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In an article in the June edition of Alliance, Gary Craig rightly points out that
social justice is not just a matter of ends – of what you support – it is also a
matter of means, and he discusses some of the implications of this for
foundations who think of themselves as practising social justice philanthropy.
Our own experience at the New World Foundation (NWF) bears this out. As we
committed ourselves to the ‘what’ of social justice grantmaking, we had also to
pay attention to the ‘how’ – to the evolution of sympathetic organizational
practices that push us beyond funding social justice projects to making NWF
itself a social justice organization in partnership with others, most of whom are
grantees in base-building community activism.

We live in a time without a clear alternative to global capitalism or super-corporate politics.
But the questions have been posed and answers are being invented by base-building activist
organizations, as well as think-tank and advocacy groups. Of these, the base-building
organizations are the root from which movements for social justice and equity grow. At the
heart of any such movement are the people who suffer injustice, who organize to oppose it, and
who build organizations that transform victims into empowered agents. When successful, such

Social justice philanthropy from the
bottom up
Colin Greer

" SUBSCRIBE LOG OUT 🔎

http://www.alliancemagazine.org/analysis/social-justice-philanthropy-from-the-bottom-up/#
http://www.alliancemagazine.org/subscribe/
http://www.alliancemagazine.org/analysis/social-justice-philanthropy-from-the-bottom-up/#site-footer
http://www.alliancemagazine.org/subscribe
http://www.alliancemagazine.org/?customer-logout=true
http://www.alliancemagazine.org/analysis/social-justice-philanthropy-from-the-bottom-up/#
http://www.alliancemagazine.org/


movements can produce extraordinary leaps of progress, even in the most daunting times.

Base-building organizations: the struggle to survive

It is on such groups that NWF’s grantmaking focuses, and they are often desperately short of
resources. In a recent survey, we found that among more than 50 base-building activist
organizations (some of the strongest in the field by our lights) close to 90 per cent were
dependent on limited foundation support, with minimal sources of other tax-exempt money,
and many of their executive directors and senior staff lived very close to the poverty line.

NWF has gradually, over the past 20 years, established these executive directors and their
organizations as the major partners in the work we share. A series of basic principles defines
our approach to becoming a reliable and trusted partner of such social justice organizations.
Those principles include:

Accountability to social justice activists/Building grantee participation into the decision-
making of the Foundation We have taken seriously the proposition that we must aim to be
the change we seek and that this is as important a goal for the Foundation as for its grantees.
To do that, we have chosen to be accountable to those we fund, recognizing that such
accountability is our choice, since there are few legal requirements for philanthropic
accountability. We have, over time, moved our board from family and friends of an original
donor to a board made up mostly of people of colour and individuals who have been, are, or
might be grantees of the Foundation. This board both gives the Foundation legitimacy in the
field and ensures that its decision-making includes the experience of work on the ground.
Sharing risk with grantees Social justice activists work in organizations that are, for the
most part, desperately underfunded, with a chronically overworked senior staff. The risk of
burnout is ever present and every budget year brings the risk of shrinkage. The Foundation
has tried to share that risk by maintaining a high payout level, usually twice the required
legal minimum. We do not operate on the principle that our long-term survival is the most
significant consideration in the use of our resources.
Finding a balance between assessment and partnership through reciprocal responsibility
We aim, not always successfully, for reliable and respectful communication with grantees,
demanding of ourselves speedy, clear and supportive standards when asking grantees for
information or responding to their requests for information and help from us. NWF
supports organizations for the long haul, no ‘three years and you’re out’. We fund only with
general support grants, not project grants, and we encourage and support collaborations
among grantees, trying to limit competition for resources and maximize solidarity. We
commit our staff to supporting the fundraising efforts of grantees from colleagues with
whom we have closer relationships, so that we add a powerful resource to the financial
development of social justice organizations. Criteria for evaluation are jointly devised by our
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field staff and our partners/grantees. The consequent strength of these relationships is
crucial to the assessment of effectiveness and the development of strategy. We do not select
on the basis of written proposals, and we do not judge on the basis of written reports. We
aim to be colleagues, and we demand from our grantees leadership and democratic
participation in respect of both their organization and our continuing work.
Stability in the organizational life of grantees who are dependent on foundations We’ve
learned that social justice leaders often work close to the edge of poverty, as well as to the
edge of exhaustion. While we can’t make a great difference to the overall level of
compensation in the field, what we can do is create space for spiritual and physical recovery
and opportunities for intellectual re-engagement with theory, history and networking by
providing sabbatical awards. The Alston/Bannerman awards, which both provide respite
and encourage the development of secondary leadership, are given by a panel, the great
majority of whom are former fellows of the programme. This helps build mutual respect,
confirms the value of each other’s work, and offers opportunities to become part of long-
term movement building, as a counterpoint to the day-to-day grind of the work. We
encourage and support cross-sectoral partnerships between social justice CBOs and human
service professionals and those working in the political arena. Our goal is to limit
competition and maximize cooperation and solidarity among social justice activists, and to
advance social justice expectations in a wider public.

Does any of this mean we are never high-handed? That we make decisions our grantee allies
always cheer? No, it doesn’t. But it does mean that we, and a few solid colleague foundations,
have begun to establish an order of criteria and practice, which recognizes the need for
foundations supporting social justice work to, just like their grantees, grow into social justice
organizations themselves.

Colin Greer is President of the New World Foundation, USA. He can be contacted at
cgreer@newwf.org

See http://www.newwf.org
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