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Abstract 
Philanthropy stands at a crossroads, shaped by tensions between traditional donor-driven 
models and emerging approaches centered on participation, equity, and systemic justice. 
This article explores future directions in philanthropy through four key trajectories: 
participatory and trust-based approaches that shift power toward communities; 
democratization of giving through micro-donations, peer-to-peer fundraising, and grassroots 
solidarity funds; systemic philanthropy that addresses root causes rather than symptoms of 
inequality; and alignment with global governance frameworks such as the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). While these models expand philanthropy’s 
potential for legitimacy and inclusivity, they also raise critical challenges related to scale, 
sustainability, and accountability. Participatory practices may enhance effectiveness but 
remain difficult to institutionalize at larger levels. Democratized giving diversifies funding 
sources but struggles with consistency and visibility. SDG alignment strengthens coherence 
yet risks reinforcing top-down agendas if local voices are sidelined. The article argues that 
the future credibility of philanthropy depends on redistributing power away from elites and 
toward communities, adopting systemic approaches to inequality, and ensuring that global 
frameworks respect local ownership. These directions reflect philanthropy’s evolving 
identity as both a contested space of power and a potential driver of transformative social 
change.
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1. Introduction 
Philanthropy’s future is increasingly defined by debates over power, legitimacy, and justice. 
Traditional donor-centered approaches, rooted in hierarchical decision-making, coexist 
uneasily with emerging models that emphasize participation, flexibility, and systemic 
reform. These tensions raise fundamental questions: will philanthropy remain a mechanism 

 of 1 4

https://www.linkedin.com/in/drannaneya/
http://neyaglobal.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5669-1676
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-philintrantrninnov-08


of elite influence, or can it evolve into a platform for equity and transformation? This article 
explores emerging practices and debates that will shape philanthropy’s trajectory in the 
coming decades.

2. Participatory and Trust-Based Philanthropy 
Participatory philanthropy shifts decision-making power from donors to communities, 
allowing local actors to define funding priorities. Trust-based philanthropy complements 
this by providing flexible, long-term, and unrestricted funding. Together, these models 
challenge hierarchical practices and recognize the limitations of donor-driven strategies 
(Bearman, 2020). While evidence suggests that participatory approaches enhance legitimacy 
and responsiveness, their scalability remains uncertain, as traditional foundations often 
resist ceding control.

3. Democratization of Giving 
Grassroots-led funds, mutual aid networks, and peer-to-peer fundraising represent a 
democratization of philanthropy. Examples include Black-led solidarity funds in the United 
States and indigenous community funds in Latin America. These initiatives diversify 
funding sources, shifting philanthropy from elite privilege to collective endeavor 
(Eikenberry, 2009). However, micro-donations are often inconsistent, and grassroots 
organizations struggle with visibility and sustainability. The challenge lies in integrating 
democratized models into broader philanthropic ecosystems without losing their 
participatory ethos.

4. Systemic Philanthropy and Structural Justice 
Critiques of philanthropy as “band-aid” relief have led to calls for systemic approaches that 
target root causes of inequality. Systemic philanthropy supports advocacy, social 
movements, and institutional reforms, addressing drivers of injustice such as climate 
change, racial inequity, and gender discrimination (Jung, Harrow, & Phillips, 2013). While 
transformative in ambition, systemic philanthropy requires donors to confront their privilege 
and positionality—a step many are reluctant to take. Its future relevance depends on 
whether elites are willing to fund movements that may challenge their own interests.

5. Global Governance and the SDGs 
Philanthropy is increasingly integrated into global governance frameworks, particularly the 
SDGs. Foundations align their strategies with UN targets, emphasizing cross-sector 
collaboration, innovation, and measurable impact (UNDP, 2020). This alignment enhances 
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coherence but raises questions of legitimacy: who defines development priorities—
international institutions, national governments, or local communities? Without careful 
design, SDG-oriented philanthropy risks reproducing top-down, donor-driven models and 
sidelining grassroots voices.

6. Implications for Nonprofits, Governments, and Civil Society 
Emerging philanthropic models carry implications for multiple stakeholders. Nonprofits 
benefit from flexible and participatory funding but must develop new governance and 
accountability practices. Governments face dilemmas of sovereignty and regulation as 
philanthropy expands into global governance roles. Civil society actors find opportunities in 
democratized giving, yet also face risks of fragmentation and competition for legitimacy. 
The central question is whether philanthropy can redistribute power toward communities 
while maintaining coherence and sustainability.

7. Discussion 
The future of philanthropy will hinge on whether it embraces systemic and participatory 
approaches or remains constrained by elite-driven structures. Participatory and trust-based 
models suggest a shift in power, democratized giving expands inclusion, and systemic 
philanthropy addresses structural inequality. Yet scaling these practices requires cultural, 
institutional, and regulatory shifts. Alignment with the SDGs offers potential for global 
collaboration, but only if local ownership and cultural legitimacy are prioritized.

8. Conclusion 
Philanthropy is at a pivotal juncture. Emerging approaches demonstrate pathways toward 
more equitable, accountable, and transformative practices, yet they face structural and 
political barriers. The legitimacy of philanthropy in the future will depend on whether it can 
move beyond elite dominance, integrate grassroots voices, and support systemic justice. For 
both scholars and practitioners, the challenge is not only to innovate in methods but also to 
reimagine philanthropy as a democratic and inclusive institution aligned with global justice.
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