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Abstract 
Philanthropy is shaped by broader social, economic, political, and cultural forces, rather 
than existing as an isolated act of generosity. This article examines the main drivers of 
philanthropic change, focusing on economic inequality, regulatory frameworks, cultural and 
generational expectations, crisis response, and donor psychology. Economic 
transformations, particularly the rise of mega-philanthropy under neoliberal globalization, 
have concentrated wealth in ways that both expand philanthropic capacity and exacerbate 
questions of legitimacy. Political contexts create divergent conditions: liberal democracies 
often incentivize giving through tax systems, while authoritarian regimes impose 
restrictions that limit civil society. Cultural shifts, driven by Millennials and Generation Z, 
are reshaping philanthropy toward participatory, digital, and transparent practices. Crises 
such as climate change and COVID-19 have accelerated rapid-response philanthropy, yet 
highlight the limits of episodic giving. Finally, psychological and behavioral insights reveal 
that motivations for giving extend beyond altruism to include identity, reputation, and 
emotional satisfaction. Together, these drivers demonstrate philanthropy’s complexity as 
both a tool of solidarity and a contested mechanism of power. Recognizing these dynamics 
is essential for scholars and practitioners seeking sustainable and accountable models of 
giving.
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1. Introduction 
Philanthropy has never been static. Its practices evolve in response to structural forces that 
shape how wealth is distributed, how governments regulate civic life, how cultures define 
responsibility, and how individuals experience identity and belonging. Understanding these 
drivers of philanthropic change is crucial for analyzing the sector’s dual role as both a 
mechanism of redistribution and a reproduction of inequality.
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2. Economic Drivers: Wealth Concentration and Global Capital 
Over recent decades, neoliberal economic policies have facilitated an extraordinary 
concentration of wealth, laying the foundation for “mega-philanthropy.” High-net-worth 
individuals and family offices dominate the philanthropic landscape, directing private 
fortunes toward public causes. While such giving mobilizes resources on an unprecedented 
scale, it also raises legitimacy concerns. Philanthropic goals often reflect donor preferences 
rather than democratic priorities, and transnational capital flows through tax havens 
complicate oversight. Philanthropy thus embodies both redistribution and structural 
inequality.

3. Political and Legal Contexts 
Philanthropy’s relationship with the state is deeply ambivalent. In liberal democracies, tax 
incentives and favorable regulatory frameworks encourage philanthropy as a complement to 
welfare provision. In contrast, authoritarian and hybrid regimes frequently constrain 
philanthropy through restrictive laws, designating NGOs as “foreign agents” or imposing 
onerous reporting requirements. Such measures narrow civic space, limiting independent 
philanthropic initiatives. Philanthropy may thus operate as either a partner of the state or a 
target of state control.

4. Cultural and Generational Shifts 
Cultural change, especially among younger generations, is transforming philanthropic 
practice. Millennials and Generation Z prioritize transparency, measurable impact, and 
participatory models. Their giving often flows through crowdfunding platforms, peer-to-
peer mechanisms, and direct digital campaigns rather than large institutional foundations. 
Social media amplifies these dynamics, creating globalized giving networks that challenge 
hierarchical models and suggest a democratization of philanthropy.

5. Crisis-Driven Philanthropy 
Global crises act as accelerators of philanthropic transformation. Climate change has 
mobilized significant commitments from international foundations, while the COVID-19 
pandemic highlighted philanthropy’s capacity for rapid-response giving. Humanitarian 
emergencies, from refugee crises to natural disasters, also attract intense donor attention. Yet 
crisis-driven philanthropy is uneven: high-profile emergencies often overshadow chronic 
issues, producing funding imbalances and limiting long-term systemic change.
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6. Donor Psychology and Behavioral Dynamics 
Beyond structural factors, philanthropy is shaped by human behavior. Donors respond to 
identity, reputation, and emotional satisfaction, reflecting the “warm-glow” effect identified 
in behavioral economics. Public recognition, matching gifts, and diaspora connections 
further motivate giving. These insights reveal philanthropy as not merely a rational 
redistribution of resources but a practice deeply embedded in social signaling and cultural 
belonging.

7. Discussion 
Integrating these perspectives demonstrates philanthropy’s complexity as a dynamic system. 
Economic inequality expands both the resources and contradictions of giving. Political 
contexts alternately enable or constrain philanthropic action. Cultural shifts redefine 
expectations of legitimacy, while crises accelerate innovation yet risk superficiality. 
Psychological motivations highlight philanthropy’s human dimension, reminding us that 
generosity and power are always intertwined. The challenge for practitioners lies in 
balancing rapid responsiveness with long-term commitments, and for scholars, in 
interrogating the ways philanthropy reproduces or challenges structural inequalities.

8. Conclusion 
Philanthropy evolves under the combined influence of economic, political, cultural, crisis-
driven, and psychological drivers. Together, these forces explain its capacity to act 
simultaneously as a source of solidarity and a mechanism of elite influence. Recognizing 
these dynamics enables practitioners to design more inclusive, accountable, and sustainable 
philanthropic models while offering scholars a framework for critical analysis. Future 
research should further explore the interaction among these drivers, particularly how digital 
participation and global crises reshape the balance between generosity and power.

References 
• Anheier, H. K., & Hammack, D. C. (Eds.). (2010).  American foundations: Roles and 

contributions. Brookings Institution Press.
• Bishop, M., & Green, M. (2008).  Philanthrocapitalism: How the rich can save the 

world. Bloomsbury Press.
• Harvey, D. (2005). A brief history of neoliberalism. Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199283262.001.0001

 of 3 4

https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199283262.001.0001


• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  Philanthropy in Transition: Trends and Innovations. NEYA 
Global Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/philanthropy-transition-2025

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  The evolution of giving traditions: Historical, cultural, and 
political dimensions of philanthropy. Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-philintrantrninnov-02

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  Transformations in contemporary philanthropy: Between 
altruism and influence. Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-philintrantrninnov-01

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  Critiques of contemporary philanthropy: Legitimacy, 
accountability, and justice. Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-philintrantrninnov-07

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  Global Fundraising Strategies for Impact.  NEYA Global 
Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/global-fundraising-strategies-2025

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). The Art of Philanthropy. NEYA Global Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/art-of-philanthropy-2025

• Reich, R. (2018). Just giving: Why philanthropy is failing democracy and how it can do 
better. Princeton University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/9780691184395

• Salamon, L. M. (2014).  Leverage for good: An introduction to the new frontiers of 
philanthropy and social investment. Oxford University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199376520.001.0001

• Wiepking, P., & Handy, F. (Eds.). (2015).  The Palgrave handbook of global 
philanthropy. Palgrave Macmillan. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137341532

 of 4 4

https://doi.org/10.64357/philanthropy-transition-2025
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-philintrantrninnov-02
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-philintrantrninnov-01
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-philintrantrninnov-07
https://doi.org/10.64357/global-fundraising-strategies-2025
https://doi.org/10.64357/art-of-philanthropy-2025
https://doi.org/10.1515/9780691184395
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199376520.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137341532

