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Foreword

Diversity, equity, and inclusion [or DEI] initiatives have become increasingly prominent within 
Canadian philanthropy over the past five years. Moreover, the growth of these initiatives has
accelerated in the COVID-19 context, as well as in response to recent calls from civil society for 
social and racial justice in Canada. 

Many philanthropic foundations have opted to direct their attention to principles of DEI within the 
sector, and how the implementation of DEI principles in the sector can contribute to a fairer and more 
equitable Canada. However, research in this area has focused on the policies and practices of 
philanthropic foundations as articulated by staff and directors, and/or data collected by foundations 
about their grantees. As a result, little is known about how equity-focused grantees experience 
the implementation of DEI principles at the foundation level. 

In March 2020, Dr. Adam Saifer launched a research project that sought to address this 
knowledge gap, drawing on in-depth interviews with leaders of equity-focused grantees in Toronto 
and Montreal. The project was supervised by Dr. Jean-Marc Fontan (PhiLab-UQAM) and was con-
ducted in partnership with Philanthropic Foundations Canada (PFC) and the Fondation Lucie et André 
Chagnon (FLAC). Funding for this research was provided by Mitacs, the two philanthropic partners 
(PFC and FLAC) and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (via PhiLab).

The current short report focuses on one aspect of this research: the experiences of equity-focused 
grantees during the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic. By focusing on this challenging 
snapshot in time, this report seeks to help foundations advance in their DEI journey, 
even in moments of crisis. 

This report draws on the five guiding principles that were developed by Philanthropic Foundations 
Canada, Community Foundations Canada, Environment Funders Canada, and the Circle on 
Philanthropy and Aboriginal People in Canada to assist foundations in supporting their grantees 
 during the pandemic. Specifically, the report provides a set of recommendations— guided by a 
robust DEI lens and the perspectives of equity-focused grantees—that correspond to each of the five 
guiding principles. This report provides foundations with insights to better support the work of 
equity-focused grantees via novel approaches to policymaking, programming, and advocacy.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed—and intensified—deep-rooted racial, gender, and class 
disparities in Canadian society. Over the past year, we have heard from philanthropic funders 
regarding some of the ways that the sector has responded to the crisis, from increasing 
grantmaking expenditures to loosening restrictions on how grants can be spent. Less 
attention, however, has been paid to the experiences of grantees during COVID-19.  As a 
result, grantmaking foundations have not been able to benefit from the important insights 
that grantees can provide to help guide their responses to the pandemic.

This document draws on a series of interviews conducted in the summer of 2020 with leaders from 
30 “equity-focused grantee” organizations [EFGs] in Montreal and Toronto in order to learn how their 
organizations have experienced COVID-19. The participating organizations vary in size and area of 
focus—from refugee claimant rights and anti-Black racism, to LGBTQ+ youth homelessness and 
criminal justice reform. However, all engage in some form of progressive social change and/or 
political advocacy work, in addition to the kinds of direct service work more typically seen within the 
sector. Likewise, these EFGs work almost exclusively with racialized, Indigenous, LGBTQ+, and 
poor and working-class communities—in other words, the communities most impacted by 
COVID-19 in Canada. 

This report seeks to compliment research on philanthropy’s pandemic response by centering the 
COVID-19 experiences of grassroots EFGs. It is divided into two sections. The first section highlights 
key themes and trends that emerged for EFGs during the early months of the pandemic. The second 
section serves as a “best practices” guide for funders committed to supporting EFGs both during, 
and beyond, COVID-19.



COVID-19 has forced EFGs to put their social change work on hold

This section provides an overview of some of the key issues, trends, and tensions that emerged from our 
conversations with leaders from EFG organizations.

The pandemic has disproportionately impacted the marginalized communities that equity-focused grantees 
serve and advocate for. As a result, EFGs have had to put a pause on their social change/advocacy work and 
prioritize providing essential services and emergency goods. Some examples of this include:

Key Takeaway: 

Certain EFG leaders described social change /advocacy work as “less-essential” than traditional service-based 
charity work during the pandemic. Others reported receiving similar messaging from their philanthropic funders.

retraining staff to provide meals, clothing, harm reduction, and counseling services; 

“The 519 that existed on March 14th doesn't 
exist anymore. … With very few exceptions like 
myself, the role you had doesn't exist anymore. 
You are now an essential services worker.” 

– Stacy Kelly, Director of Philanthropy
The 519

“We’ve received letters [from funders saying], 
‘It's not because we're not 

interested in your cause or your group. No, it's 
just because of this period. Our money and our 
energy are going to help people with COVID.”

-Marie-Jose Fiset Executive Director
ENSEMBLE

COVID-19 has highlighted the tension between “short-term/essential work” and “long term/social change 
work” that EFGs must constantly navigate. While EFGs believe that their social change/advocacy work is 
key to mitigating the unequal impact of crises, COVID-19 has left these organizations with no choice 
but to focus their energy on short-term essential services. 

shifting away from core programming toward providing “community supports” such as one-on-one 
phone check-ins with community members; and-
expanding existing services to meet the increased economic, social, and psychological 
challenges faced by the communities they serve. 

I. EFGs and COVID 19: Key Issues and Trends



COVID-19 has forced EFGs to put their social change work on hold

expanding existing services to meet the increased economic, social, and psychological 
challenges faced by the communities they serve. 

I. EFGs and COVID 19: Key Issues and Trends Social distancing measures have created unique challenges 
for EFG programming

In response to the pandemic, grantees across the sector have moved their programs and services online. 
However, this has created specific challenges for EFGs as they often work with individuals that lack access 
to computers and high-speed internet. Social distancing measures further reinforced this digital divide with the 
closure of libraries, schools, and other spaces that provide communities with access to digital technologies.

Key Takeaway: 

EFG social change programming often hinges on bringing participants together to interact in a shared 
physical space so that they can feel part of a shared community. Some EFGs have struggled to capture 
this “intrinsic” value of their programs using an online format.

“The youth we work with usually don't have 
access to the best computer or an iPad, or even 

stable internet. These are kids who are using 
the library as their babysitter after school. We 
know that there's a huge subsection of kids 
and youth that are not receiving the same 
sort of programming that they once were 

getting before COVID.”

– Katie Hutchinson, Executive Director
VIBE Arts

“By February, we had sold out the event. We 
had 600 people coming to an event that had 

already raised $1.1 million, even before it 
happened. And we've had to push that off until 

next June. It’s hard to think about losing the 
momentum that you had. Because you knew 
how many more people you were going to 

be able to help with that funding.”

-Anonymous, VP Development

As COVID-19 has required organizations to move their programs and services online, EFGs have faced 
challenges due to the digital divide, an inability to translate the “intrinsic” value of in-person programs to an 
online format, and difficulties maintaining revenue derived from corporate philanthropy.

The shift online has also exposed a fundraising gap between large and small grantees. EFGs with 
dedicated fundraising staff have been able to convert corporate sponsorship dollars into general philanthropy 
dollars. However, most EFGs lack a dedicated fundraising team. As a result, cancelled events simply translated 
into less revenue and months of wasted labour. 



Social distancing measures have created unique challenges 
for EFG programming Philanthropy’s strength is its agility and flexibility—but there’s work to do

With only a few exceptions, EFGs reported that philanthropic funders have been very supportive during 
COVID-19. This support has taken on three main forms:

Key Takeaway: 

Philanthropy’s “agility and “flexibility” with EFGs was frequently contrasted with the strict requirements of 
government funders. In fact, there is hope among EFG leaders that this “agility” and “flexibility” could 
serve as the basis for a new model of philanthropic and public grantmaking moving forward.

the agility to redirect funds to new emergency funding opportunities;

“I've been impressed as a grantee at the reac-
tion of our funders. A number have been 

proactive in reaching out.”

-Paul Clarke, Executive Director
Action Refugies Montreal

“When you're a person of color or queer 
person or trans person in fundraising, 

[funders] look at you and they're like, ‘Let me 
help you.’ Or they look at you and they dismiss 

you completely.”

-Richenda Grazette, Executive Director
Head & Hands

Philanthropy’s agility and flexibility during COVID-19 has been a clear strength, and can serve as a 
model for the sector, as well as government grantmaking. However, as philanthropy adopts trust-based 
models, funders need to be aware of how invisible prejudices and biases can shape these relationships 
in ways that reproduce racial, gender, and class inequities.

EFG leaders believe that this “flexibility” is grounded in existing relationships of trust established between 
funders and grantees. For example, organizations with long-term established partnerships with funders 
were given more leeway than those with more recent relationships. 

Certain EFG leaders explained that funders’ trust is influenced by racial, gender, and class prejudices. 
For example: 

Racialized and queer EFG fundraisers report that they have to behave in particular ways to earn the trust 
of donors, and that this isn’t the case for straight white men.
While EFG leaders believe that their Board of Directors should reflect the communities they serve, 
this creates challenges for establishing trusting relationships with elite funders.

proactively contacting grantees to determine how they can help; and

flexibility with grant outcomes and reporting.



Philanthropy’s strength is its agility and flexibility—but there’s work to do

flexibility with grant outcomes and reporting.

The pandemic has raised concerns about philanthropy’s operating model 

While grantees’ disdain for short term project-based funding is well-documented, COVID-19 has raised new 
concerns among EFGs about how the current model will survive future crises. These include:

Key Takeaway: 

Philanthropy’s current regulatory model all but prohibits philanthropy’s ability to support grassroots 
groups doing some of the most important COVID-19 response work including caremongering networks, 
mutual aid networks, and social movements. 

how project-based funding limits long-term EFG organizational stability. 

“You don't want to just create project after 
project after project. Sometimes you create a 

project, and then that project grows into a tree. 
And they have all these branches. So, you 

want funders to support those branches off 
that one project and not just say, "We're done 
funding that project. Let's go on to a new one.”

-Anonymous, Executive Director

“A lot of the individuals who are financially 
privileged have stocks and investments, and 

those investments took a bit of a crash [during 
COVID]. So they're also being very cautious in 

terms of how they donate to small 
organizations.”

-Haran Vijayanathan, Executive Director
Alliance for South Asian AIDS Prevention

 

COVID-19 has raised concerns about the long-term viability of the current philanthropic model as a 
mechanism to support EFGs. This specifically concerns the limitations create by project-based funding, 
current regulations regarding donations, and the philanthropic sector’s reliance on the market performance 
of their endowments.

EFG leaders expressed feelings of uncertainty around philanthropy’s reliance on financial markets and the 
performance of their endowments—both of which can be affected by future health, economic, and ecological 
crises. Specifically, they wonder whether foundations will give less during times of crisis in order to 
maintain their endowments, or if they will prioritize ethical investments at the expense of their endowments.

how project-based financing is a barrier to building long-term relationships with social movements and 
community activists.



The pandemic has raised concerns about philanthropy’s operating model 

Be flexible, pragmatic, and proactive 
in grantmaking

1.

Below are some action ideas for foundations seeking to support equity-focused grantees both during, and 
beyond, the COVID-19 crisis. These tips are organized according to the five guiding principles developed by 
Philanthropic Foundations Canada, Environment Funders Canada, Community Foundations of Canada and 
The Circle on Philanthropy and Aboriginal Peoples.

Model your relationship with EFGs around trust 
rather than partnership. 

Examine the ways in which trust and flexibility are 
influenced by race, gender, and class biases 
and barriers. Prioritize addressing these 
conscious and unconscious dynamics in your 
organization’s ongoing DEI work.

Ask EFGs what their communities need and 
trust that they know how best to address 
these needs.
Ask EFGs how they evaluate impact and 
trust that these approaches are appropriate 
for the context they work in. 

Collaborate on or contribute to emergency 
funds at the community and national levels as 
they emerge

2.

Partner with EFGs to learn more about—and 
raise awareness regarding—grassroots 
non-qualified donees on the front lines of social 
change. For example, check out PFC’s recent 
primer on working with non-qualified donees.

Direct resources to grassroots social 
movements and mutual aid networks through 
EFGs, community foundations, or shared 
platforms. This work must extend beyond the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Stretch and deploy expertise and funds to 
protect the capacity and resilience of 
nonprofit and charitable organizations

3.

Invest in the long-term capacity of EFGs and 
security of EFG labour, rather than short-term 
“DEI” projects. Equity-focused work demands 
long-term relationship building with social 
movements, which is made extremely difficult 
within a project-based funding model and with 
staff who are precariously employed.

Focus on filling the gaps in access to EFG 
programming that COVID-19 has revealed, 
particularly around lack of access to digital 
technologies.

Lessons from the ground-up: A call to action for foundations 
supporting equity-focused grantees 

Support advocacy4.

COVID-19 has revealed large scale structural 
inequities that philanthropy, on its own, is not 
well-positioned to fix. However, philanthropy can 
use its power, influence, and resources to support 
and amplify the advocacy work of EFGs pushing 
government toward more equitable policies.

Serve as a link between non-qualified 
donees/social movements and formal institutions 
of power that can enact comprehensive 
policy changes.

Take the long view and stay engaged5.
Balance short-term emergency funding with 
long-term social change funding, even in times 
of crisis. Long-term social change/advocacy work 
of EFGs is “essential” work too, and will create a 
more robust sector in preparation for future social, 
health, economic, and ecological crises.

Remember that COVID-19 is highlighting 
economic and social crises that were already 
present before the pandemic for many 
marginalized communities. And they will continue 
after this crisis ends. Approach your grantmaking
with this urgency in mind as you engage with EFGs.

https://communityfoundations.ca/a-covid-19-statement-from-cfc-pfc-efc-and-the-circle-on-supporting-grantees/
https://pfc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pfc-primer-working-with-non-qualified-donees_sept2020.pdf
https://pfc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/pfc-primer-working-with-non-qualified-donees_sept2020.pdf


Invest in the long-term capacity of EFGs and 
security of EFG labour, rather than short-term 
“DEI” projects. Equity-focused work demands 
long-term relationship building with social 
movements, which is made extremely difficult 
within a project-based funding model and with 
staff who are precariously employed.

Focus on filling the gaps in access to EFG 
programming that COVID-19 has revealed, 
particularly around lack of access to digital 
technologies.

Support advocacy

COVID-19 has revealed large scale structural 
inequities that philanthropy, on its own, is not 
well-positioned to fix. However, philanthropy can 
use its power, influence, and resources to support 
and amplify the advocacy work of EFGs pushing 
government toward more equitable policies.

Serve as a link between non-qualified 
donees/social movements and formal institutions 
of power that can enact comprehensive 
policy changes.

Take the long view and stay engaged

Remember that COVID-19 is highlighting 
economic and social crises that were already 
present before the pandemic for many 
marginalized communities. And they will continue 
after this crisis ends. Approach your grantmaking
with this urgency in mind as you engage with EFGs.

The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed new opportunities—as well as areas of concern—as it pertains to 
philanthropy’s support for equity-focused grantees. By collecting and prioritizing the experiences and insights 
of EFG leaders, we can begin to imagine what a more progressive and democratic philanthropic sector might look 
like. At the core of this vision is an approach that positions EFGs not as partners, but as trusted experts on the 
needs of the communities they serve, as well as the best way to go about meeting those needs. From investing in 
capacity building and movement building over short-term projects, to supporting non-qualified donees and political 
advocacy work, this new approach demands that philanthropy be accountable to EFGs and the communities they 
serve, rather than the other way around. Such an approach demands radical humility, curiosity, flexibility, and 
self-reflexivity by funders. 

Through speaking with EFG leaders directly, it is clear that their experiences are nuanced in ways that are not 
captured by current mechanisms of communication and accountability within the philanthropic sector. In this sense, 
one of the takeaways from the COVID-19 moment is the need for a new space, venue, or mechanism to facilitate 
the deployment of a new philanthropic model. Creating such a forum would allow foundations to engage with, listen 
to and learn from EFGs and the communities they serve. However, this kind of innovation can only happen if 
foundations, themselves, take the lead. Foundations hold the resources to make this a reality. They also hold the 
power to decide who is accountable to whom within the sector, and what this model of accountability will look like. 

It is important to remember that the societal role and purpose of philanthropy and philanthropic work is not a given; 
rather, it will always be a subject of debate, negotiation, and reinvention. The dominant philanthropic model 
continues to place little importance on the funding of social, economic, and environmental justice causes, aiming 
instead to facilitate the advancement of society in a more general sense. In practice, this involves massive 
philanthropic investments in education, health, and culture. Nevertheless, a minority of grantmaking foundations 
continue to publicly advocate for social, economic, and environmental justice ideals. In doing so, these foundations 
not only push back against the use of the philanthropic foundation infrastructure to promote the perpetual 
accumulation of foundation assets, but also go a step further by recognizing the negative impact of this 
dominant philanthropic model on social and economic inequality, as well as our climate.

In addition to highlighting the structural dimensions of social and economic inequality, COVID-19 has emphasized 
this significant gap between the needs of communities and the programming offered by the Canadian 
philanthropic sector. Most notably:

Concluding thoughts

Social and economic justice causes are underfunded (particularly, when compared to 
education, culture, and health); and

1.

Environmental justice causes are underfunded, which further magnifies existing social 
and economic inequalities.

2.



As a result, COVID-19 has driven home the need to refocus philanthropic priorities on social, economic, and 
environmental justice causes. Faced with this imperative, we see two ways forward for private, public, and 
community foundations:

To continue this journey, philanthropic foundations can look to the steps laid out by the United Nations for 
organizations that want to integrate the UN Sustainable Development Goals into their work. First, organizations 
must evaluate their capacity to take action on social and environmental questions. Second, they must determine a 
specific set of objectives, in line with their mission, that can increase their capacity for action on these issues. Finally, 
they must adapt their philanthropic activities in ways that take into account these objectives so that can positively 
alter their social and environmental footprint. Philanthropic foundations have the capacity to implement such 
an approach. Moving in this direction would be an opportunity to reconnect with the deeper spirit of philanthropy. 
Furthermore, it would allow us to rethink the place, role and function of philanthropy in the post-COVID-19 era.

A Direct Route whereby foundations develop new philanthropic programming centered on social, 
economic, and environmental justice causes; and/or

1.

An Indirect Route whereby foundations adapt existing philanthropic programming in ways that 
integrate social, economic, and environmental justice principles and priorities.

2.


