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By 2050, the US will be a “majority minority nation.”  And, as the current economic 

crisis and the increasing migration of people to the US from throughout the world 

emphasize, the global village is now firmly planted in our own backyards.  The future of 

US philanthropy will be driven by the giving traditions of the diverse communities 

connected in a global world.  These 10 Principles of Culturally Competent Giving are a 

tool to help to help you navigate philanthropy across diverse, globally connected 

communities.  Drawn from years of research on diversity and philanthropy, as well as 

the experiences of many practitioners in the field, the Principles will help you move 

beyond your personal assumptions about giving and connect with others to build 

stronger communities for all.  The reading list at the end of these principles will help 

you learn more about African/African American, Hispanic/Latino, Native American and 

Asian/Asian American philanthropy.  Use these resources to uncover your personal or 

community philanthropy and expand participation in giving.  Remember that no matter 

what you call it, or even if you don’t realize it, “you too are a philanthropist. “   

All rights reserved by Jacqueline Copeland-Carson, Ph.D. The “10 Principles of Culturally Competent 
Giving” were developed by the author in 2006.   They are authorized for distribution with the following 
attribution:  Jacqueline Copeland-Carson, 2006.  “10 Principles of Culturally Competent Giving.”  
Originally presented at Minnesota Planning Giving Council Conference.  St. Paul, MN. 
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Principle 1:   Philanthropy is universal 

Giving whether it is “time, talent or treasure,” is as old as humanity itself.  While most 

people don’t use the word “philanthropy,” every culture and community has a tradition 

of giving.  From a cross-cultural perspective, philanthropy is the voluntary means that 

any culture, social group or individual uses to redistribute financial and other resources 

for the purposes of promoting some collective good. The institutional and social 

mechanisms that surround these voluntary practices will vary across societies and their 

constituent communities and may not be explicitly defined as philanthropic from a 

conventional mainstream perspective. 

Principle 2:  While philanthropy is universal, because all communities and 
cultures have giving traditions and practices, it’s also, by definition diverse. 

There are variations on the common human practice of giving—called philanthropy by 

some.  Just focusing on the US, every group, African American, Mexican-American, 

Cuban-Americans, Native-Americans, Irish-Americans have a particular way of doing 

philanthropy rooted in their history, culture and experiences.  Variations on a common 

American theme.  

Principle 3:  Practices are based on often ancient traditions but, at the same, 
also change with the times. 

For example, drawing on ancient practices from West and Central Africa, African 

American churches during the colonial period used churches to create community 

funds like giving circles to support each other and the broader community.  While the 

church is still the focus of most African American giving, churches now have 

endowments at community foundations, nonprofits designed to provide social services 
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and a variety of other giving forms that build on longstanding traditions but update 

them for new times.  

Principle 4:  There is diversity within diversity 

No ethnic group or community is monolithic.  For example, Hispanics are comprised of 

at least 20 different national groups each of which has ethnicities within them.  People 

and institutions apply cultural principles in creative ways and cannot be reduced to just 

their cultural parts.  People also have multiple social roles and cultural experiences that 

they mix and match into a personal, family or institutional giving style.  So, get to know 

your prospective donor personally.  Use cultural principles as one guide but avoid the 

pitfalls of stereotyping.   

Principle 5:  Philanthropy not just about giving money 

At its most basic level, philanthropy—good philanthropy-- is an act of caring; it is a way 

of recognizing another person’s or community’s human, faith in the future that hurt can 

be healed.  People can give in many ways—time, talent, ideas and money—intellectual, 

social, and financial capital 

Principle 6:   Philanthropy is not even just about wealthy or more affluent 
people or foundations giving to poor people or those with less financial 
means. 
 
Most people think that “big grants” change society.  Sometimes big money grants from 

thoughtful foundations or other social investors really change society such as 

Carnegie’s early grants to establish free libraries or Rosenwald’s construction of 

schools for black children living in the segregated south.  
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But in most cases, the most impactful giving happens at a grassroots community level—

the giving by everyday people with average financial means.  Our country’s most 

transformative social movements-- abolitionist, Underground Railroad, women’s 

suffrage, civil rights movements--were created by “micro-philanthropists,” who gave 

small but consistent amount of money over a large number of people for a long-term 

period.  This giving combined with strategic volunteerism, creative ideas, passion with 

protest where necessary, changed our nation and the world.  In most cases, 

mainstream philanthropy and foundations only supported these movements’ causes 

after they were successful.  Real change often starts with grassroots, interactive 

philanthropy. 

Principle 7:  Support the Women 

The adage, “educate a woman and you educate a nation” is true.  The same holds for 

philanthropy.  It is almost a cultural universal that most of the philanthropy done at the 

grassroots level is lead by women.  The neighborhood grandmother who is watching 

neighborhood children or volunteering at the local foodshelves are critical, 

fundamental building blocks of neighborhoods and the “communities of caring” so 

basic to our strength as a nation.  Find ways to support women’s caregiving of women.  

If you do, you will strengthen your community and change the world. 

Principle 8:  The Morality, Money, and Market Imperative 
 
Most people would agree that including the diversity of philanthropy in our community 

institutions is the right thing today.    But it’s not just the right thing to do, it’s the 

necessary thing to do for nonprofit institutions that want to survive or grow with our 

country’s demographic changes.    We all know that in a few decades, most of the 
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country’s population will be people of color.  The future donor market will be the most 

diverse in our history.  Building authentic relationships with diverse communities is 

essential for the sector’s future. 

Principle 9:  Walking the Talk of Philanthropy 

Just don’t play lip service to diversity.  Know your markets and include them in every 

possible way.  You need their social networks to access philanthropy from their 

constituencies.  After all why would anyone want to give to an institution that does not 

represent its priorities or community?  Boards staffs that don’t represent donor 

markets, historical baggage such as exclusion of women or other traditionally 

marginalized groups, culturally insensitive programming, or a narrow notion of 

philanthropy are among the common structural barriers that can impede your 

organization’s ability to “walk the talk” of diversity.  This is a not politically correct 

imperative to diversity for diversity’s sake—even though there is a moral imperative to 

be inclusive.  But if you want the resources of these diverse communities, your 

institution would be wise to find a way to credibly include them in every sphere of its 

work. 

Principle:  10:   Cross-Cultural Competence 

There are as many different varieties of giving as there are communities, cultures and 

people on the planet.  It’s impossible to know all the practices.  And considering that 

there is always diversity within diversity no one person can possibly anticipate all the 

different practices and preferences an individual donor might hold. 

But knowing that philanthropy can take on different guises in various communities is a 

start.  The 10 Principles of Culturally Competent Giving are a guide for continuous 
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learning.  If you don’t already know, recognize and learn the history of philanthropy of 

your own as well as other communities. 

The different approaches to philanthropy are equal and all effective in their own way.  

So, institutional, mainstream philanthropy has at least as much to learn as to teach 

diverse communities about giving.  In fact, many of the key concepts now discovered 

by foundations and philanthropic institutions in recent years-- from microfinance and 

giving circles to interactive or venture philanthropy—have existed for centuries under 

different names.  Learning diverse giving traditions will enrich your own giving practices 

and strengthen philanthropy for all. 
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