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À propos du PhiLab | About PhiLab

Le Réseau canadien de recherche partenariale sur la 
philanthropie (PhiLab) a été créé en 2014 dans le cadre 
d’une demande de financement « développement de 
partenariat » obtenue du Conseil de recherche en sciences 
humaines du Canada (CRSH). Ce financement a été reconduit 
en 2018 pour six années par l’obtention d’une subvention 
« partenariat » du CRSH. Depuis 2024, PhiLab profite de 
financements octroyés par différentes fondations dont la 
Fondation Lucie et André Chagnon et la Fondation Mirella 
et Lino Saputo. Le Réseau pancanadien constitue un lieu de 
recherche partenarial, de partage d’information, de mobilisation 
des connaissances sur la philanthropie subventionnaire et de 
formation à la recherche. Les activités de recherche conduites 
en partenariat valorisent les connaissances auprès d’une 
diversité d’acteurs sociaux, d’agences gouvernementales, 
milieux universitaires et petits et grands médias. La valorisation 
des connaissances, via des outils de communication novateurs 
et accessibles, permet une diffusion élargie des connaissances 
produites ou déjà existantes. Le Réseau regroupe des 
chercheurs, des décideurs et des membres de la communauté 
philanthropique à travers le monde afin de partager des 
informations, des ressources et des idées.

The Canadian network of partnership-oriented research 
on philanthropy (PhiLab) was created in 2014 as part of a 
“partnership development” funding application obtained from 
the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada 
(SSHRC). This funding was renewed in 2018 for six years by 
obtaining a “partnership” grant from SSHRC. Since 2024, PhiLab 
has benefited from funding granted by various foundations, 
including the Fondation Lucie et André Chagnon and the Mirella 
and Lino Saputo Foundation. The Pan-Canadian Network is a 
hub for partnership research, information sharing, knowledge 
mobilization on grantmaking philanthropy and research 
training. Research activities carried out in partnership promote 
knowledge among a wide range of social players, government 
agencies, academics and small and large media. The valorization 
of knowledge, via innovative and accessible communication 
tools, enables a wider dissemination of the knowledge produced 
or already existing.
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How Can Philanthropy Engage with Conflict? 

Hilary Pearson has had a twenty-year career in the 
field of foundation philanthropy in Canada. As the 
founding President of Philanthropic Foundations 
Canada for almost eighteen years, Hilary has worked 
with many of the largest private charitable foundations 
in the country. She has been a strategic advisor and 
facilitator for many family foundations, in their work 
to understand the landscape, develop their goals, and 
structure their governance and grantmaking practices.
Author of numerous articles and reviews on foundation 
philanthropy, Ms Pearson also speaks frequently at 
conferences and workshops in Canada and globally. In 
her role at PFC, she edited comprehensive guides to 
starting and managing foundations, as well as guides for 
funders working with governments, with universities, 
and in policy advocacy.

Philanthropists and conflict 
Conflict makes philanthropists uncomfortable. 
This is not unique to philanthropists. In practice, an 
individual’s aversion to conflict often leads to an 
organizational avoidance of intervention in conflict, 
whether the organization is a company, a non-profit 
or a foundation. It is a rare foundation that takes on 
any effort to mediate conflict once it starts.  

Arguably there is a role for organized philanthropy 
in engaging with conflict. Based on philanthropy’s 
goal of working for the common good, de-escalation 
of conflict can and should be within philanthropy’s 
mandate. Yet philanthropic funding specifically 
designated for initiatives to prevent or de-escalate 
conflict is rare. A 2019 survey found that peace-
related grantmaking comprised less than one percent 
of all grants.    

Why are philanthropists and foundations reluctant to 
commit to supporting conflict de-escalation or more 
specifically to supporting peacebuilding? Many will 
argue that this kind of grantmaking means taking a 
political stance. Others say that it is too difficult to 
do, too hard to measure, beyond the field of expertise 
of foundations. This might be true. But it could be a 
definitional issue. 

Building social cohesion: a way to prevent 
conflict 
Conflict may be defined broadly as inter-state violence, 
or war. In that sense, there is little that foundations 
can do to prevent or resolve it directly. Yet before 
there is war, there are factors that build to war such 
as religious or communal tensions and polarization, 
inequality, poverty and social injustice, among other 
factors.  

By Hilary Pearson, Former President, 
Philanthropic Foundations Canada
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philanthropic sector need to concentrate not just on 
peace-building among elites, but on building the long-
term civic and interpersonal foundations for lasting 
peace…. philanthropists need to be a force against 
complacency, speaking out against assumptions that 
unresolved conflicts can be merely contained and in 
favor of deep investments in their resolution.”

The advantages of patience and nimbleness 
Endowed philanthropy has some important advantages 
in resolving conflict. As Mark Malloch-Brown puts 
it, “foundations can move very fast to respond to a 
sudden crisis or opportunity. But we also have sticking 
power, the ability to invest in causes whose results are 
measured not in months but in decades. We can be 
both patient and urgent.”  The capacity for nimbleness 
coupled with the ability to take the long view give 
foundations a unique organizational advantage. To 
deploy that advantage, they need to pick their field of 
action and their most effective strategies for operating 
in that field. 

To select a field of operation, it helps to think about 
the dimensions of human conflict. These include 
conflicts of ideas and values, interpersonal conflicts, 
inter-community conflicts and inter-state conflicts. 
Strategies for dealing with these conflicts can be 
direct -mediation, structured dialogues, collaborative 
problem-solving – or indirect: promoting inclusion and 
reconciliation, countering misinformation, cultural and 
rights education, narrative change. These strategies 
are explicitly framed around defusing or preventing 
conflict, much of it interpersonal or intercommunal. 

What Can Be Done?  
Some Canadian foundations have entered this 
space, albeit cautiously. Few foundations will act as 
mediators or dialogue facilitators directly. But they do 
fund organizations that engage in this work. Teaching 
mediation skills, combatting discrimination and racism, 
supporting public interest media and journalism are all 
activities that reduce or prevent conflict, as a direct or 
indirect outcome.  

For example, the Brian Bronfman Family Foundation 
has committed itself to building harmonious 
relationships within communities in Canada, working 
through the Peace Network for Social Harmony. The 
Law Foundations in every province and territory 
of Canada fund community mediation, restorative 
justice and dispute resolution efforts. The federal 

Can foundations engage in preventing conflict and 
build peace through efforts to build social cohesion, 
support community resilience, and strengthen civil 
society infrastructure at the local or national level so 
that the chances of outright conflict are decreased?  

The answer is yes.  A significant number of philanthropic 
organizations already focus on social justice, social 
cohesion and the resilience of civil society and 
democracy. These are all important elements of any 
strategy to prevent conflict. In this way of looking at 
engaging with conflict, there are multiple models and 
resources available to Canadian philanthropy. 

Why are philanthropists 
and foundations reluctant 
to commit to supporting 

conflict de-escalation 
or more specifically to 

supporting peacebuilding? 
Many will argue that 

this kind of grantmaking 
means taking a political 

stance. Others say that it 
is too difficult to do, too 
hard to measure, beyond 
the field of expertise of 

foundations. 

Framing the argument for philanthropy’s engagement 
with conflict, Mark Malloch-Brown of the Open 
Society Foundations, in a thoughtful 2024 speech on 
philanthropy’s role, argued that “those of us in the 
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philanthropic funding for community dialogues, such 
as the Collective Impact Project in Montreal, funded 
by foundations to build community capacity to fight 
poverty and social exclusion, or the Tamarack Institute 
which has worked for over twenty years to build 
collective capacity to engage citizens, contributing, 
in its words, “to the building of peace and to a more 
equitable society.”

In summary 
In the end, one could argue with some justice, that 
all philanthropic efforts to build a fairer society with 
more informed, more empowered members, will lead 
to the reduction or prevention of conflict. It is difficult 
but not impossible to measure these efforts. What is 
critical to any successful effort is to select the field of 
operation where philanthropy can be most effective.  

The hardest conflicts to resolve in the short term are 
interpersonal conflicts over beliefs, and interstate 
conflicts over resources, beliefs or territory. 
Philanthropy’s advantages of time, patience, far sight 
and funds do not play well on these conflicts.  

But where philanthropy can contribute meaningfully, 
over a longer term perhaps, is investing in human 
relationship and connection skills, and in efforts to 
create more equity across groups.
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government funds the Canadian Race Relations 
Foundation which grants to organizations across 
the country working towards reconciliation and 
against racism. In the field of narrative change, the 
Inspirit Foundation has done groundbreaking work 
to build new narratives to counter Islamophobia and 
to promote more philanthropic investment in public 
interest journalism.  Some community foundations, 
including Calgary and Hamilton, have created funds 
to direct donors towards peacebuilding activities in 
community.

In a sign of the growing concern within philanthropy 
about the impact of interpersonal and intercommunal 
conflict, several private and public foundations 
came together in 2024 to fund a dialogue series 
on polarization and the practice of managing 
difficult conversations hosted through Philanthropic 
Foundations Canada. While this was a one-time 
effort, there was strong interest in continuing the 
series to build philanthropic and non-profit sectoral 
capacity to manage conflict. Much more could be 
done to convene ongoing community conversations 
among multiple participants. 

Many more foundations in Canada are willing 
to work upstream well before conflict develops. 
Conflict prevention itself is not an explicit goal for 
these foundations. Whether they take a place-based 
or community-centred approach, or they focus 
more broadly on systemic/policy change, they are 
attempting to support community resilience and 
cohesion, combat social exclusion and injustice, and 
reduce the potential for conflict.    

Many foundations are focused on alleviating 
poverty, or the conditions which make it easier for 
communities and individuals to tip into conflict. 
While direct grants to poverty-alleviating services 
might serve to ameliorate the preconditions for 
conflict, this is not a primary motivation for these 
foundations. Philanthropic strategies that are more 
clearly focused on building social cohesion and 
democratic or community empowerment have a 
stronger connection to conflict prevention, even if it 
is not explicit. Examples of this include philanthropic 
investments in civic infrastructure such as parks, 
libraries, theaters and community centres. All of these 
are essential as places where people can gather, 
exchange, and engage positively with each other.  

Other examples of more systemic interventions are 
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