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Abstract
As philanthropy has emerged to play a prominent role in supporting community 
well-being efforts, important critiques have been raised about the undemocratic 
nature of philanthropy that appears to privilege private interests over community 
needs. In response to these concerns, Community Philanthropy (CP) has emerged as 
a philanthropic model that prioritizes community asset-building, agency, and trust in 
order to “shift power” to beneficiary communities (Hodgson & Pond (2018). How 
community philanthropy shifts power. Grantcraft. Retrieved August 14, 2021, from 
https:// grant craft. org/ conte nt/ guides/ how- commu nity- phila nthro py- shifts- power). 
Despite its promise, questions remain about how CP can practically achieve the 
goals of sharing power, building trust, and showing solidarity toward community 
self-determination for well-being. To address these gaps, we examine the case of 
Thousand Currents, a public foundation that has pioneered a CP inspired grantmak-
ing model. Thousand Currents provides long-term unrestricted grants to grassroots 
partners (grantees), learns about partner concerns, acts upon partner feedback, and 
is self-reflexive about its positional power as a funder. The foundation achieves its 
grantmaking objectives by taking deliberate fundraising and staffing decisions. Our 
case study showcases how other foundations can take steps towards actualizing CP.
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Introduction

Throughout the twentieth century, and specially with scaling back of govern-
ment services under neoliberalism, philanthropic foundations have emerged to 
play a prominent role in supporting community well-being efforts (Eikenberry, 
2006; Evans et al., 2005; Phillips, S.D. & Jung 2016; Toepler, 2018). Private and 
community foundations have provided financial support and advocated for public 
policy changes to bolster economic growth, health and human services, educa-
tion initiatives, arts and culture, and small businesses within various communities 
in the U.S. and internationally (Anheier & Daly, 2006; Giloth, 2019; Harrow & 
Jung, 2016; Johnson, P.D., 2018; OECD, 2019). As philanthropy has expanded 
its investments in communities, critiques of philanthropy have also sharpened. 
Political theorists have suggested that big philanthropy is fundamentally a top-
down undemocratic exercise, yet has an outsized influence on public policy 
(Reich, 2018). This concern has only exacerbated with the very wealthy increas-
ingly directing philanthropic efforts (Collins & Flannery, 2020). Big philanthropy 
is thought to advance the private interests of philanthropists without challenging 
the economic and social structures that result in the need for philanthropy in the 
first place (Karl & Katz, 1987; Roelofs, 2015). In practice, philanthropic funding 
has largely gone to initiatives that mirror the experiences of donors who control 
philanthropic institutions, and only minimally benefits systemic change (Schlegel, 
2016). The structure of institutional philanthropy keeps intact the power that phil-
anthropic institutions hold over grantees; there are numerous accounts of grant 
recipients amending priorities to satisfy foundation preferences (Barman, 2008; 
Kohl‐Arenas, 2015; Ostrander, 2007). Important interventions have highlighted 
that the financial and social power of philanthropy is based on a history of coloni-
alism, imperialism, and slavery (Villanueva, 2018). Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2016) 
remarks that “foundations are repositories of twice stolen wealth,” which is accu-
mulated based on exploitation but still sheltered from taxes. Finally, U.S. philan-
thropy is a white-dominated sector, particularly in decision-making positions, and 
funding for initiatives that benefit communities of color remains minimal (Cohen, 
2014; Dorsey et al., 2020). Following these critiques, philanthropy is being asked 
to democratize, recognize community knowledge and assets, and prioritize social, 
economic, and racial justice (Hodgson & Pond, 2018; Hossein, 2020; Reich, 
2018; Suárez, 2012; Villanueva, 2018). In response, Community Philanthropy 
(CP) seeks to disrupt mainstream philanthropy by shifting power into the hands 
of communities and privileging community self-determination (Hodgson & Pond, 
2018). Based on the case study of a mid-sized U.S. public foundation – Thousand 
Currents – our intervention explicates how philanthropic institutions can adopt 
the principles and practices of CP.

The literature on CP evolved from a focus on community foundations that 
pool funds for investments in “place-based” communities (Harrow et al., 2016). 
More recently, however, international development practitioners have used CP to 
refer to a range of philanthropic efforts which privilege community-asset build-
ing, leadership and agency of communities, and trust-building (Hodgson & Pond, 
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2018; Layton, 2016). The aspirations of CP overlap with that of community well-
being, where communities work to improve social, economic, environmental, and 
other conditions facing them based on their “needs and desires” (Lee et al., 2015, 
p. 2; Wiseman & Brasher, 2008). Despite the CP literature highlighting opti-
mistic cases in different national contexts (Kilmurray, 2015; Knight & Milner, 
2013; Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017), “limited guidance” exists for funders wanting 
to pursue CP (Doan, 2019, p. 3). For example, questions remain regarding what 
it means to “shift power,” or how CP can engender trust-building under the struc-
tural constraints of a funder-grantee relationship, or the ways foundations can 
support community self-determination. Examining the extent to which Thousand 
Currents’ philanthropic model reflects CP-related funder practices allows us to 
contribute to a deeper understanding of how foundations can adopt the principles 
and practices of community philanthropy.

Thousand Currents is a social justice funder that supports grassroots organiza-
tions and social movements working on food sovereignty, climate justice, and alter-
native economies in the Latin America, Africa, and Asia and the Pacific (Thousand 
Currents, n.d.-a). The foundation represents a paradigmatic case of CP as its grant-
making model privileges trust-based philanthropy and cedes agency to grassroots 
partners (grantees) by providing unrestricted grants. Thousand Currents expressly 
acknowledges its power and privilege as a funder and promotes trust-based grant-
making. In our analysis, we pay attention to how Thousand Currents confronts its 
positional power, builds mutual trust and accountability, and shows up in solidar-
ity with self-determination efforts of its grassroots partners. Data for the analysis 
are drawn from organizational document review and interviews with ten participants 
– three from Thousand Currents’ grassroots partners, two from foundations that sup-
port Thousand Currents, two board members, and three staff.

We find that Thousand Currents follows several principles and practices of com-
munity philanthropy such as adopting the orientation of “funder as learner,” paying 
attention to values alignment with partners, investing in trust-building and mutual 
understanding, and committing to (downward) accountability towards partners. 
Feedback from partners is taken seriously as it has shaped the organizational strat-
egy and resulted in new programming. Thousand Currents supports community 
self-determination by making flexible, long-term grants and by providing tangible 
non-financial support to its partners. Additionally, the foundation centers the views 
and voices of its partners and leverages its position to influence other funders to 
adopt justice-oriented, trust-based grantmaking. Operationally, adopting these prac-
tices has been backed by a series of deliberate decisions. Thousand Currents selects 
funders who are values-aligned and hires staff and board members who have lived 
experience and political education in the regions where partners are based. Ulti-
mately, the foundation’s grantmaking model recognizes the interconnectedness of 
global philanthropy with community well-being, offering a useful model for other 
foundations.

The rest of this article is organized as follows. We begin with a review of the 
CP literature. Based on this, we specify a model for CP-related funder practices 
that is used to examine the philanthropic model of Thousand Currents. Next, we 
elaborate our research methodology. Following that, we present our data analysis 
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and discussion. We conclude the article with a reflection on what aspects of CP the 
Thousand Currents case foregrounds, underlining implications for other foundations.

Assessing the Theory and Practice of Community Philanthropy

Philanthropy is commonly understood as “the use of private resources – treasure, 
time and talent – for public purposes” (Phillips, S. D. & Jung, 2016, p. 7). Inspired 
by Andrew Carnegie’s proposition in The Gospel of Wealth, institutional philan-
thropy in the U.S. largely relies on the “charity” of the wealthy who use their eco-
nomic and social stature to solve various social problems for “public purposes” 
(Anheier & Leat, 2013; Carnegie, 1889). Even though the scope of social problems 
addressed by institutional philanthropy has evolved over time, philanthropic efforts 
are largely directed by wealthy donors instead of beneficiary communities (Lynn & 
Wisely, 2006; Phillips, S. D. & Jung, 2016). Consequently, philanthropy is criticized 
for being undemocratic and unaccountable despite having significant influence on 
public policy, reluctant to address the economic and political structures that benefit 
the wealthy, and an inefficient way of disbursing private funds where costs outweigh 
benefits (Anheier & Leat, 2013; Karl & Katz, 1987; Reich, 2018; Roelofs, 2015).

Responding to these concerns, Community Philanthropy (CP) aims to “disrupt 
and democratise” mainstream philanthropy “by focusing on practices and structures 
that emphasise people and their assets” (Hodgson, 2020, p. 112). Recognizing that 
macro global phenomena (e.g., climate change, inequality, conflict, etc.) are expe-
rienced at the community-level, CP proposes that community development should 
be defined, organized, and led by communities that are most impacted by and clos-
est to these issues (Hodgson & Pond, 2018; Layton, 2016). The European Founda-
tion Centre (2004) defines CP as “the act of individual citizens and local institutions 
contributing money or goods, along with their time and skills, to promote the well-
being of local people and the improvement of the community in which they live and/
or work.” CP’s intersection with community well-being is apparent. Just as com-
munity well-being refers to communities acting collectively to improve the “social, 
economic, environmental, cultural, and political conditions… essential for them to 
flourish and fulfill their potential” (Wiseman & Brasher, 2008, p. 358; Phillips, R. 
& Pittman, 2009), CP stresses that the utilization of community assets – wealth, 
knowledge, and social networks – to “build and sustain a strong community” (Lay-
ton, 2016; Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017; Doan, 2019, p. 7).

The past decade has seen the “global community philanthropy movement become 
more visible, vocal, and organised,” specially in the arena of international devel-
opment (Hodgson, 2020, p. 100). Practitioners suggest that CP “symbolize[s] a 
new approach to development” that centers community assets and ideas (Hodgson 
& Knight, 2016) but also takes inspiration from “long‐held practices of exchange, 
mutual aid, solidarity, and community development” (Doan, 2019, p. 3). CP is char-
acterized by the norms and values of “reciprocity, solidarity, social cohesion, self‐
reliance, and interdependence” (Doan, 2019, p. 5). The Global Fund for Community 
Foundations (GCFC), an organization that supports CP efforts worldwide, posits 
that CP aims to “shift power” into the hands of communities by “building assets, 
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strengthening the capacities and agency of communities, and building trust” (Hodg-
son & Pond, 2018, p. 11). In this framing, mobilizing local financial resources “from 
people who understand the context or know the community” is key for “managing, 
sharing, and devolving power” because by bringing “local money into the equation 
and co-mingling it with external resources, community philanthropy can introduce 
a structural (rather than just programmatic) dimension of downward accountabil-
ity in which ordinary people can become co-owners and stakeholders in their own 
development processes” (Hodgson, 2020, p. 105). CP is explicit about “building 
and empowering community leadership” (Layton, 2016, p. 139). Strengthening the 
capacity and agency of communities also occurs through providing small grants and 
involving diverse community members in resource allocation decisions (Hodgson, 
2020; Kilmurray, 2015). Finally, “trust among different stakeholders (particularly, 
across power differentials)” is a central concern of CP because “[i]t is valued as an 
outcome in itself and as something that, when it is present, improves other outcomes 
as well” (Hodgson, 2020, pp. 110–111).

Funders have pursued CP for values-based and strategic reasons (Wilkinson-
Maposa, 2017). Values-based funders have sought to cede greater power and agency 
in the hands of beneficiary communities as an end unto itself. Strategic support 
for CP is motivated by the view that when those embedded in a community guide 
development efforts, it results in “durable” development (Hodgson & Knight, 2016; 
Layton, 2016). As such, this is aligned with objectives of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) that, in turn are strongly correlated with the indices for commu-
nity well-being (e.g., Smale & Hilbrecht, 2016). These aspirations notwithstanding, 
gauging the impact of CP on communities remains a challenge (Layton, 2016, p. 
140). Some have suggested that CP not only benefits target communities but also is 
empowering for donors as it fosters cooperative values and behaviours (Doan, 2019, 
p. 8).

The underlying ideas of CP are not new; notions of community self-determi-
nation, context-specific interventions, and power imbalance between donor and 
recipients have been captured across different philanthropic approaches, such as, 
community foundations, grassroots philanthropy, horizontal philanthropy, social 
justice philanthropy, and others (Harrow et al., 2016; Ruesga, 2011; Suárez, 2012; 
Wilkinson-Maposa & Fowler, 2009). Drawing upon principles from across these 
approaches, CP encapsulates a range of practices and organizational forms that are 
flexible enough to include a variety of philanthropic efforts (Doan, 2019; Kilmurray, 
2015; Knight & Milner, 2013; Layton, 2016). This very strength of CP also makes is 
challenging to discern its boundaries; as Doan (2019, p. 3) notes, despite the recent 
interest in CP, “there is limited guidance for those who wish to apply or invest in 
community philanthropy approaches.” Layton (2016, p. 140) observes that the lit-
erature on CP is largely funder or practitioners led with “few strictly scholarly stud-
ies of the field,” thus leaving outstanding some conceptual issues. He proposes that 
additional research is needed to understand how “traditional and community forms 
of philanthropy” can be combined for maximizing the impact of CP (p. 149).

Our intervention comes in this midst, striving to clarify how funders may opera-
tionalize the dimensions of power, trust and mutual accountability, and support for 
self-determination that are core to CP but are underdeveloped in the extant literature. 
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First, when the CP literature refers to shifting power, the goal is to increase down-
ward accountability towards communities and foster greater community agency in 
matters of project prioritization and funding allocation (Hodgson, 2020; Hodgson 
& Pond, 2018). For this, mobilizing local assets is thought to be key. However, the 
literature gives insufficient attention to how foundations might confront their own 
positional power over grantees given that power is present in the very structure of 
philanthropic relationships. A clearer articulation is needed about the work founda-
tions must undertake internally to address questions of power. Second, the CP litera-
ture insinuates that trust-building and mutual accountability come through invest-
ing in relationships, scaling back reporting requirements, and adapting grantmaking 
decisions based on community needs (Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017). While these are 
necessary improvements to the dominant top-down model of philanthropy, it does 
not account for the fact that merely including community input in grantmaking deci-
sions is not sufficient to produce different resource allocation outcomes or alter the 
class power donors hold over beneficiary communities (Johnson, J.M., 2016; Sil-
ver, 2007). It is contingent upon foundations to use their positional power to create 
the right kind of “spaces” for meaningful community engagement to tackle systemic 
issues (Gaventa, 2006). Finally, community self-determination is at the core of CP, 
yet the practical prescriptions for how foundations can show up in solidarity with 
communities are sparse. CP needs to outline the role of foundations in challenging 
entrenched power that benefits the elite (Spade, 2020). Our study uses the case of 
Thousand Currents to explicate how funders can operationalize the dimensions of 
confronting power, building trust and mutual accountability, and supporting com-
munity self-determination. To examine Thousand Currents’ philanthropic model, 
we develop an analytical model that builds upon CP-related funder practices pro-
posed by Wilkinson-Maposa (2017). In the model, we identify how the dimensions 
of confronting power and positionality, building trust and mutual accountability, and 
supporting community self-determination correspond to different CP-related funder 
practices and how these are operationalized. Table 1 reflects our proposed model.

By applying this model on the case of Thousand Currents, our research tests and 
refines CP-related funder practices proposed in extant literature. In doing so, our 
work seeks to offer insights into how interested funders can adopt and operationalize 
CP.

Note on Methodology

We use a case-oriented, qualitative research methodology focusing on a single case 
in order to gain an in-depth understanding of the paradigm of community philan-
thropy (CP) (Della Porta, 2008; Ragin, 2015). A qualitative case study approach 
“enables researchers to conduct an in-depth exploration of intricate phenomena” 
for the purpose of understanding its “multiple facets” in a “naturally occurring con-
text” (Rashid et al., 2019, pp. 1–2). Yin (2009) advises that the case study method 
is appropriate when answering “how” or “why” questions related to contempo-
rary events. This has direct relevance for our study, which focuses on the case of 
Thousand Currents to illuminate how the foundation interprets the problems with 
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mainstream philanthropy and adopts principles and practices related to CP. More-
over, a case study approach involves “the intensive study of a single unit for the 
purpose of understanding a larger class of (similar) units” (Gerring, 2004, p. 342). 
Hence, single case studies can be used for testing and building theory and its infer-
ences can offer insights for understanding other instances of similar phenomenon 
(Yin, 2009). It follows that Thousand Currents’ approach to engaging with the ques-
tions of power, mutual accountability, and supporting self-determination (the dimen-
sions of CP we focus on) can be informative for other funders seeking to apply CP 
principles and approaches.

We have selected Thousand Currents as it is a paradigmatic case to make “under-
standable” the elements of CP (Ragin, 2015). Thousand Currents uses the language 
of shifting power in its organizational objectives and statements (Thousand Cur-
rents, n.d.-a). The organization is a mid-sized public foundation (Frailey, 2017; 
Squarmilner, 2019) that follows an unorthodox grantmaking model, i.e., it provides 
unrestricted, long-term grants to grassroots organizations and social movements in 
the Global South (Thousand Currents, n.d.-a). The foundation also aims to influ-
ence the broader philanthropic sector towards adopting trust-based grantmaking. By 
analyzing the single case of Thousand Currents, we examine the foundation’s opera-
tions, strategies, and values and their alignment with CP-related funder practices 
identified in Table 1.

Data for the study are based on reviewing organizational documents and inter-
viewing 10 key informants including grassroots partners (grantees), donors, board 
members, and members of Thousand Currents staff. The authors’ positionality as 
members of staff and board granted them access to data necessary for the study. 
To overcome concerns of subjectivity, we relied on bracketing, a “process of set-
ting aside, suspending, or holding in abeyance presuppositions surrounding a spe-
cific phenomenon” and “focusing on the essences and structures of the phenome-
non” (Gearing, 2004, p. 1432). Prior to conducting interviews with key informants, 
we made copious notes on our “internal” suppositions (biases and knowledge) and 
“external” suppositions (how we understood CP ought to operationalized), agree-
ing to bracket these out mindfully during data collection (Gearing, 2004, pp. 
1433–1434). Additionally, to mitigate any bias during interviews, we prepared a 
theoretically informed interview protocol based on the CP literature review. Follow-
ing guidance from the qualitative research literature, after each day of interviews, we 
wrote memos reflecting on any preconceptions that might have affected our engage-
ment with the interview data (Tufford & Newman, 2012, p. 86). During the data 
analysis stage, there is a possible tension “between bracketing preconceptions and 
using them as insight” (Tufford & Newman, 2012, p. 91). Recognizing this dynamic, 
we foregrounded informants’ views but also “reintegrated” our preconceptions con-
sciously when critically analyzing the interview data (Gearing, 2004).

Table  2 describes the key informants included in our study. The names of 
informants are anonymized as per the Research Ethics Board approval obtained 
from Carleton University, Canada. The informants were purposively selected to 
capture a range of perspectives on Thousand Currents. The three grassroots part-
ners included in the study are from three different regions where Thousand Cur-
rents funds initiatives. The representatives at the two donor organizations have 
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had a funding relationship with Thousand Currents for several years. The board 
members interviewed have been affiliated with Thousand Currents for over five 
years. The staff members interviewed included the Executive Director and those 
working in program management. Staff and board perspectives yielded insight 
into how concerns about mainstream philanthropy were interpreted within Thou-
sand Currents and what organizational choices this motivated. Views of partners 
and donors allowed us to examine how the actions of Thousand Currents were 
perceived by external stakeholders.

This research study was approved by the Executive Director and Board Chair 
of Thousand Currents. Outreach to the key informants was done directly over 
email, where it was explained that participation in the study was voluntary. 
We conducted semi-structured interviews with the key informants over Zoom, 
where we asked about the history of their relationship with Thousand Cur-
rents, what they valued about that relationship, and specific questions about how 
they thought Thousand Currents navigates issues of power, trust, and commu-
nity solidarity. Informants were enthusiastic and appeared to share their views 
freely. Except for one interview, which was conducted in Spanish, all interviews 
were conducted in English. The interviews were transcribed and coded along the 
themes of power, trust and mutual accountability, and commitment to community 
self-determination.

Table 2  Key informants included in the study

Note. Total number of informants (n) = 10; Racialized persons = 7; Global South residents = 4; Gender: 
Women = 8, Men = 2

Relationship to Thousand 
Currents

Organization affiliation Date of interview

Grassroots partners
1. Partner 1
2 Partner 2
3. Partner 3

Digo Bikas Institute, Kathmandu, Nepal
Ñepi Behña, Mexico City, Mexico
South Durban Community Environmental 

Alliance, Durban, South Africa

Jan 25, 2021
Jan 25, 2021
Jan 26, 2021

Donor organizations
4. Donor 1
5. Donor 2

Swift Foundation, NM
Whitman Institute, CA

Jan 11, 2021
Jan 19, 2021

Board Members
6. Board member 1
7. Board member 2

Kataly Foundation, CA
Hunter College, NY and formerly, 
   American Jewish World 
   Service, NY

Jan 19, 2021
Jan 29, 2021

Members of Staff
8. Staff 1
9. Staff 2
10. Staff 3

Thousand Currents, CA
Thousand Currents, CA
Thousand Currents, CA

Dec 4, 2020
Jan 26, 2021
Feb 1, 2021
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Data Analysis

In this section, we assess Thousand Currents’ philanthropic model underlining how 
it reflects three different dimensions of CP: confronting power and privilege, build-
ing trust and mutual accountability, and exhibiting solidarity towards community 
self-determination. To this end, we examine different aspects of Thousand Currents’ 
grantmaking practices, such as, the foundation’s flexible funding model, how non-
financial resources are mobilized to benefit grassroots partners, the extent to which 
input from partners guides the foundation’s work, the degree to which Thousand 
Currents is cognizant of its own positional power, and the steps Thousand Currents 
takes to recognize partners’ knowledge and experience. We begin by introducing 
Thousand Currents’ model of philanthropy, following which we present our find-
ings. Our analysis suggests that Thousand Currents’ philanthropic model offers 
much to animate the practice of CP.

Thousand Currents’ Model of Philanthropy

Without referencing CP directly, Thousand Currents adopts several aspects of CP 
in its work. Community self-determination, trust, relationship building, mutual 
accountability, learning, recognition of privilege, and commitment to addressing 
systemic injustices are core characteristics of Thousand Currents’ philanthropic 
model (Thousand Currents, n.d.-a). These have strong overlaps with the norms of 
CP such as reciprocity, solidarity, and interdependence (Doan, 2019).

Thousand Currents believes that movement ecosystems – a variety of organiza-
tions and movements of different capacities working synergistically – with their 
grassroots “brilliance” produce social change (Thousand Currents, n.d.-b). In that 
spirit, Thousand Currents provides unrestricted, long-term grants to movement 
actors of many types, sizes, and strategies in the regions of Latin America, Africa, 
and Asia and the Pacific. Grantees include Indigenous Peoples organizations; 
women, youth, LGBTQ + led organizations; cooperatives; research and policy think 
tanks; regional/global coalitions; and others (Thousand Currents, n.d.-c). Thousand 
Currents is deliberate in referring to its grantees as “partners” indicating a discursive 
attempt to diminish the inherent power differential in a donor-grantee relationship. 
Thousand Currents invests in long-term partnerships and co-learning. Thousand 
Currents also runs the “Thousand Currents Academy,” where other institutional 
funders and wealthy individual donors are invited to engage with and learn about 
trust and solidarity-based models of grantmaking (Thousand Currents, n.d.-d). The 
Academy faculty include Thousand Currents’ grassroots partners.

Thousand Currents has experienced rapid growth owing to increased recognition 
of its grantmaking. Thousand Currents’ annual budget increased from $500,000 in 
2010, to $2 million in 2015, to $6.7 million in 2019 (Squarmilner, 2019). In 2019, 
the foundation’s funding came from other foundations (80 percent), individuals (17 
percent), and earned income through consulting and trainings for other organiza-
tions (3 percent) (Thousand Currents, n.d.-e). Thousand Currents neither seeks 
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nor receives funds from the U.S. or foreign governments. This secures independ-
ence from state led agendas and allows the foundation to partner with innovative 
groups that fall outside the radar of larger aid agencies restricted by the bureaucratic 
requirements of government contracts.

Confronting Power and Positionality as a Funder

Thousand Currents recognizes the existence of unequal power dynamics between 
funders and grantees. Public remarks by leadership allude to power structures in phi-
lanthropy and its evolution through historical processes of colonialism and wealth 
extraction:

“We have to contend with the fact that the reason that we are making grants 
in the first place is that there was a process of extraction, which created the 
wealth that was transferred to us, that we are now transferring to our partners” 
(Staff 1).

Through organizational discourse and action, Thousand Currents accounts for 
power in its own relationship with grassroots partners. The foundation frames its 
work in terms of “redistribution of wealth” (Sahagún, 2016) rather than the tradi-
tional language of charity that upholds the positional power of donors. Staff inform-
ants pointedly reflected on how the “rhetoric” about their work has evolved to 
acknowledge funder power:

“There was a time when Thousand Currents used the rhetoric that it was ‘part-
ner-led.’ Now there is clarity that it’s actually ‘partner-responsive.’ Decisions 
are still being held by staff, ED and board. Yes, we consult with partners and 
try to be responsive, but there’s a more clear acknowledgement of the power 
dynamic than saying that this is partner led. Even shifts like that have been 
really important for the organization to just have a better clarity about how it 
contends or how it could begin to contend with the kind of inherent power that 
sits in a funding organization” (Staff 3).

The above remarks suggest that the foundation is reflexive about the question of 
power in its daily work. Thousand Currents is deliberate in choosing discourse that 
centers the work and views of its grassroots partners. For instance, when describ-
ing the crisis of climate change, Thousand Currents does not promote technocratic 
experts or even itself as the holders of solutions, but rather emphasizes “grassroots 
solutions” and “grassroots wisdom,” which refer to solutions created and held by 
local communities themselves (Bhansali, 2017; Thousand Currents, 2018c).

In addition, the foundation anchors its work around the values of courage, humil-
ity, experimentation, creative collaboration, and interdependence (Swift Founda-
tion, 2020). The foundation maintains an “ever-deepening commitment to continual, 
reciprocal learning” treating its grassroots partners as “teachers” (Lemma, 2019). 
Thus, in line with CP-related funder practices, Thousand Currents takes the orienta-
tion of “funder as learner” rather than as “knower” (Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017, p. 9). 
Board informants confirmed this view:
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“Thousand Currents has always been a learning organization that’s not try-
ing to say that ‘We figured it all out’, which is kind of the way that, dare I 
say, white supremacy and capitalism works. Being a learning organization, 
it continues to reflect on, ‘How are we listening to our grantees? How are 
we applying those learnings to how we move forward?’” (Board member 1).

The board member underlines the importance of learning, reflecting, and 
“applying those learnings.” As a clear example of this, recommendation from 
partners that Thousand Currents invest in “growing its influence in the field of 
international philanthropy by becoming a more visible and vocal advocate for its 
partnership model and building the capacity of other funders to understand how 
and why it is practiced” propelled the foundation to launch the Thousand Cur-
rents Academy (Teng, 2012). The Academy is a week-long immersive training 
where donors of different stripes – family foundations, impact investors, indi-
vidual donors, socially conscious businesses, and philanthropic advisors – learn 
about solidarity as an operating philanthropic principle rooted in political analysis 
(Thousand Currents, n.d.-d). The Academy uses Indigenous-inspired pedagogy 
and explores power in donor grantee relationships. For example, participants are 
asked to reflect on “sovereign logic” – a re-indigenizing practice that seeks to rec-
ognize each person’s unique way of making sense of their world, which is “shaped 
by their lineage, the land they come from, and the experiences and learning done 
through their relationship with others” (Pinto, 2018). These and other relational 
practices encourage self-reflection and invite attendees to confront power dynam-
ics in interpersonal relationships. This is not merely limited to the realm of the 
professional but extends to the personal and the political. An attendee, describing 
his experience at the Academy, said it made him confront questions of race and 
power and made him realize that philanthropy is “not about charity” but “about 
recognizing our personal stake in collective liberation” (Delahunt, 2019). Aside 
from self-reflexive work on relationships to leadership, participants learn directly 
from the Thousand Currents partners with whom they can discuss how to reframe 
grantmaking practices. Staff and board informants in this study shared that funder 
expectations are challenged at the Academy as participants are encouraged to 
engage in self-reflection, undertake political education, and confront their class 
privilege. Funders who previously attended the Academy described their experi-
ence as “transformative,” having impacted their own giving practice. One funder 
noted of the Academy:

“...just how they are run, the approach, the speakers that are brought in, the 
attention to meeting people where they are on a personal level, but also on 
cognitive, theoretical, political level. So, it engages people on a personal level, 
invites them into the inter-personal with relational and then gives them some 
frameworks to go forward differently” (Funder 1).

To summarize, Thousand Currents confronts its positional power as a donor by 
being self-reflexive about organizational discourse and practice. The foundation 
grounds its work in values of humility and courage. Thousand Currents not only 
takes a “funder as learner” orientation itself but also runs a program to train other 
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funders in grantmaking approaches that question power and privilege and prior-
itize relationships and trust.

Building trust and mutual accountability

For Thousand Currents, accountability to its grassroots partners is equally or 
more important than accountability to its funders. In the words of the Executive 
Director:

“In traditional philanthropy there is a false sense of security that paperwork, 
proposals and reports are forms of accountability. We find that this is limiting 
in the type of relationship we are able to build with our partners. Accountabil-
ity is about being in the right relationship with our partners. That is a higher 
bar for how we show up for our partners and how they show up for us.” (Staff 
1)

With listening and learning as key organizational values, Thousand Currents fos-
ters trust with partners. This involves frequent and responsive communication and 
honest dialogue. Feedback from grassroots partners have resulted in major changes 
at Thousand Currents. As noted earlier, partner input prompted the development of 
the Thousand Currents Academy. Partner critiques forced the foundation to recon-
sider its previously cumbersome reporting requirements. Accordingly, Thousand 
Currents has simplified reporting by partners into just one question – what would 
they like Thousand Currents to know about their work over the grant period in any 
length or format of their choosing (Lentfer, 2018b). Staff informants shared that the 
intention of reporting is not monitoring or evaluating partners – language shunned at 
Thousand Currents – rather, it is to deepen learning about partners’ work and con-
text (Staff 2). Thousand Currents achieves this objective by reading partner reports 
submitted to other funders or reviewing existing partner documents, eliminating 
the need for partners to prepare special materials for Thousand Currents. Addition-
ally, program staff travel to partner sites in order to cultivate strong interpersonal 
relationships and develop an understanding of partners’ unique contexts. Partners 
we interviewed appreciated the ease of reporting: “The reporting mechanism is so 
simple…The reports don’t supersede the long-term relationship” (Partner 3). These 
actions reflect the CP-related funder practices of paring back reporting requirements 
and listening and being responsive to partner needs (Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017). 
Staff informants emphasized that accountability toward grassroots partners is prac-
ticed in formal and informal ways:

“I think that is a way for us to be accountable, by ensuring that that our grant-
making support is responsive to partners. Then we’re always engaged in the 
relationship to hear what else is needed, what else we can do from our position 
as a US based philanthropic organization. Accountability is also about being 
accessible and responsive. We have informal rules like ensuring we respond to 
partners within a quick time frame, and this also helps us to be accountable” 
(Staff 2)
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During the 2012 evaluation of the Thousand Currents by its partners – itself 
an unconventional undertaking – partners indicated they valued the foundation’s 
attitudinal attributes like, “lack of ego and agenda, respect, open communication, 
responsiveness” (Teng, 2012). Grassroots partner informants in this study also 
lauded the “attitude” of Thousand Currents:

“The trust with Thousand Currents is based on their attitude. They are very 
accessible. We discuss and prepare. They don’t dictate, it’s not domination. 
They always listen and see and learn from partners. They understand our 
dynamics” (Partner 3)

This “attitude” of Thousand Currents fosters trust; so much so, that partners 
feel comfortable giving “negative feedback” without fear of reprisal, such as 
funding cutbacks: “we feel like we are part of a family, so we see our feedback 
as a way to course correct our collective approach to the work” (Partner 1). Part-
ners said conversations with other funders revolve around reporting deadlines 
and deliverables, but Thousand Currents is “interested in what we are doing, they 
want to hear our stories they want to learn about our context and what difficulties 
we are facing” (Partner 1). Once again this shows how Thousand Currents, in line 
with guidance from CP literature, supports community articulation of concerns 
and focuses on mutual understanding (Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017). Describing 
engagement on a Thousand Currents initiative involving partners from multiple 
regions, one partner expressed: “…our opinions are hugely important, and the 
entire structure is created so that grantees have an equal say as funders…we feel 
very heard” (Partner 2) [translated from Spanish].

An essential ingredient for such strong mutual trust has to do with values 
alignment between Thousand Currents and its grassroots partners. Wilkinson-
Maposa (2017) emphasizes the importance of assessing potential partners against 
a funders own values. This is in and of itself a relationship building exercise (as 
opposed to a ‘tick box’ exercise for grant approval) and is fundamental to trust. 
Thousand Currents intentionally invests an year getting to know partners under 
its “catalyst” partnership phase, where alignment of values, vision, and guiding 
principles is mutually assessed (Thousand Currents, n.d.-f). This encompasses 
values of interdependence, experimentation, and humility and guiding principles 
of feminisms, multiplicities, decolonial praxis, and self-determination (Staff 3). 
Thousand Currents invests in relationship building both before and after partner-
ships are established. The investment in relationship building prompted a partner 
to share:

“TC [Thousand Currents] and us, we align in our values. We see each other 
as allies in this transformational work but from our different positions in the 
world...This is a relationship of solidarity. It’s not a vertical relationship. 
This has generated our trust in TC. We feel accompanied and supported.” 
(Partner 1)

These comments suggest that the partner perceives there to be alignment 
between their values and those of Thousand Currents, considering the foundation 
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to be an “ally” working together in “solidarity.” During interviews, partners 
underlined that Thousand Currents shares their “vision” for a world where “eve-
ryone matters” (Partner 3). These dynamics reflect the practices of CP-related 
funders who focus on values and relationships (Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017).

In sum, Thousand Currents builds trust and mutual accountability by working 
with values-aligned grassroots partners and investing in relationship-building and 
mutual understanding. Partners indicated that Thousand Currents’ attitude of humil-
ity and openness allowed them to provide frank feedback and view the foundation 
as an ally. The foundation has a track record of responding to partner feedback by 
course-correcting its own practices. This creates a virtuous feedback loop, deepen-
ing trust with partners.

Showing solidarity for community self‑determination

Thousand Currents expresses it support for the self-determination of its grassroots 
partners by providing unrestricted core funding, allowing partners to apply that 
funding toward well-being efforts they decide as important. Thousand Currents also 
makes a long-term commitment to the vision of its partners and uses its networks to 
provide support to partners beyond just funding. These actions align with the guid-
ance on CP practice (Hodgson & Pond, 2018; Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017).

Thousand Currents’ grantmaking approach stands apart from the top-down model 
of traditional philanthropy, where the agenda and parameters for social change are 
set by the funders. A board member who works in the field of philanthropy clarified 
that Thousand Currents “challenges” mainstream philanthropy by not pandering to 
funder “pet passions,” but moving resources “in a way that allows communities to 
identify what their priorities are” (Board member 1). Grassroots partners noted that 
their relationship with Thousand Currents was special because, unlike other funders, 
Thousand Currents funding gave them the “freedom” to pursue priorities they saw 
fit:

“Most donors monitor us based on proposals and reports – they say that if you 
have done a, b, c activities mentioned in your proposal then you did ok, and if 
not, then you failed. But with TC [Thousand Currents], we have the freedom 
to critically self-reflect and course correct or move to more urgent priorities as 
needed. We don’t have such freedom with other funders as we are tied to pro-
posal commitments.” (Partner 1)

Providing unrestricted and flexible funding alongside a learning and listening 
attitude prompted a partner to indicate that Thousand Currents staff “concern them-
selves with each and every one of us ensuring that whatever support is needed, its 
coming through” (Partner 3). Consistently, all partners we interviewed stressed that 
the flexible funding provided both stability and the ability to adapt to changing con-
texts. This was especially salient during the COVID-19 pandemic:

“The flexible funding is so important to us. It really helps us to do the things 
we need to. For instance, after COVID, we had to drastically shift strategies; 
as women weavers, we realized we needed to have online sales so that the 
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women would have some livelihood. We were able to redirect the funding 
and launch this work immediately without having to think twice.” (Partner 
2) [translated form Spanish]

Stemming from the belief that social transformation does not happen quickly 
or linearly and evolves as local contexts change, Thousand Currents makes a 
long-term commitment to the vision of its grassroots partners even as they change 
priorities. This view matches observations in CP literature where social change 
is understood to be “slow and non-linear” (Hodgson, 2020, p. 112). The impor-
tance of this approach became most apparent when the pandemic struck in 2020. 
Partners found themselves providing frontline care to communities, often without 
government or other support. Thousand Currents recognized that the pandemic 
placed new burdens on partners, and so, made a commitment to double its grants 
for the next two years via the “Above and Beyond Solidarity Fund” (Thousand 
Currents, 2020, 2021a, b). Appreciating Thousand Currents’ long-term commit-
ment, a partner remarked:

“Our relationship with Thousand Currents is one of friendship and alliance. 
We’ve been partners since 2009. We see them as close allies, not just as 
funders. This relationship has helped us a lot. We’ve had some very difficult 
years, without any funds. But Thousand Currents has stood by us throughout, 
including now in times of the pandemic, with all the chaos and our inability to 
do our community work, Thousand Currents showed up with emergency sup-
port and doubled grants.” (Partner 2) [translated from Spanish]

Additionally, in line with best practices of CP, Thousand Currents provides more 
than just financial support to its partners (Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017). Among other 
things, Thousand Currents connects partners to “funders…closest aligned to their 
work and other donor networks” (Staff 3), supports “learning exchanges” among 
partners, and raises partner profiles through publicity and award nominations. Part-
ners shared they valued the “moral support” of Thousand Currents along with the 
“global and regional opportunities for us to share our work” (Partner 1). Speaking of 
the benefits of learning exchanges, one partner shared:

“Thousand Currents learning exchanges have been key moments of political 
education for me. I went to Brazil for instance and this was incredible for me 
to learn about movements from Brazil, Asia, Africa...It’s not often that we get 
such opportunities...I feel like I’ve really created some deep alliances by being 
part of that space.” (Partner 2) [translated from Spanish]

Thousand Currents actively supports partner campaigns. For example, a Thou-
sand Currents partner, AFEDES – an organization led by Mayan Kaqchikel women 
– filed a case in Guatemala’s highest court to protect intellectual property of Indig-
enous weaving designs, which were routinely appropriated by corporations for profit 
without any recognition of the Indigenous culture they came from. Thousand Cur-
rents helped to coordinate a media campaign for AFEDES, which amplified the 
global spotlight on their campaign. The campaign led to an Al Jazeera + video that 
was watched over 12 million times (Thousand Currents, 2017).
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As the above examples make clear, Thousand Currents supports the self-determi-
nation of its grassroots partners by providing long-term financial and other material 
support. Through this support, partners are able to advance community well-being 
efforts on their own terms, appropriate to their social and political contexts.

Discussion: Considerations for Operationalizing Community 
Philanthropy

In the previous section, we demonstrated how Thousand Current’s philanthropic 
model reflects a practice of CP through sharing power with grassroots partners, 
building trust, and supporting community self-determination. In this section, we 
offer our analysis on how Thousand Currents operationalizes these actions through 
operational choices.

In allocating private resources for the public benefit, foundations enjoy a great 
deal of privilege and institutional freedom; yet, funding to community organizations 
remains very restrictive (Anheier & Daly, 2006; Toepler, 2018). One of the part-
ners remarked that usually funders impose their own agenda on grassroots organiza-
tions citing mandate restrictions or donor stipulations (Partner 1). Thousand Cur-
rents overcomes these limitations and advances the flexible funding objectives of 
CP by being strategic about its own fundraising. As a public foundation, Thousand 
Currents seeks support from family foundations and institutional funders willing to 
provide the type of funding that would, in turn, allow Thousand Currents to pro-
vide unrestricted, long-term grants to its grassroots partners (Thousand Currents, 
n.d.-e). Donor cultivation involves Thousand Currents helping funders recognize the 
value of Thousand Currents’ approach; this provides the foundation the liberty to 
make investments and take risks that mainstream philanthropic institutions would 
be unwilling to (Thousand Currents, 2018a). Just as the CP literature advises part-
nering with values-aligned grantees (Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017), Thousand Currents’ 
philanthropic model points to the importance of seeking values-aligned funders and 
building funder relationships that are rooted in trust.

Critics have argued that unequal funder-grantee relationships and racial dispari-
ties in funding are partly because leadership positions in foundations are occupied 
by white elites who have limited understanding of the needs of beneficiary com-
munities (Dorsey et  al., 2020; Mills, 2016; Villanueva, 2018). Thousand Currents 
addresses this concern by consciously recruiting staff and board members with 
links to the Global South communities where Thousand Currents provides funding 
(Thousand Currents, n.d.-g). A board member was proud that Thousand Currents 
was among few U.S. philanthropic organizations led by a Black immigrant woman 
“in the right relationship with social movements” (Board member 1). Since 2009, 
Thousand Currents has been led by women of color Executive Directors, who have 
displayed values-driven leadership (Lentfer, 2018a). With regards to hiring, a staff 
informant asserted: “for us it matters that program staff have come from the region 
and are people who are engaged in the movement ecosystem” (Staff 3). The board, 
which supports the vision of the organization and its leadership, comprises of mostly 
racialized people who either have Global South ties or are connected to social and 

376 F. Ahmad, A. Khadse



1 3

racial justice social movements (Thousand Currents, 2018b, p. 7). Together, there 
is an understanding that the organization’s unorthodox grantmaking approach is a 
result of the views and values of the people in the organization. As such, these prac-
tices follows the guidance from CP literature to recruit staff that understands com-
munity needs (Wilkinson-Maposa, 2017).

Finally, interviews with partners made clear that the strong interpersonal relation-
ships between Thousand Current staff and grassroots partners is essential for trust-
building, a key element of CP. However, there appears to be an apparent tension 
between maintaining strong relationships with grassroots partners and growth. Pres-
ently, Thousand Currents supports 77 partners, each of whom have a direct rela-
tionship with a regional program director. Thousand Currents is still a relatively flat 
organization with regional program directors maintaining considerable autonomy 
(though in the last five years, the foundation has added new layers of management). 
Funders we interviewed praised Thousand Currents for showing “wisdom” about 
growth and scale; nevertheless, our interviews suggested that the team is actively 
deliberating over the question of “how can we maintain so many deep relationships 
with so many groups” while scaling (Staff 3). The staff informant’s remarks suggest 
that the foundation recognizes the importance of “deep relationships” and is grap-
pling with how to maintain this value as the number of partners grow. In the new 
organizational strategy (still being developed at the time of writing this article), the 
foundation hopes to address this concern by increasing administrative capacity and 
program staff.

Conclusion

In the article, we clarify how foundations can adopt principles and practices of com-
munity philanthropy (CP), a philanthropic paradigm that focuses on community 
self-determination for well-being. By examining the case of Thousand Currents, we 
demonstrated how a mid-sized public foundation pursues CP in practice. Thousand 
Currents 1) confronts its positional power as a funder by choosing discourses that 
challenge traditional philanthropy, adopting a “funder as learner” orientation, and 
encouraging peer funders to shift their practices toward solidarity and trust-based 
grantmaking; 2) builds trust and mutual accountability with values-aligned grass-
roots partners by investing in strong interpersonal relationships, adopting an attitude 
of listening and learning, and inviting and acting on critical partner feedback; and 
3) supports self-determination of its partners by providing unrestricted, long-term 
grants and responding to new partner priorities as their social and political contexts 
evolve. Thousand Currents operationalizes its philanthropic model by working with 
values-aligned funders and by hiring diverse staff and board who have ties with the 
regions where Thousand Currents funds partners.

The case of Thousand Currents indicates that the foundation adheres to several 
CP-related practices outlined in the literature. This includes mobilizing core long-
term funding (over project-based grants), lightening reporting burdens, taking direc-
tion from community partners, providing non-financial and capacity building sup-
port, and connecting partners to different donor networks. The data we collected did 
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not directly reveal how Thousand Currents builds and mobilizes financial assets of 
its community partners – a central aspect of CP (Hodgson, 2020) – although the 
foundation is pursuing programs for this purpose (see Williams, 2019). The analy-
sis of Thousand Currents’ philanthropic model also underlines additional CP-related 
practices not fully elaborated in the literature. The case suggests that foundations 
should engage in self-reflection about their positional power and find ways to 
address it in daily practice. The case also underscores the importance of foundations 
using their influence to encourage peer organizations and funders in their networks 
to move towards grantmaking rooted in solidarity instead of charity. The practices of 
Thousand Currents highlight the importance of cultivating values-aligned relation-
ships with funders (just like with grantees). The case stresses the virtues of humility 
and learning from the knowledge of grantees. Finally, the Thousand Currents case 
illustrates the importance of filling decision-making roles in foundations with indi-
viduals who have strong connections with and reflect the interests of communities 
being served.

CP portends to disrupt mainstream philanthropy by moving from a charity to sol-
idarity model, but often appears as an idealized paradigm. The case study presented 
in this article demystifies the practice of CP, identifying practical ways in which 
foundations can adopt CP and support community well-being.
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