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I. INTRODUCTION

Progressive workplace-giving funds and fed-
erations that utilize payroll deduction for public 
and private sector employees to make charitable 
contributions, which have been around since 
the late 1960s, were created for a variety of 
reasons. In general, these funds were designed 
to make funding available for organizations and 
issues that lacked adequate access to resources. 
These funds functioned as alternatives to the 
traditional United Way campaigns, providing 
options for workplace donors seeking to sup-
port something other than the mainstream list of 
United Way-affiliated agencies.  

• Some, such as the Asian Pacific Community 
Fund of Los Angeles, were created to bring funds 
to racial/ethnic communities that had been 
neglected by large or more established funding 
institutions.1  

• Others, such as the Los Angeles Brotherhood 
Crusade and the Black United Funds, had the 
goal of building capacity and organized eco-
nomic power in specific oppressed racial/ethnic 
communities by creating a fundraising mecha-
nism that drew from and was run for members 
of the same racial/ethnic group.2   

• Other funds were created to direct charitable 
donations to neglected issues and nonprofit 
organizations, such as providing a source of 
workplace-generated revenue for pro-choice 
organizations that the United Way in their area 
expressly would not fund. 

•  Others, including many of the Community 
Shares across the country, were formed to 
provide steady revenue for groups using the 

strategies of community organizing, advocacy 
or activism to address community issues, rather 
than supporting organizations that engaged sole-
ly in service provision.3  

• Environmental funds such as Earth Share and 
several other unaffiliated regional environmen-
tal federations were also created due to the 
exclusion and/or under-representation of envi-
ronmental and conservation organizations from 
United Way fundraising campaigns. 

In most cases, the funds sought to establish 
independent standing alongside United Way; 
in some cases, they negotiated their way into 
United Way campaigns as approved but distinc-
tive “donor choice” vehicles for charitable giv-
ing.  A brief though overly simplistic categoriza-
tion is to call them “alternative funds” (AFs).  

Alternative funds generate charitable donations 
for member charities by running fundraising 
campaigns in workplaces in which employees 
are asked to donate a quantity of money from 
each paycheck for a selected period of time to 
the funding federation (or in some cases, spe-
cific charitable organizations) of their choice.  
The organizations – sometimes members of 
these funds and sometimes organizations that 
participate in the funds as recipients, rather than  
as constituent members – that acquire donations 
from the AFs’ workplace campaigns are called 
"beneficiary organizations" in this report. 

Some people choose to give to a funding fed-
eration as a whole – for example, a supporter 
of environmental protections might choose to 
designate their donation to the local Earth Share 
federation for the federation to distribute to its 
partners. Other donors might want a particular 
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beneficiary organization or organizations to 
receive the funds. For example, a workplace 
donor to Earth Share might further specify and 
designate that his or her contribution goes to the 
Whale Protection Project, a beneficiary of the 
federation. 

In comparison to their incomes, the charitable 
generosity of workplace donors is quite remark-
able.  Statistics show that wage-earners and 
families at the lower end of the income scale 
annually donate much higher proportions of 
their incomes to charity than much wealthier 
households.4 But despite high percentages of 
income devoted to charity, their income levels 
are comparatively low, resulting in relatively 
small absolute charitable donations by indi-
vidual workplace donors.  Alternative funds 
aggregate these small donations by reaching a 

wide base of donors within each workplace and 
a diverse number of public and private work-
places in a locality or region. This generates 
potentially important revenues for a number of 
nonprofit organizations.  Raising money through 
payroll deductions of thousands of workers is 
labor-intensive; both for the alternative funds 
and federations, and for the participating orga-
nizations.  

The aggregate charitable fundraising of all 
non-United Way workplace funds, while grow-
ing annually according to surveys conduct-
ed by the National Committee for Responsive 
Philanthropy,5  is less than 10 percent of the total 
take of United Way’s 1,400 affiliates, though 
much of this is raised through mechanisms 
other than payroll deduction workplace giving.  
Perhaps one-fifth of the 10 percent is attributable 
to the progressive funds and federations that are 
the subject of this report.

But their support of environmental and social 
action charities is important enough to war-
rant the attention and analysis generated here.  
The result of workplace fundraising campaigns 
is new money that these organizations might 
not ordinarily be able to obtain on their own. 
This is because these organizations have been 
precluded from accessing workplace donors 
due to United Way’s requirements and poli-
cies and unable to mount their own fundraising 
campaigns due to constraints of organizational 
size or geographic proximity. These organiza-
tions have also faced difficulties in reaching 
charitable donors who have multiple avenues 
for deploying their giving.  

Exactly what kinds of organizations benefit from 
alternative funds, how much they benefit, and 
what some of the challenges are to their effective 

participation in alterna-
tive funds’ workplace 
campaigns have not 
been addressed in the 
relatively slim research 
on workplace philan-
thropy to date.  This 

report addresses two questions relevant to how 
well alternative funds are achieving their mis-
sion and the impact they and the organizations 
that benefit from their resources are having:  

• How and how much do the charitable fund-
raising campaigns of alternative workplace funds 
and federations benefit the nonprofit sector? 

• What kinds of organizations and issues benefit 
from resources generated by alternative work-
place funds?

The funds included in this study typically started 
out as informal, pragmatic groups dedicated to a 
particular, frequently ignored or even excluded 
constituency, strategy, or issue. Many were 
created by groups of nonprofits that had been 
excluded from larger workplace giving programs 
and banded together as new workplace fed-
erations. They sought funds as an opportunity to 

In general, these funds were designed to make fund-
ing available for organizations and issues that lacked 

adequate access to resources .



generate consistent revenue, raise money from 
people of all economic classes, and tap into a 
wide base of revenue for beneficiary organiza-
tions.  

Many of the early workplace funds were set 
up in a time of movement building when the 
groups that were going to benefit from the funds 
raised were not as easily marketable as most 
mainstream social service organizations. These 
pioneer funds were created to raise money for 
specific communities of color, for civil and 
human rights work, for environmental causes, 
for women’s rights and pro-choice organiza-
tions, for gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgender popu-
lations, and for groups promoting social justice, 
community organizing or advocacy.  One of the 
first, in fact, was established in the wake of the 
Vietnam War, supporting the kinds of organiza-
tions that were most unlikely to have access to 
workplace campaigns organized by groups with 
strong mainstream political and corporate spon-
sorship and control.  

While focusing on fundraising for these fre-
quently excluded, “nontraditional” charities, the 
founders of many alternative funds were equally 
attentive to the educational importance of their 
efforts. This meant changing the definitions of 
what constituted “charity” in local communities 
and explicitly building community and work-
place support for nonprofits whose priorities 
included advocacy for social justice concerns 
not frequently voiced or supported by main-
stream charities.  

The original AFs are now more than 30 years old 
and new funds continue to be built. After many 
years of AFs fighting for a place at the work-
place fundraising table, little attention has been 
given to examining their impact on beneficiary 
organizational members and the populations 
represented by those organizations.  

Fundamentally, this report asks whether alterna-
tive funds have evolved into significant sources 
of revenue for the kinds of organizations and 

issues that have and continue to face challenges 
in securing a consistent and significant share of 
the nation’s $260 billion total annual charitable 
giving.6  This study also seeks to give funds 
benchmarks for their performance, provide ben-
eficiary organizations with a sense of how well 
their fund is serving them relative to others, and 
give workplace giving outsiders a snapshot of 
the size, scope, and activities of the alternative 
workplace funds and federations.

This study shows the potential for alternative 
funds to play important roles in helping non-
profit organizations working on social justice 
issues and carrying out social action activities. It 
also shows opportunities for improvement. The 
research suggests that alternative funds are pro-
viding key support for social justice and social 
action efforts in three ways:

• Alternative funds, particularly small funds with 
limited revenues, provide resources that enable 
small nonprofits to carry out their missions. 
While these grants may be small, they account 
for a significant share of the budgets of many 
small nonprofits.

• Alternative funds provide key support for work 
on social justice issues. Organizations work-
ing on environmental, social justice, economic 
development and health issues received approx-
imately 70 percent of alternative funds grants.

• Alternative funds provide important resources 
for social action efforts. About 24 percent of 
beneficiary organizations use activism, organiz-
ing or advocacy as their primary strategies while 
22 percent use education and information. 

II. METHODOLOGY

This report is intended to provide answers 
to some of those questions earlier mentioned 
through the analysis of financial data on alterna-
tive workplace giving funds and their beneficia-
ries. Interviews with both funds and beneficiaries 
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were conducted to obtain in-depth information 
about these organizations and their work. 

A. Alternative Funds

The AFs included in this study were drawn from 
three general subsets of organizations: 1) AFs 
fundraising for a particular issue or racial/ethnic 
group; 2) AFs funding social justice issues in a 
specific geographical area; and 3) AFs funding 
environmental organizations. All members of 
Earth Share (ES),7  Community Shares (CS),8  the 
National Black United Fund (BUF), and former 
National Black United Fund-affiliated groups9  
were considered to fall within the scope of the 
study, in addition to other groups providing fund-
ing in one of these three areas but not affiliated 
with ES, CS or BUFs. Groups that were funded 
by United Way were excluded, as were orga-
nizations unable to provide estimates on how 
much of their budget went to workplace giving. 
There are other AFs, such as health care funds, 
that also provide workplace giving campaigns, 
but these alternative funds fell outside the focus 
of this study.  As a result, the study started with 
70 groups in its universe of alternative funds and 
federations to examine.
 
We then gathered the financial data on these 
funds from the 2000 to 2002 IRS 990 forms. 
In general, most 990s were available on 
Guidestar,10  although many funds had to be 
contacted for some or all of their returns, with 
varying levels of success. We chose to collect 
data from 2000 through 2002 because at the 
beginning of the lengthy process of data collec-
tion for this research, these were the most recent 
years for which there was financial data consis-
tently available from all funds. We recognize 
that in many ways, 2001 and part of 2002 were 
anomalous years for fundraising because of eco-
nomic shifts due to the events of 9/11 that drove 
donations up for many disaster-relief groups and 
down for many other nonprofits. 

We often focused on fund performance in 2000 
and 2002 to provide more normative bench-

marks. In some ways, it seemed beneficial to 
study the financial performance and resilience 
of these funds in the worst of economic times, 
when their work would seem more relevant and 
needed. 

A major hurdle in the research was the difficulty 
of finding complete financial records for the 
funds. While the 990s of the AFs should be read-
ily available to the public and include complete 
information about the amount given each year 
to each beneficiary organization for the past 
three years, many did not have all financial data 
for all years. 

Some funds in the study are extremely stable, 
with a consistent group of beneficiaries, easily 
accessible staff and meticulously kept financial 
records. But many others are not. Within the 
years covered by our study, some funds had just 
been created or had just started to do workplace 
fundraising while others merged to become part 
of larger funds or experienced nearly complete 
staff turnover. 

The data collection process for this project alone 
showed that the world of AFs, like that of the 
larger nonprofit sector, is a constantly shifting 
one.  Of the 70 funds in our sample, we were 
able to acquire complete financials (990s and 
other supplementary information) on only 46 
for the year 2000, 51 for 2001 and 52 for 2002. 
Whenever possible, funds with limited data 
were still included in the study in order to pro-
vide a broad and diverse cross section of AFs.

While all 70 funds in the study may be broadly 
classified as alternative funds and federations, 
they are independent organizations and not 
subject to a regimen of cross-organizational 
consistency like the affiliates of United Way, 
which generally follow a prescribed or com-
pulsory template. There is no standard practice 
for receiving and disbursing money that is 
employed by all AFs. 

Some AFs receive money from workplaces dur-



ing the course of one fiscal year and disburse 
that money in the next fiscal year or disburse 
the money only partially during the course of 
the same fiscal year. For other funds, monies 
received through workplace giving are recorded 
across two fiscal years, but disbursements take 
place during only the second fiscal year. Some 
funds obtain grants to administer workplace 
giving campaigns in specific workplaces or 
to organize other projects, even though their 
primary work is in workplace giving, making it 
difficult to compare these funds to others that 
may be more exclusively workplace fundrais-
ing-oriented.  Similarly, differences among orga-
nizations made it unfeasible to use fund audits 
to gain a broad, equally comparative picture of 
fund finances. These are simply the challenges 
in trying to make generalizations about a sector 
of nonprofits that vary in small but significant 
ways.   

We attempted to gather information supple-
menting the financial information reviewable 
in 990s and audits.  While some alternative 
funds have been studied extensively through 
means such as a NCRP sponsored report on the 
Northwest Ohio Community Shares,11 most oth-
ers have been subject to little academic research, 
though hopefully the stories of alternative funds 
and workplace philanthropy in general will 
attract more research attention in the future.  
Consequently, NCRP researchers supplemented 
financial information with additional data from 
news clippings and interviews. 

We conducted interviews with a focused and 
representative sampling of the 70 alternative 
funds in the study. In selecting funds we wanted 
to interview, we sought diversity in terms of fund 
size, age, population and geographic region 
served. We interviewed a number of beneficiary 
organizations that had been included in the 25 
percent sample so that we would have detailed 
information about the organizations’ finances.  
In the end, the quantitative data analysis was 
supplemented by interviews with six alternative 
funds and with five beneficiary organizations.  

NCRP also convened a volunteer advisory com-
mittee of experienced members of the AF com-
munity to help in the planning and organization 
of the research. We included the funds of advi-
sory board members in the quantitative portions 
of our research, but excluded funds related to 
an advisory board member from all interviews 
and qualitative portions of the research. The 
advisory board helped us define which funds 
should be included in the study, assisted us with 
formulating questions for the interview portion 
of the research and guided us in generating a 
study that would ideally be useful to the funds 
themselves. 

B. Beneficiary Organizations

In order to get a sense of what types of organiza-
tions were being served by the AFs, we classified 
all beneficiary organizations according to their 
type of work and primary strategy for engaging 
in this work, specifically: 

• The classifications were created by examin-
ing the work of the different beneficiary orga-
nizations and building categories as needed to 
encompass the range of organizations being 
studied. Categories for type of work were:
environmental, social justice, economic devel-
opment, health, services specifically for low-
income people, animals, youth development, 
the arts, radio/television, domestic violence 
assistance, services for people with disabilities 
and others. 

• We classified the strategies of the beneficiaries 
as: education, direct services, or organizing/
activism/advocacy.  

A small number of groups listed as beneficiaries 
of AFs were impossible to track down, either 
because their name was listed incompletely on 
their funding organization’s 990 or because the 
organization was not found through searches 
using GuideStar, LexisNexis archived news arti-
cles, and Google. 
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Despite differences in the completeness of 
reporting of AF grantees, we still generated a list 
of 2,276 organizations receiving assistance from 
alternative funds for the study years in question. 
Since it would have been prohibitively time con-
suming to track down the financial data for all of 
these organizations, we chose to use a random 
sampling of 25 percent of the beneficiary funds 
to study more closely. As with AFs, we used the 
990 forms from 2000 to 2002 for this sample. 
The data from these 990s was used to generate a 
wide range of statistics, which are reported later 
in this document. 

Interviews and qualitative research were used to 
develop six case studies of beneficiary organiza-
tions that provide diversity of geographic area, 
mission, strategies, and organizational size. 

After data collection and interviews, we ana-
lyzed the financial data in order to draw conclu-
sions and questions about the work of the AFs. 
Despite the limitations of the study, this research 
can serve as a baseline assessment of the AFs’ 
support for a variety of nonprofit organizations 
in the U.S. and perhaps generate ideas for fur-
ther research. 

III. DATA FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

A. Alternative Funds and Federations

1. Location and Foci of Alternative Funds

Our research included 70 funds spread across 
32 states. Twenty-one of the funds were from 
the West, 21 were from the Midwest, 14 were 
from the Northeast, 13 were from the South and 
one was from the Pacific. Of these funds, 31, or 
44 percent, were community-based funds dedi-
cated to funding a particular geographic area; 
19, or 27 percent, were environmental funds 
dedicated to funding conservation and environ-
mentalist organizations; and 20, or 29 percent, 
were identity or issue-based groups. Table 1 
provides this information in detail.

Many funds, instead of operating state-wide, 
focus on a particular city or one or two large 
metropolitan areas. The Los Angeles Brotherhood 
Crusade in California, Greater Cleveland 
Community Shares in Ohio and Community 
Works of Boston are all examples of funds that 
focus on a particular geographical region within 
a state. Others—including some of the funds 

highlighted later in the inter-
view section—are statewide 
funds in name, but still con-
centrate the bulk of their fund-
raising and their beneficiary 
organizations in specific areas 
in the state. Without survey-
ing or interviewing every state 
fund, it is impossible to deter-
mine how many state funds 
are focused on a more limited 
area within the state. Overall, 
it appears that most alterna-
tive funds, even those with 
statewide missions, focus their 
fundraising and funding in sub-
state metropolitan areas.  
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2. Alternative Funds Budgets12 

All financial data here is drawn from 990s, the 
tax form nonprofits are required to file with the 
IRS. It should be noted that AFs list disburse-
ments to their beneficiary organizations as one 
of their expenses since these disbursements 
are a cause for revenue flow out of the fed-
eration. For all funds from 
2000 to 2002, average rev-
enue was $1,540,968, but 
median revenue was only 
$328,826. For the same 
time period, total expenses 
averaged $1,509,570, with 
a median of $341,296. 
Total aggregate revenue 
for all funds combined 
was $31,650,980 in 2000, 
$30,062,086 in 2001 and 
$31,139,139 in 2002. Total 
expenses for all funds com-
bined were $29,189,102 in 
2000, $30,083,022 in 2001 and $29,318,522 
in 2002. Net revenue (total revenue minus total 
expenses) was $2,461,878 in 2000, $220,946 in 
2001, and $1,620,817 in 2002. The combined 
revenue was less than the combined expenses 
for two of the three years studied, largely due 
to shifts in a few large funds.  Again, it is impor-
tant to underscore that the funds’ fundraising 
is included within the expense line of their 
990s. For 2001, the diminished end of the year 
surpluses, beginning to rise in 2002, reflect the 
downturn in the U.S. economy that affected 
charitable giving, as well as all other sectors of 
the nation.  

The large gap between the average and median 
indicates that there are a few funds that are far 
larger than the others in terms of revenue and 
expenses. In the remainder of the study, medians 
will generally be used to determine the middle 
ground for funds rather than averages. This was 
done in order to diminish the skewing of data 
due to the presence of the larger funds’ financial 
statistics in the analysis. 

There is great variation in the budgets of the funds 
studied. The AF organizations with the lowest 
total revenue in 2000 were the Environmental 
Fund of Arizona, earning $31, and the Indiana 
Social Action Fund, earning $3,794. The groups 
with the lowest total revenue in 2001 were the 
Arizona Black United Fund at $4,585 and the 
Environmental Fund for Arizona at $7,405. In 

2002, the groups with the lowest total revenue 
were the Arizona Black United Fund at $10,960 
and Community Shares of Michigan at $11,565. 
Groups at the lowest end of the scale were 
often ones in transition, either in the process of 
being built or in the process of dissolution. In 
most cases, these low-revenue funds are largely 
in hiatus, existing as nonprofit shells without 
much, or any, active program activity (as in ISAF 
and in Michigan’s Community Shares) or support 
a very small range of nonprofit groups (as in the 
Arizona Black United Fund, which largely sup-
ports a day-care center affiliated with ABUF).  

In 2000, the groups with the highest aggregate 
revenue (including government grants) were 
the Asian Pacific Community Fund (APCF) of 
Southern California at $2,512,719 and Earth 
Share of California at $2,019,932. In 2001, 
the groups with the highest aggregate revenue 
were the Los Angeles Brotherhood Crusade 
at $1,906,008 and Earth Share of California 
at $1,674,481. The groups were the same for 
2002, with the Brotherhood Crusade earning 
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$3,115,670 and Earth Share of California earn-
ing $2,151,533. These funds are not typical, 
however. The median revenue for all funds 
was $288,624 for 2000, $307,317 for 2001 
and $321,602 for 2002. The average revenue, 
skewed by high earning funds, was $472,203 
for 2000, $455,486 for 2001 and $510,478 for 
2002.  In most of these cases of large revenue 
totals, the numbers are skewed due to the inclu-
sion of government revenues. For example, over 
$2.2 million of APCF’s total revenue was from 
government support, with direct public support 
amounting to around $300,000.  Nonetheless, 
the ability of some funds to generate government 
grant support is noteworthy, if only that the larg-
er revenue base might contribute to the fund’s 
overall financial health and sustainability.  

Obviously, low total revenues lead to low levels 
of grantmaking and other operations expressed 
in total program expenses. The groups with 
the lowest total expenses for 2000 were the 
Indiana Social Action Fund at $2,762 and the 
Environmental Fund of Arizona at $10,742. The 
groups with the lowest total expenses in 2001 
were the Arizona Environmental Fund at 
$2,891 and the Black United Fund of Arizona 
at $5,407. In 2002, the groups with the lowest 
total expenses were the Arizona Environmental 
Fund at $10,918 and Community Shares of 
Michigan at $11,820. The groups with the 
highest total expenses for 2000 were Earth 
Share of California at $1,915,774 and the 
Asian Pacific Community Fund of Southern 
California at $2,283,530. The groups with 
the highest total expenses for 2001 were Earth 
Share of California at $1,823,444 and the Los 
Angeles Brotherhood Crusade at $2,424,382. The 

same groups had the highest expenses for 2002, 
with Earth Share of California at $2,012,664 and 
the Brotherhood Crusade at $2,469,690. Most 
funds’ financials fell toward the lower end of the 
spectrum. Median total expenses for the funds 
were $274,837 in 2000, $302,361 in 2001 and 
$308,524 in 2002. Average total expenses for 
the funds were $435,658 in 2000, $458,834 in 
2001 and $476,102 in 2002 (see Table 3).

3. Distributions 

Alternative funds distributed a combined total 
of $10.7 million in 2000, $12.1 million in 
2001 and $11.6 million in 2002 (see Table 4). 
The median sum of giving for all funds was 
$125,084 in 2000, $143,693 in 2001 and 
$154,501 in 2002. The average total sum given 
was $223,613 in 2000, $232,179 in 2001 and 
$213,619 in 2002.

In general, about half of the funds’ budgets went 
directly to its beneficiary organizations (see 
Table 5). In the interviews section of this report, 
some of the funds give information on how 

money not spent on beneficiary-directed grants 
was used. It is also important to note that due to 
a few funds’ practices of listing grants to cover 
their member fees to their national organizations 
and to carry out in-house services as part of the 
money distributed to beneficiary organizations, 
the actual percentage of funding organizations’ 
budgets going directly to independent beneficia-
ries may be somewhat lower.  

The median amount that beneficiaries received 

������������������������������������������������ �
� �������

������� �
��������
������� �

�������
�������� �

��������
�������� �

���� � �������� � �������� � �������� � �������� �
���� � �������� � �������� � �������� � �������� �
���� � �������� � �������� � �������� � �������� �

�������������������������������������������������

���������������������������������������������������
�����������������������������������������������������
� ����� ����� �����
���� ������������ ������������ ������������
����� ���������� ���������� ����������
���� ���� ����������� �������
��������� �������� �������� ��������
�������� �������� �������� ��������
�������������������������������������������������



from AFs was $2,000 in 2000, $2,384 in 2001 
and $2,580 in 2002, a steadily climbing but rel-
atively small figure. The average that beneficia-
ries received was $5,182 in 2000, 
$5,516 in 2001 and $5,215 in 
2002, indicating again that a few 
beneficiaries generating major rev-
enue skewed the average upwards 
(see Table 4 for these numbers 
compared by year). 

From 2000 to 2001, 49 percent 
of funds increased the amount of 
money distributed to beneficiary organizations, 
35 percent decreased this amount, four percent 
had no change, and 13 percent had incom-
plete data. From 2001 to 2002, 53 percent of 
the funds had an increase in the amount they 
gave, 38 percent had a decrease, four percent 
experienced no change, and five percent had 
incomplete information. 

Looking at the period 2000 to 2002, 56 percent 
of the funds had an increase in the amount of 
money they distributed, 25 percent had a drop, 
four percent had no change, and 15 percent had 
incomplete data. Given that the nation suffered 
an economic downturn during that time, the 
fact that more than half of the funds showed 
increases in their funding distributions must be 
seen as an indicator of vitality in the alternative 
fund community.  

The total yearly amounts that funds distributed 
to beneficiaries cover a wide range. In 2000, the 
funds distributing the lowest total sum of money 
were the Arizona Black United Fund, at $2,500 
total, and Community Shares of Michigan, at 
$9,560. The groups were the same for 2001, with 
the same amount given by the Arizona Black 
United Fund and $9,189 given by Community 
Shares of Michigan. In 2002, the lowest givers 
were Community Shares of Southern Arizona, 
with total giving of $1,790, and the Arizona 
Black United Fund, which distributed the same 
amount as in previous years. 

There is wide variation in the number of benefi-
ciary organizations per fund, from the very low 
end—only one beneficiary for the Arizona Black 

United Fund and only nine for Community 
Shares of Idaho—to the high end, with Black 
United Fund of Michigan’s 141 beneficiaries 
and Earth Share of California’s 135.  The funds 
in this study distributed a combined total of 
$10,732,105 in 2000, $12,074,700 in 2001 and 
$11,562,479 in 2002. 

The reasons for the low distributions are varied 
and unclear in some cases. In 2000, Community 
Shares of Michigan had 14 groups to whom it 
gave money at that time, and 71 percent of its 
budget went directly to the beneficiary funds. 
The low number of beneficiaries may have 
accounted for low levels of money raised.  That 
does not mean that alternative funds are stag-
nant in Michigan, as the Black United Fund of 
Michigan has over 50 beneficiary organizations 
and distributed $314,085 in 2000. As noted 
earlier, the Arizona Black United Fund seems 
to distribute the same amount of money every 
year and has only one beneficiary organiza-
tion, which accounts for its low levels of giving. 
Community Shares of Southern Arizona was 
founded in 2001 and had just begun to raise 
money in 2002, which accounts for its low dis-
tribution levels.  

Nonetheless, funds like the Black United Fund 
of Arizona and Community Shares of Michigan 
have clearly been relatively marginal players in 
the world of progressive funds and federations 
for some time.  In the case of Arizona’s BUF, 
the one beneficiary organization has long been 
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affiliated with the BUF’s executive director and 
the BUF really operates to raise money for that 
one agency. This does not reflect the vast major-
ity of alternative funds that raise money through 

workplace contributions to assist an array of 
organizations.  

The funds distributing the highest sums of money 
were in most cases the same as the funds with 
the highest levels of revenue and expenses. The 
funds distributing the highest sum total of money 
in 2000 were the Los Angeles Brotherhood Fund, 
at $992,939, and Earth Share of California, 
at $1,224,525. The groups were the same in 
2001, with Earth Share of California distribut-
ing $915,239 and the Los Angeles Brotherhood 
Crusade distributing $1,079,966. In 2002, the 
highest givers were once again Earth Share of 
California, with $1,245,624 distributed, and 
Greater Cleveland Community Shares, distribut-
ing a total of $784,802. It is notable that these 
high distributors were often dedicated to fund-
ing a specific geographical area, particularly 
large populated metropolitan areas.

4. Beneficiary Grants

The types of organizations funded by AFs vary 
greatly in terms of focus, strategy and budget. 
The 54 funds with complete financial informa-
tion for at least one year had a total of 2,276 
nonprofits that were beneficiaries for at least 
one year from 2000 to 2002—an average of 42 
beneficiaries per fund. This number includes 
every organization linked to a specific fund as a 
unique beneficiary. This is an important distinc-
tion because some organizations received work-
place money from multiple funds, an occur-
rence most common within the Earth Share pool 
of beneficiaries. 

These multiple funded organizations are count-
ed each time they appear as a beneficiary of a 
different organization. For example, if the non-
profit Ducks Unlimited received money from 
both Earth Share of Alaska and Earth Share of 
South Dakota, it would be counted twice as 
a beneficiary—once for each fund it receives 
money from. While this counting method is 
slightly confusing in theory, it works well for 
the purposes of our study since our goal is to 
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evaluate how widely funds cast their nets and 
how many beneficiary organizations funds tend 
to accept.

The majority of the beneficiary groups received 
some money from their funds. The impact 
that this money had on the funds becomes 
clearer in the next section, as we examine 
the budgets of the funds (particularly the por-
tions of their budgets derived from workplace 
contributions).

Given the relatively modest budgets of most 
funds in the sample, there were some surpris-
ingly high distributions. The highest amount 
given in any one-year period from 2000-
2002 to any beneficiary was $472,468 in 
2000, given by the Los Angeles Brotherhood 
Crusade to Community Services and Events; 
$287,458 in 2001, by the Los Angeles 
Brotherhood Crusade to the African American 
Unity Center; and $294,078 in 2002, by Earth 
Share of California to Earth Share National.  
These are dramatically higher than the aver-
age distribution of slightly more than $5,000 
per organization and median distribution of 
slightly more than $2,500.

Two of these high payments—by Earth Share 
and the Los Angeles Brotherhood Crusade to 
Community Services and Events—were not 
actually paid to local, separate beneficiary 
organizations. The Brotherhood Crusade’s 
listing of Community Services and Events 
apparently refers to programs that the fund 
itself administered. The payment given to 
Earth Share National is the percentage of 
workplace fundraising that Earth Share of 
California pays as an affiliate to the national 
Earth Share organization. Several other funds 
also reported expenditures that were pay-
ments for national dues, membership fees 
and in-house program costs as part of the list 
of distributions to beneficiaries. Even if the 
Brotherhood Crusade’s Community Services 
and Events expenditure is excluded as not 
going to an outside organization, the high-

est grant of 2000 was given by the Los Angeles 
Brotherhood Crusade, in this case to the African 
American Unity Center. Table 6 shows the high-
est amounts given when including all groups 
listed by the funds as beneficiaries. 
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In contrast, Table 7 shows the largest grants from 
AFs excluding those that went to the AFs’ own 
programs or to national membership payments. 
While the amounts listed are slightly lower than 
those of Table 6, the amounts these beneficia-
ries received are still significant. The amount of 
money that these high beneficiaries received in 
one year from their fund is equivalent to one-
sixth to one-quarter of the median budget of 
funds in this study, demonstrating that in the 
world of AFs, within the context of AF revenues 
and activities, there are some funds that are 
much larger than most others.  

In 2000, 605 of the 2,276 beneficiary organi-
zations included in the study received no 
funds from the AF in which they participat-
ed, and another 203 beneficiary organiza-
tions were not listed on the forms (but were 
listed for at least one other year included in 
the study). In 2001, 388 beneficiary orga-
nizations received no funds from their AF, 
and 85 beneficiary organizations were not 
listed. In 2002, 352 beneficiary organiza-
tions received zero, and 57 were not listed. 

These numbers are notable in that they may 
indicate high levels of flux among the pools of 
beneficiaries. The cause for the flux is unclear 
since these numbers could reflect either the 
departure of many beneficiary groups from 
participating in workplace campaigns or the 
entry of many new funds into the funding orga-
nizations’ folds. It could also be a characteristic 
of smaller federations during low fundraising 
returns in a particular fiscal year. 

Whether this beneficiary turnover can be attrib-
uted to the funding organization, the beneficiary 
organizations, or both is unclear, but it does 
suggest an active dynamic of entry and exit by 
organizations into alternative funds and federa-
tions. In other words, alternative funds are not 
necessarily “standing pat” with an unchanging 
portfolio of beneficiary organizations, but have 
the ability to adjust to changing economic con-
ditions and changing mixes of charitable organi-

zations responding to their communities.  

The majority of the beneficiary groups did 
receive some money from their funds. The 
median amount that beneficiaries received from 
AFs was $2,000 in 2000, $2,384 in 2001 and 
$2,580 in 2002; a steadily climbing figure. The 
average that beneficiaries received was $5,182 
in 2000, $5,516 in 2001 and $5,215 in 2002; 
indicating again that a few beneficiaries generat-
ing major revenue skewed the average upwards. 
See Table 8 for these numbers compared by year. 
The impact that this money had on the funds 
becomes clearer in the next section.

For social change organizations, all revenue 
sources are important.  However, one element of 
assessing the degree of importance of workplace 
fund dollars to the beneficiary organizations is to 
determine what percentage the revenue brought 
in from the workplace fund made up of the 
beneficiary organization’s total budget. Using 
our sample of 25 percent of all beneficiary orga-
nizations in the study, the amount of AF money 
received by a beneficiary within a one-year 
period was divided by the beneficiary’s total 
revenue to determine what percentage of its rev-
enue was derived from the AF. Beneficiaries with 
insufficient financial information were excluded 
from this sample, leaving a sample of 390 ben-
eficiary organizations for 2000 and a sample of 
371 beneficiary organizations for 2002. Several 
organizations had no revenue listed on their 
990 form, but were listed as having been given 
a certain amount by the funding organization. 
This may be due to variations in the fiscal years 
of the organizations or to reporting or account-
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ing errors.   

With these caveats in mind, beneficiary orga-
nizations in the sample received an average 
of 6 percent of their budgets from the AFs in 
2000 and an average of 4 percent in 2002. The 
median percentage received was less than one 
percent. 

B. Beneficiary Organizations

The funded beneficiary organizations (based 
on our sample of 25 percent of all of the 2,276 
beneficiary organizations in this study) repre-
sent a broad range of budget sizes. Yet again, a 
few large-budget organizations skew averages 
upward: 

• The average total revenue of a beneficia-
ry organization was $6,920,400 in 2000 and 
$6,855,209 in 2002, and the average expenses 
were $5,611,287 in 2000 and $6,369,650 in 
2002. 

• The median beneficiary revenue was $537,629 
for 2000 and $543,460 in 2002, and median 
beneficiary total expenses were $498,839 for 
2000 and $550,342 for 2002. 

In 2000, the beneficiaries with the lowest revenue 
were ABCD Low Cost Housing, which received 
funding from Action for Boston Community 
Development,13  and Golden TNT, a beneficiary 
of Caring Connection. At the other end of the 
spectrum, The Nature Conservancy had the 
largest budget by far among the beneficiaries at 
$731,893,471 in 2000. Even within our random 
sample of 25 percent of all beneficiary orga-
nizations, The Nature Conservancy was listed 
eight times as the beneficiary of eight different 
funds.14 The next largest fund participating in 
an AF in 2000 was the Trust for Public Land, 
another national organization with a budget of 
$161,090,308, which received financial sup-
port from three funding organizations within the 
sample. 

In 2002, the groups with the lowest revenue 
out of those that actually received funding from 
their AFs were once again ABCD Housing, 
with a grant of $953, and the John Coltrane 
Cultural Society of the African American Fund 
of Pennsylvania, which received $1,598. The 

groups with the highest revenue were again The 
Nature Conservancy, which had a budget of 
$761,698,221, and City of Hope, a beneficiary 
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of the Los Angeles Brotherhood Crusade with a 
budget of $278,457,339. 

The beneficiary groups with the highest or low-
est budgets are not necessarily representative of 
beneficiary organizations as a whole. However, 
the contrasts between the groups with the high-
est and lowest budgets draw out interesting 
distinctions between the types of organizations 
that receive money from AF fundraising organi-
zations. In Table 10, which lists the 10 benefi-
ciary organizations with the lowest budgets, all 
beneficiaries listed are small, local organizations 
(with the exception of the Ohio NOW Legal and 
Education Fund). For most of the groups, the 
money they receive from the fund represents a 
significant portion (30 percent to 80 percent) of 
their total budget.15  

By contrast, a number of the beneficiary organi-
zations are quite large nonprofits with eight- and 
nine-figure annual budgets.  Among those very 
large beneficiaries are The Nature Conservancy, 
the Trust for Public Land, Ducks Unlimited, 
the National Wildlife Federation, the National 
Audubon Society, the Natural Resources Defense 
Council and the Sierra Club.  Sometimes desig-
nations went to the national parent organizations 
and sometimes to local chapters or affiliates.  In 
almost all cases, these large organizations were 
national in scope and frequently were the ben-
eficiaries of workplace fundraising conducted 
by environmental funds.  However, other large 
organizations also made the list of beneficiaries 
that are not national nonprofits; most nota-
bly, City of Hope and the Charles R. Drew 
University of Medicine and Science, which 
both received support from the Los Angeles 
Brotherhood Crusade. In all cases, the contribu-
tions of specific alternative funds to these very 
large nonprofits amounted to minuscule propor-
tions of the recipients’ total budgets. However, 
they also reflected the desire and commitment 
of the donors contributing to and through AFs to 
be part of the nonprofit advocacy and services 
these large organizations deliver.   

Although the amounts that these organizations 
receive from AFs are paltry when compared to 
the organizations’ budgets, it is still generally 
higher than the median amount received by all 
beneficiary organizations ($2,000 in 2000 and 
$2,580 in 2002). For example, in nearly every 
grant to either the national offices or local chap-
ters and affiliates of The Nature Conservancy, 
the Sierra Club Foundation, NRDC, the National 
Wildlife Federation and the Trust for Public 
Land, the AFs provided larger amounts than the 
national medians nearly across the board. In 
essence, these large groups receive more than 
average, but these funds have a proportionally 
smaller impact on their budgets. 

In the case of The Nature Conservancy, a large 
national conservation organization that received 
workplace giving money from 18 of the 70 
funds included in the study, even the combined 
revenue it netted from all AFs remained less 
than one percent of its total budget. In 2000, 
The Nature Conservancy or its affiliates received 
$300,706 from all funds in the study and had 
a budget of $731,893,471. The Conservancy 
received .04 percent of its budget that year 
from the workplace campaigns. In 2002, the 
Conservancy received $363,395 and had a 
budget of $761,698,221; thus, only .05 per-
cent of its budget came from workplace giving. 
Because the Conservancy’s affiliates may not 
be legally distinct corporate entities, all of the 
funds received by the Conservancy get reported 
on the national’s composite 990, despite the 
fact that the actual use may be an allocation of 
these resources to local and regional affiliates 
and chapters.  

Therefore, what might look to some as small 
contributions to large organizations that do not 
need the money could actually be significant 
support designated to local affiliates and chap-
ters of these national organizations.  In any case, 
whether the charitable giving is “expressive,” 
simply denoting donors’ support for the mission 
of these large organizations, or “instrumental” 
by supporting chapters, affiliates and programs 



with special meaning for the donors’ localities, 
the AFs’ support for these larger organizations is 
noteworthy.  

C. Who Benefits from Workplace Giving?

One of the reasons most AFs were created 
was to fund local organizations and those that 
would not otherwise be funded in traditional 
workplace giving campaigns, especially orga-
nizations that work on issues related to civil 
rights, social justice, and the environment. To 
determine the extent to which the funding of 
nontraditional organizations continues to be 
a focus of AFs, we examined the interests and 
strategies of the groups now being funded by 
the AFs. In particular, this study looks at the level 
of funding received by beneficiaries 
based on both their fields of interest 
and the strategies they use. Many orga-
nizations could be placed into mul-
tiple categories, both in terms of area 
of interest and strategy, but we made 
an effort to select the best possible 
categorization with the understanding 
that any categorization is an oversim-
plification of the complex work of 
these organizations.

1. Field of Interest

Based on their fields of interest, we 
created eight analytic categories: 1) 
environment, 2) animal, 3) health, 4) 
arts/zoos, 5) economic development, 
6) radio/television, 7) general social 
justice, and 8) other. 

Using this system of classification, 
environmental organizations were by far the 
largest earners, bringing in $760,604, or 33.3 
percent of the total given from the funds to the 
beneficiaries. Social justice organizations deal-
ing with issues such as human and civil rights 
were the next highest earners, at $399,867, or 
17.5 percent of the total distributed. Economic 
development organizations also earned a sub-

stantial amount, receiving $271,933, or 11.9 
percent of the total. Organizations working in 
these three fields of interest received approxi-
mately 63 percent of AF grant revenues.

Those that earned less than five percent of the 
total included arts groups, public radio and tele-
vision, youth development, services for people 
with disabilities, domestic violence, assorted 
others that did not fit any set category and those 
groups that were listed as beneficiaries but for 
which no information could be found. See Table 
10 for the full list.

2. Primary strategies

As the second part of our classification system, 

we designated the primary strategy that the 
beneficiary organizations used to achieve their 
missions. We broke beneficiary organization 
strategies into: direct services, activism/organiz-
ing/advocacy and education/information. See 
Table 11 for the percentage distribution of ben-
eficiaries in each category.
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When beneficiary organizations are categorized 
by the primary strategy used in their work, we 
see that:

• Direct services-based organizations received 
51 percent of the AFs’ distributions in 2002, 
while 41 percent of the beneficiary organiza-
tions in the sample used direct services as their 
primary strategy. 

• Activism/organizing/advocacy received 24 
percent of the total amount given, and organiza-
tions using this strategy made up 30 percent of 
the total. 

• Groups using education/information as a pri-
mary strategy received 22 percent of the total 
revenue for 2002 and made up 30 percent of 
the funds. 

In other words, direct service organizations 
received funding amounts from AFs somewhat 
disproportionately larger than their proportion of 
the total number of AF beneficiaries. An impor-
tant issue for further study is to look into how 
alternative fund giving is similar to and/or differ-
ent from other philanthropic giving. This would 
provide insight into the extent to which alterna-

tive funds are providing resources for social jus-
tice and social action organizations that would 
otherwise have little access to them.

IV. ALTERNATIVE FUND INTERVIEWS

While the financial information from 990s tells 
us a great deal about general trends in the AF 
field, there are many questions raised in that 

analysis that financial data alone cannot answer. 
Consequently, we requested interviews with a 
diverse array of funding organizations and ben-
eficiary groups in order to get a better sense of 
the dynamics of giving. 

The AFs interviewed were selected for diversity 
in terms of location, age, funding focus and bud-
get. Most of the interviewees were the executive 
directors of their funds; others were in high-
ranking positions in the financial departments of 
larger organizations. The interview findings are 
organized under five major themes: fund origins 
and geographic coverage, accountability, exter-
nal relations, internal operations and control, 
and beneficiary issues.

A. Fund Origins and Geographic Coverage

1. Fund Origins

Only a few of the people interviewed were able 
to give any in-depth information on the histories 
of their funds. These were typically people who 
had founded their funds, been working for or 
with the fund since close to the fund’s inception 
or been working at their fund for five or more 

years. These interviewees 
were significantly more able 
to share long-term analysis, 
lessons learned and reasoning 
explanations behind current 
work and strategic planning.

Some funds were created as 
part of larger movements for 

social justice, with the vision that these funds 
would engage average people in philanthropy 
while creating a sustainable funding pool that 
did not depend on the caprices of foundations 
or the drudgery of applying for and maintaining 
government funding. Many of these funds were 
partially created to help connect organizations 
with similar visions but different types of work. 
These funds have strived over time to provide an 
atmosphere where social justice and commu-
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nity-organizing organizations can collaborate, 
instead of compete, to raise funds. 

Another group of funds was created because 
the nationally dominant workplace giving fund, 
United Way, historically and/or currently would 
not accept certain kinds of organizations into 
its campaign. The willingness of United Way to 
accept community organizing groups and social 
justice organizations into its programs varies a 
great deal by chapter and region. According to 
Sheila Consaul, Director of Media and Public 
Relations for the national United Way,  “The 
United Way system includes more than 1,300 
community-based United Way organizations. 
Each is independent, separately incorporated 
and governed by local volunteers. All funding 
decisions are made at the local level; we don’t 
have a national policy regarding support for any 
organization or type of organization.”16 

From interviews with AF and beneficiary orga-
nization representatives, it seems that United 
Way maintains a focus on funding service orga-
nizations. It also seems that many local United 
Way groups do not accept arts organizations, 
environmental organizations or organizations 
that engage in advocacy or community-organiz-
ing as the bulk of their work. Consaul wrote that 
“generally, the most common issues of focus 
for United Ways relate to the goals of: helping 
children and youth succeed, improving access 
to health care, promoting independence and 
economic self-sufficiency and strengthening and 
supporting families.” 

Environmental funds are a particularly strong 
example of a federation created due to exclusion 
from most United Ways. Consaul writes that “in 
2003—the last year for which we have data—
United Ways contributed $641,000—approxi-
mately 3.6 percent of funding allocations—to 
support programs and organizations that fall 
into the 'environmentally-related' category.” 
According to representatives of the environ-
mental funds and environmental organizations 
interviewed, most beneficiaries of environmen-

tal funds were originally not allowed into the 
United Way campaigns. Since there is now a 
nationally functional Earth Share structure, most 
environmental organizations seem to naturally 
gravitate toward Earth Share, even if the local 
United Way chapter allows their participation. 

Other organizations banded together to create 
their own funding federations around a topic 
area. One women’s fund revealed that it owed 
its creation to an agreement between the area 
Archdiocese and the area United Way that pro-
hibited the inclusion of any pro-choice organi-
zations into the local United Way campaign.

2. Geographic Focus and Coverage

The majority of the funds interviewed focus on 
a contained, mostly urban geographic area. 
Several funds were in the process of expanding 
their reach, although this often meant expanding 
fundraising to another city in the state, or reach-
ing beyond the urban area into the suburbs. Very 
few funds reached rural areas. This is potentially 
because the majority of workplaces the funds 
access are public places of employment, such 
as school districts and federal government sites, 
and tend to be located in urban areas. Of all the 
state-based funds interviewed, only one had a 
significant presence in rural and suburban areas 
and this was in addition to its presence in urban 
areas in the state.

There are advantages to this kind of focused 
funding. When the funds focus on one or two 
specific areas within a state, they have more 
opportunity to get to know the work of their 
beneficiaries, as well as the political and social 
context of those particular areas. This focus also 
means that the funds have more of an opportu-
nity to maintain personal contact with benefi-
ciaries. 

However, a limited geographic focus seems to 
drastically reduce the amount of workplaces 
that the funds are able to access. It also means 
that the funds are sometimes not reaching areas 

CHARITABLE FUNDRAISING IN THE WORKPLACE  19



20 NATIONAL COMMITTEE FOR RESPONSIVE PHILANTHROPY 

with little public sector employment or the typi-
cally underfunded rural communities that are 
often overlooked by foundations. Even within 
limited municipal or metropolitan geographic 
areas, there are thousands of corporations and 
businesses that have the size and characteristics 
that make them candidates for workplace giving 
campaigns.  While any particular region might 
have a smaller number of workplaces to reach 
than larger regional or national funds, there are 
clearly no geographic areas known to NCRP 
where the workplace giving environment is 
saturated.  To the contrary, even in small geo-
graphic areas, there are multitudes of workplace 
opportunities for alternative funds to access and 
mobilize.  

B. Accountability and Governance

1. General Accountability

The one benchmark all funds used to ensure 
fund accountability—broadly defined—was the 
application process, although there were varia-
tions in how rigorous these processes were. 
The application process to participate in AFs 
is generally a lengthy one, since many funds 
participate in public workplace campaigns, and 
most have stringent criteria for participation in 
their campaigns. Beyond the initial application 
process and the yearly renewal process, funds 
varied widely in terms of what they asked of 
beneficiary organizations and what they actually 
got in response to those demands. 

2. Governance

The funds that were interviewed are using sev-
eral models of governance depending on their 
circumstances and tradition. Each has strengths 
and weaknesses in terms of fund effectiveness 
and accountability:  

• Foundation model. Beneficiaries are treated 
the way foundations treat grantees, occasionally 
sending a fund representative to monitor ben-
eficiary work and providing no support beyond 

access to funds. This model does not involve 
beneficiaries in the management or work of the 
organization and generally does not ask benefi-
ciaries to engage in any volunteer work for the 
organization. Although explicitly stated by inter-
viewees, this model appears far less connected 
and accountable to beneficiaries than groups 
employing other models. In addition, it was with 
this type of fund that NCRP had the hardest time 
getting interviews with beneficiaries.

• Partial beneficiary governance participation. 
The fund is required to have a certain number 
of beneficiaries on the board, and other benefi-
ciaries do volunteer work of other types, such 
as outreach at workplace campaign events. This 
structure allows beneficiaries to have a signifi-
cant say in the workings of the AFs organization, 
while leaving space on the board for others who 
might be crucial to operations, such as officials 
from local corporations. One potential disadvan-
tage of this model is the disproportionate degree 
of participation among beneficiaries. Some ben-
eficiaries may end up doing far less and be in 
positions of more public exposure by signing 
up for what many interviewees called “the easy 
jobs,” outreach at workplaces and workplace 
campaign events. However, most of the inter-
viewed funds using this model felt like they did 
not have this problem and that the beneficiaries 
were generally accountable to each other.

• Full beneficiary governance participation. 
All beneficiary organizations are required to 
participate on the fund’s board and frequently 
on board committees as well. Funds using this 
model had beneficiaries with extraordinarily 
high levels of investment in and knowledge 
about the organization and felt like they were 
defining the work of the organization. This 
model may not be feasible for funds with very 
large numbers of beneficiaries, although at least 
one fund interviewed had more than 60 benefi-
ciary organization representatives on its board. 
The person interviewed for this fund felt it was 
possible to have such a large board as long as 
meetings were conducted efficiently and most of 



the work happened in committees and outside 
of board meetings. One potential disadvantage 
to this model is the large commitment required 
from beneficiaries—not only are they asked to 
show up and give their time, but they are also 
expected to work actively for the fund’s well-
being and think strategically about fund direc-
tion, something all potential beneficiaries may 
not be able to do, considering the work they 
must do for their own organizations. 

3. Accountability to the Community at Large

The majority of the funds interviewed are con-
cerned about public perception of the fund, but 
do not see assuring fund accountability to spe-
cific causes or communities as part of the fund’s 
role. A few others would like to do more work 
around ensuring accountability to the commu-
nities they serve, but did not have the time or 
resources to do so. Many funds are either inter-
ested in or are doing work around measuring the 
way they are perceived by the general public, 
and some are working to shift perceptions by 
embarking on branding campaigns, frequently 
with the assistance of advertising professionals. 

There is less discussion of how the funds are 
accountable to the communities and the social 
movements they represent. Most funds are 
accountable to specific communities via their 
beneficiary organizations, and most have a 
point at which community and social movement 
needs are taken into consideration and used to 
select beneficiaries. While most beneficiaries are 
required to go through a recertification process 
each year to maintain their position in the fund, 
these processes generally are more concerned 
with the tax-exempt status of the organizations 
than an evaluation of whether their work contin-
ues to truly serve the community or movement 
of interest to the fund. 

C. External Relations 

1. Targeting New Workplaces

Funds that were interviewed had a variety of 
ways to appeal to the public and raise inter-
est in their work. Some funds have community 
exposure events such as volunteer days, which 
require beneficiary organizations to create one-
time volunteer opportunities in targeted work-
places. One fund asks workplaces to contribute 
volunteers to fund or beneficiary events. They 
feel that this allows potential donors to see both 
who they can give money to and its intended 
impact. 

Boards are used in a variety of ways to facili-
tate workplace access. Some funds require 
that their beneficiaries ask their organization’s 
board members to allow the fund access to the 
workplaces of board members. For other funds, 
already participating workplaces are also asked 
to scan their own boards and contacts for other 
workplace giving partners. Some funds also 
work to maintain corporate representation on 
their boards so they can have a sense of how 
their work is being received by their partnering 
workplaces. 

One fund has adopted a new experimental 
method of accessing workplaces, pioneered by 
MaineShare, wherein team leaders take respon-
sibility for five to six member organizations and 
communicate with them monthly. The organiza-
tions communicate with their board members 
to gain possible new workplace leads. For this 
fund, getting in the door of a new workplace is 
the highest priority, rather than the amount of 
money that would be generated.

Another fund gives beneficiary organizations an 
“access incentive” if they win access to a new 
workplace for the fund. Members call the fund 
with ideas about people to approach within dif-
ferent workplaces, and the fund also keeps its 
doors open for other contacts. They try not to do 
“cold call access” and say that “99.75 percent 
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of the time you don’t get much from it.” They 
establish most of their workplace campaigns 
by drawing on personal contacts. They say that 
“some of our member groups are outspoken [in 
terms of advocacy and activism], which is men-
tioned on access visits,” but it was perceived that 
this rarely impedes access to workplaces.

Every fund interviewed spoke of difficulties 
with accessing new workplaces. For most, the 
Combined Federal Campaign of the federal gov-
ernment and state and local government cam-
paigns provide their major source of workplace-
giving revenue. According to the representative 
of a Black United Fund, on a national and local 
level most of their support comes from public 
colleges and universities, city governments or 
county governments where lawsuits and first 
amendment arguments have forced the work-
places to include them. 

Many funds also mentioned that it was difficult 
to hold on to hard-won existing workplace sites 
because of corporate mergers and restructuring. 
One fund’s income was reduced by $180,000 
in the course of a year because of corporate 
bankruptcy and resulting changes in corporate 
structure. Another fund mentioned that hospitals 
and universities are two of the places where 

their campaigns are usually strong, but a recent 
trend in these establishments has been to give 
campaign management to the company’s devel-
opment office. The development office then 
pushes employees to donate to the development 
fund of the hospital or university itself, rather 
than to an outside beneficiary. 

For many funds, there is a tension between 
accessing new corporate workplaces and main-
taining a focus on issues that are often unpopular 
with the decision makers at those corporations, 

such as environmental protection and allevia-
tion of poverty wages. One fund tries to rectify 
this tension by avoiding rhetoric and addressing 
their beneficiaries’ work in a way that makes the 
issues feel universal. They say that “people know 
and care about dirty air, housing, hunger, kids 
with asthma [and] low-income mothers forced 
to work when their kids are small.” The focus 
for fundraising is on the problems, rather than 
their sources.  

2. Relationships between Alternative Funds and  
United Way

Funds described their relationships with United 
Way as everything from one steeped in animos-
ity to more or less ignoring one another. No one 
described a positive relationship, however. 

Many funds are forced to come into contact with 
United Way because of their participation in the 
CFC.  In most areas where funds interviewed 
were located, the United Way had the contract 
to run the Combined Federal Campaign as well 
as local public campaigns, and since most AFs 
depend on access to public campaigns for the 
majority of their workplace revenue, they were 
forced to maintain some level of contact with 
the United Way. 

Several funds described 
United Way as having 
predatory behavior, try-
ing to take beneficiary 
organizations or cam-

paign workplaces away from the funds inter-
viewed. One fund reported that after being 
criticized for having no grassroots connections 
in their population of groups funded, the local 
United Way made a run at about half of the AF’s 
beneficiaries and managed to convince two of 
them to become members of the United Way 
instead. One fund said that the United Way 
had called workplaces the fund was attempting 
to access, pressuring the workplace to cancel 
pending meetings with the fund.

Every fund interviewed  spoke of difficulties with 
accessing new workplaces         



In many ways, the environment has changed 
since the bulk of the funds were first created. 
While many AFs originally funded niche popu-
lations and issues not supported by the United 
Way, as these causes and groups gained more 
visibility and popularity, the United Way in 
many places seems to have found ways to 
incorporate these issues into its funding. Some 
funds interviewed reported that United Way had 
begun to include some human-rights or civil-
rights organizations, as an example.

According to the May 13, 2005 newsletter of the 
National Alliance for Choice in Giving, United 
Way issued standards of excellence for its local 
affiliates in 2005 that emphasize addressing 
concrete community problems and providing 
funding to address the root causes of those prob-
lems. While this does not necessarily imply that 
United Way is taking on the tactics of some AFs, 
this new priority does sound suspiciously similar 
to what the funds have been doing all along. As 
some funds take on tactics that are more similar 
to United Way, such as including purely social 
service organizations, United Way is also trying 
to become a little more like the AFs in some 
places. 

One fund interviewed believes that United Way 
is taking on the language used by the social 
justice workplace funds, but without actually 
funding social justice organizations, saying that 
the United Way in their area talks about systems 
change but “they always give an example of 
direct service” to illustrate what that systems 
change might look like. They feel that creating 
social change is “profoundly difficult for all of 
us,” and that it is dangerous for United Way to 
call some human services work "social change 
work" when it is not actually creating lasting, 
meaningful change.

United Way chapters are independently run, 
resulting in different relationships in different 
areas. Some AF interviewees felt that United 
Way leadership, not staff, were responsible for 
the negative relations in their area. One fund 

said, “The reality is that [with] their campaign 
directors in the field, who we work with, mostly 
it’s a positive relationship. The conflict comes 
with the Executive Director and the board, who 
we don’t really work with. The conflict comes 
from the fact that United Way wants to be the 
only game in town, and they really believe that 
they know or should have a say in how best to 
spend the money in the community.” 

Another fund working in a geographic area with 
multiple United Way chapters felt that the atti-
tude of the United Way depended on location, 
indicating that local leadership may have great 
influence over whether the large workplace giv-
ing organization respects other funds. Another 
fund said that the United Way can be a stum-
bling block for them, not because of anything 
the latter is doing, but rather because of their 
entrenched relationship with major corporations 
in the area. They say that a lot of companies 
only want to deal with one workplace-giving 
institution, although the fund feels that everyone 
would benefit from having more diversity in 
workplace-giving beneficiaries. 

3. Relationships among Alternative Funds

Several funds had productive and collaborative 
relationships with other AFs. Environmental 
organizations and Black United Funds/other 
funds dedicated to generating revenue for 
African American communities had good rela-
tions with at least two other AFs. Some of the 
larger funds work in partnership with other 
funds on individual campaigns, and some funds 
have also participated in federation meetings 
based around an urban area, working together 
to pool efforts in marketing.  In one case, one 
interviewee reported meeting with other area 
AFs on a monthly basis, collaborating on gain-
ing access to new workplaces. 

At the time of this study, the relationship of some 
of the environmental funds with Earth Share 
national was relatively new, and the dynamics 
and challenges of matching local fundraising 
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with a national superstructure were evident.  
Earth Share affiliates reported that they entered 
into contracts with Earth Share National with 
the understanding that being part of a national 
network would help them raise more money, 
expand their access to workplaces and gener-
ally allow them to better support their current 
beneficiaries while keeping their own costs 
down. One Earth Share affiliate interviewee 
said, “Clearly, it has not raised as much money 
as we were promised when we entered the 
contract.” 

In at least one state, it was reported Earth Share 
National runs a statewide federal campaign and 
does not share any of its revenue with the local 
Earth Share chapter.17  The same interviewee 
observed that Earth Share’s list of national orga-
nizations that affiliates are required to accept 
seems to be pushing the affiliates to form “a 
short list that doesn’t really have any local iden-
tity.”  The interplay between locally-identified 
workplace campaigns and the strictures of mem-
bership in a national structure, whether Earth 
Share, Community Shares USA or United Way, 
is a topic warranting future research (if only to 
better understand the distinctiveness of alterna-
tive funds compared to the much larger United 
Way system).  

4. Participation in Larger Movements and 
Causes

AF representatives had a wide variety of replies 
when responding to the question “What is your 
AF’s connection to national or local movements 
doing work for social justice and/or systemic, 
lasting change or around pressing issues of the 
day?” There were funds that eschewed any kind 
of connection, with one Black United Fund 
representative stating, “We have no relationship 
with those kinds of things.” On the other side 
of the spectrum, a community fund representa-
tive responded that “we really see ourselves as 
a movement.” This fund requires beneficiaries 
to have a strong advocacy component, defining 
advocacy as providing information to the com-

munity about a specific issue and what public 
policies need to be changed to address that 
issue. 

Connections with larger movements have com-
plicated the pursuit of funding for at least one 
fund. One fund representative observed that 
beneficiary organizations that take on more 
of an advocacy role have seen a decrease in 
workplace revenue in the last several years. The 
representative attributes this drop to the fact 
that most of their campaigns take place in the 
public sector, so as the political party in power 
changes, the politics of workers in the public 
sector—and the nonprofit organizations they’re 
willing to give money to—changes as well. 
However, the interviews revealed no other com-
mentary supporting this contention that public 
sector campaign results change based on the 
political party in power, in part because many 
of the participating employees are civil servants 
and not political appointees, and moreover 
because public sector campaigns, regardless of 
the political party in office, have tended to be 
quite open and responsive to the concerns of 
social justice-oriented nonprofits.  The challenge 
to fundraising for advocacy-oriented nonprof-
its suggests the importance of their inclusion 
in AF federations, as they would likely have a 
more difficult time maintaining their inclusion 
in a more mainstream fundraising structure like 
United Way’s.  

D. Internal Operations and Control

1. Structure of Distributions

The amount of workplace money that beneficia-
ries received from AFs varied depending on the 
kind of workplace being accessed, the presence 
of a national umbrella funding entity and/or the 
financial needs of the funds themselves. 

One community fund keeps 15 percent of the 
campaign money raised for its own administra-
tive costs and notes that this amount is insuf-
ficient to cover the costs the fund incurs raising 



money. Another community fund gives 100 
percent of donor-directed dollars to a designated 
beneficiary. Money that is given without a speci-
fied recipient will go into the general fund to pay 
for the fund’s operational expenses and to pay 
for a program where every beneficiary receives a 
small sum of money across the board. This fund 
estimates that workplace giving generates about 
60 percent of their revenue, and that of that per-
centage, 70 percent goes back to the beneficia-
ries. The majority of their own operating revenue 
comes from undesignated workplace giving. 

Those environmental funds in contracts with 
Earth Share seem to have their funding structure 
significantly impacted by this partnership. One 
Earth Share affiliate estimates that in general, 91 
percent of the money they receive goes to their 
beneficiaries. This is complicated, however, by 
their contract with Earth Share National. The 
fund must pay four percent of net campaign rev-
enue to the national organization and must give 
40 percent of all non-CFC undesignated money 
to the national organization as well. They also 
have a complicated system of payouts to other 
Earth Share chapters, so that if a company that 
has an Earth Share workplace giving campaign 
is located in multiple states, the money brought 
in by the campaign in all places is sent to be 
disbursed by the Earth Share in the state where 
the company’s headquarters is located. Given 
the multi-state geographic footprints of most cor-
porations, the issue of collection and distribu-
tion of funds across these varied geographies is 
one that AFs are dealing with through the Earth 
Share structure and through the creation of the 
national structure of Community Shares USA.  

One fund engaged in the unusual practice of 
taking 20 percent of all money designated for 
particular organizations, as well as all undes-
ignated money. This fund was in the process of 
formulating a financial plan that would allow it 
to share some of these general donations instead 
of keeping it all; the policy of keeping all general 
donations was made in 1999 when the fund was 
on the verge of bankruptcy. 

This is an example of the tension of running sus-
tainable AFs: they want to maximize their abili-
ties to generate funding for member nonprofits, 
but they also need to develop the asset balances 
and infrastructure necessary to be sustainable 
workplace fundraising organizations over time.  
For smaller, younger AFs or for AFs that have 
encountered serious financial challenges in the 
past, it is a serious issue to determine how much 
of the organization's revenues should be distrib-
uted versus what proportion should be retained 
to build the fund’s staff and infrastructure for 
long term survival and growth.  

2. Alternative Funds Finances

For many funds, the amount taken from work-
place campaign revenue for administrative costs 
is not enough to pay all of the fund’s expenses. 
One fund has aggressively sought foundation 
money in recent years with some success, but 
notes that the “United Way has a real strangle-
hold on foundations in the area, and it’s hard 
to break through that.” But they note that in 
recent years, “for the first time, foundations 
were calling us ‘value-added,’” which demon-
strated a positive push in fund-foundation rela-
tions. However, they also point out that there is 
increased pressure on area foundations as more 
nonprofits find themselves serving increased 
needs with fewer resources, so there is less fund-
ing to go around. 

Another community fund is trying to diversify its 
financial bases by having the community rep-
resentatives on its board (that is, members who 
do not represent beneficiaries) work on devel-
oping major donors. The fund has an endow-
ment—which it is looking to double—and the 
goal of raising $180,000 in the next four years 
from individuals. Other funds supplement their 
income with auctions and fundraisers.

One fund felt that the best way to generate more 
money was to focus on accessing new work-
places. After two years of preparation and train-
ing, a community fund added 22 beneficiary 
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groups to its funding pool. With those additional 
groups, the fund got into 20 new workplaces 
and raised $100,000 more than the year before. 
It attributes most of this new money to the new 
beneficiaries that were accepted.

This relates to the prior discussion of funds’ 
administrative cuts from total revenues gener-
ated by workplace donors. Few foundations 
have provided substantial funding to alternative 
funds.  The most successful community fund 
appears to be Greater Cleveland Community 
Shares, which has received several years of sup-
port from the Gund Foundation.  Over several 
years, the Needmor Fund has supported a small 
number of AFs around the nation for their role 
in undergirding social movement nonprofits.  
Members of the National Black United Fund 
have received contributions from corporate and 
institutional foundations interested in promot-
ing the development of fundraising institu-
tions within the African-American community.  
Nonetheless, it is a short list of foundations 
that have put individual local alternative funds 
(as opposed to national organizations such as 
Community Shares USA, Earth Share national 
and others) into their funding portfolios.  

Where foundations have supported AFs, notably 
women’s funds and others, the grant recipients’ 
workplace fundraising roles have not been the 
dispositive factor in the foundations’ decision-
making.  As a result, AFs are challenged in find-
ing external funding sources to help them cover 
their administrative and campaign costs in order 
to maintain their important funding support for 
local social action nonprofits.  

3. Staffing and Continuity

In the interviews, there was a clear difference 
between fund employees who had been work-
ing at their fund for five or more years and those 
who were fairly new. Most of the people who 
had been at their fund for five years or more 
were dedicated to their funds and could clearly 
articulate the history and motivation behind the 

creation of the funds. Many had been with their 
funds from the start. They could track their his-
tory and evaluate the weaknesses and strengths 
of the funds in realistic terms. Those who were 
new were frequently unclear on why the fund 
was being run as it was, hesitant to create strate-
gic plans and primarily focused on trying to get 
into more workplaces. 

Organizations with sufficient staff and/or expe-
rienced leadership were more likely to be 
building long-range plans, evaluating past fail-
ures and successes and working to assess their 
impact in the community. Funds with new direc-
tors and smaller staffs (“new,” defined as little 
or no prior experience in the field of alternative 
giving and less than a year of experience on the 
job; “smaller,” defined as one full-time person or 
less) tended to be harried and unsure, but reluc-
tant to make major changes for fear of undoing 
important policies, procedures and structures 
necessary for successful workplace fundraising 
campaigns. 

Because of the uniqueness of workplace fund-
raising, particularly local workplace fundraising 
without the resource availability typical for a 
United Way affiliate, interviewees and experts 
acknowledged a continuing need for training 
of AF executive directors. Newer executive 
directors tended to be overburdened with the 
multiple challenges of creating and sustaining 
successful organizations, mounting successful 
workplace fundraising campaigns and perform-
ing the necessary due diligence on their grant-
making to member organizations.  

As the trade association for the majority of 
AFs, the National Alliance for Choice in Giving 
(NACG) offers popular and well-attended execu-
tive director trainings at each of its annual con-
ferences, for example. But the implications of 
this study would suggest that there is a market for 
more training programs and perhaps sustained 
training curricula for AF executive directors. 
Considering that many funds across the country 
have staff who have been working at their fund 



for 10 years or more, such programs might allow 
experienced leaders running successful funds to 
train new counterparts and their staff so that les-
sons learned at one fund are shared with all.  But 
the NACG trainings are not sufficient to address 
the training needs of the field, and most of the 
funds do not have a great deal of discretionary 
resources to pay for training programs, NACG’s 
or others. By all accounts, this is a need that 
outside funders could well be encouraged to 
support and subsidize.  

E. Beneficiary Organization Issues

In terms of work required for fund member-
ship, some alternative funds 
use an “hours model,” where 
beneficiaries are required to 
complete a number of hours 
for the fund each year, with 
no rigidly predetermined 
agenda of how those hours should be used. 
At least one fund contacted for this study has 
moved away from that model. Recognizing 
that some tasks are more demanding and less 
rewarding for the individual beneficiary organi-
zation than others, this fund uses a scrip system, 
where some activities earn less scrip than others, 
depending on their difficulty. For some funds 
that mentioned consistent frustration with bene-
ficiary organizations barely doing their required 
hours or some beneficiary organizations con-
sistently selecting the easiest jobs—tabling at 
a government fair, for example, as opposed to 
taking a role on a corporate partnership board 
task force—this scrip system might be useful to 
adopt.   

1. Beneficiary Turnover in Funds

Out of AFs interviewed for this study, most had 
relatively stable beneficiary bases. The major-
ity of the funds interviewed lost beneficiaries 
due to 1) counter-recruitment by competing 
entities such as the United Way, 2) withdrawal 
of beneficiaries from the funds for reasons of 
their finances or other factors or 3) ejection of 

beneficiaries due to lack of participation. The 
counter-recruitment of funds mostly consisted 
of successful attempts made by the United Way 
to convince beneficiary organizations to switch 
funding federations. Many AFs assessed that this 
was a tactical move by the United Way done 
to destabilize AFs while diversifying their local 
chapters’ funding portfolio and promoting an 
image of grassroots connection. 

Through their due diligence reviews, some AFs 
discovered that beneficiary organizations were 
being fiscally mismanaged and expelled those 
organizations from the funds memberships in 
order to maintain the probity and accountability 

of the campaigns. Other beneficiaries went out 
of business, in some cases prompting the funds 
to restructure in order to better meet the finan-
cial needs of organizations in this type of dire 
crisis. A few AFs expelled beneficiary organiza-
tions due to a nearly complete lack of participa-
tion in the required activities of the fund. 

In all cases, the fund representatives appeared 
highly regretful about the need to expel orga-
nizations for whatever reason, recognizing that 
even when these organizations encountered 
difficulties, they were organizations in need as 
they face significant hurdles in providing their 
services and advocating for their constituents.  
Overall, based on interviewee responses, the 
AFs in this study appear to maintain and value 
close and collaborative relationships with their 
beneficiary organizational members.
 
2. Finding, Picking and Keeping Beneficiaries

The level of selectivity used by AFs in selecting 
beneficiaries runs the gamut from extremely rig-
orous to very low. One fund allows new benefi-
ciaries to participate if they fall under one of five 

AFs in this study appear to maintain and value close 
and collaborative relationships with their beneficiary 
organizational members.
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board-selected criteria: economic development, 
arts, youth, education and health and human 
services. Beneficiaries do not necessarily have 
to be 501(c)3 organizations, they just have to be 
perceived as doing good in the community (and 
without (c)(3) status can presumably participate 
in the AF’s funding through third party fiscal 
sponsorships). 

On the other end of the spectrum, a community 
fund sets strict criteria that governs beneficiary 
acceptance. New members must be 501(c)3s 
themselves and cannot be fiscally sponsored by 
a third party. The groups must be at least two 
years old and serving communities with what 
the fund describes as “a social justice point of 
view,” explaining that “it’s not just handing out 
sandwiches; we want member organizations 
that try to solve hunger.” The fund also selects 
groups based on maintaining a diverse blend 
of areas addressed and has had a priority in 
recent years for groups that serve communities 
of color. The fund recently added an associate 
member category to bring in funds from a wider 
geographical base in order increase access to 
workplace giving campaigns and raise the fund’s 
total income. 

There is a range of perspectives on accepting 
national organizations. Some funds accept only 
local organizations, while others—such as Earth 
Share—are required to accept a set pool of 
national organizations in addition to their local 
nonprofit participants. One fund mentioned 
that, as a result of their local focus in terms 
of their list of benefiting organizations, some 
national corporations have been unwilling to 
admit them into their workplace giving cam-
paign. Earth Share for local environmental funds 
and the National Black United Fund for local 
Black United funds attempt to provide vehicles 
for national recognition. For community funds 
dedicated to funding a particular geographical 
area, the formation of Community Shares USA 
is meant to provide a similar vehicle for nation-
wide recognition. 

An Earth Share affiliate representative said, 
“there is a winning formula for funding the 
environment that consists of local and national 
organizations,” but feels that Earth Share nation-
al generates too much of a tug toward national 
funding. This person has seen local organiza-
tions receive less money over time because of 
the inclusion of the well-known national groups 
and thinks that for the fund to be successful, the 
fundraising has to have a strong local compo-
nent, because “people are interested in…where 
they’re at, not just broad global warming and 
things like that.” Again, this reflects a challenge 
for local AFs negotiating the costs and benefits 
of participating in a national network like Earth 
Share.  

3. Accepting New Beneficiaries and Losing Old 
Ones

Many of the AFs interviewed were at various 
stages of bringing in new beneficiaries. All funds 
mentioned that it was important to not bring in 
so many new organizations that the old ones 
lose their funding base or that the culture of 
the organization is disrupted.  This is especially 
important for organizations where some or all 
beneficiaries serve on the board. One organiza-
tion took more than a year to transition a large 
batch of newly-accepted beneficiaries into fund 
processes, and it spent a great deal of time work-
ing with the new organizations to ensure that 
they understood the structure and culture of the 
organization before entering their first meeting.  
Most funds placed a strong emphasis on the 
importance of having a pool of beneficiaries that 
is wide in terms of geographic scope, mission 
and size, assuming that as fund membership 
grows, so will its appeal to individual donors 
and new workplaces. 

There was one larger fund among the interview-
ees that had a relatively high attrition rate in 
terms of beneficiary organizations. According to 
this person, this rate of attrition is usually due 
to beneficiaries leaving when they don’t raise 
enough money or leaving because they cannot 



give the required 30 hours a year of service to 
the fund. They are careful with bringing in new 
organizations because “if the pie is not grow-
ing, we don’t want to split it up into smaller 
and smaller pieces.” In a recent year, they only 
brought in three new organizations. The board 
makes the final decisions about who will be 
accepted. 

4. Nonmonetary Benefits of Participation 

Some funds focus exclusively on workplace 
fundraising while others provide a range of ben-
efits to their beneficiary organizations. Those 
additional benefits can range from media train-
ing to one-on-one financial counseling to infra-
structure development. Some funds feel that 
their setup inherently benefits their beneficiaries, 
allowing them to learn skills such as facilitation 
and management through participation in fund 
governance. The beneficiaries interviewed were 
much less ardent about this form of nonfinancial 
support than the funds were, however. 

Examples of infrastructure development include 
help with organizational tax structure and one-
on-one counseling on tax compliance, organi-
zational structure and fundraising plans. One 
fund said that it functions somewhat like an 
association for environmental nonprofits, keep-
ing beneficiaries up to date with state regula-
tions and changes in federal law. While their 
primary function is to bring in new money and 
new donors, the fund also provides assistance 
with financial issues such as changing rules for 
audits and other compliance concerns. 

One fund that requires all beneficiary orga-
nizations to serve on the board has made 
board meetings more useful to beneficiaries by 
including a training hour in every board meet-
ing. Recent trainings include public speaking, 
messaging/story telling and preventing fraud. 
The same fund has also been working to build 
partnerships with local education institutions to 
obtain free or reduced-cost access to training 
for beneficiaries in helpful areas, such as web 

design. A reduced-price technical support pro-
gram for beneficiaries was also being fine-tuned 
at the time of the interview. 

The beneficiaries had some common preferenc-
es about the support they liked and needed. One 
form of support that the beneficiaries appreci-
ated was online giving services for their agen-
cies. Several of the smaller organizations said 
that they would not have been able to set up 
their own online giving, and that they were very 
grateful for the help from their AFs. Beneficiaries 
also tended to appreciate opportunities for pub-
lic exposure from AF fundraising campaigns and 
other programs. One fund provides increased 
exposure for beneficiaries by publicizing itself 
and its member organizations in collaboration 
with a local newspaper and radio station. The 
fund gets free advertising in the paper and has 
its public service announcements aired on the 
radio station a dozen times a day, has a repre-
sentative from a member organization on a radio 
talk show twice a month and also honors one 
beneficiary organization a month. They say they 
have done a lot of work to attain the level of vis-
ibility that they have and to make sure that this 
exposure benefits their members. 

Many funds saw themselves as nexuses, con-
necting their beneficiaries to each other and 
to pools of individual funders. They saw fund 
meetings and events as opportunities for orga-
nizations from diverse sectors to collaborate 
and coordinate. Beneficiaries largely shared this 
assessment, although some felt like they used 
their funds less than they could have for net-
working because they spent so much time doing 
the hours of work required by the fund.  

5. Beneficiary Criticisms of the Funds

The principal criticism almost every beneficiary 
had of its fund was that the yield was small in 
comparison with the amount of work required 
to maintain membership. For most of the AFs, 
the process of applying and then participating in 
the fund is very time-consuming, especially for 
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organizations with small staffs.  This is a constant 
challenge not only for AFs, but for workplace 
fundraising in general.  

United Way has recognized this to the extent 
that it is increasingly relying on major gifts from 
large donors, such as the participants in its 
DeTocqueville Society, and, in a de facto way, 
relying less and less on funds raised through 
payroll deductions. AFs are also pursuing addi-
tional mechanisms of fundraising.; however, 
without de-emphasizing the importance and 
centrality of workplace giving, not only for the 
charitable donations they generate, but for the 
nonmonetary education and organizing func-
tions that they pursue and promote with work-
place donors.  

Nonetheless, the charitable giving size of work-
place philanthropy is not large compared to 
other sources of donations, and it is labor-
intensive, requiring work on the part of AF 
participants that is beyond simply submitting 
proposals or responding to calls for proposals.  
For some, the balance between work required 
and resources received may not be acceptable; 
for others, the funding or the non-financial con-
nections might be the extra incentives that justify 
the level of effort necessary to participate in an 
alternative fund.  

V. BENEFICIARY CASE STUDIES 

Beneficiaries who granted an interview gener-
ally reported good relationships with their funds 
and a significant investment in participating in 
fund activities.  In interviews with beneficiaries, 
we focused on the:

• Type of work being done by the fund;

• Impact that money from the fund has on the 
group’s budget;

• Relationship between the fund and the ben-
eficiary, intangible benefits to participation in 

an AF; and,

• Perceptions the interviewee had of the strengths 
and weaknesses of their AF. 

Case Study 1: Benefiting from a National 
Structure

The first beneficiary interviewed was the execu-
tive director of a national environmental organi-
zation that engages in a combination of research 
and advocacy. The group is a participant in all 
Earth Share (ES) campaigns across the country, 
has a budget of $600,000 to $900,000 and has 
been operating for more than two decades. 

The interviewee felt that the group serves mul-
tiple disenfranchised populations throughout 
the country through advocacy and policy work. 
The fund has been participating in AFs for more 
than 10 years. At the time of the interview, the 
group was receiving $30,000 to $40,000 a year 
from all ES campaigns combined, with this rev-
enue constituting about five percent of its total 
budget. All information below is the opinion of 
the interviewee. The executive director has been 
actively involved in ES for many years and feels 
that workplace fundraising has the potential to 
be a very efficient way to raise money. 

The interviewee said some of the advantages of 
participation in the national Earth Share have 
been access to undesignated money and the 
comparative ease of raising money through 
workplace campaigns. Because of the Earth 
Share structure for participating national orga-
nizations, the group receives a percentage of all 
funds that are given to ES without being desig-
nated for a particular organization. While some 
givers have a particular organization that they 
wish to support, the interviewee felt that “a cer-
tain percentage of people will just want to give 
to the environmental community as a whole.” 

The national Earth Share has been working to 
encourage that option, bringing more money to 
environmental causes as a whole in the process. 



In terms of other fundraising techniques, the 
interviewee said that “we raise more money 
through ES than we would on our own,” through 
direct donor solicitation or by registering as 
an independent organization in the Combined 
Federal Campaign.

Regarding the question of national versus local 
nonprofits participating in AF campaigns, this 
group’s executive director asserted that “poten-
tial donors are attracted to ES because of the big 
groups” and contends that smaller, lesser-known 
groups and local groups benefit from the undes-
ignated monies that some donors give after they 
are attracted to the campaign by the recogniz-
able “big name” groups involved. Instead of 
feeling as though the big groups participate 
because they make a lot of money, the inter-
viewee said that “it would have been easy for 
the big groups to say we don’t need Earth Share. 
They don’t need it, but they hang in there for the 
rest of the movement.” 

According to the executive director, intangible 
benefits of participation in ES include con-
tact with other development-oriented people, 
access to increased publicity opportunities and 
better coordination within the environmental 
movement as a whole. In meetings with other 
representatives of organizations involved in the 
campaign, information gets shared and at times, 
fundraising priority policy gets created as well. 
Saying that “any opportunity that brings orga-
nizations together will have a positive impact 
in other arenas,” the interviewee felt that par-
ticipating in ES brought exposure and publicity 
for the group in a way that could not have been 
done by the group alone. At the time of the 
interview, the group had just finished working 
with Earth Share to create three radio ads about 
mercury, pesticides and global warming.

In terms of barriers to workplace access, the 
executive director said that there are doors to 
some corporations and sectors that the national 
ES cannot open because of the environmental 
work they do. However, ES also has a policy 

that allows corporations to exclude any of the 
funds in the federation from their workplace 
campaign if they wish. The members that are 
excluded from the campaign receive compensa-
tion from Earth Share. The interviewee felt that 
the universe of workplaces is so large that being 
rejected by a few is inconsequential.18 

The strength of ES, according to the interviewee, 
is that it is avoiding the pitfalls of the United 
Way by being transparent about information 
on overhead rates and how much of a donor’s 
money is actually going to the programs. This 
transparency can be complicated, however, 
since the majority of the federations have high 
overhead rates. The interviewee said that most 
ES chapters have reached a level of 25 percent 
or less spent on overhead costs. 

It was clear from the interview that the executive 
director had a strong level of buy-in in ES’s work 
and was committed to the Earth Share structure 
for the long-term. Although the pace of growth 
for the federation is slow, the interviewee feels 
that the national fund is essential to infrastruc-
ture and revenue for the organization.

Case Study 2: Very Small Local Organizations 
and Workplace Giving

The second organization interviewed is a very 
small beneficiary of a Midwestern Community 
Shares (CS) and has one part-time staff person. 
The group does community education around 
U.S. foreign policy and advocates for policy 
change. The group has participated in its CS 
for over 30 years and currently brings in about 
$5,000 a year from workplace giving. Revenue 
from CS makes up the majority of the group’s 
income and is used for overhead costs such as 
rent and utilities, as well as speakers’ fees. The 
rest of the group’s income comes from individual 
contributions other than workplace campaigns.

The group’s staff person felt that monetary 
advantages to participating in an AF include 
receiving money that comes in on a regular 
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basis and having “a way of soliciting a popula-
tion we would not otherwise have comprehen-
sive access to and would not have the volunteer 
hours to solicit.” The revenue coming in through 
the fund has been consistent, although the fund 
recently added many new beneficiaries. While 
the group has tried applying for grants to foun-
dations before, it has found the grant application 
process too time consuming for such a small 
organization. 

Other benefits to participation include receiving 
regular e-mails about events organized by other 
beneficiaries of the fund and the opportunity to 
make use of the fund’s e-giving Web site. The 
group’s staff person said that the fund “does 
great local advertising” and that “we are able 
to get our name out there among a large group 
of people we’d never be able to reach on our 
own.” According to the staff person, the group 
has more of a chance to network and build 

coalitions with other progressive organizations 
through its community fund.
Each beneficiary group participating in the 
fund spends about 45 hours a year performing 
required work. The group also has to conduct 
a financial audit each year, a major expense for 
such a small organization, and must provide 
additional documentation, including a board 
list, minutes from board meetings, an annual 
report, copies of state and federal filing forms 
and the group’s budget for the upcoming year. 
To fulfill the required annual work hours, the 
group can choose from activities, such as stuff-
ing envelopes and staffing a promotional table. 
A member of the organization is required to 
serve on the fund’s board of directors and on 

working committees, and the group is also asked 
to attend special events as needed. In addition, 
the group is required to refer to the fund for all 
of its publicity materials.

The group expects to continue participating in 
its community fund and felt that the fund “will 
continue to advocate for its member agencies 
regarding parity in fundraising access in our 
community, grow in size and funds raised and 
offer organizational support and technical assis-
tance to its member organizations.” The group’s 
staff person said that in order to be success-
ful beneficiaries, groups must “understand the 
operations and structure of the workplace cam-
paigns, be trained to access additional sites and 
develop publicity and other fundraising strate-
gies that complement the workplace campaigns 
of [their fund].”

This fund’s experience seems to be highly posi-
tive; it is receiving access 
to a new source of fund-
ing and exposure to a 
wider audience. In some 
cases, the funds may cre-
ate infrastructure for the 
smaller organizations 
that otherwise would 
have been lacking. For 
this group, that supplied 

infrastructure includes networking opportuni-
ties, communications work and fundraising. It 
seems likely that this beneficiary’s experience 
is particularly positive because of the highly 
established, well-networked, economically suc-
cessful fund in which it participates. Smaller and 
newer funds that do not have the staff time or 
the resources to provide vital resources to small 
groups would seem to be far less helpful than 
the large, established AFs. 

Case Study 3: Using Community Funds to 
Support the Arts

The third beneficiary is a Midwestern organiza-
tion dedicated to serving artists and supporting 

Groups must “understand the operations and structure 
of the workplace campaigns, be trained to access addi-
tional sites, and develop publicity and other fundraising 
strategies that complement the workplace campaigns 
of [their fund].”



and promoting the performing arts.  The organi-
zation has participated in a regional community 
fund since the fund’s inception.

The organization receives one to two percent of 
its budget from its community fund. The remain-
der of its money comes from government grants 
and some individual direct contributions. The 
executive director found the money the organi-
zation receives from the fund to be “extremely 
helpful because it’s another avenue for funding 
that’s consistent.” The interviewee said that the 
staff “run[s] this place on a shoestring,” main-
taining a very large facility on about $200,000 a 
year. The money received from workplace giving 
goes into general operating funds and is often 
used for unexpected expenses, such as facility 
repairs, which are often not covered through the 
highly-restrictive government grants that consti-
tute most of the organization’s income. 

As with the organization in the first case study, 
the executive director was especially appre-
ciative of equal redistribution among all ben-
eficiaries. While the organization does its own 
fundraising and gets money from individual 
donors who are patrons of the arts, the money 
it receives from general contributions from the 
community fund is often from people who are 
not necessarily interested in the arts. The execu-
tive director felt that these donations expand the 
organization’s donor base. 

The organization did not apply to the United 
Way chapter in its area because the chapter 
only accepts social service organizations. The 
interviewee felt that the reason most beneficiary 
organizations participate in the community fund 
is because they have been turned down by the 
local United Way, not because they have any 
inherent dedication to being part of an AF-rais-
ing movement.

The intangible benefits that the organization 
receives from the fund revolve around com-
munication. As an arts organization, it relies on 
publicity and widespread exposure to support 

and promote its artists and is able to use its 
workplace giving fund to contact other partici-
pating beneficiary organizations about upcom-
ing events. The executive director said that the 
organization also has access to a wider breadth 
of information by virtue of participation, since 
the community fund passes information on 
fundraising to its members. In addition, the arts 
organization is able to expand its exposure by 
going to workplaces to promote the community 
fund, thereby setting the stage for a possible 
partnership between the arts organization and 
the workplace in the future.

In order to receive the highest distribution 
amount, the organization has to perform 60 
hours of work a year. Since the organization’s 
staff consists of 1.5 persons, they often have 
a board member, or occasionally members of 
their arts center, work many of these hours. The 
executive director said that “for the amount of 
funding, it’s an excessive amount of time, but 
if it grows in terms of support, it’s worthwhile.” 
As an additional membership requirement, the 
organization’s board members are themselves 
required to contribute to the fund.

In terms of improvements that the arts organiza-
tion would like to see in the AF, the executive 
director suggested that more orientation should 
be provided to new members and said that it 
is crucial for beneficiaries to understand their 
funds’ long-term plan and how they fit into that 
plan. The interviewee also thought that more 
work should be done about communicating 
campaigns clearly and marketing the organiza-
tion in free or low-cost ways. For example, the 
interviewee suggested that all of the companies 
allowing the community fund into their work-
place giving campaigns should include a tagline 
in their publicity materials that says some-
thing like “we’re proud to support Community 
Shares.”

The executive director expressed hope that in 
the future, the community fund’s campaign will 
be more recognized and have an increase in rev-
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enue and number of participating workplaces, so 
that the arts organization could receive $10,000 
to $12,000 instead of the $4,000 average that it 
receives now. In addition, the interviewee hopes 
that the local United Way will remove some 
impediments it has created to the community 
fund’s success. 

Case Study 4: Maintaining a Community 
Institution

The fourth beneficiary interviewed is an East 
Coast-based domestic violence policy orga-
nization that participates in a workplace giv-
ing campaign run by an independent city-
based community fund (CF). This organization 
works to build coalitions and community-based 
responses to domestic violence issues and has 
been participating in the CF for over 20 years, 
not long after the inception of the fund. It has a 
budget of around $1.5 million.

Less than one percent of the organization’s bud-
get comes from the CF. The interviewee from the 
organization called the fund’s money “a steady 
stream of unrestricted funds in a rather difficult 
fundraising environment.” Some 70 percent of 
the organization’s budget comes from public 
sources, which can mean that there are many 
restraints on what can and cannot be done with 
that money. The organization tries to fill the gap 
with unrestricted funds, but an official said “it’s 
difficult because many funders don’t understand 
the need for advocacy work and have more of an 
interest in direct services.” 

One benefit to participation that the organiza-
tion receives is introduction to corporations 
and work sites through the CF. These introduc-
tions provide the organization with contacts 
to approach concerning corporate sponsorship 
and attendance at fundraising events. The staff 
person said that there is also potential for more 
networking between community organizations 
participating in the fund, but that this potential 
has not been fully realized because all of the 
CF’s beneficiaries are underresourced and net-

working entails additional work. 

To participate, the organization must contribute 
50 hours a year of work for the CF. The organiza-
tion usually receives about $12,000 as a result 
of that work. The interviewee, who acts as devel-
opment director for the agency, felt that this low 
amount of money for such a great amount of 
work “can be hard to rationalize,” since it takes 
10 to 12 hours to write a grant application that 
could bring in $50,000, and 15 to 20 hours to 
produce and send out a direct mail piece that 
raises $12,000. The development director also 
cited frustrations about the kind of work that dif-
ferent beneficiary organizations elect to take on, 
with some organizations doing the bare mini-
mum required and taking easy jobs like staffing 
tables at events instead of harder work like trying 
to get more companies to allow the CF into their 
campaigns. The organization participates in the 
CF because of its benefits to other organizations 
and the community. 

In the past, everyone on the staff put in two 
hours of work a year, and with a staff of over 20, 
it was very easy to comply with the CF’s require-
ments. When the organization had a fiscal crisis 
and had to cut its staff in half, the development 
director took on all of the work associated with 
the CF. In addition to the required 50 hours 
of work a year, the organization is required to 
submit a “very cumbersome” yearly report. An 
official said that “we understand that we have to 
file these reports with [the AF] because the city 
and state campaign require that information.” 
The organization is also required to pay dues to 
remain a member of the fund.

The development director thinks the group will 
continue to participate in the CF and said that 
it sticks with the CF because of its vision and 
strong commitment to a social justice mission. 
The changes the development director would 
like to see in the CF in the next five years are 
specific: the CF needs to develop a fundraising 
plan to sustain adequate staffing, it needs to 
increase funds raised in campaigns by 25 per-



cent, and it needs to find ways to create more 
visibility and name recognition for the fund. 
The development director noted that creating 
a development plan is “an absolute necessity” 
and that the CF and the money the organization 
receives from the fund will never grow without 
such a plan. When the CF was able to hire one 
more part-time staff person, there was an imme-
diate and recognizable boost in the fund’s work. 
The director said that “on the one hand, [the 
fund] has raised about $4 million over 20 years, 
but really, that’s not much money when distrib-
uted out.” A long-term fundraising committee is 
working on building the fund’s capacity to hire 
more staff because the CF has traditionally relied 
on a volunteer model, something that does not 
work well when the volunteers are staff of orga-
nizations already stretched too thin. 

The development director also said that when 
workplaces are choosing between inviting the 
United Way and the CF the workplaces see that 
the former has 700 members while the CF has 
about 30. The director felt that in order to be 
more appealing, the fund has to add more par-
ticipating agencies. In addition, the director said 
that potential workplaces want to know what the 
benefit is in allowing a CF to run a campaign. 
In the past, the CF has banked on workplaces 
accepting that a workplace giving campaign cre-
ates a new employee benefit. The director said 
that “unless you’re philanthropically inclined, I 
don’t think that most employees see that as a big 
benefit,” as they would a company gym or an 
additional flex day. The director noted that the 
fund needs to rethink what it is providing to the 
companies it is approaching and find ways to 
give more publicity and incentive to participat-
ing companies. At the end of the day, company 
management is asking, “What’s good for my 
company?”

One of the important questions raised in this 
interview is the impact of required work hours 
on small versus large organizations. As the 
interviewee pointed out, it is a relatively small 
burden to have a staff of 20 each do two hours of 

work over the course of the year, but it is a large 
burden to have one person in development do 
50 or more hours of work a year. Organizations 
with dedicated volunteer bases might consider 
having a group of volunteers do the required 
work hours for the organization, although this 
is sometimes not possible because many of the 
hours consist of serving on the organization’s 
board, something that requires a small number 
of volunteers working in a continuous way.

Case Study 5: Local Environmental Work

The fifth beneficiary interviewed does environ-
mental advocacy work in a specific geographic 
area and is funded by one Earth Share (ES) state 
affiliate. The money it receives from ES goes into 
its general operating fund. The amount the group 
receives from ES is a “pretty small portion” of its 
budget—probably one percent to 1.5 percent—
but the group said that the intangible benefits it 
receives from participation are just as important 
as the money. By participating, it gets to network 
with peers and organizations. 

The beneficiary saw its ES revenue as supple-
mentary income that it gets without much 
work. The revenue is also consistent, and the 
group hopes the revenue will continue to grow. 
It noted that 2001 was the exception to this 
rule— it was a very hard year to get money from 
anywhere because of the economy and 9/11—
but that funds have consistently been growing 
since then. According to the interviewee, when 
averaged, the group spends one to three hours 
a week doing work for ES. Compared to its 
primary other source of funding—foundations—
participating in ES is less stressful but more time 
consuming.

The group has participated in ES for about five 
years and was drawn to participation partially 
because of the money and partially because 
of the contacts it would gain. The interviewee 
anticipates that it will continue to participate. 
The group would like it if the national ES pulled 
its weight more in getting the local ES additional 
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access to workplaces. The group felt that its local 
ES “gave up some autonomy and funding to be 
part of this national group” but the group is “not 
seeing a return in their investment” as of the 
time of these research interviews. The local ES 
chapter was previously an autonomous funding 
organization, not associated with ES national.

The interviewee felt that the local ES is doing 
a good job of taking care of member groups, 
reaching new workplaces and strengthening 
current campaigns. Some things, however, are 
out of the funds’ hands and have to do with the 
ways that corporations manage their workplace 
giving. One workplace, that had previously 
been a good source of consistent revenue, used 
to have a set campaign season where all local 
funding groups were invited to participate. This 
workplace then shifted to a structure where 
everything was on the intranet and there was 
no particular time for a campaign season, and, 
as a result, ES has seen the revenues from that 
campaign plummet. Like the others, the inter-
viewee felt that employers must have some kind 
of incentive for maintaining good workplace 
campaigns. 

The group noted that the local ES’s major chal-
lenge lies in making itself more known in order 
to access more workplaces. The interviewee said 
that their fund has been doing a better job with 
this issue lately, teaching its beneficiaries how 
to talk to corporate employees about the work 
of their organization and of ES and developing 
common language to be used in talking about 
ES affiliates. 

The group is also challenged with processing 
many small donations. Some of the money 
raised is processed by the group’s ES affiliate, 
but some money is sent directly to the group on 
a monthly basis, which can place a burden on 
administrative staff, especially when the amount 
donated is relatively small. 

The interviewee acknowledged that the ES chap-
ter does a good job of working with member 

groups and trying to meet the needs of cam-
paign partners as best it can, given its limited 
resources. The fund is also doing a good job 
advocating for state funds within ES national, is 
doing a better job with materials creation, has 
become more marketing savvy and found pro-
bono assistance with fund promotions. 

Case Study 6: Significance of Workplace 
Fundraising for Larger Nonprofits

The final group works to prevent and eliminate 
sexual assault and participates in a fund devoted 
to women’s issues. It provides services, advocates 
for clients and raises awareness in the commu-
nity. Its budget is more than a million dollars, 
and it receives about 24 percent of its budget 
from its funding organization, although not all of 
the funds from the funder derive from workplace 
money. Much of the rest of this beneficiary’s 
funding comes from government money, which 
frequently has limitations and is often delayed 
due to reimbursement and other policies. The 
money it gets from its fund accounts for the 
majority of its unrestricted funds and arrives 
consistently. The group has participated in its AF 
for over 20 years, since the fund’s inception, and 
in fact, it was part of a coalition of groups that 
created the fund. The interviewee, the develop-
ment director for the organization, anticipates 
that it will continue to participate in its fund.

The group receives substantial nonmonetary 
benefits from its fund. Its fund provides staff 
development assistance in the form of training 
and also creates a variety of means to allow 
groups to network with each other, donors and 
potential donors. The group said that the AF’s 
board provides tremendous help in generating 
these benefits.

The group spends the equivalent of about a 
month every year doing work to maintain fund-
ing through their fund. The group said that 
generating money through its fund takes far less 
time than maintaining all of the documentation 
necessary for government money. To maintain 



membership, it must document all of its activi-
ties, provide all of its literature and generally 
document any work it did where funds from its 
AF were used. The group felt that this is impor-
tant since funders want to know, “If I give you 
this money, how will it be used to develop link-
ages throughout the community?” 

The development director noted that its fund 
needs to do a better job of developing linkages 
to ensure it is not perceived as a one-issue orga-
nization. Times have changed and the fund must 
adjust accordingly to stay relevant. 

The group also believes that the fund should 
train new executive directors. It thinks that its 
fund is out of touch with the communities that 
it is funding and should strive to understand 
new community needs and emerging popula-
tions and to value true diversity instead of just 
tokenizing. The fund’s board should be more 
reflective of the communities receiving funds, 
and both the board and volunteer base should 
become diversified in terms of economic class 
and race/ethnicity. The group wants the board, 
staff and volunteers of the 
fund to have a fuller under-
standing of the work that the 
group does and to be more 
involved in the group’s work. 
Otherwise, the fund will be 
viewed as an “upper middle-
class organization.”

General Themes

One advantage to participation that almost all 
beneficiaries interviewed mentioned was that 
the money they received from workplace giv-
ing was unrestricted money and could be used 
in whatever way the organization wished; a 
definite advantage since so much funding for 
nonprofits is project-specific. Many groups also 
mentioned that their workplace giving campaign 
provided them with funding for everyday needs, 
including maintenance and building repair and 
general operating support. 

The fact that so many organizations are grate-
ful to receive an amount of money equivalent 
to one to two percent of their budgets in unre-
stricted funds points to the continuing need 
for more unrestricted giving on the part of 
foundations—and a need to maintain and build 
the capacities of AFs to continue and expand 
their abilities to generate unrestricted funding 
through workplace donations.  Many also felt 
that the money was more predictable—a gener-
ally steady revenue that could be counted on 
every year—as opposed to foundation money, 
which tends to come and go. 

Some of the beneficiaries interviewed found the 
amount of work they had to do was somewhat 
more cumbersome in comparison with the 
amount of work required to get other sources 
of revenue. However, most organizations inter-
viewed also mentioned that it was more difficult 
for them to get revenue through traditional 
sources. They said this was because their work 
was less popular with foundations, which makes 
the extra effort of participating in an AF’s cam-
paign worthwhile (if not an absolute necessity) if 

they want access to charitable donations. 
There does not seem to be a strong base of pri-
vate foundations rushing in to help these AFs 
grow and become more significant revenue gen-
erators for social change organizations. Some of 
the funds interviewed are large and old enough 
that they have reached a critical mass of work-
place access, allowing them to hire enough staff, 
run successful campaigns, do effective media, 
messaging and outreach work. Others are still 
struggling through a difficult cycle of impedi-

... It was more difficult for them to get revenue through 
traditional sources. They said this was because their 
work was less popular with foundations, which makes 
the extra effort of participating in an AF’s campaign 
worthwhile (if not an absolute necessity) if they want 
access to charitable donations. 
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ments to growth: less AF funding leads to less 
staff, leading often to less time and resources to 
use on accessing new workplaces, promoting 
beneficiaries and messaging about the funds’ 
work. This leads, in turn. to less presence in 
workplaces and ends with little growth in rev-
enue for the fund or its beneficiaries.  

The potential of AFs to assist a broader range 
of social change nonprofits should be attrac-
tive to foundations interested in expanding 
and diversifying charitable giving modes and 
venues.  A program of investing seed capital in 
alternative funds to build or expand capacities, 
such as the Fund for Workplace Philanthropy 
sponsored by the National Alliance for Choice 
in Giving, should be an attractive investment 
vehicle for foundations themselves, using NACG 
as a re-granting intermediary to support AFs with 
expansion potentials.  

Notes:
1. History derived from APCF’s website: http://www.apcf.

org/. 

2. History derived from NBUF’s website: www.nbuf.org.

3. History derived from interview with Kevin Ronnie, former 

Field Director for the National Committee for Responsive 

Philanthropy in charge of NCRP’s in-the-field technical 

assistance to workplace funds and federations for over a 

decade. 

4. Cf. The Demographics of Charitable Giving (December 

2005) and The Generosity of Rich and Poor (April 2004) 

produced by the NewTithing Group, available at http://www.

newtithing.org/content/demographics_of_charitable_giving_

december05_report.pdf; also “Philanthropy in the American 

Economy: A Report by the Council of Economic Advisors” 

(http://clinton4.nara.gov/media/pdf/philanthropy.pdf).

5.  Giving at Work 2003 (National Committee for Responsive 

Philanthropy, 2003).

6.  As NCRP’s Giving at Work 2003 report (cf. pp. 9 and 11) 

noted, the proportion of charitable giving that is specifically 

attributable to workplace contributions is relatively small, 

probably less than $3 billion of the $260 billion total in 

charitable giving.  The United Way system claims that it 

generates well over $3 billion on its own, but a substantial 

and increasing portion of that is in large gifts from indi-

viduals and corporations and not from employees' paycheck 

deductions.  

7. According to the website of Earth Share (http://www.

earthshare.org/about_us/aboutus.html), “Earth Share…(is) a 

nationwide network of America’s leading non-profit environ-

mental and conservation organizations…(that) works to pro-

mote environmental education and charitable giving through 

workplace giving campaigns...Earth Share has state affiliates 

in 18 states, representing more than 400 community and 

state environmental organizations in addition to…national 

groups.”  Among Earth Share’s national member organiza-

tions are the Trust for Public Land, the Wilderness Society, 

the World Wildlife Fund, the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, the 

Land Trust Alliance, the Nature Conservancy, the Pesticide 

Action Network, and dozens of the most prominent environ-

mental activist organizations in the nation.  Despite citing 18 

states with state affiliates, there are 13 state affiliate mem-

bers, but one represents the entire New England multi-state 

region, and Earth Share also has a collaborative relationship 

with Earth Share of Arizona, though ESA is not an official 

Earth Share affiliate.  

8. NCRP studied the world of alternative funds in Giving 

at Work 2003 and distinguished “social action funds” from 

environmental funds, devoted largely to supporting activ-

ist environmental organizations, and racial/ethnic identity 

funds such as the Black United Funds.  The report described 

social action funds as workplace fundraising federations that 

“bring together diverse community-based charities that share 

a commitment to social-justice advocacy, citizen empower-

ment and policy reform aimed at addressing root causes 

of human and societal problems” (p. 28).  To a significant 

extent, these multipurpose funds have adopted the name 

“community shares”, and in the past couple of years, most 

have chosen to become members of Community Shares 

USA, which describes itself as “a collaborative fund raising 

organization that represents local and regional social justice 

oriented charities and women’s groups in corporate work-

place giving campaigns” (http://www.communitysharesusa.

org/faq.html).  CSUSA’s membership page lists 35 alternative 

funds, but within that list are three women’s funds, one fund 

devoted to Asian-American causes, and one specifically 

focused on children’s issues.  

9.  The National Black United Fund was founded in 1972 

to provide research, advocacy, and technical assistance for 

its 22 member funds that raise money in workplace payroll 

deduction campaigns to assist organizations serving African-

American communities and populations.  The history and 

membership of NBUF can be found at www.nbuf.org.  



10.  www.guidestar.com

11. The Power of Relationships: Northwest Ohio Community 

Shares, August 2004, http://www.ncrp.org/publications/

index.asp#Giving.

12.  Dollar figures throughout the report are not adjusted for 

inflation, since the organizations studied have different fis-

cal years, which makes it impossible to have a base year for 

calculating inflation-adjusted figures.

13.  While ABCD Low Cost Housing shares the same mail-

ing address and beginning of name as Action for Boston 

Community Development, ABCD Low Cost Housing has 

separate 990s, indicating that the organization is fiscally and 

legally distinct from ABCD itself.

14.  Because of the organization of data within the study, it 

was possible for the same organization to be listed multiple 

times if the same beneficiary was funded by more than one 

AF. This was done intentionally since most of the Earth Share 

groups are required to include both local and national orga-

nizations within their workplace campaigns, and we wanted 

to evaluate the amount of money going to local versus 

national organizations on a national level.

15.  Note that several organizations appear to have received 

more from their AF than they listed as their total budget, a 

misrepresentation that is probably due to the discrepancy 

between their fiscal year and their fund’s fiscal year.

16.  E-mail in 2005 from Sheila Consaul in response to an 

NCRP inquiry.

17.  In most cases, the local environmental funds are direct 

participants in Combined Federal Campaign efforts in their 

states, so the circumstance of national Earth Share raising 

money in a state federal campaign with the local environ-

mental fund not participating in the campaign and getting 

nothing is an anomaly.  

18.  It is worth noting that there may be significant differ-

ences among AFs regarding their ability to allow employers 

to “cherrypick” among AFs members regarding access to 

workplace campaigns.  It is possible that for some funds, 

there might not be the financial wherewithal to tell specific 

members that access to some workplaces would and could 

only be achieved without some members singled out and 

excluded.  It may also be a matter of ideology, that regard-

less of the economic consequences, the members of the 

fund cannot permit workplace access to be achieved at the 

price of the exclusion of one or more of their colleague 

beneficiary members.  Both sides of this picture have merit—

maintaining access to a workplace campaign to benefit the 

majority of an AF’s member organizations or standing firm 

with employers that it is all of the AF’s members or none.  

This reflects the truly consequential decision-making that 

AFs face in accessing workplace campaigns of employers 

that may harbor less than amicable perspectives about the 

programs and politics of some AF members.  
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