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The Holy Grail 
for Nonprofi ts
Review by Jim Schorr

The notion of fi nan-
cial sustainability is 
something of a holy 
grail in the nonprofi t 
sector these days. 
Virtually all non-
profi t board mem-
bers and executives 

today face fi nancial situations that at best 
constrain their ability to grow or at worst 
threaten their very survival. On each of the 
six nonprofi t boards on which I’ve served 
in recent y ears, the topic of fi nancial sus-
tainability has been an ongoing discussion, 
albeit one that too often fi nds itself on the 
back burner. The absence of strategic 
frameworks to help structure nonprofi t 
leaders’ thinking and planning for sustain-
ability certainly hasn’t helped.

Given this context, the timing seems es-
pecially ripe for Nonprofi t Sustainability 
from co-authors Jeanne Bell, Jan Masaoka, 
and Steve Zimmerman. The authors, all re-
spected nonprofi t executives and consul-
tants, have developed a framework that 
will help nonprofi t executives take an ap-
proach that integrates fi nancial perfor-
mance and social impact considerations in 
strategic decision making. The book’s 
premise is that “fi nancial and impact infor-
mation can and must be brought together 
in an integrated, fused discussion of strat-
egy,” which is true and increasingly impor-
tant. Much as 21st-century corporations are 
integrating social responsibility and sus-
tainability practices in their business mod-
els, 21st-century nonprofi ts must integrate 
fi nancial considerations with their social 
impact priorities as well. It’s all refl ective 
of the movement toward a broader per-
spective of organizational performance and 

NONPROFIT 
SUSTAINABILITY: 
Making Strategic 
Decisions for 
Financial Viability
Jeanne Bell, Jan Masaoka, 
& Steve Zimmerman
208 pages, Jossey-Bass, 
2010

Jim Schorr is a professor at Vanderbilt Universi-
ty’s Owen School of Management, where he teaches 
coursework on social enterprise and CSR. Previously, 
he was executive director of Juma Ventures and a 
co-founder of Net Impact. He currently serves as a 
trustee of the Nature Conservancy of Tennessee and 
as board president of Oasis Center, Nashville’s leading 
nonprofi t organization for disadvantaged youth.

the idea of “blended value” that Jed Emer-
son gave us many years ago.

Beyond this important premise, 
Nonprofi t Sustainability’s primary contribu-
tion is a framework for operationalizing the 
integration of fi nancial and social impact. 
The “Matrix Map,” a standard 2 x 2 matrix 
that is the trusted friend of every good con-
sultant, is a simple but powerful model for 
assessing the impact and profi t-
ability of a nonprofi t’s pro-
grams. In this model, programs 
are reclassifi ed as “business 
lines” and include fundraising 
eff orts as well. Each business 
line is assessed on its impact 
and profi tability and then plot-
ted at the appropriate point and 
scale on the matrix. Through 
this process, nonprofi t execu-
tives get a clear picture of both the absolute 
and relative performance of each important 
program and fundraising eff ort. No doubt 
the picture this exercise reveals will be en-
lightening for many nonprofi t leaders and 
put them in a better position to make smart 
resource allocation decisions. A simple, 
easy-to-use framework that gives nonprofi t 
leaders sharpened strategic clarity about 
the value of programs and initiatives? For 
that alone, we should all hail the arrival of 
the Matrix Map.

It should be noted, and more overtly 
than it is in the book, that the Matrix Map 
is a direct descendant of Boston Consulting 
Group’s Growth-Share Matrix, which dates 
to 1968 and is familiar to everyone who has 
since pursued an MBA. The BCG Matrix fa-
mously gave us “Stars,” “Cash Cows,” 
“Question Marks,” and “Dogs,” and sug-
gested that companies should classify and 
manage their product portfolios according-
ly. Nonprofi t Sustainability’s Matrix Map 
gives us “Stars,” “Money Trees,” “Hearts,” 
and “Stop Signs,” and suggests that non-
profi ts classify and manage their program 
portfolios accordingly. If it sounds like the 
Matrix Map is essentially the BCG Matrix 
applied to nonprofi ts, it’s because that’s ex-
actly what it is. Even so, the Matrix Map’s 
lineage doesn’t change the fact that its ap-

plication to nonprofi ts is at least somewhat 
novel, and it does create a potentially im-
portant new tool for nonprofi t boards and 
executives.

The fi rst half of Nonprofi t Sustainability
develops the Matrix Map as a model and 
helpfully illustrates its use and applicability 
through a variety of examples and situa-
tions. The second half is largely fi ller, 

seemingly purposed around 
the need to reach a certain 
page count to achieve book 
status. Part Four in particular, 
a 32-page laundry list of every 
imaginable fundraising and 
earned income vehicle, bears 
little relevance to the Matrix 
Map or its application. Rather 
than an encyclopedic list and 
description of earned income 

types, a chapter on how social enterprise 
models could be evaluated using the Ma-
trix Map model would have been far more 
valuable. Similarly, although the book does 
devote a few pages to the Matrix Map’s 
usefulness in potential merger evaluations, 
surely there is more to say about how this 
tool can help facilitate nonprofi t merger 
and joint venture activity, which has to be 
one of the biggest untapped opportunities 
in the sector.

Nonprofi t Sustainability is a book that 
would’ve been, and probably should’ve 
been, a great article in the Stanford Social 
Innovation Review, where the core idea and 
useful Matrix Map could have found a larger 
audience. Nonetheless, I fully intended to 
order copies for the executive directors and 
board chairs I work with, until I found it 
priced at a whopping $35 for a paperback 
edition. Although Nonprofi t Sustainability 
and its Matrix Map deliver an important 
idea for nonprofi ts, it’s an idea that should 
have been delivered more accessibly and af-
fordably. Something isn’t right about a busi-
ness model that takes a good (but hardly 
proprietary) idea for nonprofi ts and turns it 
into a high margin, low volume product. 
Perhaps that’s a critique of book publishers 
more than the authors, but Nonprofi t Sus-
tainability is ultimately a product of both. ■

ted at the appropriate point and 
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New School Economics
Review by Kevin Starr

I like Dean Karlan. I 
like his work. Our 
Mulago Foundation 
funds his organiza-
tion, Innovations for 
Poverty Action (IPA). 
We do whatever we 

can to get others to fund IPA. Disclaimers 
out of the way, here’s a two-sentence sum-
mary of Karlan’s More Than Good Intentions: 
This book is a gem. Anyone serious about 
aid, philanthropy, or impact investing 
should read it, maybe a couple of times.

More Than Good Intentions lays out a new 
approach to exploring and testing solutions 
to the thorny problems of global poverty. 
Yale University professor Karlan and his co-
author, IPA project associate Jacob Appel, 
have produced a book that is very readable, 
hugely useful, and often entertaining. Met-
rics geeks looking for a technical manual 
will be disappointed; those of us looking for 
a practical way to understand 
what works will not be.

Karlan and his colleagues at 
IPA are part of a new movement 
in development economics, a 
movement spearheaded by 
Esther Dufl o and Michael Kremer 
and represented by a small army 
of researchers all over the world. 
As Karlan puts it, their work con-
sists of a “two-pronged attack” on 
the problem of fi nding the best solutions to 
poverty: 1) using rigorous evaluation meth-
ods akin to clinical research to test poverty 
solutions, both old and new; and 2) under-
standing problems and interpreting results 
using the lens of behavioral economics.

Karlan and Appel believe that under-
standing what works for poverty alleviation 
programs boils down to one deceptively 
simple question: “How did people’s lives 
change with the program, compared with 
how they would have changed without it?” 
The primary—but not only—tool that 
Karlan et al. use to answer that question is 
the randomized controlled trial (RCT). In 
an RCT, a pool of subjects is randomly di-
vided into intervention and control groups; 

MORE THAN GOOD 
INTENTIONS: How a 
New Economics Is 
Helping to Solve 
Global Poverty
Dean Karlan & Jacob Appel
320 pages, Dutton, 2011

Kevin Starr is the managing director of the Mulago 
Foundation and the Rainer Arnhold Fellows.

the former gets the interventions and the 
latter does not. The two groups are funda-
mentally alike—both are measured before 
and after, and the impact is the diff erence 
between what happened to the intervention 
group and to the control group. RCTs are 
not new. The novel element here is the sys-
tematic and creative application of RCTs to 
test poverty solutions in the real world.

RCTs have their fl aws, and there has been 
an understandable backlash against them. 
They can be expensive and complicated; per-
fect control groups are a myth; and results 
are too often too broadly interpreted. Yet 
Karlan is not doctrinaire about RCTs. He 
simply believes that you should measure 
from the beginning, measure the right thing, 
get good quality numbers, and make a case 
for what would have happened without you. 
One of the best examples in the book doesn’t 
involve an RCT, but instead a “natural experi-
ment” in Kerala, India, in which areas with-
out cell phone service served as controls for a 
study of how fi shermen used their phones to 
fi nd where to get the best price for their 

catch and increase their profi ts.
Both the work and book ben-

efi t enormously from the applica-
tion of behavioral economics, 
which goes beyond the narrow 
utilitarianism of classical eco-
nomics to examine how real peo-
ple make decisions. Behavioral 
economists assume that we don’t 
operate on the basis of simple 
cost/benefi t calculations, but have 

many diff erent priorities, and that what may 
at fi rst seem irrational often is not. Karlan 
and Appel use this approach as a tool to in-
terpret results, make predictions, and come 
up with new ideas and hypotheses. In doing 
so, they draw on the strengths and fl aws 
common to all of us and provide a respectful 
picture of the poor—not as some faceless 
other, but as us in diff erent circumstances.

Given the overall clearheadedness of the 
book, one thing that puzzled me was the 
way that Karlan pulls his punches on micro-
credit. He reports that women entrepre-
neurs in Sri Lanka were often worse off  after 
taking loans; that the poorer entrepreneurs 
in South Africa showed no eff ect from loans; 
and that even those entrepreneurs who did 
make more money often did so by shedding 
employees and typically spent the increased 

profi ts on consumer goods rather than rein-
vesting in their businesses. That said, he 
comments brightly that “it does not mean 
that … the enormous amount of enthusiasm 
[microcredit] has generated is necessarily 
misplaced.” Well, what exactly does it mean? 
Perhaps he’s just being nice, but if this 
methodology is as powerful as he’d have us 
believe, he should have something a bit 
more defi nitive to say about microcredit.

Still, More Than Good Intentions is a re-
lentless and honest eff ort to fi nd out what 
works and why. We really need what these 
new school development economists are 
providing. We’ve done far too many things 
that didn’t work for far too long. But it is not 
enough to show what works: The one miss-
ing element in Karlan and Appel’s fi ne book 
is a discussion of what it takes to turn re-
search fi ndings into real change. In a sector 
that does not yet channel resources toward 
impact, all that we learn about the behavior 
of the poor will be wasted unless we learn 
how to change the behavior of government 
bureaucrats, NGO executive directors, and 
the people who run foundations. ■
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Philanthropic Practices
Review by Matthew Bishop

The paradox at the 
heart of being an ef-
fective philanthro-
pist is that it is not 
all about the money. 
Having a dollop of 
cash to give away 
gets you into the phi-

lanthropy business, but it has surprisingly 
little to do with whether you make a suc-
cess of it. This is what Warren Buff ett was 
getting at when he said, “It is far easier to 
make money than to give it away eff ective-
ly.” Bill Gates reinforced the point when he 
told me, during my research for Philanthro-
capitalism, that his foundation, the biggest 
the world has ever seen, is a “tiny, tiny or-
ganization”—his point being that despite 
all his and Buff ett’s billions, the Bill & Me-
linda Gates Foundation cannot achieve its 
ambitious goals unless it leverages far larg-
er resources and organizations to help.

DO MORE THAN 
GIVE: The Six 
Practices of Donors 
Who Change the World
Leslie R. Crutchfi eld, 
John V. Kania, & 
Mark R. Kramer
250 pages, Jossey-Bass, 2011

M atthe w Bishop  is US business editor of The 
Economist and co-author of Philanthrocapitalism: 
How Giving Can Save the World.
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How to turn philanthropic dollars into 

signifi cant impact, even if you have far less to 
give away than Gates, is the subject of this ex-
cellent new book by Leslie Crutchfi eld, John 
Kania, and Mark Kramer. Their fi rst point is 
that change requires serious commitment, 
and although they do not advocate putting all 
your eggs in one basket—a portfolio of 
causes is okay—they argue that nothing can 
be achieved without focus. Who can disagree 
with them that the scattergun 
funding approach of many foun-
dations is a recipe for impotence?

Once the cause has been se-
lected, an eff ective philanthropist 
should embrace one or ideally 
more of six practices. Top of the 
list is something far too many 
foundations run away from: advo-
cacy. I remember my surprise 
when David M. Walker, former 
US comptroller general and president of the 
Peter G. Peterson Foundation, told me that 
many donors do not even consider cam-
paigning for policy change because they 
think it would cost them their charitable tax 
break, when only partisan lobbying would 
do so. The authors agree with him, arguing 
that, for many causes, the best option for 
what they call a “catalytic philanthropist” is 
to fi nd ways to infl uence government ac-
tion. They cite successful examples of advo-
cacy ranging from the Ford Foundation’s 
promotion of civil rights and the Heritage 
Foundation’s ushering in of Reaganism to 
the relatively small Tow Foundation’s work 
to improve juvenile justice in Connecticut.

The second practice is even more at 
odds with normal practice in the foundation 
sector, and to my mind even more on the 
money: embracing the profi t motive. “You 
might think it is unfortunate that social 
problems can’t be solved by the nonprofi t 
sector alone, but it turns out that business 
has a lot to off er as a vehicle for social prog-
ress,” the authors say. They back up this ar-
gument with several compelling examples, 
including General Electric’s eff orts to create 
state-of-the-art maternity wards and the 
Shell Foundation’s development of new 
forms of fi nancing for small- and medium-
sized companies in poor countries. Any 
foundation with an endowment would do 
well to follow the example of how the Na-
than Cummings Foundation has pursued its 

Ethical Philanthropy
Review by Chip Pitts

Much evidence exists 
that a golden age of 
philanthropy is upon 
us, as corporations, 
wealthy individuals, 
and ordinary Ameri-
cans give at record 
levels, and often with 

higher standards for eff ectiveness and im-
pact. Consequently, there’s a great need for 
reliable information about who should give, 
whether the giving is accomplishing its 
aims, and how to give and evaluate giving 
more eff ectively.

Into the breach step the editors of Giving 
Well, an interdisciplinary volume of essays. 
Patricia Illingworth, Thomas Pogge, and 
Leif Wenar promise an “unmatched intro-
duction to the ethical issues surrounding 
giving.” With contributions from such aca-
demic luminaries as Peter Singer, Thomas 
W. Dunfee, and Pogge himself, expectations 
run high, and many of the essays are indeed 
substantive and stimulating. The problem is 
that much of the information in the book 
isn’t new; the contributions from Singer, 
Dunfee, and Pogge repeat ideas and even en-
tire essays published elsewhere. And the 
ideas presented in the new essays in the col-
lection are often inaccessible because of ex-
cessively turgid academic prose.

Exceptions exist. For example, the essay 
by Stanford University political scientist 
Rob Reich is both clear and illuminating, ex-
tending his prior explorations of tax incen-
tives for giving. Reich fi nds wanting the two 
main justifi cations for charitable deduc-
tions: taxable income and government sub-
sidies to charities, which as currently imple-
mented tend to benefi t wealthy citizens 
instead of the general public or the poor. 
But he notes that a third, even more defen-
sible rationale for giving—encouraging plu-
ralism—also fails, because the regressive de-
sign of deductions in most countries 
disproportionately favors the rich. (I might 
add that the bias toward supporting particu-
lar dominant religions in the United States 

social justice mission through highly eff ec-
tive campaigning.

The third practice is perhaps the most 
shocking in that it needs to be highlighted at 
all. It is to forge networks of peers, to pur-
sue social change as partners. Obvious, yet 
as the mystifi ed authors rightly ask, “Why 
don’t more foundations actively collaborate 
with their peers?” Practices four, fi ve, and 
six are less startling. Catalytic philanthro-

pists empower their partners 
and the people they are working 
to help. They “lead adaptively,” 
meaning that they “perceive and 
respond to opportunities in the 
environment, orchestrate activ-
ity among key players, and shape 
conditions so that others can 
make progress toward the 
cause.” And they build founda-
tions that are “learning organiza-

tions.” On the last point, the authors rightly 
argue that the systems of measurement that 
foundations use should be designed not just 
with the goal of demonstrating compliance 
with predetermined objectives, but also to 
enable a continuous conversation about 
what is, or is not, working. “Catalytic philan-
thropy is an ongoing process of learning and 
adaptation,” they conclude.

Inevitably, there are fl aws in any book 
with clear-cut prescriptions. In Forces for 
Good, Crutchfi eld’s earlier book with 
Heather McLeod Grant on the best practi-
ces of nonprofi ts, the organizations profi led 
were selected through a rigorous survey of 
nonprofi t leaders. In this book, it is not en-
tirely clear how the examples of success 
were chosen; certainly, the search process 
does not seem to have been comprehen-
sive. And although the authors acknowl-
edge early on that they include some clients 
of FSG, the consulting fi rm that employs all 
three of them, this reader would have pre-
ferred those clients to have been identifi ed 
explicitly when their stories were told. It 
also gives too little credit to other writers in 
the growing fi eld of philanthropic studies, 
including in this journal, where many of 
these ideas have been aired initially.

But that is to quibble. This is an inspiring 
book, full of nuggets of wisdom and compel-
ling stories of success, that should be read 
by every philanthropist who is serious about 
trying to change the world. ■

lected, an eff ective philanthropist 

foundations run away from: advo-

pists empower their partners 
and the people they are working 
to help. They “lead adaptively,” 
meaning that they “perceive and 
respond to opportunities in the 
environment, orchestrate activ-
ity among key players, and shape 
conditions so that others can 
make progress toward the 
cause.” And they build founda-
tions that are “learning organiza-

GIVING WELL: 
The Ethics of 
Philanthropy
Patricia Illingworth, 
Thomas Pogge, 
& Leif Wenar
320 pages, Oxford 
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Stanford Law School and Oxford University. He is the 
co-author and editor of Corporate Social Responsibility: 
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is too little information about the exciting 
new contributions many corporations are 
making to persistent global challenges, such 
as poverty, inequality, health, water, food, 
illiteracy, climate change, confl ict, and war.

Multinational corporations are recog-
nizing that the natural and so-
cial systems in jeopardy are im-
portant to their businesses and 
to people around the world. 
They are bringing their core 
competencies, strategic resour-
ces, and drive for results to help 
address root causes as well as 
symptoms of problems. This is 
signifi cant, since the scale of the 
world’s challenges transcends 

the abilities of any single player. What we 
need are multi-stakeholder and rights-
based approaches to sustainable develop-
ment, as evidenced by the United Nations 
Global Compact and the call to action for 
corporations to support the U.N.’s 
Millennium Development Goals.

Illingworth’s essay highlights the crucial 
importance of fostering social capital 

through infrastructure, laws, norms, and 
values that enable trust and cooperation. 
She rightly points out that global social capi-
tal is undermined by the policy of limiting 
deductions to donations to charities within 
the United States. She could have included, 
however, examples of concrete philanthrop-
ic initiatives enhancing social capital besides 
microfi nance, especially given the criticism 
it has encountered recently.

The rest of the essays in this collection 
vary in quality from the outstanding (Roger 
C. Riddell’s survey on the value and limits to 
foreign aid), to the relevant and interesting 
(Alex De Waal’s examination of how hu-
manitarianism in Sudan has contributed in 
unexpected ways to good and evil out-
comes), to the ill-conceived and misleading 
(Leif Wenar presents stale and sophistical 
arguments against aid, as does Ken Ander-
son against international NGOs).

Wenar unfairly and myopically evaluates 
Singer’s approach to poverty alleviation, ex-
cluding all the nuance and recognition of 
the complexity of giving in Singer’s argu-
ment. He adopts such an unrealistically 

and many other countries also could under-
mine the pluralism rationale.)

Truly indispensable, despite being repro-
duced from elsewhere, are Singer’s essay on 
the duty of citizens of more affl  uent coun-
tries to help the global poor, with giving 
based on citizens’ income levels, 
and Pogge’s essay on the complex 
array of issues, such as maximiz-
ing the number of lives that can be 
saved, that international nongov-
ernmental organizations should 
consider. Although readers may 
disagree with some of the points 
made by these authors, no one se-
rious about ethical giving can fail 
to engage with them at some level.

Still, I would have hoped for more in-
sights into current philanthropic trends, 
such as the mechanisms by which the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation is transforming 
global health through its public-private part-
nerships, investments, and strategic and 
business approaches. Notwithstanding 
Dunfee’s insightful essay, “The Unfulfi lled 
Promise of Corporate Philanthropy,” there 
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clear proliferation, peak oil, water and food 
shortages, fi nancial meltdown, social unrest. 
But Corning’s book is not a treatise on the 
global crises resulting from turbo-capital-
ism. The Fair Society, instead, is a rigorous at-
tempt to reconcile the science of human na-
ture with the pursuit of a fair socioeconomic 
system. The questions raised in his book—Is 
justice a social obligation or the interest of 
the stronger? Are we inherently just or self-
ish? Are capitalism and socialism fair? What 
are the central features of a Fair Society?—
have been the central preoccupations of phi-
losophers such as Plato, Rousseau, Hobbes, 
Hume, Locke, Kant, and Marx.

The importance of these questions can-
not be overstated. For the last 30 years, so-
cioeconomic policies at the national and 
global level have been dominated by free 
market fundamentalism, an ide-
ology based on the assumption 
that people’s primary motiva-
tion is the pursuit of profi t. In 
most established democracies, 
this doctrine has guided the 
macroeconomic agenda of both 
conservative and liberal admin-
istrations, or what Gore Vidal 
called “the two right wings” of 
the “Property Party.” It also has 
directed the global economic policies of 
international fi nancial institutions, such as 
the International Monetary Fund, the 
World Bank, and the World Trade Organi-
zation, with disastrous social and econom-
ic eff ects for the developing world.

Working from the presumption that all 
people are inherently selfi sh, the propo-
nents of free market fundamentalism have 
argued that their doctrine is the only public 
philosophy that works. It is a pity that 
countless studies, some of them quoted in 
Corning’s book, show exactly the opposite. 
To be sure, the science of human nature is 
far from conclusive. Existing evidence 
largely indicates that people are at times 
selfi sh, competitive, and unjust and at other 
times altruistic, cooperative, and fair. More 
important, cross-cultural research shows 
that our sense of fairness and unfairness is 
largely shaped by the social and environ-
mental circumstances in which we live.

In the last chapters of the book, Corning 
proposed a “biosocial contract” to develop a 
fair society in the United States and around 

the world, which he describes as a “collec-
tive survival enterprise” able to satisfy the 
“primary needs”: thermoregulation, waste 
elimination, nutrition, water, mobility, sleep, 
respiration, physical safety, physical health, 
mental health, communications, social rela-
tionships, reproduction, and nurturance of 
off spring. A fair society, the author argues, 
can be created through policies aimed at 
promoting full employment, ensuring a liv-
ing wage, strengthening welfare services, re-
forming the private sector, and developing a 
more equitable tax system. Corning argues 
that this biosocial contract can overcome 
the limitations and unfair qualities of both 
capitalism and socialism. Capitalism, he be-
lieves, is too unequal to allow poor people to 
meet their basic biological necessities, and 
socialism is too indiff erent to meritocracy 

and innovation.
Corning’s proposal, I am 

afraid, is likely to be dismissed by 
both free market evangelists and 
the so-called moderate liberals. 
The former will judge it as an at-
tack on their narrow conception 
of freedom; the latter will disre-
gard it as a pie-in-the-sky idea. 
Corning’s proposal is necessary 
and on target, but at least two ob-

servations can be made. First, it is too reduc-
tionist to depict most human actions as mo-
tivated by what Corning calls the “underlying 
survival challenge.” There is more to life than 
satisfying our primary needs. Our existence 
has some deeper, more creative meaning 
than mere survival and reproduction.

Second, although Corning’s idea for a 
fair society is depicted as something new, 
the author admits that it is largely based on 
“a society that more closely resembles what 
already exists in countries like Denmark, 
the Netherlands, and Sweden.” Although 
northern European countries can be con-
sidered models of social capitalism, they are 
far more social than capitalist. It is curious 
that Corning does not address this fact. Is it 
too controversial to be acknowledged?

Still, it is refreshing to hear a public in-
tellectual like Corning call for the pursuit of 
a fair society. Many will surely be skeptical 
about this proposal, or simply view it as 
sheer utopia. But the real utopia is the belief 
that the current social system can proceed 
unchanged. ■

skeptical view of aid that—his disclaimers 
notwithstanding—his argument would 
seem to discourage donations altogether. 
Anderson attacks multi-stakeholder action 
by calling it “global governance,” inaccu-
rately defi ning this well-established concept 
as “one overarching lawgiver for the planet,” 
without addressing its widespread accep-
tance as coordinated action involving non-
state and state actors. Although it’s fi ne that 
such contrarian views are included in this 
collection, it is too bad that Singer and the 
others were not given a chance to respond 
to these mischaracterizations.

Giving Well may gloss over some of the 
most salient aspects of giving trends, but 
it usefully  brings together a number of 
valuable essays that explore the promise 
of new directions of philanthropy. Its 
main contribution may be that it high-
lights the vital need for greater and more 
ethical generosity—and for continuous 
improvement of the eff ectiveness of the 
“new philanthropy.” ■

Just Instincts
Review by Roberto De Vogli

In the aftermath of a 
fi nancial crisis in 
which 34 million peo-
ple lost their jobs and 
60 million have been 
pushed into severe 
poverty, Peter 

Corning’s The Fair Society could not be more 
timely. In a poignant and well-articulated 
book, Corning tackles some of the funda-
mental contradictions plaguing the United 
States and other social systems: Is it just that 
none of the architects of the biggest robbery 
in world history went to jail? Is it fair to ask 
the victims aff ected by the fraud to pay for 
the budget defi cits caused by the fi nancial 
plunderers? How long will “we, the robbed 
people” continue to tolerate such injustices?

Corning is adamant that the unfair dis-
tribution of power and wealth among and 
within societies is at the basis of existing 
and impending crises: climate change, nu-

THE FAIR SOCIETY: 
The Science of Human 
Nature and the Pursuit 
of Social Justice
Peter Corning
256 pages, University of 
Chicago Press, 2011

Roberto De Vogli is an associate professor at the 
University of Michigan School of Public Health. His 
research focuses on how globalization, economic 
inequalities, and psychosocial factors aff ect health 
and health inequalities in developed and developing 
countries.
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