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Risk, legitimacy & 
philanthropy

This learning comes from a retreat in September 2019 as part of the SIX Funders Node 
— a programme in SIX that supports philanthropic foundations from around the world to 
work more effectively and authentically.

What do we mean by risk? 

There are different types of risk. In 2018, we 
explored the roles, and associated risks, for 
foundations in systems change. This summer, 
SIX brought global funders together on Wasan 
Island, Canada to dive deeper into the culture 
of risk in philanthropy, exploring three types of 
risk:  

• Calculable risk: the risk we can put 
numbers on and build tools around. 

• Positive risk: the gambles or bets we take 
where we can’t predict the outcome. 

• Existential risk: the big bad stuff. 
Climate breakdown, crises of democracy, 
widespread inequality. As humans, we are 
good at ignoring well evidenced insights 
about the risks we face, especially those 
that are slow or invisible.

While risk can be an asset in other sectors, 
there is little focus on positive risk in 
philanthropy.

“How do we amplify self-imposed risks? What 
conditions would put us truly on the line?”

Many funders questioned why, when 
moving from a role in business to a role in 
philanthropy, individuals often leave their 
positive risk frame and mindset behind. In 
business, risking major investment is weighed 
against potential gains, and the loss of money 
is an acceptable risk for a positive outcome. 
Too often, philanthropy works to mitigate 
the loss of funds against measurable impact, 
developing bureaucracy over considering 
positive risk. 

Or, funders think more about risky solutions 
to simpler issues, instead of focusing on the 
riskier problems we should be addressing — 
like climate change or the rise in populism. 

While many funders have due diligence 
tools for calculable risks or risk mapping for 
their endowments, there are few formal risk 
frameworks for addressing existential risk or 
framing risk as an asset — or even a necessity.
Foundations are uniquely independent entities 
with little formal accountability, facing the least 
risks. If a foundation was to act illegitimately, 
there are not necessarily ramifications. Very 
few philanthropic foundations face real risk to 
the way they operate. Very few can count real 
enemies. There is little pressure to evolve from 
the traditional.

“If we’re not leverage points, then go home!”



Which risks are truly felt by foundations?

Being in a safe position should be a driving 
force for more funders to embrace risk 
including, and beyond, the following: 

• Reputational: many foundations fear taking 
risks on account of the potential damage to 
their image, or even brand. Public scrutiny 
of foundations is often a persistent worry — 
and it is important to acknowledge can have 
steep political consequences. 

• Internal: foundations face the risk of 
bureaucracy that impedes their ability to 
solve complex social and environmental 
problems — “How we get out of our own 
way?”

• Personal: those working in foundations are 
often acting within the same  safety net as 
their organisation. This stops individuals 
putting themselves at stake, and encourages 
CEO’s to focus on spotting and mitigating 
risks, rather than taking them. 

Many leading foundations want to establish 
new more explicit ways of talking about risk in 
their organisations and with their boards — or 
indeed, self imposing risks that would enable 
them to address bigger issues and have more 
transformative impact.
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Fear and failure 

When we take into account philanthropy’s 
limited accountability, and the limited 
resources of the philanthropic sector compared 
to others, funders identified that the fear of 
failure in philanthropy is prone to distortion. 
When philanthropic organisations talk about 
failure, there is also little focus on what within 
a foundation’s internal machine that caused a 
grant to ‘fail’.

“How do we as philanthropists learn to tell 
stories of failure differently?”

The future of risk in philanthropy

If funders want to have deep, systemic impact, 
their notion of risk needs to change. This 
must align with the dialogue on the roles, 
legitimacy, and the effectiveness of funders, 
which is gaining momentum within and 
beyond the sector.

“How do we have more skin in the game?”

If you’d like to find out 
more, get in touch at info@
socialinnovationexchange.org 

In many ways, facing no risk or being risk averse are the sector’s biggest risks. Going forward, the 
SIX Funders Node will be continuing to work with funders on how they can self-impose risk and 
create the tools and frameworks necessary to enable risk as a positive asset. 



Philanthropy and the 
private sector

1-22019

Where are the pitfalls?

Distrust: Participants named a lack of trust 
— and at times active distrust — between 
those working in the philanthropic and private 
sectors. Distrust grew along two fault lines in 
particular: 

• Motive (purpose versus profit): Philanthropic 
funders often regard private sector motives 
with suspicion, and worry that social or 
environmental causes might be co-opted 
to pursue short-term profit or corporate 
benefit. 

• Drivers (values versus value): Businesses 
might argue that viewed philanthropic 
funders are as bureaucratic and righteous, 
at odds with  counter to the pace and 
efficiency of value-creation pursued by the 
private sector.

“We need to find the right language to talk 
about public value. How do we create public 
value? And who creates public value?”

Why work across the philanthropic and private 
sectors?

SIX Funders Node gatherings focus on the role 
philanthropy can play in addressing problems 
at their root — where alignment, building 
relationships and collaboration are crucial and 
where funders must consider their position in 
both the system and pervasive social problems. 
Yet a system too often overlooked by 
philanthropic funders is the private sector 
(outside of corporate foundations). How — and 
how often — are funders considering their 
position in relation to the private sector? This 
question informed the June gathering of the 
Funders Node.

The philanthropic and private sectors are 
indelibly linked. Wealth accrual through 
business is the source of private and corporate 
endowments. Today, these sectors have roles 
both exacerbating and redressing pressing 
social and environmental problems. Their 
relationship needs more attention. 

On the one hand, linking the externalities 
(human and environmental) of corporate 
revenue generation to the impact of 
philanthropic dollars is an important step for 
funders considering their role and authenticity 
in systems change. On the other hand, working 
with the private sector has the potential for 
foundations to more effectively achieve their 
missions and work at a greater scale.

“The most important thing about alignment is 
agreeing what you’re going to forget”

This learning comes from a retreat in June 2019 as part of the SIX Funders Node — a programme 
in SIX that supports philanthropic foundations from around the world to work more effectively and 
authentically.
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Participants noted that the tension between 
value and values was seen as exacerbated by 
the mainstream narrative that profit equals 
value. They argued that we need a new 
language for public value that goes beyond 
profit generation. 

• Language and culture: the two sectors’ 
language and culture were identified as 
radically different, with a lack of intentional 
communication or translation between 
them.

• Lack of sharing: there are currently few 
spaces for  the philanthropic and private 
sectors to come together and learn from 
one another, or try to collaborate.

• Underdeveloped skills: working 
collaboratively is a skill rarely invested with 
the necessary time and resources.

“Sometimes necessity doesn’t get people 
going. We all have a necessity to work on 
environmental issues, but don’t we have to 
reframe this as an opportunity and see the 
potential?

“We can’t get to opportunity or alignment 
without a burning platform that communicates 
a sense of urgency around the need for change”

What are the conditions, skills and capacities 
needed for the philanthropic and private 
sectors to meet on the common ground of 
transparent purpose and action?

Expanding and taking on new roles: funders 
need to embrace more roles than just 
grantmaker. This might include funding the 
ecosystem and supporting infrastructure 
for systems change; seeing their role as a 
multiplier of successful solutions; or supporting 
learning across sectors. 

Sharing examples: there is scope to develop 
and learn from best practice (high-impact) 
cases of existing philanthropic-private sector 
partnerships. This would help both sectors 
overcome real and perceived barriers to 
working together. 

Learning both ways: both sectors have much 
to learn from the other. The private sector has 
effective methods for breaking down, codifying 
and processing problems and possible 
solutions, while philanthropic funders are 
developing  a deep understanding of complexity 
and systems. Can we converge and leverage 
both sets of expertise to achieve greater 
positive 

A market for joint partnerships: how do we 
create the demand for whole systems change? 
How does a market for joint partnerships 
establish:
• A compelling value proposition? 
• Accelerated yet authentic trust between   

stakeholders?
• De-risking the involvement of     

stakeholders?

Finding a shared purpose: the SDGs provide 
a mutual moral contract and help multiple 
sectors establish shared clarity of purpose 
— providing both a unifying theme and 
language — as well as some form of common 
accountability.

Humility: if we are intent on solving social 
challenges, we must accept that these are 
complex and often in part opaque or even 
unknowable. To work across sectors, silos and 
regions, we must identify and accept where we 
don’t have the answers  — and therefore must 
work beyond ourselves.



Social cohesion & the role 
for philanthropy

What do we mean by social cohesion? 

‘Social cohesion’ has no single unified definition 
and while some foundations use this language, 
other similar terms that surfaced included: 

Community | Power imbalance | Pluralism | 
Open society | Shared value |  Belonging
 
Whether it is the black liberation organising 
taking place in the US, Indigenous rights in 
Canada, or the current discussions around 
immigration in the UK, calls for radical renewal 
of social cohesion are prevalent — as are calls 
for increased segmentation and exclusion. 
Having a sense of belonging and feeling part 
of an open society might feel different for 
individuals in different societies, yet cohesive 
societies should enable a sense of belonging no 
matter your context.

What threatens social cohesion?

Threats to social cohesion vary depending 
on the context, but widespread and rising 
inequality was named as the prevailing threat 
to social cohesion. Other threats include the 
climate crisis; the legacy of colonisation; and 
a rise in populist and nationalist rhetoric. This 
rhetoric creates strong cohesion within certain 
groups by excluding or even demonising others.

“Can philanthropy exist in the future we 
envision?” 
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What needs to change?

While many philanthropic organisations aim 
to identify and solve structural inequalities in 
society, there is less readiness to recognise 
their own organisations as part of the problem. 
Philanthropy is both part of the system 
perpetuating inequality and a system in itself. 
A first step for philanthropy to help create 
more socially cohesive societies is for funders 
to resist the narrative that they speak and act 
from a position of neutrality. Other things that 
must change include:

• Radically decentralising power: many in the 
philanthropic sector are increasingly talking 
about power imbalances and sharing power, 
moving from thinking about community 
“buy in” to community “ownership”. Funders 
need humility and an acceptance that this 
entails the inevitable surrendering of some 
of their organisational and individual power. 

• Reconceptualising philanthropy: many 
communities and cultures engage with 
philanthropy and sharing resources quite 
apart from the notion of philanthropic 
foundations — the controlled giving of 
income from invested, tax-sheltered 
accumulated wealth. How can we use 
different entry points — like gifting 
or mutual aid — to reconceptualise 
philanthropy and help the sector evolve?

• Decolonising philanthropy: there must 
be greater recognition of the role of 
philanthropy in colonialism, and creating 
or exacerbating colonial structures of 
inequality.

This learning comes from a retreat in September 2019 as part of the SIX Funders Node 
— a programme in SIX that supports philanthropic foundations from around the world to 
work more effectively and authentically.
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“If you have come here to help me, you are 
wasting your time. But if you have come 
because your liberation is bound up with mine, 
then let us work together” — Lilla Watson

Which methods can help the sector shift?

Participatory grantmaking:
Philanthropy must engage with new ways of 
giving, like participatory grantmaking, that give 
more power to communities. This must be 
thought of as an iterative approach, rather than 
an out-of-the-box method. We must consider 
potential unintended consequences, such as 
increased competition between organisations 
or replicating the marginalisation of minorities.

Repurposing endowments:
Most foundations or trusts continue to 
accumulate wealth for their endowments 
to exist in perpetuity — an approach that 
contributes to a core threat to social cohesion: 
inequality. Funders are positioned to lead 
by considering the social return of their 
investments or even spending down.

Redefining success :
Foundations should try to overcome 
measurement obsession and value qualitative 
and emergent approaches that let communities 
define success. 

Working with unusual suspects:
Making funding decisions should start with 
issues, not institutions, and engage a range of 
different players in our quest to fund solutions. 
What can we learn from other practices, like 
citizen democracy?

Overcoming internal barriers and conflict:
Transparency is needed around how funders 
think social change happens: is it from the 
ground up? Or do some funders believe in the 
notion of “great men”? Funders should reflect 
on their actions, language and roles, and 
consider how much time is spent on internal 
versus external transformation. 

Evolving community foundations:
Community foundations can be seen as 
conservative, complacent or at risk of being 
a draw on, rather than an enabler of, local 
resources. Yet, with a strong local emphasis, 
sustainable funding and autonomy, community 
foundations can play a crucial role in social 
cohesion.

If you’d like to find out 
more, get in touch at info@
socialinnovationexchange.org 

Moreover, we must address the colonial 
dynamics still at play within the sector, and 
begin to disrupt these as organisations.

• Acting as translator: foundations should 
work between grassroots organisations and 
legal or professional bodies to translate the 
jargon that create barriers to access.

• Stepping into gaps in the system: as the 
role of global governance structures like the 
UN and the EU is questioned, philanthropy 
could step in and champion the social 
cohesion narratives which are often at the 
heart of these institutions. 

“Once you become a staff member at a 
foundation, can you still represent the 
community?”


