The foundation awards capital or program grants across its focus 

areas based on the foundation’s charter. Although the actual disbursement of grants by 

focus area may vary from year to year, the foundation publicly shares an estimate on the 

percentage of total grant allocation that it aims to provide for each focus area. As the 

participant explained,  

Well, in reality, our goals are to get out 5% of our assets every year (in 

grants) within the framework of our goals, our (focus) areas... from a grant 

making perspective, those are our goals, and by doing so, adhering to the 

charter. 

5.3.2. The decision-making process. The foundation accepts proposals from 

grant seekers for programs or capital expenditures in their focus areas. On its website, the 

foundation clearly outlines its grant making process, providing an overview of the stages 

involved as well as the estimated time for review and decision-making. According to the 

participant, the foundation engages in both reactive and proactive grant making. Reactive 

grant making involves responding to proposals from potential grantees, whereas in 

proactive grant making, the foundation staff may actively seek out or create programs to 

support. The participant explained that there are two ways in which reactive grant making 

occurred.  
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We have a lot of reactive grants... Someone sends in an LOI (Letter of 

Inquiry) without calling, without knowing anybody here, and sometimes, 

wow, I don't know them, but this is a great fit, let's investigate it, right? 

That’s one… And other times it's someone saying, "Hey listen, so-and-so I 

know from when I was working in [name of place]. They've got a great 

project on this, can they call you?" 

Therefore, in the first instance, the foundation receives letters of inquiry (LOI). 

These may be from potential grantees with whom the foundation has never interacted or 

from potential grantees that have previously reached out to the foundation. In addition to 

responding to grant applications, the foundation also engages in proactive grant making 

to address some community-level critical challenges within the U.S. that program 

directors or the foundation’s leadership might identify based on their experiences and 

expertise. The participant explained proactive grant making with an example,  

And then proactive is [what] we are very much interested [in], like my 

colleague [name of colleague], he started a [name of] project. Basically, 

it's the one-stop shop… where older adults can come in and get services 

… in a regional capacity... So that was his idea, so we went to our partners 

and said, "Here's an idea." That is proactive, as opposed to reactive. 

 The foundation has also engaged in proactive grant making in the recipient 

country. The participant highlighted that in the recipient country, in some instances, the 

foundation identified grantee organizations and “also identified a strategy, and those 

organizations were able to implement that strategy.” A majority of the grant making in 

the recipient country is, however, reactive grant making.  
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The participant also discusses the step-by-step grant making process for the 

recipient country (See Figure 3). The process for all grantees, U.S.-based or international, 

is the same. There is a detailed section on the foundation’s website that outlines the grant 

making process as well. All LOIs received by the foundation are recorded and the 

foundation has to respond to them in a stipulated period. On its website the foundation 

clearly identifies what types of grant applications are eligible for consideration, the three 

major criteria the foundation uses to evaluate grants, and what the foundation does not 

fund (such as individuals, fundraising events, arts and culture etc.). According to the 

participant, once LOIs are received, “we have a very rigorous due diligence process.”  

Letter of inquiry. The first step of the grant making process starts with the 

potential grantee submitting an LOI requesting funding. The potential grantee has to 

identify clearly the type of grant for which it is applying (capital, program, or operating) 

and submit a brief letter of inquiry providing details such as description of the 

organization, program description, budget information, and plan for outcome 

measurement and evaluation. For each type of grant, the foundation clearly outlines the 

information required from the grantees for the LOI to be considered. The foundation also 

specifies the maximum amount of time in which the applicant can expect a reply.  

The program staff for each focus area reviews applications that fall within their 

purview. LOIs may be declined if there is information missing or if the applicant does not 

meet the foundation’s eligibility criteria. The foundation does not communicate the 

reason for declining an application, but the applicant may reach out to the program 

officers in their focus area to learn more about a decision. For applicants whose LOIs are 
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approved, according to the participant, “If it goes through right, it takes about a month to 

review; if it's approved, then they submit a full grant application.” 

Full grant proposal. Once the foundation invites a potential grantee to submit a 

full grant proposal, the grantee organization has two months to submit it for review. In 

the grant proposal, applicants are expected to submit more details on each of the topics 

briefly addressed in the letter of inquiry. This includes a description of the project, its 

relevance to the population (how it will benefit the targeted population), the grantee 

organization’s qualifications, experience, and details about the staff, the organization’s 

tax-exempt status, data on how the applicant supports the targeted populations, plans for 

monitoring and evaluations, other funding availabilities, and financial information. The 

foundation accepts grant proposals year-round.  

As part of its strict due diligence process, the foundation requests applicants to 

submit detailed financial information to assess an applicant for financial health and 

sustainability. The participant stated,  

We have a very rigorous due diligence process. I call it CSI (Crime Scene 

Investigators) NGO. If it [LOI] goes through, it takes about a month to 

review, if it's approved, then they submit full grant application. We ask for 

audits, right… but we ask for three to four years of most recent audit, 

financial statements, which is why I called CSI NGO (laughs), and also 

[organization’s and program] budgets. 

When explaining the grant making process, the participant showed me the file for 

an ongoing program to illustrate the flow of the foundation’s decision-making. When a 
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potential grantee sends an LOI, the foundation starts a file where it stores all 

correspondence chronologically. Therefore, applications that proceed through the stages 

include LOIs, decision letters; grant proposals, attachments, and inquiries by program 

staff, and grantee responses. On its website, the foundation noted that applicants can 

expect to receive timely updates on the status of their proposal.  

Grant review. Once the full grant proposal is received, over the next few months 

the program officers and directors responsible for grant making in that specific area 

review the grant proposal. According to the foundation’s documents, the foundation 

evaluates a grant proposal based on several important criteria. These include the 

program/capital project’s alignment with the foundation’s priorities and mission, and the 

long-term outcomes of the program in terms of number of beneficiaries. Therefore, on 

their grant applications, potential applicants have to demonstrate how their program fits 

with the foundation’s mission, and provide details on how they will evaluate the 

program’s outcomes and impact.   

The program staff uses these criteria to review the grant application and may 

reach out to the applicant to clarify certain information or to ask specific questions. 

According to the participant, the program directors or program officers for each focus 

area are considered to be the foundation’s expert in the area. For instance, the participant 

explained, 

In the U.S., we have experts, you know, [name of program 

director] does [focus area], [name of program officer] does … 

community support. [Name of program director] works with older 

adults. Those are some of our areas, right? In [name of recipient 
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country] it's a little bit of a different structure. I oversee all of our 

work there. Within that, we have [name of a few focus areas] and 

... all low-income population. 

Therefore, for the foundation’s international grant making, the participant is the 

in-house ‘expert’ and the first to review the grant proposal. As necessary, the participant 

seeks advice from other program officers and directors (working on the other focus 

areas). The participant further explained the vetting process that is integral to the grant 

review stage,  

We also have... a peer review system. That's a two-part system. Before it 

goes to the trustees, my colleagues … (other) program officers and 

directors and all of that, we have Monday morning meetings. When we 

feel that our due diligence report is ready, the team looks at it, rips it apart, 

and then I go back and fix everything... It's a vetting process. 
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In addition to consulting the other program staff, in some cases, the foundation may also 

seek out opinions from external experts. The participant elaborated, “Within our review 

system, we also have what's called an external opinion... We use academics or strong 

evaluators. We tend to not use other partners, because they're invested in the project so 

they're biased.” Other partners, in this case, refer to other grantees with which the 

foundation might be working. The program staff may have questions about the grantee’s 

proposed budget and include recommendations for the Program Committee regarding 

budget and duration of program. Once the program staff feels that all major questions or 

concerns that emerged during the peer review and vetting process have been addressed, 

the proposal is then sent to the larger Program Committee for review. 

Awarding grant. The Program Committee that finally reviews the grant proposals 

includes the foundation’s trustees, senior leader, and the program staff. The committee 

Fig 3: The decision-making process at Org 3 
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meets a six to eight times each year to review grant proposals that have made it through 

the previous three stages. According to the participant, in preparation for the committee 

meeting, the program staff try and ensure that applicants have “addressed the issues that 

are raised, and then by the time it gets upstairs for the trustees to look at, there are very 

few questions left usually.” If the committee’s questions are all answered, the committee 

votes on whether to award a grant after taking into account any recommendations from 

the program staff. If the outcome of this vote is favorable, the foundation awards the 

grant to the applicant and informs the grantee of the decision. According to the 

foundation’s documents, it typically makes and communicates a decision to an applicant 

within six months of receiving the full grant proposal.  

Following the awarding of a grant, the foundation and the grantee prepare and 

sign a contract listing the commitments made by both parties. The foundation disburses 

the grant based on the mutually agreed upon schedule. The foundation requires each 

grantee to submit annual reports after one year, detailing program outcomes and 

evaluations. The foundation usually makes grant renewal decisions after receiving this 

report. According to the participant, although the foundation expects annual reports from 

grantees, the influence of these reports on decision-making is uncertain. In the 

participant’s words,  

They (grantees) have annual reports they have to give that are 

requirements for… their grants, but it's not an area where we're really 

good at in terms of what do we do with their evaluations. We read them, 

but you know, what do we do after that? We either fund them again or we 

don't. That's basically it. 
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5.3.3. Strategies. According to the participant, due to changes in the 

organization’s leadership during the past few years, the grant making process has become 

more strategic and streamlined – “we're just better … probably better than we used to be, 

just better systems, more streamlined, strategic, more stringent.” The participant did not 

explain how the process has become more strategic, but s/he did highlight two strategies 

that the foundation uses in its grant making.  

Leverage. The participant highlighted the importance of using leverage-based 

grant making as an important strategy of the foundation. The foundation uses leverage 

grant making in all its capital grants as well as some program and operating grants. In its 

documents that provide guidelines to grant seekers, the foundations highlights that in the 

case of capital grants, the grantee is responsible for raising 50 percent of the total budget 

prior to applying for a grant. The foundation supports less than one-third of the total 

budget for a capital project. In the case of other forms of grants, the foundation request 

applicants to outline any other sources of funding available to them as well as describe its 

plans for the long term sustainability of a program and the organization.  

The participant explained the concept of leverage in philanthropy with a 

hypothetical example,   

Everybody gets together in the family, and they all have dinner together. 

So … (when) people had their projects ... and (they said), “it is my baby, 

so I'm putting a million dollars into it.” … So, I always say nobody wants 

to [put all their own money in] anymore. They'd rather say, "I'm going to 

do 300,000 in this project, get seven of my friends to put in $100,000 

each, and then I'm going to do quid pro quo, and I'm happy to put a 
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100,000 in there, and 100,000 in there, and 100,000 in there," because it 

just broadens your reach. It maximizes your utility.  

In such a case, donors may come together and invest in a set of programs, 

investing the same amount of total money in a number of programs – therefore, extending 

their reach and maximizing any impact created across the programs. According to the 

participant, the foundation follows the same strategy, often issuing challenge grants 

where the foundation expects grantees to raise similar amounts of funds from other grant 

makers. This increases the number of programs that the foundation can successfully fund 

with the same amount of resources. Therefore, for example, instead of being the sole 

funder on one project, the foundation can spread the funding across ten projects using 

conditions like challenge grants. This maximizes the foundation’s reach, with the ten 

projects collectively serving more beneficiaries.  

Partnerships. Forming partnerships is another effective strategy used by the 

foundation. As mentioned earlier, the foundation may partner with experts from 

universities or other nonprofits for external opinions and advice during its grant making 

process. For some programs, the foundation collaborates with the local government in the 

recipient country. The participant provided an example of a partnership, tying it to 

leverage as well.  

There are [specific population] from sometimes all over the world, and 

sometimes from [recipient country], who come from very hard 

backgrounds. These villages … haven't been touched in 50,60 years, so we 

partner with the Ministry [name of Ministry in recipient country] to 

renovate.... And we've done [number] of those projects all over the 
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country in the last three years… and for every dollar we spend there, the 

government spends at least $3, so it's a leverage, right? 

The participant highlighted that partnerships are especially important to the 

foundation’s international grant making because the foundation does not have offices in 

the recipient country. Forming trustworthy partnerships helps the foundation during grant 

making as well as monitoring progress of a program. The participant further explained,  

And because we don't have an office in [recipient country] who are 

representative, I go probably four times a year. We focus on having ... 

strategic partners, whether it's government or municipalities that we really 

trust, and/or other foundations that are partners in projects. So for the 

project on… (from previous example), there is a specific foundation who 

is the liaison between us, and the Minister of [ministry name] who devoted 

someone's portfolio… to making sure that these villages were being run 

well and liaise ...  

 These partnerships enable the participant to stay updated on any recent 

occurrences.  The participant elaborated, “like for instance, right now, I just got an email 

that two of the villages didn't get the contracts that we sent them after we awarded them, 

so just working out those details on logistics, and we really trust them.” While such 

partnerships benefit the foundation, enabling it to implement programs more effectively, 

the participant acknowledged that it is important to regard such partnerships as two-way 

streets. The participant emphasized the role of mutuality and trust in these strategic 

partnerships: 
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Some of it has to be relational, but some of it has to be ... I mean, you have 

to have trust in any relationship, and you have to have mutual 

understanding of parallel expectations. What are they trying to get out of 

it? What are we trying to get out of it? Does it benefit both of us? Great. A 

lot of it is trust, and a lot of it is follow-through. 

Therefore, the participant explained the advantages of using leverage philanthropy 

and partnerships as strategies in the foundation’s national and international grant making.  

 

5.3.4. Research Question 1: What factors influence foundations’ decision-

making processes, their determination of funding priorities or goals, and the 

philanthropic strategies they employ in their grant making to international civil 

society organizations? The previous subsections identified the foundation’s priorities 

and goals, outlined its decision-making processes regarding funding, and discussed the 

strategies adopted by the foundation in trying to attain its program priorities and goals. In 

this section, I discuss some of the key external and organizational factors that influence 

its priority setting, decision-making, and the strategies it adopted.  

External factors affecting priorities, goals, decision-making, and strategy. The 

participant highlighted that beyond restrictions placed by tax guidelines, there haven’t 

been any major external factors that have influenced the foundation’s international grant 

making. The participant referred to only two factors in the external environment of the 

foundation that affect the foundation’s priorities, goals, decision-making, and strategy.  

Market forces. According to the participant, one factor that may drive the 

foundation’s overall grant making budget for a year is the performance of the 
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foundation’s investments in the stock market. Since the foundation was created, its 

original endowment has grown due to investments. According to the participant, the 

foundation makes decisions regarding these investments internally– “we have an in-house 

investment officer and team as opposed to outsourcing it.”  

Therefore, the total amount of annual grant making varies due to the market 

performance of the foundation’s investments. As such, according to the participant, the 

external environment of the foundation may drive grant making priorities and decisions 

“only if the market does poorly.” As mentioned above, the participant has been with the 

foundation for over two years and did not recall this being an important factor since the 

start of his tenure at the foundation. 

According to the participant, market forces also play a role in influencing which 

ventures the foundation does not support. Program-related investments are investments 

made by foundations to support philanthropic/charitable activities that a grantee may 

engage in where such activities involve the potential return of capital within a specified 

period. Impact investments and PRIs may be viewed as risky investments by the 

foundation because the return on investments may be unpredictable, program outcomes 

may be difficult to ascertain, and the risk of failure is higher. The participant noted, “we 

don't do impact investing. We don't fund PRIs (program related investments). We're very 

conservative.” 

Relations with the government. The recipient country is a welfare state and, 

therefore, the government provides many of its social welfare services. According to the 

participant, the foundation works in close partnerships with the government, often 

offering complementary services such as buildings and venues that “are one-stop shops 
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that will enable them (beneficiaries) to get their services from the welfare department, 

from the health department, from ... also social services and affinity groups.” According 

to the participant, the relationship and trust that the foundation has built with the 

government allows the foundation to work cooperatively and liaise with members of the 

government. As a result, this provides a conducive environment for the foundation to 

work, find new opportunities, and monitor ongoing programs. Working in cooperation 

with the government gives the foundation easier access to its targeted communities, as 

well as enabling the foundation to address any existing gaps in the government’s services 

more effectively.  

Organizational factors affecting priorities, goals, decision-making, and strategy. 

The participant highlighted two important factors at the organizational level that 

influence its grant making priorities, decisions, and strategies.  

Organizational mission and charter.  The organization has a clear mission 

statement that highlights that it is interested only in providing grants that further the 

stated mission. This is one of the eligibility criteria the foundation lists in its documents 

to provide guidelines to grant seekers. The participant emphasized that it was not 

important if the grantee organization had the same mission as the foundation, “if they 

have a different mission, but if they have a project that we're doing, that might work.”  

The foundation’s original charter highlights the ideal division of the foundation’s 

resources across the different focus areas. This guides its grant making priorities and 

decisions. According to the participant, the foundation has always made capital grants a 

key focus of its work. As the participant explains, “We prefer capital because it’s in our 

charter. We like buildings...  We like to build buildings.” The participant explained that 
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since the founders of Org 3 “was in real estate, so (they) invested in real estate. We build 

buildings. We have what I call an edifice complex… I’ve only been here two years, but 

it’s pretty impressive what’s been done, I have to say.” Most of these capital grants are 

multi-payment grants but usually funded only for a year.  

Role of organizational leadership. According to the participant, although the 

foundation’s mission has not changed over the years, “I think that since [name] has taken 

over…who is the CEO, since [they have] taken over, there's been ... when [they] started 

10 years ago, there were five employees, there are now [over thirty] people in the 

building.” In addition to growth in the foundation’s staff, the participant highlighted some 

of the other changes that have occurred and how they influenced the foundation’s 

priorities, decisions, and strategies. 

The participant highlighted that under the current leadership, the foundation has 

become “much more transparent. It’s a different world now… Mostly, fiscally you have 

to be super transparent now. You can look up anything you want (about the foundation).” 

This is an example of how the foundation’s leadership has responded to factors in the 

foundation’s external environment. In order to establish such transparency, the 

foundation has made details about its grant making process easily accessible on its 

website. The foundation provides applicants with clear timelines and points of contact in 

case the grantees want to follow-up about the status of their application. 

The appointment of new trustees has also contributed to the refinement of some of 

the foundation’s focus areas, geographical areas of operation, and strategies. For instance, 

the participant noted that with the new trustees hailing from different parts of the country, 

the foundation’s focus areas within the U.S. might shift to new states and cities: 
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It makes it (foundation’s priorities) more national - local within the U.S. 

[Name of city] is going to get an increase in its funding, right. [Name of 

other city] will get a reduction in its funding, I think... But [name of 

different city] for sure is going to get an increase in its funding. So, while 

it's going national, it's relative to where the trustees are from, but not 

exclusively. [Recipient country] will get a baseline of [similar amount as 

current budget] a year… whatever the percentage is, maybe 11 to 15%. 

The foundation charter and current goals specify the percentage of grants that are 

to be awarded towards programs in the recipient country. Therefore, although focus areas 

and goals at the national level are evolving, according to the participant, the goals for 

international grant making may not be influenced by these changes in the short-term. The 

participant stated, however, that when a whole new board of trustees is in place in a few 

years (when the current oldest serving members have aged out), this “might change” as 

these new board members bring their own perspective and priorities. 

5.3.5 Research Question 2. What characteristics of targeted beneficiaries or 

recipient organizations do foundations consider in making funding decisions? In our 

interview, the participant highlighted some of the characteristics of the targeted 

beneficiaries (individuals or groups that benefit from the foundation’s programs) as well 

as of potential recipient or grantee organizations that the foundation assesses during 

priority-setting setting and grant making.  

Beneficiary characteristics. As mentioned earlier, the foundation has about seven 

priority areas. Some of these focus on specific vulnerable populations; another one 

provides general support to cover grants that may not fall into the other specific 
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categories, or addresses more than one focus area at a time. The foundation also provides 

support to a specific religious community and the foundation charter mandates the 

percentage of annual grants that the foundation will target towards this community.  

Across all its focus areas, the foundation seeks to provide support to low-income 

and vulnerable populations, often catering to the basic needs of these populations and 

helping these groups live independently. The participant highlighted that the key 

motivation for this emphasis came from a quote from the founder of Org 3,  

So, it came out of that, and there's a quote up on our board that says 

something like, ‘While others are curing ills… there are people cold and 

hungry, that's who we'll take care of.’ So it's really about vulnerable 

populations, taking care of vulnerable populations. 

 The participant provided several specific examples of how the foundation aims to 

do this in its international grant making. For instance, the participant discussed the 

challenges associated with rehabilitating recent immigrant communities and “all of those 

sort of classes that have had challenges integrating seamlessly with the same level of 

educational access.” For other groups, the participant highlighted that the foundation 

supports programs and capital projects that “focus on having them (the beneficiaries live 

independently in the community … We don't deal with people … who can't engage in 

community. We deal with those who have potential to.”  

 The foundation supports these groups by creating resources within communities, 

establishing buildings that may provide housing or act as “one-stop shops” that enable the 

groups to access various services at the same place where “the intention is for integration 
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and inclusion after their (concerns) have been addressed.” For groups such as the elderly 

or the disabled, these programs may allow individuals “to access all of those services that 

keeps them out of institutions and in their homes.” 

Grantee Characteristics. In the interview, the participant identified the 

characteristics of potential grantee organizations that the foundation takes into 

consideration when deciding whether to provide them with support. 

Experience. The foundation takes a grantee’s past experience into account in its 

grant making decisions. According to the participant, “the foundation typically does not 

fund organizations that have operated for less than three years.” The foundation expects 

potential grantees in their grant proposal to demonstrate their experience in implementing 

programs or projects of a similar nature in the past. According to the participant, the 

foundation is data-driven and expects grantees to be able to show their “measurements, 

outcomes, and benchmarks” in place when requesting funding.  

In many cases, demonstrating past success in terms of program outcomes can be 

straightforward. The participant explained, “You (beneficiaries) either have that job after 

a year or you don't. Or maybe in that job, you've advanced ... Maybe you've gone to a 

better paying job, so the tracking of that, we expect people to have at least one to two 

years of tracking.” The participant acknowledges that while other foundations may also 

expect to see a grantee’s track record, “which is becoming more standard, but we have 

pretty obnoxious perimeters. We are very data driven.”  

When reviewing a grantee application, the program staff may conduct “a funnel 

analysis,” scoring applicants based on their track record as one of the criteria for 
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evaluating a proposal. According to the participant, due to the foundation’s focus on a 

grantee’s past experiences with a particular program,  

We don't fund pilots, generally. If we fund a pilot, it has to be a best 

practice that we're transferring to one of our home communities, if that 

makes sense. So it's not really a pilot, it's like an attempt to replicate in 

some way. 

Therefore, the foundation requests applicants to describe their organization’s 

qualifications for the job, including how the grantee can “demonstrate excellence” in 

their chosen area along with staff’s expertise in the area.  

Organization size. In addition to a grantee’s past experience, the foundation may 

also take into account the size of the grantee organization including the size of its staff. 

According to the participant, although the foundation makes smaller grants for certain 

projects and may award these to smaller organizations, most international grants are 

larger. The participant explained,  

So we have small grants program… right, but we don't have the 

bandwidth. I won't look at a grant from [recipient country] that's less than 

$150,000, because I don't have the staff to read through the same amount 

of due diligence for a [smaller] grant than I would for a $750,000 or a 

million dollar grant. 

Therefore, as most of the international grants are medium- or large-scale grants (as per 

the foundation), the foundation takes the grantee organization’s size into consideration 

during the decision-making process. The foundation expects the grant applicants to 
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demonstrate how the grantee plans to implement the program – requesting applicants to 

outline the organization’s staff size, experience of staff members, and a demonstration the 

organization’s “institutional capacity and capability… size and age” of the organization, 

as well as the organization’s facilities and resources.  

5.3.6. Summary. Org 3 was started as a private family foundation in the late 

1950s and has awarded grants to improve the living condition of low-income and other 

vulnerable populations in the U.S. and in a Middle Eastern country. The participant I 

interviewed directed the foundation’s international grant making efforts and, therefore, 

shared its views on the foundation’s priorities, goals, decision-making, and strategies for 

grants in the recipient country. The participant has been with the foundation for few 

years, and therefore, was not able to provide detailed insight into how priorities and goals 

may have changed over the last several decades. However, the participant highlighted the 

foundation’s current focus areas in the recipient country, described the foundation’s 

decision-making processes, and stressed the importance of strategic approaches such as 

partnership and leverage. The participant also discussed the role of factors such as market 

forces, relationships with the government, organizational leadership, and the foundation’s 

charter on grant making. In addition, the participant outlined the characteristics of the 

beneficiaries served and potential grantees supported.  

The foundation’s website and publicly available documents thoroughly outline 

several aspects of the foundation’s priorities and decision-making. At the end of the 

interview, the participant stated that he expected that when the foundation has 

transitioned into a new board of trustees, the foundation might expand its geographical 

and focus areas.   
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5.4 Organization 4 

Organization 4 was launched almost two decades ago with a one billion dollar 

endowment from a billionaire entrepreneur and philanthropist. The philanthropist started 

the foundation to provide grants for projects that support a large global intergovernmental 

organization (subsequently referred to as agency) that draws membership from nations 

around the world and sets the major development priorities for the world. The foundation 

has two offices in the Mid-Atlantic region and a large staff of over 200 including part-

time consultants and interns.  

For this study, I interviewed a staff member who is part of an internal consulting 

team at the foundation and is involved in strategic planning and decision-making. The 

participant had worked at the foundation for over two and a half years at the time of the 

interview. Prior to the interview, the participant reviewed the interview guide and had 

detailed notes that she referred to during the interview. The participant discussed how the 

foundation has evolved over the years.  

The participant discussed the foundation’s unique history and its current role. The 

initial endowment for the foundation was supposed to create “just a temporary 15-year 

organization [whose] sole purpose was grant making.” Over time, the foundation’s focus 

shifted from grant making alone to include more programmatic work. Programmatic 

work refers to the direct development and implementation of various projects or 

campaigns in the field by the foundation. In addition to the original endowment, in recent 

years the foundation has also engaged in fundraising to support its programmatic work. 

Therefore, the foundation presently engages in both “traditional grant making” to 

grantees in the field as well as direct program implementation.  
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 The foundation has a global reach and operates in countries across Asia, Africa, 

North and South America. The foundation has twelve members from 10 countries on its 

Board of Directors. Over the last two decades, the original endowment has paid around 

50% of the foundation’s overall spending; the rest comes from the foundation’s other 

donors such as individuals, corporations, governments, and other private foundations. In 

2016, the foundation spent over $100 million towards grants and its own (foundation-

operated) programs. Although the foundation began as a temporary organization, the 

participant remarked,  

Within a few years, it became clear that we actually were filling a big gap, 

and that there were other people, other governments, companies that 

wanted to also funnel their money through us. It became clear that we 

actually had a sustainable onset for more than 15 years. 

According to the participant, soon after the foundation was created, various other 

organizations and groups showed an interest in and commitment to supporting the 

foundation’s mission. These organizations and groups gave money to the foundation, and 

as a result, the foundation had other sources of funding beyond its original endowment. 

This has meant that the foundation has become more sustainable, being able operate 

beyond the initial 15 years because of the other funding it continues to receive from 

external sources. The foundation has broad focus areas including environment and 

energy, women, and health. In addition to the interview, I also reviewed the foundation’s 

website, its published documents such as annual reports, financial statements, press 

releases, and blog posts. The documents reviewed provided insight into the foundation’s 

focus areas and its priorities and goals; while in the interview, the participant provided 
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information about the decision-making processes adopted by the foundation, the 

foundation’s strategies, and factors that affect decision-making.  

5.4.1. Funding priorities and goals. According to the participant, the founder 

created the foundation to support the large intergovernmental agency in its endeavors, 

[The founder] wanted to give money to the [agency]. Individuals can't 

donate to the [agency]... He needed some kind of legal entity to be able to 

do that. That's why he founded this foundation, and again, why it was 

supposed to be a temporary thing. 

 The agency has a large global presence and, according to the foundation’s 

website, it is the only international organization that has the “reach and vision” required 

to tackle large-scale global problems. For this reason, the founder decided to create Org 4 

as a means to support the agency in its global efforts. The main mandate for the 

foundation was aligning its priorities and goals with those of the agency. To do this, the 

foundation defined its broader priorities – in terms of focus areas – to be identical to 

those of the agency. The participant states that the foundation’s initial role was to use the 

“money to be able to facilitate the [agency] for certain projects.” It achieved this 

purposed by using its resources to support programs the agency initiated in countries 

across the world. The foundation has two offices in the mid-Atlantic region. The purpose 

of one of the offices is to maintain continuing communication with the agency in order to 

synchronize the foundation’s efforts with that of the agency. 

Since its inception, the foundation received a lot of media attention. In addition, 

according to the participant, the foundation’s “esteemed board” as well as well-connected 
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senior leadership have been instrumental in raising awareness about the foundation’s 

work. As a result, as the foundation’s work received more attention, Org 4 started 

receiving funding from other organizations as well. The participant emphasized that since 

the creation of the foundation, for over a decade, “everything was considered pass-

through money… There was just enough people here to manage the financial 

management of grant making. That was pretty much it.” As such, the foundation focused 

on traditional grant making. Based on the recommendations of the agency or the 

foundation’s other funders, Org 4 awarded grants to grantee organizations that worked on 

agency projects. 

The participant also highlights that, for almost a decade, the key focus area of the 

foundation was “all mostly health focused. For instance, we got a lot of money from the 

[name of a funding partner] to go to WHO (World Health Organization) and support 

things with measles, rubella. Most of it was health focused at the beginning.” Over time, 

based on its work with funding partners, and under the leadership of the organization’s 

CEO and board members, the foundation’s focus expanded to include other areas such as 

environment and gender issues in addition to global health. According to the participant, 

the expansion in focus areas occurred early on as the foundation grew in staff size, 

available funding, and in response to the realization that the foundation was “filling a big 

gap.”  

In response to my request to elaborate on where this gap was, the participant 

explained, 

The first instances of that came from when the [agency] would start 

initiatives, they didn't have the capacity to house them at the [agency], 
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they would house them here. The best example right now is [name of 

program], one of our energy initiatives, which was brought to us by the 

[principal administrator of the agency]. [Names other programs]… these 

are some initiatives that started within the [agency], or the idea was baked 

within the [agency], but they didn't have the capacity to do it, so they 

wanted us to house them. 

As the foundation’s main mission is to support the agency in fulfilling its own 

priorities, the agency’s priorities and goals largely drive those of the foundation. 

According to the participant, the role played by the foundation in supporting the agency 

has shifted more recently as the foundation has started operating more autonomously.. 

The participant explained this evolution, 

Then over the last, I would say, five to eight years, we started doing a lot 

more programmatic work that was a bit more separate from the [agency], 

but obviously still supporting our mission of supporting the [agency], but 

we were a little bit more autonomous in some of the things we decided to 

do. That's how we've evolved. 

 Although grant making remains an important way to support programs that fall 

within the purview of the foundation’s focus areas, in the past decade the foundation has 

also engaged in providing grants to other grantee organizations that implement programs 

that align with the agency’s priorities. The participant remarked,  

It's a very interesting culture because we're still very heavy in the grant 

making because a lot of our money still goes to [the agency] to help them 
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do the initiatives that they're doing, but a lot of it also goes to other in-

county NGOs that are also working with the UN agencies or doing similar 

work to support the UN agencies 

For each of the focus areas, the foundation identifies long-term program priorities 

through dedicated teams. In most cases, these long-term priorities closely align with those 

of the agency. The nature of priorities and goals identified for each focus area may vary 

in terms of its scope and timelines with different programs having broadly or narrowly 

defined goals. For example, on its website, for its environment-related programs, the 

foundation identifies three broad sustainability goals related to energy production that it 

seeks to attain by 2030. On the other hand, for its focus area global health, the foundation 

identifies six priorities but does not identify a timeline for achieving these goals. For 

instance, eradication of a specific communicable disease is a priority for the foundation. 

Given the nature of this priority, the foundation does not have a specific timeline by when 

it wants to achieve this objective. For this priority, the foundation may have smaller 

initiatives with more defined goals, such as, country-specific vaccination targets. The 

program teams for each focus area manage the foundation’s portfolio - engaging with the 

agency, engaging in grant making, overseeing programmatic work, and communicating 

with the media.  

According to the participant, programs and initiatives in each of the focus areas 

“are all unique” and program teams are responsible for identifying the means to best 

realize the priorities. Program teams manage everyday operations, including monitoring 

ongoing programs and identifying potential projects, and report to senior leadership 

monthly. The participant explained this structure,  
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One of the best ways I describe [Org 4] is that all of our different 

programs and initiatives are different fiefdoms within this big kingdom. 

They have a lot of autonomy. It's very decentralized here. The teams get to 

decide … the littlest things, from the titles they use for their staff, all the 

way up to what kind of funding sources they're going to take and what 

they're going to do with that money. It's very autonomous. 

 The participant remarked that although the programs have developed 

autonomously where “our teams are very siloed,” this is something that is changing as the 

foundation supports more projects that cut across all of these focus areas. The participant 

explained that the foundation’s focus areas were developed to align with those of the 

agency – in terms of terminology and scope. However, as the foundation is currently 

engaging with other organizations and partners, the types of programs that the foundation 

is supporting may not fall neatly into a single focus area. The participant explained, “a lot 

of programs now are starting to cross-cut across those three issues, and they're not 

coming straight from the [agency].” She reflected on how this is leading to a change in 

the organization’s culture and her own role in the process,  

That's part of the culture that's changing here at [Org 4]. We are trying to 

catch our culture up with this new shift of cross cutting ... When I took this 

position, it was a new position, and it was all about coordinating the 

different campaigns across programs.  

The foundation is attempting to start projects that address all the focus areas 

concurrently, and bring the program teams together to work on these projects. Although 

the foundation acknowledged the need to collaborate across teams, the participant admits 
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that this is challenging. The participant provides an example of an initiative that cuts 

across the foundation’s three focus areas. Yet, because it does not fall within one of the 

well-defined focus areas, there is limited buy-in from the program teams,  

For instance, our [name of initiative] team, they focus on women and girls, 

global health, and climate but they don't have a lot of interaction with 

those other teams here at [Org 4], And that's something we are trying to 

change because to be able to move in this cross cutting world you need to 

be able to engage all of those teams. 

  Despite this, the participant emphasized the importance of the increasingly cross-

cutting nature of newer campaigns and initiatives as a new trend at the foundation. 

According to the participant, the foundation is currently assessing how to respond to this 

trend, and whether this trend will redefine how the foundation defines its overall 

priorities and goals.  

We're trying to assess: Do we still want to stay in this global health … 

[names of other two focus areas], those three pillars? Because our work is 

starting to cross-cut so much that it doesn't make sense to stay in those 

pillars. Right now, those are the conversations that are happening. 

In addition to these reasons, according to the participant, the agency itself has 

updated its own sustainability goals. “Everything is cross-cutting now. The [agency 

sustainability goals] alone aren't focusing on those individual things, so I think we're 

trying to … connect our work to the [agency sustainability goals] more. That's another 

push that's making us rethink this.” Therefore, as the agency updates its goals, and as the 
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foundation assumes more autonomy from the agency and engages with other partners and 

stakeholders, the foundation’s classifications and definitions of its priorities and goals are 

changing in response to these trends. 

5.4.2. Decision-making processes. There was no information available on the 

foundation’s publicly available documents about its decision-making process. The 

foundation’s website only lists the foundation’s overall priorities and goals, provides 

brief descriptions of ongoing programs, and provides contact information for media 

representatives for each focus area. During the interview, the participant outlined the 

foundation’s processes of screening and decision-making that guide its grant making.  

Ideas for new projects. According to the participant, the foundation generates 

ideas for campaigns, initiatives, and projects in-house as well as receiving “ideas” from 

potential grantees, donors, and others in the foundation’s network. These ideas may be in 

their nascent stages or for fully developed projects. The participant remarked, “We 

actually have a lot of ideas that come to agency. A lot of people… partners, 

stakeholders… ask us to host things.” The participant explained the two major ways 

through which the foundation receives ideas for new initiatives,  

I would say it's mostly two ways. I'd say 90%-95% come through in 

conversations with [name], our President, or [name] or [name] … our 

COO and Deputy CEO... The other 5% we have this really cool thing here 

where once a month we have a new ideas meeting internal to [Org 4] 

where people can bring ideas and pitch them to our senior leadership. 
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 In the first instance, the leadership may be approached by various sources. The 

participant explained the reason: “part of it is our past experience, some of it's just our 

name alone, and it's our high-level connections. We have a very esteemed board and 

senior leadership, so we get a lot of requests to host these institutions.” The foundation’s 

senior leadership may be approached by interested parties in meetings or during informal 

conversations. The participant provided examples,  

They (senior leadership) attend a lot of committees. They're on a lot of 

other NGO boards. A lot of things come from meetings. I can't tell you 

how many times an email gets forwarded to me where it's from one of 

them and says, "Hey, I was having coffee with this person," or, "We had a 

side conversation and this came up." It's amazing what blossoms from 

those conversations.  

 The participant described what the foundation calls its ‘new ideas meeting’ 

mentioned above as “really exciting.” In these monthly meetings, the various program 

teams as well as other teams involved in strategic planning and business development 

meet and share ideas, “mostly for internal initiatives like new fundraising strategies or 

new geographic areas to focus on.” The participant provided an example where a team 

came up with an idea to switch staff members between the two offices of the foundation 

(located in different states) “to try to build the bridge between our [office 1] and [office 

2], because the work between offices is so different, we don't engage as much as you 

would think.” As a result of this switch, new ideas for initiatives were developed and 

“ideas were brought to executive leadership and they had to decide” how to proceed with 

the ideas.  
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Therefore, although not clearly stated in any of the foundation’s publicly available 

documents, most of the “ideas” for new projects come through personal and professional 

networks established by the foundation’s leadership. A smaller number of ideas are 

generated in-house. The foundation does not solicit grant proposals through its website or 

other documents.  

 Initial screening. Once the foundation receives ideas through these various 

sources, the participant described its initial screening process. The participant emphasized 

that for all the ideas that come in, “We say 'no' more than we say 'yes.'” The participant 

describes the “funnel analysis” used within the foundation to assess whether to go ahead 

with an idea, “We actually have what's called our 'filters.' This is the initial step of what 

we do when we vet new campaigns or initiatives.” 

 Program teams and the strategy planning team carry out the funnel analysis. 

According to the participant, in the first stage, “we talk about if it leverages [Org 4] core 

capabilities.” At this stage, the foundation determines whether the potential projects fall 

within the purview of the foundation’s focus areas and priorities and goals. According to 

the foundation’s documents, members of the program teams for each focus area are 

considered “experts” and, therefore, Org 4’s core capabilities align with the focus areas. 

Therefore, in the first stage the foundation assesses, “Does it build on our initial three 

thematic areas, or expertise that we already have here?” 

  The other important filter used to assess a potential program is to examine if an 

idea has “a well understood [agency] connection? That's a very big piece.” As mentioned 

earlier, the foundation maintains a close relationship with the inter-governmental agency 

it supports through the office dedicated to coordinating efforts with the agency, and 
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aligns its own priorities and goals with that of the agency. Ensuring that any potential 

project idea fits within the broader objectives of the agency is, therefore, crucial. In the 

participant’s words, “obviously with our relationship with the [agency], like I said, we 

want to make sure we're sticking as close to them as we can.”  

 Another key step of the initial screening process is ensuring if the foundation has 

“potential partners who can further our efforts” in a particular geographical area on a 

specific project. The participant explained the vital role that implementation partners 

play, “we need to make sure that we have those partners in that topic, in that geographical 

location, etc. to be able to move forward.” ‘Ideas’ are easier to implement if the 

foundation already has partners in the field that can provide the necessary supports to 

ensure the success of a project.  

Finally, another vital step is in assessing the “measurable and achievable 

outcomes” of a potential project. The participant emphasized the importance of clearly 

understanding the short- and long-terms costs and benefits of any new initiative. 

According to the participant, such projected outcomes should be realistic and well 

understood by all stakeholders: 

It's really hard to start a new initiative because it takes at least a year, if 

not more to build out these initiatives. It's really important to make sure 

that the outcomes, the short-term wins versus what we want to do is very 

clear between us, our partners and the funders. That one is really 

important. 



	

184 
	

 Once a potential idea meets these above-mentioned criteria, there is a due 

diligence process in place to evaluate a potential grantee’s organizational health and 

reputation. The participant described the lengthy due diligence process as follows, “it has 

to go through our business services team, then it goes through our finance team, then the 

database team. I actually just wrote out the (due diligence) process last week. It's 23 

steps; it's ridiculous.” The database team mentioned by the participant refers to a team 

within the organization for the purpose of conducting due diligence assessments; based 

on its vetting process, it assign due diligence status to a potential grantee. 

They're (the database team) the ones that do all the research. They either 

say it's a green, yellow or red flag. The yellow flags have to be approved 

by Executive Director level, and then if they're a red flag they have to go 

through our whole senior leadership team. 

Therefore, once a potential project idea has undergone initial screening and due 

diligence, the project idea is sent to the review committee for decision-making.  

Decision-making. According to the participant, no two initiatives or projects 

supported by the foundation are alike in terms of the scope and duration of a project, its 

goals, and potential funders. Therefore, decision-making is on a case-by-case basis by a 

committee that reviews a potential project.  

The participant explained more about the decision-making process, “we are very 

decide-by-committee here; there's no one decision maker.” The participant discussed how 

this decision-making process involved substantial discussions within the committee. The 

committee making the final decisions consists of the foundation’s senior leadership (the 
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CEO, Deputy CEO, and COO), members of the strategic planning team, the business 

services team, and the head of the foundation’s other office.  The participant stated that 

the committee would also “probably include the head of the department that it falls under. 

For instance, if it's health, our [team lead position title] for global health will be there.” 

The participant elaborated on decision-making by the review committee: 

I've explained we have a President, a Deputy CEO, and a COO. I don't 

want to say they are opinionated, but they all have their opinions and 

there's not one person that trumps another, if that makes sense. There are a 

lot of conversations that happen with these people, some with external 

stakeholders and potential partners, potential funders, to talk it through.  

According to the participant, the foundation’s leadership meets three times a 

week, “which is a lot. They're the ones that make all the decisions.” These decisions 

include evaluating the due diligence assessments regarding the grantee and reaching out 

to external stakeholders to discuss the viability of a potential project. The participant 

stated that the committee would “probably include the head of the department that it falls 

under. For instance, if it's health, our [team lead position title] for global health will be 

there.”  

The larger committee may meet weekly to finalize all project details when there is 

a new project the foundation is trying to develop and launch. The committee may interact 

with grantees to develop the project – defining objectives, setting timelines, and 

finalizing details of project implementation. Once the committee finalizes the details, the 

foundation launches the initiative.  
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According to the participant, the foundation assesses whether the project 

outcomes have been met based on the project timelines. Initiatives with short-term goals 

can be completed when “their goal is X, and when X happens, we don't need those 

campaigns anymore.” Campaigns and initiatives may also become “country-owned and 

locally adapted.” Therefore, the foundation assesses projects across projected outcomes 

and renewed when necessary.  

5.4.3. Strategies. The participant reiterated that the strategy the foundation adopts 

closely aligns with that of the large inter-governmental agency it supports. The 

foundation has a team that interacts with the agency to stay updated on how the agency’s 

priorities and strategies are evolving. The business services team and strategic 

implementation team are involved in devising the foundation’s short-term and long-term 

strategic plan. The participant highlighted some of the different elements of such strategic 

planning.  

Data-driven strategies. First, the participant highlighted the role of data in any 

form of strategic planning. The participant highlighted that the foundation prefers “data-

focused local NGOs or partners … (that employ) “data-focused statisticians” that use data 

to measure needs and assess outcomes. The participant further stated that such data-

driven strategies are becoming increasingly common with a “wide stretch of companies 

and partners.” The participant gave an example of a recent initiative highlighting the role 

of data in informing strategy regarding a recent initiative  

They're in their strategy and scoping phase, so they've been holding a lot 

of in-country events. We just held one in Latin America in (name of 

country). They call it 'data cooking.'… They had a bunch of stakeholders 
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from that country come together and talk about data. I know they'll be 

using that to help inform their strategy. 

Advisory committee. Second, the participant also stated that advisory or steering 

committees play an important role in strategically guiding initiatives that have started. 

Once the foundation launches a new initiative, an advisory committee can play an 

important role in guiding the project long-term, helping identify ways to end, expand, or 

replicate the project. Advisory committees may be composed of program staff members 

from the foundation as well as external “subject matter experts” identified by the senior 

leadership or recommended by program staff. The participant provided an example of a 

project for which an advisory council was being assembled; “we're building an advisory 

council for [name of project]… because (it) has been around for three years now. They're 

past their start-up runway… and now we're going to do a longer term strategy.” 

Therefore, once an initiative is in place, the foundation may establish an advisory 

committee in order to make various strategic decisions about the project’s future. The 

participant stated that this was another example of the foundation’s “love for rule by 

committee. We love it.”  

Partnerships. The participant discussed the importance of strategic partnerships 

in the foundation’s work. The foundation operates in various countries and partners in the 

field are important for the foundation to work effectively in these countries.  

The foundation is very unique in that we do a lot of international work, but 

we have no international offices. All of our staff are here in U.S. Any in-

country work, research, understanding who our beneficiaries are, it all has 
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to be through local partners. That would be a huge resource drain on us if 

we didn't. 

As the foundation has offices only in the U.S., a strategic partnership in the 

countries where the foundation operates helps the foundation save its resources by 

assisting with setting up and implementing new initiatives. Program staff may reach out 

to organizations who are in the local country and have worked in some capacity with the 

agency or the foundation’s other partners in order to establish communication and forge 

ties. The participant stated that in recent years, the foundation has been strategically 

pursuing multi-sector partnerships in its various programs: 

What we've been trying to do is do multi-sector partnerships… the 

partnerships we set up while I was here are all multi-sector; meaning that 

we have buy-in from a lot of sectors, and stakeholders and they're 

involved. Getting that buy-in helps with the advocacy side of things, and it 

also helps with the funding side. 

 In multi-sector partnerships, the foundation may collaborate with local country 

governments, corporate sector, nonprofits, international nonprofits, and other 

stakeholders for specific projects. The participant explained how buy-in from other 

funding partners may help in generating more resources for a program, “because once 

one person funds someone says, "Oh, if that company thinks it's something, they want to 

fund for their CSR policy, then maybe we should fund." Similarly, if there is government 

buy-in for certain projects in some countries then it might be easier to receive cooperation 

from other governments. The participant gave an example, “The same with governments, 

(partners might say): ‘If the UK government is supporting it then we should, too’.”  
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According to the participant, apart from greater buy-in from stakeholders, for 

“funding, advocacy and awareness raising, it's been useful to have these multi-

stakeholder alliances.” The participant highlighted that having multi-sector partnerships, 

however, can have a downside, “It's a lot of advisory councils and committees. Again, 

ruling by committee, which is frustrating sometimes … logistically to push through all 

the paperwork and everything you have to do.”  

Despite these logistical challenges, the participant emphasized that these multi-

sector partnerships have been advantageous for the foundation.” Therefore, the 

participant remarked that given the various benefits of multi-sector partnerships, “I think 

that's the direction that we're going right now. So far it's been successful, so I think we'll 

continue to go that way. I think that'll have a big impact on decision making for programs 

in the future.” 

5.4.4 Research Question 1: What factors influence foundations’ decision-

making processes, their determination of funding priorities or goals, and the 

philanthropic strategies they employ in their grant making to international civil 

society organizations? Org 4 has a large global presence, a unique structure through 

which the foundation supports a large intergovernmental agency in fulfilling its mission, 

and strategies that necessitate working with partners from various sectors. Therefore, 

there are various factors in the external environment as well as within the foundation that 

influence the foundation’s grant making process. 

External factors affecting priorities, goals, decision-making and strategy. The 

participant highlighted that due to the nature of the foundation’s work, the external 

environment plays a big role in influencing its grant making. In addition to its 
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programmatic work, the foundation engages in advocacy efforts to maintain the United 

States’ commitment to supporting the agency’s development efforts in various countries 

around the globe. To do this effectively, the foundation communicates regularly with the 

U.S. government, the large intergovernmental agency it supports, and its partners from 

multiple sectors. Therefore, various national, local country, and global factors influence 

the foundation’s work.  

 Agency policies and priorities. As mentioned earlier, the foundation’s 

priorities closely align with that of the agency it supports. According to the participant, 

this is one of the most important external factors driving the foundation’s grant making. 

The agency’s leadership often shape the agency’s policies and priorities; this, in turn, 

influences policies and priorities at Org 4. At the time of my interview with the 

participant, the agency was in the process of selecting a new principal administrator. The 

participant explained how this influenced the foundation. 

We don't know what's going to happen with the [principal administrator’s] 

election. That changes on a weekly basis. That's something our [name of 

team] team is doing. They track very closely and they send us daily emails 

on all of this. "The [principal administrator] said this in her comment 

which might mean this if she's elected," those types of things. Right now, 

those are the big pressing issues. 

 As discussed above, the foundation has recently become more autonomous in 

response to working with multiple partners from various sectors; it now supports projects 

that cut across its three traditional focus areas. According to the participant, “the way 

we're starting to get new programs, new ideas, new roads to follow is not something that 
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came to us from the [agency]”. Although this is a new direction for the foundation, it is 

still vital that any such project remains “something that the [agency] is supportive of, as 

we're definitely going to be supporting some of the programs that [the agency] is doing 

around this topic.” Therefore, while the foundation is in the process of redefining how it 

classifies its focus areas in order to better capture the nature of its work that addresses 

multiple focus areas at the same time, the support of the agency and its principal 

administrator is vital.  

U.S policies and priorities. The participant highlighted that U.S. government 

policies and priorities also influence the foundation. This interview was conducted just 

prior to the U.S. presidential election and the participant discussed how this was 

influencing the foundation’s priorities and decision-making.  

The other side of my job is new business development, so I'm writing 

proposals right now. We're putting all of this stuff on paper that's like, 

"Well, if there's one administration, this is what our proposal looks like. If 

it's the opposite administration, this is what our proposal looks like." 

Therefore, the political climate, in terms of which political party/politician that is 

in power, in the U.S. influences how the foundation approaches new projects and 

initiatives. The participant also provided a specific example of how the new 

administration would affect a program that the foundation funds in the U.S. and globally. 

An example is for family planning. One of our goals would be to increase 

funding for family planning services. If it's a Trump administration, if we 
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can sustain the level of funding we have now, that would be a success. Our 

work right now is very much up in the air. 

Global crises. The foundation also discussed the influence that global crises such 

as epidemics or natural disasters might have on the longer-term funding of a program 

targeted at specific countries. For instance, the participant gave an example of how the 

Zika and Ebola outbreaks affected global health funding and programming.  

The problem is right now a lot of that funding and focus has been diverted 

to other things like Zika or Ebola. It's trying to do a lot of advocacy 

around like, "No, wait, we're so close to ending polio. We know this is 

important, too, but don't forget about this on the side." That's also 

something else that affects our programs. 

Therefore, the participant highlighted how maintaining funding for ongoing 

program priorities may be difficult when new global health emergencies and crises occur. 

The participant also gave an example of when transitioning funding from long-term 

programs may be challenging in certain cases. “For instance, we do (fund) a lot of 

measles (projects). We're trying to do transition planning with polio, so countries that 

finally eliminate polio are trying to transition their funding and their resources to another 

disease.” Therefore, disease incidence and prevalence, a country’s public health 

priorities, and global crises influence the foundation’s priorities and grant making.  

Other funders and partners. As the foundation partners with funders and 

organizations from different sectors, the grant making priorities of these partners also 

affect the foundation’s priorities. The participant elaborated, giving an example of how a 
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major U.S. based independent foundation (referred to as Foundation X below) has 

influenced Org 4’s priorities in the area of global health.  

Because we get a lot of funding [from Foundation X] and we are also a 

really strong partner of theirs, we have to make sure we're aligned very 

closely with what they're doing as well. They are leading the field. We 

have to make sure that we know what their grantees are doing. That's the 

best example in that case.  

Therefore, Org 4 partnership with Foundation X involves the operation of several 

programs as well as receipt of funding to support them. Therefore, as an important player 

in global health and as a partner, Foundation X influences Org 4’s grant making. In 

addition, the participant stated that as the foundation collaborates with organizations from 

different sectors, and responds to new trends in the field of international development, it 

is recently foraying into new areas. For example, the foundation is currently focusing on 

initiatives that collect and analyze data on large problems to identify needs, gaps, and 

other trends. According to the participant, this focus on using big data is an emerging 

trend in the industry that has influenced the foundation to pursue this “new and 

interesting” area. The participant also commented on how the foundation currently 

monitors what other funders are doing in this area, as well as remarking that this might 

influence the foundation’s own grant making.  

For most of the other funders, the data space is going to be really 

interesting, just because we're diving into that with these two initiatives. 

That's a space we haven't traditionally been in before … We are seeing 
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what other funders that we don't traditionally work with are funding, and 

which direction they're going. 

Organizational factors affecting priorities, goals, decision-making and strategy. 

The participant also highlighted the key factors within the foundation that influence grant 

making. These organizational factors interact with factors in the foundation’s external 

environment in influencing its priorities, decisions, and strategy.  

Structure of the foundation. Throughout the interview, the participant reiterated 

the “unique” structure of Org 4. The foundation has undergone several changes in its 

structure over the past two decades. First, the organization was created to be a temporary 

foundation with limited assets and a specific budget plan. This changed as the foundation 

realized it “actually had a sustainable onset (financially) for more than 15 years.” In 

recent years, the foundation has “now transitioned to being fully sustainable ourselves.” 

This has influenced the foundation’s priorities, decision-making, and strategy. 

In its journey to become fully sustainable, the foundation adopted the strategy of 

forming multi-sector partnerships. Bringing on new partners, especially funding partners 

has altered the foundation’s priorities. The participant reiterated the key role a funding 

partner plays, as the foundation now has to “make sure the funding is there because we 

don't have the core funds to be able to do it ourselves.” As mentioned above, the 

foundation has tried, therefore, to align its priorities on certain initiatives closely with 

those of funding partners.  

This unique structure also influences the foundation’s decision-making process. 

Section 5.4.2 elaborated on the funnel analysis conducted during the initial screening 
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process. One of the key components of the funnel analysis is ensuring that the foundation 

has partners to fund as well as implement “ideas” that the foundation may receive. The 

participant highlighted that as part of this screening process, this is going to become 

increasingly important as the foundation receives more money from its funding partners 

and the foundation’s assets or “core money” decreases. The participant explained how 

this is different from the past where,  

All of the teams are used to … if the fundraising doesn't come in at the 

end of the year, there's always a little bit of what we call 'core money' to 

help us float personnel until we get new funding. We're kind of like a trust 

fund baby, as negative as that sounds, and now we have to transition. 

Therefore, as the transition continues, the participant anticipates that these 

changes in the foundation’s structure will influence its priorities, decisions, and 

strategies.  

Organizational leadership. The organization’s leadership also influences the 

foundation’s priorities and decisions. The foundation’s “esteemed and highly influential” 

board members hail from 10 countries. The senior leadership are also actively engaged in 

the international development arena with “high level connections.” Therefore, as 

mentioned earlier, the most common way for the foundation to receive new project ideas 

is through board members and senior leadership being approached by funding partners, 

grantees, or other stakeholders. Hence, the organization’s leadership plays a critical role 

in bringing new ideas to the table and on once these ideas have been screened.  
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The participant also discussed the role of the senior leadership in determining how 

focus areas are defined. For instance, the participant highlighted the role played by 

changes in the foundation’s leadership in redefining focus areas to reflect the cross-

cutting nature of some projects: 

At the higher level when you're talking about mission and overall goals, I 

feel like … the goals of the grant making change, and then they really 

haven't changed until now. The push for that was bringing on [name]. 

She's our Deputy CEO. We never had a Deputy CEO until we brought 

[name] on. I think it's probably one of those things where the organization 

is thinking about, "If we get a new president and CEO, what thematic 

areas might change?" 

Therefore, according to the participant, bringing on new organizational leaders 

may play a vital role in changing how the foundation conceives its priorities and goals.  

5.4.5 Research Question 2. What characteristics of targeted beneficiaries or 

recipient organizations do foundations consider in making funding decisions? The 

foundation’s focus on beneficiaries that are targeted by its programs or its selection of 

grantees that implement these programs align closely with that of the agency that the 

foundation supports. However, there are also additional characteristics of beneficiaries, 

geographical locations, or grantees that may influence the foundation’s grant making.  

Beneficiary characteristics. The participant stated that when it comes to selection 

of beneficiaries supported by the foundation’s programs, “I think it all goes back to 

supporting the [agency].” The foundation’s programs address environmental and global 
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health challenges across the world and one of its focus areas specifically target women 

and girls. The participant discussed how these broader focus areas emerge from the 

agency’s broader priorities. However, based on need the foundation may sometimes 

support projects that target specific beneficiary groups within these larger focus areas. 

The participant gave an example of the foundation’s targeted approach to such a need 

arising out of a crisis situation: “When the refugee crisis came out, that's when [name of 

project] instead of focusing just on getting bed nets to communities in sub-Sahara Africa 

… focused on the refugee camps in sub-Sahara Africa.” The beneficiaries served depend 

on the focus areas as well as the countries in which the agency and the foundation 

operates and this may vary. Therefore, the types of beneficiaries served by the foundation 

reflect the larger agency ‘trends.’ 

 I think it's going to be based on [agency partners]… that we can support 

whatever beneficiaries they're working with. It's tied to, I don't want to say 

'trends' because that sounds really negative when you're talking about 

beneficiaries, but that's the best way to describe it; what people are 

focused on. 

Geographical location. The foundation operates in the U.S. and in countries 

across the world. The participant highlighted that the process of finding geographical 

regions to focus on within the U.S. is very different from finding operational areas 

outside the U.S. In the U.S., the foundation’s primary role is advocacy. The participant 

explained the process of identifying states in which to concentrate the foundation’s 

advocacy efforts on issues such as environment, climate change, and women’s health,  
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For the U.S., it's all based on Congressional targets… We have an 

advocacy team… but their main job is to be on the Hill … know who the 

members of Congress are, and know who is in line to take over committee 

leads... Our targets are always people (with) already existing interest in the 

topic, and then they're also in positions of power. We'll come up with 

some congressional targets, then based on where those congressional 

targets is, we'll do our advocacy in those states. 

In the case of selecting countries or regions outside the U.S., the participant states, 

“International? It's more of a crap shoot.” This indicates that in the case of its 

international grant making, instead of actively selecting project locations, the foundation 

often relies on “mostly where the [agency] has offices and where they're able to help us 

out.” In the case of initiatives that include multi-sector partnerships, the foundation may 

operate in areas where the partners have ties.  

Although the foundation mostly operates in countries where the foundation has 

some ties, the participant discussed other strategic reasons for specifically targeting some 

countries. The participant noted that the foundation is involved with a major global health 

effort that draws funding from countries across the world. For specific countries, the 

foundation supports grantees that are advocate for more funding from their governments 

for the global health effort. Supporting such advocacy efforts would ensure greater 

funding for the global health issues, thereby increasing resources for other issues that the 

foundation is also trying to address. Therefore, according to the participant, supporting 

such grantees helps increase the foundation’s impact. The participant gave “one example 
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where we do have geographical focus areas internationally that are on purpose and not 

just based on where the [agency] lies.” 

We have a few international focuses where we're trying to influence those 

groups so that they can push the governments to increase the country's 

commitment to the [name of effort]. For instance, in Europe … after this 

Brexit, everything is changing. For instance, [name of country] has talked 

about potentially decreasing their commitment because of the market, so 

we're pushing to make sure that they at least maintain, if not increase.  

According to the participant, in the near future, the foundation is trying to expand its 

work in regions that are underserved or overlooked, with the aim that “if we can raise 

their awareness, they can get increased funding and hopefully make a difference there.” 

For instance, we're trying to promote our [name of disease] work outside 

of the US, and trying to do it in the Western Hemisphere, so maybe in the 

[region], because everyone is so focused on sub-Sahara Africa that the 

[region] gets left out. Understanding that there is that gap, we're trying to 

help fill that. 

Organizational characteristics. As mentioned earlier, the foundation primarily 

works with grantees that have ties to the agency or to the foundation’s other funding 

partners. Sometimes, grantees that have no direct ties with the foundation or its affiliated 

partners may approach the senior leadership with project ideas. In each of these instances, 

the foundation vets these potential grantees using a thorough due diligence process. The 
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participant identified reputation as a primary characteristic of grantee organizations that 

is important to the foundation. 

Reputation. The participant stated that one of the reasons that the foundation has a 

strong due diligence process is because of the high value placed on ensuring that any 

potential grantee is reputable and beyond reproach. There are two elements to such 

“reputation.” First, by reputable grantees, the participant means grantees that are well 

known. As the participant explained, “the more well-known partners, the easier the 

advocacy work.” Therefore, the foundation prefers grantees that are well known to the 

foundation as well as its “network of partners.” 

Also, by reputation the participant meant “there's nothing negative about them” 

and that the organization has a clean record in terms of staff, finances, and past 

experiences. The participant emphasized that since a lot of their work is with a large 

intergovernmental agency, a good reputation is key.  

I think for us, whereas for other organizations it wouldn't be as important, 

the reputation is way more important for us just because of our advocacy 

efforts with the US government and with the [agency]… I think reputation 

for us is a lot more important than for other organizations that might 

overlook that if they're (the potential grantee is) an organization that's 

doing the right work. 

The participant gave a specific example of the foundation’s work in the U.S. to 

explain why Org 4 places such importance on the reputation of any grantee or partner: 

“for instance, [name of issue], especially because it's already a controversial topic, we're 
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not going to work with an organization that has any kind of spot on their record.” As the 

foundation relies on the support from political leaders, “the congressional members that 

we're targeting in those districts is not going to want to support us” if a grantee’s record is 

not clean.   

5.4.6. Summary. Organization 4 was established with the purpose of supporting a 

large inter-governmental agency in its efforts to address various major global challenges. 

Although, the foundation was set up as a temporary foundation, it has transitioned into a 

permanent organization after receiving support from various organizations. The 

participant highlighted how the foundation’s priorities and goals are closely aligned with 

that of the agency, although the foundation has become more autonomous in recent years 

in some regards. The participant also outlined the decision-making process at the 

foundation, highlighting the role of initial screenings and due diligence in the grant 

making process. The foundation relies on data-driven strategies, and strategic 

partnerships are vital to Org 4. The participant also identified the role played by various 

factors both in the external environment of the foundation and within it that influence 

grant making. The participant discussed how beneficiaries are selected, and the various 

ways in which the foundation identifies geographical regions to operate in and grantees 

with which it partners. 

 The interview took place prior to the November 2016 U.S. presidential election. 

At the time, the participant expressed uncertainty about how the election results would 

affect the foundation’s work. The participant anticipated that in the near future, the 

foundation will be involved in “trying to catch our culture up” to a viewpoint where focus 
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areas do not exist in ‘siloes’ and program teams can come together and work on projects 

that address multiple focus areas at the same time. 

5.5 Organization 5 

Organization 5 is a private independent foundation that has operated for more than eight 

decades in the United States. In the late 1940s, the foundation decided to expand its 

philanthropic efforts internationally. The foundation currently supports programs in 10 

regions worldwide: three regions in Africa, 3 regions in Asia, and 2 regions in North 

America and South America. Since its inception, the foundation has sought to reduce 

various forms of social inequality, promote cooperation among people worldwide, enable 

individuals, groups, and communities to participate in the democratic process, and 

advance various forms of scientific, creative, and educational achievements through 

supporting innovation.   

 On its website the foundation lists more than 100 staff members, including 

program staff, directors, and administrative support staff. The foundation has a 16-person 

Board of Trustees, with members hailing from three countries. The foundation provides 

grants to the tune of over 100 million dollars internationally every year. The grantees 

supported may be U.S. based or international. The foundation identifies seven thematic or 

focus areas on its website. These focus area include economic development, gender and 

race issues, opportunities for youth, and engagement in civic and government processes.  

According to the foundation’s website, on average the foundation provides an 

average of 1,200 grants each year in the U.S. and internationally, totaling over half a 

billion dollars. About 20% of these grants go towards international grant making. In 
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2016-2017, the foundation gave grants to more than 600 grantees outside the U.S. The 

size of grants ranged widely, with the average grant size being over $300,000.  

 In every region, there are regional directors who oversee all grant making in the 

region. Within every region there are program officers for each focus area. The regional 

directors report to the foundation’s U.S. based directors for each focus area who, in turn, 

report to the foundation’s president. For this study, I interviewed the program officer for 

one of the regions in Asia. The participant worked for the foundation as a Program 

Officer for three years and had just retired from the position and moved back to the 

United States less than a month before the interview.  

The participant reviewed the interview guide ahead of time and had prepared 

some notes for the interview. During their tenure, the participant had been involved in the 

foundation’s restructuring efforts (see next section) and, therefore, was able to provide 

insight into the recent evolution of the foundation’s priorities and goals. I edited the 

direct quotes from the participant for grammar. In addition to the interview, I also 

reviewed the foundation’s website, reports and publications, media releases, and blog 

posts by the foundation’s president (hosted on the foundation’s website).  

5.5.1 Funding priorities and goals. As mentioned earlier, the foundation decided 

to engage in international grant making about six decades ago. According to the 

foundation’s website, after the foundation’s creators died in the 1940s, leaving bequests 

that greatly increased the foundation’s assets, the new president commissioned a panel of 

experts to decide the foundation’s future direction. Based on the panel’s 

recommendations, the board of trustees endorsed the decision to expand the foundation’s 

grant making to countries outside the U.S. Since then, the foundation has expanded its 



	

204 
	

operations globally, opening country offices across the world and awarding grants in a 

number of areas. The foundation website details the different initiatives that were started 

by each president over the past six decades in focus areas such as education, agriculture, 

human rights, gender issues, and global health. According to the participant, “at one point 

they (the foundation) used to have like over 50, uh, areas they work on.” More recently, 

in one of his blog posts, the foundation’s current president noted that when he took over 

his position about five years back, the foundation had over 30 different initiatives in these 

focus areas.  

According to the participant, having so many ongoing initiatives meant, “we 

scattered our funds in many, many areas.” As a result, the participant stated, “the new 

leadership (under the current president) really felt it would be hard to generate impact.” 

Due to this, the foundation engaged in a major restructuring effort, “trying to be more 

focused.” 

I found an archived blog post where the foundation’s president describes this 

restructuring process. The president pointed out that the existing structure of the 

foundation at the time needed more integration; he described the restructuring process as 

“reorganizing and consolidating” the foundation’s initiatives in order to develop a “more 

coherent and interconnected grant-making program.” This restructuring process occurred 

over a period of two years.  

The participant discussed the lengthy restructuring process. The participant stated 

that the restructuring process started after the “leadership change,” referring to when the 

foundation’s current president started his tenure. Although the initial motivation to 

change came from the leadership transition, the participant stressed that for decisions on 
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“how to change, change to what areas… That process, I think, really was a foundation 

wide discussion.” These discussions occurred in all the different regions. The participant 

highlighted that “during this process, actually, country officers also could give lots of 

ideas.” The participant explained their involvement in the restructuring process, 

We used almost the entire two years to develop the new (focus) areas. 

Like for program officers and levels above... were involved. We had so so 

many meetings. So that's why we visited the [name of country] office. We 

also visited [name of another country] office in, in Asia. That's three 

country offices in [names 3 countries]. I think it was really a long process. 

There was a foundation wide discussion, but it took a long, long, long 

time. 

My interview with the participant as well as a review of the foundation’s various 

documents determined that these restructuring efforts led to three major developments in 

how the foundation defines its priorities and goals.  

First, the foundation described its main aim or priority as combating inequality. 

According to the foundation’s website, it regards inequality as the greatest impediment to 

realizing the foundation’s mission – addressing poverty and injustice, strengthening 

democracies, and supporting achievement. As part of its restructuring efforts, the 

foundation identified the main drivers of inequality and injustice. In his blog post, the 

foundation’s president stated that as part of its restructuring efforts the foundation aimed 

at “addressing what we have identified globally” as the main drivers of inequality and 

injustice. These drivers include issues such as cultural narratives that might challenge 

inclusion, lack of investment in public goods, unequal access to government, and 
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prejudice and discrimination against certain groups. Therefore, the foundation now 

recognizes that the key priority of the foundation is to address and respond to these 

drivers of inequality.  

Second, in order to respond to these key drivers of inequality, the foundation 

decided to integrate its various ongoing initiatives and organize its efforts under seven 

thematic/focus areas. The foundation’s website describes this as “seven interconnected 

areas that together” can address the various drivers of inequality. The president in his 

blog post emphasized the interconnected nature of these focus areas.  

Prior to its restructuring efforts, the foundation had specific focus areas (such as 

education, health, gender issues) with program officers for each focus area responsible 

for overseeing programs in their respective focus area. Therefore, focus areas often were 

siloed. During the restructuring efforts, the foundation staff recognized that in order to 

address the drivers of inequality effectively, it was important to be flexible and support 

programs that may not always fall neatly into specific focus areas. Therefore, in his post, 

the director stated that the foundation will be “pushing forward” in an attempt at 

“breaking down silos so that program officers join interdisciplinary teams.” The 

participant gave an example of how the foundation has decided to push more 

interdisciplinary work.  

For example, if you say, "I want to increase job positions," then maybe job 

will relate to education, will relate to their rights, their registrations… 

these all may be separate areas, but the foundation will give more support 

if you have the linkage to several of our focuses. 
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Consequently, according to the participant, the foundation may give larger grants 

for programs that target more than one driver of inequality. The participant also 

highlighted that such consolidation efforts meant “fewer grants. Larger grants, larger 

amounts (grant size), but fewer grants.” As a result, a consequence of the restructuring 

efforts on previous grants was the “difficult choices” the foundation faced when trying to 

reduce the number of grants given. The president in his blog post stated, “Candidly, there 

are several areas … [Org 5] will no longer be supporting important work in.” These 

changes may vary across regions. For instance, the participant stated that in the region 

s/he worked in, “health seems totally gone. Legal aid is gone. But gender, women, and 

girls have become a real focus.” The foundation’s FDO profile and the grant database on 

its website indicate that after restructuring there has been an overall decrease of over 20% 

in the number of grants awarded by the foundation.  

Third, the participant highlighted that the foundation has always engaged in grant 

making that support “individuals, ideas, and institutions.” As part of the foundation’s 

mission to advance human achievements, the foundation has always provided fellowships 

to individuals engaged in advancing scientific and educational knowledge. The 

foundation also supports “ideas” that may provide innovative solutions to social 

problems. In his blog post, the president reaffirmed the foundation’s commitment 

towards supporting individuals and ideas, but stated, “for starters, we’re leaning into the 

importance of institutions” referring to it as “among our highest priorities.” 

As part of its restructuring efforts, the foundation decided to increase its support 

towards strengthening institutions - both within each focus area as well across them.  The 

foundation’s website describes this effort as building and strengthening “path breaking 
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organizations” that work on various forms of issues to foster social change. The 

participant discussed this new program: 

The foundation established another new thing. I thought it was pretty cool. 

This one is on institutional capacity building… Either, it's a famous 

(institution) or they working in very, very important areas. Or they are 

very important partners with the foundation. Or they are reforming 

themselves. The foundation will support them. Several million dollars … 

just as general support. They can use the money, whatever they want to do 

for five years. 

According to a video from the foundation’s website, the foundation recognizes it 

is “important to invest in organizations that are working towards reducing inequality in 

the long term… to help the organizations build a sturdy foundation for their work.” As 

this is one of the foundation’s highest priorities, the foundation has made a five-year 

commitment of about $1 billion to invest in institutional capacity building. The 

participant provided an example of an institutional grant that s/he made.  

One organization, they want to develop themselves into social enterprise. 

They work on … [name of issues] and they always feel dependent on 

foundation's fund. They didn't have much autonomy. I thought that was a 

very great idea. So we supported them one year, like $250,000, see if they 

can make themselves work. They needed to work on new areas like 

marketing and legal.  
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Therefore, in this case, the foundation supported the organization to develop new 

departments and capacities. The participant gave another example of an organization that 

needed capacity building to learn about grant making “Another organization worked on 

environment issues. Many international organizations gave them funds. They (wanted to 

get to) the stage where they would love to give funds to other environmental 

organizations. For example, they needed program officers, aid advancement capacity.” 

Since the foundation began funding the program to support institutional capacity 

buildings about three years ago, it has given more than $60 million in grants towards this 

effort. 

5.5.2. The decision-making process. As mentioned earlier, the foundation has 

program officers who oversee programs in each region. Program officers are responsible 

for identifying grantees and projects that the foundation can potentially work on. The 

foundation also accepts grant applications through their website. During the interview, 

the participant described the process of decision-making. The foundation’s website also 

had some videos that provided information about the grant making process.  

Grant proposals. The foundation’s website stresses that typically program teams 

identify new projects and initiatives; they “seek out people and organizations with bold 

ideas and scalable solutions.” Program teams are comprised of program associates and 

grants managers and led by the program officers. They report to the country director and 

representative.  

A video available on the foundation’s website explains that it considers program 

officers who work in each focus area “experts in the field, with years of experience and 

deep ties to the communities with which they work.” The participant reiterated this; 
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“Almost all program officers have PhD degrees, they know the local language and 

communities which can be a standout advantage.” Therefore, the program officers in each 

region are responsible for identifying grantees in their focus areas. The program officers 

work with potential grantees to develop grant proposals. 

The participant explained that a potential grantee might approach a program 

officer directly; on other occasions, program officers might reach out to grantees whom 

they know.  

Some potential grantees come to us, make an appointment, come to our 

office. Just say, "Oh, I want to do this, I want to work in this area and I 

would like to get the grant from you. What do you think about that?" And 

then we start communication.  

The program teams communicate with these potential grantees, address questions 

and concerns, and “work with prospective grantees to create grant proposals.” In grant 

proposals, the foundation requires participants to provide details about their proposed 

projects, including their goals, implementation plan, estimated budget, and financial 

statements.  

Individuals and organizations can also submit “ideas” for grants through the 

foundation’s website. However, the website notes that less than one per cent of such 

unsolicited grant ideas actually receive funding. In these cases, the foundation reaches out 

to the applicant within 45 days. The participant explained the process,  
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There is an office in which staff where they review all this to distribute 

those ideas to different program officers for each (focus) area. Then we 

communicate with those requests. 

The participant again reiterated that although they might receive ideas from the 

foundation’s website, the participant did not personally award grants for any idea that 

came through the website. According to the participant, in the case of grants provided to 

institutions for capacity building, the foundation expects potential grantees to submit 

grant proposals that describe the organization’s goals, how it plans to achieve these goals, 

and what areas the organization seeks to build capacities in. The program officers work 

closely with grantees on this.  

The foundation really works with them to have their proposal ready and 

(detail) what area they want to improve their capacities in. Either hire new 

people or have a new area they want to work on… organizations that want 

structural change. 

The foundation’s website mentions that at present this program is available only 

for current grantee organizations that have already received grants from the foundation 

for other efforts in the past. In their grant proposals, grantee organizations may request 

for general support or building costs – to grow their organization through activities such 

as hiring new staff, building capacities, and expanding scope of work.  

Grant Review. Once a grantee organization submits a grant proposal with 

assistance from the Program Officers, the program team as well as director and country 

representatives (reps) review a grant proposal. The program team may have to convince 
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the senior leaders (director and reps) that the proposed project is worthwhile. The 

participant explained,  

You try to convince your reps or higher-level leaders of why you think 

this is important. Sometimes you differ in opinion. Director is also this 

area's expert. The team tries to decide if this (the proposal) is good, is 

useful, then all right, usually, they (leadership) would just say yes. 

 Since the restructuring efforts, there has been an increased focus on ensuring that 

each focus area does not operate in silos. The participant noted that in an effort to make 

foundation initiatives more interconnected across focus areas, there are more joint 

meetings during a grant proposal review. This has meant involving program officers from 

different focus areas in the decision-making process. Although this may have positive 

effects on integrating the foundation’s work across focus areas, the participant 

highlighted an associated challenge. Earlier the program team’s focus was on convincing 

their directors and reps; but according to the participant: 

Not anymore. Even your peers could challenge you. Even though they are 

not in this area they could ... Very often I was sitting in a group meeting, 

and for some questions you will feel like, "Oh gosh, I wish they wouldn't 

ask such a stupid question." But myself, I may ask same stupid questions 

to their areas as well. Takes so so much time. 

Therefore, after the restructuring efforts, program officers working in the region 

on other focus areas may be involved in the grant review process. A video available on 

the foundation’s website provides some detail on the due diligence process, noting, “once 
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a proposal is selected for funding, it goes through a thorough review which ensures we 

comply with all legal requirements for charitable giving.” This review, conducted by 

grants management officers, ensures compliance with IRS requirements, U.S. anti-

terrorism financing rules, and organizational assessments. According to the participant, 

these organizational assessments review a potential grantee organization’s “past 

financials (records and statements), history, legal standing (such as registration status).” 

The participant was not able to provide any more details about the due diligence process, 

because “it is not my area. I’m not sure, but it is different across countries, regions, teams 

etc.” 

Awarding grants. According to the foundation’s website, once the grant review 

and due diligence processes are completed, “the foundation then formally approves the 

grant and issues an official grant letter.” The video also highlighted that, after the 

foundation awards a grant, the program teams stay in close contact with potential 

grantees and monitor ongoing initiatives through “visits, convenings, and written 

reports.” The participant explained the requirements after grants have been awarded.  

Every year, grantees have to provide the implementation report. And those 

who report to the program officer review the reports. And you (program 

officers) have to write comments. And particularly you (program teams) 

pay special attention to something that doesn't work. When project is 

finished, we expect the grantees send us financial report and the project 

report.  
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Once the foundation has awarded grant money, apart from the annual and final 

project reports, Org 5 does not have additional requirements from grantees. The 

participant highlighted,  

In [name of country], grantees particularly would say [Org 5] money is the 

most easy money to use…Compared with other donors. We never ask the 

grantees to report receipts. The financial reports, yes. But no receipts. And 

maybe lots of money are misused. We just don't know. We just don’t 

know.  

The participant also highlighted that program officers closely monitor to see if the 

grantees experience any challenges during project implementation. The participant noted,  

“if that organization faces a huge personnel change, or some external constraint… You 

help them to … overcome that.”  According to the participant, although the foundation 

requires grantees to submit final project reports at the conclusion of their projects, it is 

important to monitor ongoing programs closely, because by the time the foundation 

receives the project report, “if you don't think they even did a good job, it's too late.”  

5.5.3. Strategies. The foundation adopts various strategies in order to achieve its 

priorities and goals. The participant discussed some of the key strategies that Org 5 

adopts and the foundation’s website and documents provide more details about these 

strategies. 

Partnerships. The foundation considers forming partnerships with grantees as an 

important strategy in its effort to address inequality effectively. In a press release, the 

foundation’s president discussed how this strategy was a part of the restructuring efforts 
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when the foundation “decided to invest in organizations as partners and to give them the 

kind of trust, flexibility, and additional supports they need to do their best work.” The 

foundation initiated a program to support grantees to build and grow their organizations 

when it foundation realized that these organizations act “incubators for both individuals 

and ideas” and play an essential role in addressing inequality around the world. The 

president also reiterated that partnering with grantees and providing them support and 

flexibility to grow would help in building a “robust ecosystem of actors” that would help 

advance the foundation’s mission and achieve the foundation’s priorities and goals.   

In addition to the program for institutional capacity building, the foundation 

president mentioned that as part of its restructuring, the foundation was intent on 

“rededicating ourselves to strengthening the partners that are recipients of our project 

support.” The foundation reviewed the foundation’s existing policy of only allowing 10 

percent of total budget towards overhead cost for its projects. The president referred to 

this trend where “foundations, governments, and donors” expect grantees to submit 

proposals with low overhead costs as “overhead fiction,” because the existing belief that 

“equates lower overhead costs with organizational effectiveness” may be misguided and 

“in fact, the opposite may be true.” Therefore, in order to strengthen the foundation’s 

partner grantees, the foundation doubled its “overhead rate on project grants to 20 

percent.” 

The participant also highlighted the value of treating grantees as partners and 

providing them “autonomy in implementation” and through capacity building. According 

to the participant, “the program teams at the foundation work with the (grantee) 
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organizations from start – developing grant proposal through discussions, interacting 

closely during (implementation), and problem-solving if something doesn’t work.”  

Impact investment. Impact investments refer to investments made into various 

types of organizations that are interested in generating some form of social and/or 

environmental impact in addition to having financial returns. The foundation uses impact 

investments as a strategy to achieve its priority of creating more inclusive economies by 

“building and strengthening the infrastructure of the impact investment market.” The 

foundation seeks to “advance impact investing as a practice – all with the aims of 

reducing inequality and advancing social justice.”  

Towards this aim, the foundation engages in program-related investments (PRIs). 

Program-related investments refer to impact investments made in a focus area that the 

foundation already makes grants in. The foundation’s website explains the strategic value 

of PRIs - “as a tool, PRIs allow foundations to use investments to spur social impact.” 

The foundation’s website refers to this strategy as an effective way to make “long term 

investments in communities neglected by mainstream financial institutions.” This can 

occur when such loans and equity investments in the form of PRIs support social 

entrepreneurs and community development institutions in efforts such as improving 

access to financial services and markets, creating jobs, developing affordable housing, 

and seeding and scaling microfinance efforts in the Global South. Therefore, in order to 

achieve its priorities and goals in each of its focus areas, the foundation makes “PRIs 

directly aligned with our programmatic goals” in addition to grant making towards 

programs.  
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Based on U.S. tax regulations, “PRIs are treated like grants for tax purposes,” 

although the organizations are expected to repay the foundation from its profits. The 

interest rates on the repayments are not required to be at competitive market rates. The 

participant said that during their tenure, the foundation had not engaged in any impact 

investments in the country, but they were aware that “impact investment is an important 

strategy.”  

The foundation also engages in mission-related investments (MRIs). MRIs are 

investments that are required to meet prudent investment standards, thereby yielding 

returns at competitive market rates, as well as advance the foundation’s mission. 

According to the foundation’s website, MRIs are a critical strategy “in social 

transformation, in philanthropy and beyond.” As per IRS regulations, the foundation 

annually gives grants that total 5% of the foundation’s endowment. The foundation 

invests the rest of the endowment to create financial returns that would maintain its assets 

long-term.  

The foundation has committed a specific amount of its assets towards making 

MRIs over a 10-year period. The foundation expects the MRIs in which it invests to 

create social impact as well as generate competitive revenue over time. An example 

provided on the foundation’s website discusses how the foundation is looking into MRIs 

in organizations that invest in “expanding access to vital financial services” for 

underserved communities in developing countries. As the market for financial services 

expand due to these underserved communities, the organizations can get sufficient returns 

on their investments to pay back their investors (such as Org 5). Such MRIs, therefore, 

serve a dual purpose for the foundation – furthering its priority of promoting financial 
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inclusion, and being able to invest more of its assets towards achieving the foundation’s 

mission.  

5.5.4. Research Question 1: What factors influence foundations’ decision-

making processes, their determination of funding priorities or goals, and the 

philanthropic strategies they employ in their grant making to international civil 

society organizations? The participant emphasized that Org 5 “calls itself a worldwide 

private foundation,” and grant making at the foundation is “most likely very different 

across countries and regions.” Therefore, the various factors that affects the foundation’s 

international grant making may vary across different focus areas and regions. During our 

interview, the participant primarily discussed the various factors, both in the external 

environment of the foundation as well as within the foundation that specifically affect 

grant making in the Asian region in which the participant worked.  

External factors affecting priorities, goals, decision-making, and strategy. The 

participant highlighted two key factors in the external environment of the foundation that 

has affected its grant making priorities, strategies, and decisions.  

 Impact orientation. The participant stated that “the desire to generate and measure 

impact” influenced the recent restructuring efforts that have shaped the foundation’s 

current grant making practice. According to the participant, this desire to create 

measurable impact reflects that of “other foundations and organizations (who) all want 

impact. There is an increased focus on impact assessment or outcome measurement.”  

Therefore, the industry-wide push among other grant makers towards supporting 

outcome-oriented programs has influenced how the foundation sets its priorities. The 
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foundation, through its grant making seeks to create a demonstrable impact on their 

external environment. The foundation’s president in his blog post mentioned that during 

the restructuring process, “while these lines (focus areas) of work target specific drivers 

of inequality, they have also been designed to have collective impact. We hope that, 

together, they will set in motion a multiplier effect.” 

Local government policies and “political will.” The participant repeatedly 

emphasized that local government policies and “political will” affect the foundation’s 

work in a specific country. The participant explained, “change depends on every single 

country's government political will - if they want to change. And even though they want 

to change, do they have the right tools and system support for them to change?” The 

foundation’s role is often equipping people and organizations with the right tools and 

systems. The extent to which this could be successful though may depend on how 

receptive the local country government is. The participant highlighted that in the Asian 

country s/he worked in, although the government stated that it was working towards 

reducing inequality, the reality was different: 

The government talks about reducing the gap between rich and the poor to 

make the development more equal. In [country], they seems like they have 

tons of documents and policy but the, at the same time, in reality, I mean 

there are two classes – rich and poor - and less mobility. You have no 

hope to climb up the social ladder. 

 Despite the government issuing policies to reduce inequality, the participant 

believed that the concentrated political control contributes to inequality. 
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In [neighboring country], at least there is democracy. In [country], the 

political control becomes tighter and tighter. But when we're in [city in 

neighboring country], you could watch whatever news you want to watch 

on the TV. You can say bad thing about the president, right? No problem. 

In [country], you couldn’t. You have to always be same side as the party. 

You cannot say different things. 

 Therefore, according to the participant, this lack of freedom for those not in the 

ruling party acts as a barrier to inequality and correlates with low social mobility. Since 

the foundation specifically focuses on increasing democratic participation as a means to 

reduce inequality, this may cause an inherent conflict between the mission and priorities 

of the foundation and the political view of the recipient country’s government. Given the 

newer policies that have been enacted by the government, the participant predicted that 

this conflict will affect the foundation’s grant making: 

I just saw the new government, new party documents. This [new policy] 

will affect our work. Because from January 2017, all our support … our 

grant making would have to be approved by government. So that would 

make grantees careful what words they put in (their proposals). 

 The participant also explained the government’s distrust and suspicion resulting in 

“the [country’s] government really (trying) so hard to push international organizations 

out of country.” The government regards the foundation and other international 

organizations with suspicion. According to the participant, “they even openly said, "If 

you want to give money, welcome. Just give us money. Don't even ask us how we want 

to spend this money. We will spend it on what we want." Therefore, such local 
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government policies and attitudes may influence the foundation’s grant making in this 

region, affecting priorities, goals, strategies and decision-making.  

Organizational factors affecting priorities, goals, decision-making, and strategy. 

The participant highlighted two factors within the organization that influence grant 

making practices at the foundation.  

Role of leadership. As mentioned earlier, Org 5’s current president spearheaded 

the recent foundation-wide restructuring effort when they started their tenure. According 

to the participant, generating impact was important to the new president, “with this 

leadership change, the new president really felt we have scattered our focus. This would 

make it hard to generate impact. That is why they started the change process.” As the 

impetus for the restructuring process came from the foundation’s president, the 

participant observed, “the country program officers felt this change came from top 

down.” However, the participant clarified that although the president initiated the change, 

the foundation provided employees with opportunities to contribute to the process. 

According to the foundation’s website, the foundation’s Board of trustees (that 

includes the president), determine the substantive areas and geographical focus, and all 

trustees have to serve on one of the board’s three program committees on a rotational 

basis. These program committees help “design program strategy.” The website did not 

specify what this entailed. The foundation’s website also briefly highlights the flagship 

efforts spearheaded by its past presidents during their tenure. These included expansion 

of geographical area, defining or redefining the foundation’s priorities, and creating new 

focus areas and flagship programs nationally and internationally. Therefore, the 
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foundation’s leadership plays a critical role in guiding the foundation’s priorities, 

decisions, and strategies.  

Role of program staff. The participant highlighted that the program staff, 

especially program officers, influence the foundation’s grant making practices. As 

mentioned earlier, program officers play an important role in the decision-making 

process. The participant mentioned that although the foundation considers its program 

officers “subject matter experts,” with proficiency in the local language and ties to the 

community, a program officer’s area of expertise is “limited.”  

According to the participant, the foundation defines program areas widely, and a 

program officer may choose a more narrow focus, based on their preferences and 

familiarity. Therefore, different program officers working on the same focus area in 

different regions may select different priorities. The participant gives an example from 

her experience,  

Not all program officers have similar priorities… because no matter how 

you see change, your program officers’ expertise is limited. Think about it 

this way. When I was hired, I was supposed to grasslands, natural 

resources, and rights. But I'm more familiar with land, farmland and I 

know [country]... So, I very quickly shifted focus to land policy. Land 

policy reform. I think this happens a lot at foundation wide. 

Therefore, according to the participant, despite how foundation-wide priorities 

and strategies are defined, program officers “will still get into the area they are familiar 

with”, therefore influencing grant making in their specific focus area and region. The 
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participant did not anticipate that this would change a lot in the upcoming years even 

after the restructuring efforts, stating, “the new focus areas seem different, but the people 

are still the same.” Therefore, according to the participant, often grant making decisions 

on a more regional level are “seriously dependent on (country) rep., dependents on 

program officers.  

5.5.5 Research Question 2. What characteristics of targeted beneficiaries or 

recipient organizations do foundations consider in making funding decisions? The 

foundation’s key focus on reducing various forms of inequality means that the foundation 

partners with grantees to target various systems and structures that perpetuate inequality, 

while also seeking to reach individuals who face various forms of discrimination and 

marginalization.   

Beneficiary characteristics. The participant highlighted that the foundation’s 

grants target beneficiaries it regards as “vulnerable populations” as well as more elite 

institutions and well-educated individuals.  

Need. The participant outlined, “my whole life, I have worked with vulnerable 

populations. Women, minorities, poor … my work at the foundation is similar.” The 

participant highlighted that in her role, s/he sought to award grants to vulnerable and 

hard-to-reach populations, and “that’s why I traveled tremendously, just because my area 

requires me to do remote areas, combatant areas, hard to reach, very difficult to 

implement programs, lot of need.” Four of the foundation’s focus areas specifically target 

populations that are recognized as “marginalized and vulnerable,” such as at-risk children 

and youth, individuals facing discrimination based on gender, race, ethnicity, and migrant 

status, and families facing economic insecurity.  
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The need of communities and groups also drive which geographical areas the 

foundation might focus on. For example, as part of the foundation’s restructuring process, 

it examined where the greatest needs were, and shifted some of its focus areas to respond 

to these needs. The president in his blog post said,  

There is much more work to do on LGBT rights in the United States… 

that being said, outside the US, the LGBT community desperately needs 

resources and allies, and so, as a global foundation, we’re adapting and 

recalibrating our focus where the greatest need exists. 

Therefore, through its grant making the foundation seeks to respond to some of 

the greatest needs among the world’s vulnerable and marginalized. The foundation 

envisions that empowering these populations and equipping them with necessary 

resources and tools would engender greater equality.  

Capacity building. One of the foundation’s key strategies is to support individuals 

and institutions that further Org 5’s mission. Therefore, the foundation awards grants to 

institutions in order to build capacities. The foundation believes that these institutions 

will be instrumental in bringing about desired change by reducing societal inequality. The 

participant gave an example, “our program officers work in urban areas, well developed 

areas, and rural areas … work with researchers, universities, institutions.” 

As mentioned earlier, the foundation also seeks to advance human achievement 

and awards fellowships to individual scholars and researchers to promote scientific and 

human achievement. The participant stated that s/he had been a recipient of the 

fellowship, “when I came to the States, I received individual grant from [Org 5]. So I 
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always admire the foundation.” According to the foundation’s website, these grants help 

to build capacities and support the “future visionaries” in their efforts to further science 

and research.  

Grantee characteristics. The participant identified two key characteristics of 

potential grantees that the foundation might consider when providing grants. However, 

the participant also reiterated that in other regions or focus areas, “there may be other 

priorities, other considerations.” 

Organizational mission. The participant stated that a grantee organization’s 

mission or “program objectives, what they are trying to do” must align with the 

foundation’s main priority of reducing inequality. The participant stated that grantees 

must have “similar interests” as the foundation and explain how the program addresses 

one or several of the drivers of inequality identified by the foundation. According to the 

participant, once the restructuring efforts were initiated, the foundation defined its focus 

areas “more narrowly, giving fewer grants but larger ones.” In cases where finding 

grantees with similar focus areas were “not always easy,” the foundation sought to 

provide institutional capacity building grants to organizations that were existing 

recipients. The purpose of these grants was to “develop grantees to work in the same 

focus areas.” 

Familiarity. As mentioned above, the foundation awards only 1% of its grants to 

organizations that submit their grant applications through the foundation’s website. For 

the remainder of the grants, the task of identifying grantees lays with the program teams, 

more specifically the program officers. Therefore, according to the participant, the 

program officers work “very often with the people, with institutions they know pretty 
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well.” Program officers may be familiar with these organizations based upon their 

personal “ties and networks” within the communities, based on their research, or when 

grantees have directly approached the program officers seeking grants.   

In addition to the above characteristics, the participant discussed a few 

characteristics that the participant “personally” considered as important when selecting a 

grantee. For example, the participant highlighted the need for the grantees to consider 

long-term sustainability of any effort for a community; even after the grantee 

organization has withdrawn from the community”. This is especially true for grantees 

that are international organizations:  

I always talk to the international organizations. I say, you are temporary in 

[country]. I don't want that you do great research and leave. I want you to 

leave some capacities in the country. So that means they have to work 

with locals. 

 In addition, the participant discussed that in the country where s/he worked, there 

were other characteristics of grantees that influenced grantee selection. For example, the 

participant stated, “we didn’t fund think tanks. In [country] there are government think 

tanks… not independent.” The participant stated that they checked whether a potential 

grantee partnered with others. In the case of this country, the participant expected to see 

potential grantees collaborating with other nonprofits or grassroots organizations, 

primarily because collaborations with the government may be uncommon, because: 

In [country], government organizations never work with NGOs. They 

often didn’t even work with university research institutes together. 
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Government thinks they are the best. But then the universities of research 

institutes think they’re the best. The practitioners of grassroots 

organizations are practical. But they also don’t want to work with the 

government.  

 

5.5.6 Summary. Over eight decades since its inception, Org 5 has grown into a 

large independent foundation that supports programs across the world. The participant I 

interviewed was a program officer in one of the Asian countries where the foundation 

operates. The participant explained the recent restructuring process at the foundation that 

led to redefining the broader priority of the foundation as well as its focus areas, goals, 

and strategies. Org 5 seeks to reduce inequality, focusing on issues such as preserving 

natural resources, promoting inclusive economic growth, strengthening the rights of 

women and racial and ethnic minorities, and improving access to safe and affordable 

housing. The foundation also provides grants to individuals and institutions to build 

capacities and promote scientific and human achievement. I reviewed the foundation’s 

website, publicly available documents, blog posts, and the interview transcript to 

understand and describe the foundation’s grant making priorities, goals, decision-making 

process, strategies as well as factors that affect that affect grant making. The participant 

shed light on the grant making processes from their perspective – grant making in one 

Asian country – stating that foundation-wide grant making practices likely varied widely 

across regions and focus areas. At the end of the interview, the participant praised the 

foundation’s “flexibilities and dynamism” in terms of grant making practices stating “I 

think that is what makes [Org 5] stands out.” 
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Chapter VI: Discussion and Implications 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore the decision-making processes at U.S. based 

independent foundations that engage in international grant making. The study sought to 

identify the various factors that influence foundations’ grant making and examine the 

characteristics of targeted beneficiaries and grantee organizations that the foundations 

consider when making funding decisions. The previous chapter presented five case 

studies, where I described the grant making practices at each foundation based on 

interviews and secondary sources of information. In this final chapter, I discuss the 

various factors that have influenced grant making across these foundations, highlighting 

how these factors have shaped funding priorities, goals, strategies, and decision-making 

at each of these foundations. I also describe the various key characteristics of 

beneficiaries that these grants target, as well as the characteristics of grantee 

organizations that are considered during grant making. Further, I identify the various 

strengths and limitations of the study and discuss the implications of this study for theory 

and research.  

6.1 What factors influence foundations’ decision-making processes, their 

determination of funding priorities or goals, and the philanthropic strategies they 

employ in their grant making to international civil society organizations? 

In each of the five case studies, the participants discussed how the grant making practices 

at their foundations have evolved over time, highlighting the various factors in the 

external environment of the foundation that have interacted with foundation-level factors 

to shape priorities and goals, decision-making processes, strategies.  
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Priorities and goals. All five participants described how the priorities and goals 

at their foundations have evolved over time. As one participant (Org 5) stated, “you have 

to change, change is not an option. The question is how.” At each of the foundations, the 

organizational mission has undergone very little change over the years. (See table 3 for 

summary of findings). All the organizations clearly display their mission on their website 

and key documents such as charters and reports. However, a common theme across all 

Figure 4: Factors influencing decision-making 
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the cases was that how the foundations interpret their organizational missions and 

translate them into concrete priorities and goals is always evolving.  

The extent to which the five foundations have changed their priorities and goals 

vary. Two foundations (Org 1, Org 2) have changed the geographical areas they focus on, 

three foundations have narrowed or redefined the scope of the issues they focus on (Org 

2, Org 4, Org 5), and two of these have focused on interconnecting the focus areas 

instead of treating them as ‘silos’ (Org 4, Org 5). The participants discussed the various 

factors that influenced these decisions to refine or change the foundation’s priorities and 

goals. 

The factors in the external environment of the foundations that influenced the 

foundations’ priorities and goals are - international policies and priorities (Org 1, Org 4), 

U.S. policies and priorities (Org 1, Org 2, and Org 4), local government policies (Org 1, 

Org 2, and Org 5), peer influence (Org 1, Org 4), and market forces (Org 1, Org 3). These 

factors interact with organization-level factors such as the role of foundation leadership 

and staff (Org 1 – Org 5), the structure of the foundation (Org 2, Org 4), impact 

orientation or focus on maximizing impact (Org 1, Org 5), philanthropic fit (Org 2, Org 

5), and donor motivations and values (Org 2).  

Global policies and priorities also influence the foundations’ international grant 

making. For example, the participant from Org 1 highlighted that the foundation’s 

priorities and goals have, over the years, been influenced by international priorities such 

as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and other agendas set by the United 

Nations. Similarly, the participant from Org 4 discussed how the global priorities of a 

large intergovernmental agency have shaped the foundation’s priorities, with changes in 
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the agency’s priorities and goals being reflected in the foundation’s programming. In the 

case of Org 4, responding to global crises such as epidemics and the Zika and Ebola 

outbreaks may also result in a shift in priorities and goals, at least in the short term. This 

finding corroborates previous studies that highlight that U.S. foundations that give 

internationally often align their goals with international priorities such as MDGs 

(Abramson, Soskis, & Toepler, 2014; Srivastava & Oh, 2010). In addition, foundations 

may adjust their priorities and goals to respond to global emergencies such as natural 

disasters (Bloomfield, 2000) 

U.S. policies and priorities may also influence foundations’ priority-setting. For 

example, representatives from Org 1 and Org 4 gave examples of how U.S. policies 

concerning issues such as climate change and women’s reproductive rights have global 

ramifications on policies such as the Paris climate accord (2016) or funding for women’s 

health care clinics. The participants from Org 1, Org 4, and Org 5 all discussed the 

uncertainty regarding the future of grant making at their foundations surrounding the 

2016 U.S. presidential elections (these interviews were conducted just prior to the 

elections). The participants stated that the election results would affect the foundation’s 

grant making priorities, although the extent of its influence was unclear at the time. 

Existing studies on U.S. based modern foundations have examined the influence of 

domestic policy on grant making priorities within the U.S. on issues such as civil rights, 

education, and welfare (e.g., Anheier & Leat, 2013; Ferris, 2009; Mosley & 

Galaskiewicz, 2014; Sealander, 1997). In this study, the participants highlighted some of 

the ways in which U.S. policies and priorities can influence a foundation’s international 

grant making priorities as well.  
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Table 3 

Summary of findings 
Organiz
ations 

Priorities and 
goals 

Decision-
making 

Strategy External and 
Organizational 
Factors 

Beneficiary 
and 
Recipient 
Characteris
tics 

Org 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

-Commitment to 
environment and 
people 
- Operating in 
North and South 
America 
- Restructuring 
to maximize 
impact, 
structured and 
streamlined 
giving 
- Conscious 
restructuring in 
early 2000s, 
updating 
priorities and 
goals 
 

- Grantee 
identification 
by program 
staff 
- Grant proposal 
by invitation 
only 
- Due diligence 
different for 
international 
grantees 
- Grant review 
by full Board 
- Periodic 
updates 

- Partnership 
with peer 
donors, 
grantees, 
local 
government, 
research 
institutes 
- Project-
specific 
funding 
including use 
of leverage 
philanthropy 
 

External 
- International 
policies and 
priorities  
- U.S. policies 
and priorities  
- Local govt. 
policies  
Organizational 
- Impact orientation 
- Resource restriction 
- Role of leadership 
and program staff 

Beneficiary 
- 
Geographica
l focus – 
anchor 
program 
- Core 
commitment 
 Recipient 
- Familiarity 
and 
reputation 
- Fund 
restrictions 
- Local 
grantee 
preference 
- 
Organizatio
n health  

Org 2 -Commitment to 
creating a global 
perspective 
among youth in 
Asian country 
- Multiple 
restructuring 
efforts in terms 
of focus area 
- Now a public 
charity 
 

- Grantees 
approach 
through 
personal 
networks 
- Pre-grant 
inquiry; due 
diligence 
- Grant review 
by Board and 
awarding grant 

Leverage 
philanthropy 

External 
- U.S. 
regulations and 
policies 
- Local 
government law 
Organizational 
- Donor motives 
and values 
- Structure of the 
foundation 

Beneficiary 
- 
Geographica
l area 
- Youth 
Recipient 
- 
Organizatio
nal 
familiarity 

Org 3 
 

 

- Catering to 
basic needs and 
services 
- Focus on one 
Middle-Eastern 
country 
- Focus has 
become more 
streamlined with 
changes in 
leadership 

- Letter of 
inquiry 
- Full grant 
proposal 
- Grant review 
- Awarding 
grant, 
evaluation 
reports 

- Leverage 
philanthropy 
- Partnerships 

External 
- Market forces 
- Relations with 
government 
 
Organizational 
- Mission and 
charter 
- Role of leaders 

Beneficiary 
-Low-
income and 
vulnerable 
populations 
-
Geographica
l focus: 
religious ties 
Recipient 
-Experience 
- Org. size 
 

 



	

233 
	

Table 3 Continued 

Summary of findings 
Organiz
ations 

Priorities and 
goals 

Decision-
making 

Strategy External and 
Organizational 
Factors 

Beneficiary 
and 
Recipient 
Characteris
tics 

Org 4 - Priorities 
aligned with 
large inter-
governmental 
agency 
- Global 
presence 
- Organic change 
in structure with 
more donors 
- Programs that 
cross-cut focus 
areas 
 

- Ideas for new 
projects 
- Initial 
screening and 
due diligence 
- Review and 
decisions made 
by grant review 
committee 

- Data-driven 
strategies 
- Advisory 
committee 
- Multi-sector 
partnerships 

External 
- Agency 
policies and 
priorities 
- U.S. policies 
and priorities 
- Global crisis 
- Other funders 
and partners 
Organizational 
- Structure of the 
foundation 
- Role of leaders 

Beneficiary 
- Aligned 
with agency 
priorities  
- Women 
and girls, 
environment
, and health 
Recipient 
-Reputation 
and 
familiarity 

Org 5 - Focus on 
reducing 
inequality 
- Global 
presence 
- Large 
restructuring 
effort in recent 
years 
-Institutional 
capacity building 
and focusing on 
creating impact 

-Grant proposal 
developed with 
assistance from 
program officer 
-Grant review 
by regional 
program 
committee, due 
diligence 
-Awarding 
grants and 
monitoring 
progress to 
identify and 
resolve 
challenges 
 

- Partnerships 
- Impact 
investment 

External 
- Impact 
orientation 
- Local 
government 
policies and 
“political will” 
Organizational 
- Role of 
leadership 
- Role of staff 

Beneficiary 
- Need 
- Capacity-
building 
Recipient 
- Mission 
- Familiarity 

 

Three of the participants (Org 1, 2, and 5) also discussed the influence of local 

governments’ priorities and policies in the recipient countries where the foundations 

operate. The participant from Org 1 highlighted how environmental policies in the local 

countries affect the foundation’s country-level priorities and goals. Similarly, the 

participant from Org 5 highlighted that the specific goals within larger focus areas varied 
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across countries, with local government policies playing an important role in shaping 

country-specific grant making. The participant from Org 3 stated that the recipient 

country was a welfare state and, therefore, government welfare policies influenced the 

foundation’s priorities and goals; complementing existing programs and government 

efforts is important to the foundation. The participant from Org 2 highlighted the various 

local government policies that pose restrictions on what a foundation can fund; for 

instance, the recipient country has policies that prevent any international funding for 

programs that are “political in any way.” Therefore, the participants highlighted the 

various ways in which the foundations respond to local policies and priorities through 

their grant making.    

The participants from Org 1 and Org 4 highlighted that other grant making 

institutions have also played an important role in influencing their foundation’s priorities 

and goals. Both participants emphasized that their foundations pay close attention to the 

work being done by their peers on the field. The foundations often take into account the 

experiences and priorities of other grant making organizations that are working in the 

same geographical regions and focus areas when setting priorities and goals. The 

participant from Org 4 named a major independent foundation, stating “we have to make 

sure we’re aligned very closely with what they’re doing… They are leading the field.” 

This finding corroborates existing studies that highlight the role played by major 

foundations and grant making organizations in driving funding priorities for other grant 

making institutions, often resulting in funding priorities becoming concentrated on a few 

issues in some geographical regions (Shiffman, 2006; Global Impact, 2013). Shiffman 

(2006) referred to this as a ‘global policy’ framework which presumes a cross-national 
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diffusion of ideas and preferences when these actors (grant making organizations) learn 

from each other.  

Scholars have pointed out that modern U.S. foundations over the last few decades 

have attempted to become more ‘strategic’ in their giving; foundations attempt to give 

more effectively in order to create measurable impact (Borms, 2005; Harrow & Jung, 

2015). During this study, participants (Org 1, Org 3, Org 4, and Org 5) reiterated the 

importance of supporting programs that have measurable outcomes. The participants 

highlighted the ways in which this focus on creating social impact has shaped how their 

foundations defined priorities and goals. The participant from Org 1 discussed how the 

foundation has ‘streamlined’ its program priorities, narrowing the scope of issues 

addressed, and stating program goals in terms of outcomes the foundation plans to 

measure. In the case of Org 5, the foundation recently engaged in an exercise to redefine 

its priorities and goals with the aim of maximizing impact. Another important priority for 

Org 4 and Org 5 has been to find ways to interconnect different focus areas in an effort to 

increase overall impact of their grant dollars. Therefore, designing priorities and goals in 

order to increase social impact is an important driver for these foundations. 

Maximizing impact is also important to foundations that are interested in 

increasing the reach of their grant dollars. Although foundations often have sizeable 

assets, the performance of these asset investments in the financial market can determine 

the amount of money available for grant making in a given year. Private foundations, by 

law, are expected to disburse at least 5% of their assets each year in grants. Participants 

from Org 1 and Org 3 both highlighted that the market performance of the foundation’s 

asset investments can drive priorities. For instance, in the case of Org 1, the participant 
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highlighted that the nature of the foundation’s past investments caused a reduction in the 

foundation’s available resources about a decade ago. This influenced the foundation to 

redefine its priorities and goals.  

The leaders and staff at foundations respond to these factors in the foundation’s 

environment, setting the foundation’s priorities and goals and making funding decisions 

that take into account the various constraints in their environment. Karl and Katz (1987) 

stated that modern foundations were often created in a way that allowed them to adapt 

under new leadership. The authors state, “it was taken for granted that the trust would be 

managed by trustees who would observe the spirit of the donor’s philanthropic intent… 

they were prepared to allow for vast future changes” (p. 7). Four participants (Org 1, Org 

3, Org 4, and Org 5) reiterated this, stating that although their foundation adhered to its 

underlying mission, leaders and staff continue to define and redefine how to realize the 

mission.  

Under the guidance of new leadership, Org 1 and Org 5 have undergone formal 

restructuring over the last decade, with Org 5 completing its most recent restructuring 

process only two years back. In the case of Org 1, which is a family foundation, the 

restructuring process was initiated by a new generation of trustees when they took over. 

In the case of Org 5, the foundation’s newly elected president started the recent 

restructuring process. In both cases, the foundation’s leadership were interested in 

maximizing their foundations’ impact by redefining its priorities and goals.  

In the case of the other three foundations, change has been ‘organic’ and 

incremental. In the case of Org 2, the motivations and values of the foundation’s board of 

trustees and donors were clearly reflected in how the foundation changed its priorities 
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and goals over time. The trustees and donors influenced the types of programs the 

foundation supported, changing the foundation’s priorities and goals several times over 

the years. In the case of Org 3 and Org 4, new senior leadership and changes in the board 

of trustees prompted changes in some of the focus areas. The participant from Org 4 

highlighted how new senior leadership at the foundation have responded to the need for 

creating greater impact, by launching initiatives that interconnect the foundation’s 

various focus areas. Four of the participants (Org 1, Org 3, Org 4, and Org 5) highlighted 

the role of program officers, who are considered to be subject matter ‘experts.’ According 

to the participants, program officers are responsible for realizing the foundation’s 

priorities and goals. As experts, the program officers often define the scope of these 

priorities and goals in their focus area and geographical regions.  

Dowie (2001) argued that ‘change’ rather than mere charity has been a guiding 

principle of modern foundations. Grant making foundations have envisioned ways to 

create a better society by addressing various social ills. Various scholars have highlighted 

the diverse ways in which foundations have supported new ideas, catered to needs, and 

addressed social issues (Anheier & Daly, 2007; Hwang & Powell, 2009). The five 

foundations that I researched for this study have all demonstrated their commitment 

towards social issues in a wide range of areas, including protecting the environment, 

empowering women and girls, education children, creating employable youth, caring for 

the elderly, equipping the disabled, and spreading democracy. These foundations have 

remained dynamic, adapting to various changes in the environment and within the 

organizations, pursuing priorities and goals that have evolved over time.  
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The decision-making process. The participants from each organization 

highlighted the step-by-step decision-making process at their foundation. Only one of the 

foundations (Org 3) clearly outlines each step of the grant making process on its website, 

specifying requirements and expectations that grant applicants have to fulfill at each stage 

of the process. The other four foundations made very little information publicly available 

on how they make decisions on which grantees to support. The interviews with the 

participants shed light on how these decisions are made and what factors influence grant 

making decisions.  

 For two of the foundations (Org 1, Org 5), program officers are responsible for 

identifying potential grantees. The initial decision-making process consists of program 

teams working with the grantees in order to develop proposals. The program teams may 

often seek out support from other staff members (such as other program officers or grants 

officers) or opinions from ‘outside experts’ to vet the proposals. For two other 

foundations (Org 2, Org 4) senior leadership and trustees are most often approached by 

potential grantees; the leadership then refer these ‘ideas’ or potential applicants to the 

program staff and the program staff then assist the grantees with the review process.  

 For all five foundations, the due diligence process is conducted around the same 

time the grant proposals are being developed and reviewed. Four participants (Org 1, Org 

2, Org 3, Org 5) stated that the due diligence process can take a lot of time. Participants 

from Org 1 and Org 2 specifically highlighted that there are many more hurdles to cross 

when granting money to international grantees. Four of the foundations (Org 1, Org 2, 

Org 3, and Org 4) have offices only in the U.S. making vetting foreign organizations 

located in another country more challenging. According to these participants, this makes 
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the due diligence process even lengthier when awarding grants to international grantees. 

For these four foundations, once the due diligence process has been completed, the 

foundation’s board of trustees review the grant proposals to decide whether to award the 

grant. All five foundations expect grantees to support periodic reports during and after the 

program. For Org 5, leadership at the regional level reviews the grants.  

 Various factors affect the foundations’ decision-making processes.  As evident 

from the discussion above, one of the key factors that influences decision-making are 

existing tax and financial regulations. The participants discussed the various 

international, U.S., and local country regulations that affect decision-making. For 

example, Org 1 discussed the influence of recommendations from an international inter-

governmental agency known as the Financial Action Task Force (FATF). In general, the 

FATF makes recommendations to combat international money laundering and the 

financing of terrorism; more specifically, the FATF regularly updates recommendations 

and guidelines for “NPOs” specifically grant-makers (Council of Foundations, 2016; 

FATF/OECD, 2014). Some of these recommendations influence foundations that engage 

in international grant making, imposing several additional stipulations for cases where the 

grantee organizations are located abroad.  

The participants from Org 1 and Org 2 also highlighted the importance of IRS 

regulations, stating that US tax regulations concerning international grant making were 

complicated and ensuring compliance could be time-consuming. The two participants 

discussed the ways in which the foundations address the time-consuming nature of 

compliance. In the case of Org 1, the foundation uses a third party for the lengthy and 

expensive Equivalency Determination (ED) process. The participant from Org 2 



	

240 
	

discussed how the foundation sets up ‘restricted funds’ in order to meet IRS regulations 

on accepting contributions from donors. The participants also pointed out that financial 

regulations in the local country, such as restrictions that apply to foreign contributions, 

also influence which grantees a foundation can support.  

 The foundation’s leadership and staff also play an important role in the decision-

making process. As mentioned earlier, the leadership (for Org 2, Org 4) or program staff 

(Org 1, Org 5) are primarily responsible for inviting a select number of grantees to submit 

proposals in the first place. Org 3 is the notable exception in this case, maintaining a 

central repository through which all grant applications have to be selected. Subsequently, 

as one participant pointed out, the program staff act as “gatekeepers,” reviewing the 

proposals, communicating with grantees, conducting due diligence, and ironing out any 

issues or concerns. At each of these foundations, the core program staff, considered 

‘experts’ on the issue, are responsible for making sure that a grant proposal is as 

comprehensive as possible before it is even reviewed by a committee or board. The 

program staff at each foundation may conduct site visits during proposal development, 

program monitoring, and assessments.  

 Two participants (Org 2, Org 5) also noted that during their grant review 

processes the foundations considered whether the grantee organization had similar 

interests and missions, describing the need for a philanthropic ‘fit.’ On the other hand, in 

the case of Org 3, the grantee organization’s mission was not important, as long as the 

program being supported aligned with the foundation’s goals. For Org 4, the foundation 

conducts a ‘funnel analysis’ that takes into account how a potential program fits with the 

foundation’s “core capabilities” and contributes to addressing its priorities and goals.  
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Therefore, the foundations that were examined discussed how foundation leaders 

and program officers identify potential programs, sometimes seeking external ‘expert’ 

advice during grant review (Org 1, Org 3, Org 4, Org 5). Only one of the foundations 

(Org 4) indicated that during site visits the foundation has been involved in some form of 

community needs assessment. To the best of my knowledge, there are very few studies 

that examine how foundations make grant decisions. This study sheds light on the 

decision-making at foundations and some of the factors that influence the grant making 

processes.  

Strategies. Each participant discussed the strategies adopted by their foundation 

in order to achieve its priorities and goals. Four participants (Org 1, Org 3, Org 4, and 

Org 5) stated that, over time, grant making at their foundation had become more 

‘strategic’ and streamlined. Strategic philanthropy involves pursuing clearly identified 

goals using evidence-based strategies, monitoring progress, and evaluating success in 

terms of measurable outcomes achieved (Brest, 2015). Strategies refer to the pathways 

adopted by the foundations to achieve their goals. During the interviews, the participants 

identified the key strategies adopted by their foundation and discussed the factors that 

influenced the selection of these strategies. The key factors that influence the selection of 

strategies are local (recipient country) government policy, market forces, impact 

orientation, and structure of the foundation. 

Partnerships. The most common strategy adopted by foundations is forming 

effective partnerships. This finding supports existing literature that foundations can 

experience multifaceted benefits from forming partnerships that help a foundation 

achieve its desired outcomes (Moran, 2008; Moran & Stevenson, 2013; Morvaridi, 2013). 
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The four participants (Org 1, Org 3, Org 4, Org 5) that highlighted the foundation’s 

orientation towards creating greater impact through their grants discussed the role of 

these partnerships as an effective strategy to achieve this end. The participants identified 

the various types of partnerships that their foundations form and the ways in which 

partnerships play a critical role in attaining goals and, in turn, creating greater impact. For 

instance, the foundations partner with various other organizations such as recipient 

country governments (Org 1, 3), other grant making or funding organizations (Org 1, 4), 

grantees (Org 1, 3, 4, 5), and research or academic institutions (Org 1, 3, 5).  

The participants identified the various benefits of effective partnerships. For 

instance, the participant from Org 1 highlighted that the foundation benefits from the 

knowledge and experience of other grant making organizations that are working on the 

field in the same region. The participant pointed out that being part of a network of grant 

making organizations as well as grantees helps the program staff remain apprised about 

new developments. Org 3, Org 4, and Org 5 also partner with outside ‘experts’ from 

research institutions, seeking expert advice. Therefore, other grant making organizations 

and/or these research institutes act as excellent resources, providing new insights that 

facilitate decision-making and planning.  

 Dennis Young (2001) examined the nature of relationships between government 

and the nonprofit sector (including foundations). Young classified the relationships into 

three categories – supplementary, complementary, and adversarial. The present study 

found that local government policies influence the nature of partnerships/relationships 

with the government. In the case of the Org 3, the participant discussed that the 

foundation performs a complementary role in the recipient country, a welfare state. The 
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foundation collaborates with the government in an effort to improve access to services for 

vulnerable populations. In the case of Org 5, the participant stressed that the relationship 

between the government and the foundation can be either adversarial or supplementary. 

In the country where the participant worked, the government can be suspicious and 

distrustful towards international organizations such as Org 5. According to the 

participant, the foundation also often acted independently in a supplementary role, 

supporting services that the government did not provide.  

The structure of the foundation also influences the selection of this strategy. As 

mentioned in the previous section, four of the foundations do not have in-country offices. 

For these participants, partners in the country/field might help with easier monitoring of 

programs (Org 1, Org 3, Org 4, and Org 5) as well as in cases where the foundation needs 

to address any challenges that may arise (Org 5). In the case of Org 4, the structure of the 

foundation necessitates partnerships as a way for the foundation to sustain itself. Since 

the depletion of the original endowment for Org 4, the foundation has become more 

dependent on external sources of funding. The foundation has adopted the strategy of 

forming “multi-sector partnerships” that may include grantees, other grant making 

organizations, the corporate sector, and local country governments. According to the 

participant, such partnerships not only facilitate monitoring and problem solving, but also 

act as a way to generate more resources. As more partners are involved in a program, 

there is more “buy-in” for new initiatives.  

Leverage. Foundations use leverage as a strategy to increase their philanthropic 

giving through the use of challenge grants where the foundation’s contribution needs to 

be matched by some other form(s) of external funding, thereby multiplying the financial 
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scope of the project (Dowie, 2001). Funders issuing challenge grants contribute a certain 

percentage of the total project cost, stipulating that the funds will only be released when 

the grantees have successfully raised the remaining funds for the project. The participants 

that use this strategy (Org 1, Org 2, and Org 3) identified the factors that have influenced 

the foundation’s decision to adopt leverage philanthropy as a key strategy. 

The participants stated that issuing challenge grants is an effective way to 

maximize impact while minimizing resources required and associated risk. As the 

participants pointed out, the structure of the foundation plays and market forces drive the 

amount of resources available. In the cases of Org 1 and Org 2, the participants noted that 

the foundation had experienced some restrictions in available funds. Despite limited 

resources, foundations are driven by the desire to create greater impact. Therefore, the 

use of challenge grants allow foundations to spread their resources across a greater 

number of projects, therefore, generating greater impact.  

Foundations may also be influenced by grant making behaviors among their 

peers. The participant from Org 2 pointed out that other grant makers are increasingly 

engaging in using leverage philanthropy and this has influenced the foundation to engage 

in leverage philanthropy as well. The participant from Org 3 pointed out that challenge 

grants may also be beneficial to grantees because they prevent reliance on only one 

source of funding for the grantee and encourage the grantee to be independent. As a large 

share of grants provided by Org 3 consists of capital grants, the participant stated that 

challenge grants reduce the risk associated with capital projects; because there are other 

investors, the risk is shared. Although existing literature has highlighted the various 
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benefits of using leverage philanthropy (Dowie, 2001; Pallotta, 2012; Salamon, 2014), 

the implications for the burden of fundraising on grantees are unclear.  

Other strategies. Org 5 uses ‘impact investing’ as a key strategy towards 

achieving its priorities and goals. Impact investment is a form of philanthro-capitalism 

where business principles are applied to social investing.  It consists of investments made 

into companies, organizations, and funds with the intention to generate a measurable 

social and environmental impact alongside a financial return (GIIN, 2018). It is hailed by 

UNDP as a financial solution that furthers sustainable development (UNDP, 2017). 

However, foundations account for only six per cent of the total impact investments 

worldwide (Etzel, 2015). One of the reasons this may be considered to be an 

underutilized tool among small- and mid-sized foundations is because it is considered 

risky investments (Etzel, 2015). The participant from Org 3 echoed this sentiment, stating 

that the foundation’s in-house investment experts are “conservative” and do not engage in 

impact investments, specifically program-related investments, due to the low return on 

investment.  

On the other hand, Org 5 has recently committed a sizeable amount of money 

towards two forms of impact investments – program-related investments and mission-

related investments. One of the factors driving this decision is the desire to create greater 

impact. In addition to using the stipulated 5% of its assets towards grant making, the 

foundation also seeks to invest in mission-related investments, thereby using more of the 

foundation’s endowment towards creating impact. Recent studies have highlighted that 

larger foundations lead the trend of using impact investment as a strategy (Faella, & 

Gifford, 2017), which is true in the case of Org 5.   



	

246 
	

In addition to using these strategies, the participants also mentioned that for specific 

programs and projects foundations may adopt targeted tailor-made strategies informed by 

data, or based on advice from expert committees for specific programs (Org 1, Org 4). 

Therefore, the desire to create greater social impact despite any resource restrictions that 

a foundation may experience, the structure of the foundation, local government policies 

and attitudes, and strategies used by other grant making organizations are some of the key 

factors that influence foundations to adopt these strategies as pathways to achieve its 

priorities and goals.   

 

6.2 What characteristics of targeted beneficiaries or recipient organizations do 

foundations consider in making funding decisions? 

For each case study, the participant highlighted some of the characteristics of the targeted 

beneficiaries (individuals or groups that benefit from the foundation’s programs) as well 

as of potential recipients or grantee organizations that the foundation assesses during 

priority-setting setting and grant making.  

Beneficiary characteristics. The foundations support various causes that target 

beneficiaries such as women and girls, children and youth, elderly, disabled, farmers and 

low-wage earners, and individuals that face prejudice and discrimination. Two of the 

foundations (Org 1, Org 4) also work towards preserving the environment. The 

participants identified the various characteristics of targeted beneficiaries that drive grant 

making decisions.  

Need and vulnerability. A study on individual donor behaviors (Bachke, Alfnes, 

& Wik, 2014) found that recipients who were perceived (by donors) to be the most 
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vulnerable and needy, such as women in developing countries or at-risk children, 

received more donations. At an organizational level, Shiffman (2006) proposed that 

recipient needs drive donor agendas; for example, prevalence of a disease in a region may 

drive donor responses. In this study, four of the participants (Org 1, Org 3, Org 4, and 

Org 5) highlighted that their foundations seek to respond to the needs of vulnerable 

populations and fragile environments. For instance, in the case of Org 1, the foundation 

seeks to promote the health and well-being of people in a specific geographical region, 

and protect their environment. The foundation has identified a specific vulnerable 

population, women and children, who have poor indicators in terms of equal rights, 

education, health care, and income. Through its programs, the foundation seeks to target 

this population and improve these indicators. The foundation also caters to preserving the 

fragile ecosystem in the region that the people depend on. In the case of Org 3, the 

foundation identifies various vulnerable populations such as the elderly, disabled, 

immigrant children and youth, and other low-income individuals; the foundation caters to 

the basic needs of this group with the purpose of assisting them to live more 

independently and have greater access to opportunities and services.  

In the case of Org 4, the foundation often responds to global crises catering to 

populations who may have been rendered vulnerable due to disease epidemics or natural 

disasters. In addition to responding to emergencies, the participant stated that the 

foundation works “with vulnerable populations on a regular basis.” Org 5 focuses on 

addressing the various drivers of inequality. Therefore, the foundation aims to empower 

individuals, groups, and communities that face prejudice and discrimination, such as 

LGBTQ communities, racial and ethnic minorities, and groups that have faced historic 
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disenfranchisement from democratic processes. Therefore, the foundations serve various 

vulnerable populations, catering to basic needs (Org 3), empowering communities and 

fostering leadership (Org 1, Org 4, Org 5), and creating more inclusive environments by 

challenging discrimination (Org 1, Org 5).   

Supporting knowledge and capacity building. Three of the foundations (Org 1, 

Org 2, and Org 5) support programs that build individual and institutional capacities, and 

create knowledge. The participants from Org 1 and Org 5 shared that their foundations 

recognize that goals can be reached more effectively when programs are based on 

research and evidence. Therefore, Org 3 and Org 5 funds and partners with institutions 

that conduct research in the foundations’ focus areas. Org 2 and Org 5 also provide grants 

to build institutional capacity. In the case of Org 2, the foundation has provided grants to 

two schools that focus on building infrastructure at the schools, recruit teachers and staff, 

and expand programs and opportunities being offered to the community. Org 5 

recognizes organizations as valuable “tools” and that strengthening these tools will, in 

turn, result in positive social change.  Org 2 and Org 5 have also have scholarship and 

fellowship programs to support individual students and researchers respectively.  

Geographical regions. There are few studies that examine how foundations select 

the geographical areas in which to operate. Bachke, Alfnes, and Wik (2014) found that 

individuals are more likely to donate to countries in regions where the populations are 

considered as vulnerable. Foundations may also operate in regions where there the 

population is underserved (Buffett, 2014). In this study, participants shared various other 

reasons why their foundation had selected a particular country or region in which to 

operate.  
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Org 2 and Org 3 both engage in grant making only in one country outside the U.S. 

For both foundations, it was the founders’ desire to ‘give back’ to the countries that 

resulted in current grant making. For Org 2, the founder wanted to give back to a school 

in an Asian country they attended early in life. Subsequently, the foundation supported 

other programs in the same country. The participant stated that most of the board had 

personal ties to this country, which led to the identification of new programs to support in 

the same country. In the case of the Org 3, the founders had strong religious ties to the 

Middle Eastern country, and when the founder visited the country decades back, they 

decided to serve the low-income and vulnerable populations in the country. Therefore, a 

strong sense of religious ties led to the foundation’s presence in the country. In the case 

of Org 1, the participant stated that when the foundation decided to narrow its 

geographical focus during restructuring, the foundation selected to focus on a region 

where the foundation already had an existing “anchor” program.  

Org 4 and Org 5 operate worldwide. In the case of Org 4, the foundation’s 

geographical area of operation is based on the presence of the inter-governmental agency 

it supports. Org 5 has grown into a ‘worldwide’ foundation over decades. Expansions to 

new geographical areas happened under different leaderships. Over the course of time, 

during their tenures each elected president expanded the foundation’s reach to more 

countries or regions.  

Therefore, these foundations respond to the needs of various types of 

beneficiaries. The foundations are driven to alleviate the problems faced by vulnerable 

populations, address environmental challenges, and strengthen organizations and 

institutions that serve public good. There are various reasons that guide a foundation’s 
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decision to operate in specific geographical areas, including personal connections (Org 

2), religious ties (Org 3), existing programs (Org 1), presence of partners (Org 4), and 

decisions by foundation’s leadership to expand to specific countries (Org 5).   

Grantee characteristics. When selecting potential grantees, foundations consider 

different characteristics of potential grantees. All five foundations highlighted that before 

or during review of grant applications, the foundations conduct ‘due diligence’ 

assessments of the grantee organizations. The purpose of these assessments is both legal 

and operational. Given the complex nature of policies and regulations surrounding 

international grant making, foundations have to carry out thorough assessments to ensure 

that grantee organizations meet all domestic and tax regulations, comply with U.S. and 

international (FATF) anti-terrorism rules, and have a strong, clean financial record 

attested by audit records and financial statements.  

In addition to ensuring that potential grantees meet these basic regulations, the 

foundations also evaluate grantees on other important characteristics. Four participants 

(Org 1, Org 2, Org 4, and Org 5) highlighted that being familiar with a potential grantee 

organization and its members is a key characteristic for the foundation to consider during 

funding. These foundations invite proposals from grantees they know through their 

personal networks and knowledge ‘of the field’ (Org 2, Org 5), or through 

recommendations from other grantees, grant making organizations, or funding partners 

(Org 1, Org 4). This corroborates findings from previous studies among individual donors 

that found donors are more likely to give to organizations they are familiar with 

(Kinsbergen & Tolsma, 2013; Soyer & Hogarth, 2011; Supphellen & Nelson, 2001). 

Closely tied with familiarity, the foundations (Org 1, Org 4) also ensure that potential 
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grantees have a good reputation and there are no controversies surrounding the 

organization or its staff.  

The participant from Org 3 highlighted that the foundation considered the past 

experience a potential grantee had in implementing programs of a similar nature as the 

proposed project. Org 3 and Org 4 both assess the size of a potential grantee organization 

in order to ensure that the organization has the capacity (in terms of staff) to implement a 

proposed project. The findings corroborate existing studies among individual donors that 

state organization size and experience affect donor giving (Borgloh, Dannenberg & 

Aretz, 2013; Kinsbergen & Tolsma, 2013). In fact, both Org 3 and Org 4 noted that 

during the grant development and review process, the foundations conduct “funnel 

analysis” where applications are scored based on factors such as an organization’s past 

experience and track record (Org 3) and whether a grantee has adequate staffing (Org 3, 

Org 4).  

In addition to these characteristics, two participants (Org 1, Org 5) pointed out 

that the foundation may prefer to provide grants to organizations that are local to the 

recipient country whenever possible. In the case of Org 1, the participant noted that “we 

try to fund locally as much as we can,” sometimes offering technical assistance to these 

grantee organizations so that they can become more independent and “get off the 

ground.” In the case of Org 5, the participant noted that the foundation attempted to 

support local grantees; and when supporting international organizations, the participant 

sought to ensure that the grantees considered the long-term sustainability of any effort for 

the local community. Therefore, characteristics of grantee organizations that foundations 
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consider during grant making decisions include familiarity, reputation, experience, size, 

and local presence of the potential grantee organizations.  

6.3 Limitations of the Study 

To the best of my knowledge, this is the first study to use a multiple case study approach 

to understand decision-making processes at philanthropic foundations, specifically 

examining decision-making related to international grant making. This study sheds light 

on how independent philanthropic foundations make decisions to improve the 

effectiveness of their grant dollars in addressing various social problems across the 

world, and what factors drive these decisions. It is important to note that as a qualitative 

study, the study did not seek to produce generalizable results. Rather, as a multiple case 

study, it sought to capture the grant making processes at the selected foundations, and 

examine some of the similarities and differences in decision-making across foundations.  

However, this exploratory study has several limitations. First, the study had a 

small sample size. Despite repeated attempts to reach out to about 70 foundations through 

multiple media, the response rate was very low. There were no incentives or direct 

benefits for individuals participating in the study and individuals who responded in some 

way to my request stated that they were not interested in participating in a research study 

or did not have time. Therefore, an examination of decision-making across a larger 

number of foundations was not possible. 

Second, the study involved a single interview with a foundation employee 

involved in decision-making. This introduced potential for bias. As participants were 

chosen based on their willingness and ability to participate, there was variation in the role 
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of the participants at the foundation. For instance, two of the participants (Org 1 and Org 

2) were very familiar with administering grants and focused extensively on the decision-

making and due diligence processes. The other three participants were involved in 

managing programs and, therefore, focused on discussing priorities, goals, and strategies 

at their foundations. Three of the participants had been at their respective foundations for 

a short period (1-3 years) and were, therefore, not able to provide more insight and details 

about how the foundations evolved over time.  

Third, there is also variation across the foundations especially in terms of their 

structure, size, and areas of operations. While two of the foundations (Org 2, Org 3) only 

operated in one other country outside the U.S., the other foundations had greater reach. 

Two of the foundations (Org 2, Org 4) also depend on other external donors in addition to 

their assets or primary donor. Also, the foundations varied greatly in terms of the size of 

their assets, grant making, and staff. As this study shows, these are important factors that 

influence decision-making. Therefore, this makes it difficult to compare and contrast 

grant making behaviors across the foundations.  

Finally, stronger triangulation of data would have provided an in-depth look into 

decision-making at the foundation. For practical purposes, given the difficulty in gaining 

access to the foundations, it was difficult to triangulate data gained from interviews and 

publicly available information with data from observation (of meetings and other 

decision-making processes) or internal foundation records (such as memos, meeting 

minutes, filed records on grantees). More access to foundations would allow for a more 

in-depth examination of decision-making ‘in context’. Instead, the study relied on each 
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participant to represent their entire foundation and publicly available information for 

additional or supporting data whenever possible.  

6.4 Implications for Theory 

Chapter III discussed the various theories and models that have been used to explain 

organizational decision-making. These theories and models explain the different elements 

of decision-making and identify some of the key factors that affect decision-making. Few 

of these theories have been applied to understanding and explicating decision-making at 

philanthropic institutions such as grant making foundations. Based on the findings of this 

study, this section discusses the applicability of these theories to decision-making at 

philanthropic foundations.  

Behavioral decision-making theories. March and Simon (1958) were the 

pioneers of behavioral decision-making theory. The scholars introduced the concept of 

‘bounded rationality’ stating that organization’s ability to make rational decisions was 

constrained by the information available to them. A critical concept of the theory is 

‘search behavior.’ The theory posits that organizations engage in a systematic search for 

alternatives available through a search behavior, and the sequence in which the 

information is gathered influences decisions. This concept applies to all the selected 

foundations. In four of the foundations (Org 1, Org 2, Org 4, and Org 5), the program 

team or foundation leadership initiates the ‘search behavior.’ This may be through 

examining existing research (Org 1), through personal ties (Org 2, Org 4, and Org 5), or 

based on peer influence and advice (Org 1, Org 4). In the case of Org 3, the ‘search 

behavior’ is more reactive; the foundation systematically reviewed grant applications 

received through its website. March and Simon mention that the aim of the decision-
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making process is usually to make decisions that ‘satisfice’ rather than keep searching for 

alternatives to maximize. It is more difficult to ascertain whether the foundations seek to 

‘satisfice’ because it is difficult to understand what is considered satisfactory. The study 

did not find any evidence to indicate that grantees only have to satisfice certain pre-

existing criteria in order to receive a grant.  

Cyert and March (1963) expanded upon the behavioral decision-making theory by 

introducing four key concepts. The scholars argued that decision-making is a political 

process with the most powerful players having more influence. Also, according to the 

scholars, organizations seek to avoid uncertainty to minimize risks by continuing to use 

the same decision-making processes as in the past and only searching for solutions when 

the organization performance suffers. Finally, organizations learn, adapting their goals, 

rules, and search rules based on experience. This study provides evidence that contradicts 

some of these assumptions.  

First, power distribution within the foundation does not seem as clear-cut as Cyert 

and March propose, especially with regard to program selection. In some instances 

foundation leaders may drive agendas and programming (Org 2, Org 4), while in other 

cases, program officers who act as ‘gatekeepers’ may have more influence on day-to-day 

decision-making than senior leadership (Org 1, Org 3, and Org 5). Also, all the 

foundations underwent some form of restructuring over time, either conscious (Org 1, 

Org 5) or organic (Org 2, Org 3, Org 4), even when the ‘organization performance’ did 

not suffer. Finally, while organizations learn from their past experiences, changes are also 

driven by various organizational and external environmental factors. Therefore, although 

behavioral decision-making models shed some light on different elements that influence 
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organizational decision-making, they do not take into account how various organizational 

factors (such as structure of the foundation, and donor motivations and values) as well as 

external environmental factors (such as domestic and international policies, peer 

influence, and market factors) influence decision-making.  

Organizational decision-making models. The organizational decision-making 

models, introduced by Allison (1971) and further explicated by Bolman and Deal (1991) 

have been used to explain how decisions are made at grant making foundations (Diaz, 

1999). I attempted to apply these theories to the findings of the study. 

First, Diaz (1999) interpreted that foundations following the rational actor model 

of decision-making (Allison, 1971) would be goal-directed and have hierarchically 

organized decision-making structures and processes. According to Diaz (1999), this 

model proposed that trustees and decision-making exhibit complete coherence and 

consider all their options before setting overall policies and grant-making agendas and 

when making any decisions concerning program choices and priorities. In foundations 

that follow this model, the values, beliefs, and ideologies of the foundation leaders play 

no role in influencing decisions. For the present study, the rational actor model does not 

adequately explain decision-making at the foundations. As discussed above, the values 

and beliefs of the organization’s leaders and donors influence grant decisions. These 

values and beliefs may influence what programs the foundation funds, the grantees it 

select, and the geographical areas it works in (e.g. – Board member preferences 

influencing program and grantee selection in the case of Org 2) Also, often trustees at the 

foundation are not presented with all their options especially when it comes to decision-
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making regarding grants. As one participant (Org 4) noted, the program officers and 

teams often act as ‘gatekeepers,’ regulating the information that reaches the Board.  

Second, Diaz applied the bureaucratic politics model (Allison, 1971) to 

foundations, stating that in foundations following this model, the decision-making 

process is horizontal, staff to staff, and “bottom-up” from staff to trustees rather than 

hierarchical. Staff members explore choices, examine proposals, and shortlist appropriate 

proposals, thereby shaping the grant-making options made available for the trustees’ 

consideration. The model also states that leaders engage in politicized processes 

involving bargaining and negotiation and that decisions emerge out of an amalgam of 

choices, games, compromises, and internal politics among coalitions (Allison, 1971; 

Bolman & Deal, 1991).” For the present study, this model more closely reflects decision-

making at the foundations included in this study. Program teams initiate and shape the 

grant making options and present them for the trustees’ consideration. However, there is 

a notable exception. While everyday decisions may be staff to staff or bottom-up, the 

foundation’s larger priorities and goals may be set more on a ‘top-down’ basis. For 

instance, new leadership initiated the restructuring processes at Org 1 and 5. Also, this 

study did not find clear evidence to support the argument that decision-making occurs 

through “politicized processes.” Observations of decision-making processes, review of 

internal organizational documents, and interviewing various members of the decision-

making team may be required to further understand if decision-making is politicized.  

Third, according to the organizational process model (Allison, 1971, Bolman & 

Deal, 1991), in order to function effectively organizations divide knowledge, resources, 

and authority among departments, and establish rules that determine all organizational 
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behavior. Diaz pointed out that a limitation of this approach is that while 

bureaucratization may facilitate aspects of decision-making, reliance on specializations 

may lead to tunnel vision where individuals lose sight of the bigger picture. For the 

present study, this model can be applied to decision-making at each foundation, where 

program staff operate often operate as units based on the focus area they address. 

However, two foundations (Org 4 and Org 5) are actively trying to change this trend. The 

participants from both foundations discussed that the leaders at the foundation were 

aware of the limitation of such bureaucratization and are making efforts to avoid 

perpetuating ‘silos.’ The foundations are adopting various means to interconnect focus 

areas and encourage programming at the intersection of these focus areas.  

Fourth, the garbage can model (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972) views problems, 

solutions, participants, and the timing of choice opportunities are viewed as individual 

streams acting independently and decisions occur chaotically various points where these 

streams intersect. For the present study, this model inadequately explains decision-

making processes at all the foundations. While this may have influenced early decision-

making in some of the foundations (e.g. Org 1, Org 5), four of the foundations discussed 

how they sought to become more strategic in their grant making. While the foundations 

may practice strategic grant making to different degrees, most of them have tried to 

implement structures and hierarchies to avoid the type of decision-making outlined in the 

garbage can model.  

Finally, the theory of collective empathy (Muller, Pfaffer, and Little, 2014) was 

developed to examine drivers of decisions in corporate philanthropy. According to this 

theory, feelings of empathy among organization members are triggered by a perceived 
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human need outside the organization. Individuals at work may receive information about 

the needs of a particular community outside their workplace, which may drive emotional 

changes such as arousing empathy. In the current study, this seems to apply only to Org 2 

on a consistent basis. For the others, while this may have been true for the creators of the 

foundations when they were initially established (Org 1, Org 3, Org 5), the foundations 

have structures and processes based on mission statements, charters (Org 3) priorities and 

indicator (Org 1) that guide decision-making much more than empathy. In the case of 

Org 2, the various shifts in the foundation’s focus over time can be interpreted using this 

theory. At Org 2, over the years various board members identified, or were made aware 

of, various issues in their environment, and this drove the foundation’s grant making 

priorities and goals.  

External environment and decision-making. Diaz discussed the importance of 

understanding decision-making using theories that account for the interplay between a 

foundation’s internal and external environment.  

First, general systems theory posits that systems consist of interconnected parts 

where the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. Systems may be open or closed; 

open systems exchange resources with and receive feedback from the external 

environment and have a dynamic relationship with their environment while closed 

systems do not. In the present study, all the foundations can be viewed as open systems, 

with the different departments and divisions within the foundation interacting in different 

ways during the decision-making process. External socio-political systems such as 

governments, other grant making institutions, funding partners, external experts, financial 

systems and the market all affect the foundation’s grant making. Foundations draw from 
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resources in their external environment (for example, expert advice from members of 

other institutions) as well as react to feedback from other systems (such as domestic and 

international policies and priorities) during decision-making.  

Second, the resource dependency theory characterizes organizations as open 

systems dependent on contingencies in the external environment such as regulatory or 

social policies, economic trends, or political changes and upheavals (Hillman, Withers, & 

Collins, 2009). The theory stresses the importance of understanding the “ecology of the 

organization” (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978, p.1) because organizations are constrained by 

interdependencies with other organizations. The theorists posit that these 

interdependencies may often lead to uncertainty that the organizations then need to 

manage.  

In the present study, each participant gave various examples supporting this 

theory, including examples of regulatory policies (such as international, U.S., and local 

country tax policies), social policies (such as policies on climate change, women’s health 

and reproductive rights, environmental policy), economic trends (such as performance of 

foundation’s assets in stock market), political changes and upheavals (such as the U.S. 

presidential election and changes in local governments in recipient country) – and 

discussed how these factors in the external environment of the foundations regulate, 

constrain, or shape grant making processes. Participants from all the foundations gave 

examples of this interdependence. Org 2 and Org 4 especially rely on financial resources 

from donors in their external environment in order to survive and succeed.   

Third, the processual analysis theory posits that the decision-making should not 

be evaluated only in terms of the process itself but be understood in terms of how it 
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unfolds over time in terms of its historical, cultural, and political context (Pettigrew, 

1997). Pettigrew also advocated for studying processes across various levels of analysis, 

understanding how processes relate in the past, present, and future, examining the role of 

context and action, and searching for holistic explanations. The present study outlined 

how priorities and goals changed over time and sought to examine the various factors that 

affect decision-making. As described in this model, in the case of each foundation, 

decisions were a product of an interaction between available program choices, external 

environment of the foundation, as well as internal environment, and values and beliefs of 

leaders. Although the present study provides some evidence in favor of this model, fully 

testing the model and its assumptions would require longitudinal, immersive observations 

and data collection. Gaining that kind of access into foundations may be difficult. 

Finally, in the multiple preference model, Bloomfield (2002) identified five core 

elements identified in the model individually and in interaction with each other 

influenced the outcomes of philanthropic decision-making in large U.S. foundations. 

These core elements are – (1) philanthropic fit between foundation and grant seeker; (2) 

The foundation’s organizational patterns and tendencies, both formal and informal; (3) 

The foundation’s grant making strategy and style; (4) The philanthropic landscape; and 

(5) Decision-makers’ charitable impulses and habits of the mind. In the present study, 

these elements interact to determine decision-making for all the foundations. For 

instance, in the case of Org 1, a foundation’s philanthropic landscape (for e.g. effect of 

domestic and international public policy trends) may interact with the foundation’s 

organizational patterns (leadership structure and operating procedures) and grant-making 

styles (availability of funds) to determine grant making decisions. This model appears to 
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be the most well rounded model that can be used to examine grant making practices at 

foundations. In this study, decision-making at each foundation was driven by an 

interaction of a few or all these core elements. 

Therefore, each theory has concepts that are useful for understanding decision-

making at philanthropic foundations. However, theories that seek to understand decision-

making at foundations within the context of time and various factors in the external 

environment were more applicable to this study. The multi-preference model appears to 

be the most suitable lens to understand decision-making.  

6.5 Implications for research and practice 

The study has several implications for research. As mentioned earlier, the present study 

had a small sample size and there was considerable variability across foundations. This 

limited the ability to identify the most common themes that are more generalizable to 

other philanthropic foundations. Studying a larger number of specific foundations (by 

foundation size, or the countries they operate in, or the issues they support) may help in 

identifying the most important factors for the specific kinds of foundations. On the other 

hand, a more in-depth case study method that uses multiple interviews, review of internal 

organizational documents and archival records, and observations of decision-making 

procedures can be used to explicate how these various external and organizational factors 

interact to drive priorities, goals, decision-making, strategies and programming in a 

historical context.  

 This study indicates that there is a greater need to understand the specific 

challenges faced by foundations that engage in international grant making. For example, 
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the grantees discussed the complexities of the due diligence processes when awarding 

grants to local grantee organizations as well as some of the ways in which they address it. 

The foundations also mentioned the challenges associated with operating in countries 

where the foundation does not have field offices; this leads foundations to rely on their 

partnerships and onsite visits in order to monitor ongoing programs. There is a need for 

studies that examine the specific challenges associated with international grant making 

and how foundations address these challenges.  

 The participants mentioned that their foundations focus on generating greater 

social impact. It was, however, unclear how foundations measure impact. Grantees are 

expected to submit annual reports to foundations reporting progress and outcomes. 

However, the participants mentioned that these reports do not inform future decision-

making processes or how the foundations measure outcomes. This points to a need for 

examining how foundations are measuring the impact of their programs – especially in 

the case of foundations such as Org 4 and Org 5 – that seek to interconnect their focus 

areas through programs that cater to multiple focus areas at the same time.  

Implications for practice. Social workers, individually or through their 

organizations, engage in various forms of international social action – catering to basic 

needs and services, engaging in social advocacy, and managing various programs (Healy, 

2008). Therefore, at the international stage, social workers contribute in various 

capacities towards mutual problem solving on global social problems (Healy, 2001). 

Therefore, social workers involved in international action may be grantees that depend on 

grants from foundations, and are influenced by the international grantmaking decisions of 
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philanthropic foundations. Therefore, this study has several implications for international 

social work practice, grantee organizations, and foundations.  

First, three of the foundations (Org 2, Org 3, and Org 5) noted that to be 

considered for a grant, it was important for a grantee organization to establish clearly 

how their proposed programs fit with the foundation’s overall mission and priorities. As 

the participants from Org 2 pointed out, although this seems obvious, grantees often do 

not clearly explain how their programs will assist the foundation to achieve its goals. The 

participants stated that grantees should explicitly identify how their proposed programs 

align with and advance the foundation’s mission and priorities, tying its proposed 

outcomes to the foundation’s goals. 

 Three of the participants (Org 1, Org 4, and Org 5) discussed their foundation’s 

focus on creating programs and initiatives that have ownership or buy in from the local 

communities. This can be done through building institutions within the communities that 

could carry a program forward (Org 4), giving preference to local grantees (Org 1), or 

expecting international grantees to leave communities with tangible skills or knowledge 

that would enhance independence (Org 5). This implies that some of the foundations are 

attempting to produce a long-term impact in the communities through encouraging 

community participation and ownership. However, as the participant from Org 5 pointed 

out, this can often be sporadic and more closely tied to a program officer’s own beliefs 

and values than a foundation-wide strategy. This implies that as foundations appear to 

recognize that long-term impact is tied to community buy-in, adopting grant review 

processes or strategies that reflect this is important. In addition to assessing a potential 
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program’s projected outcomes, foundations can also assess how the grantee organization 

seeks to increase community involvement.  

Program staff plays an important role in grantee selection. However, as one 

participant noted, even ‘expert’ program officers have limited or specific areas of 

expertise. In this case, it is important for foundations to examine ways to improve their 

‘search behavior’ beyond personal connections, review of recent research findings and, in 

some cases, expert advice. Only one foundation (Org 1) mentioned that in some of the 

areas in which they operate, there are existing networks of grant makers as well as 

grantee organizations working on the same issue. It is important for foundations and 

grantees to have tools that allow them to find other organizations working in a particular 

area on a given issue. The Foundation Center’s FDO database is an example of a tool that 

maps such giving by philanthropic foundations. The Charity Navigator is another tool 

that allows foundations to research grantees and check how trustworthy a grantee 

organization is. Tools that allow foundations and grantees to find each other would 

increase search efficiency and effectiveness for foundations and grantees.  

 Some of the foundations have shifted their priorities and goals to focus on 

interconnecting program areas, adopted new strategies such as impact investing, and 

focused on building institutional capacities as a means to achieve social change. The 

foundations that were studied are dynamic and evolving, and often engage in various 

forms of innovation. Yet, few of these foundations have shared what they learn from 

these evolutions, what worked and what didn’t, and how these lessons influenced goals 

and strategies. For some of the foundations that have undergone some recent structural 

changes (such as Org 1, Org 4, and Org 5), it is still too early to understand fully how 
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these changes will affect the foundations, their grant making, and their futures. However, 

if foundations document some of these changes and share their findings and lessons, it 

might have a valuable influence not only on the foundation’s future grant making, but 

also grant making behaviors at other foundations. Two of the participants stated that their 

foundations have moved towards greater transparency concerning grant making, regularly 

sharing not only its achievement but also lesson learned. Other foundations could also 

potentially benefit from such a move.  

Therefore, this study detailed the various grant making processes at five 

philanthropic foundations. The foundations varied widely in terms of focus areas, 

geographical areas of operations, size and scale, and decision-making processes. This 

study identified some of the common themes across the foundations, highlighting the 

various factors within the foundations and in their external environment, as well as the 

characteristics of grantees and recipient countries, that influence international grant 

making decisions.   
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 
Background 

1. How involved would you say you are in the decision-making process at the 

foundation when it comes to the selection of a program or project? 

Funding priorities or goals 

I am interested in learning more about how your foundation identifies some of the 

international programs and projects it supports and how its funding priorities and goals 

are set. To understand this better, I would like to ask you a few questions. The broad aim 

is to understand the various processes through which these priorities are set. 

2. Have the types of programs and projects that are now supported changed from the 

types of projects supported in the past? How so? 

3. Please tell me about the history and evolution of the vision and mission of the 

foundation. 

a) (probes) Has it been changed or refined in the last few years? If so, can 

you tell me about why and how? 

4. What do you think are some of the important considerations made by the 

foundation when selecting a program or project?  

Follow-up questions, if needed: 

a) Please provide some examples 

5. What would you say are some broad goals and priorities (e.g., program focus 

area, geographical focus, issue-based focus) that currently guide the foundation? 

Follow-up question:  

a) How often are these goals and priorities assessed and changed?  

b) Please tell me more about the process of assessment and change. 

6. How do the current international programs supported by the foundation align with 

the vision and mission of the foundation? 

Follow-up questions if needed on the mission statement and specific programs: 

a) Can you give a few examples? 
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7. What would you identify as some of the key factors in the external environment 

of the foundation (such as national or state policies, political developments and 

mandates, international laws) that have influenced its mission, goals, and funding 

patterns?  

Follow-up:  

a) During the past five years, have there been any major social or economic 

policies or developments that have shaped or continue to shape the 

foundation’s giving?  

Decision-making processes 

I am also interested in learning about the decision-making processes and mechanisms 

that are followed by this foundation to identify or select the specific programs and 

projects (where the grantees are either based outside the U.S. or based in the U.S. but 

serving populations outside the U.S.)  

8. How do you identify a program or project outside the United States that this 

foundation is going to support?  

9. Please describe the process through which you identify a program or project your 

foundation will support? 

a) (probe) Who is involved in this decision-making process? 

b) (probe) Please outline the step-by-step procedures followed during the 

selection of a program or project. 

10. Does the organization follow any specific strategy or strategies when making 

decisions on what programs or projects to support? 

Follow up: 

a) What would you say are some of the key strategies that the foundation has 

adopted when selecting a program or project to be supported? 

b) (probe specific to foundation based on strategies identified in their reports or 

documents)  

c) Why and how were these strategies adopted? 
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Factors that affect decision-making: Characteristics of targeted beneficiaries and recipient 

organizations 

I would like to know more about the organizations and beneficiaries that the foundation 

supports and what are some of the factors that you take into account when awarding 

grants.  

11. When selecting a partner (grant-seeking) organization to support, what are some 

of the factors or characteristics of these organizations that you take into account? 

a) (probe) past experience of the organization in the same field? 

b) (probe) familiarity with the organization or its reputation . Someone you have 

supported in the past? 

c) (probe) past records and outcomes demonstrated by the organization? 

d) (probe) alignment of the organization’s missions with that of the foundation? 

e) (probe) size of the organization and administrative expenses? 

f) (probe) any religious affiliations? 

g) (probe) specific geographical focus or area of operation?  

12. When deciding which beneficiaries (or target population) to support, what are 

some of the main factors that the foundation takes into account? 

a) (probe) What is the role of perceived need of the population or vulnerability? 

b) (probe) Does the foundation have specific geographical focus? If so, for what 

reasons? 

13. Finally, would you like to comment on some of the future directions in which the 

foundation may be headed with respect to international giving? 

14. Are there any final comments you would like to make? 

Thank you for your time. (Will turn audio recording off) 
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