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I am honoured to have this opportunity to share with you some reflections on emerging 

trends in philanthropy , which I hope will contribute to the testing theme of this conference, 

’Impact Philanthropy: Connecting Innovation with Ground Realities’. This Congress is 

noted for its spiritual, practical and intellectual grounding, and for confronting the realities 

created about the social relationships between givers, receivers and intermediaries in 

philanthropy.  I hope to keep my remarks grounded in turn.  

 

Global philanthropy – the growth and the reach of philanthropic individuals and institutions 

worldwide – demonstrates a series of emerging trends in response to changes in the 

supply and nature of global wealth (wealth transfers, wealth generation, new and old 

wealth sources) and the demands and needs of global civil societies; as well to the values 

that underpin our understanding of what is meant in societies by ‘wealth’ and by ‘need’. 
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Paradoxically, one of these implicit trends is our growing recognition that the era of 

‘defining philanthropy’ is now passing. This Congress itself demonstrates that philanthropy 

now takes so many forms, from financial to human and social capital provision, that a 

narrow definition seems presumptuous and a wide, portmanteau definition seems 

pointless. Philanthropy’s   shared characteristics are more important than a single 

definition.   

 

The overarching trend in global philanthropy then is the appearance of multiple 

philanthropy models, some concurrent, others evolving. . Perhaps it is more helpful to call 

them ‘philanthropy prototypes’, rather than ‘philanthropy models’, since the term ‘model’ , 

in English, also caries the meaning of being excellent or exemplary as well as capable of 

being copied, and small scale. Not all philanthropy ‘models’ are necessarily model, in that 

first sense. A prototype by contrast, may be an original type or form, serving as a basis 

and standard for later forms, a working, new version of an existing form, or simply an 

early, typical example. From prototypes, further, different or improved forms will variously 

developed and improved – or shelved, or discarded. Thinking about the philanthropic 

landscape as populated by philanthropy prototypes (rather than ‘final types’) suggests to 

us that all philanthropic activities are in different ways all transitional and none finalised, 

complete or wholly perfect.  

 

What then are the shared characteristics which philanthropy prototypes share? I want to 

suggest that they are threefold; that philanthropy is characterised by ‘disposition’ (the 

intention, the willingness, the plan or the impulse to act philanthropically), ‘effort’ (the 

recognition and practice of the demands which are made by philanthropy) and ‘ambition; 

(the drive to be successful with ideas for change).The trends that we see in philanthropy, 

whether they are judged passing fashions or major advances, will all cluster around these 

three characteristics. 

 

So how do we discern trends.  both those positive trends with promise  and those with a 

strong deflection capability ? One way is to explore and synthesise the growing research 

literatures on philanthropy, notably the identification and discussion of current and future 

research agendas – where does research suggest philanthropy is going now and where 

and why  is it going next?  Research importantly distinguishes between those trends 

which are internal to philanthropy (‘what is everyone doing and being’) and those which 

are external, from economic downturn to changing regulation (‘what is everyone facing’). 

Yet much research is rightly cautious about pinpointing trends at all, especially those with 

staying power; seeking out longitudinal research datasets, an area where global sources 

are at all not extensive.  
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So, another route in trend spotting is to take the short cut and use access to social media 

and web technologies to check out what other people are talking about. One very 

prominent Search Engine has a provision simply called ‘Trends’,  which enables you to 

enter a search term, see the numbers of searches taking place globally and see also the 

volume , location and direction of news features and items, weekly, monthly, annually. My 

recent look here showed major traffic volume increases in  the topic of philanthropy,  over 

recent years . It highlighted geographically the highest number of news items for last year 

; in first place, unsurprisingly, news items for the US, in second, news items from the 

media in Singapore ; beginning to demonstrate the extent to which philanthropy as a news 

item in its own right is increasingly important in Asia.  

 

What is immediately apparent from this Search Engine is the trend for ‘naming names’.  

Thus, the names and personalities of key philanthropists are once again, after their mainly 

nineteenth century grand scale appearances, central creating public awareness of and 

interest in the practice and the achievements of philanthropy.  The disposition, effort and 

ambition which come together in these mega- major donors’ contributors’ actions are for 

some people almost ‘the whole story ‘ in philanthropy.  

As we look for trends, then this is evidently what we can call the ‘personification ‘’ of 

philanthropy; or perhaps it is a re-personification (following the trends of history and the 

‘famous names ‘whose hospitals .sacred buildings and other works testify to their 

generosity over centuries.).From this trend of personification, other trends-cum- initiatives 

grow, such as the US initiated “Giving Pledge” and its variations in other countries. This is 

strikes at the heart of the characteristic of the ‘disposition’ for philanthropy and, seeking 

emulation, is designed from the start to propel a continuing trend. Yet the Giving Pledge 

as a sub- trend of personification is not without its difficulties. For example, the cultural 

issue of its relevance –even feasibility -  to philanthropy in Asia, is an area where this 

audience will be far more qualified than  to reflect on than I. ;It  is already being debated in 

a range of social contexts where confidential or anonymous , or low –visibility, if not nil 

visibility giving,  is also prized.  

 

In fact, personification  does not and should not necessarily mean emulation –especially if 

philanthropists go round copying what others are doing, the worst outcome of following a 

trend without thinking through its implications. I want to illustrate and underline this point 

from an interchange on philanthropic practice which took place at Cass, my business 

school, last November.   My colleague Professor Cathy Pharoah launched her most 
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recent research on family philanthropy in the UK1; with a panel of leading British 

philanthropists, exploring wide ranging questions about family philanthropy’s expansion, 

direction and focus.  

 

An example of philanthropy’s personification was raised from the audience, the decision 

by philanthropist Warren Buffett to channel a immense portion of his most recent giving, 

rather than to work independently,  into the already globally significant and high –impact- 

minded Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. . This in –effect merger of funds has all the 

hallmarks of “philanthropy as investment”, a widespread contemporary conversational 

trope or figure of speech. . This was not the sense of investment in results for 

beneficiaries but in recognition of the results which the funding organisation, its style, its 

management, its leverage track record, demonstrates. 

 

What did the panel think of this approach? The question was implied - was this a key 

trend, within personification of philanthropy, should this be emulated, not in the merger of 

institutions and organisations (a major trend elsewhere in nonprofits, that seems 

unstoppable), but (and I am paraphrasing here) in the merger of piles of money, to 

maximise social and global gain. One view was of course a warm welcome to this 

initiative. It could be said to take a different look at ‘disposition’ in philanthropy, It is self-

effacing, it sidesteps the commonsense horror of our time ,’reinventing the wheel’, and it 

saves resources thereby. But another view was strikingly different; and this is the one I 

want to emphasise because its different take on this trend of personification.  

 

One of our panellists acknowledged the generosity, ‘commonsense’ approach; but raised 

the question – and raised eyebrows in the audience - when he suggested that it was not a 

trend that he would encourage His rationale for this came from his own entry point into 

philanthropy, what is now entitled ‘entrepreneurial philanthropy’, where a personal flair for 

successful ideas in business enabled him to re-create and seek to re-create these in 

philanthropy. The case was blunt and brief. Here was a major donor who was adding his 

funds to those funds of a leading philanthropic endeavour, with its key policies and 

practice and focus in the vital area of global public health in place. But the problems of 

global public health - being faced are so huge that they need (and I am paraphrasing) ‘all 

the brains they can get’.   

 

Our panellist argued that since this donor was himself a leading business entrepreneur, 

he should, alternatively and preferably, have put his brains as well as his money, directly 
                                                 
1
 Pharoah, C. with Keidan, C. and Gordon, J. (2011) Family Foundation Giving Trends 2011, Centre for Charitable Giving and 
Philanthropy, Alliance Publishing Trust, London, 
 http://www.cgap.org.uk/news/105/59/Family‐Foundation‐Giving.html 
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to work on these social problems. In other words that entrepreneurs who enter 

philanthropic domains have a responsibility to deploy their ‘problem spotting’ and ‘problem 

solving skills’ as well as their money; and to that I would also add ‘problem respecting’ 

 

For most of our audience this was a question about ‘disposition’ and ‘doing the right thing’. 

But for another part of the audience it was about ‘effort’ – and the effort that comes from 

exercising the brain , the intellectual as well as the financial capital that should be brought 

to be on complex social problems which may never be solved by ‘only one answer ’.. This 

then becomes a required position for all philanthropists, not just those who have or who 

claim a specially entrepreneurial set of insights.  What this approach also suggests of 

course is that the trend of growth internationally of nonprofits numbers generally, and of 

philanthropic institutions in all forms, is a trend to be welcomed .even if it makes 

philanthropy less coherent, less neat, less tidy, and less easy for governments to deal 

with. From the personification perspective especially, the very untidiness of philanthropic 

action is itself to be welcomed, as  a sign that multiple brains as well as multiple 

dispositions and efforts are in play ; some of them, necessarily challenging each other’s 

ways of working and social solutions.  

 

If we move away from personification and the risks as well as rewards associated with it 

(‘celebrity philanthropy’ providing both), what other trends are also emerging? Some 

trends appear so highly embedded in philanthropy practice and discourse as to be no 

longer ‘emergent ‘, and strongly fixed if not permanent sector features. These include: 

driving forward the impact agenda to raise up achievement, acting on the power of 

collaboration ; and maximising gains from creativity in e.philanthropy and the use of social 

media .Yet each of these critical trends may also be more fragile than they first appear 

and all are contested.   

To take the example, explored throughout this Congress, that is the search for impact 

demonstration and understanding. .’Impact philanthropists’ - want to ‘make a difference’ 

and a marked and measurable difference; and so we reach the term ‘high impact 

philanthropy’ . This seems an unnecessary qualification, if not oxymoron, to the extent that 

philanthropists hardly prefer to do ‘low impact philanthropy’, in the sense of producing 

minimal or negligible results (This should be understand as distinct from low levels of 

philanthropy; the giving of a philanthropist with very limited income, and able to give only 

tiny amounts may nevertheless achieve major impact, regardless of the amount of the gift. 

Despite this, ‘impact philanthropy’ conversations are captured primarily by or on behalf of 

high(er)  level givers.) 

Impact philanthropy as both goal and outcomes, requiring a recording, measurement, 

publication and data comparison actions is nevertheless a contingent experience, facing 
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challenges of time, costs, interpretation and attribution; and not a toolbox for change on its 

own. The intricacies of using particular measurement and judgment frameworks for 

gauging impact are becoming increasingly studied and practiced. For example the trend 

towards using Social Return on Investment approaches to discover and uplift outcomes 

and impact, where my colleagues at Cass, Jim Clifford and Dr Tobias Jung2 are among 

those working in this field, seem to be as much occurring within the nonprofits themselves 

seeking funding from philanthropy as among philanthropy itself. Thus the fund seeker 

becomes more sophisticated and adept than the fund-provider.  Furthermore, the trend of 

endorsing extensive impact measurement by philanthropists may lead to too- early 

claiming of high impact results; and bend. philanthropists’ dispositions towards very public 

endeavours , in business terminology towards ‘big wins’, rather than to chronic, long 

lasting  and inter-related social problems, where sustaining the appetite for impact 

measurement is itself a challenge.  

 

Again, to take the example of collaboration, the key collaboration relationship for many 

philanthropic exercises is that between philanthropies and governments .As  we see the  

pressures building around the Millennium Development Goals, it is impossible to see 

these as securable without  philanthropic commitment ;  but governments may 

increasingly  have too great a level of expectations of what philanthropy can achieve and 

not just in MDGS…Dr Tobias Jung at Cass, and I have recently edited a special edition in 

2011 of Public Management Review philanthropy-governmental collaboration; where we 

note that the papers reflect what we have called “governments’ enchantment” with 

philanthropy3  . Yet this trend does not fit well with philanthropy’s historical and 

contemporary autonomy, and for some governments, philanthropy will not provide the 

rescue plans they may envisage. It goes without saying that when the two key trends of 

impact measurement in philanthropy and collaboration as a key action of philanthropy 

come together, the resulting uncertainties – or the need for high levels of trust -  between 

partners at all levels will become pressing. Indeed it would be hard to argue that high 

levels of trust between organisations is a marked trend in contemporary philanthropy; 

although this may well be achieved among some individuals whom others hold to 

personify philanthropy.  

 

A second set of trends which we can identify may be challenging others, rather than 

moving forward on broad fronts. Three of these, if not fully embedded then at least 

marked, are firstly, donor-led professionalization within philanthropy. That is philanthropy 

as a field of study for professionals and activists as well as for philosophers, and the rise 
                                                 
2
 See for example  Clifford, J., Jung, T. and Palmer, P.(2011) Social Return on Investment Measuring the Unmeasurable, 
ARNOVA 40

th
 Research Conference, Toronto, Canada, 17‐19 November. 

3
 Harrow, J. and Jung, T.(2011) Philanthropy is Dead: Long Live Philanthropy? Public Management Review,18,8, 1046‐1057 
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of philanthropy’s delivery as a valued and legitimate career, rather than pastime, for young 

women and men. Secondly, the growth of and interest in place –based philanthropy ,  

reflecting both the pull of diaspora giving but also the strength of the local,  and the 

revisiting of localism. Thirdly, the responsiveness to  consumerism in societies ( including 

those with emerging markets)  through the development of what we might call “commodity 

philanthropy”, such as the giver’s “purchase” of a flock of geese  as a realist (and a 

‘shopping’) approach to increasing giving.  

 

However, all these trends can be challenged: by others, acting as their obverse. For 

example, professionalization in philanthropy as a trend may be challenged by the rising of 

informal giving groups, by local expertise, and by direct gift-giving through remittances or 

cash giving. The strength of placed based philanthropy may be affected by population 

mobility or competing visions as to what philanthropy can achieve in any local area. A 

consumerist style of philanthropic resource-seeking may be challenged by  the case being 

made by anti-consumerism as a reason for philanthropy . Also examples of sacrificial 

giving , where faith-led giving and community-based  giving will have roles to play.  

 

A third and final set of merging trends which I want to allude to remain often more 

aspirational than achievable; often flagged by commentators, but very much at the start of 

their ‘emerging journey’, and  remaining part of the ‘ambition’  part of philanthropy , 

perhaps even stalled in their journey forward. Here I would include  the increased focus on 

women’s roles in and for philanthropy with its development of new philanthropic identities 

(much talked about but effects unclear); and  the encouragement of ‘everyone a 

philanthropist’, so that the existence of the core and familiar mediating institutions of 

philanthropy ( ‘the foundations’ )  become less and less important , or change over time   

 

I would also include as a much looked-for trend the growth in “creativity” in philanthropy 

(which is often being presaged and encouraged or applauded but very hard to pin down) ; 

associated especially with use of social media , not so much in terms of internet giving . 

 

 Finally, an immensely still-emerging and perhaps timid trend is that which is opening up 

of discussion about philanthropy’s failures, to help and share learning, to point to 

alternatives ways of action, to make it clear that philanthropy is risk taking as well as 

reacting. Again , like ‘creative philanthropy’ , whilst this seems to be more encouraged and 

discussed,  there is little evidence of , for example, case studies on programme failure or 

revisiting of strategic goals in the light of internal or external difficulties entering the public 

domain, and  supported by philanthropy . Word of mouth, inherently unreliable may have 

to suffice. By ‘failures’ , I do not mean the personal difficulties or public scandals which 
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can engulf philanthropic as much as any other organisations, but the less-than-successful 

managerial structures and styles, poor policy decisions  , uninformed socio-economic 

choices and  limited implementation capacities and sensitivities that affect adversely the 

working –out of philanthropy’s objectives and delivery of its promises. A far more strongly 

expressed and practice link between the proponents of impact measurement and the 

advocates of learning through open sharing of failure would be a most significant trend in 

its own right. 

 

Together these trends - historical, embedded, still emerging and more aspirational than   

real - provide a series of interlocking puzzles and challenges for decisionmakers in 

philanthropy, both global and local.   They represent especially both the disposition and 

the effort, but what of the ambition in philanthropy?  Among the harshest critiques of 

philanthropy is that its disposition and ambition outruns its ideas and its efforts ;with all the 

disappointment , sadness, exhaustion and even harm that that brings to individuals, 

communities, regions , nations and continents. Logically, and in part to help ensure that 

philanthropy does not over-promise and under-deliver ,another ‘overarching’ trend, might 

be expected, that is the trend of  increasing openness, transparency and responsibility in 

philanthropy ; i.e.. ‘accountability’? 

  

If this is the case, then there is clearly a missing trend from my ‘list’, that of enhancing and 

developing relations with philanthropy’s beneficiaries. If this remains a missing trend in 

philanthropy’s progress globally, then how are the trends in accountability in philanthropy 

to be judged? A series of clearly rhetorical questions come to mind. What would a group 

of beneficiaries from some of the philanthropic action represented at this Congress say 

were ‘the emerging trends’ in philanthropy? Would they even recognise the trends we 

have just examined, and if so, how would they interpret them – as supportive or divisive, 

as developmental, demanding or penalising, as trusting or doubting? Some limited 

developments in philanthropy-beneficiary relations are occurring. Far  from representing 

any trend (for example, beneficiary empowerment, or at a lower level, systematic 

beneficiary engagement), they suggest some shifts in philanthropy thinking, albeit patchy ; 

for example widening usage of grantee perception reports to amend strategy (‘what do 

they think of us?’), consideration of philanthropy’s relations , communications with and 

feedback to those it declines to fund4, (‘what do we say to and about them?’) and 

governance changes to incorporate  or explore users and beneficiaries on boards (‘can 

we  become us?’). Research as well as practice reporting and further layers of pro- 

beneficiary advocacy within philanthropy has a role to play; for example considerations of 
                                                 
4
 See Harrow, J. and Fitzmaurice, J. (2011) The Art of Refusal, Promising Practice for Grantmakers and Grantseekers,  
Centre for Charity Effectiveness, Cass Business School and Charities Aid Foundation, 
http://www.cass.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/103679/PromisingPractice_Complete_Electronic.pdf 
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philanthropy’s public presentation of its beneficiaries (the hungry or the well fed child, the 

new build or destroyed home, the distraught or delighted parent). The question of how 

beneficiaries perceive and respond to their public images is an important research area on 

which CGAP‘s Dr Beth Breeze will be publishing on shortly. Indeed, the theme of impact 

investing for this Congress, ’Impact Philanthropy: Connecting Innovation with Ground 

Realities’ raises as much the questions of the interests and responses of beneficiaries as 

it does about insightful and impactful philanthropy alone.  

 

So these trends – the ones that are so familiar and the ones we might expect or predict to 

see strengthening, represent challenges for decisionmakers in philanthropy, both global 

and local, in the form of interlocking parts of a puzzle, as shown below: 

 

                            Insert fig 1 from the  slides 

 

The  analogy of puzzle is relevant , if only by suggesting some philanthropists’ lack of 

patience with such puzzle, when ambition drives a sense of saying’ just tell me what 

trends matter, and in what order and when’. If we move on from the puzzles themselves to 

learning and sharing -  the purpose of this Congress – questions arise then as to how 

philanthropic decisionmakers  learn  about these trends and find the time to reflect and 

report on their experiences? From their peers, from their institutional forums, from their 

social exchanges, from research, from the media ; from other sources? Moreover, when 

does a trend cease to be a fashion (which might not be worth following anyway) and 

become ‘an advance’?  

 

Do some trends lend themselves more than others to application in relation to the specific 

fields of philanthropic action? For example the UBS-INSEAD study of Asian Family 

Philanthropy5 , which contains country by country assessments, reports that over 40% of 

their Malaysian philanthropist respondents were giving primarily to education . This is 

arguably an area where the” impact debate” has been early, important and lending itself to 

technical data collection as well as to social data development; and where a wide range of 

stakeholders will be developing views on the interpretation and importance of education 

impact measures. (With impact development appearing more immediately challenging  for 

funding fields such as transport infrastructure in poor rural areas or performing arts on the 

other.)  

From strategic perspectives, what are the early mover advantages in trend-

responsiveness or advocacy; or the late(r)  mover advantage, when learning has been 

                                                 
5
 UBS‐INSEAD Study on Family Philanthropy in Asia (nd), 
http://www.insead.edu/facultyresearch/centres/social_entrepreneurship/documents/UBS_INSEAD_PhilanthropyFinal.pdf 
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shared?  This seems to be an especially critical area for exploring impact in philanthropy, 

where early adopters are varying in their response (for example, in terms of using highly 

technical measures) or recognising the need for flexibility in using, delivering, even talking 

about ‘impact’, how, why and where it happens. Will the ‘ambition’ in philanthropy that is 

inherent within it make most philanthropists early or even first movers for some of these 

trends? Or will ambition often limit the embedded nature  of some trends, or blunt their 

advance, because of the individualistic and independence-minded core of philanthropic 

action?  These questions are at the heart of the discussions and debates for the 

Congress’s programme in the next three days.  These opportunities for and barriers to 

trend-responsiveness begin to change however if ‘accountability’ is added as a fourth 

characteristic of philanthropy, alongside the threefold core of disposition, effort, ambition. 

The impact agenda is explicitly one of accountability as well as self-validation and 

satisfaction of a ‘good job, well done’.  Indeed it may well be in some philanthropic areas 

that it is the receivers, rather than the givers who are early movers, trend-setters as well 

as trend-spotters, in those areas which offer advances in philanthropic action.  

  

I hope that this opening considerations about emerging trends, the ones with which we 

are so familiar and the ones which seem on the verge of expansion, some for a long time,  

will have some resonance for Congress members. My case for moving on from a single 

‘definitive’ definition of philanthropy, to one that recognises only its core characteristics 

may be too fluid and open ended for some. Nevertheless, a fourfold view of philanthropy’s 

characteristics as enfolding ‘disposition’, ‘effort’, ‘ambition’, and ‘accountability’, is one 

which in fact draws no distinction between the givers and the receivers of philanthropic 

action. The suggestion that philanthropic action types – foundations, social businesses, 

advocacy bodies, direct and mediated giving – may be understood as prototypes ,rather 

than finished or perfected or final ‘models’, encourages a view of continual development 

and  improvement in philanthropy’s delivery modes and mechanisms, not only the soaring 

flight of some, but the quiet demise or noted crash of others.; a continual process in which 

the current trend of attention to all things “impactful” is only one contributor.  

 

Finally, a more wary thought about an over -focus on ‘trends’, apparently new ideas and 

futures-thinking in philanthropy. On my way to Kuala Lumpur this week, I was reading a 

New Straits Times’ article on climate watch and its relevance for this region.6 Here, the 

author referred to the widely appreciated importance of forecasting’ but also to the 

importance (especially in relation to disaster prevention and mitigation) of further 

developing the capability for “nowcasting” . Nowcasting, is the detailed description of 

current weather, along with some forecasting elements, for a period of zero to three to six 

                                                 
6 Hamzah, W.P. (2012) Climate watch and its importance, New Straits Times, 24 April, page 36 
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hours.  It may be critical, too in the philanthropy world to ensure that trend-responsiveness 

and reflection does not drive out its knowledge, knowhow and responsiveness derived 

from its more immediate experiences and challenges;. ‘Nowcasting’ skills too have 

important implications for the “on the ground realities” which this Congress is addressing.  

 

Thank you again for my invitation; and to my audience which collectively contains not just 

the early prototypes but the philanthropy machines that are ‘flying’. I look forward to 

learning from you throughout the Congress. 
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