
 
 

 
 
 

Stanford Social Innovation Review 
518 Memorial Way, Stanford, CA 94305-5015 

Ph: 650-725-5399. Fax: 650-723-0516 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Case Study 
 
 

Under Pressure 
Where the Charitable Response to 9/11 Went Wrong 

 
 

 
By David Hoyt 

 
 

 
 
 

Stanford Social Innovation Review 
Summer 2004 

 
 

Copyright  2004 by Leland Stanford Jr. University 
All Rights Reserved 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DO NOT COPY 
 
 

Email: info@ssireview.com, www.ssireview.com 





IL
LU

ST
R

A
TI

O
N

 B
Y

 A
N

D
R

EW
 J

U
D

D
/M

A
ST

ER
FI

LE

Lorie Slutsky and Ralph Dickerson
were in their offices at Two Park
Avenue when American Airlines Flight
11 flew into the North Tower of the
World Trade Center, four miles to the
south. “My first thought was for the
safety of the staff,” said Slutsky, presi-
dent of the New York Community
Trust. “And then I thought about our
collective response. I knew that Amer-
icans would come through as they
always do in a disaster.” Within a few
hours, Slutsky was meeting with Dick-
erson, president of the United Way of
New York City (UWNYC), as well as
senior staff members of both organi-
zations, to start charting that response.
No one appointed them. But in the
crisis atmosphere that immediately
followed the terrorist attacks of Sept.
11, 2001, they knew there was no time

to sit back and wait to be asked. And
by 5 p.m., they had created the vehicle
that would become the focal point for
the charitable response to 9/11 – the
September 11th Fund.

The Fund’s goal was “to mobilize
financial resources to respond to the
pressing needs of the victims and their
families and all those affected by the
tragedy.” As that first meeting broke
up, Larry Mandell, then UWNYC’s
chief operating officer and now its
president and CEO, expressed the hope
that the Fund could raise $2 million for
victims and their families. “And I was
being optimistic,” he recalls.

Little did he know.
Within one week, corporations and

individuals had contributed $89 million
to the Fund, starting with a $1 million
donation from Williams Companies,

a Tulsa, Okla.-based natural gas com-
pany, that was channeled to the Fund
through the United Way of America.

On September 21, a telethon orga-
nized by the entertainment industry –
and broadcast on all the major net-
works – raised an additional $128 mil-
lion for the Fund, with pledges from
more than one million people.

Eleven days after the terrorist
attack, the Fund made its first grant:
$7.5 million to Safe Horizon, a non-
profit that works with crime victims.
Safe Horizon was a natural choice: It
was the only organization, nonprofit
or governmental, that had the capac-
ity to provide immediate cash assis-
tance to needy individuals. Indeed,
Safe Horizon began writing on-the-
spot checks to victims and families the
day it received the grant.
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By mid-January 2002, the Fund had
collected $502 million and disbursed
more than $160 million. The Fund’s
management calculated that they had
enough money to meet their objec-
tives going forward and, consequently,
urged potential donors to divert their
contributions to other charities.

To date, the Fund has helped
100,000 people in 47 states and 27 coun-
tries, including 3,800 families of those
killed and severely injured, 35,000 indi-
viduals who lost jobs, and 6,000 who
were displaced from their homes.1 The
Fund anchored what the General
Accounting Office (GAO) praised as a
successful charitable response to the cri-
sis. “Overall, charitable aid made a
major contribution in the nation’s
response to the September 11 attacks,
despite very difficult circumstances,”
the GAO wrote in a September 2002
report. “Through the work of these
charities, millions of people have been
able to contribute to the recovery effort
and help meet the needs of the thou-
sands of people directly and indirectly

affected by the attacks.”2

Yet through it all, public percep-
tion of charities suffered. Surveys con-
ducted by the Brookings Institution
showed that a year after the attacks, 6
percent fewer Americans expressed “a
lot” of confidence in charities and the
percentage of Americans who
expressed “no confidence” had dou-
bled.

What happened? To get at that

answer, we interviewed six people
directly connected with the Fund. We
analyzed progress reports issued by
the Fund at its six-month, one-year,
and two-year mark,3 as well as internal
Fund documents. We also analyzed
the GAO report, findings from the
John S. Watson Institute for Public Pol-
icy,4 and numerous press and journal
articles. Our study revealed that at least
part of the breakdown was caused by
a disconnect between nonprofits and
the media. This case study, with
emphasis on the first three months of
the Fund’s existence, examines how
the Trust and the United Way came
together and how the charitable
response developed. It concludes by
showing how the relationship with the
media broke down, and it offers some
lessons on how nonprofits can com-
municate proactively in a post-9/11
world.

A Logical Collaboration
In deciding to partner with one
another, the leaders of the Trust and

the United Way of New York City
believed that a centralized place to give
would be easier for donors than choos-
ing among numerous charitable
options, and that a combined effort
would have greater impact than several
smaller funds.

In self-appointing their organiza-
tions to spearhead the charitable
response to 9/11, they were tapping an
important resource: Between the two

of them, the Trust, founded in 1924,
and the UWNYC, established in 1938,
are New York City’s largest charitable
funders. Moreover, they have a history
of collaborating with one another on
funding partnerships with many of the
same agencies.

The Trust typically receives about
5,000 gifts and bequests a year, mostly
from wealthy donors, and manages
assets of nearly $2 billion. As a com-
munity foundation, the trust does not
administer service programs directly;
it works with nonprofits to develop
programs that meet community needs,
and it provides grants to fund those
programs. In 2001, for example, the
Trust made about 15,000 grants total-
ing $128 million to fund a broad range
of needs, including educating children,
revitalizing neighborhoods, housing
the homeless, and providing employ-
ment assistance, healthcare, legal aid,
and cultural programs. The UWNYC,
for its part, receives about 200,000
donations a year, mainly from
employee payroll deductions and cor-
porate gifts, and distributes the money
through an annual process of mem-
bership review and grantmaking to
between 800 and 1,000 nonprofits in the
health and human services sector.

Thus, each organization possessed
well-developed fundraising capabili-
ties, a depth of experience in grant-
making, and relationships with a large
and diverse set of nonprofits. The Trust
brought significant financial steward-
ship capabilities, while UWNYC
brought the capacity to process a rel-
atively large number of donations. The
UWNYC, in particular, also had close
relationships with numerous corpo-
rate leaders, while Trust officials had
a myriad of relationships with wealthy
individuals and foundations. For exam-
ple, Slutsky had known Stanley Litow,
the president of the IBM Foundation,
since 1977, when she was an employee
at the Trust and Litow, who had
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founded a nonprofit think tank, was
her first grantee. Another executive
from IBM also serves on the board of
UWNYC. Within 24 hours of the
attacks, Litow had contacted Slutsky
and Dickerson and was arranging for
IBM to play a major role in the Fund’s
efforts. “The Trust is New York City’s
leading local philanthropy and the
United Way is a leading provider across
all areas,” says Litow. “They were the
logical places to call to find out the
philanthropic response to the attacks
and offer support.”

Lessons from Oklahoma City
The Fund held its first official meeting
on September 12 with Slutsky, Dick-
erson, their staffs, Litow, and Andrew
Parsons, a UWNYC board member
from the management consulting firm
McKinsey & Company. Several strate-
gic decisions were made at the meet-
ing and in subsequent meetings over
the following two weeks, as the Fund
leaders and staff met with the New

York City Office of Emergency Man-
agement, the Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency, and 350 different
relief agencies, nonprofits, and other
organizations.

Among the most important ques-
tions that were initially answered was
how to organize the Fund to ensure

accountability. Because the Fund had
to be immediately operational, it was
not set up as an independent legal
entity. Instead, the Trust and the
UWNYC each set up funds within their

existing tax-exempt organizations to
support one common operating entity,
the “September 11th Fund.” Dona-
tions could be made to either organi-
zation, specifying “the Fund.” Since
the September 11th Fund was not a
separate legal entity, it did not require
an independent audit – but the
founders decided that it would be
audited, to keep faith with the donors.

One of the toughest questions the
founders faced was defining whom
the Fund would serve. For several rea-
sons, they decided the Fund needed a
broad mandate. In the immediate after-
math of the attacks, specific needs
were unknown. But it was clear that
“victims” included not only the injured
and the families of the dead, but also
those who lost their businesses, homes,
or jobs, as well as people who would
suffer from the widespread disruption,
psychological trauma, economic
impact, and environmental damage of
the attacks. The people killed in the
attacks were from many different cities,
states, and countries, thus requiring
the Fund to reach well beyond its usual
territory of New York City. Finally,
drawing on the advice that Septem-
ber 11th Fund solicited from nonprofit
responders to the 1995 bombing of

the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building
in Oklahoma City, the founders also
knew that some needs, say, for family
counseling and healthcare, would not
surface for months or even years.

In the immediate aftermath of the attacks, specific needs were unknown. But it was clear

that “victims” included more than just the families of the dead.
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responders to the Oklahoma City bombing,

the founders knew that some needs, such 

as family counseling and healthcare,

would not surface for months or even years.{ }



Taking all of this into account, the
Fund soon refined its mission to read
“The September 11th Fund was estab-
lished … to meet the immediate and
long-term needs of victims, families,
and communities.” The key difference
was that the charitable response would
serve both short-term and long-term
ends.

Early on, the founders also agreed
to raise money from large foundations
and companies to cover the Fund’s
administrative costs separately. Cor-
porate and foundation donors and
members of the UWNYC board gave
generously and quickly, allowing the
Fund to tell the public on September
14 that 100 percent of public dona-
tions would go to the relief effort.

Chinks in the Armor
At the outset, the founders realized
that the Fund would need its own man-
agement and board. Combined man-
agement by both the Trust and
UWNYC would be unwieldy, because
it would require that each grant be
approved by both organizations.

The founders also realized that they
could not delay grantmaking while
they recruited new personnel. The

Fund began its work before a new team
was fully in place. On September 16,
after meetings with dozens of public,
private, and nonprofit organizations,
the staffs of the Trust and UWNYC,
most all of whom were deployed to
work on the Fund, articulated seven
main goals. The number one goal was
to “increase the ability of disaster-
related agencies to respond to emer-

gency needs.”5 By September 19, a
table was generated for each goal list-
ing funding priorities, projects that
were ready for funding to achieve the
goal, and appropriate agencies to con-
tact to further the goal. For the first
goal, for example, staff listed five fund-
ing priorities, the first of which was to
provide “gap” funding or no-interest
loans for nonprofits involved in giv-
ing emergency cash, food, shelter, and
childcare to victims and support for
rescue workers. Two existing projects
– Safe Horizon and the Salvation Army
– were identified as ready to provide
direct cash assistance to families. Seven
organizations – ranging from God’s
Love We Deliver, a meal delivery ser-
vice, to Disaster Psychiatry Outreach
– were identified as ready for imme-
diate funding to support rescue work-
ers.

The Fund also developed a
Resource Referral Guide, which it
posted on its Web site (www.septem-
ber11fund.org), telling victims how to
access available services and informing
nonprofits of the services available
from other charities.

But for all the herculean coopera-
tion between the Trust and UWNYC,

strains started to show almost from
the outset. The Trust and the UWNYC
were very different organizations. Slut-
sky describes the Trust as a “quiet
enabler.” The UWNYC, in contrast,
valued branding, public relations, and
public recognition as the necessary
means to continued fundraising. As
part of a nationwide network,
UWNYC was also sensitive to the

impact that any publicity, positive or
negative, would have on United Ways
in other cities.

The Media: A Blessing or a
Curse?
In the first few weeks after the attacks,
says Slutsky, the media was part of the
disaster relief effort, explaining to the
public where to give, and to victims
how to get help. “The media made
New York’s crisis the world’s crisis,” 
she says. “We could have never tapped
into so much generosity without the 
press.”

But within a month, the Fund
would see much of the coverage turn
cold. On October 9, Fox News com-
mentator Bill O’Reilly laced into Dick-
erson during an interview. “Less than
10 percent of the money that you’ve
raised from the September 11th Fund
… has been distributed. … Do you
have to take this long?” O’Reilly
replayed the segment a few weeks later,
saying that of $250 million collected:
“Just $35 million … has been given
out, but not directly to families. That
money was given to other charities.
Many of the grieving families, most of
the ones that we’ve spoken with, have
heard nothing from the September
11th Fund. And confusion is every-
where.”6

On October 14, the New York Post
ran an article headlined “Victims’ Kin
Still Wait for Charity Cash.” The arti-
cle began, “Ninety percent of the near
$1 billion raised for the victims of the
Sept. 11 terrorist attacks is still sitting
idle as charities struggle to overcome
major problems in distributing the cash
to those affected by the tragedy.” The
article went on to note that while the
Fund had raised $316 million, “just
$9.8 million had been moved.”7

As a Ford Foundation study noted:
“Media coverage emphasized the com-
parison between amounts of money
contributed and amounts distributed.

CASE STUDY
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This often gave the impression that
philanthropy should operate only as a
frictionless conveyor belt, speedily
moving money from donors to recip-
ients.”8

Indeed, by the time the Fund’s new
board began meeting in November,
intense media scrutiny was generat-
ing a considerable amount of nega-
tive publicity for the Fund – and for
charities in general. The “story” mor-
phed, says Slutsky, from lamenting that
there was so much need and not
enough money, to criticizing that there
was so much money and not enough
help being provided quickly enough,
to charges that the money was being
spent in ways that donors had not
intended. “Within the first month it
was clear to me that the accountabil-
ity level was far in excess of anything
I thought it would be, and it was
accountability in an odd kind of way,”
says Slutsky. “It was a kind of ‘gotcha’
accountability.”

A number of factors contributed.
For one thing, dual management
meant that media relations would ini-
tially be decentralized, with reporters
calling whomever they could find at
one of the two organizations. Staffers
fielded 60 to 100 calls a day, in addition
to their other duties. When reporters
got different answers from the differ-
ent organizations to the same ques-
tions, they would conclude there was
a problem  – and indeed, there was,
though the problem was more in con-
sistency of message than in the Fund’s
operation. To try to correct misper-
ceptions, the two staffs held daily meet-
ings to develop a unified message and
issue daily press releases. From the
beginning, they also listed grants on the
Fund’s Web site as soon as they were
made, so that anyone could see exactly
who had received grants and for how
much – a practice that neither the
founders nor any other major charity
had ever adopted before. Still, frustra-

tion ran high over media coverage that,
to the Fund staff, appeared to be relent-
lessly off point.

One of the Fund’s first hires was
communications director Jeannine
Moss, who had extensive experience in

the private and public sectors. Because
she had no previous experience in the
nonprofit world, however, Moss was in
the same position as reporters who
were covering the Fund with no in-
depth knowledge of nonprofits. The
experience made her acutely aware of
what was lacking and what was
needed. Education of the public and
media was critical, Moss realized. She
believed, for example, that funda-
mental confusion over the roles of
“granters” like the Fund and
“providers” like Safe Horizon resulted
in the Fund being unfairly criticized for
not putting cash directly into the hands
of victims.

Media reports also reflected con-
fusion between “victim compensa-
tion,” which Congress provided to the
estates of deceased victims in exchange
for agreeing not to sue the airlines,
and “charitable assistance,” which non-
profits provided to a much broader
swath of victims, and which included
not only cash, but also a variety of ser-
vices to help affected individuals and
communities rebuild their lives. The
Ford Foundation report concluded that
compensation payments to victims
may have “distorted the public per-

ception of the role of philanthropy by
creating the expectation that its pur-
pose is to provide financial compen-
sation for lost life.”9

All too often, the stories of human
suffering overwhelmed the story of

relief of human suffering. Some tele-
vision and press reports, such as the
O’Reilly interview, mentioned or fea-
tured individual victims who claimed
not to have been helped, eliciting sym-
pathy for the victim and anger at char-
ities. The Fund had to explain repeat-
edly that there was no list of victims,
and that to qualify for support, a vic-
tim had to step forward and ask.

The Fund and other charities were
also accused of misspending the
money they had raised. “There’s a dis-
connect between what the American
people thought they were doing when
they gave to September 11 charities
and what the charities are doing with
the donations,” began a Nov. 8, 2001,
Washington Times article on congres-
sional hearings into 9/11 charitable
relief efforts.

The Fund had tried to prepare for
this charge. Shortly after 9/11, and
before the criticism began, the Fund
had conducted an online survey to
determine the intention of donors,
and so felt confident the donors under-
stood how their money would be used.
The Fund also commissioned a sec-
ond survey, conducted by phone and
paid for by McKinsey. In both surveys,

Bill O’Reilly replayed the segment a few 
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80 percent of respondents agreed with
the Fund’s broad definition of “vic-
tim.” The data enabled the Fund to
speak with authority in explaining their
planned use of donations. “When peo-
ple said, ‘Your donors didn’t contribute

money to help the unemployed,’ I
could say, ‘Yes, they did, and … unlike
you, I’ve actually surveyed them,’” says
Joshua Gotbaum, the Fund’s former
director and CEO.

The Fund also relied on its big
donors to correct the media’s misrep-
resentation. For example, 9/11 had
forced the Brooklyn Philharmonic to
cancel a fundraising event, placing the
organization in a difficult financial posi-
tion – and thus making it a “victim” of
the attacks under the broad definition
of the term. The Fund therefore
arranged a loan to the Philharmonic to
sustain it until the event could be
rescheduled. “When people said,
‘Surely nobody contributed to the …
Fund to help the Brooklyn Philhar-
monic,’” Gotbaum explains, “what we
were able to do was roll out the head
of operations for the Ford Foundation
to say, ‘Yes, I did.’”

The Fund learned to be proactive

as well. Gotbaum and Moss were con-
cerned with a potential negative reac-
tion to setting aside a substantial
amount of money for long-term needs,
particularly in light of the media’s crit-
icism that the Fund had not spent dona-

tions immediately. Gotbaum called
New York State Attorney General Eliot
Spitzer, whose agency oversees chari-
ties in New York, and explained the
Fund’s plan. Spitzer assured Gotbaum
he would be supportive. At a press
conference six months after the attacks,
the Fund presented a progress report
that was designed by the creative direc-
tor of People magazine and paid for by
AOL Time Warner, which made spe-
cial mention of “some $250 million
[reserved] to meet long-term needs,”
and dedicated a full page to discussion
of those needs. The press conference
also featured Nancy Anthony, executive
director of the Oklahoma City Com-
munity Foundation, who spoke about
long-term needs based on lessons from
the Oklahoma City bombing. From
then on, the issue was not controver-
sial.

‘An Unhappy Combination’
What are the long-term lessons of 9/11
when it comes to dealing with the
media?

In the Ford Foundation report on
the philanthropic response to 9/11,
the Fund is cited as “one of the few
organizations that invested significant
time and resources in trying to inter-

pret the dilemmas … choices and
nuances of philanthropic decision mak-
ing to the media.” In general, how-
ever, the report concluded: “Philan-
thropists are not accustomed to doing
their work in the public glare, and
many bristle at not being appreciated
for their good works. The combination
of media oversimplification and phil-
anthropic thin skins produced an
unhappy combination.”10

Paul Light, director of the Brook-
ings Center for Public Service, went
even further, saying that the 9/11
tragedy “was a wasted opportunity for
the independent sector. Americans
were allowed to think the worst about
charitable organizations, in part
because the organizations couldn’t or
wouldn’t tell their success stories.”11

In normal, noncrisis situations, the
extent to which charities should pub-
licize their work via public relations
and advertising has been a difficult
question, since any money spent to
get a message out might otherwise be
spent for programs. A lesson of 9/11,
however, is that the lack of media and
public understanding of how charities
operate is a problem for charities, and
one that could be averted by proac-
tive communication. Viewed in this
light, raising money for media rela-
tions must come to be viewed like rais-
ing money for administrative expenses.
It’s not sexy or easy to explain, but it’s
a sine qua non of effective operation.

Ongoing and skillful media rela-
tions are especially important for large
charities, because the attention they
attract reflects on other nonprofits. In
the aftermath of 9/11, for example,
the Red Cross became embroiled in
controversy when it was learned that
some of its $1 billion in 9/11 dona-
tions would be reserved for use in
future disasters. This was the Red
Cross’ standard operating procedure
and was, in fact, a crucial factor in the
Red Cross’ disaster preparedness. But
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the policy had never been widely pub-
licized. When Red Cross executive
director Bernadine Healy was con-
fronted with questions about why the
Red Cross was “keeping” some of the
money raised for 9/11 victims, she
responded defensively, according to
press accounts, complaining that the
Red Cross “never said” Sept. 11 funds
would go only to victims’ families.12

(Healy was eventually forced to resign.)
As a result, the reputation of the Red
Cross was damaged and, by extension,
pubic support for other charities.

Nonprofits that wish to play a lead-
ership role must also be willing to enter
the media fray. That’s not to say that
they have to like dealing with the
media. Few powerhouse organizations
do, be they in government or the pri-
vate sector. But many of them never-
theless do it well. In the end, the media
is too important to nonprofits to risk
a bad relationship, and that includes a
lopsided one in which nonprofits, in
effect, acquiesce to being wronged.
Gotbaum recalls instances in which
charities were aware of inaccurate
reporting, but seethed silently, thus
allowing a public misperception to
linger that charities had done a bad
job. “The charities, six, nine months
later, would say, ‘What can we do to
correct the record?’” he said. “My
answer was: ‘You should have opened
your mouths when this was happening.
Or start funding paid advertisements.’’’

Ultimately, Gotbaum explained, it’s
crucially important to understand that
the fundamental nature of the press as
a “watchdog” does not change simply
because there has been a disaster. “The
press … went around trying to figure
out whether charities were doing a
good job or a bad job,” Gotbaum said.
“They asked, ‘Were the victims
unhappy?’ And the answer was ‘Yes.’
The victims were unhappy. They were
traumatized.”

For disaster relief organizations,

anticipating and preparing for a critical
press corps ahead of time is one of the
keys to developing a successful com-
munications strategy.

This paper was derived from a teaching
case used in a Stanford MBA course on
strategic issues in philanthropy taught
by Laura K. Arrillaga, a lecturer in busi-
ness strategy, whom the author thanks
for her advice and counsel.
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