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Abstract: This article  provides a review of research into global philanthropy and the 

disruptive practices of new technology companies.  In this  article  we detail how “Big Tech” 

has created a new marketization of philanthropy, based on its sectoral values of innovation, 

entrepreneurialism and focus on financial and performance metrics. Consequently, we  argue 

for a new ontology of philanthropy that  acknowledges marketization as its guiding principle.  

The study examines and compares different market-focused, philanthropic paradigms, which 

have evolved through the business values of Big Tech and examines their moral motivations.  

The topic is viewed through the lens of ‘hybrid organizations’; a model for non-profit entities 

and social businesses which, in turn, are seeking a market-oriented pathway of balancing the 

twin demands of managing mission and money. A conceptual framework is then provided to 

inform practitioners in non-profit organizations about the issues and risks of engaging with 

the new types of philanthropy, to which we collectively refer as ‘disruptive philanthropy’.  

The article concludes by recommending further research into the ethics of Big Tech to 

understand the true motivations behind its philanthropic practices at a time when the sector is 

under intense governmental and media scrutiny. 

Key words:  corporate social responsibility; CSR; disruption; hybrid organization; 

philanthropy 
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INTRODUCTION 

Being digital is different. We are not waiting on any intervention. It is here. It is now. It is 

almost genetic in its nature, in that each generation will become more digital than the 

preceding one (Negroponte 1995, 231). 

 

Nicholas Negroponte, the digital visionary and founding director of MIT’s Media Lab, gave a 

foretaste in the mid-1990s of how the digital age would be one of permanent evolution across 

all fields. This study analyzes how the rapid growth of Big Tech companies (Reich 2015) 

since Negroponte’s forecast, has disrupted established approaches to philanthropy in three 

key areas. First, companies have sought to embed societal benefits in their value chains 

through adopting practices termed “blended value” (Bugg-Levine and Emerson 2011) and 

“shared value” (Porter and Kramer 2011). Second, the digital economy has given rise to new 

philanthropic paradigms which implant its business ethics and practices of being data-

focused, strategic-minded and results-oriented (Moody 2008; Goldman 2016)).  Third, 

entrepreneurs, such as Microsoft’s Bill Gates and Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg, have 

amassed fortunes and established philanthropic foundations at a much earlier age than their 

historical predecessors like Carnegie (Carnegie 2006) and Rockefeller. They have, however, 

been accused of “disruptive philanthropy” (Horvath and Powell 2016; Brakman Reiser 2017); 

that is, for being anti-democratic in replacing the public sphere with the scale of their giving. 

This study adopts the term “disruptive philanthropy” on a wider basis to include all the 

paradigms which have emerged through the digital economy and Big Tech, and examines 

their moral motivations.  Reich  (2015) defines Big Tech as the technology companies such 
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as  Google, Amazon and Apple who use their great power and resources to make the “free 

market” function on their behalf, dominating our economy and politics.  

 

The topic is viewed through the lens of “hybrid organizations”, a model for non-profit entities 

and social businesses which is an entrepreneurial and market-oriented pathway of balancing 

the twin demands of managing mission and money (Battilana and Dorado 2010).  Just like 

like non-profits organization hybrid organizations blur the boundaries of  the traditional for-

profit/non-profit divide by pursuing  social and environmental issues, but, in addtion, also 

prioritize generating income to accomplish their mission. In this sense they operate in a 

commercial framework (Haigh and Hoffman 2012). Further, this hybrid form of social 

entrepreneurship is creating a paradigm shift in the not-for-profit sector, as the trend is for 

new philanthropic organizations to be designed to embrace this new hybrid form (Dees  

2008).  

 

Big Tech has pioneered these new philanthropic models, which are hybrid in nature, as they 

obscure the boundaries between non-profit and commercial activities, For example, the 

founder of eBay, Pierre Omidyar, turned his philanthropic foundation into a limited liability 

company in 2003 in order to fund social projects with a non-profit grant or a for-profit 

investment,  whichever was likely to have the greater impact (Omidyar 2011).  Reflecting on 

this approach, Google decided to create Google.org as a for-profit philanthropic wing in 

2006, expressing an interest in funding projects that were more entrepreneurial and market-

based than traditional charitable ones (Wallace 2006;  Lim 2007). 
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This article provides a guide to non-profits about the issues and risks they need to consider if 

they adopt any of the philanthropic paradigms originating from the digital economy to 

transform into a more market-oriented hybrid organization. While the philanthropic practices 

inspired by the digital economy may appeal to hybrid organizations, the rapidly-changing 

perceptions of the ethics of Big Tech provide a global challenge for both theory and practice 

in evaluating and understanding the evolving risks of accepting its philanthropy and 

philanthropic paradigms. For the new paradigms to succeed, there is a requirement for an 

alignment of ethical and strategic interests between the donor and recipient (Letts et al. 1997; 

Bugg-Levine and Emerson 2011). In this article, interconnecting literature streams on the 

new paradigms and hybrid organizations are synthesized into a conceptual framework: first to 

enable non-profits to understand the characteristics sought by more market-oriented 

philanthropy and, second, to be cognizant of the ethical and operational risks of becoming a 

hybrid organization.  

 

The core argument is that Big Tech has created a new marketization of philanthropy, based 

on its sectoral values of innovation, entrepreneurialism and quantification through use of 

data. In this break with previous practices, marketization has been elevated to the key 

organizing principle, with all aspects of philanthropy being framed with reference to market. 

It follows that the established notions of philanthropy (Carroll 1979, 1991) have been 

rendered anachronistic for understanding, analyzing and engaging with this new environment, 

as there has been a paradigm shift towards using market forces to create social change (Dees 

2008).  The original assumptions underpinning Carroll’s “pyramid of corporate social 

responsibility” (1991) were that businesses followed their economic responsibility of making 

a profit, worked in accordance with the law and behaved ethically. The fourth layer of the 

pyramid was philanthropy, which can be thought of as “the icing on the cake”, with 
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businesses contributing in cash or kind to communities.  Carroll’s original intention was that 

the four characteristics, taken as a whole, defined the responsible business and while his 

moral principles may endure, it is argued that, contemporaneously, his pyramid is harder to 

apply when Big Tech blurs the lines between “economic” and “philanthropic” activities.       

 

This study aims to add to the understanding of the “disruptive philanthropy” paradigms for 

scholars, as well as for practitioners charged with raising funds in a more market-oriented 

environment (Eikenberry and Kluver 2004; Omidyar 2011). The study’s research questions 

are as follows:  

 

(1) What are the key characteristics of the new forms of philanthropy? and (2) How 

should practitioners and scholars conceptualize and respond to, and engage with, this 

new form of philanthropy? 

 

SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 

The study takes the form of a narrative, conceptual review, to present an elucidation of 

contemporary corporate philanthropy and CSR research, as well as what is known about the 

new paradigms of the 21st century. This mode of review is chosen as being suitable when 

attempting to link together studies on different topics, for the purpose of interconnection, as 

well as being a valuable, theory-building technique (Baumeister and Leary 1997). The aim is 

to use the review to tackle the emerging topic of new funding paradigms with the hope of 

developing a conceptual model to inform research and to help non-profits seeking funding 

(Webster and Watson 2002). The researchers are aware that a narrative review can be 
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affected by the reviewer’s subjectivity (Randolph 2009) but every measure was undertaken to 

take a constructive and balanced approach to building theory. The review focuses on inter-

connected literature streams concerning the new philanthropic paradigms and hybrid 

organizations, as follows:  

• Venture philanthropy: that is, encouraging foundations to use venture capital practices 

to strengthen the core capacity of beneficiaries (Letts et al. 1997).  

• Impact investing: investment strategies with financial returns and express social and 

environmental aims (Bugg-Levine and Emerson 2011; Omidyar 2011).  

• Shared value: policies and operating practices that enhance the competitiveness of a 

company while advancing economic and social conditions in the communities in 

which they operate (Porter and Kramer 2011). 

• Data philanthropy: private sector holders of ‘Big Data’ making it available for the 

public good (Kirkpatrick 2013; Stempeck 2014).   

• Hybrid organizations: those which manage the competing logics of “…the pursuit of 

the dual mission of financial sustainability and social purpose” (Battilana and Dorado 

2010). 

The range of literature searched presented extremes. For example, at the time of writing, a 

Boolean search of Google Scholar for “corporate social responsibility” yielded 523,000 

results, but for a combination of “data philanthropy” and “management”, only 297. Attempts 

were made to access material from peer-reviewed journals, rated 2*, and above, according to 

rankings from the Chartered Association of Business Schools Journal Guide. The emerging 

nature of the topic, however, means some of the literature on the newer paradigms is drawn 

from practitioner literature, and academic books.   
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After preliminary searches in Google Scholar, detailed searches were made in the business 

and management sections of academic databases JSTOR, EBSCO and ProQuest for articles 

rated 2* and above, using the search terms “corporate social responsibility”, “CSR” and 

“nonprofit”, and “non-profit” and “social business”. A similar process was repeated in 

business and management literature for “corporate philanthropy”, coupled with “nonprofit”, 

“non-profit” and “social business”, and a third search for “hybrid organization” and “hybrid 

organisation”.  The process yielded 44 articles for corporate social responsibility, 65 for 

corporate philanthropy and 38 for “hybrid organization”/ “hybrid organisation”, after 

screening for relevance.  

Two of the paradigms reviewed - “Venture Philanthropy” and “Impact Investing” - spring 

from single conceptual articles. A small body of empirical work surrounds each. The venture 

philanthropy article by Letts et al. (1997) had been cited 460 times, and Bugg-Levine and 

Emerson, 242 – indicating they have possibly prompted more discussion than action. By 

comparison, a separate search of Google Scholar, demonstrated that Porter and Kramer’s 

2011 article on “Creating Shared Value” had been cited nearly 9,800 times (as at time of 

writing on April 2nd, 2020). Articles on “shared value” were included in the review as the 

authors claim the concept has influenced digital companies like Google and IBM, and 

because of its dominance in current literature on CSR and corporate philanthropy Further 

searches were made of references and bibliographies in related works, as well as of Google 

and academic data bases. Data philanthropy is addressed in the context of examining the 

literature surrounding the philanthropic and CSR activities stemming from the large, 21st 

century digital corporations.  
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There was a clear gap in the business and management literature here surrounding 

contemporary philanthropic activity and related ethical issues - although it is anticipated that 

this will be a fast-moving area of research with, for example, controversy over Facebook 

allowing the political consultancy, Cambridge Analytica, to gain access to the data of tens of 

millions of the platform’s users without their permission, according to Rosenberg et al. 

(2018) in The New York Times.  To fill this apparent void, literature was also drawn from 

legal and data science journals and practitioner material. In all, 32 articles were selected on 

venture philanthropy, 12 on shared value, 13 on impact investing and 39 on digital 

philanthropy, including data philanthropy. In terms of digital philanthropy, the search 

centered on the conceptual and ethical issues and excluded new technologies which have 

impacted on philanthropy, such as crowd-funding. In total, this review is based on 244 

articles. 

 

FINDINGS 

Theoretical Framework 

The literature provides compelling arguments for non-profit entities wishing to consider 

becoming hybrid organizations, adopting a less-rigid definition of what is non-profit activity 

and what is commercial. Austin et al. (2006) argue that the distinction between social and 

commercial entrepreneurship is not dichotomous, but rather a continuum ranging from purely 

social to purely economic. They posit that charitable activity must reflect economic realities, 

while economic activity must generate social value. There are elements of symmetry with 

Silicon Valley’s “disruptive mantra” (Brakman Reiser 2017) and its desire for innovation 

(Schervish, et al. 2001; Moody 2008). While hybrid organizations are not perceived as 

disrupters in the non-profit sector, they have been described as “positive deviants”, acting as 
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institutional entrepreneurs, “changing the rules of the game for all organizations” (Haigh and 

Hoffman 2012).  

The definitions of a hybrid organization offered by the literature also echo the aspirations of 

the digital economy’s funding models, including venture philanthropy, impact investing and 

shared value. Holt and Littlewood (2015) describe hybrids as existing at the interface 

between for-profit and non-profit models, adopting a mission-driven business ethos while 

pursuing social or environmental goals. Battilana et al. (2012) contend that an “integrated 

hybrid model produces both social value and commercial revenue through a single unified 

strategy”. A shared link, however, is that they all confront the challenge of “competing 

logics” in “the pursuit of the dual mission of financial sustainability and social purpose” 

(Battilana and Dorado 2010).  

 

Along the continuum of social versus economic benefits, however, resides a series of 

challenges for hybrid organizations, ranging from tensions between mission and finances 

(Santos et al. 2015) which can lead to mission drift (Ebrahim et al.  2014; Cetindamar and 

Ozkazanc-Pan 2017) or revenue drift with measurement tools needed to evaluate both social 

and financial performance (Ponte et al. 2017). Equally, the challenges of balancing profit, and 

non-profit, logics can lead to concerns over organizational identity, generating confusion 

among staff and stakeholders.  Both Rawhouser et al. (2015) and Thomasson (2009) 

underscore how ambiguity of identity, borne of stakeholder confusion, can be a factor in 

mission drift. Jay (2013) says those who establish hybrid organizations have to navigate 

paradox to achieve an effective organization and be prepared to evolve a new identity.  
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Microfinance banks are cited as one of the highest-profile examples of hybrid organizations 

(Battilana and Dorado 2010). The concept was developed by the economics Nobel laureate 

Muhammad Yunus, who in 1976 founded the Grameen bank to give small loans without 

collateral to help entrepreneurs lift themselves out of poverty in Bangladesh (Yunus et al. 

2010). Stakeholders replace shareholders as the focus of value maximization. The authors 

note that established multinational companies have shown some CSR interest in the Grameen 

concept.  

 

There is some skepticism, however, that the companies support the “triple bottom line” of 

financial, social and environmental benefits (Elkington 1998). Yunus et al. (2010) conclude 

that “ultimately only one bottom line usually matters: financial profit”. Battilana and Dorado 

(2010) stress that there is no “ready-to-wear” model for dealing with the tensions this can 

cause. Their research into two microfinance organizations in Bolivia illustrates the disruptive 

effect of conflict between the competing demands of two logics – banking and social welfare. 

They recommend that to achieve sustainability, a novel hybrid organization needs to develop 

a common organizational identity which strikes a balance between the logics and prevents the 

emergence of sub-groups whose different identities emphasize the tensions. Accordingly, the 

literature on hybrid organizations provides a lens through which to assess the kinds of 

challenges which non-profits might encounter when entering a more market-oriented 

environment, working with donors, or funders, whose backgrounds are in a commercial 

culture.  

 

From “positive deviance” (Haigh and Hoffman 2012) to navigating paradox (Jay 2013), non-

profits face the management of significant cultural and operational challenges and, depending 
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on the model of philanthropy they embrace, have to discern whether their funder is only 

really interested in the financial bottom line (Yunus et al. 2010). It is clear from the literature 

that there is no single definition of “hybrid organization”. This article takes a synoptic view 

of hybrid organizations to incorporate the literature discussed above to provide the following 

understanding: The risks factors to be assessed by non-profits organizations that are 

considering a more market-oriented approach as a hybrid organization through engaging with 

the new disruptive philanthropic paradigms. 

 

Disruptive Philanthropy Defined 

Technology continues to drive disruptive change rapidly (Bughin and Van Zeebroeck 2017), 

with the next wave of technological developments encompassing, by way of example, 

driverless cars and the acceleration of the robotic replacement of jobs (McKinsey Global 

Institute 2013). As well as enabling new business models for companies like Amazon, Apple 

iTunes and Dell (Sosna et al. 2010), this literature review posits that the wealth created by 

high-growth technology companies, such as E-Bay, Microsoft and Google, has had a 

profound, but less-publicized, effect on the 21st century paradigms of philanthropy and 

corporate social responsibility, creating a more market-oriented approach.  It is inspired, in 

part, by a new genre of “entrepreneurial philanthropists”, like E-Bay founder Pierre Omidyar 

and Microsoft’s Bill Gates, who are not simply giving away their money but also want to 

invest their know-how, connections and reputation to achieve a high rate of social return 

(Harvey et al. 2011).  

 

The term “disruptive philanthropy” was originally applied to large-scale donors, including 

Bill Gates, by Horvath and Powell (2016). They argue that the scale of the giving has 
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changed the institutional environment surrounding philanthropy to the point that it risks 

eroding democracy. Rather than complementing the work of the state, they say “disruptive 

philanthropy” replaces the public sphere with private initiatives for special public purposes, 

dubbed by some as philanthro-capitalism (Bishop and Green 2009). Instead of plugging a gap 

in public spending, Horvath and Powell argue that such initiatives crowd out the public 

sector, reducing its legitimacy, replacing civic goals with narrower concerns about efficiency 

and markets. They believe that disruptive philanthropy seeks to shape civic values in the 

image of funders’ interests. This is an easier case to argue in a national setting, but more 

difficult in a transnational one where, for example, Bill Gates has been able to fund 

campaigns across borders to tackle diseases such as polio and malaria.  Brakman Reiser 

(2017) says the kinds of “for-profit” philanthropic structures adopted by Omidyar and the 

Chan-Zuckerberg Initiative offers flexibility, privacy and control for the founders – but fit the 

“disruptive mantra” which has driven much of Silicon Valley’s success. This study adopts a 

broader definition of “disruptive philanthropy” to include the range of paradigms which have 

evolved from Big Tech’s business practices.   

 

The Disruptive Paradigms 

The disruption of philanthropy by the digital economy can be tracked back to the dot.com 

boom of the 1990s when entrepreneurs encouraged foundations to use venture capital 

practices to strengthen the core capacity of their grantees in addition to funding charitable 

programs. (Letts et al 1997). It coincided with new thinking about how corporates and the 

non-profits sectors could work together to achieve greater social value – a concept referred to 

as a “blended value proposition” (BVP) by Emerson (2003). He stressed the need for a BVP 

which integrates, and affirms, the greatest maximization of social, environmental and 
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economic value within a single firm, whether for-profit or non-profit, coupled with the 

metrics and tracking systems to measure the progress of all three. In one of the most-cited 

articles on CSR, Porter and Kramer (2011) went a step farther, and put forward the idea of 

“shared value” – their “big idea” to persuade business to create economic value in a way 

which also generates value for society by addressing its needs and challenges. The authors 

contend that most companies remain stuck in a “social responsibility” mind-set in which 

societal issues are at the periphery, not the core.  As the century progresses, the concepts of 

impact investing (Bugg-Levine and Emerson 2011) emerges where social investors seek to 

recoup their funds at, or below, market rates. It is followed by data philanthropy, whereby 

donating, or sharing, data can be a corporate contribution to social programs or make policy-

making more effective (Kirkpatrick 2013). Humanitarian response to disasters, urban 

planning and academic research could all benefit from the sharing of large data sets by 

private enterprise (Stempeck 2014). As Table 1 illustrates, these concepts originate, and were 

published, in the United States. This new approach to philanthropy puts market-based 

solutions at its core; in this conception of philanthropy the metrics of finance were not seen as 

antithetical to philanthropy, but rather as integral to optimizing its success.  

 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

 

 

In terms of literature, the new paradigms suffer to a degree from “the liability of newness” in 

that the ideas spring from conceptual studies with limited empirical data to test and/or justify 

their theories. Each of the paradigms will be discussed in detail but, as the definitions in 

Table 1 detail, each brings a market-oriented approach to non-profits. A focus with the new 
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paradigms – specifically venture philanthropy and impact investing - is on increasing 

capacity in non-profits by avoiding “misguided frugality” (Dees 2012), which can undermine 

problem-solving efforts through opting for sacrifice rather than investment. Boards and staffs 

need to focus on building the capacity of their entire organizations, and not just implementing 

projects, if they are to have social impact (McKinsey & Company for Venture Philanthropy 

Partners 2003). This is a departure from previous ways of thinking about CSR and 

philanthropy – particularly the latter. 

It could be argued, however, that those two modes of funding enable non-profits ultimately to 

strengthen their own organizations and have a significant element of determination of their 

future direction. That is less the case with shared value and data philanthropy. Porter and 

Kramer (2011) urged businesses to re-invent capitalism by building societal needs into their 

value chains, providing a potential opportunity for non-profits to work with businesses, but 

with the emphasis on convincing for-profit businesses to change their ways of working. 

Organizations that wish to turn Big Data to social good, inevitably need to partner with 

businesses which have the data, technology and human expertise to carry out the analysis 

(Kirkpatrick 2013).  

Venture philanthropy 

 

The “new donors” of philanthropy, who emerged from Silicon Valley during the dot.com 

boom, were not content to write a cheque and let the money be invested and distributed by 

others (Frumkin 2003; Wagner 2002).  These new technology entrepreneurs felt “mainstream 

philanthropy” – predominantly from grant-giving foundations - failed to support innovation, 

build the infrastructure of non-profits or demand tangible results. The influential article by 

Letts et al. (1997) stirred the debate on bringing venture capital practices to the non-profit 
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sector. They identified a “serious problem for the non-profit sector: no-one is investing in 

non-profit organizational capacity.” Instead of just providing grants, the authors outlined the 

key elements of a venture capital approach, and urged adoption by grant-giving foundations. 

The comparisons of approaches are laid out in Table 2 below: 

 

 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 

 

 

 

The key contrast highlighted in the table is in the financial motivations which frame the 

venture capitalists’ approach towards a more active and directive engagement, in stark 

contrast to the more cautious and less interventionist approach of the grant-giving 

foundations. 

 

Letts and Ryan (2003) refined their venture philanthropy (VP) model into one called “high-

engagement philanthropy” defining a specific, coherent, longer-term approach where the 

funder believes that improving the performance of the non-profit organization is the best 

means of achieving their social goals. The three key elements are alignment of interests of the 

grantor and grantee, reliable grant money for seven years or more, and strategy coaching. 

Frumkin (2003) believes that improving non-profit strategy through management consulting 

is critical to lasting success of VP, along with new metrics to measure organization 

performance, referred to as “social return on investment.” Empirical data are limited on the 
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outcomes of venture philanthropy. However, those available do provide indicators to the 

mind-set of the venture philanthropist, which enables non-profits to understand the factors 

which might attract investment or the cultural clashes which such a relationship might 

present. 

An early investigation into the phenomenon of VP was carried out by Schervish et al. (2001), 

who conducted qualitative research with 28 “high-tech wealth holders”, and two of their 

spouses, about their involvement with “high-impact philanthropy”, including VP.  They 

defined a high-tech wealth holder as a person who “has made or is making the majority of his 

or her wealth from direct participation as an owner or a top executive with equity holdings in 

a high-tech business.” The donors were found to be “market conscious” and “knowledge 

based” applying their own, and others’, intellectual capital to meet the philanthropic need.  

They insisted on research and “due diligence” for the start of any new venture.  

 

Other skills and approaches they employed included strategic thinking, a belief in teamwork 

and partnering rather than competition, an optimistic view in the ability of the individual to 

make a difference, the application and development of human capital as the basis of solving 

society’s problems and a conviction that innovation and constant change are crucial to 

progress. The findings were echoed by Moody (2008) who conducted qualitative research 

with the practitioners and proponents of VP mainly in the Silicon Valley area of California.  

He found that many practitioners were seeking to build a new philanthropic culture. Some of 

the traits found among the “dot.commers and entrepreneurs” were being “data focused”, 

strategic minded, results oriented, comfortable with “charts and graphs and deadlines”. Other 

epithets included “very analytical” and “innovation junkies” who thought traditional grant-

making approaches were slow, inefficient and unproductive.  
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Mair and Hehenberger (2014) studied the interaction in Europe between the advocates of a 

traditional philanthropy model and those of a VP model. A key difference between traditional 

philanthropy and venture philanthropy was reciprocity. In the case of VP, the terms of 

“giving, receiving and returning” are made explicit. Even though VP investing is often solely 

based on grants, the investors were unapologetic about the fact that “gifts are not free”.  A 

principal difference between the models was that VP prescribed “investments” and hands-on 

involvement in the management of organizations carrying out social projects, whereas 

traditional philanthropy favored hands-off support of projects in the form of grant-making.   

Gordon (2014) conducted case studies of four UK foundations established by venture 

philanthropists to administer their funds, although their activities were primarily international 

and focused on Africa. An important element for the philanthropy teams was to know if the 

potential investee organization had the ambition, desire and capability to strive for the “big 

win”. Business rigor, and openness to change, feature as the key issues which non-profits 

need to embrace, based on empirical evidence from both sides of the Atlantic. It is clear from 

the selection process used by venture philanthropists, outlined by Gordon (2014) that non-

profit management entering this process would face the issues outlined by the analysis of 

hybrid organizations. The price to pay for building greater internal capacity could be a loss of 

control. While venture philanthropists potentially offer longer-term support than foundations, 

success could mean an eventual exit by the VP and a possible “takeover” by government or 

another body. The aims of both donor and recipient may be greater societal impact, but the 

cost could be loss of control for the original non-profit. 

Impact investing 
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Impact investing has emerged in the last 15 years as a way of providing capital for social 

programs, whereby investors seek to recoup their capital at, or below, market rates (Rangan 

et al. 2011). Like philanthropists, impact investors aim to achieve social goals (Brest and 

Born 2013). The term “impact investing” was coined in 2007 by the Monitor Institute in the 

United States – a social enterprise cum think tank – after the Rockefeller Foundation invited 

leaders in finance, philanthropy and development to discuss ways of building a global 

industry striving for investments with a positive social and environmental impact 

(Hӧchstädter and Scheck 2015). The architects of the concept say that, in reality, it builds on 

a tradition going back to Quakers in 17th century England who sought to align their 

investment and purchase decisions with their values (Bugg-Levine and Emerson 2011). Brest 

and Born (2013) argue that an investment has impact only if it increases the quantity or 

quality of an enterprise’s social outcome beyond what would have otherwise occurred. In 

other words, if impact investing leads to a better outcome than if the market had provided 

capital, then impact has been achieved. Brest and Born also state that social investors fall into 

two categories - “concessionary” or “non-concessionary”. Concessionary investors are 

willing to make some financial sacrifice by taking greater risk or accepting lower returns to 

achieve their goals. Non-concessionary investors are not willing to make a financial sacrifice, 

but their investments remain socially-motivated, and are often called mission-related. Impact 

investing has similarities with “shared value”, in as much as Bugg-Levine and Emerson 

(2011) argue that society can no longer waste capital and talent by organizing itself round the 

separate poles of financial return and social good. They coin the term “blended value” to 

indicate that activities are organized to seek both wealth and social justice.  

 

In carrying out an analysis of the meaning of impact investing, Hochstadter and Scheck 

(2015) acknowledge that there is limited academic literature on the topic, with the discourse 
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mainly driven by practitioners. However, Glanzel and Scheuerle (2016) provide empirical 

evidence of what they see as impediments to the emerging social impact investment field in 

Germany from the perspective of investors and social entrepreneurs. While impact investors 

can also provide supportive management expertise, their research found impact investing was 

not without conflict. They question where financial return can be achieved when addressing 

social problems. Both investors and investees saw insecure income models as a risk for 

taking up investment capital. Measuring social returns – beyond what might have occurred 

without the investment – was hard to assess. Finally, the approach of investors and investees 

were shaped by their own logics: investees by the social sector logic, while impact investors 

mostly followed the logic of commercial finance markets. 

 

Furthermore, Pierre Omidyar, the founder of eBay, defined himself as having been an impact 

investor as early as 2004 (Omidyar 2011), as he had created a philanthropic foundation after 

the flotation of eBay in the 1990s. For illustration, in 2004 he established a limited liability 

company called the Omidyar Network, to invest in businesses, or organizations, with a social 

purpose. A “hybrid approach” of blending for-profit and non-profit skills left the Omidyar 

Network free to make a grant or take an equity stake in a social-purpose company. Omidyar 

maintained that the market orientation allowed his Network to take greater risks, akin to 

venture capitalists who might get only two out of 10 investments right, but reap great rewards 

for the right risks.  A similar market-orientation approach was taken by fellow eBay veteran 

Jeff Skoll, who originally supported, and popularized, social entrepreneurship through his 

philanthropic Skoll Foundation, established in 1999 (Nee 2012). Skoll said there was a need 

for a new type of foundation – more flexible, with a long-term horizon and which understood 

what it was like to be an entrepreneur. That was counter to the traditional foundation which 

gave short-term funding, demanded a lot of plans and burdened the social entrepreneur with 
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detail. Skoll maintains he can make greater “social good” with a potential for-profit venture 

than by giving money away to an NGO in the same field.  

 

From the limited literature, impact investing appears to offer flexibility of opportunity for the 

socially-motivated investors – the ability to pursue their aims through non-profits or through 

for-profit businesses – depending on which they consider the most effective route. Non-

profits however, would need to exercise caution as to whether they could meet the 

expectations of impact investors, particularly if they were non-concessionary. The non-profit 

would need to consider, as highlighted by Glanzel and Scheuerle (2016), whether a financial 

return was realistic while countering a social problem. 

Shared value 

 

Dominant voices in the debate over the relationship between philanthropy, grant-giving 

foundations and business have been those of Porter and Kramer. A series of four articles in 

the Harvard Business Review between 1999 and 2011 has been cited, nearly 28,000 times 

according to Google Scholar on April 2nd, 2020. Their main agenda is creating value in new 

ways – using scarce philanthropic resources to their maximum potential.  In the series of 

articles, they cite large corporates as having adopted the practice already. While the authors 

weaken their case by not going into detailed case studies, they point to large technology 

companies like Google, IBM, Intel, Cisco and Microsoft, providing a starting point for 

organizations wishing to identify potential partners in a shared-value proposition. 
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  The authors’ initial perspective, in their 1999 article, “Philanthropy’s New Agenda: 

Creating Value”, was urging foundations to generate social benefits beyond the purchasing 

power of their grants, outlining four ways they could achieve it. However, it can be argued 

that their main message was a re-packaging of themes from Letts et al. (1997). The “four 

ways” included calling for foundations to select the best grantees, similar to the due diligence 

process of venture philanthropists. Porter and Kramer (1999) also argued that foundations 

could create more value if they became a fully-engaged partner of grant recipients, improving 

the effectiveness of their organizations. Again, there are echoes here of venture 

philanthropists’ desires to improve core capacity in the organizations they support. Porter and 

Kramer urged foundations to create value by “signaling other funders” – in, other words, 

attracting other donors to the causes they support. This reflects the key role of the venture 

capitalist helping a business to find other funders, particularly prior to exit. The fourth 

entreaty was to advance the state of knowledge and practice by funding research and 

systematic progression of projects. Additionally, the authors make clear that, as with 

business, that strategy in “giving”, depends on choosing a unique position, and not being all 

things to all people. Every major activity of a foundation must be tailored to its positioning. It 

could be argued that this knowledge is as important to a grantee as a grantor, in terms of 

identifying a donor whose interests are aligned with the recipient. 

 

In their second article, “The Competitive Advantage of Corporate Philanthropy”, Porter and 

Kramer (2002) sought to debunk the “myth” of strategic philanthropy by companies. They 

maintained that much activity passed off as strategic was, in fact, public relations, advertising 

or brand promotion. The core of their argument is that in a world of open, knowledge-based 

competition, companies do not function in isolation from society around them, and for 

corporate giving to be truly strategic, it has to deliver benefits for both the business and the 
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society, and do so to positive commercial effect. The theme of “shared value” is developed 

farther in the third article, “Strategy and Society: The Link between Competitive Advantage 

and Corporate Social Responsibility” (Porter and Kramer 2006). Again, the authors advocate 

that the essential test that should guide CSR is not whether a cause is worthy but whether it 

presents “an opportunity to create shared value, creating a benefit for society while being 

valuable for the business.”   

 

Their articles culminate in “Creating Shared Value. How to reinvent capitalism – and unleash 

a wave of innovation and growth” (Porter and Kramer 2011) which seeks to redefine value 

creation from short-term financial performance to creating economic value while also 

addressing society’s needs. The study posits that most companies are stuck in a “social 

responsibility” mind-set where societal issues are at the periphery, not the core. The authors 

claim “shared value” is not social responsibility, philanthropy, or even sustainability, but a 

new way to achieve economic success, by “expanding the total pool of economic and social 

value.” Businesses are urged to find the benefits by re-examining their value chains. An 

example is cited within energy use and logistics, where the British retailer Marks and Spencer 

stopped the purchase of supplies from one hemisphere to ship to another, reducing carbon 

emissions significantly, but also saving the business up to £175 million a year.  

 

While the articles are conceptual, they underscore that from foundations, to corporate 

philanthropy and CSR, the potential biggest gains are from philanthropic funds used 

strategically which, in the case of businesses, is giving which enhances their value chains 

while bringing optimal benefits to society. This has important implications for any non-profit 
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seeking philanthropic funding in terms of understanding which donors might derive an 

opportunity for shared value from their cause.  

 

Although Porter and Kramer’s shared-value concept is widely cited in the literature, it is also 

met with skepticism. For example, Dembek et al. (2016) examine in their literature review 

whether “shared value” is a theoretical concept or just a “management buzzword”.  They 

conclude that it is unlikely any social problems will be solved through shared value, but it 

may be possible to use it to address some unmet needs. They posit that shared value as a 

theoretical concept is at a nascent stage and needs clearer definition before it can avoid the 

accusation of being a buzzword. Others are critical of its originality. Crane et al. (2014) 

accuse Porter and Kramer of being simplistic in their view of the trade-offs which businesses 

have to make between economic and social goals. In addition, shared value is seen as 

ignoring earlier ideas of reconceiving products and markets through creating partnerships or 

hybrid organizations, like microfinance, or social enterprises. However, Pfitzer et al. (2013) 

studied more than 30 companies which, they said, had innovated to create social benefits and 

business value. They were embedding a social mission in a corporate culture – and in many 

cases co-creating with external stakeholders, including universities, NGOs and governments. 

The examples cited, however, were big companies like Dow Chemicals, Nestlé, Novartis, 

Mars and Intel. It is clear the onus is on corporates to create shared value, bringing in other 

stakeholders as required.  

 

For a non-profit or charity seeking funding, depending on possible participation in a “shared 

value” project would be high risk as a mechanism for achieving philanthropic support. The 

examples cited by Porter and Kramer are from large businesses. Persuading them to adjust 
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their value chains would be a complex process, requiring a great exposure to risk by the 

company concerned beyond a conventional philanthropic donation. Therefore, it is a 

mechanism realistically more viable when a company has mapped out a strategic direction 

which involves embedding a social mission and is seeking other stakeholders. It is a 

paradigm of which non-profits need to be aware, in case an appropriate opportunity arises, 

but realistically not one easily initiated from outside a company. 

Data philanthropy (Information as philanthropic currency)  

 

Facebook exemplifies both the risks and the benefits of “data philanthropy” – a term coined 

to describe the use of private sector data for socially-beneficial purposes (Lev-Aretz 2019). 

The unauthorized use of personal data from the social media platform to target potential 

voters in the 2016 U.S. presidential election prompted an international legal and ethical 

debate. The data had originally been obtained for research purposes (Rosenberg et al. 2018).     

By comparison, in 2017 Facebook launched its “Disaster Maps” initiative, as part of its “Data 

for Good” program, to share real-time information with response teams dealing with natural 

disasters. By April, 2020, Facebook’s Disaster Maps website said responders had used the 

data in more than 100 disasters globally to assess whether communities had access to power 

and cellular networks and which services and supplies they need most.  

 

In the digital age, data have become a powerful currency of both CSR and corporate 

philanthropy, with companies like Google, Facebook, Apple and eBay amassing more data 

about people and their behavior, health, markets and networks than many governments 

(Shkabatur 2019).   To deal with the challenges which this presents, a new branch of ethics – 

data ethics – has emerged (Floridi and Taddeo 2016). They point out that even if donated data 
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are anonymized, individuals could be “re-identified” through data mining, data-linking, data 

merging and re-use of large data sets. “Group privacy” may also be at stake, where the 

identification of types of individuals may lead to group discrimination like ageism, ethnicism 

or sexism. Facebook emphasizes on its Disaster Maps website that it only uses “de-

identified” information and takes steps to stop it being “re-identified”. However,  non-profits 

seeking to acquire data will have to navigate the “moral ambiguity” (Taddeo 2017) of 

whether data philanthropy is more likely to foster morally good outcomes, like societal and 

individual welfare, scientific progress and good governance, as opposed to negative ones.  

 

Data are also “porous”, in that they can be accessed across borders and create security 

concerns. The case of Google’s withdrawal from the mainland Chinese market in 2010 raises 

the moral question of how data can be compromised. Google withdrew after what it described 

as a “highly sophisticated and targeted attack” by the Chinese government attempting to 

access the email accounts of human rights activists (Tan and Tan 2012). Indeed, Google, 

Yahoo! and Microsoft all stood accused of absolving themselves of moral responsibility by 

initially agreeing to censorship in order to do business in China (Dann and Haddow 2008). 

For a non-profit seeking use of data philanthropy, it also raises the concern of whether large, 

digital companies will compromise ethics in pursuit of profit, if the commercial gain is 

deemed big enough. Stempeck (2014) urges that companies need to think about who would 

be harmed by the release of data before making information available. Of course this puts a 

potentially rich new resource in the hands of data holders – but has the potential to cause 

confusion as to what is purely commercial, when it is enlightened self-interest (Smith 2003) 

and when it is fulfilling a purely philanthropic or CSR role. An ethical issue with data 

philanthropy for non-profits and hybrid organizations is whether it creates a dependence on 
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the donor for use of technology and expertise to access it – analogous to how technology 

companies offer free or discounted software for use by non-profits. 

 

Amid the legal debate about the efficacy of “data philanthropy”, a solution has been proffered 

over how to ensure ethical management of user data. Shkabatur (2019) challenges current 

regulatory approaches and calls for a “global data commons” where any private company 

which operates an online platform collecting and processing its users’ data should be 

encouraged to take part in the data commons regime. The “global data commons” would be 

responsibly managed in a manner which would contribute to the business models of the 

platform companies and to large societal objectives. The proposal amplifies a suggestion 

made earlier when the concept of data philanthropy was first mooted. In 2009, the United 

Nations’ secretary-general set up the Global Pulse initiative to find out whether “Big Data” 

and real-time analytics could make policy-making more agile and effective (Kirkpatrick 

2013). The director of the UN initiative, Robert Kirkpatrick, believed it was an effective way 

of using data from mobile networks, social media and online forums to safeguard vulnerable 

populations by the early tracking of the spread of health epidemics, changes in food prices, 

inflation and employment levels. He envisioned a time when the private sector contributed to 

a “real-time data common” with the potential to achieve “massive social impact”. 

Nevertheless, there is a highly commercialized digital environment, with a market logic as its 

organizing principle,   which has resulted in Big Tech companies being the most important 

repositories for large-scale user data,. Legal arguments also endure as to whether private 

sector organizations have the right to offer customer data for re-use, even if anonymized. For 

example, Lev-Aretz (2019) acknowledges that socially-beneficially use of data has enormous 

potential, however she also raises the question whether data collected from the owner for a 

specific purpose can legally be donated for another purpose? Is the data collector legally the 
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owner? Further, the term “philanthropy” is described as “odd” in the context, as data can be 

offered for re-use at minimal, or no, cost with no practical limit, compared with other forms 

of philanthropy comprising money, tangible gifts or services.  

 

 

  Facebook amply illustrates that data can be used as a force for good but provides a 

salutary lesson of what can happen if security over user privacy is not managed scrupulously. 

For smaller non-profits, there are likely to be ethical risks in managing third-party data which 

would require the support of the data donor. If that were a large technology company, a non-

profit would need to assess whether it was binding itself to the donor indefinitely as a source 

not only of data but also of the technology and resource to manage it. At the very least, before 

potentially creating a hybrid organization with the donor, there would need to be a deep 

understanding of its ethical stand, whether interests were truly aligned, or the donor’s interest 

simply a vehicle for its own strategic advancement. 

 

 Disruption of Ethics in the Digital Age 

Negroponte’s vision of the digital age bringing “irrevocable and unstoppable” change across 

all fields (Negroponte 1995, 231) seemingly applied at first to philanthropic models 

emanating from the working practices of Big Tech. A later development was the fast-

changing perception of the ethics of Big Tech. At the beginning of the 21st century, their 

moral motivations were favorably regarded, to the extent that they were able to “wear a 

Teflon mantle that keeps social issues from sticking to them” (Krumsiek 2003).  As 

Krumsiek expressed it: “Microsoft has yet to kill any whales.”  The limited academic 

literature on the CSR and philanthropic activities of the large digital companies has since 
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been overshadowed by headlines about wide-scale tax avoidance (Lanis and Richardson 

2015), being prepared to accept censorship in China (Dann and Haddow 2008; Tan and Tan 

2012) and unsanctioned use of private user data from Facebook during the 2016 U.S. 

presidential election campaign (Rosenberg, Confessore, and Cadwalladr 2018). Now their 

own technology is being employed to disrupt their businesses, with companies like Facebook 

and Twitter struggling to get to grips with their platforms being used extensively by 

governments and malicious actors for “computational propaganda” -  the use of algorithms, 

automation and human curation to purposely manage and distribute misleading information 

over social networks (Woolley and Howard 2018). 

While Porter and Kramer (2011) advocate companies creating “shared value” to further 

society’s needs, the literature presents a strong case for non-profits to assess carefully 

whether they have “shared values” with donors from the digital domain, particularly if they 

seek to achieve success in creating a hybrid organization.  A key test needs to be alignment of 

ethical, as well as strategic, interests (Bugg-Levine and Emerson 2011; Letts et al. 1997) and 

trust and transparency, particularly when sharing knowledge in data philanthropy (Floridi and 

Taddeo, 2016; Taddeo 2017). Ironically, if Big Tech companies adopt a hybrid approach for 

their own activities, there are indications it can lead to a lack of transparency. Google.org, the 

search company’s charitable wing, is cited as an example of how a hybrid philanthropic 

structure provides it with the freedoms to use market mechanisms to further its aims, if 

necessary through political means (Lim 2007) but does not enforce the same legal 

requirement for accountability and transparency which would normally apply to commercial 

or political activities by non-profits (Rana 2008). Under those circumstances, an investee or 

partner non-profit might be left wondering where the true division lies between Google.org 

and the Google commercial entity. 
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In re-defining philanthropy, the influence of Big Tech would appear to have removed the 

consensus which saw corporate philanthropy and corporate social responsibility defined 

through the views of Carroll (1979; 1991) for the last 20 years of the 20th century. He argued 

that for a definition of corporate social responsibility to fully address the entire range of 

obligations to society it must embody economic, legal, ethical and discretionary categories of 

business performance. The primary responsibility was economic – to make goods which 

customers wanted and sell them at a profit. He believed that a business needed to act ethically 

within the laws and regulations which society expected. Only then could it address the 

“discretionary” social roles like CSR which were “not mandated, not required by law and not 

even generally expected of business in an ethical sense.”  In re-visiting his 1979 work, 

Carroll (2016) acknowledges that philanthropy, or business giving, is now an unremarkable 

expectation of the public and reflects that while there  sometimes an altruistic motive for the 

giving, it is conducted  mainly to enhance, or augment, the company’s reputation; that is not 

for self-sacrificing reasons. Carroll contends that his “pyramid” remains a sustainable 

stakeholder framework and should be taken as a unified whole – with the four constituent 

elements not seen sequentially or as a hierarchy. In this study we  argue that his view may 

hold good for traditional service or manufacturing industries, however it  does not address the 

detailed alignment of interests required between a Big Tech funder and a mission-driven, 

non-profit organization, particularly if their operational activities become enmeshed through 

paradigms, such as shared value or data philanthropy. 

 

Accordingly, non-profits engaging with philanthropy from Big Tech need to be mindful 

whether alignment of interest is transitory or illusory, lasting only as long as it brings 

financial benefit to the Big Tech company. The recent breaches in Big Tech’s “Teflon 

coating” could arguably put pressure on them to increase philanthropic expenditure to 
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improve their reputations, traditionally a tactic of industries like alcohol and tobacco which 

have to atone for what is seen as socially-irresponsible behavior (Brammer and Millington 

2005). Again, the question needs to be asked whether their alignment can be considered long-

term. It is noticeable that Microsoft Philanthropies was established in 2015 – 15 years after 

the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, and after the adverse publicity over tax avoidance. 

For non-profits, however, seeking support from a new philanthropic culture inspired by 

digital wealth, they have to understand the rationale driving such funders, and be assured that 

the hybrid approach to mission and money leads to a greater increase in social benefit overall, 

rather than a sacrifice of social benefit to increase commercial profits, as highlighted by 

Yunus et al. (2010). An assessment needs to be made whether the aim is akin to shared value 

or more a reversion to the hard-line view expressed by economist Milton Friedman in his 

1962 book, “Capitalism and Freedom”, that there was “one and only one social responsibility 

of business – to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits…” 

(Friedman 1962). 

 

In the 21st century, the approach of technology companies could be considered in line with a 

general trend, which points to corporate philanthropy growing more strategic over time as 

opposed to altruistic (Carroll 2016; Maas and Liket 2007). Companies hope to provide 

strategic philanthropy by finding synergies between organizational core competencies and 

resources to achieve both organizational and social benefits (Thorne McAlister and Ferrell 

2002). In other words, the philanthropy is not just about donating money – but linking the 

organization’s core skills, and unique ability, in order to benefit society (Bruch and Walter 

2005). This, however, emphasizes the need for transparency about a company’s ultimate 

aims, so a mission-driven partner in a hybrid venture has a clear understanding of the 

funder’s strategic intent. Ultimately, if Negroponte’s prophecy runs its course, the Big Tech 
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companies will find themselves disrupted – by new business models or government 

regulation. Non-profits need to be sure that if Big Tech profits tumble, the specter of 

Friedman is not the image awaiting them. 

 

 

Conceptual Model: Market-orientation for Non-profit Organizations 

While the empirical evidence of the effects of new paradigms of CSR and philanthropy is 

limited, it is clear that non-profit organizations need to have an understanding of how giving 

inspired by “digital wealth” is becoming more strategic, market-oriented, and fueling a 

growth in the number of hybrid organizations. For non-profits seeking hybrid engagement 

with the “new donors” created by digital wealth, the challenge is understanding the factors 

which attract funders, counterbalanced with the risks and challenges involved in managing 

the relationship. From the literature, a three-step conceptual framework has been devised to 

guide the process for non-profits, displayed in Table 3 below.  

 

INSERT TABLE 3 

 

 

Step 1 invokes the logic of Austin et al. (2006) that the distinction between social and 

commercial entrepreneurship is not dichotomous, but on a continuum ranging from purely 

social to purely economic. While the two characteristics must co-exist, the non-profit needs 

to weigh its tolerance to the level of market-orientation it is prepared to accept, with an 

understanding of how that can affect its level of control and culture. A need for increased 
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core capacity could point to venture philanthropy and impact investing, but with an 

understanding outlined by Mair and Hehenberger (2014) that “gifts are not free” and that the 

recipient of funding will be sufficiently entrepreneurial to make the money work hard. While 

empirical evidence on data philanthropy is not available in the literature, Taddeo (2017) leads 

to a wider point for all philanthropy recipients: understanding that there is no “moral 

ambiguity” of purpose between the giver and the receiver.  

 

Step 2 clearly lays out the common factors which the “new donors” of venture philanthropy 

and impact investing seek in their grantees or investees – inspired by the traits of actors in the 

digital economy. A key requirement is alignment of interests (Letts and Ryan 2003) with 

recipients prepared to accept strategy coaching and support over a long-time horizon of seven 

years, or more. This builds on the thinking of Porter and Kramer (1999) that foundations can 

create more value with a fully-engaged partner. Being “data focused” and analytical is a 

recurring theme (Goldman 2016; Letts et al. 1997; Moody 2008). Impact investors, in 

particular, are looking for entrepeneurialism (Brest and Born 2013) in their search for a social 

outcome beyond what would have occurred with capital provided purely by the market. The 

“new donors”are also “innovation junkies” (Moody 2008)  and “market conscious” 

(Schervish et al. 2001). They  seek investee organizations prepared to strive for a “big win” 

(Gordon 2014), which supports the view of Porter and Kramer (1999) that donors need to 

find a unique position to maximize impact. 

 

Step 3 highlights the risks which have to be managed by non-profits seeking to advance their 

mission by creating a hybrid organization – applicable when dealing with the kinds of 

strategically-focused donors created by the digital economy. It is clear from the literature that 
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tensions can occur with the creation of an entrepreneurial hybrid organization which has a 

dual mission of financial sustainability and social purpose, known as “competing logics” 

(Battilana and Dorado 2010).  These broadly fall into two categories – the tensions between 

the two cultures of mission and money when a non-profit takes a more market-oriented 

approach, and the issues surrounding clarity over the identity of the organization to internal 

and external stakeholders. Non-profits wishing to adopt a more market-oriented approach 

need to balance carefully the competing tension between mission and finances to avoid 

mission drift (Ebrahim et al. 2014; Santos et al. 2015) or its counterpart of revenue drift 

(Ponte et al. 2017). The other main challenge is to ensure that staff and other stakeholders 

understand the identity of the hybrid organization. As outlined by Jay (2013), those who 

establish hybrid organizations have to navigate paradox and be prepared to evolve a new 

organizational identity which embraces both the cultures of mission and money.  

 

 

Implications for Theory and Practice 

This article has outlined the changing nature of philanthropy in the past quarter of a century, 

with new paradigms influenced by the commercial values of Big Tech and the digital 

economy.  For scholars of corporate philanthropy it denotes a further progression from the 

rigid views of Friedman that a firm’s only obligation was to increase its profits (Friedman 

1962) through the views of Carroll (1979; 1991) that corporate philanthropy could only take 

place after a company had fulfilled its economic, legal and ethical obligations to society.  

 

 A new ontology of philanthropy has been outlined where the boundaries between 

commercial activity and philanthropic activity are less clear, as demonstrated by Google.org 
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and the Omidyar Network. As Carroll (2016) acknowledges, this coincides with business 

giving being an everyday expectation of the public. In turn, non-profits can undertake 

commercial activities to achieve social impact through hybrid organizations which seek to 

balance mission and money.  

 

For practitioners, the key to understanding the new philanthropies from the digital economy 

is that they reward activity which emulates the business values of Big Tech: innovation, 

entrepreneurialism and a focus on performance data. For non-profit organizations interested 

in pursuing funding from Big Tech or the digital economy, the new paradigms are clearly 

defined, with risks and benefits outlined. The risks of engaging with funding from the digital 

economy are synthesized into a conceptual framework, along with the risk factors associated 

with managing a hybrid organization in order to achieve a more market-oriented approach to 

achieving social impact.  

 

The implications for practitioners are that hybrid organizations, with their commercial values, 

are not a fleeting development but rather represent a paradigm shift in the practice and 

understanding of philanthropy in the 21st century. Practitioners, therefore, need to understand 

fully this new paradigm of philanthropy.  

Conclusion  

This study has answered the research questions by identifying the key characteristics of the 

new forms of philanthropy, demonstrating how practitioners and scholars might engage with 

them. By implanting the values of the digital economy, Big Tech has changed the nature of 

corporate philanthropy and corporate social responsibility to create what we have termed 

collectively “disruptive philanthropy”. As demonstrated in the conceptual model, the primary 
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issue for not-profits considering embracing any of the disruptive philanthropies is 

understanding whether its values are clearly aligned with those of funders so there is no 

“moral ambiguity” in the relationship. The paradox which needs to be managed is 

understanding where the real benefits lie when, within the new ontology, companies blur the 

boundaries between corporate giving and business benefits, raising concerns that “gifts are 

not free” (Mair and Hehenberger 2014).  

Recommendations derived from this study include further research to understand whether 

new codes of governance are feasible to ensure transparency between Big Tech’s 

philanthropic and business benefits, particularly when a social mission is claimed to be in its 

value chain. In addition, more exploration is required into whether there are changing levels 

of philanthropy by Big Tech companies like Facebook and Google as the sector comes under 

intense governmental and media scrutiny.  
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DISRUPTIVE PHILANTHROPY: TABLES & DIAGRAM 

 

TABLE 1 

 

 

21st century paradigms of philanthropic support for mission-driven organizations 

Paradigm Definition  Publication 

Venture Philanthropy (Letts et al. 

1997) 

Encouraging foundations to 

use venture capital practices to 

strengthen the core capacity of 

their grantees as well as 

funding charitable 

programmes. 

Harvard Business 

Review 

Impact Investing (Bugg-Levine 

and Emerson 2011) 

Investment strategies that 

bring financial returns while 

intentionally improving social 

and environmental conditions. 

Innovations (MIT Press) 

Shared Value (Porter and Kramer 

2011) 

Re-inventing capitalism by 

combining value creation with 

meeting societal needs. 

Harvard Business 

Review 

Data Philanthropy (Kirkpatrick 

2013; Stempeck 2014) 

Private sector holders of “Big 

Data” make it available for the 

public good. 

Harvard Business 

Review 
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TABLE 2 

Table 1: Source: Baker, N., 

author. 
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                                           Comparative Approaches  

Venture capitalist Foundation 

Risk Management: Calculate chances of success 

before investing. 

Financial risks far less likely to 

be of concern, with foundation 

unlikely to be held account over 

performance of grantees. 

Performance measures: Agreed metrics to gauge 

performance.  

Focus on short-term programme 

success with no support for long-

term capacity in grantee 

organizations.  

Closeness of relationship: Board involvement and 

mentoring of management. 

Arm’s length involvement with 

grantee organizations. 

Amount of funding: Venture investors help raise 

funding for next stage of growth. 

Non-profits “undercapitalized” 

by grantors and “starved” of 

general operating support. 

Length of relationship: Five to seven years, and 

possibly longer. 

Between one and three years. 

The Exit: The venture investor exits when it has 

steered the organization to a viable future. 

Non-profits face time-consuming 

search for funds when foundation 

funding runs out. 

Table 2: Adapted from Letts et al. (1997).  
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TABLE 3 

 

Conceptual model for non-profits seeking hybrid engagement with the digital economy. 
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Table 3: Source: Baker, N., author 

 

 

 

 

Step 1

• Decision Factors Faced by Non-Profits

• Level of market orientation desired 

• Level of requirement for increased core capacity

• Level of control to be ceded: “Gifts are not free”

• Level of ethical alignment: Avoid “moral ambiguity”

Step 2

• Qualities “New Donors” Seek in Non-Profits
• Alignment of strategic interests and time horizon

• Data-focused: measurable impact and analytical approach

• Market-conscious: entrepreneurial and chasing “The Big Win"

• Innovative: need to satisfy “innovation junkies”.

Step 3

• Risks Faced in Managing “Competing Logics”

• Tensions between mission and finance

• Avoiding mission drift and/or revenue drift

• Need for a clear organizational identity

• Avoiding staff and stakeholder confusion


