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The British are generous overseas 

donors. Giving for international causes 

surged in the 1980s partly because of the 

wealth arising from global capitalism and 

in the period around the Millennium and 

9/111, but will we keep a steady focus on 

international needs amidst daily news of 

dwindling domestic resources? The fact  

is whatever the distractions of the 

changing economic situation at home, 

global inequalities are continuing to rise, 

and government’s protection of the 

international aid budget amidst a swathe 

of domestic spending cuts signal the 

importance of the international context 

to the UK’s own prosperity and security. 

There is increased pressure, however, 

to ensure that international aid, whether 

private or public, is used to maximum 

effect, and the challenges this poses for 

private donors are highlighted in Global 

Grant-making,2 the recent update of 

independent foundations’ spending on 

international activities, commissioned by 

Nuffield, Baring and Paul Hamlyn Foundations. 

The research shows UK foundations making an increasingly 

important contribution to global equality, development and 

justice, devoting around 9 per cent of annual spending to 

international activities. Many regard international funding 

as an essential element of a social justice approach. Current 

international grant-making is estimated at around £292 million, 

equal to just under half of DFID’s spends through NGOs.  Analysis 

of foundations’ grant-making priorities shows how they are 

targeting areas widely acknowledged as high need. 

Access to basic health care and education attracts the highest 

number of foundations (12 per cent each), with support for 

sustainable economic/agricultural development close behind 

at 10 per cent, and utilities (including water) and infrastructure 

at 9 per cent. Africa, now a top priority for DFID, emerged as the 

region attracting the highest number of foundation funders at 

37 per cent this is followed by Asia with 23 per cent.  CIFF and 

the Kusuma Trust take preventive approaches, aiming at the root 

causes of deprivation in poor access to health and education. 

These echo DFID’s new strategic focus on targeted 

interventions with measurable outcomes. Other foundations 

are addressing the needs of groups which continue to be 

marginalised or neglected. Around 18 per 

cent of foundations specifically aim at 

victims of disadvantage and poverty. But 

effective international intervention poses 

many challenges for foundations. A major 

issue is the scale of global need which 

puts UK foundations under extra pressure 

to target relatively limited financial 

contributions effectively, with total OECD 

private, public and philanthropic aid 

estimated at over $53 billion.3 

With foundation resources spent 

largely in civil society organisations and 

equal to almost half of DFID’s investment 

in them, the Baring Foundation believes 

maximum impact lies in strengthening 

local civil societies’ own capacity in local 

issues such as forced migration.

Governments increasingly welcome 

philanthropic finance into international 

aid with open arms, but as donors of 

the scale of Gates enter the global 

arena, express less certainty about the 

value of its independence. The recent 

Select Committee on International 

Development report praised foundations’ 

innovation, but called for foundations to 

sign up to International Aid Transparency Initiative guidelines and 

be brought into global structures to ensure that they coordinate 

their work with other donors. But where is the evidence that such 

co-ordination leads to greater foundation effectiveness? 

While some foundations increasingly focus on interventions with 

clearly definable and measurable outcomes, there is little impact 

research on foundations’ more developmental work. As foundations 

increasingly tackle the complexities of global change, it is important 

that more knowledge is shared on the value and comparative 

impact of their independence to choose the people, projects, 

organisations, communities or national infrastructure they support.  
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