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Praise for A New Era of Philanthropy 


“Through artful storytelling and concrete ideas, A New Era of Philanthropy gives the sector a hopeful path forward that … creates truly transformative change. A must-read for anyone in philanthropy, particularly those who question whether and how philanthropic resources can address the current, complex challenges our world faces.”

—Nick Tedesco, president and chief executive officer of the National Center for Family Philanthropy




“Through expert storytelling and practical suggestions, Abichandani offers a powerful narrative that allows us to reimagine what philanthropy can be—and provides a path to get there.”

—Dan Heath, New York Times best-selling author of Made to Stick and Switch




“Nourishing, stimulating, and incisively sharp, A New Era of Philanthropy embodies the creativity and connection that must guide philanthropy moving forward. Do yourself a favor and read this book.”

—Pia Infante, co-executive director of the Trust-Based Philanthropy Project




“Dimple Abichandani challenges us to imagine how foundations and donors can break from conventional practices and instead catalyze deeper, transformative change to foster a thriving multiracial democracy, repair past harms, and create a sustainable future.… [S]he proposes a new blueprint for philanthropy that meets the moment.”

—Don Chen, president of the Surdna Foundation 




“A beautiful, bold, and compelling invitation to reimagine philanthropy as we know it.”

—Sarita Gupta, vice president of US Programs at the Ford Foundation




“A New Era of Philanthropy offers essential practices to help us consider who we must be and what we must do if we are serious about building a world of more justice, fairness, and abundance.”

—Leah Hunt-Hendrix, cofounder of the Solidaire Network and Way to Win and coauthor of Solidarity




“Dimple’s invitation is to engage, and—through practice—to transform philanthropy, and to be transformed in the process. As I read this book full of generous wisdom, storytelling, and guidance, I could palpably feel this New Era arriving.”

—Rajasvini Bhansali, executive director of the Solidaire Network 




“A New Era of Philanthropy calls philanthropy to account with hard-won wisdom, deep care, and inspiring curiosity.… We must answer this urgent call to leave the gilded era behind, and build a new, collective future together.”

—Bailey Malone, executive director of the CS Fund




“A treasure trove.… Must-read wisdom for every donor and funder, from a voice we can trust.”

—Vanessa Priya Daniel, founder of the Groundswell Fund and author of Unrig the Game




“Dimple is the doula our sector has been waiting for, transitioning philanthropy from an outdated model to the potential and possibilities that meet the challenges of our world today.”

—Phuong Quach, principal at NPAG




“… a foundational text for everyone in philanthropy today. Dimple’s stories, frameworks, and exercises make sense of today while guiding us in the work we need to do for a future that is more just and equitable.”

—Sayu Bhojwani, board chair of the North Star Fund, founder of Women’s Democracy Lab, and author of People Like Us




“A New Era of Philanthropy turns a sharp eye on the foundational myths and assumptions that shape how the philanthropic sector operates and invites us to imagine what we could achieve if resource stewards adopted a proposed set of principles and practices that reflect and enable our highest aspirations.”

—Mandy Van Deven, narrative and philanthropy expert




“… a roadmap to show how philanthropy can meet the current moment. . . . Donors, program officers, and trustees as well as nonprofit and movement leaders will benefit from this book.”

—Deepa Iyer, author of Social Change Now




“This book has the potential to transform everything we thought we knew about ‘philanthropy as usual.’”

—Regan Pritzker, board co-president of the Libra Foundation and board member of the Kataly Foundation




“Abichandani offers a compelling and actionable pathway for reimagining conventional approaches to philanthropy.… She lovingly reminds us that, no matter your starting point, there are many ways to take a step forward to prepare ourselves—and our sector—for a new era.”

—Shaady Salehi, co-executive director of the Trust-Based Philanthropy Project




“Abichandani invites us to engage with the central question of how we transform the complicated legacy of extractive wealth into one grounded in justice and sustainability.… a compelling centerpiece of any course for the next generation of nonprofit and philanthropic leaders.”

—Molly Schultz Hafid, adjunct associate professor at the NYU Wagner Graduate School of Public Service and executive director of the Butler Family Fund




“Dimple Abichandani provides readers the historical context that unduly constrains the practice of giving today. In doing so, she invites us to chart a new and more generous path forward. This new way is rooted in solidarity, care, and trust.”

—Carmen Rojas, president and CEO of the Marguerite Casey Foundation




“If you’re wondering what ‘the deal’ is with philanthropy, there isn’t a better place to start.”

—Farhad Ebrahimi, founder and president of the Chorus Foundation




“Dimple Abichandani has given us many gifts in A New Era of Philanthropy, inviting us to move beyond the critique of philanthropy and into action, with practices that allow us to live into the future we want to bring about.”

—Cassie Robinson, director at Arising Quo and associate director of Emerging Futures at the Joseph Rowntree Foundation




“A New Era of Philanthropy is a gift for those committed to truth telling and using philanthropy as a tool to repair and build a more equitable society.”

—Edgar Villanueva, author of Decolonizing Wealth and founder/CEO of the Decolonizing Wealth Project and Liberated Capital




“A stellar practitioner of innovative ways of giving, Abichandani instructs and supports readers who envision philanthropy doing the ‘most good’ rather than just ‘some good.’ . . . Put down that Gospel of Wealth and move into real philanthropy that is driven by the common good instead of an egocentric tax scam.”

—Rinku Sen, executive director of the Narrative Initiative




“With keen observations and insights, [this book] point[s] the way to what a modernized philanthropy can be.”

—Dennis Quirin, executive director of the Raikes Foundation




“. . . a must-read. Dimple describes how philanthropists cling to old assumptions and practices that curtail effectiveness…. [S]he offers interactive prompts we can use to excise what’s not working and begin to rebuild philanthropy from the ground up.”

—Crystal Hayling, Inside Philanthropy’s 2021 Foundation Leader of the Year and one of Inside Philanthropy’s 2023 50 Most Powerful Women in Philanthropy




“. . . one of the most important reads of the year.”

—MARCUS F. WALTON, president and CEO of Grantmakers for Effective Organizations




“Philanthropy can help bring forth the multiracial democracy we all desire and deserve: Abichandani’s work can help us get there.”

—DEEPAK BHARGAVA, president of the JPB Foundation
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For Mom, Anand, and Sumi—for all the abundance you bring to my life.







In this truth, in this faith we trust. 

For while we have our eyes on the future, 

History has its eyes on us.

 

This is the era of just redemption.

We feared at its inception.

We did not feel prepared to be the heirs 

Of such a terrifying hour.

But within it we found the power 

To author a new chapter, 

To offer hope and laughter to ourselves.

—excerpt from inaugural poet Amanda Gorman, “The Hill We Climb”




Introduction

This book is a full-hearted invitation in times of crisis and opportunity to accelerate the emergence of a new era of philanthropy. A philanthrophy that sees its purpose as transformation: transforming wealth into more just and sustainable futures; transforming unjust systems into systems devoted to flourishing; transforming how we see and do the work of philanthropy, from disparate and isolated efforts to collective and interdependent progress.

Near my house in Alameda, California, is an old naval base, decommissioned decades ago. At least once a week I walk by the water. The base, a striking landscape of old wars, with runways and abandoned warehouses, is in a state of reimagination, a place in between the past and the future. A new chapter is emerging, shaped by community voice: affordable housing, a food bank, and an art center. At the end of the former runway, where warplanes once took off, an ecological park named De-Pave will return the land to its original habitat, with marshlands standing ready to absorb rising sea levels.

This landscape reminds me of how we rarely build the future from scratch. Rather, we repurpose the old infrastructures, infusing them with our contemporary values, visions, and dreams. Sometimes the “new” is a necessary return.

Like my home island, philanthropy—the sector of individual donors and institutional foundations allocating private resources toward the public good—is also in transition. While it may not be visible on the surface, over the last decade of crises, we’ve collectively been evolving and forging a new era of philanthropy. Wherever your starting point is, chances are you picked up this book because you too are wondering if philanthropy can be transformed—and transformative. Whether you work in institutional philanthropy or finance, are one of the majority of Americans who donate to nonprofits, or are a steward of some of the $124 trillion that will transfer between generations by 2048, you want to give in ways that can meet this moment and contribute to a more just future.1 You want to leave behind a world in which today’s children, and their children and their children’s children, not only have a shot at survival, but will thrive. With a connection to both resources and social change, you grasp the unique stakes in our times, and understand the role that financial resources can play in making progress. If you are exploring how you, personally, and philanthropy, collectively, can deploy these resources toward change, this book is for you.

The Old Era

To understand where philanthropy is going, we must first understand how it is we came to be here. This story has many beginnings, but when I consider who has shaped modern philanthropy the most, I think about Andrew Carnegie.

On a recent trip to Pacific Grove, California, I brought my laptop to the local library to work on this book and was struck to look up and see a framed portrait of Andrew Carnegie (1835–1919), the “father of modern philanthropy,” looking at me, in the last remaining Carnegie library in Monterey County. I kept wondering why this portrait was hanging in this public library in a small seaside California town in 2024.

The simplest answer is that today we remember Carnegie because he wanted to be remembered, as a patron and a saint, the “patron saint” of libraries. Carnegie funded the building of 2,509 libraries in English-speaking countries, including 1,679 in the United States.2 In 1935, the Carnegie Corporation mailed portraits of Andrew Carnegie to each of the libraries he funded in commemoration of the centennial of his birth.3

When people think of philanthropy, they might think of the libraries, or hospital wings, art museums, universities, those announcements on public radio—the list goes on. Philanthropy, private investment for the common good, is a ubiquitous and growing feature of our civic life. It often sounds like an objectively good thing—like building thousands of libraries. Philanthropy is often told as a story of the grand generosity of a wealthy person, and by extension, the benefits to the many of an economic system that by design works for the few. But beneath the surface, there is complexity that we must grapple with: generosity mixed with control, common good with outsized benefits to the wealthiest, and a covering up of the harms that stem from unjust systems.

So, let’s scratch the surface. Who was Andrew Carnegie? One of the richest men to ever live, Carnegie was an industrialist credited with building the American steel industry, and a founder of modern philanthropy. He made his unprecedented fortune in part by paying low wages to the workers at his steel plants and crushing the unions that stood up for these workers.4 The most infamous of these labor disputes took place at Carnegie’s Homestead Steel Plant in 1892 after Carnegie approved slashing wages and hiring private police to crush the union.5 Ten people were killed and many more injured in what was one of the deadliest labor conflicts in the country’s history.6 Carnegie prevailed, wages fell, and workers’ hours increased from eight to twelve hours a day, leaving them little time to enjoy the libraries. Union membership at steel mills plummeted as Carnegie’s profits soared.7

In Carnegie’s lifetime, the Homestead Steel strikes stained his reputation. Today, though, he is most often remembered as a generous philanthropist. As we forge a new era of philanthropy for our times, what do we need to know about Andrew Carnegie and his imprint on how social change is resourced today?

Carnegie believed that the wealthy know best, writing that the man of wealth, “is best calculated to produce the most beneficial results for the community . . . bringing to their service his superior wisdom, experience, and ability to administer, doing for them better than they would or could do for themselves.”8 Carnegie’s philanthropy wasn’t about communities, what they needed, their voices, and their self-determination. This was a philanthropy rooted in the personal experience of the most wealthy and powerful man of his times. He built libraries because he benefited from access to a library, the same reason that many of today’s donors invest in issues and causes that speak to them personally.

Carnegie’s philanthropy was characterized by control: He dictated every aspect of the libraries, including requiring ongoing local funding for the library, approving site locations, even dictating architectural design.9 By 1908, Carnegie’s secretary, James Bertram, had written an entire book to reflect his design preferences, “consistent with good taste”: room measurements, lampposts to symbolize enlightenment, and staircases to symbolize the elevation of a person when they read. The mandatory staircases made libraries inaccessible to visitors with disabilities, but communities that did not comply with Carnegie’s preferences did not receive funding for their libraries. Carnegie’s philanthropy lacked any form of governance or oversight, so these consequential decisions that would impact communities for more than a century to come were his and his alone.

Like so many of us, I have always loved public libraries. My point is not that the libraries Carnegie funded are not a resource, but that we should consider what we lose when our precious civic infrastructure is built without community voice and vision. And we should keep a keen eye on who reaps the benefits from philanthropy.

Philanthropy is inextricable from power, and its introduction into any system is never neutral: It either affirms and amplifies the existing power structures, or challenges and shifts them. Carnegie’s philanthropy may have left behind many beautiful libraries, but it also kept unjust systems intact and amplified inequalities. In the segregated South, where African Americans were denied access to libraries and other public institutions, Carnegie funded separate, more modest libraries. Scholar and activist W. E. B. DuBois spoke out against the construction of the Atlanta Carnegie Library, which served white patrons only, noting the injustice of a public facility that refused service to a full third of Atlanta’s population.10

In Carnegie’s time, his philanthropy was understood by many as a tool to cover his exploits, and a way to influence his future legacy. The cover image of Harper’s Weekly magazine from March 1901 depicts a monstrously large Carnegie stacking his libraries to create a wall that shields the view behind it of smoke and fire rising from his steel plants. The headline reads, “Building a Very Solid Temple of Fame.”11 The St. Louis Post-Dispatch editorialized that “Ten thousand ‘Carnegie Public Libraries’ would not compensate the country for the direct and indirect evils resulting from the Homestead lockout.”12

Gilded Is Not Gold

Carnegie lived in a time we now know as the Gilded Age. To gild is to “cover thinly with gold leaf or gold paint.”13 Mark Twain coined the term Gilded Age to “describe the era’s patina of splendor” as well as “the shaky foundations undergirding industrialists’ vast accumulation of wealth.”14 “Gilded, after all, is not gold,” historian Kimberly Hamlin explains.15

The era of philanthropy that Carnegie ushered in is a “gilded philanthropy.” It covers unjust systems, purporting to do good, but rarely disturbing who holds power and wealth in our society. It’s a philanthropy that says we can have some nice things, like libraries, parks, and concert halls, when and how those who hold extreme wealth want. Gilded philanthropy became a blueprint in Carnegie’s time and still informs ours. Some might see it as a failed philanthropy, but in fact it has been successful in its core purpose of mitigating and covering the harms of extreme capitalism.

Gilded philanthropy has stifled our imagination for too long, crowding out all the other more democratic and equitable ways that we can resource the common good. This philanthropy has been wholly about a wealthy individual, most often a white man, setting an agenda for the public good with virtually no governance, accountability, or community input to guide this work. It is a philanthropy that covers this difficult truth: When unjust systems are kept in place, it is the wealthiest and most powerful that benefit.

I think about the interconnected and existential challenges we face today: rising authoritarianism, an accelerating climate crisis, and deepening inequality. While there are ample needs for abundant resources to tackle all of these challenges, gilded philanthropy was not designed to meet the challenges of this moment. The patina has chipped away, revealing cracks in the foundation.

Questions for Our Times

“Do you believe that philanthropy can meet the challenges of our times?”

A few years ago, I started asking this question, inviting rooms of funders to close their eyes and raise their hands if they thought that philanthropy could meet this moment. I can report, from this unscientific experiment, that few people raised their hands. Those that did only lifted their hands halfway and then moved them side to side to indicate a maybe.

These maybes were an exception to this rule I stumbled on. So many of us resourcing social change harbor deep questions: about whether we are doing enough, whether the tool of philanthropy can be liberatory, and about whether we are part of the solution or just another expression of the problem.

I began asking this question of whether philanthropy as it exists today can meet this moment because I was personally grappling with it. After two decades of working in some of the most innovative philanthropic organizations, moving resources to brilliant changemakers who are building a more just and sustainable future, my own answer to this question was no. Not today’s gilded philanthropy.

Asking this question of my peers helped me realize that I wasn’t alone. There is a growing sense that not only is philanthropy not making the difference we seek, but all too often it is part of the problem. I was thinking about this when on a panel in 2023, my co-panelist Maurice Mitchell of the Working Families Party implored funders to step into the urgency of this moment. He reminded us that the house is on fire and that philanthropy needs to “grab a bucket.” Agreeing with Maurice’s assessment that our collective house is on fire, I couldn’t help but wonder, What does it mean to grab a bucket when you don’t believe you can put out the fire?

—

A few words on the “fire” of our times so that we can better understand the “bucket” that is needed. This book was written in a moment of urgent and intersecting crises: attacks on our democracy, rising inequalities, a climate in crisis, a backdrop of wars, and escalating authoritarianism, extremism, and hate. 

Domestically, in the United States we are living out the consequences of an extractive hypercapitalist economy that puts profits before people, of worldviews that see us all as separate, of generations of domination and extraction. We see all around us the harms wrought by systems of greed and exploitation, systems that have not adequately valued life and our planet.

This economy of extreme inequality has fueled a growing philanthropic sector. In the United States alone, philanthropy holds $1.6 trillion in assets, and growing, for the public good.16 We are in the early years of the Great Wealth Transfer, with Baby Boomers passing on an estimated $124 trillion in wealth to Millennial and Gen Z descendants, and with $18 trillion estimated to go to charitable giving by 2048.17 How will these tipping-point crises and ever-increasing dollars meet?

To be clear, most of the assets in the philanthropic sector are not moving us toward a more just and sustainable future. In fact, some of these assets are actively deployed to thwart, rather than advance, justice. This book is not aimed at donors who are satisfied with the status quo, or those who long to take us back to some “great” time in the past. It’s for the rest of us: the large part of philanthropy—institutions and donors—who grasp the unique urgency of our times and sense that we must make fundamental changes in our sector to build a different future. It is a call to realize the full potential of the resources we have available, including the capital locked away in investments, donor-advised funds, and endowments.

Today as funders consider how to meet the moment, many of us are grappling with questions about wealth, how it is organized, and why so much of it is held in philanthropy. These inquiries help us make sense of old world orders so that we can imagine, dream, and craft new ones. As we deepen our understanding of how we came to be here, we can imagine and plan more ambitiously for how we might redistribute resources to repair and heal a broken world.

Philanthropy’s Mandate in a New Era

This book seeks answers to these generative questions: What is a philanthropy that meets this urgent moment? And what philanthropic practices go beyond covering up unjust systems to making real, lasting social change?

Philanthropy’s mandate is unique. In contrast to other sectors with large amounts of wealth, philanthropy’s purpose is not to maintain or grow resources, but to transform wealth into justice, freedom, and repair. We are in the early stages of a new era of philanthropy—one that is meeting the challenges of our times by boldly imagining a future beyond extractive capitalism, white supremacy, colonialism, and patriarchy. In these consequential times, philanthropy must evolve our purpose from gilding—lightly covering up systemic challenges—to alchemy—investing in a true transformation of these systems.

The term alchemy has scientific, mythical, and philosophical roots and evokes early alchemists who attempted to transform base metals into gold. It is a metaphor that speaks to something experienced grantmakers know: Philanthropy is neither an art nor a science. True durable impact doesn’t come from a check; it comes from an ever-evolving mix of relationships, resources, imagination, trust, and solidarity.

The “gold” we seek to create is a fair economy that works for all communities, a planet that can sustain generations to come, the repair of generations of harm, and the cultivation of a multiracial democracy where communities can shape the decisions that impact them. The “metal” of our time is the trillions in excess wealth, resources that could be used today for the public good, but instead remain locked away in endowments and donor-advised funds. Transformation is philanthropy’s mandate in our times.

Many of us are clear-eyed that gilded philanthropy gets it wrong. But I want us to ask the question that Dr. Ayana Elizabeth Johnson, a writer, advocate, and marine biologist, brilliantly asks in her book by the same name, “What if we get it right?”18 This question brings us back to the choice and agency we have and reminds us that it is what we do next that will determine the future.

What if we get it right? We have glimpses of what this will look like. A new era is boldly starting to take form, with reimagined practices, purposes, identities, norms, and impact:


	In 2024, after years of organizing led by Indigenous women, the oldest sacred shell mound site in California was rematriated and returned to its original people, the Confederated Villages of Lisjan Nation. A $20 million grant from a private foundation provided essential support to efforts to reclaim ancestral lands.

	A nonprofit is the only legal services provider for their clients, the majority of whom are low-income. After a revolving door of donors, one donor stays and offers a different kind of partnership: seven years of unrestricted support. The nonprofit’s executive director can end the hiring and salary adjustment freeze and pay her staff and herself fairly. New leave and sabbatical policies are drafted. There is time for rest, for dreaming and planning. Community members are championed by lawyers who are well resourced to protect their rights.

	In the wake of the murder of George Floyd and the racial justice uprisings, a foundation leader brings together twelve funding partners to make large long-term flexible grants to organizations supporting the self-determined priorities of Black communities. Grantmaking is determined by an advisory group of women-of-color leaders with decades of experience in social and racial justice movements. The fund’s goal is to achieve real democracy by investing in those most systematically excluded from it. Grantees and donors forge a new way of being in relationship with each other—with funders learning from those who are most impacted by injustice and coming away changed by the process.

	A sixty-year-old foundation decides to redistribute all their assets to social justice organizations. A trustee, who is also a community leader, describes it as the “time to compost” the institution. The foundation understands that it is the community, not the foundation, that should decide how this capital will best shape their future and meet their needs. Over the next five years, the foundation will redistribute their capital to communities through a series of experiments rooted in care and community self-determination.

	A family foundation drafting new governing bylaws gives movement leaders on the board the structural majority, ensuring that community voice will always determine how resources flow. As a result of this shift, longtime donors find themselves transformed, moving beyond the limited identity of “philanthropist” into new identities of cocreators and twenty-first century stewards. In these new roles, they relinquish control and forge relationships of partnership, building a shared future in which those who are proximate to communities have power and access to resources.



The past mingles with the future, inviting us to imagine and build anew. The question is not, Will the landscape of philanthropy change? (It has and will), but rather, How can we affirmatively transition philanthropy to meet the specific intersecting challenges of our times?

About Me

I bring to this book two decades of experience as a philanthropic practitioner. My first introduction to philanthropy was as a grantseeker. It is the lessons I learned then that have informed everything that’s followed. As an activist in my early twenties, I connected with a group of young women who started the Third Wave Foundation. These women were at the forefront of social movements but felt invisible to mainstream philanthropy. So they set out to create a foundation designed to resource their peers. I joined them and for six years helped to build a philanthropy that was by and for our community. This experience became my DNA in philanthropy.

I was not born into wealth, though I have spent most of my career working to unlock resources for change—as an executive director of a private foundation, as a program officer and founding director of a collaborative fund, and as a board member of a public foundation. A lawyer by training, I bring attention and curiosity to the rules, stories, and governance that shape philanthropic practice.

I am also a daughter, mother, partner, and friend. I am an immigrant and the child of a refugee, shaped by the places I’ve called home: Houston, Brooklyn, and the Bay Area. I am of the many communities I belong to, and I am always at home with people who dream of a more just world and are working to make it so, in different ways, roles, and capacities. Of particular relevance to this book is the community of leaders I belong to, many of whom are women of color, who have been forging a new era of philanthropy and bringing about a sea change in how the sector works and understands itself. We engage in this alchemy of transforming wealth, experimenting with the resources of time and strategy, learning together, and seeding breakthroughs.

Leading in these years of overlapping crises has brought clarity of purpose
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