


As social designers, we are passionate about addressing the 
root causes of systemic issues and designing for impact that 
is equitable, tangible, and sustainable. We saw that the unjust 
systems in society prompted these convoluted narratives that 
wealth and power are the pathways to change. We wanted to 
untangle that misconception. Recognizing the effects of power, 
inequity, and the relational tensions that created structural barriers 
in our society sparked our curiosity into how systemic failure led to 
dehumanizing philanthropy.

Growing up in the church as pastors' children, we have lifelong 
experiences seeing everyday people give away their time, money, 
and talent without expectations. Witnessing how intimately tuned 
humans are into their social worlds gave us the privilege to see 
the sacrificial determination and compassion it takes to cultivate 
grounded values and self-awareness. We saw giving as an 
intimate act. But now it has evolved into something that has been 
institutionalized by individuals who exploited society for personal 
gain.

Our goal was to create spaces, tools, and conditions to support 
those looking for alternative ways to give, those whose sole 
purpose of bettering the lives of their families, neighborhoods, and 
at large, communities are at the core. We saw how the etymology of 
philanthropy, which is simply to love people, has become obsolete. 
To combat this problem, we worked hand in hand with radical 
disruptors in the space who have already been pushing boundaries 
to reimagine, redefine, and expand the meaning of giving. We saw 
opportunities where people in the social sector can overcome the 
greed, expectations, and distrust that perpetuates the interests 
of the ultra-rich, who were in the past, the major forces of 
philanthropy. 

We hope this research gives you a better look into how giving has 
evolved and how it will continuously progress with the help of the 
next generation of creative altruists.

Designers
Grace Kang & Grace Kwon

Advisor 
Esther Kang

MFA Design for Social Innovation
School of Visual Arts, New York City 
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Our Approach

Knowing how complex systems are, we started with a systems approach 
to investigate the root causes and challenges of the social injustices in 
philanthropy. There were evident disparities in the way organizations 
funded social impact. However, before jumping into the problem, we 
needed to understand the historical groundwork, the key players in the 
system, and the structural characteristics that built philanthropy into 
what it is today—an imbalanced power dynamic. 

Looking at the ecosystem, we discovered that philanthropy was evolving, 
and shifts towards a more equitable giving culture were on the rise. We 
believed it was crucial to acknowledge the alternative approaches that 
are paving the way for philanthropy to evolve and to learn what worked in 
terms of creating new practices that disrupt the current power dynamic. 

All of this brought us to our pivotal moment. In order to design for systems 
change, we needed to continue our research and learning by working with 
organizations in and out of the system. This led to our partnership with 
two different giving communities — KACF, a community foundation that 
practices traditional giving and Radfund, a giving circle that practices 
collective giving. 

The opportunity we saw was to challenge the status quo by making 
sense of the complexities set by people in power. Our goal was to 
examine how organizations still practice traditional giving and how 
the new wave of giving communities are adopting radical approaches 
to create an ecosystem that humanizes philanthropy. We wanted to 
compare how they operate, collaborate, and fund internally within their 
organization and externally with their grantee partners. By partnering 
with communities on both ends of the spectrum, we strategized our 
research process by conducting a comparative analysis to further explore 
the landscape and shifts happening from traditional to radical.

Collective giving: when a group of 
individuals come together to pool money 
and collectively decide on the cause 
they want to support and how they want 
to distribute their resources.

External relationship: refers to the 
relationship between individuals at 
different organizations. 

Factual discourse: a conversation 
regarding organizational performance 
based on numerical data and analysis, 
as a means to addressing an outcome.

Funder: an individual or organization 
that donates money and makes a grant. 

Grant: A sum of money that is awarded 
to an organization or individual to 
undertake charitable activities.

Grantee: an individual or organization 
that receives a grant. 

Internal relationship: refers to the 
relationship between individuals within 
an organization.

Radical giving: the practice of 
emergence for the purpose of moving 
foundations and funders towards 
supporting transformative, frontline 
work to address the root causes of 
systemic issues. 

Relational discourse: a conversation 
reflecting on the individual and 
organizational experience, as a 
fundamental means for co-creating 
trust, value, and respect.

Traditional giving: the practice of 
giving for the purpose of fulfilling 
the funders' values, which addresses 
symptoms not root causes.

Trust: the act of sharing vulnerabilities, 
power, and resources.

Thesis Glossary
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The imbalance of power between 
funders and grantees results in 
informational gaps. Grantees 
being fearful of showing too 
much or too little, don't have 
the space to communicate their 
actual needs, which results in 
missed opportunities for shared 
understanding.

Radical funders who recognize 
that the power imbalance leads 
to inefficient social impact 
are disrupting traditional 
philanthropic structures through 
a giving practice called 
trust-based philanthropy. 

Radical funders understand 
relational discourse comes 
before factual discourse. 
Numbers don't persuade people, 
relationships do. People are the 
currency, relationships are the 
drivers, and trust is the ultimate 
tool that finances social change.

Both traditional and radical 
funders needed a way to 
facilitate conversations with 
their grantees that equalizes 
the power dynamic and builds 
relationships that are grounded 
in trust. 

Relationships have two folds. 
Internal community building is 
crucial to fund for resilience over 
recovery. Practicing collective 
governance and creating giving 
values can impact how funders 
facilitate conversations so that 
they become milestones for 
growth. 

1 2 3 4 5

Thesis Research Journey M
ap
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H IST O RY OF
P H ILA NTHR OPY

UNDERSTANDING THE SYSTEM

Philanthropy is a more strategic process of giving 
that is a long-term, strategic response focused on 
identifying the root causes of systemic issues and 
rebuilding systemic change. (treating root causes; 
proactive)

Example: Foundations practice philanthropy 
through the act of grantmaking. A grant is awarded 
to an individual or nonprofit to support a cause that 
aims to make social impact. 

Charity is a short-term, empathetic response 
focused on an immediate crisis or need. (treating 
symptoms; reactive) 

Example: Individuals practice charity through 
the voluntary act of giving money, goods, or time 
directly to a cause 

In the United States, philanthropy first started 
for charitable purposes. The concept was 
defined as an act of voluntary giving by 
individuals or groups to promote the common 
good. The government saw individuals who built 
their wealth through business as a source for 
social capital. Instead of taking responsibility 
for funding public goods, the government 
commissioned wealthy philanthropists to fund 
social services and programs. 

Philanthropy was a system built on a strong 
culture of giving and collaboration. However, as 
America built its wealth, giving was incentivized 
to maintain the funds philanthropists voluntarily 
gave out of their own pockets. The government 
used tax-sheltered foundations as a vehicle 
to provide the wealthy with tax cuts for their 
charitable contributions. As a result, the wealthy 
then used philanthropy to mask their capitalist 
work by moving public money back into their 
own hands. What started as a strategy to 
address systemic issues, philanthropy turned 
into a system that served the wealthy. This 
system is known as the Nonprofit Industrial 
Complex (NPIC).  
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NPIC is a system of relationships between the 
government, owning classes, foundations, and 
nonprofits that results in the surveillance, control, 
and monitoring of social justice movements. It 
puts nonprofits in a position where they must 
focus on maintaining their funding sources 
rather than fulfilling their mission. Living in this 
perpetuated cycle of sacrificing their mission for 
funding encourages nonprofits to adopt capitalist 
structures and redirects their energy away from 
mission-based work. 

Nonprofit 
Industrial 
Complex

Looking at philanthropy, the NPIC is deeply 
embedded inside it. While foundations distribute 
grants to nonprofits, they serve as tax shelters 
for the wealthy, taking away funds that should 
be used for social services and programs. This 
cycle dictates how nonprofits should operate 
and creates a power imbalance that favors 
the funders. Instead of a focus on rebuilding 
systemic change, philanthropy is an imbalanced 
dynamic where relationships between grantees 
and funders are rooted in codependency and 
transaction, which hinders true collaboration 
and the holistic approach that is needed to drive 
social impact. 

Around 50 percent of the nation's 
nonprofits are operating with less 
than one month's cash reserves.

Nonprofit Starvation Model

how 
philanthropy
works
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Traditional giving: the practice of giving for the 
purpose of fulfilling the funders' values, which 
addresses symptoms not root causes.

Radical giving: the practice of emergence for 
the purpose of moving foundations and funders 
towards supporting transformative, frontline 
work to address the root causes of systemic 
issues. 

UNDERSTANDING THE SYSTEM

The Culture Shift

Traditional giving is top-down, closed doors, 
and expert-driven. It is associated with the 
notion of big money and wealthy funders who 
use their foundations to privatize power. These 
individuals have the ultimate decision-making 
power, and because of this imbalance, grantees 
have to conform to their interests and agenda 
rather than working toward social impact. 
Basically, philanthropy is conditioned for social 
organizations to fail if they don't adopt capitalist 
structures that adhere to the funders. 

A new wave of radical giving is now emerging 
that's equity-centered, open doors, and 
community-driven. For example, Resource 
Generation, a group of next-gen philanthropists 
who come from generational wealth, is breaking 
out of the traditional giving structure by 
checking their privilege at the door and working 
hand in hand with people on the frontline. 
The Korean American Community Foundation 
is addressing the needs in their local area 
by practicing a participatory grantmaking 
model, which invites community members to 
the decision-making table. Giving circles like 
Radfund, a group of everyday individuals who 
leverage the power of collective giving, are using 
unrestricted grants to provide organizations the 
agency to determine how to make impact with 
their grant money.

Challenging the System

Philanthropy is evolving from a system that 
focuses on capital, quick fixes, and control to 
one that focuses on accountability, long-term 
change, and radical collaboration. The focus 
on accessibility and transparency has pushed 
the traditional philanthropic world to engage in 
ways that democratize giving. 

Questions around equitable giving practices 
have challenged foundations to expand their 
5% payout rule, which refers to the law that they 
must distribute five percent of their investment 
towards grantmaking. Radical funders, who 
understand the systemic barriers as a result 
of the NPIC, are actively seeking out effective 
giving models that dismantle the power 
dynamic. Giving communities are realizing 
that funding organizations with multi-year 
grants and unrestricted grants lead to longer 
lasting impact. Even the faces at the decision-
making table are becoming more diverse in age, 
race, and class. All these disruptive shifts are 
redefining the culture of giving by approaching 
philanthropy through an equity lens. 

GIVI N G  CULTUR E 
IS  CH A NGING
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Case Study: Korean American Community 
Foundation practices a participatory 
grantmaking model, and each year, they invite 
community volunteers and advocates to 
participate in their grantmaking through their 
Community Grants Committee (CGC). 

Participatory grantmaking is a decision-making 
process that includes community advocates 
and people who are affected by a particular 
issue or problem. It is a collaborative problem-
solving framework that involves the equitable 
participation of funders, grantees, and the public 
to achieve better outcomes and decisions. 

CGC: How It Works

Case Study: Asian Women Giving Circle is the 
first and largest giving circle in the nation led 
by Asian American women. They raise funds to 
support Asian American women-led projects in 
New York City that use arts and culture to:

• Bring about progressive social 
transformation

• Raise awareness and catalyze action 
around critical issues that affect Asian 
American women, girls, and families

• Highlight and promote women’s central 
role as leaders, creators, developers and 
managers of these projects

A giving circle is a form of participatory 
philanthropy where individuals come together 
around a shared identity, pool their money and 
resources, and collectively decide the cause 
they want to support. They tend to be hyper local 
to their community and practice direct giving to 
community-based issues. While their existence 
is not entirely new, giving circles enable people 
to have the discretionary power to make an 
impact on a particular issue, organization, or 
community.

Giving circle members....
give more money and time 

give for community-oriented reasons
use equity-centered giving strategies
are more engaged in political activities

giving  
circles

participatory
grantmaking
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Social Justice Philanthropy supports 
organizations that are getting to the roots 
of problems instead of only addressing the 
symptoms. A key part of the process is giving to 
those who are directly affected by and working 
on a social issue. These funds are allocated in 
order to fulfill the organization’s larger social 
justice mission. It is an alternative approach to 
traditional philanthropy, where grantees are 
respected as partners in social justice. 

Practiced by Resource Generation

ONLY 8% 
of the foundation's grant 

dollars devoted to long-term 
change strategies between 

2003 and 2013

(Top 20 foundations in the U.S.)

Trust-Based Philanthropy reimagines traditional 
funder-grantee relationships to create a 
philanthropic ecosystem that puts trust first. It 
envisions a world where relationships are built 
on vulnerability, transparency, and humility; 
where community and nonprofit leaders are 
valued, supported, and trusted; and where 
funders bring awareness to power and equity 
to their grantmaking. By recognizing the power 
imbalance between funders and grantees, 
giving communities that practice trust-based 
philanthropy work to actively rebalance it. 

Pioneered by The Whitman Institute, Robert 
Sterling Clark Foundation, Headwaters 
Foundation, General Service Foundation, Durfee 
Foundation, and Satterberg Foundation.

trust based
philanthropy

social justice
philanthropy

Core Principles

ONE  Focuses on the root causes of 
economic, racial, and social injustice

TWO  Includes the people who are impacted 
by those injustices as decision-makers

THREE  Makes philanthropy more accessible 
and diverse

FOUR  Keeps foundations are accountable, 
transparent and responsive in their 
grantmaking

FIVE  Donors and foundations act as allies 
to social justice movements by contributing 
not only monetary resources but their time, 
knowledge, skills and access

SIX  Foundations use their assets and 
investments, alongside grant-making dollars, 
to support their social justice missions

Core Principles
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UNDERSTANDING THE HUMAN PROBLEM

PROCESS

Aldervan Daly
Executive Vice President / 
Institutional Advancement 
for Rising Ground 

Alison Cornyn 
Project Director / 
Incorrigibles & Faculty / 
School of Visual Arts

Brennan Gang
Deputy Director and 
Director of Programs 
/ Korean American 
Community Foundation 

Caroline Mak
Programs Director / Hot 
Bread Kitchen & Advisor / 
Women's Enterprise Action 
Loan Fund

Chelsea Toler-Hoffmann
President / The Keep 
Families Giving Foundation

Cheryl Taruc
Funder / Radfund

Christina Gorczynski
Executive Director / Impact 
Austin

Emily Rasmussen
Co-founder & CEO / 
Grapevine

Esther Morales
Funder / Radfund

Hali Lee
Co-Director / Donors of 
Color Action & Founder / 
Asian Women Giving Circle

Kobla Asamoah
Head of Small Business / 
Hot Bread Kitchen

Pia Infante
Co-Executive Director / 
Whitman Institute

Rebecca Chen
Funder / Radfund
Rei Chou
Founder / The Feast 

Sarah David-Heydemann
Funder / Radfund

Seiji Carpenter
Funder / Radfund

Sloan Leo
Director of Social 
Innovation / The Vaid Group 

Stephanie Chen
Grants Contacts Manager / 
Police Athletic League

Vivian Cox Fraser
President & CEO / Urban 
League of Essex County

Yahya Alazra
Campaign Director / 
Resource Generation

Research   Partners
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traditional

partners

key quotes

level of trust 
toward grantee

pain 
points

needs

radical

STEPHANIE CHEN
Grants Contacts Manager / 
Police Athletic League

VIVIAN FRASER
President & CEO / Urban League 
of Essex County

BRENNAN GANG
Deputy Director and Director of 
Programs / Korean American 
Community Foundation

PIA INFANTE
Co-Executive Director / 
Whitman Institute

CHRISTINA GORCZYNSKI
Executive Director / Impact 
Austin

ESTHER MORALES
Funder / Radfund

Senior board members want to 
maintain their positions though 
they’ve held it for several years. 
It blocks opportunities for 
younger board members who 
have the energy and creativity 
to change the way organizations 
fund and work with grantees.
 

You need to find out what 
the funder is doing and craft 
something that interests them. 
You need to be in alignment 
with the work they're doing to 
actually get the funds.  I’ve been 
in meetings where funders 
don’t give honest feedback, but 
behind closed doors, they say 
that this isn’t going to work. 
I’ve also seen a lot of 
partnerships where funders all 
jump to the problem, but they 
don’t spend a lot of time getting 
to know the partner.

Numbers, data, and grant 
proposals don't reveal what 
really goes on behind the 
scenes. The unexpected calls 
and messages with our grantees 
about their failed attempts 
shows the level of trust built 
with our partners. These small 
moments matter. But I’m the 
only one who can do that for 
now.

What if we worked hand-in-
hand with grantees to examine 
together the complexity of 
the problems our funding is 
intended to address?

A deliberate, trust-based 
approach can liberate 
foundations from the structures 
that hold too many of us back.

Relationships between 
grantees and funders need to 
be leveraged to support issues 
on the ground ASAP. We now 
[during COVID-19] see that never 
before seen relationships are 
forming. Behind the scenes, 
funders and grantees are going 
into battle together. Trust is 
radically happening. Trust is 
radically opening up doors.

We do our own research and call 
when we have questions. We 
wanted to find an approach that 
allows the grantees to focus on 
their work, not paperwork.

Older board members leave no 
room for the next-gen board 
members to innovate and 
contribute to the change.

There is no space to share 
honest feedback or needs with 
grantees.

Few leaders in the organization 
have trusted relationships 
with grantees, which means 
opportunities for honest 
feedback are limited.

Trust-based philanthropy is 
not yet widespread. There 
are barriers to conveying 
the impact, especially when 
it comes to reframing what 
impact means for the grantees.

Only through practice can 
funding for equity, diversity, 
and systemic change be 
implemented meaning; it's 
going to take some time.

While the hands-off approach 
benefit how grantees operate, 
there's no room to build trusted 
relationships that can lead to 
long-term impact.

Opportunities to challenge 
existing power structures that 
lead to shared understanding 
and power.

Trust in each other as 
collaborative leaders, not 
transactional business partners.

Changes in how funders 
approach, listen, and advocate 
for grantees.

Scaling trust-based 
philanthropy.

An experiential learning 
experience that normalizes 
trust-based philanthropy.

A conversational experience 
where funders and grantees get 
to know each other better as 
collaborators.

highlow

Stakeholder   Research
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How might we design opportunities for 
funders and grantees to rise above traditional 
philanthropic processes to interact and build 

relationships that fuel trust?

Design Research Question
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traditional radical

ACTIVE YEARS 18 

PEOPLE 13 Board of Directors, 18 Associate 
Board, 4 Staff, 3 Advisory Groups 

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND Corporate, 
Finance, Healthcare, Law, Marketing

WHO THEY GIVE TO Organizations who have 
an operational history of at least 6 months; Are 
a registered 501(c)3 nonprofit organization or 
have a fiscal sponsor that is 501(c)3; Have an 
established and working Board of Directors

HOW THEY GIVE Direct service grants; Capacity 
building support; Rapid response funds (see 
glossary).

DECISION-MAKING MODEL Participatory 
grantmaking (CGC); Traditional hierarchy 

OUR PARTNER The KACF Associate Board is a 
group of professionals (late 20s-30s) who serve 
as ambassadors of KACF by raising awareness 
of community issues. Their aim is to advance 
philanthropy by developing and mentoring 
the next generation of leaders in the Korean 
American community. 

The Korean American Community Foundation 
transforms and empowers communities through 
philanthropy, volunteerism and inter-community 
bridge building. KACF pursues these goals 
through grants and organizational development 
support to nonprofits working to strengthen 
the economic security of low-income Korean 
Americans in the greater New York metropolitan 
area. KACF has awarded grants from $20,000-
165,000.

KACF

Community Partner      1

ACTIVE YEARS 5 

PEOPLE 13 volunteers/funders

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND Community 
Organizers, Nonprofit, Law, Policy, Technology, 
Finance, Health, Production 

WHO THEY GIVE TO Individuals/organizations 
who are directly affected by threats and 
oppression; Have an intersectional analysis of 
the relationships between race, class, gender 
and gender identity, ability, religion, and 
sexuality; Have a hard time accessing resources 
through traditional philanthropic channels; 
Employ strategies that include community 
organizing, leadership development and training, 
direct action, and advocacy; and Primarily live 
and work in New York City

HOW THEY GIVE Multi-year grants; Rapid 
response funds; Unrestricted grants (see 
glossary). 

DECISION-MAKING MODEL Equal participation; 
Consensus based

OUR PARTNER 13 Radfund members

Radfund is a giving circle based in Brooklyn, 
NY. They are a group of friends committed 
to liberation. Together, they give money to 
individuals and organizations in New York City 
organizing to challenge structural inequality 
and to fight for racial and economic justice. 
In the last five years, Radfund has given 
$137,600 in unrestricted funds to 14 community 
organizations through their giving values and 
practices. 

Giving Model: Formula 1
Radfund encourages members to give away at 
least 1% of their income and .1% of their wealth; a 
model that allows for full participation and voice 
no matter how much money they have.

RADFUND

Community Partner      2
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RECIPE FOR COLLECTIVE GOVERNANCE & CONVERSATION MENU

DES IGN
INTERVENTIONS
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Recipe for  Collective Governance 

WHO 13 volunteers part of a giving 
circle

WHERE Brooklyn, NY

WHAT Wanted to scale their giving 
model by creating a toolkit

WHY Expanding the group created 
feelings of lost intimacy. Seeing the 
growth in inquiries about how they 
built their giving circle, Radfund 
wanted to put their 5 year collective 
giving experience on paper so other 
communities, cities, and organizations 
can learn how to create their own.

We created a 30+ page toolkit that 
illustrated how Radfund built their 
giving circle through collective 
governance, radical trust, and a 
community-centered lens. Our 
findings from testing:

1. Generate content for a specific 
target audience

2.  Set time aside to share personal 
stories
The elaborate how-to’s may get in 
the way of creating space to share 
personal journeys, definitions, and 
expectations to giving. 

3. Expand the meaning of giving 
Participants defined giving as only 
three T’s (treasure, time, talent). 

After identifying some of the pain 
points in the first prototype, we 
collected three insights that paved the 
way in designing our first intervention.

1. Note-card recipes over an 
elaborate cookbook
Individuals want a simplified guide 
that provided actionable goals. 

2. Conversational experience over 
DIY toolkit manual
Crafting language that people new to 
philanthropy or social justice work  
can understand.

3. Looking at the forest before the 
trees
Understanding the value of collective 
giving before jumping to solve 
problems.

OBJECTIVE
1)  Simplify toolkit 

2) Emphasize the need to have 
conversations that solidify community 
values before looking to fund

3) Expand the meaning of giving by 
illustrating how sharing testimonies 
and ties lead to building a resilient 
giving community.

Intervention: 
Recipe for Collective Governance

With our Recipe for Collective 
Governance, we advised our 
community partner at KACF 
during COVID-19 to make space for 
interpersonal conversations. 

As a community, they learned how to 
take note of their power and capacity. 
By sharing vulnerable stories of 
trauma and fear, they were expanding 
their notion of giving – from funding 
with treasures to funding with 
testimonies.

They practiced collective governance 
by first supporting each other before 
going out to support others.

Empathy 
Understanding the community

Problem Definition 
Looking into the human problem

Ideation 
Co-creation as a pathway to insights

Design 
Tangible ideas

Test 
Feedback for growth

RADFUND - RESEARCH JOURNEY MAP
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Working with radical giving communities led us 
to this core insight: relationships have two folds. 
For external partnerships to work, funders within 
an organization first need to understand the 
power and resources they have before they can 
take collective action. 

To identify ways funders practice internal 
community building, we looked to small and 
informal giving communities such as giving 
circles. Our research showed us that giving 
circles already have the ideal pathway for 
building internal relationships because members 
have a shared identity or shared interest 
towards a particular cause. Before interacting 
with external organizations, giving circles 
build strong internal relationships with their 
members. They do the internal work by creating 
aligned goals and values that reflect their 
shared identity, which serves as a foundation 
for organizational growth. The concept of 
community is already deeply rooted in their 
identity and practice as everyday individuals 
who strive to support the communities in which 
they live. 

Contrary to how traditional philanthropy is 
centered on financial capital, giving circles 
redefined giving into 5T’s –  treasure, time, 
talent, ties, and testimony. They value all 
the types of member contributions, from 
financial resources, professional expertise, and 
knowledge of community groups. 

Their approach to giving creates a dynamic that 
values friendships over financial partnerships. 
Members ensure that their giving is not reactive 
to the needs of the community, but rather 
focused on building resilience and funding 
systemic change. The power of their collective 
governance is grounded in their values as 
funders who leverage their resources–money, 
time, stories, skills, and networks– to reduce 
disparities and liberate those affected by 
structural inequality.

As outsiders looking in, we saw extraordinary 
value in how deepened relationships lead to 
political participation, meaning it empowers 
everyday individuals to come together to 
address the needs in their communities. This 
group of radical funders redefined philanthropy 
as an act that's powered by the people. 
Internally, they practiced consensus in their 
decision-making to ensure equal participation 
regardless of financial contribution, and 
externally, they took direct responsibility for 

their grantmaking by going out of their way 
to research their grantees. Their proactive 
measures worked outside of the NPIC to achieve 
equitable outcomes and target groups who are 
not visible due to the barriers set in place by it. 

Our learnings from giving circles highlighted 
how internal community building practices 
make giving transformational rather than 
transactional, which led to our first intervention: 
Recipe for Collective Governance. We 
recognized collective leadership was crucial 
to how funders can make impact not only as 
individuals but as a collective, an ingredient we 
felt was missing in the traditional philanthropic 
world. We wanted to challenge emerging 
funders to take a step back and do the internal 
work – to identify their values, create a shared 
vision, and build the knowledge and capacity 
of themselves and their partners. Through this 
visual guide, we inspire new giving communities 
to reimagine how their collective governance is 
the first step towards creating impact.

Learnings

Recipe for  Collective Governance 

Relationships have two folds. For external 
partnerships to work, funders within an organization 
first need to understand the power and resources 
they have before they can take collective action.
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Case Study: Radfund

Overview 
Radfund wanted to document their five year 
journey of how they have practiced radical 
giving. By co-creating a toolkit that outlined 
their giving journey, we gained access to their 
community and learned the in-depth tactical 
processes they took when giving. As design 
researchers, we gained insight into how giving 
circles work and the unique touchpoints to their 
giving model. As social designers, we witnessed 
how Radfund's internal values as a community 
shaped their giving into an act that was 
transformational rather than transactional.

Radfund's Giving Values 
They acknowledge the inherent power dynamics 
of funder-grantee relationships, and use their 
privilege to support people doing good work. 
Their goal is to give away money to groups 
they trust and not further encumber them with 
reporting or needless contact. They believe that 
by giving together, we encourage each other to 
give more and give more thoughtfully. 

At the core, they looked to giving as an act of 
political advocacy rather than a transactional 
experience. The toolkit provided a pathway to 
community engagement for new and emerging 
funders who are looking for alternative ways of 
giving. 

Radfund's Approach 
• All members participate as equals, 

regardless of specific contribution, and give 
according to their wealth and income.

• They openly share with each other how 
much wealth they have and how much 
money they make – an act that builds group 
transparency, accountability and trust.

• They strive to build a political home that 
provides opportunities to learn from each 
other and challenges us all to live up to their 
shared values.

• They work to build lasting relationships with 
each other and those they support.

Learnings
Radfund's strong internal relationships, 
funding process, and diligence for equity gave 
us the ideal overview of how collective giving 
can disrupt and rebuild philanthropy. While 
Radfund is not representative of all giving 
circles, we found value in their giving model and 
internal operations. They make space to have 
conversations around power and privilege to 
build self-awareness. They don't just give money 
away–they have deepened, strengthened and 
politicized their friendships by creating a space 
that serves as a political home to help guide 
them as they work to make the communities in 
which they live more just. Building off of their 
framework, we designed a tool to help funders, 
looking for alternative giving practices, expand 
the meaning of giving as not just sharing funds 
but sharing power. 

Recipe for  Collective Governance 
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WHO 18 Associate Board members

WHERE New York, NY

WHAT Had the desire to create 
community a gathering

WHY To create opportunities for KACF 
members to be in the shoes of grantee 
partners and for marketing and PR 

Snapshot of the power dynamic
From our research, we knew that 
relational tensions between funders 
and grantees still exist today. We found 
that power shows up in many forms – 
meetings, site visits, and grantmaking. 
Funders needed to reimagine the way 
that they approach their grantees. To 
make power visible, we facilitated three 
activities.. 

ACTIVITY 1
Agenda prototyping
We asked the Associate Board to ideate 
a quick agenda for the community 
gathering.

Findings

1) The ideas aimed to satisfy the funder’s 
mission

2) The ideas proposed were centered 
around a poverty show

3) Final output was only focused on the 
foundation’s needs and wants

4) There was no consideration of the 
grantee’s involvement

ACTIVITY 2
Taking inventory of power through 
envisioning sessions

Findings

1) They wanted to leverage the 
experiences and skill sets they have to 
take action, but the how was unclear

2) They recognized they are privileged, 
but the only service outlet they knew of 
was funding or volunteerism

ACTIVITY 3
Co-creating the community gathering 
with grantee partner, KAFSC

We invited grantee partners to co-
create the community gathering 
experience. What funders thought of 
as needs of  grantee partners and what 
grantees actually needed were totally 
different

Findings

The relational gap between funders and 
grantees leads to a huge informational 
gap that hinders the efficiency in 
creating social impact

GOALS

1) Close the relationship gap to close the 
informational gap

2) Identify shared values and goals 

3) Create a space where all partners can 
be vulnerable and transparent with each 
other

4) Design micro-moments that equalize 
power to reach a point of shared 
understanding

Intervention: 
The Conversation Menu
Where intimate conversations become 
milestones for growth.

Empathy 
Understanding the community

Problem Definition 
Looking into the human problem

Ideation 
Co-creation as a pathway to insights

Design 
Tangible ideas

Test 
Feedback for growth

KACF - RESEARCH JOURNEY MAP
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Our research into giving circles revealed how 
open and intimate conversations ground 
relationships in trust. Speaking with nonprofit 
leaders, we learned funders rarely hold the time 
and space to facilitate conversations about the 
day-to-day activities. 70% of funders say they 
are willing to engage with their grantees in open 
dialogue about general operating support, but 
only 32% of nonprofits believe they actually are. 
Seeing the way giving circles commune and 
build internal relationships, we felt the need to 
bring this momentum to the way funders engage 
in external partnerships with their grantees. 

Looking at the grantmaking cycle, funders 
interact with their grantees at three main 
touchpoints: 

1. Kick-off - a meeting that typically 
takes place during the beginning of the 
grantmaking cycle where funders get to 
know the grantees.

2. Check-in - a meeting that manifests offline 
or online, with the purpose to review the 
grantee's progress on their project. 

3. Final Reporting - the final deliverable 
grantees submit to the funders that outline 
the interpretation of an intervention's 
impact. 

We explored how funders check-in with 
their grantees because it's a pivotal moment 
where power dynamics come into play. On the 
traditional side, foundations conduct site visits 
with their grantees to evaluate and measure 
impact, which results in monitoring. Grantees 
are so focused on fulfilling funders' expectations 
that there is no room for honest feedback. 
Instead of making space to celebrate failures, 
grantees are conditioned to highlight their 
successes in order to maintain their funding, 
which leads to feelings of discomfort and 
mistrust. 

To combat the power imbalance, a new wave 
of philanthropic giving inspired funders to take 
a more radical approach. For example, giving 
circles conduct check-ins virtually or through 
phone calls because they don't want to interfere 
with the grantee's work. However, the fear of 
intruding actually hinders them from building 
community with their grantees. While some 
aspects of their hands-off approach benefit 
how grantees operate, there is no room to build 
trusted-relationships that can lead to long-term 
impact. 

Working closely with giving circles, we learned 
that the concept of community is connected 
to feelings of belonging, interdependence, and 

trust. Yet, the approach both foundations and 
giving circles practiced did not set conditions 
where funders and grantees can build 
relationships grounded in trust. On both ends of 
the spectrum, funders needed a way to facilitate 
conversations that equalizes the power dynamic 
and opens the door for honest communication. 

This led to our second intervention: 
Conversation Menu, where intimate 
conversations become milestones for growth. 
Inspired by the way giving circles deepen 
relationships through open dialogue, we 
designed an experience for funders and 
grantees to come together to create space for 
shared vulnerability. 

Our goal was to combat the siloing effects of 
philanthropy that created this divisive narrative 
where transactional engagements define 
funder-grantee relationships. We aimed to 
create a space where funders are not a source 
for capital but allies toward supporting systemic 
change and where grantees are not outlets for 
financial gain but social justice partners who 
can strategize ways funding can be the most 
impactful. Through a simple dinner, we designed 
a way for funders and grantees to cultivate 
collaborative partnerships that are grounded in 
trust.  
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Overview 
The KACF Associate Board wanted to create a 
community gathering event to bring awareness 
to the issues faced by the Korean American 
community and the impact the next generation 
of philanthropists could make through their 
giving. They hosted events within their internal 
network to expand their funder base but rarely 
interacted with their grantees beyond galas and 
site visits. 

Activity 1: Agenda Prototyping
As co-designers, we challenged them to create a 
journey map of the community walk and envision 
how the collaborative gathering could benefit 
the foundation and the grantee participants. 

Initial event goals: 
• Designate a time and space for participants 

to experience the day-to-day lives of the 
grantees 

• Host a neighborhood walk in Flushing to 
witness the work the grantees are doing for 
low-income Korean American communities

• Provide an opportunity for internal 
members to come together and break 
bread through volunteerism 

• Use the gathering to create a marketing/PR 
campaign 

Findings:  
• Grantee involvement was limited because 

the main goal was to build community 
amongst themselves. 

• The event ideas appeared to be a poverty 

show (i.e., asking grantees to give them a 
tour of Flushing to experience the day in the 
life of low-income communities)

• There was no acknowledgment of the 
power imbalance (i.e., suggesting grantees 
take time out of their weekend to offer their 
services to benefit the funders)

• The final output was only focused on the 
foundation's needs and wants.

The goals they set out to achieve focused on 
educating and creating empathy among their 
group members. They saw the grantees as a 
tour guide rather than a collaborative partner. 
Facilitating this simple journey map exercise 
exposed the many gaps they had when it came 
to their role as funders. Coming from privileged 
career backgrounds, they had the professional 
expertise but did not have the tools or capacity 
to reflect on their power and privilege. We saw 
that their current interaction points fed back into 
power structure in philanthropy, where funders 
only engage amongst themselves rather than 
connecting and learning about the communities 
they support. 

As social designers, we found two core needs: 

1. Build awareness on their individual and 
collective power to understand what they 
could offer as funders

2. Equip them with the knowledge and 
capacity to facilitate a grantee-centered 
experience and build collaborative 
partnerships with their grantees 

Activity 2: Taking Inventory of Power
Before we could design a grantee-centered 
experience, we facilitated another activity to 
discuss identity, power, and privilege. Our goal 
was to challenge this group of young funders to 
take inventory of their power and understand 
how their privilege shows up in the work they 
do. 

Findings:
• Funders are curious about who the 

grantees are, what they do, and how they 
make impact with their grant money. 

• There was a hunger for more human 
stories. They wanted to see beyond the 
numbers and learn about the actual 
experiences. 

• Everyone wanted to leverage the 
experiences and skill sets they have to 
take action, but the how was unclear. 

• Funding isn't a means to an end. 
Funders recognized they have privilege 
backgrounds, but the only service outlet 
they knew of was offering money or 
volunteerism. 

• Their Korean American heritage was a 
crucial driver that motivated them to 
explore their identity as funders. 

From our findings, it was clear that members 
wanted to engage beyond their financial 
contributions. Funders were motivated to 
share their stories and talents but did not 
know how to leverage their resources for their 
grantees. Together, they built awareness 
around how their power as funders can unfold 
in this unhealthy dynamic where grantees are 
in service to them. This realization shifted their 
mindset to think not of themselves but of the 
communities they serve. 
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Activity 3: Co-creating Community Gathering
Our journey led us to our main insight. The 
relational gap between funders and grantees 
leads to a huge informational gap. Because 
members rarely engaged with their grantees, 
they lacked the knowledge and capacity to 
understand the complexities of the grantee’s 
work. To fill the informational gap, we needed to 
first address the relational gap by bringing the 
grantee’s voice to the table as co-designers, not 
beneficiaries. 

Grantee Partnership
Collaborating with KAFSC, we gained a better 
understanding of how they approach their work 
and their communities. 

Findings: 
1. Grantee’s needs manifest in two different 
ways: internal organizational needs and 
community based needs.

On an organizational level, KAFSC lacked human 
capacity and the technical skill sets to do their 
work effectively. On a community level, they 
needed to develop programs that address the 
changing needs of the community. For example, 
in recent years, KAFSC saw an influx of young 
females and English speakers reaching out for 
services. They needed to reimagine how their 
programs can provide the right services to both 
native and non-native speakers. 

2. Grantee partner also has Associate Board 
members

KAFSC had a group of young Associate Board 
members who fundraise and lead programs. 
Similar to KACF, the grantee Associate Board 
was in search of new ways to expand their 

role as leaders. They were hungry for more 
collaborative efforts with other Korean American 
organizations but lacked the capacity to 
strategize opportunities. 

Design Opportunity
Our conversation with KAFSC led us to these two 
design goals: 

1. Bridge the relational gap between funders 
and grantees in order to inform funders 
how they can be advocates for social justice 

2. Create space for grantees to openly share 
experiences as an organizational leader 
and as advocates for the communities they 
serve 

As a foundation, KACF had many existing 
programs and events that supported 
marginalized communities affected by 
economic insecurity. All these things worked to 
benefit the cause but not the people fighting on 
the frontlines. To bring the grantee's voices in, 
we formed a design committee with Associate 
Board members from the foundation and the 
nonprofit. 

Looking at how KACF interacts with its grantees, 
we found that only foundation staff members 
take the initiative to build trusted relationships 
with their external partners, which resulted in 
a huge relational gap between the funders and 
grantees. To better equip the next generation 
of philanthropists, we wanted to shift the 
focus away from internal network events and 
formal site visits. We challenged them to seek 
out opportunities, whether big or small, where 
they can facilitate intimate interactions where 
shared vulnerability and power lead to trusted 
relationships.

KAFSC (grantee)
Korean American Family Service Center is 
a nonprofit organization that supports and 
empowers adults, youth and children to lead 
safe and healthy lives. They are committed to 
preventing and ending domestic violence, sexual 
assault, and relationship abuse, and creating a 
violence-free society.

About the activity
We invited KAFSC to an interview before co-
creating the community gathering. Together, 
we mapped their day-to-day activities and the 
problems that they faced.
The goal was to understand how a collaborative 
project with KACF can benefit the them and the 
communities they serve. 

Learning
Divestment in time with grantees lead to the 
inefficiency in creating social impact.

Conversation M
enu

The relational gap between funders and 
grantees leads to a huge informational gap.
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Our interventions proved useful in times of crisis, 
like the one we're all in now. When COVID-19 hit, 
KACF took immediate action to support their 
grantees with additional funds. In addition to 
these efforts, the Associate Board members 
wanted to engage with their grantee partners 
and the greater Korean American community. 

Through a series of virtual events, they wanted 
to: 

• Address how KACF is providing direct 
support to affected communities 

• Raise awareness around the grantees' 
needs during the crisis 

• Build relationships with the communities 
they serve to increase funding

• Provide new and existing funders with a 
connection to their grantee partners 

Since the Associate Board only hosted 
engagements focused on networking and 
career-building up until the moment of crisis, 
they needed tools to activate their community in 
urgent times of need. 

Applying Our Interventions
Empowering the local communities around us 
has never been more relevant. We saw this time 
as an opportunity to truly explore how funders 
can be more expansive in their approaches to 
address the urgent needs of their grantees and 
better influence long-term impact.

With our recipe for collective governance, we 
challenged our partner to use this moment 
to reflect on their values and reimagine their 
giving. Instead of seeing funding as a means to 
an end, we advised them to share stories and ask 
questions about how the crisis affected them 
and their communities. We started by having 
a discussion on how to strengthen the Asian 
American community in response to the fueled 
anti-asian racism and xenophobic violence. 
Grounding the meeting by acknowledging the 
loss and trauma allowed us to create a space 
where funders feel empowered to share their 
reflections. These personal conversations 
became micro moments that paved the way for 
internal community building. 

As a funder community they were getting clarity 
on who they were as a collective, how they were 
experiencing trauma together, and why it was 
important to bring in the voices of those on the 
frontline. They were learning how to take note 
of their individual and collective capacity to 
understand how to support one another and the 
organizations helping communities affected 
by the pandemic. Together, we defined shared 
vulnerability as shared power in an attempt to 
build a more resilient community before going 
out to rebuild for societal needs. 

COVID-19
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MET RICS  &
EVALUATION

Our theory of change paints a picture of how 
trust manifests throughout our interventions.

The inputs, components we will use to provide 
value to funders and grantees include 
learning experiences where teams practice 
sharing vulnerability, holding conversations 
around trust and community building that 
challenge traditional funding models and 
processes, and developing case studies on 
Trust-Based Philanthropy in action.

The outputs, or the tangible elements of 
our intervention, center around accessing 
information about what goes on at grantee 
sites, creating community building practices, 
identifying opportunities to build social capital, 
holding space for intrapersonal conversations 
that lead to self-awareness, building capacity to 
develop effective risk management strategies 
from the conversations, and accessing to 
grantee’s real concerns and radical ideas 
based on their field experience. Reframing 
conversations where shared vulnerability and 
power can become the foundation for building 
trusted relationships.

The outcomes, the effects of our audience 
engaging with the intervention, include:

Increased Self-Efficacy - funders and grantees 
readily see themselves as collaborators with 
equal power and agency

Growth in Curiosity - funders deeply value the 
expertise, time, and commitment of people on 
the ground doing mission based work for social 
needs

Increased Empathy - funders see the grantees’ 
sustained programs as a journey, not a 
destination

Growth in Confidence - grantees have 
confidence in sustaining their mission knowing 
that trusted funders will continuously advocate 
for them

The pre-conditions summarize what must exist 
before our goals are achieved – specifically, 
what mindset, motivation, and knowledge the 
audience must achieve to engage. Funders need 
to understand how their power and privilege 
shows up in their work by taking away space for 
grantees to express their needs, concerns, and 
ideas from their lived experiences. In order to 
unlock collective power, funders need to change 
their perspective and see their grantees as 
collaborators and equal partners in addressing 
social injustices. By acknowledging the different 
layers of turmoil and adversity grantees 
experience, the goal is to see each other as 
humans before funders and grantees. 

Finally, the indicators, or data points we 
will establish to measure our intervention’s 
effectiveness, will paint a clear picture of how 
bringing awareness to power and equity in 
grantmaking leads to equity-centered, open 
doors, and community driven philanthropy.
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Through our research, we uncovered philanthropy is an imbalanced 
power dynamic between funder and grantee where relationships are 
rooted in codependency and transaction. It is built on the notion that 
big money makes more impact. Looking into the system, traditional 
philanthropy is top-down, closed doors and expert-driven. Grantees have 
to conform to the funder in order to receive funding, but this dynamic 
creates inefficient impact by supporting the funder’s mission and values 
rather than the grantees. 

Looking at philanthropy from a design lens, we saw change is long 
overdue, and in this crisis, the cracks in the system are more apparent 
than ever. But, as social designers, the opportunity we saw was to 
humanize philanthropy, make sense of the complexities set by people in 
power, and push Trust-Based Philanthropy forward.

The need to untangle philanthropy became more evident in times of crisis 
like the one we’re in now. The systemic barriers in place were preventing 
direct action when it is needed the most. However, moments of hardship 
and crisis expose not only the bad but also the good - we’re now seeing 
funders and grantees going into battle to build trusted relationships and 
leverage their collective power. To make trust-based philanthropy the 
new norm, we challenged funders to transition and adapt to this new 
reality. 

We hope our design interventions are used for exploration, not as 
doctrines to force conformity but as guidebooks that support giving 
communities to build for resilience over recovery.

Closing Thoughts
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Capacity building support: organizational 
support in strategic planning, board 
development, fundraising, leadership 
development and much more to help 
nonprofits to grow and become stronger.

Collective giving: when a group of individuals 
come together to pool money and collectively 
decide on the cause they want to support and 
how they want to distribute their resources.

Direct service grants: provide a direct 
service, such as educational attainment, 
meaningful employment, financial education, 
public benefits, legal services, access to 
affordable housing and home-ownership, and 
other pathways to immediate and long-term 
economic stability.

External relationship: refers to the 
relationship between individuals at different 
organizations. 

Factual discourse: a conversation between 
two or more people or groups regarding 
performance, analysis, and numerical data. 

Funder: an individual or organization that 
donates money and makes a grant. 

Grantee: an individual or organization that 
receives a grant. 

Grantmaking: the formal practice of 
philanthropy where funds are awarded from 
a foundation or funder to an individual or 
nonprofit. The purpose of the act is to support 
a cause which aims to deliver social and 
beneficial impact.

Individual giving: when a person uses their 
money and resources to support a cause.

Internal relationship: refers to the 
relationship between individuals within an 
organization.

Multi-year grants: provide grantees with 
long-term funds, which enables funders to 
build a real partnership with an organization, 
build on the previous year’s learnings, 
and deepen their engagement with an 
organization over time.

Rapid response funds: provide immediate 
and longer-term support to affected 
communities during a crisis  (i.e. COVID-19).

Relational discourse: a conversation 
between two or more people or groups 
regarding trust, co-creation, and respect.

Trust: the act of sharing vulnerabilities, 
power, and resources.

Unrestricted grants: funds the grantees 
may use for any purpose, including general 
operating support.

GL OSSARY
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