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MORE THAN GRANTMAKING

A First Look at Foundations’ Direct Charitable Activities

Introduction

Historically, foundations have been known for their
grantmaking programs. In fact, the language used in
the 1969 Tax Reform Act, which imposed a payout
minimum for private foundations for the first time
and introduced reporting requirements along with
other regulations, was based on the assumption
that almost all foundations would use grantmaking
as their main or only means of making charitable
distributions.*

Even then, however, a number of foundations
engaged in what the 1969 regulations defined as
“direct charitable activities” to accomplish their
missions. For example, some foundations provided
technical assistance to grantees as a way of
ensuring greater impact, while others operated full-
scale research programs to inform public policy.

Although anecdotal evidence suggests that these
non-grantmaking charitable activities have been
growing, they are difficult to track, owing to
limitations in the primary source document for such
information, the IRS Form 990-PF. This report
presents findings from a survey in early 2007 of
more than 900 foundations ranked among the top
3,000 in terms of total giving as of 2005. The
survey sheds light on the extent and nature of
foundations’ involvement in direct charitable
activities (referred to occasionally as “DCAs” in the
text), the impact of these programs on foundations’
administrative expenses, and changes in the use of
this practice in recent years.

This report focuses mainly on independent and
family foundations, which represent a large majority
of survey respondents and foundations with DCAs.

More Than Grantmaking

Key Findings

One quarter of surveyed* independent and family
foundations conduct direct charitable programs
and activities.

Larger foundations are far more likely to conduct
direct charitable activities; indeed, fully half of
surveyed foundations that make grants of

$10 million or more report such activities.

Foundations engage in three main types of DCAs:
convening conferences, providing technical
assistance, and supporting staff service on advisory
boards of other charities.

Foundations conduct direct charitable programs
mainly to promote organizational and field-wide
effectiveness, with an emphasis on building capacity
and encouraging knowledge sharing among
grantees, promoting grantmaker collaborations, and
advancing knowledge about a specific field.

Three-fifths of independent and family foundations
involved in DCAs increased their levels over the past
five years, and three-fourths believe that this
practice is becoming more widespread.

Spending by independent and family foundations for
DCAs ranges from a small fraction of their overall
charitable administrative expenses to more than

25 percent for about one in four.

While more than a third of independent and family
foundations rely at least to some extent on
consultants to conduct their DCAs, foundation staff
plays by far the principal role.

Community foundations reported far higher levels
of DCAs (61 percent) than did either independent
foundations (25 percent) or corporate foundations
(16 percent).

*All findings in this report are based on a sample of foundations that ranked among the

top 3,000 in terms of total giving as of 2005.
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Methodology and Sample Characteristics

Assessing the extent to which private foundations are conducting
DCAs is hampered by the limitations of Form 990-PF and by
confusion and inconsistency in foundation reporting." Measuring
community foundation involvement is even more challenging, since
public charities do not report these particular non-grantmaking
activities separately on Form 990. To learn more about the extent
and nature of foundations’ engagement in DCAs, the Foundation
Center included a set of questions on this topic in its 2007 annual
“Foundation Giving Forecasting Survey.” The confidential survey,
which targeted roughly 3,000 of the largest private and community
foundations nationwide, was conducted from January through
March 2007. The sampling frame included the top 800
independent foundations in the country (by total giving), the top
400 corporate foundations, the top 150 community foundations,
and the top 25-50 foundations in each state.

A total of 921 foundations (32 percent) provided usable
responses. Of those, 270 indicated that they conduct DCAs.

Types of Foundations—Nearly 75 percent of the 921 survey
respondents are independent and family foundations (N=684).
Community foundations represent 14 percent of respondents
(N=132), and corporate foundations comprise 11 percent (N=105).

Foundation Size—Although the sample includes most of the
nation’s largest foundations, survey respondents fall into a wide
range of giving groups (Table 5). Of the 921 respondents, the
largest share (43 percent; N=391) gave between $1 million and
$10 million in the latest year reported (2005 for most), while
the second largest share (38 percent; N=350) gave under

$1 million in grants. Roughly 20 percent of respondents gave
$10 million or more (N=180), and 87 of those funders gave
more than $25 million. By asset size, the majority of survey
respondents (61 percent) had assets of less than $50 million.
Among the 270 reporting DCAs, however, nearly 58 percent
(N=156) had assets greater than $50 million, and 26 of those
foundations had assets of $1 billion or more.

Staffed vs. Unstaffed Foundations—Although the survey targeted
larger foundations, nearly a quarter of the foundations surveyed do
not have paid staff (Table 6). Compared with the survey sample
overall, the 270 foundations that reported DCAs were far more
likely to employ staff (all but ten reported having paid staff).

Foundation Age—A breakdown of the overall survey sample by
age shows that the largest share of respondents (30 percent)
are foundations formed after 1989 (Table 7), followed by those
formed between 1970 and 1989. The oldest foundations
represent the smallest grouping (17 percent). Age patterns are
similar for the foundations reporting DCAs.

1. Private foundations are asked to list their four largest direct charitable programs on Form
990, Pt. IX-A. The form does not record a sum total of direct charitable activity expense, nor
does it provide a way to separate expense items for charitable operating programs, e.g.,
professional fees, from overall charitable expense items. In addition to the form’s limitations,
the use of Pt. IX-A is poorly understood by foundations. According to the 2006 Foundation
Expenses and Compensation study cited earlier, many foundations mistakenly, use Pt. IX-A to
describe their grant programs. On the other side, many foundations that reported direct
charitable activities in the Foundation Center’s 2007 survey on DCA did not report this activity
in Pt. IX-A, or reported it inconsistently, which suggests that the definition is not clear.

More Than Grantmaking

Foundation Location—Roughly one-fourth of the

921 respondents are based in each of the four major
regions: South (27 percent), Midwest (27 percent),
Northeast (26 percent), and West (21 percent). Among the
270 respondents that reported DCAs, the distribution is
similar, although slightly more respondents with DCAs are
from the South and West and slightly fewer from the
Northeast and Midwest.

TABLE 5.  Survey Respondents by Range of Overall Giving
Funders Reporting
Direct Charitable
All Funders Activities
No. =921 No. =270
Giving Range® No. % No. %
$10 million+ 180 19.5 94 34.8
$1 million-$10 million 391 425 116 43.0
Under $1 million 350 38.0 60 222
Total 921  100.0 270  100.0

Source: The Foundation Center, More Than Grantmaking: A First Look at Foundations’ Direct Charitable
Activities, 2007.
IGiving figures based on latest fiscal year reported (2005 for most foundations).

TABLE 6.  Survey Respondents: Staffed vs. Unstaffed
Funders Reporting
Direct Charitable
All Funders Activities
No. =921 No. =270
No. % No. %
Staffed 703 76.3 260 96.3
Unstaffed 218 23.7 10 3.7
Total 921  100.0 270  100.0

Source: The Foundation Center, More Than Grantmaking: A First Look at Foundations’ Direct Charitable
Activities, 2007.

TABLE 7.  Survey Respondents by Period of Establishment
Funders Reporting
Direct Charitable
All Fundes Activities
No. =913 No. = 268
Establishment Period" No. % No. %
Before 1950 153 16.6 52 194
1950 to 1969 234 254 59 22.0
1970 to 1989 258 28.0 74 27.6
Since 1990 268 30.0 83 31.0
Total 913  100.0 268  100.0

Source: The Foundation Center, More Than Grantmaking: A First Look at Foundations’ Direct Charitable

Activities, 2007.

‘Establishment data was not available for eight foundations (two of these foundations reported DCAS).
The number above each bar indicates the number of foundations formed in that period and still active
in 2002-2005.
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