
 
 

 
 

	
 

	
	

	
	

	
20th	Anniversary	Essays	

The	Importance	of	Temporal	Issues	in	Philanthropy	
By Benjamin Soskis 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	
	

Stanford	Social	Innovation	Review	
Spring	2023 

	
	

Copyright	Ó	2023	by	Leland	Stanford	Jr.	University	
All	Rights	Reserved	

	
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stanford Social Innovation Review 
www.ssir.org 

Email: editor@ssir.org 



Stanford Social Innovation Review / Spring 2023 55

ticed further distances wealthy donors from the communities they 
seek to serve through their philanthropy. Trust-based philanthropy, 
practiced thoughtfully over time, helps donors lock arms with com-
munities working toward shared goals of equity and fairness.

  From objective to experienced. Early in my career, when I was 
often the first or only Black person in a boardroom, foundation 
leaders often wondered if I could be objective when recommending 
grants serving the Black community. At that time, it was assumed 
that white people alone possessed that essential skill supposedly 
required to review proposals—emotionless scrutiny unclouded by 
familiarity, context, or experience. It is only in recent years that phi-
lanthropy has awakened to the wisdom of asking and engaging those 
most impacted by an issue what they believe should be the solutions. 
When we do that, brilliant ideas emerge, such as giving people who 
are poor cash rather than services, spending school funds on lunches 
rather than metal detectors, opening and staffing pools, parks, and 
libraries rather than opening and staffing jails and detention centers, 
or providing permanent housing to people who are unhoused rather 
than putting them in temporary shelters. 

From mechanistic to organic. Factories revolutionized production 
by making each task mechanical and replicable. Orderly assembly 
lines codified processes that guaranteed production at scale. Too 
often, philanthropy mistakenly replicates that model, hoping that 
a streamlined and efficient process will work to address complex 
social problems in the same way it works to produce computers 
or cars. But it doesn’t. Many wealthy folks cling to the dream 
that a single solution will solve a multitude of problems. They are 
surprised when new math software doesn’t transform hungry or 
unhoused children into valedictorians. Effectiveness is not a fac-
tory of outputs, but a forest of roots and resiliency. Caring hands 
can weave multiple solutions into a community safety net. There 
are no silver bullets.

From dominion to reciprocity. Philanthropy is a two-way street. 
Donors give but they also receive. It is only habits of oppression that 
encourage donors to see themselves as givers and others as takers. 
Receiving a gift does not make the recipient less than the gift giver. 
Giving isn’t a conquest, it is a relationship of mutuality and of equals. 
Traditional philanthropy is often a terrible partner. How do we gain 
the self-awareness that we are receiving at the same time we are giving?

From hate to love. On a recent Democracy Frontlines Fund trip to 
the Equal Justice Initiative’s Peace and Justice Memorial Center, a 
comment from grantee partner Ash-Lee Woodard Henderson caught 
me up short. She said, “As I was driving into Montgomery [Alabama, 
United States] today, I wondered whether I should have brought 
security with me.” Her organization’s offices, Highlander Research 
and Education Center, were recently torched by white supremacists. 
Threats against Black, Brown, Asian, LGBTQ, and Indigenous activ-
ists are widespread and serious. Yet when I hear Woodard Henderson 
talk about her commitment to fighting for everyone’s liberation in 
Appalachia and the American South, whites included, I can’t help 
but be inspired by the love that fuels her organizing. Too often, the 
hatred and violence of far-right extremists is excused as “fear” yet 
the people who have experienced actual harm and threats are the 
ones spreading love. Let’s invest in love.

From lies to truth. The myth that “education is your ticket out of 
poverty” denies the reality of crippling student debt for so many. 

“Work hard and you’ll climb the ladder of success” ignores 30 years 
of stagnant wage growth sapped by increased corporate power and 
wealth. “Be a law-abiding citizen and you’ll have nothing to fear from 
the police” is a phrase that can no longer be uttered by Black people 
who have died at the hands of police, like Breonna Taylor and George 
Floyd. Because many of the people who work in the rarefied air of foun-
dations come from privileged backgrounds, traditional philanthropy 
has acted as though their personal experiences are universal truths. 
And they simply are not. For many people they are simply lies. Organ-
ized philanthropy—if it aims to be truly effective and relevant—has a 
vital role to play in helping to dismantle these interlocking systems of 
oppression through truth-telling, reconciliation, and repair.

These are some of the sea changes we must make in our work 
as philanthropists in the coming years if we are to achieve the car-
ing, multiracial, and inclusive future we want for ourselves and our 
communities. There are no shortcuts, no quick fixes in forging this 
future. The only way through it is through it. Together. ●
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BY BENJAMIN SOSKIS

T
ime-based considerations—such as whether to give now 
or give later, the weighting of responsibilities to the 
past, present, and future, and questions surrounding 
foundation life span and the pacing of payouts—will 

be among the most consequential issues facing philanthropy in 
the coming years. 

Of course, these considerations are not new. They have preoc-
cupied funders since the birth of modern philanthropy more than a 
century ago. In fact, Stanford Social Innovation Review has provided 
an important platform for debating them since its founding.1 But 

for a number of reasons (which 
are discussed in more detail in 
a forthcoming book I coedited 
with Ray Madoff called Giving in 
Time), temporal considerations 
in philanthropy have increased 
in salience in recent decades 
and will continue to do so in the 
years to come.

What are some of the rea-
sons why donors are paying 
more attention to questions of 
temporality? One reason is that 
over the last two decades, the 
engaged living major donor has 
come to dominate the philan-
thropic landscape, where once 
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legacy institutions reigned. Of course, legacy foundations did not 
ignore time-based considerations: Many of their leaders thought 
deeply about the nature of their responsibilities to their founders, 
about the speed at which funds were disbursed, and about the legit-
imacy of perpetuity. 

But individual major donors operate with a different temporal 
framework than do institutions, especially institutions that exist in 
perpetuity, and these donors have elevated the human lifetime, with 
all its drama and poignancy, as the moral canvass on which giving 
decisions are arrayed. This shift is most apparent in the pledges made 
by a growing number of wealthy individuals around the world, such 
as MacKenzie Scott and Azim Premji, to give away a considerable 
portion of their fortunes before they die.

Such pledges have given rise to a host of questions that will define 
many of the debates about large-scale giving in the years ahead. How 
does one balance an approach to philanthropy that reflects a sense 
of urgency and that gets funds into the hands of charities expedi-
tiously, with a commitment to learning and deliberation, given that 
many donors are beginning careers in philanthropy earlier in their 
lives, and can expect decades of active giving ahead? Are there par-
ticular approaches to giving that make sense at different periods 
in a donor’s life? How will major life events—such as births, mar-
riages, divorces, and deaths—shape giving priorities and practices? 
At what point should entrepreneurs and corporate leaders extract 
themselves from the businesses in which they made their fortunes 
to devote themselves fully to philanthropy? 

All of these questions bleed into each other and the answers that 
donors—and the public more generally—arrive at will be central 
in determining many of the dynamics that characterize large-scale 
giving in the coming decades.

Another factor behind the increased salience of temporality has 
been the explosive growth of donor-advised funds (DAFs), which in 
turn has boosted the prominence of debates about the proper speed 
at which philanthropic resources should be channeled directly to 
operating charities. The instructive historical parallel here is the 
Tax Reform Act of 1969. The congressional investigation that pro-
duced the law was precipitated by concerns about the number of 
private foundations that had sprouted up in the 1940s and 1950s, 
and worries that they were warehousing funds that should instead 
be helping charities in need. 

The debates over the bill produced the most consequential, 
sustained public engagement with questions of philanthropy and 
temporality in the second half of the 20th century, and led to the 
mandated payout requirements for foundations. The irony is that 
the law also created a “lacunae” (to quote historian Lila Corwin 
Berman2 ) between the legal categories of a private foundation and 
a public charity (which lacks a payout requirement) into which DAFs 
took root. Much like the way that the growth of foundations attracted 
attention to the issues of payout in the 1950s and 1960s, the growth 
of DAFs has done the same in the 2010s and will continue to do so 
in the decade to come.

Another explanation for the increased salience of temporal con-
siderations in philanthropy is the sense of crisis which has come to 
define so much of our civic life. Even if it has been stoked by media 
and public figures with political or pecuniary interests in sensa-
tionalism, the importuning of multiple, entangled crises no doubt 

also reflects the very real, very grave threats we face on a national 
and global level. 

Most notable among these crises is climate change, but it is 
joined by crises related to economic inequality and precarity, 
racial injustice, and myriad other ills. The experience of crisis 
often exerts a sort of temporal gravitational force, drawing atten-
tion and resources toward the present and even more so when the 
consciousness of crisis is perpetually present. Yet all these present 
crises also require us to think about philanthropy’s responsibility to 
the future and to crises not yet known; they exert their pressures 
on philanthropic practice in a complex temporal register which all 
of us who care about philanthropy will need to be more attuned 
to in the years to come.

The increased attention the philanthropy sector has begun to 
pay to the power dynamics between donors and grantees has also 
helped elevate and electrify certain time-based considerations in phi-
lanthropy. Rapidity now vies with deliberateness as a philanthropic 
virtue that privileges getting resources out the door quickly. Deci-
sions about the pacing of disbursement are some of the most pro-
found ways that donors exercise their power; channeling resources 
to groups closer to the problems the donor seeks to address, and 
letting these groups take control of those decisions is an important 
way a donor can let go of some of that power. 

Yet, at the same time that getting money quickly out the door and 
into the hands of working charities might be a way of shifting power, 
to the extent that it requires active decision-making and discrimi-
nation by the donor about who to extend that power to, it is in itself 
an exercise of power. Which is to say: In the decades to come, if a 
corps of current billionaires makes good on pledges to devote sig-
nificant portions of their fortunes to philanthropy in their lifetimes, 
that will not just represent a landmark in the history of time-based 
considerations in philanthropy, it will represent an unprecedented 
display of philanthropic muscle-flexing.

This list of the reasons for the contemporary salience of time-
based considerations in philanthropy is by no means exhaustive. 
Several other factors have also been important and can only be ges-
tured toward here. For example, the effective altruism movement 
has focused attention on debates about our responsibility to the far 
future. And campaigns to promote racial justice have brought needed 
attention to philanthropy’s role in addressing historical wrongs. 

As these time-based considerations have deepened their hold 
on philanthropy discourse over the last decade, they have begun to 
interact in significant ways: How we talk about when in a lifetime 
giving occurs shapes how we think about the institutional forms 
that giving takes on, which in turns colors discussions of responsi-
bilities to the present moment and to the future. It is impossible to 
know precisely what norms and practices will emerge in the coming 
years out of these interactions. It is clear, however, that the coming 
decade will be marked by a heightened and healthy intentionality 
about how donors should consider temporal issues in their decision- 
making, “giving in time.” ●
Note s
1 See for example, Michael Klausner, “When Time Isn’t Money: Foundation Payouts 

and the Time Value of Money,” Stanford Social Innovation Review, Spring 2003; and 
more recently Larry Kramer, “Foundation Payout Policy in Economic Crisis,” Stan-
ford Social Innovation Review, January 4, 2021.

2 Lila Corwin Berman, “The Private Charity Lacunae: The Tax Reform Act of 1969 
and the Rise of Donor-Advised Funds,” HistPhil, January 27, 2020.


