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In theory, the Big Society represents an opportunity for 

community foundations – already community foundations are 

leading the way in funding community activity, and represent the 

fastest growing source of new philanthropic funds. 

Merseyside CF, 2010: 2

Community foundations: why the interest?

The last two decades have seen increasing interest in, and prominence for, 

community foundations. Community foundations are institutional hybrids 

that operate in distinct ways from other vehicles of philanthropy (Graddy and 

Morgan, 2006; Anheier and Hammack, 2010). Embedded in geographical 

locations – or ‘communities’ – community foundations combine a strong focus 

on local and regional needs with a drive to seek sources of funding from a 

range of players – from government to corporations, individuals and private 

foundations (Daly, 2008). Commentators argue that community foundations 

are well placed to bridge the institutional, managerial and policy challenges 

that arise from the aim to build an endowment from a variety of giving sources 

to address a community’s or geographic area’s needs. Walkenhorst (2008), for 

example, sees community foundations’ unique position linking public, private 

and third sectors as offering a central role in state–civil society relationships, 

and identifies one of their greatest strengths as the ability to adapt to, and 

reinvent themselves in, different contexts.

The ability to adapt suggests that community foundations are particularly 

well positioned to respond to changes in the landscape of national policy. In the 

UK, community foundations have become one of the most rapidly growing forms 

of organized philanthropy, and their profile continues to grow. With combined 

endowments of more than £224 million and annual grantmaking activities in the 

region of £70 million, the UK’s 59 community foundations have become major 
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players in philanthropy (Community Foundation Network, in Pharoah, 2011a: 

146). Collectively, community foundations are the third largest grantmaker to the 

voluntary sector (ibid: 145) and in the last five years have made grants totalling 

£400 million. Consequently, community foundations fit well with the current UK 

government’s focus on giving and philanthropy, and its support for innovative 

ways to encourage a step change in giving by individuals (HM Government, 

2011); ongoing political endorsement of community development approaches 

and a continuing return to the local appear to offer strong support and 

opportunity for community foundations, and a ‘natural fit’ with the Big Society 

(Harrow et al, 2011).

Community foundations have already demonstrated an ability to work 

collaboratively on a major scale: for example, the ‘Dispossessed’ campaign, an 

initiative involving the Evening Standard, London community foundations, the 

umbrella body Community Foundation Network (CFN) and partner organizations 

has raised £7.2 million since its launch 18 months ago1 and distributed over 

£2 million in grants to community groups working to strengthen their London 

communities. In a period of major funding restraint, growing philanthropic 

funding and expanding individual giving at a local level are key government 

priorities: the UK government has thus pledged £80 million in ‘Community First’ 

funding that aims to support community foundations in raising £150 million in 

endowments and future grantmaking. Two‑thirds of this is intended to come 

from individual and corporate philanthropy, with a third matched by government 

(Hill, 2011).

Researching community foundations

How does research characterize community foundations in terms of their roles 

and contributions in the changing UK policy landscape, given that they are 

complex philanthropy‑led and community‑accountable institutions? What are the 

implications of such an apparently close fit with major elements of government 

policy? How might such Big Society ‘naturals’ fare as local social need becomes 

increasingly more complex? 

In 2008, Daly suggested that examples of community leadership 

from community foundations were quite isolated; the majority of community 

foundations seemed to focus on donors at the expense of community 

engagement. Earlier commentators have also identified growing tensions 

between promoting philanthropy and sustaining a commitment to addressing 

1 www.thisislondon.co.uk/standard/dispossessed/article‑24019651‑our‑fund‑plants‑seeds‑and‑
8201and‑they‑grow‑into‑more‑cash.doc
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critical needs identified within communities (Carson, 2002). The preferences of 

individual donors are not necessarily aligned with the public good, and allowing 

donors greater say over the direction of their gifts raises further questions over 

the ‘role and influence of private wealth’ and of community foundations in local 

communities (Daly, 2008). CGAP research is therefore exploring the extent to 

which community foundations demonstrate both community responsiveness 

and effective grantmaking at the local level, together with their successful track 

records in endowment raising.

Initial research focused on the Manifesto for Community Philanthropists, 

published by the national membership association for community foundations, 

the Community Foundation Network (CFN, 2009). Published just before the 

last general election, the manifesto promoted community foundations as a 

multi‑purpose approach to philanthropy development and stressed the unique 

role that community philanthropy can play in both leveraging additional private 

funds and empowering local communities. Jung et al (2010) explored how 

the themes outlined in the manifesto relate to both the activities of community 

foundations and their organizational structures, followed by an intra‑UK 

comparison of community foundations in Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and 

Wales (Harrow et al, 2011). The work has continued with a literature review on 

community foundations, and emerging key themes range from leadership and 

donor services, through governance, social capital and organizational structure. 

The review is supplemented by semi‑structured interviews with ten community 

foundation chief executives, exploring community foundation roles in relation to 

pressing issues of local need.

While this research is ongoing, initial findings suggest that there is 

emphasis on the leveraging of funds and the management aspect of local 

philanthropy at the expense of detailed exploration of what leadership and 

empowerment mean at the local level, or of how funds are, or may be, used to 

strengthen communities.

Community foundations have in the past been over‑reliant on government 

support. Leat (2006) warns that:

Insofar as community foundations become too dependent or simply 

too closely identified with government, they may be seen as more of an 

offshoot than an alternative to government . . . community foundations 

may gain in legitimacy (as agents of government) but lose both trust and 

legitimacy in their roles as independent institutions. (Leat, 2006: 267)

The research raises a series of questions around the accountability and 

function of community foundations and whether the Big Society focus on 
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fundraising and donor development takes the local leadership role of community 

foundations for granted. One chief executive interviewed for this research, for 

example, highlighted the tension between being able to respond and adapt 

to changes in public policy while ensuring that local need continues to drive 

grantmaking practices:

In terms of influence, we could be sidetracked by public policy and city 

council priorities rather than focusing on community need . . . but we 

shouldn’t be driven by public policy . . . we are a community funder and 

a grant maker overall should be driven by the needs of the local area. 

(Community foundation chief executive, August 2011)

Reflections

Being a ‘community funder’ places particular demands on an organization: it 

requires an ability to respond to the prevailing public policy environment while 

retaining the independence to act in the interests of their locality. Community 

foundations are not the only forms of third‑sector organization facing a potential 

challenge of mission and purpose, nor are they the only organizations working 

at a local intermediary level – councils of voluntary services and private 

foundations also play a key role at the local level, both in terms of knowledge and 

grant making – but their particular organizational fit with current public policy 

themes of increasing giving and valuing the local puts them under specific forms 

of pressure.

Community foundations’ grantmaking track records and ability to 

convene multiple actors over local interests may be neglected as bigger 

fundraising issues dominate their work. Strong endowments and security of 

resources may be an essential precursor to exercising a prominent leadership 

role within public policy spaces generated by localism but, where fundraising 

issues dominate community foundations’ work, there is little to distinguish this 

particular organizational form and its unique ‘leadership’ capacity from other 

philanthropic vehicles or modes of grant making. The Big Society agenda 

prioritizes debates around levels of giving over impact, and neglects crucial 

questions as to what increased levels of giving can achieve. In a recent article, 

Pharoah (2011b: 74) concludes that 

Charitable giving is far more driven by donor preference and less socially 

instrumental than many acknowledge . . . an expansion in the scale of 

charitable giving and philanthropy may not lead to an expansion in the 

diversity of causes met or in local engagement, unless the willingness to 
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give is strongly aligned with a sense of responsibility towards emerging 

public need.

A bigger society of givers and increased philanthropic funding alone may not 

be an adequate response to the acute challenges that exist at a local level. 

Community foundations have made, and continue to make, critical impacts 

in their communities. The authors’ research to date suggests that, although 

fundraising and engaging new donors may endow community foundations 

with the necessary funds to respond to local need, this ability to engage and 

empower local communities should not be taken for granted by governments, 

at local, regional or national levels. Equally, it is possible that the facilitating 

roles of community foundations – not only managing others’ funds but 

knowing and understanding valuable directions locally for those funds – may 

be taken for granted, or at least undervalued, by public, private and other 

voluntary organizations.2 

CGAP’s work in keeping abreast of the growing academic and practice 

literatures on community foundations is highlighting the continuing international 

prominence of the community foundation as a model institution for civil society 

brokerage, facilitation and support. In the UK, Big Society policies and themes 

seem primed to both reflect and propel what community foundations do. Too 

great an imbalance, however, between garnering resources and reflecting 

and presenting community issues may change the nature of the community 

foundation as an organization, bringing it on a par with many others now rapidly 

seeking endowments. It may be argued, therefore, that more needs to be done to 

evidence the local leadership ability of community foundations and to preserve 

their capacity to respond to the most pressing needs of their communities, 

above the needs of their donors and shifting policy agendas. 

2 It is a marked feature of the extensive publicity for the London ‘Dispossessed Fund’, for example, 
that the critical role of CFN in managing and channelling the awards of this high‑profile fund seems 
barely and rarely noted.


