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Abstract 

This article explores views of Australian grantmakers philanthropists who give to 
Indigenous causes.  It reports on a qualitative study undertaken as part of the Giving 
Australia research to elicit if and how giving to Indigenous causes differs from 
philanthropy to other areas. This paper builds on the scant literature, particularly 
reporting exploratory research results on Australian grantmaking issues, critical 
funding needs, and recommendations for fostering Indigenous nonprofit funding.  
Indigenous groups are challenged in understanding how foundations work and, 
conversely, foundations do not always appreciate the need for their inputs to 
complement traditional cultures (EGA 2006).   The study found that small grants can 
play a key role, as could enticing and supporting new grantmakers, co-funding, 
engaging Indigenous representatives in the decision making, and dispelling 
misconceptions of the area. 
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Introduction and Study Aims 

 

A sketchy picture of giving to Indigenous causes emerged from the central Giving 

Australia research.  Despite general invitations across the sector to attend, no 

representative Indigenous population opted to attend focus groups or took part in 

business or high net worth individual interviews.  A specially organised grassroots 

nonprofits discussion forum group likewise did not attract any Indigenous groups.  

Efforts were made therefore to at least begin to explore this less visible and arguably 

more complex element of the national nonprofit scene.  The aim of this part of the 

Giving Australia research was to consider if and how giving to Indigenous causes 

differs from philanthropy to other cause areas.  This article reports one perspective on 

giving to Indigenous needs – the views of Australian philanthropists engaged in this 

area.   

 

This research was designed to be exploratory and point toward some issues and areas 

for future research.  It was based on in-depth interviews and a specially convened 

focus group with a Philanthropy Australia Indigenous giving affinity group.  Though 

small, this data adds to the sparse literature on giving to Indigenous causes, 

particularly reporting the grantmaking issues identified by Australian players, the 

critical areas for funding, what grantmakers are seeking and recommendations for 

fostering Indigenous nonprofit funding that achieves outcomes.  It locates the findings 

within the wider concept of social change philanthropy.  

 

Why Does Giving to Indigenous Causes Warrant Special Interest? 

  

While small in scale, this research is important for two reasons.  Firstly, Indigenous 

needs are some of the deepest in society and span funding arenas as diverse as 

conservation, health, youth, education, housing, economic development, poverty, 

world peace, human rights, arts, employment, sustainable development and social 

justice.  Further, from an impact perspective, the world’s 350 million Indigenous 

people spread across 90 countries contribute largely to the world’s cultural diversity, 

and some 80% of the world’s remaining biodiversity is found within their lands 

(International Funders for Indigenous Peoples 2006; Funders Network 2006).  Yet in 
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terms of foundation funding they are described as badly neglected (Environmental 

Grantmakers Association (EGA) 2006; Horton Smith 2000).  Vanderpuye (2003:3) 

comments that funding trends are dismal for marginalized groups and grassroots 

community causes.  Arguably, Indigenous causes mostly fit within both categories, 

representing a non-mainstream group and usually involving small nonprofit 

organisations arising locally to meet particular needs.  Vanderpuye highlights that in 

the US foundation giving scene, ‘civil rights and social action, including human rights 

accounts for only 1.3% of Foundation giving and grassroots groups are specifically 

shortchanged in attracting general operating support’ (2003:3).  Less than one-

twentieth of one percent of funding from US nonprofit foundations is earmarked for 

Indigenous development efforts (EGA 2003) .  

 

In addition, Indigenous groups are said to face inherent challenges in understanding 

how foundations work and how their organisations can seek grants.  Foundations 

conversely do not always appreciate the need for their funding and other inputs to 

complement traditional cultures (EGA 2003).   

 

As Haynes (1987:1) identifies in examining the politics of gift giving in Western 

India, a gulf does exist in understanding philanthropy, a concept that originated 

principally in Western cultures.  The concept of culturally competent capacity 

building is important for those working with Indigenous groups and people.  As 

defined by the Alliance for Nonprofit Management People of Color Affinity Group 

(2005), the process must: be community-centred, stem from an understanding of 

history and an appreciation of the community’s assets in its own cultural context, 

enhance quality of life, create equal resource access and partner the community to 

foster strategic and progressive social change toward a just society. 

 

What is the Situation Elsewhere? 

Other philanthropic communities have sought to expand support for Indigenous 

causes but this movement and its outreach to other funders is relatively recent, as 

outlined in the following practitioner data section.  It is also small in dollar terms.  For 

example, in the US, the National Network of Grantmakers (NNG 2001) estimates that 

only 2.4 percent of all domestic, private, institutional grantmaking was distributed to 
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‘social change’ causes in 1997, representing $336 million out of the 13.8 billion 

given.  Indigenous issues are but one of these social change topics.   

 

Relevant Literature 

 

Literature that can inform this topic is sparse.  It comes from isolated niches among a 

scattered academic base, the wider field of social change (or social movement) 

philanthropy, and practitioner-oriented data, particularly websites.    

 

A Scattered Academic Base  

 

Little specific work is evident in the literature about philanthropic funding of 

Indigenous causes and organisations, and only random articles can be located in 

conference proceedings and thin mentions in related fields.  Indeed the topic of 

organised philanthropy is not well researched in general.  As Diaz points out 

(2002:213) ‘philanthropic foundations are generally overlooked by nonprofit scholars 

as important institutions, worthy of serious scholarly concern and about which a body 

of theory should be constructed’.  He attributes this oversight to the small percentage 

of nonprofit income stemming from foundations compared with other sources as well 

as the scrutiny avoidance on the part of many foundations.  Thus primary research on 

their decision making is rare.   

 

Some of the related fields that shed some insights to the funding of Indigenous causes 

include: grassroots organisations (for example, Chambre 1999 or Harris and White’s 

1998 examination of the Mott Foundation initiatives such as Intermediary Support 

Organisations); relationships with governments (for example Melville’s 2001 

Australian study that found Indigenous groups to be one of the most vulnerable and 

likely to lose a ‘voice’, or Riker’s 2001 examination of Indigenous Indonesian NGOs 

and their influence); and the paradigms and institutional approaches most effective for 

sustained change (for example Ford 2003).  The cultural gap between foundations, 

business and government is mentioned by Milofsky (2002) especially regarding 

Indigenous community groups.  This lack of congruence of granting organisations 

with cultures of the recipient organisations is highlighted also by Acheson (2002) in 
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his examination of the disability sector in Northern Ireland.  Acheson found that 

government programs in fact undermine the local governance and belief systems of 

Indigenous movements.  His research indicates this is due to the universal ‘one size 

fits all’ problem diagnosis applied to social issues, which he suggests denies the 

Indigenous definition of the problem.  Secondly, the administrative and accountability 

structures required were found to obviate democratic and anti-bureaucratic 

approaches that tend to work well in local movements.  Finally, the relationship meant 

fewer alliances with like organisations were forged which would have benefited the 

grassroots organisations and their outcomes. 

 

Some small background exists on foundation-nonprofit relations (for example, Ryan, 

Letts and Frumkin 1998) and particularly on those who seek to improve the 

organisational capacities of smaller nonprofits.  Feeney (2003) also touches on this 

theme of self-reliance, particularly centred on leadership and culture in an Hispanic 

setting.   

 

Social Change Philanthropy 

 

In seeking some parent discipline as background then, Indigenous grantmaking 

perhaps sits most comfortably within the concept that emerged early in the 20th 

century called ‘social change philanthropy’.  Vanderpuye (2003:1) differentiates 

social change philanthropists in that they ‘seek the empowerment of marginalized and 

resource-poor communities’ – clearly the domain of Indigenous groups.  Intrinsic to 

this philanthropic philosophy is to measure success not only by program outcomes, 

but by the process through which funding is given.  Is it inclusive and facilitating 

access to the marginalised and disenfranchised groups that are traditionally left out of 

grantmaking?   

 

Similarly, Grantmakers Without Borders define social change philanthropy as ‘a 

specific set of goals, strategies, practices, and values that grantmakers employ in their 

work’.  These values are seen to include a respect for the wisdom and experience of 

local communities and service to those most acutely affected by injustice.  In the most 

vaunted forms of social change philanthropy, decisions about funds use are strongly 

guided or owned by the end users or their representatives, not so much by the 
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foundation program staff (see for example Vanderpuye’s 2003 model on the 

interactive dynamics of social change philanthropy).  Silver (1998) develops this 

theme stating that poorly resourced groups (eg. Indigenous organisations) commonly 

turn to elite funders but in so doing risk having their goals diluted.  He asserts activist 

or social change philanthropy curtails this threat because grant decisions are made by 

the movement insiders more so than the donor.  Social change philanthropy strives to 

include the people who are impacted by injustice as decision-makers (Civicus 2001).   

 

Ostrander (1995) in describing the social change philanthropy network, the 

Haymarket People’s Fund highlights similarly that true social change philanthropists 

not only give away money, but also the power to decide where it goes, as this rests 

with community activists, not donors.   In the Haymarket example this decision lies 

with multiracial community funding boards.  She speaks of democratised 

philanthropy saying, ‘It makes philanthropy a participatory process by involving the 

groups who are, in more traditional kinds of philanthropy, recipients and 

beneficiaries, not participants’ (164). In a similar consideration of sharing the power, 

Bailin (2003) urges foundations to fund effective organisations and let them be the 

content expert, leaders and a model for other organisations.  He suggests in this way 

foundation funding can build the field, not just the organisation.  He also sees this as a 

challenge for the foundation community. 

 

To be able to put your faith in a grantee, to be willing to invest substantial 

sums in that organization, you need to base that decision on a much more 

thorough understanding of all aspects of the organization’s operations, the 

quality of its programs, the strength and depth of its leadership, its 

commitment to performance measurement and data collection, its ability to 

drive to outcomes, and its willingness to be held accountable for its work.  

That is not an easy task. Our experience has shown that it requires a kind of 

due diligence that can entail 200 to 300 hours of work per organization. 

(Bailin 2003:639) 

 

Prevalent in the 1950s and 1960s in the civil rights and peace movements, social 

change philanthropy has focused on community development and organisational 

capacity building more than the program funding common in mainstream 
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grantmaking.  Emphasis is on systemic, structural change as critical to answering real 

causes rather than just the symptoms of social ills.  A 2001 Canadian Civicus 

symposium on social change philanthropy concluded that while the concept was 

invaluable, no ‘cookie cutter approach’ would work because each culture and context 

differs, needing local development, adaptation and experimentation.  The symposium 

also highlighted the difficulties faced by social change organisations: a lack of 

knowledge of the foundation world, not travelling in the same circles as the donors 

they need to attract, and their work often being too political for foundations. 

 

A number of academic and other commentators criticise conventional philanthropy 

and call for approaches more akin to the social change model.   The middle class and 

corporate leanings of many foundations are highlighted by Jenkins and Halcli (in 

Galaskiewicz 2001).  From their examination of the social movements funded by 

foundations between 1953 and 1990, Jenkins and Halcli decry the emphasis on 

middle-class movements, professionalisation of projects, and efforts to avoid protest 

groups.  

 

Anheier and Leat (2006) likewise describe the ‘crisis of impact’ that foundations face 

because they do not realise their potential.  Creative philanthropy is called for, they 

assert, that builds on what makes foundations different from other giving sources.  

Primarily this difference stems from their freedom from political and market 

constraints, which Anheier and Leat suggest position them to be creative and 

innovative.  These writers urge a model of operation beyond the charity or managerial 

approaches of past decades toward a more change-focused philosophy.  They say this 

occurs when foundations move beyond dollars as their key asset and look toward 

knowledge and the power of their rich networks to contribute to sustainable social 

change that goes beyond their immediate grantees.  They liken foundations that work 

from the traditional paradigms of philanthropy to good sprinters but poor marathon 

runners and suggest foundations can leverage their relatively small dollar impacts 

considerably.  

 

As Rogers and Keenan outline from their study of US foundations across seven 

decades, foundations can develop new institutional systems to address major unmet 

needs, are free to invest in high risk ventures, and can be selective, flexible and timely 
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(1990).  Lourie (1999) highlights an agenda-setting role saying foundations are 

unfettered by the political and economic constraints that often face government and 

corporate funders.  As a result, he suggests foundations can and do focus their 

resources on tougher issues in society that governments, corporations and 

conservative foundations do not fully address.  

 

Porter and Kramer’s much publicised 1999 stance that foundations have the potential 

to make more of their scarce resources also contains impetus toward a more social 

change attitude, focusing on selecting the best grantees, signalling other funders to 

become involved, improving the performance of grant recipients and advancing 

knowledge and practice through research and promulgating better ways to address 

social problems. 

 

Does the literature offer tools that might explain foundation reticence to fund social 

change causes (including Indigenous issues)?  One doctoral thesis by Bloomfield 

(2002) examined the internal processes governing foundations’ choice of causes to 

support.  Through interviews and in-depth analyses of funding decisions of three large 

U.S. foundations this research suggested that traditional organizational models poorly 

explain philanthropic decision-making.  A ‘Multiple Preference Philanthropic 

Decision Model’ emerged citing five core elements in the process: (1) philanthropic 

fit between foundation and grant-seeker, (2) foundations' organizational patterns and 

tendencies (formal and informal), (3) foundations' grantmaking strategy and style, (4) 

philanthropic landscape consisting of public policy and influential opinions, and (5) 

decision-makers' charitable impulses and habits of the mind. 

 

Little Australian literature on Indigenous grantmaking beyond practitioner data can be 

located although the wider and related topic of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

studies has grown through the government body, the Australian Institute of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Studies.  As this group concludes, the approaches and 

methodologies that guide Indigenous studies are as yet constantly developing (see 

Ward 2001).  

 

Practitioner Data 
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Several groups have formed to share anecdotal information about funding Indigenous 

causes.  This section highlights some of these groups and illustrates their initiatives.   

 

The International Funders for Indigenous Peoples (IFIP) formed in 1999 as a 

grantmakers’ forum to share knowledge and increase understanding of unique issues 

related to Indigenous grantmaking, particularly in an international sense 

(http://www.internationalfunders.org).  It also advocates for greater foundation 

funding for this area, and provides an award for outstanding individuals who have 

promoted this need.  It seeks to involve and educate Indigenous people in seeking 

grants for their needs.  Originally an official affinity group of the United States 

Council on Foundations and now an independent organisation, IFIP publishes a 

Sharing Circle newsletter, disseminates specific briefings, commissions reports and 

hosts member meetings.   

 

IFIP has links with Indigenous organisations and their development officers and 

draws its membership from the gamut of funding arenas pertinent to Indigenous 

needs.  From a membership base of 24 in 2001, it grew to more than 200 by 2005.  

IFIP produces a funding and resource guide to help Indigenous groups (as now 

happens in Australia through the Indigenous affinity group of Philanthropy Australia), 

promotes effective practices for Indigenous grantmaking, offers an annual conference 

plus ensures that sessions on Indigenous issues are included in wider grantmaker 

conferences. 

 

Some of the other (mainly US) groups working in this area that provide practitioners 

with data include: 

• Allavida (www.allavida.org/alliance/ammar04b.html), which advocates for 

local Indigenous involvement in grant decision-making and offers small 

grants for Indigenous peoples initiatives.   

• Kalliopeia (www.kallliopeia.org/youth.htm), which promotes recognition that 

the preservation of Indigenous cultures and their worldviews is essential to 

the creation of a just and balanced global civilisation. 
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• Native Philanthropy (www.nativephilanthropy.org/ ), which was established 

to create and maintain continuous dialogue between the philanthropic and 

Indigenous communities. 

• First Nations Development Institute (FNDI), which created the Native Assets 

Research Center (NARC) in 1998 as a research and policy centre. NARC 

works closely with First Nations' grantmaking department to collect research 

data from grantee field sites to identify key policy issues, lessons learned, and 

promising practices. The aim is to ensure NARC's approach to research is 

grounded in the experiences of community members and community projects.  

 

In Australia, Philanthropy Australia’s Indigenous Affinity Group has amassed some 

resources and summaries of current local programs funded through philanthropy.  

Sample cases include ArtStories, which facilitates participation in art as well as 

literacy and wellbeing for school communities and associated families.  Funded by 

Philanthropy Australia, the Westpac Foundation and the Australia Council for the 

Arts, this case typifies the joint venture approach common in Australian grantmaking 

to Indigenous causes.  In a different vein, new work by the Mary McKillop 

Foundation applies small grants to enable reconciliation and continuation of culture 

projects between elders and non-Indigenous and elders and young Indigenous. 

 

Other cases that form part of the Australian scene include the Lumbu Indigenous 

Community Foundation, based on a belief in Indigenous people’s ability to create a 

better future for themselves through valuing Indigenous ideas, knowledge, and 

expertise.  Australia's first Indigenous controlled, national philanthropic foundation, 

Lumbu is a mix of private and public, community and corporate sector experience, 

philanthropic support and Indigenous leadership aimed at building effective 

communities.  Support flows from international groups such as First Nations 

Development Institute through First Peoples Worldwide, the Levi-Strauss Foundation 

in San Francisco, as well as national companies and foundations such as BHP and the 

Myer Foundation, and government.  Its key activity is technical assistance to 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people seeking to grow their community based 

initiatives. It does so not so much by grantmaking as through skills transfer, action 

research and a target of building sustainable projects.  Lumbu works on the 
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philosophy that access to information is crucial to developing skills in project 

development, organisational management and decision making. With such access to 

information comes empowerment for youth, development of leadership, financial and 

strategic planning skills that complement Indigenous knowledge to achieve 

sustainable community development. The Foundation’s name comes from the 

Yanyuwa language and means ‘To stand up strong and healthy, as an individual or 

clan’.  One of its innovative programs is called pitchBlack, a matching of Indigenous 

entrepreneurs, operating in social and business spheres, with investors and supporters 

from the finance and philanthropic sectors. The Myer Foundation and Deutsche Bank 

are supporting this initiative.  The program runs as a one-day forum to introduce ten 

innovative Indigenous controlled ventures - five community enterprises and five 

commercial enterprises.  The pitchBlack participants outline their business vision, 

investment requirements and concepts of social benefit.  Presenters learn how to 

polish their pitch into a statement appealing to business. Lumbu identifies a suitable 

audience of private and public organisations interested in partnerships of investment, 

funding or donation to Indigenous social initiatives.   A sample of another 

grantmaking case that links corporate and philanthropic input to Indigenous is Youth 

Led Futures, a grant program by BHP Billiton and The Foundation for Young 

Australians to assist young Indigenous people to engage in the future development of 

their communities.  The young people identify opportunities to improve community 

well-being and are assisted to take these forward by the Foundation and BHP 

Billiton's project team. 

 

Many ancillary resources exist to inform the substance of grantmakers’ work.  For 

instance, Reconciliation Australia publishes a Good Indigenous Governance Guide, 

http://www.reconciliation.org.au/reconaction/recausprojects.html.  Resources are also 

available from the Australian Indigenous Leadership Centre 

http://www.aiatsis.gov.au/ailc/Default.htm.   A National Indigenous Youth Leadership 

Group was formed by government in 2001 to develop promising Indigenous youth 

and to consult with them about issues relevant to their communities.   
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An example of a government and foundation joint project for the Indigenous is Ian 

Thorpe’s Fountain for Youth literacy empowerment project, begun with foundation 

money and then built upon with a major government grant.   

 

To sum up the literature and practitioner data, discussion of Indigenous philanthropy 

and organisations is found on occasion in research concerning grassroots movements, 

relationships and incongruence with governments and other funding bodies and also 

the literature on social change philanthropy, and particularly how foundations can 

move toward more proactive change agency.   The practitioner data highlights the 

embryonic nature of activity in this area and the need for education and overcoming 

misperceptions of funding Indigenous causes.  Prevalent themes across the academic 

and practitioner streams include: overcoming cultural and power differences between 

grantor and grantee by more participatory and Indigenous-grounded decision making, 

the benefits of collaboration and exchange amongst funding sources, the import of 

promulgating information about such grantmaking and the needs it fills, and the role 

of paradigms based on long term, systemic change. 

 

Methodology 

 

This small scale study involved the purposeful selection of a focus group of 

indigenous grantmakers.  Three experienced practitioners in indigenous funding were 

then also selected as interviewees to inform the research topic.  The 1.5 hour focus 

group participants included a mix of six family, prescribed private fund and corporate 

foundation members of Philanthropy Australia’s Indigenous grantmakers’ affinity 

group.  The three in-depth interviews of approximately one hour were with key 

informants in Indigenous funding, from government, philanthropic and corporate 

sources.  These targeted expert informants were approached to pinpoint information 

specific to the small population of grantmakers involved in this area.  As well as 

representing a range of foundation types, research participants also offered a variety 

of gender, age and experience levels in the topic area.  Some grantmakers present had 

been involved in the area for more than a decade while others had undertaken only a 

single project to date.  The group mostly knew one another well and some had 

collaborated on grantmaking to Indigenous causes.  The focus group participants were 
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originally alerted to the research by Philanthropy Australia, opening the way for the 

researchers to invite individuals and provide the necessary background information 

and ethics documentation.   

 

 

Both the interviews and focus groups were based on a semi-structured set of questions 

developed for this aspect of the Giving Australia study but the main approach was to 

allow participants to identify important issues from their perspective.   

 

Analysis of the focus group and interview data to determine commonalities in data 

patterns was undertaken by the two key qualitative researchers.    The researchers 

debriefed immediately following the session to consult on key themes and 

implications.  This top of mind analysis was then further refined by listening to the 

tape and adding substance and example quotes to illustrate various points.  A similar 

dual person analysis process was adopted for the interviews although the actual 

interviews were conducted by a single researcher. 

 

The traditional advantage of focus group method of collecting data from a range of 

people in a short time was achieved as was the ability of group members to hear and 

challenge diverse views.  As Beyea and Nicoll say (2000:1), ‘By bringing the right 

individuals together to discuss a certain topic, a great deal of information can be 

obtained easily and quickly’.   

 

It is said that in qualitative research, ‘what counts is what cannot be counted and that 

means asking questions that access feelings’ (Henderson 2005:43).  As outlined 

above, although a semi-structured question set was developed prior to guide the focus 

group flow and access grantmaker attitudes most of the questions were answered 

organically as the group progressed.  This was partly due to the existing trust and 

rapport amongst most group members and their prior knowledge of one another’s 

programs.  The follow-up use of in-depth interviews with experienced Indigenous 

funders from a range of sources extended the focus group data and offered an 

opportunity to reinforce and challenge its themes for verification. 

 

Findings 
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Several themes emerging echoed the concept of social change philanthropy discussed 

earlier.  Funders articulated a desire to achieve ‘change not charity’.  Strong 

preference for addressing Indigenous problems at the root cause was expressed over a 

more symptomatic or alms approach.  A sense of entering the area as a long term 

commitment was evident. 

 

Participants raised cultural sensitivity as paramount to grantmaking in this area.  A 

key recommendation made by participants was for grantmakers to take the counsel of 

Indigenous representatives grounded in the culture and issues to guide funding 

options and plan realistic outcomes.  A clear message flowed that this approach is 

needed to help decide what will be acceptable and therefore have best chance of 

working.  Participants emphasised that what they termed a ‘white’ perspective or 

traditional foundation perspective simply would not apply.  Judging potential grantees 

by conventional or ‘businesslike’ means was not always appropriate.  Concepts like 

reference checks did not always translate across cultures.  Participants commented 

that it was difficult to assess if groups needing funds had the resources to apply and 

manage the grant.   

 

Participants reported that in most cases a track record was not available.  In addition, 

the multi-tribal environment and the sheer diversity of languages and culture within 

the Indigenous population were highlighted.  Assumptions of cooperation or 

automatic translation of programs from area to area were therefore often dangerous.  

This lack of program generalisability was seen as a major difference from funding 

other areas. 

 

Flexibility was seen as core in making grants and in evaluating their success.  

Participants were critical of government approaches that were seen as highly 

bureaucratic, fragmented and silo-like, risk averse and off-putting to those who 

needed the help most.   

So many forms – too little time left for projects. 

The government regimen is “waste dollars and you’ll get sacked or 

prosecuted”. 

 13



In fact, government funding of Indigenous nonprofit programs was seen by some 

participants to often detract from outcomes.  

 

The different time frame applying to Indigenous issues also was a theme.  Results 

were seen to be expected overnight by funders new to the area, whereas experienced 

grantmakers spoke of the very long term nature of change in Indigenous issues. 

  Maybe in 10 years my NT [Northern Territory]  funding will bear fruit. 

  You need to allow 3-5 years.  It takes a long time to get things done. 

As part of this longer view, substantial lead time to get projects underway was not 

unusual.   

  You can’t be too tight in processes, it takes latitude. 

 We did much chasing once the grant was approved – it was like pulling 

teeth to get to the point of writing them a cheque. 

 

Another variation from other funding streams was the emphasis on infrastructure 

funding.  As a form of capacity building, infrastructure funding was reported as 

almost mandatory and potentially a problem for funders whose trust guidelines 

preclude it.  Of the many groups funded by the participants through the years, 

Indigenous were seen to have the strongest need for infrastructure support.   

 

Perhaps because of this need to build change and the structure for change within, 

getting to know the groups or communities and the people within them, especially the 

leaders was articulated as vital to fund effectively.   

We try to pick winners. 

You have to assess the person running it. 

 

Of the many critical needs participants tried to fund across a wide spectrum, 

Indigenous health stood out as dire.  The challenge of change was highly complex 

with issues interrelated and unique situations taking special research and strategy.    

One such strategy was the importance of funders ensuring Indigenous involvement in 

the group’s decision making  

‘[Funds should] not be siphoned off into some whitefella’s organisation’  
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Other comments related to the perceived unpalatable nature of funding Indigenous 

causes.  Participants felt this attitude was reinforced by media and the wider 

community.  Media and community interest was regarded as low.  Grantmakers 

reported quite negative feedback about giving to this area along with other more 

politically charged issues such as refugees. 

There is zero media interest in good Indigenous stories. 

Not everybody thinks it’s a good idea to help them out.  They say ‘they’ll 

just spend it on alcohol’. 

[People think you] may as well throw money out the window [as fund in 

this area]. 

 

To the contrary, however, participants reported almost exclusively positive outcomes 

from their funding as the following quote of only one grant being reneged upon 

illustrates. 

Through the company, we’ve given out $10.5M and one $5,000 grant 

welshed on. 

 

Participants identified four priority areas for foundation funding.  Developing 

Indigenous leaders, especially among tertiary-educated young people was regarded as 

vital to ongoing improvement across the range of Indigenous difficulties. One issue 

specifically highlighted is how ‘orbiting’ might be best practised (that is, going to the 

city for experiences and education then returning to contribute to remote/regional 

communities); 

 

The role of Indigenous women as change agents was also recognised by participants 

as a core funding area that would achieve multiplier effects.  Indigenous women were 

regarded as a key educator of the next generation and an influential force for 

improvement.  Thirdly, developing employment skills as giving a life purpose and 

strategy to avert other social problems was discussed as critical for achieving 

outcomes in Indigenous matters.  Finally, supporting Indigenous education was 

viewed as the type of long term perspective funding that through the decades would 

foster change in Indigenous issues.  As one participant commented, ‘Getting kids to 

stay in school is crucial’. 
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Grantmakers articulated the qualities they were seeking to make for a productive 

impact.  Project leadership especially organisational/operational skills was considered 

crucial to the success of change efforts.  Similarly, project leader experience within 

the Indigenous community was a signal that funding might have a good chance of 

achieving desired outcomes.  As with any cause area, thought-out applications were 

looked for as a further reassurance of likely success.  Contingency plans if the project 

does not proceed as expected were viewed as a sign of such thinking for instance.  

Indigenous involvement in the decision making about programs, spending and so on 

was considered essential, as was the relevant community’s support for the project 

team.  

‘We sometimes need to send in people to back up or train others in the 

short-term.’ 

 

Key recommendations for boosting results in the area included ideas similar to those 

of practitioner groups discussed in the literature search.  With the forming of an 

affinity group of funders, it was seen that a critical mass existed to achieve some 

outreach.  This proactive communication could take various forms.  For instance, 

identifying opinion leaders who might act as philanthropic champions for this area to 

spread the message of the importance of Indigenous philanthropy was one option.  

Additionally, dispelling some of the myths about Indigenous giving presumed to be 

held by other grantmakers was seen as another potential outcome. 

 

Further promotion of Philanthropy Australia’s ‘Directory of Indigenous Grantmakers’ 

was seen as useful as although it is a free resource, it is not widely known.  A further 

role for existing funders working together was to encourage more corporate funding 

in this area and addressing the resistance to doing so.  As one participant suggested: 

It’s more acceptable to fund art, ballet, orchestra and get tickets 

and a drink beforehand and your name up in lights. 

Business was viewed as lacking confidence in funding this area: there is goodwill but 

they frequently do not know where to start.  

They say, “As a white person, I have no idea”. 

So many are worried about offending Indigenous people. 
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Promoting examples of small grants that have been highly effective was 

recommended as a key way to engage more funding for the area. Participants felt it is 

not widely appreciated that smaller grants in the $5-$10K range can have huge impact 

on smaller groups.  The group also saw a need to assist potential grantmakers to link 

to, and work with, established foundations that have resources to know the needs of 

Indigenous communities and vet projects.  Their experience suggests it can be hard to 

know what is needed and the projects most likely to succeed.  

 

This area of co-funding and co-operating on Indigenous projects had growing appeal 

due to the advent of Prescribed Private Funds (PPFs), the new foundation form that is 

akin to US private foundations.  A typical comment was: 

Some [PPFs] lack confidence and have only small sums. 

 

Conclusions  

In many ways the Australian data reinforces the literature.  The difference between 

foundation funding and government funding was a strong theme, underlining the 

thoughts put forward by researchers such as Anheier and Leat (2006), Acheson 

(2002), Melville (2001), and Milofsky (2002).  The intractable Indigenous problem in 

Australia and its complexities was seen as well suited to the innovative and 

independent thinking that could be mustered by philanthropic foundation because they 

are unfettered by policy and can contribute resources beyond dollars, such as 

expertise and networks.  

 

The more democratic and participatory philanthropy described by commentators such 

as Bailin (2003), Ostrander (1995), Vanderpuye (2003), Silver (1998) and CIVICUS 

(2001) was recognised by Australian grantmakers as significant to the success of 

change although the level of foundation control is probably greater than some of the 

writers above might advocate.  Nonetheless strong support was evident for the 

concepts of even more flexibility, long term commitment, collaborative and cross-

sector funding and willingness to adopt different benchmarks than might be found in 

traditional philanthropy. 
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The useful catalyst role of foundations in signaling other funders to enter the area was 

clear in the data – the affinity group formally and informally created collaborations, 

learning exchanges and promulgation of good grantmaking tips and information on 

Indigenous matters, while recognizing the lack of generalisability of many programs.  

In terms of the more theoretical decision making question in the literature raised by 

Bloomfield (2002), the data reinforced the element of ‘fit’ with the cause area as 

being particularly important and added perhaps the factor of ‘confidence’ as being 

crucial to making a decision to support this particular cause area.  For business and 

private philanthropists, the data resoundingly suggested philanthropists do not venture 

into this funding because they believe they lack the expertise and knowledge to grant 

well to this complex sector and some labour under misconceptions about working 

with Indigenous causes.  Media disinterest does not help the situation. 

 

Clearly, much scope for more philanthropy to Indigenous causes exists in Australia 

and the stirrings of a grantmaking movement in this area are evident and slowly 

growing.  Future general research that might sharpen the understanding and ability of 

grantmaking to Indigenous causes might include:  

• Foundations journaling their entry into Indigenous funding and chronicling the 

barriers and pitfalls and how they have overcome them; 

• Tracking and compiling the impact of various grant sizes and programs to 

examine the magnitude of investment needed to bring different levels of 

change; 

• Accessing the attitudes of foundations who do not fund in this area and 

applying Bloomfield’s decision making model to test its applicability; 

• Working with Indigenous causes to better understand the process from their 

perspective; 

• Measuring and unpacking the media attitudes on reporting philanthropy to 

Indigenous issues. 

Thus, scope exists for an academic perspective to add to the early momentum of 

funding for Indigenous causes in Australia and to the wider body of knowledge on 

social change philanthropy. 
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