WHAT IS SOCIAL JUSTICE
PHILANTHROPY?
Social justice philanthropy focuses on the root
causes of social, racial, economic and
environmental injustices.
It strives to include the people who are impacted by those injustices as decisionmakers. It also aims to make the field of philanthropy more accessible and
diverse. In social justice philanthropy, foundations are accountable, transparent
and responsive in their grantmaking. Donors and foundations act as allies to
social justice movements by contributing not only monetary resources but their
time, knowledge, skills and access. Social justice philanthropy is also sometimes
called social change philanthropy, social movement philanthropy, and
community-based philanthropy.
So, what does that definition really mean? It includes six key principles:

1. SOCIAL JUSTICE PHILANTHROPY FOCUSES ON
THE ROOT CAUSES OF ECONOMIC, RACIAL, AND SOCIAL
INJUSTICE.

This means that social justice philanthropy supports organizations that are
getting to the roots of problems instead of only addressing the symptoms.
An example: In a community with widespread asthma due to air pollution from a
nearby bus depot, it’s the difference between just funding medical treatment for
people with asthma and funding organizing in the community to regulate bus
idling and emissions.

2. SOCIAL JUSTICE PHILANTHROPY STRIVES TO INCLUDE
THE PEOPLE WHO ARE IMPACTED BY THOSE INJUSTICES
AS LEADERS AND DECISION-MAKERS.

In social justice philanthropy, the process of giving is as important as where the
money goes. Asking those who are directly affected by and working on an issue
what to fund is a key part of this process.

An example: This might mean that a foundation or donor interested in addressing
the widespread asthma problem would include local residents and organizers in
their decisions about where to direct their funding.

3. SOCIAL JUSTICE PHILANTHROPY ALSO AIMS TO MAKE
THE FIELD OF PHILANTHROPY MORE ACCESSIBLE AND
DIVERSE.

Because right now this isn’t the case. For example, a study done by The Joint
Affinity Groups shows that 10% of foundation board members and only 2.2% of
family foundation board members are people of color.

4. IN SOCIAL JUSTICE PHILANTHROPY, FOUNDATIONS ARE
ACCOUNTABLE, TRANSPARENT, AND RESPONSIVE IN
THEIR GRANT-MAKING.
When funding happens behind closed doors, everyone who applies and relies on
that money has no information about what goes on.
Organizations get funded, but they don’t know why or how they were chosen. Or
organizations don’t get funded and they don’t know why or whether they should
apply again. When foundations and donors are transparent about their process
and goals, it can open up the possibility for conversations about whether the
grantmaking is responsive, and the ways in which foundations and donors can be
accountable to the communities they impact.

5. DONORS AND FOUNDATIONS ACT AS ALLIES TO SOCIAL
JUSTICE MOVEMENTS BY CONTRIBUTING NOT ONLY
MONETARY RESOURCES BUT THEIR TIME, KNOWLEDGE,
SKILLS, AND ACCESS.

There are many concrete ways donors and foundations can be allies to social
justice groups, from helping an organization fundraise to sharing your access and
powerful connections to hosting an organization’s event at the foundation’s office.
It is also about respecting grantee groups as partners in social justice. An
example: One of the board members of the foundation plays golf with the city’s
Public Transportation Commissioner. When she learns from their grantee group
that they have been unable to get a meeting with the Commissioner, she uses
her connection to help them set one up.

6. FOUNDATIONS USE THEIR ASSETS AND INVESTMENTS,
ALONGSIDE GRANT-MAKING DOLLARS, TO SUPPORT
THEIR SOCIAL JUSTICE MISSIONS.
Foundations are mandated by law to pay out at least 5% of their assets. This 5%
can include not only charitable giving but administrative expenses as well.
This often leaves the vast majority of a foundation’s assets in its investments (as
much as 95%). Social justice philanthropy employs investment dollars in
alignment with the foundation’s larger social justice mission. This is often called
mission-related investing, impact investing, or program-related investing.

HOW MUCH MONEY GOES TO PROGRESSIVE SOCIAL JUSTICE
ANYWAY?

In 2006, $2.3 billion of foundation funding went to progressive social justice out of
a total of $19.1 billion in giving, or less than 12%. This amount includes family
foundation, private independent foundation and public foundation giving (The
Foundation Center: “Social Justice Grantmaking II,” 2009).
A recent report showed foundations gave $1.76 billion for social justice causes in
2002. In the period between 1998 and 2002,social justice giving grew by 53.4
percent. However, this impressive number is overshadowed by the fact that
total giving rose by 64 percent during the same period, causing the percentage
of foundation giving that was earmarked for social justice grants to drop to 11.8
percent. (NCRP– Creating A Philanthropic Sector That is More Responsive to the
Needs of Diverse Communities; p. 6).

