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Introduction-Philanthropy Ireland  

A key challenge for philanthropy in Ireland is the availability of quality data to both illustrate and understand the value of the sector’s 
contribution to civil society. When invited to participate in a pilot study with researchers from the Hauser Institute for Civil Society at 
Harvard Kennedy School, we recognised the opportunity to engage with a framework of international comparable standard to commence 
profiling the landscape of philanthropic giving in Ireland. 

The data emanating from the survey provides valuable insights for those engaged with the sector. From governance to financial
oversights, organisational focus to impact, the information provides a critical starting point for mapping the philanthropic field in Ireland. 
It provides opportunity for organisations to position themselves against the field, identifying areas of strength and opportunity.  When the 
country comparative data is available (end 2017), organisations will be in a position to benchmark against international fields.

It is our intention to build on this piece of  work, expanding the base of engagement and providing comparative information year on year. 
The aim is to generate country-level knowledge and help facilitate regional and global analysis of philanthropic institutions. It will 
complement other sources of data and information, contributing to a fuller picture and understanding of the sector. 

I would like to thank all respondents to the study, without whom we could not have completed our research. We 
value and recognise your time and contributions. I hope that you will recognise the benefit of a study of this nature 

and will continue to engage with us as we develop our model and work to further understand philanthropy in 
Ireland. 

The support from Trinity College Dublin has been crucial;  the expertise and insights, in addition to the practical

management of the data collection processes, made our engagement possible. In particular I would like to thank

Dr Gemma Donnelly-Cox for her commitment and perseverance to make this possible. 

Éilis Murray         
CEO Philanthropy Ireland
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Introduction- Trinity College, Dublin 

Dr. Gemma Donnelly-Cox
Trinity College Dublin

Comparative international studies put all their participants on the map.  In 1999, Freda Donoghue uncovered the Irish 
nonprofit sector and  positioned it amongst the sectors in 60 other countries in the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit
Sector Project.  In 2017, Eilis Murray has laid the groundwork for profiling Irish philanthropic institutions amongst the 
foundation sectors worldwide as they are mapped within Harvard University’s global analysis of philanthropic institutions.  

This global philanthropy research project provides the opportunity to identify, generate and collect  important country-level 
knowledge.  The first step in building valuable country level analyses is to describe the current practices within Irish 
philanthropic Institutions.  This slide pack is a ‘first cut’ at that, presenting a description 
Of the group of responding entities as a collective – their organisation and governance, 
financial resources and operational strategies. 

This image of the collective could not be created without individual respondents taking 
the time and effort to complete the study questionnaire.  Thank you!  

http://www.philanthropy.ie/


 

Composition of the Field Presented

The following slides will explore the findings from the survey conducted towards the end of 2016.  

Results will be presented under the following headings: 

1. Organisational Information

2. Governance and Employment

3. Financial Resources

4. Organisational Focus

5. Operational Strategies

6. Evaluation and Reporting
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Description of the Field
We invited 77 Foundations, Trusts and Benevolent Societies to complete the Institutional Philanthropy 
and Social Investment in Ireland Study (2016)

Out of the 77 organisations invited to participate, we received the following response rate:

▪ 8 declined

▪ 35 reviewed the survey

▪ 26 responded substantively

▪ 21 responded in full
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Organisational Information
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Organisational Information

8%

4%

8%

4%

12%

22%

22%

20%

Year of Establishment

Pre -1900

1900 - 1939

1940 - 1969

1970 - 1979

1980 - 1989

1990 - 1999

2000 - 2009

2010 - 2016

Year of Establishment
Of those surveyed, 44% of the 
organisations working today have 
been set up in the past 25 years. 

It is during this period that we find the 
establishment of those respondents 
representing corporate foundations, 
and also organisations concerned with 
promoting social innovation. 
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Organisational Information

Legal Form and Organisation Type. 

Independent 
Foundation 

Corporate Foundation
(Company-established)

Community 
Foundation

Family 
Foundation

Charitable Trust 6 1 1

Company Limited 
by guarantee and 
not having share 

capital

5 5 6

Other 2

Legal Form and Organisation Type
The below table shows the legal form of our respondents compared with 
organisation type.  
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Organisational Information
Publication of Information
The vast majority of organisations made 
their annual reports and/or audited 
financial statements available to the public.

Organisations that chose to share no 
information with the public are relying on 
‘income earned on an endowment’. 

Saying this, there were many examples of 
organisations gaining income from 
endowments who share annual reports and 
financial statements with the public.
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Governance & Employment
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Governance and Employment
Board Appointment

64%
12%

24%

Board Selection Process

Appointed

Elected

Both/Mix

25 of 26 responding organisations have formally 
constituted governing bodies. Of these 25, 16 have 
fixed terms of service.

16 out of a total of 25 organisations appoint their 
Boards.

The frequency of board meetings range from 2 to 12 
a year, with the average board meeting 6 times over 
a 12 month period.

The number of board members varies from 
organisation, with the range falling between 3 and 
22 members.
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Governance and Employment
Staff & Volunteers
396 staff members are employed within the 26 
responding organisations.  Organisation size range 
from zero paid employees to 250 employees. 

Volunteer numbers range from zero to 200 in the 
respondent organisations. The total number of 
volunteers dedicating their time in the 26 
responding organisations was 524. 

http://www.philanthropy.ie/


 

Financial Resources
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Financial Resources

44%

56%

Does your organisation have an 
endowment? (N=25)

Yes No

11%

89%

Value of Endowment (N=9)

€100,000- €500,000 €1M-€100M

Significance of Endowments in the Sector
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Financial Resources

€74,354,022 

€55,612,601 

€153,712,802 

Total Assets By Foundation Type

Community Corporate Independent

Assets
25% of respondents identified their principle 
source of assets as being received from: ‘a 
significant contribution from an individual or 
family that created an endowment’

Another 28% identified their principle source of 
assets as being from: ‘funds raised from multiple 
sources for a community.’ 

Other sources identified included: corporate 
funding, government funding, and investment 
income.
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Income & Expenditure 

Income Expenditure

€96,263,096 

€123,100,000 

ORGANISATION INCOME AND 
EXPENDITURE

Total income for responding organisations (n=24) €96.2M
Total expenditure for responding organisations (n=24) €123.1M

Income
Aggregated contributions from multiple 
sources for a community foundation, was 
identified most frequently as accounting for 
the largest proportion of income for 
organisations. 

http://www.philanthropy.ie/


 

Income & Expenditure 

Total income for responding organisations (n=24) €96.2M
Total expenditure for responding organisations (n=24) €123.1M

Expenditure
Looking at the expenditure trends of those 
organisations surveyed, the largest area of 
expenditure was grant-making. 

Administrative costs amounted to less than 
20% of total expenditure. 
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Patterns of Grant making in last fiscal year
Grant-making
The organisations surveyed made 3,127 grants 
between them over a twelve month period. 
The value of these grants totalled
€34M

The number of grants made per organisations 
varied from 1 to 813.

The largest single grant made was €5M. 
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Patterns of Grant making in last fiscal year

The majority of surveyed organisations 
indicated that their programme budget 
(i.e., financial resources allocated to 
the operation of own social 
programmes/ activities and/or financial 
support to third parties) will either 
remain the same or increase over the 
next year. 
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Organisational Focus Areas
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Focus Areas of Giving 

63%

22%

2% 5%

6%

As per survey categories (n=21)

Agriculture, fishing and forestry

Civil and human rights

Community development

Disaster response

Education – primary

Education – postsecondary

Health

Human services/social welfare

Philanthropy, np sector & volunteering

Social enterprise/entrepreneurship

Youth development

Breakdown of focus areas
Post-secondary education received 63% of 
the funds made available through grants, 
as can be seen from the accompanying 
chart. 

This was followed by health with 22% of 
the breakdown. 
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Focus Areas of Giving 
Focus Area

Total funding 

amount

Agriculture, fishing and forestry 252,896

Civil and human rights 114,006

Community Development 22,000

Disaster Response 150,000

Educations- primary 174,815

Education- post secondary 20,164,211

Health 7,034,754

Human services/ social welfare 556,022

Philanthropy, np sector & 

volunteering

1,580,000

Social enterprise/entrepreneurship 2,000,000

Youth Development 40,000

Grant-making and Focus Areas
The total amount allocated through grants by the 
survey’s respondents was €34,333,427.00

The actual figures recorded from the survey show 
in numbers, the extent of the philanthropic 
support education receives in comparison to other 
focus areas. The joined amount for education 
(primary, secondary, and post- secondary) is 
€20.3M. 

Further examination shows us, that even as social 
entrepreneurship becomes increasingly prevalent 
as a form of philanthropy in Ireland, and is the 
third largest recipient of funds, the amount of 
grants being given to social enterprise is notably 
less than those being received by education and 
health (the focus area receiving the most funding). 

The above table shows the main focus areas receiving funding.
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Focus Areas of Giving 
Total funding amount

Health, Welfare & Education of 

deprived children

911,618

Energy microfinance 96,804

Solidarity Education Projects in 

developing countries

125,000

Poverty Alleviation 70,000

Children’s Charity 200,000

Social and Community Welfare 1,493,315

Water and Sanitation 277,240

Training 80,000

Career Placements in Sector 160,000

Matched Giving 100,097

Elderly, Disabilities 52,055

Benevolent 357,000

Additional Nominated Categories (n=12)

Health Welfare & Education of deprived children Energy microfinance

Solidarity Education Projects in developing countries Poverty Alleviation

Children’s Charity Social and Community Welfare

Water and Sanitation Training

Career Placements in Sector Matched Giving

Elderly, Disabilities Benevolent The above table shows the additional focus areas receiving funding.
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Govt Priority Alignment by Foundation Type
Government Priorities and Alignment 
The majority of the organisations 
surveyed did not view themselves as 
aligning with Government priorities.

85% of organisations did identify as 
working in partnership with 
Government. 
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Govt Priority Alignment by Foundation Type
“Our key focus is to work with the 
government of the day, prompting job 
creation for the community, social 
enterprise and non profit sector.”

“We advocate 
with government 
and engage in 
discussions”

“We are a member of (x 
umbrella body), which seeks 
alignment & influence with 
government policy “

“There is not an intention either 
way, if organisations seek funding 
for effecting policy change and make 
a good case for it, we will fund it.”

“All our activities seek to 
influence government policy 
through informing the public 
sector about learning from 
practitioners and research.”

“We operate independently! We are driven by 
demand from our customers and so cannot target!”

“We recognise that private donors and philanthropists have 
a vital role to play in supporting the demonstration of good 
quality, cost-effective services to those in need. Government 
is best placed to sustain and scale services in the context of 
implementing national policy. We bring public and private 
interests together to achieve change and lasting impact that 
can be difficult, if not impossible, for either to achieve alone.”
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Beneficiaries, and Functional Areas Supported
Beneficiaries of Philanthropic Activity
The research has identified a number of 
functional areas that are beneficiaries of 
philanthropy in Ireland.

They are; people suffering from physical 
and mental illness, people with 
disabilities, people in poverty, families, 
and the elderly.  

It is important to note the 21 
respondents who answered the question 
in relation to beneficiaries, recognised 45 
beneficiary areas between them, 
highlighting the broad impact of each 
organisation’s work.

2

3

3

4

4

1

1

2

1

4

5

6

2

1

3

1

1

1

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

INFANTS AND YOUNG CHILDREN (0-3 YEARS OF AGE)

CHILDREN (4-12 YEARS OF AGE)

ADOLESCENTS (13-18 YEARS OF AGE)

ELDERLY

FAMILIES

WOMEN AND/OR GIRLS

LGBTQ PEOPLE

MINORITIES/ETHNIC COMMUNITIES

IMMIGRANTS/MIGRANTS/ASYLUM SEEKERS/REFUGEES

POVERTY AND EXTREME POVERTY (PEOPLE IN)

PHYSICAL AND/OR MENTAL ILLNESS (PEOPLE SUFFERING FROM)

DISABILITIES (PEOPLE WITH)

UNEMPLOYED PEOPLE

OFFENDERS/EXOFFENDERS

COMMUNITY

MEMBERS

DEMENTIA (PEOPLE WITH)

SOCIAL ENTERPRISES

Beneficiaries of Philanthropic Activity (n=21)
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Beneficiaries, and Functional Areas Supported
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Advocacy and awareness

Capital campaigns

Emergency/deficit funding

Operating support

Program/project support

Research

Functional Areas Supported (N=17) 

Functional Areas receiving financial support
When asked ‘If your organization provides financial support 
to other organizations, for which functional areas does it 
provide support?’, the most common areas that receive 
financial support are programme /project support, 
operating support, and research. 

The responses to this question highlight that individual 
organisations provide support to a variety of functional 
areas. 

Interestingly, the gap between the project support and 
operating support is possibly narrower than expected. 
Saying this, the results here do not take into consideration 
the ratio of funding being allocated to each functional area. 

The amount being granted to advocacy and awareness is 
also notable. 
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Operational Strategies
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Mechanisms to Conduct Philanthropy
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Mechanisms or Financial Instruments to Conduct Philanthropy 
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Never Infrequently Some of the time Most of the time Always

Mechanisms to conduct philanthropy
Grant aid is the predominant mechanism 
through which philanthropy is conducted.

Through the research we see an 
increasing prevalence  The use of loans, 
equity investments, and impact 
investments as mechanisms for 
philanthropy is notable, reflecting 
emerging trends in philanthropy. 
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Collaboration 
Engagement with peers 

The majority of organisations surveyed indicated that they 
interact and collaborate with their peers in the sector. 

Three methods of collaboration were identified: 

1. Peer learning (i.e. roundtables, knowledge exchange). 
2. Co-development and planning of projects/programme 

initiatives.
3. Co-funding of projects/programmes. 
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Collaboration 
Engagement with Government  
The majority of organisations surveyed indicated that they 
interact and collaborate with their peers in the sector. 

Three methods of collaboration were identified: 
1. Co-funding of projects/programmes
2. Co-development and planning of projects/programme 

initiatives.
3. Peer learning 

From those identifying a partnership with govt, a total of 
three highlighted govt as being their main source of income. 

Two organisations identified themselves as not aligning 
their work with government priorities and yet maintaining a 
partnership with Govt.

Two other organisations identified as aligning with govt 
priorities but not having a partnership with govt. 
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Evaluation and Reporting
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Evaluation Policies
Evaluation and assessment its philanthropic 
activities
15 organisations indicated that they have 
defined evaluation policies. The method of 
evaluation (internal or external) varied from 
organisation to organisation. 
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Conclusion 
The profile we have provided here, although consisting of a small number of respondents, is the first 
overview of philanthropy in Ireland, since the departure of The Atlantic Philanthropies and the One 
Foundation. This has also been a worthwhile exercise when we consider 11 of the 26 respondents were 
founded since 2000, and that the most relevant research prior to this study was conducted a decade ago.

Although the number of respondents to this research was less that 50% of those invited to partake, there 
is good insight into philanthropy in Ireland from the findings. The level of grant funding being allocated 
from a small amount of organisations is notable, with 18 granting-making organisations allocating €34.3M 
to a variety of causes. 

This research has also given insight into the focus areas of philanthropy in Ireland, and the breadth of 
activity of individual organisations. The financial mechanisms utilised indicate a good range of instruments 
being tested. The utilisation of defined evaluation policies by the majority of respondents indicates a 
proactive reflective approach to delivery

Overall, this research has shown that the Irish philanthropic foundation sector is small, but active and 
growing. Development of comparable data will add significant value for the sector.
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Conclusion 
▪ Value of Data Gathering, Analysis

Along with giving an overview of the field for practitioners, donors, policy makers, and those generally 
interested in philanthropy, research of this kind is of great value to individual foundations who are seeking 
to position themselves against the field. 

We hope that this knowledge will give individual foundations the opportunity to identify areas of strength, 
weakness, and gaps, and assist them as they do their work.

When Harvard publish their final report at the end of 2017, there will also be the opportunity to 
benchmark the work being done in this area in Ireland, against international examples. Philanthropy 
Ireland is very much looking forward to utilising this comparison to further inform our work, and continue 
to promote and develop philanthropy in Ireland.  
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