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The present text summarizes a document written by Sylvain Lefèvre and Annabelle Berthiaume during the 
Summer of 2015 which was then published in the Fall of 2016. In order to offer a summary that closely reflects 
the authors’ analysis, we will not follow each of the sections as they are presented in the original document. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
While austerity policies had ruled for several months, imposed by the Quebec government, a collective of 
foundations was formed in the Spring of 2015. Its objective was to express its concerns about the unfair 
consequences that such measures entail. This collaboration is a method of action as unusual as it is unexpected 
for foundations. In fact, it is not in their habit to speak up publicly, as a group, to appeal to the government. 
This research, taking the form of a case study, proposes a “revision of the conditions of emergence of this 
improbable mobilization” who self-proclaimed themselves as “The Collective of Foundations”.   
 
The methodology of this case study is based on a series of semi-directed interviews held during the Summer 
of 2015. These interviews were conducted with the nine foundations having taken part in the initiative. The 
director of the New World Institute, a consultant hired by the collective to accompany their procedures, was 
also interviewed. The collection of data was completed thanks to additional sources: the open letter written 
by the foundations, participant observations, public documents concerning the collective’s foundation 
members and, finally, with follow-ups conducted with members of the collective about the advancement of 
their work. 
 
CHRONOLOGY OF THE CREATION OF THE COLLECTIVE 
 
It was the Beati Foundation that was at the origin of this initiative. Throughout the Fall of 2014, two of its 
employees contacted other foundations in order to explore the possibility of a collective action on the issue 
of social inequalities. Other than the positive responses from certain foundations known for their activist 
stance and proximity to the community sector, the Lucie and André Chagnon Foundation (LACF) was also 
invited to join. Given their positive response, the LACF brought a considerable weight to the mobilization 
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thanks to the significant resources available to them, but also due to the notoriety they benefit from. It is thus 
thanks to a shared leadership between the Beati Foundation and the LACF that this project was later 
developped. The first step consisted in recruiting foundations to add their voice to the collective. To do so, 
the two instigating foundations put their contact list to work and started solliciting potentially interested 
foundations to be part of the collective. One vital objective was to reunite a “diversified composition” of 
foundations around the table, preferably ready to offer a commitment of quality. Afterwards, the foundations 
who answered the call had to agree on the form that the collective would take as well as which actions to 
undertake.  
 
A first meeting was held on November 18th, 2014, in the offices of the LACF. There, a decision was made to 
write a collective letter to express their official position. The second meeting took place not too long after, on 
December 2nd, 2014. A preliminary version of the letter was presented, written by Jacques Bordeleau, director 
of the Beati Foundation, and revised by Michel Venne, director of the New World Institute. Faced with 
deciding on the way the letter would be disseminated, it was settled that the letter would first be sent to the 
Prime Minister’s office and then to the media. As of the following week, a final version of the letter was 
adopted. The content of the letter pursued essentially two objectives: (1) call on the government to consider 
“the call for vigilance from international economic organizations regarding austerity reforms” and (2) invite 
them “to measure the effect of their public policies on the more fragile, but also on the whole of Quebec 
society”. The foundations present at both previous meetings were then asked to share the letter within their 
own network to attract other foundations susceptible of signing the letter. The foundations called upon had 
to give an official answer by the third meeting scheduled for December 17th. Ten other foundations will 
finally decide to officially give their support. 
 
Finally, a last meeting was held on January 14th, 2015 to establish the course of their actions and to start 
executing them. In this regard, the LACF hired Casacom, a public relations firm, to advise the collective in 
their actions. As agreed, the letter was first sent to the prime minister as well as to several other ministers. 
Without any acknowledgement of receipt from the recipients’s side, the collective thus decided to make the 
letter public. On March 11th, 2015, the latter is published in the Idea section of Le Devoir. Following this act, 
the letter traveled within the media network and had more of an echo than with the government. Other public 
actions followed the sending of the letter. A half-day of reflexion on inequalities was organized at the Exentris 
Cinema of Montreal. Then, in January 2016, to raise the debate on the impact of austerity measures on 
inequalities, the collective grouped together around twenty signatory foundations for the deposition of a 
memoir as part of the public consultations for the elaboration of a third governmental plan regarding the fight 
against poverty and exclusion. 
 
EMERGENCE OF THE COLLECTIVE AND CONDITIONS OF EXISTENCE 
The emergence of the collective of foundations can be explained by three factors. The first of these factors 
takes root directly in the highly criticized political context, characterized by the establishment of austerity 
measures - or budgetary rigidity - by the Quebec government. These austerity budgets were synonym to 
important cuts in several activity sectors also supported by foundations: health, education and social services. 
Several foundations were thus witness to the growing instability in areas they supported and, at the same time, 
they became aware of their financial limits in satisfying their growing needs. 
 
It is important to mention that in addition to the feeling of urgency provoked by the austerity measures, that 
in some way pressured the foundations to act, the collective’s interventions were almost guaranteed, even 
before receiving a general approval from Quebec society. Actually,  a consensus reigns between the majority 
of actors in Quebec regarding the State’s prerogative concerning the reductions in social inequalities and the 
redistribution of wealth. This debate being practically “without adversaries”, the collective’s position was thus, 
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confictually speaking, a low-risk initiative. Overall, “the desire to position oneself for the whole of foundations 
was based on the impression of a context, or a particular impulse, where the majority of actors agreed with 
them”. 
 
Secondly, the move executed regarding the role of the State necessarily trickles down from a transformation 
in the role of foundations. The reason being that several of them perceive their main goal to be to subsidize 
emerging initiatives that will then prove themselves in terms of efficiency and legitimacy, and will then be 
taken up by the State who will institutionalize them. The progressive withdrawal of the State regarding social 
affairs thus shakes up the understanding of the traditional role of foundations, founded on the supposition of 
a sort of relay between foundations who take the risks of discovering the innovations and the State who, with 
incomparably greater financial means, insures their perpetuation. In sum, the uncertainty provoked by the 
State’s austerity measures is at the origin of a true identity crisis for Quebec’s foundations. The collective 
appears to be, for a few of the participating foundations, an opportunity to rethink and redefine this role. 
Notably, an opportunity to be more than funders, by endorsing a more active presence in the public debate 
concerning the changes that affect their partners. “In this sense, the actions of the collective also represented 
an opportunity to show a certain loyalty towards the areas they financed, either in solidarity or perhaps to 
improve the confidence these latter have in them”. Simply put, it is the passage from “grantmaker” to 
“changemaker” to take the terms of one of the respondents.     
 
Thirdly, another condition that enabled the creation of the collective can be found in the fact that it was an 
initiative that rallied foundations together, which can be explained by the leadership shown by the initiative’s 
instigating foundations and the ressources the collective had access to to structure their media exposure. The 
Beati foundation, with Jacques Bordeleau as its director, played the role of social cohesion within the 
collective. With regard to the LACF, their participation in the collective was a very strategic move, as certain 
respondents highlighted the fact that their presence gave the collective credibility; which weighed in the 
balance regarding the decision of their own foundation to join the collective. Let us add that the LACF had 
access to several resources that could greatly profit the collective, as proves the inclusion of the New World 
Institute, one of their partners that brought advice concerning the collective’s media exposure, be it in the 
structuring of their plan or in the establishment of a strategy that reached a consensus among the foundation 
members of the collective.  
 
WHAT DOES THE FUTURE HOLD FOR THE COLLECTIVE? 
 
Throughout the interviews, several questions concerned the way the participating foundations projected the 
next steps for the collective. Their answers allowed for the formulation of three points of tension, thus 
permitting to foresee certain outcomes to look out for in their upcoming evolution. First among them, quite 
paradoxical regarding the theme being covered, comes from the existing inequalities between the 
heterogeneous foundations that compose the collective. In fact, this disparity of power held by each 
foundation represents an issue that could eventually become problematic. It is not all foundations that can 
permit themselves to financially contribute to the expenses incurred by the hosting of events. Small or 
medium-sized foundations don’t necessarily have employees to maintain such a collaboration and they feel 
the repercussions of their participation on the rest of their activities more. “In this sense, the disparity of 
means between foundations runs the risk of significantly influencing their involvement in the next steps of 
the collective”. 
 
Finally, a last point of tension is in connection to the problems of legitimacy that are brought up by the fact 
that organizations that are structurally issued from an unequal distribution of capital are proposing solutions 
to inequalities. “ The foundations carry with them the contradiction of their discourse, being at the same time 
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the symptom and the cause of wealth inequalities, to the extent that the accumulation of capital has taken 
place since the 1980s in correlation to a fallback on the redistribution capacity of the State, especially from a 
fiscal point of view”. There is this whole questioning concerning their legitimate status to publicly intervene 
on such a question. For example, one respondent showed concern about the possibility that this public outcry 
awakens recurring critiques on the connection between the creation of foundations and tax evasion.  
 
THE COLLECTIVE’S EVALUATION 
 
Following the collective’s failure regarding the creation of a dialogue with the government, the respondents 
delivered a statement that was quite nuanced, but yet favorable, of what this mobilization accomplished. If 
there is a certain disappointment concerning the fact that the government didn’t answer their appeal, the 
participating foundations have a very positive opinion on the way their initiative was perceived within the 
public arena. Several foundations have been contacted by the organizations they finance, expressing their 
recognition for this demonstration of solidarity in a political context that renders them financially insecure. 
However, the interviews reveal that the main success attributed to the collective was to build connections 
between foundations, who were able to put forth a collective action where they could reflect and act together 
on a theme rarely covered in the philanthropic world. 

 


