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The Future Has Arrived 

 
When the Communications Network first came up with the idea for a report about how 
foundations are using new communications technologies, we had an internal working title: High 
Tech Tools or Expensive Toys? By even suggesting a hint of frivolity in the rush by foundations 

to embrace these new things, we were letting our bias show. We were signaling that maybe 
there wasnôt more there than met the eye, or at least not yet. And if there was something 
significant underway, we felt a responsibility to approach it with caution. Still, our deeper wish 
was that our concernðeven skepticismðabout the value of using the new tools would be 
proven wrong.   
 
Well, wrong, we were. And we couldn't be happier.  
 
As this report shows, many foundations are embracing new communication toolsðfrom 
interactive Web sites to podcasts to blogs and wikis to social networking applications. Early 
evidence suggests that these tools and applications are extending and enhancing the ability to 
communicate more effectively with a range of audiences. But the more important finding is that 
we're just on the cusp of the real promise the technology offers. 
 
And itôs not just the promise of getting messages out the door more effectively that matters. Itôs 
also about engaging more people in the work foundations do. As youôll read, these new tools 
and applications, which are loosely bundled under the heading of ñWeb 2.0,ò enable foundations 
to invite people inside their organizations. And the invitation is to do more than just to take a 
look around. When used well, these interactive, two-way communication tools  
enable online visitors to be part of the larger discussions that foundations need to have if  
their work is going to have lasting influence beyond the grants they make. 
 
Those like myself, who have been in the field long enough to remember when the Internet was 
in its infancy, can also recall when we first greeted the idea of foundation Web sites as 
novelties, with comments like: ñIsnôt that interesting,ò ñDoes your foundation have one yet?ò and 
ñWhat do you do with yours?ò  
 
Back then, Web sites were more or less just a new way for repurposing what weôd already said 
in print, recreating digital versions to post online for easy access or reference. Later, we added 
e-mail newsletters, spiffier versions of annual reports, videos, and the like. But it was still the 
same way we'd always communicated: ñusò telling ñthemò what they ñneededò to know.  
 
What we are seeing, or being offered, today hardly compares. To put it simply, these new tools 
are ushering in more than just a change in what we distribute and how we distribute it, but how 
we communicate. The old ñtried and trueò methods are giving way to new experimentation, 
greater openness, and an understanding that the best communication is two-way...or multi-
directional. The field is beginning to acknowledge that success is not measured in how much we 
say, how often, to whom, how many clicks our Web sites receive, or how many publications are 
downloaded. Today effective communication is measured on what it is that people are actually 
hearing (from what foundations are saying), what are they doing with or about the information 
theyôre receiving, and how this more circular process is changing not only the words, but the 
actions of foundations as well.  

 

http://www.comnetwork.org/
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This is not a time to be cautious, but instead to be welcoming and embracing. As we all know, 
the world of communications, notably commercial print and broadcast media, is changing 
rapidly. As new forms of media keep springing up, where and how people get information is 
morphing by day. Foundations that have relied on traditional mediaðor even their own Web 1.0 
sitesðto effectively communicate now face increased competition for mindshare. Failure of 
foundations to hold on toðor more importantly, expandðtheir audiences can only compound 
the well-documented challenge they already face in failing to convince many influential 
Americans about the value of philanthropy to our society. 
 
But rather than approach the use of technology as a way to address a deficit in what the public 
knows about foundations, the work they do, and the underlying missions and issues that drive 
their grantmaking, there is a far greater opportunityðan opportunity to build meaningful 
relationships with audiences that matter.  
 
As others who are studying the changing media landscape have pointed out, people are 
becoming less and less dependent on traditional media for their news and information. They are 
turning to other credible places and sources. There is no reason foundations cannot be part of 
that mix and use that development to their advantage. But to do so requires that foundations 
play by the new rules and model their offerings after those organizations and entities that are 
attracting growing and engaged audiences.  
 
Ernest James Wilson III, dean and Walter Annenberg chair in communication at the University 
of Southern California, suggests that to master and make the best use of what the technology 
offers, foundations should concentrate on three things: 
 

 Build up the individual ñhuman capitalò of their staffs and provide them the competencies 
they need to operate in the new digital world 

 Make internal institutional reforms to reward creativity and innovation in using these new 
media internally and among grantees 

 Build social networks that span sectors and institutions, to engage in ongoing dialogue 
among private, public, nonprofits and research stakeholders 

 
As Wilson also says,  
 

All of these steps first require leadership, arguably a new type of leadership, not only at the 
top but also from the ñbottomò up, since many of the people with the requisite skills, 
attitudes, substantive knowledge and experience are younger, newer employees, and 
occupy the low-status end of the organizational pyramid, and hence need strong allies at the 
top. 
 

This report is our contribution to helping stimulate progress toward those goals. It is a beginning 
step, not an end point. Our aim is to stimulate discussion, foster robust debate, spotlight new 
and emerging practices, and serve as a place where people can learn from and share with  
each other.  
 
The rest is up to you. But donôt wait too long. 
 
Bruce S. Trachtenberg 
Executive Director 
Communications Network 
September 2008 
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Come On In. The Waterôs Fine. 
 
An Exploration of Web 2.0 Technology 
And Its Emerging Impact on Foundation Communications 

 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Communications professionals at many of 
Americaôs top foundations will be the first to 
say that when it comes to reaching an 
audience, we live in a very different world 
from just five years ago. With the advent of 
Web 2.0 technologies on platforms like 
Google Reader, Facebook and YouTube, 

mass communication has never been so 
interactive, networked, or user-driven. While 
itôs hard to know where the next innovation 
will land us, itôs safe to say that sitting on 
the sidelines is no longer an option for those 
that want to remain relevant.  
 
With that in mind, in the fall of 2007, the 
Communications Network commissioned 
Brotherton Strategies to explore the 
opportunities and challenges presented to 
private grantmaking foundations by new 
media. This included taking a sample of 
what the field is thinking, doing and learning 
in these relatively early days of Web 2.0. 
Our method included an extensive literature 
review and one-on-one phone interviews 
with professionals selected from the 
Communications Network membership. We 
also spoke with several private consultants 
well-versed in both philanthropy and 
technology.  
 
Web 2.0 tools offer a number of obvious 
opportunities for foundations because they 
are often free and accessible, allow for 
focused convenings and conversations, 
lend themselves to interactions with and 
among grantees, and offer an effective 
story-telling medium. Most exciting of all for 
foundations may be the newfound ability for 
a feedback loop where none existed before. 
Still, with notable exceptions, some in the 
field remain skeptical. 
 

 
 
Foundation concerns are, by no means, 
insignificant. They include the worry of 
losing control over the foundationôs 
message, allowing more staff members to 
represent the foundation in a more public 
way, opening the flood gates of grant 
requests or the headache of a forum gone 
bad with unwanted or inappropriate posts. 
Additional challenges include the perception 
of a daunting learning curve, the work 
required to make an effort relevant and 
targeted to particular audiences, and finding 
the staff time required to keep up with a 
medium that runs around the clock. All this 
within a longstanding penchant among 
foundations toward privacy and caution 
about how they communicate. 
 
Itôs worth asking whether these concerns 
and challenges outweigh the opportunities. 
If foundations want to remain in the 
background and yield the spotlight to 
grantees, they might. In fact, our findings 
suggested that grantees are ahead of 
foundations in their use of Web 2.0 
technologies simply because these tools 
allow grantees to meet so many critical 
needs not central to foundations like 
fundraising and recruiting volunteers. 
 
Still, if foundations want to sustain influence 
among key audiences, traditional 
communication channels simply wonôt 
suffice. To decide not to join the myriad 
online conversations and networking 
opportunities is to cede territory to others 
who may have less means, knowledge or 
experience. In fact, the loss of ground may 
already be occurring if we regard a recent 
survey by the Philanthropy Awareness 
Initiative that found that more than half of  

https://www.google.com/accounts/ServiceLogin?hl=en&nui=1&service=reader&continue=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2Freader%2F
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.philanthropyawareness.org/
http://www.philanthropyawareness.org/
http://www.philanthropyawareness.org/
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Americans surveyedðwho hold a 
leadership, committee, or board-level role in 
an organization working on community or 
social issuesðcould not name a foundation 
on their first try.    
 
Beyond just sustaining influence is the need 
to circumvent criticism in an era of 
increased skepticism. By opting out or 
continuing to wait on the sidelines, 
foundations risk appearing even more 
insular, perhaps inviting scrutiny by the new 
vanguard of citizen journalists busily 
blogging on the ñoutside.ò   
 
Ultimately, it may come down to the fact that 
foundations have the ability to innovate, 
experiment and explore in a way few other 
institutions can. Many we interviewed felt 
that communicating those innovative efforts 
through these new technologies makes 
sense. Of course there are risks and 
challenges. But there is also the sense that 
whatever is ñlostò in message control will be 
more than made up for by the opportunity to 
engage audiences in new ways, with 
greater programmatic impact. 
 
 
For those interested in getting started,  
we gleaned some tips from those already 
in the game:  
 
Assess your organizationôs appetite  
for innovation.  

Identify support among leadership and 
program officers. Note where relevant 
online conversations are already taking 
place, with or without you. 
 
Recognize and garner the  
resources required.  

Assess current staff capacity and identify 
areas where training, realignment of 
priorities, or new positions may be needed.  
 
 
 

Build internal allies.  

Educate leadership on the organizational 
benefits of technological innovation, and the 
risks of inaction. Learn from other 
organizations that have been early movers. 
 
Be strategic.  

Donôt lead with the tool. Start with the 
foundationôs goals and priorities. Choose a 
Web 2.0 technology or tool only if it will help 
you tell the story you are trying to tell. 
 
Leverage the great work of others.  

Most of the best Web 2.0 tools you will need 
have already been built and employed by 
other organizations. There is no need to 
reinvent the wheel.  
 
Go slowly and build on successes.  
Do a small experiment or pilot program for a 
specific period of time. Then pause, step 
back, evaluate and reassess.  
 
Among the key questions for the field  
to consider and pursue moving  
forward are: 
 
Control and transparency. 

How comfortable will foundations become 
with the participatory nature of Web 
communications? How long will it take 
foundations to adapt to this new 
communications world? 
 
Generational digital divide.  

Is the generation divide real when it  
comes to emerging technology? Will it  
take new leadership to truly adapt, or can  
early adopters model behaviors for others  
to emulate? 
 
Influence.  

How can foundations best maintain and 
increase their influence over the issues they 
care about? How will ideas and feedback 
generated from online communications best 
influence grantmaking decisions?
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Alignment. 

If communication is less about a 
unidirectional message, and more about 
how foundations engage with their 
audiences, what does this mean for 
integration of communications  
and programs? 
 
Evaluation and measurement. 
How will foundations assess and evaluate 
the impact or success of their online 
communication efforts? What are the right 
metrics? And how are the challenges 
inherent in the Web 2.0 world any different 
from the measurement obstacles of 
traditional communication? 
 
Individual giving.  

What are the implications of the rise of 
Internet-empowered individual giving for 
foundations? How will nonprofits adapt to 
the need to interact with foundations in a 
traditional way and social entrepreneurs in a 
new way, and how will this affect their 
capacity?  
 
Grantee network building. 

Should foundations be funding nonprofits to 
develop their capacity to communicate with 
and build networks among their service 
recipients, donors, practitioners, and 
volunteers? What is the right investment 
balance between a foundationôs own 
communications efforts and that of  
its grantees?  
 
Communicating with the general public. 

Should foundations take advantage of the 
opportunities Web 2.0 offers to interact 
directly with the public? Is there a role for 
grantmaking foundations to use their 
resources and Web 2.0 technologies to help 
create networks of people interested in 
certain issues and connect them with 
grantees to take action (donate, volunteer, 
advocate)? Could this be a way to help 
advance progress on foundation priorities?  
 
 
 
 

Certainly these questions do not have ready 
answers. Still, as many in the foundation 
sector wait for answers and weigh the risks 
and benefits, opportunities pass by daily. 
We do well to remember that without 
foundation support and innovation, 
mainstays of our communications 
infrastructure ranging from the Public 
Broadcasting Service to the 9-1-1 
emergency system would never have been 
achieved.  
 
So while we may not readily see that kind of 
impact in the Web 2.0 context, it is a 
disservice to society to assume that similar 
potential doesnôt exist. Rather than 
continuing to hesitate, foundations have an 
incredible opportunity to be bold and lead by 
example. At this point, the result of such 
efforts can only be imagined.  
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Background 

 
PROJECT OVERVIEW 
 
In September 2007, the Communications 
Network commissioned Brotherton 
Strategies to explore how emerging Web 
2.0 technologies are changing the way 
private grantmaking foundations interact 
with grantees, community members, policy-
makers and other audiences.  
 
We focused our investigation on several key 
questions: How is the digital landscape 
changing the nature of philanthropic 
communication? What role do social 
networks, wikis, video and audio podcasts, 
RSS feeds, blogs and other participatory 
technologies currently play for private 
grantmaking foundations? What Web 2.0 
tools are grantmakers embracing (or 
avoiding), and why? What are they learning 
in the process? And, most importantly, how 
are those lessons helping to advance 
organizational or programmatic objectives?  
 
By seeking answers to these questions,  
this report examines the challenges and 
opportunities inherent in the adoption of 
Web 2.0 technologies. This report is  
not intended to be an inventory of all Web 
2.0 initiatives being undertaken by 
grantmakers everywhere. Rather, it 
samples, describes and shares what the 
field is generally learning in the early days 
of these technologies.  
 
This study has been prepared for The 
Communications Network and its members. 
The research and reporting was made 
possible through the generous support of 
The California Endowment, Edna 
McConnell Clark Foundation and the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Methodology 

 
Brotherton Strategies began its research by 
surveying the breadth of available literature  
on philanthropy and Web 2.0 technologies 
including popular print and online media, 
trade publications, reports, Web sites,  
blogs and books. We cataloged more than 
150 references, articles, studies and  
other citations. A select, annotated subset 
of those references is contained in 
Appendix A.  
 
Based on our literature review, and in 
consultation with the Communications 
Networkôs executive director, we then 
selected a group of foundations and 
organizations from the networkôs 
membership that we believed could best 
inform our research and data collection. 
Senior communications professionals from 
the group were then invited to participate in 
one-on-one telephone interviews with the 
Brotherton Strategies team. Our overall  
response rate was highðnearly 80 percent. 
Only a handful of those invited were not  
responsive, and a few others declined to 
participate for internal reasons or because 
they felt they were unable to speak 
knowledgeably on the subject.  
 
Interviewees included representatives of 
foundations large and small that have 
embarked on high-profile social media or 
Web 2.0 initiatives. We also spoke with 
several foundations which are moving more 
slowly into this arenaðthose taking a ñwait 
and seeò approach and others that have 
made small, incremental forays into the 
Web 2.0 space.  
 
 
 
 

http://www.calendow.org/
http://www.emcf.org/index.htm
http://www.emcf.org/index.htm
http://www.emcf.org/index.htm
http://www.rwjf.org/
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We focused our interviews with limited 
exceptions on endowed, private 
grantmaking foundations (rather than 
community foundations or operating 
foundations). We interviewed more than 30 
senior-level communications professionals 
in all, representing 23 different United 
States foundations (see Appendix B). 
Interviews were also conducted with five 
consultants familiar with the fields of 
philanthropy and technology.  
 
Our interview protocol (see Appendix C) 
was structured to allow for ample open-
ended dialogue and accommodate the 
unique circumstances or perspectives of 
each respondent. We asked interviewees to 
describe their individual/organizational 
experiences with Web 2.0 technologies; we 
sought details about the organizational 
attitudes that drove adoption of these tools; 
and we identified common experiences, 
opportunities and challenges across 
organizations.  
 
The results described in this report 
represent the informed opinions of the 
studyôs authors based upon all of the 
information collected over five months of 
research. The findings are by no means 
conclusive or absolute. Ultimately, what is 
reported here represents a ñpoint in timeò 
assessment of a sector in transition. Not 
surprisingly, some foundations have chosen 
to leverage the powerful new tools and 
technologies for increased organizational 
effectiveness, while others remain hesitant 
to upend the status quo. 
 
Web 2.0: Concepts and Trends 

 
The Internet has become not only a new 
medium for consuming information, but also 
a platform upon which every user has the 
power to produce content as well. The 
defining features of what has come to be 
called ñWeb 2.0ò activities and applications 
are that they are interactive and networked: 
users participate by contributing content, or 
controlling it in some way, and sharing it 
within their networks of others interested in 

the same topics. Users can control the 
information as never before by customizing 
what they receive, how or where they  
view the content, and when they respond.  
In some cases, they aggregate, re- 
package, and redistribute content among 
their networks. 
 
A broad set of tools and technologies has 
emerged which allow for this kind of 
interactive, networked conversation. The 
technologies and formats we focused on in 
our research include: blogging, online 
forums, podcasts and videos, interactive 
annual reports or research reports, wikis, 
social bookmarking, social networking, 
virtual reality sites, text messaging, RSS 
feeds and online searchable databases (see 
Appendix D for a glossary of terms). 
 
Rather than referring to a specific 
application or technology, Web 2.0 has 
been called a philosophy for how to use 
Internet-based tools and applications. 
Charles M. Firestone of the Aspen Institute 
describes it primarily as a change ñfrom 
ópushô technologies to the ópullô 
approach . .. .in essence a reversal in the 

flow of communications from the center out 
to the user up.ò Individuals ñpullò the 
information they are most interested in, 
sometimes by researching and writing it 
themselves, at other times by aggregating 
or repackaging content from a variety of 
sources and, increasingly, by finding a 
network of others interested in the same 
topic and sharing content among 
themselves. In this Web 2.0 environmentð
where user control is kingðit is increasingly 
difficult to ñpushò a single message to a 
single captive audience.  
 
Benefits of Web 2.0 are emerging. In his 
seminal 2004 book The Wisdom of Crowds: 
Why the Many Are Smarter Than the Few 
and How Collective Wisdom Shapes 
Business, Economies, Societies and 
Nations, author James Suroweicki argued 
that aggregated individual information and 
opinions often result in better decisions than 
those made by individuals alone or ñunwise 

http://www.techsoup.org/learningcenter/webbuilding/page4758.cfm?cg=searchterms&sg=Web%202.0
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/atf/cf/%7bDEB6F227-659B-4EC8-8F84-8DF23CA704F5%7d/2005InfoTechText.pdf
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/atf/cf/%7bDEB6F227-659B-4EC8-8F84-8DF23CA704F5%7d/2005InfoTechText.pdf
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/atf/cf/%7bDEB6F227-659B-4EC8-8F84-8DF23CA704F5%7d/2005InfoTechText.pdf
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/atf/cf/%7bDEB6F227-659B-4EC8-8F84-8DF23CA704F5%7d/2005InfoTechText.pdf
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crowdsò and mobs prone to ñgroup think.ò 
Someðincluding a growing number of 
foundationsðare experimenting with Web 
2.0 technologies as tools for tapping this 
collective wisdom.  
 
For example, in a 2007 report for the Aspen 
Institute, The Rise of Collective 
Intelligence, David Bollier describes some 
early experiments, including the example of 
Gary Kasparov vs. The World in 1999, a 
chess match in which more than 50,000 
people around the world voted via the 
Internet on ñThe Worldôsò next moves. 
(Kasparov won after 62 moves.) Bollier also 
describes an experiment by a minor league 
baseball team. For the second half of the 
2006 season the Schaumberg (Illinois) 
Flyers managed the team through fan voting 
on the Internet. (Their first half record was 
31-17; they went 15-33 in the second half.) 
Perhaps more successfully, a 2005 study 
published in Nature concluded that 

Wikipedia ñcomes closeò to the 
Encyclopedia Britannica in accuracy on 
scientific topics. In each case, we see 
evidence of new collaborative 
environmentsðnetworked, social,  
scaledðthat have the potential to change 
behavior, and outcomes, in profound and 
unexpected ways.  
 
Mass media in particular have seen 
dramatic changes as a result. Web 2.0 
technologies influence how consumers of 
conventional media (print or broadcast) 
learn about the world. Producers, editors 
and other members of the mainstream 
press routinely monitor the blogosphere for 
breaking news, rumors and reports, trends 
and story ideas. Whatôs more, 
approximately 12 million Americans 
maintain a blog, according to the Pew 
Internet and American Life Project, and a 

growing number of them consider 
themselves to be citizen journalists. Aided 
by the portability of laptops, the proliferation 
of wireless technology, the simplicity of 
digital media (from camera phones to 
movie-making software) and the immediate 
gratification that comes with making content 

available to hundreds of millions of readers 
worldwide, this citizen army now competes 
with the Fourth Estate in ways no one could 
have imagined even five years ago. 
 
For instance, in 2007 TechNewsWorld 
published the top 10 biggest news stories 

that can be credited to bloggers. In this list 
they credit blogs for keeping the story of the 
December 2006 firing of United States 
prosecutors in the news. They also noted 
how bloggers pounced on a YouTube video 
of former Virginia Senator George Allen 
using an ethnic slur at a campaign rally; the 
story instantly became national news and 
was ultimately a significant factor in Senator 
Allenôs defeat that November. And in one of 
the biggest blog stories so far, ñMemogate,ò 
bloggers researched and exposed the 
authenticity of documents upon which Dan 
Rather based a ñCBS Evening Newsò report 
during the 2004 presidential election about 
George W. Bushôs Texas Air National  
Guard service.  
 
The Asia Times notes that while 
communications systems failed to provide 
warning of or timely information about the 
2004 Southeast Asian earthquake and 
tsunami, bloggers were pivotal in providing 
a constant flow of stories and pictures, 
information about resources and aid, and 
help to people searching for their loved 
ones. The mainstream media, to a great 
degree, relied on content that originated 
with the blogs. In a ZDNet column Richard 
McManus notes that in both the Southeast 
Asian tsunami and Hurricane Katrina in 
2005, blogs and wikis were sources of up-
to-date information, a way to organize aid 
efforts and ways for people to respond 
emotionally to the disasters.   
 
In these and countless other examples we 
see how the Internet in generalðand Web 
2.0 tools in particularðare becoming a 
normal, even expected, part of how people 
manage information and enrich their social 
lives. The data bear this out. By 2007 
MySpace, one of the worldôs most popular 

social networking sites, had more than 100 

http://www.aspeninstitute.org/atf/cf/%7Bdeb6f227-659b-4ec8-8f84-8df23ca704f5%7D/C&S2007INFOTECHREPORT.PDF
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/atf/cf/%7Bdeb6f227-659b-4ec8-8f84-8df23ca704f5%7D/C&S2007INFOTECHREPORT.PDF
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/atf/cf/%7Bdeb6f227-659b-4ec8-8f84-8df23ca704f5%7D/C&S2007INFOTECHREPORT.PDF
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v438/n7070/full/438900a.html
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_ICT_Typology.pdf
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_ICT_Typology.pdf
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_ICT_Typology.pdf
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Internet_Impact.pdf
http://www.technewsworld.com/story/58038.html)?welcome=1217274576
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Southeast_Asia/GA05Ae02.html
http://blogs.zdnet.com/web2explorer/?p=82
http://www.myspace.com/


  
11 

FINAL 081908 clean DFB 
www.brothertonstrategies.com 

million members; Facebook claimed more 

than 50 million. And contrary to initial 
assumptions, these socially networked 
masses are not all kids. More than half of 
MySpace members are 35 or older. So,  
too, with Facebook, LinkedIn and other 
popular networks. 
 
According to USCôs Annenberg School for 
Communication annual survey for 2007 
and the 2007 report from the Pew Internet 
and American Life Project: 
 

 78 percent of Americans older than age 
12 regularly use the Internet  

 Two-thirds of Web users access the 
Internet from home, and nearly half of 
those Internet home users have 
broadband connections  

 The average home user spends at least 
14 hours online each week 

 Nearly half (47 percent) of Internet users 
say they feel empowered by the Internet 

 Two-thirds of people who participate in 
online communities say that these 
communities are very or extremely 
important to them 

 The average Web user is 45 years old 
(the same as the average New York 
Times reader) 

 And 37 percent of Internet users have 
participated in some form of user-
generated content 

 
As Internet access, mobile technology and 
particularly a networked, social, interactive 
way of accessing information are becoming 
more and more common, peopleôs 
expectations of the groups, networks and 
organizations with which they associate are 
also changing. Increasingly people expect a 
conversation in which they contribute as 
well as consume information. 
 
Literature Review 
 
While much has been reported over the 
past three years about the meteoric rise of 
Web 2.0 in the corporate, political and 
media spheres, relatively little has been 
written about how grantmaking foundations 

areðor are notðembracing these emerging 
technologies in their communication efforts.   
To date, the vast majority of Web 2.0 news 
coverage and analysis of the nonprofit 
sector has focused on how community 
groups, advocates, political parties, non-
governmental organizations or other grant 
recipients are adjusting to the new wave of 
tools and services. In particular, the 
literature about the social sectorôs use of 
new media falls into three main categories: 
 

 Reports of how nonprofits are using 
Web 2.0 technologies to build networks 
of donors, volunteers and activists 
(usually without reference to funders) 

 Studies about the need for technology 
infrastructure support and capacity 
building among nonprofits seeking to 
take advantage of Web 2.0 opportunities 

 And stories about the use of these 
technologies among an emerging set of 
social entrepreneurs interested in ñsocial 
philanthropyò or ñe-philanthropyò as a 
way to encourage individual giving 

 
Much less has been written about 
grantmakersô use of Web 2.0 technologies 
because funders have been slower to 
embrace them. There are some notable 
exceptions. The literature describes 
foundation participation, sometimes by 
funding nonprofitsô infrastructure and 
technology needs, and sometimes by 
encouraging individual charitable giving. 
 
In the area of non-profit technology needs, 
The Overbrook Foundation helps 

grantees acquire and use Web 2.0 
technologies in their environmental and 
human rights work. According to Elizabeth 
Miller, a senior program associate at 

Overbrook, the need for Web 2.0 capability 
ñbubbled up to us through Overbrookôs 
granteesò as the foundation realized many 
of them were beginning to use social media 
very effectively and others were struggling 
with how to take advantage of the new 
tools. Overbrook now provides support 
through regular convenings to help grantees 
learn from each other and share their 

http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/
http://annenberg.usc.edu/AboutUs/News/112906.aspx?p=1
http://annenberg.usc.edu/AboutUs/News/112906.aspx?p=1
http://annenberg.usc.edu/AboutUs/News/112906.aspx?p=1
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_ICT_Typology.pdf
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Internet_Impact.pdf
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Internet_Impact.pdf
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Internet_Impact.pdf
http://www.overbrook.org/
http://www.overbrook.org/
http://www.overbrook.org/
http://www.overbrook.org/
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experiences with blogs, wikis, social 
networking and other new media.  
 
In the area of individual giving, the Case 
Foundation launched two highly publicized 
initiatives aimed at increasing charitable 
giving through the use of Web-based 
networking tools, partnering with Facebook 
in a program called Americaôs Giving 
Challenge, and later with PARADE 

Magazine in the Causes Giving Challenge 
campaign. The Case Foundation reported 
that the initiatives together raised more than 
$1.7 million from more than 80,000 donors.  

The Case Foundation site for Americaôs Giving Challenge 
 
While relatively little has been written 
specifically about fundersô use of Web 2.0 
technologies in their own communication 
efforts, in our literature review we did 
identify a number of general themes that 
seemed particularly relevant to 
grantmakers. These themes also figured 
prominently in our conversations with 
foundation staff. Among them: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Adaptation.  

As the private sector, public charities and 
the general public participate with increased 
frequency in social media, foundations 
everywhere are facing a common choice to 
adapt or risk being left behind. Allison Fine, 
a social entrepreneur and senior fellow on 
the Democracy Team at Demos 
editorialized in a 2006 Chronicle of 
Philanthropy column that, ñPerhaps more 

than anything else, a shift in control from a 
few leaders at the center out toward the 
many people at the edges who want to 
contribute meaningfully, but who are, for the 
most part, now locked out of the process, is 
the key to success in this new era.ò 
 
Giving up control.  

As noted above, the Internet in the Web 2.0 
era is about ñuser contributed contentò and 
users ñpullingò content (downloading, 
receiving and viewing it when, where and 
how they want it) instead of having it 
ñpushedò at them (passive receipt of top-
down information). Again, Fine writes, ñMore 
progress is made more rapidly when 
organizations move to facilitating rather than 
controlling social-change efforts. We must 
learn to use our leverage more and lift less, 
to listen better and act smarter, to share and 
participate, not control and command.ò 
 
Transparency.  

An interactive digital environment creates 
expectations that organizations of every 
stripeðincluding philanthropiesðwill be 
more transparent and open with information. 
As Marty Michaels reports in The 
Chronicle of Philanthropy: ñMany of the 
larger foundations say that they want to 
encourage honest, two-way communication 
about both successes and failures, and that  

Funders need to understand that communities of practice and open spaces 

for innovation are essential where ideas and alliances can emergeð

emerge from unexpected corners, places, and people. 

ï Katrin Verclas, MobileActive.org 

 

http://www.casefoundation.org/
http://www.casefoundation.org/
http://www.casefoundation.org/
http://giving.casefoundation.org/givingchallenge/about_the_challenge
http://giving.casefoundation.org/givingchallenge/about_the_challenge
http://giving.casefoundation.org/givingchallenge/about_the_challenge
http://giving.casefoundation.org/givingchallenge/home
http://philanthropy.com/premium/articles/v19/i03/03003901.htm
http://philanthropy.com/premium/articles/v19/i03/03003901.htm
http://philanthropy.com/premium/articles/v19/i03/03003901.htm
http://philanthropy.com/premium/articles/v20/i14/14000701.htm
http://philanthropy.com/premium/articles/v20/i14/14000701.htm
http://philanthropy.com/premium/articles/v20/i14/14000701.htm
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doing so can only lend more credibility to 
their efforts.ò 
 
Networking and movement building. 

Web 2.0 tools greatly increase the ability of 
organizations to build virtual communities 
and network people around their shared 
interests. In a blog called ñGrantmaking in a 

Web 2.0 World,ò Katrin Verclas, former 
executive director of NTEN and now co-
founder of MobileActive, advises that, 

ñFunders need to understand that 
communities of practice and open spaces 
for innovation are essential where ideas and 
alliances can emergeðemerge from 
unexpected corners, places, and people.ò  
 
 
These themesðadaptation, control, 
transparency and networkingðinformed our 
interviews. We hope that these concepts 
and this report in general contribute to the 
small but growing body of literature 
addressing the relevance of Web 2.0 for 
philanthropy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://nten.org/blog/2007/03/12/grantmaking-in-a-web-2-0-world
http://www.nten.org/
http://mobileactive.org/



