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Theory of Philanthropy Questions

Illustrative Variations

1. Philanthropic niche
and approach

What is the foundation’s approach to
funding? What are funding priorities,
areas of focus, and boundaries around
what is and is not eligible? What are the
foundation’s mission, vision, and other
defining statements? How are these used?

Charitable giving, responsive grantmaking,
operating foundation, foundation-generated
initiatives, spend-down, place-based, and/
or combinations. Some foundations have
both mission and vision; some have neither.
What are the framing documents that
define the foundation’s purpose? How are
they viewed? How have they changed?

2. Roots and
source of focus

How did the foundation begin? What
was donor intent? The founding story?

Founders’ traditional charitable interests,
community needs, private company’s
business focus, family interests.

3. Identity and branding

How does the foundation want to be known?
What themes define the foundation? Slogan?
Tagline? Identifying characteristics?

Founding family name (or explicitly avoiding
the family name), founding company name,
place-based name; purpose-driven name.

4. Strategy

How, if at all, is the term “strategy” used?
What is meant by “strategy” for this
foundation? What are manifestations of
strategy? What does it want to accomplish
and how does it do so? What are the
systematic patterns of organizational
behavior that determine overall direction
and how its work is carried out?

Foundations may have a strategic plan,
a strategic framework, or be engaged in
“strategic philanthropy.” Strategies can
be visionary or concrete, long term or
short term, explicit or implicit, meaningful
or window-dressing, agreed on or a
source of conflict. How important to the
organization’s leadership and culture is
thinking strategically, or being strategic,
or being perceived as being strategic?

5. Leadership roles

How is leadership conceptualized? What
are primary leadership roles? Who is
viewed as a leader? Doing what? Why?
What’s the foundation’s philosophy
about leadership (if it has one)?

Internally focused leadership vs. externally
focused; directive vs. servant leadership;
inspirational, charismatic; behind-thescenes; delegating; detail-oriented; one
leader, diffuse and multiple leaders.

6. Staff roles

How is staff organized? What are primary
staff responsibilities? Why? What’s the
approach to staffing? Qualifications?
Scope of work? Performance
criteria? Structure and functions?

Specialized program officers operating
individually; team approach; primarily
administrative roles vs. initiative
development roles; minimal interaction
with grantees (primarily administrative)
vs. strong grantee relationships.
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7. Overarching
principles and values

Has the foundation articulated guiding
principles or values? If so, how and why were
they developed? If not, why not? What’s the
nature of principles and/or values? How are
they used? What story do they tell about
the foundation’s approach to philanthropy?

Written, adopted statements vs. informal,
shared understandings; statement exists
but isn’t referred to vs. regularly brought into
discussion and decision-making; several
vs. two or three core principles; statements
of both principles and values, or only one.

8. Time horizon

In making grants and other foundation
work, what’s the time frame?

Grant cycle (1-year, 2-year, 3-year
grants); longer-term grants; spenddown time frame, if any; mix of newer,
shorter-term and older, well-established,
recurring grantee relationships.

9. Arenas of action

In what areas does the foundation aim
to make a difference? How were these
determined? How have they changed? Why?
What is and is not eligible for funding?

Program areas; clusters of grants;
public-policy work; core operating
support vs. program-focused support;
capital funding; collaborative funding
vs. sole or primary funding; multiple
arenas vs. one or two primary.

10. Perspective on
foundation’s assets

How are each of these viewed as assets,
in what ways, and with what priorities?
• Endowment and/or other
financial resources

Many foundations view their primary assets
as financial. Others emphasize staff as
assets (“our people are our greatest
asset”), or relationships with grantees are
viewed as a core asset. Is there a formal
statement on how assets are viewed?

• Staff
• Knowledge
• Relationships
• Prestige
• Convening power
• Agenda-setting
• Other asset
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11. Organizational
culture

How do knowledgeable people inside
and outside the foundation characterize
its organizational culture? What is the
approach to organizational culture, if any?
Why? How is organizational culture viewed
in relation to philanthropic mission?

Some foundations are intentional about
building a specific kind of culture; others are
more haphazard with little or no attention
given to intentional building of desired culture.

12. Contextual sensitivity
and trend scanning

How does the foundation attend to what
is happening in the larger world? Is this
systematic or informal? What are examples
of adapting to the larger context and trends?

Some foundations treat grants as largely
context-free; projects are conceived as
stand-alone interventions and closed
systems. Other foundations devote
substantial time and resources to
environmental scanning and context
sensitivity.

13. Budget approach

How is the annual budget constructed
and approved? What does this reveal
about the foundation’s approach? What
are the priorities revealed in the budget
process? What is the nature of planning for
contingencies and market uncertainties?

Administrative costs and overhead are a
major concern for some foundations. Lean
staffing is an emphasis for some. Various
approaches are taken to dealing with
fluctuations in financial assets. How these are
managed is part of the theory of philanthropy.

14. Life-cycle
approach/evolution

How does the foundation change
priorities? What’s the exit strategy when
priorities shift? How does the foundation
think about its evolution? About the life
cycle of programs and priorities? How
are new opportunities recognized?

Changes in leadership are one source
of changes in priorities; recognition of
emergent needs is another. Frustration
with an area of programming or seeing
new opportunities can lead to redirecting
assets. What’s the evolution story?
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15. Governance

What is the approach to governance? What’s
the board’s role? Who’s on the board?
How are members chosen? What kind
of board development goes on, if any?

Family foundations may or may not have
outside board members; for them the
transition among generations is essential.
Living donors may have advisory boards
rather than real decision-making boards.
Some board members are compensated;
some are not. What’s the governance story?
How does governance affect the foundation
in any and all dimensions of performance?

16. Board and staff
roles and relationships

How do board and staff interact? What
are the norms, expectations, behaviors?
Are these in writing? What issues have
arisen around these interactions?

Variable degrees of responsibility are
distributed between board and staff. Some
boards meet often, others rarely. Some
focus on the big picture, others get involved
in details. At some foundations only the
CEO participates in board meetings; at
others all staff are present. The board/staff
relationship is an important lens through
which to capture the theory of philanthropy.

17. Use of consultants

To what extent does the foundation use
consultants? For what purposes and in
what capacities? What are policies about
and rationales for using consultants?

Foundations with lean staff may make
heavy use of consultants. Consultants may
be funded through administrative costs,
grants, contracts. How they are selected
and used can be an important part of how
a foundation gets some work done.

18. Engagement with
field of philanthropy

To what extent and in what ways
does the foundation participate in
philanthropic affinity groups? How many?
What kinds? For what purposes? With
what impacts on the foundation?

International, national, regional, state, and
community associations of foundations
exist, as do those that are subject-matter
specific (e.g., environment, early childhood).
What’s the foundation’s perspective
about being part of a larger field?

19. Investment and
management of
financial assets

What is the approach to financial assets?
How is the foundation funded? What
is happening to assets over time?
To what extent are assets used for
mission purposes (e.g., program-related
investments, impact investing)?

Some foundations have a firewall between
programming and financial management.
Others strive for more integration. The
nature, size, and uses of financial assets
affect strategy, program priorities, and other
elements of the theory of philanthropy.

20. Givens, constraints,
restrictions

To what extent are there unique legal
or historical actions that affect current
operations and approaches?

Different foundations have differing
restrictions based on wills, state laws,
trustee arrangements, oversight by courts,
legal stipulations, staff or other lawsuits,
past publicity, historical developments,
crises. How do any of these inform and
affect the theory of philanthropy?

21. Communications
approach and structure

What is the foundation’s approach
to communications? What gets
communicated to whom for what
purposes? Does the foundation support
a specialized communications person
or unit? Why? To whom does the
communications person report?

Foundations have annual reports. Some
have quarterly reports, newsletters,
special reports in areas of expertise. To
whom does a communications officer
report? What’s the website approach?
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22. Evaluation approach

What kinds of evaluations are conducted for
what purposes? Does the foundation support
a specialized communications person or
unit? Why? To whom does the evaluation
function report? Where in the foundation
does evaluation expertise lie? How has the
evaluation function changed over the years?

There are now many different approaches
to and models of evaluation: formative,
summative, developmental, empowerment,
theory-driven, impact evaluation, etc.
Internal vs. external evaluation is a common
issue. Who commissions evaluations?
The role of evaluation provides important
insights into the theory of philanthropy.

23. Approach to
accountability

How does the foundation
conceptualize accountability? Who is
accountable for what to whom?

Accountability may be part of or separate
from evaluation. Some foundations
emphasize accountability; others don’t make
attention to it an issue. Accountability is a
major theme in the larger society. What’s the
foundation’s accountability approach and
story?

24. Approach to learning

How is learning conceptualized, facilitated,
and prioritized? How, if at all, does the
foundation approach learning, generating
lessons, building knowledge, and ongoing
development?

Some foundations emphasize learning; some
don’t give it special attention; some give it lip
service but do little concretely and explicitly.
There are foundations for which being a
“learning organization” is a core identity.

25. Approach to risk

How does the foundation conceptualize
risk? What is at risk? Funds? Reputation?
Brand? What is the tolerance for risk?
What kind of risk assessment is included
in grant-proposal reviews, if any? Who
does the risk assessment? Who uses it?

Some foundations make risk assessment
part of due diligence; some make risktaking a fundamental value; others aim
to avoid risk. Some do in-depth risk
assessments; others stay at the surface.
Risk is inherent in philanthropy. How
is it approached in this foundation?

26. Approach to
collaboration

How does the foundation view collaboration,
partnering, or other ways of describing
joint endeavors? To what extent and in
what ways is collaboration a priority for
grantees and/or the foundation itself?

Collaboration is widely touted as a good
thing in philanthropy, but it can be difficult
and challenging. Collaboration involves many
dimensions: convening; supporting and
fostering collaborative action among grantees
(but not engaged directly in collaboration
itself); funding joint efforts. Some foundations
prefer to act alone. Understanding
collaboration reveals a great deal about
a foundation’s theory of philanthropy.

27. Theory (or
theories) of change

For specific operating programs or
partnering initiatives, does the foundation
have one or more theories of change?
How did they originate? What is their
empirical and research basis? How
are they used? How do they inform
decision-making and grantmaking?

Theory of change is different from
theory of philanthropy. How does the
foundation view and approach the practice
of identifying a theory of change? To
what extent are the theory of change
and theory of philanthropy aligned?
A theory of philanthropy is
customized for each foundation.

28. Add unique
functions and issues

What special issues should be addressed
as part of the theory of philanthropy?

A theory of philanthropy is customized for
each foundation.

29. Transparency
perspective

Is transparency perceived as an issue?
There are many public calls for greater
foundation transparency. How does
the foundation perceive this matter?

Some foundations have processes and
practices in place to make operations
and outcomes clear to the public. What
is made public and why reveals how the
foundation conceptualizes an important
element of its societal responsibility.
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30. Approach to
innovation

How is innovation viewed? Is it a priority?
For grantees? For the foundation? If
so, what is meant by innovation? Why
does it matter (or not matter)?

The need for innovation is a prominent
theme in philanthropy as well as other
sectors. Innovation can take many forms,
some minor, some major. Rhetoric
about being innovative may not match
the reality. Seek concrete examples.

31. Approach to
collective impact

To what extent is the foundation
incorporating collective impact in its
approach to grantmaking? Under
what conditions? On what issues?

Collective impact can apply to foundations
working together and/or nonprofits working
together. Foundations often encourage
competition between grantees for resources
rather than cooperation, sometimes
intentionally, sometimes unwittingly.

32. Approach to scaling

To what extent is taking models to scale a
priority? What is meant by scale? How are
potentially scalable projects determined?
What promises undergird scaling?

Scaling involves promoting successful
projects so that other funders might
adopt the successful approach.
Scaling is a central element of some
foundations’ theory of philanthropy.

33. Important language
and terminology
distinctions

Examine favored foundation language and
the implications of that language. Grants
may be called "investments," "catalysts,"
"leverage dollars," "incentives," "rewards,"
"building blocks," or "dream-realizing funds."
What terminology matters, and why?

Some foundations use the language
of grantmaking, while others use
investment-related language: being an
equity investor/shareholder, an "angel
investor;" a startup/first-dollar-in investor;
a subordinated/minority or senior partner.

34. Intellectualproperty approach

To what extent is the foundation generating
knowledge and resources that it wants to
protect, control, and brand?

Foundations that support the development
of tools, models, frameworks, software,
instruments, and other products subject
to intellectual property need a policy and
procedures. These vary from open source
to licensing.

35. Add relevant
approaches

What special issues should be addressed as
part of the theory of philanthropy?

A theory of philanthropy is customized for
each foundation.

Coherence, Alignment, and Future Action

THE

36. Theory of
philanthropy coherence
and alignment

What, if any, inconsistencies or conflicts arise
among the theory-of-philanthropy elements?
Are there mixed messages or conflicting
patterns? Are certain elements unclear or
underdeveloped? Have some elements
been ignored? Are some out of date?

Elements of a theory of philanthropy tend
to be developed separately in a foundation,
with different elements getting time and
attention at various points in the foundation’s
evolution and developed by different people
over time. A major purpose for undertaking
a comprehensive theory-of-philanthropy
exercise is to examine coherence and
alignment of elements. What are elements
for future work to strengthen the coherence
and alignment of the theory of philanthropy?

37. Ideal-actual analysis

To what extent do the realities of
the foundation’s practices match its
ideals? Where are areas for improved
alignment to bring the reality of practice
closer to the foundation’s ideals?

Developing, articulating, and reviewing
a theory of philanthropy is based first on
an honest and diligent appraisal of actual
practice. This can then be compared to
what the foundation holds forth as its ideal
practices. A theory-of-philanthropy exercise
culminates in identifying areas for improved
alignment between the actual and the ideal?
Identify priorities for future alignment.

FoundationReview 2015 Vol 7:4

5

Patton, Foote, and Radner

THEORY OF PHILANTHROPY

Philanthropic Element

Theory of Philanthropy Questions

38. Theory of
philanthropy evaluation

How can the theory of philanthropy be used
as a whole-foundation evaluation tool or
framework?

Illustrative Variations
Ongoing theory-of-philanthropy evaluation
questions:
1. Are we walking the talk? Are we
implementing the vision, rhetoric, and
desired processes articulated in our theory of
philanthropy?
2. What are the results for each element in
the theory of philanthropy?
3. How do the results of the various theoryof-philanthropy elements align and interact?
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