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Meeting the Moment: A Roadmap for
Philanthropy to Respond to a Changing Canada

By Afshan Paarlberg, lawyer and interdisciplinary
researcher & Imoleayo Adeyeri, PhD scholar and

researcher at the IU Lilly Family School of Philanthropy

Afshan Paarlberg is a lawyer and interdisciplinary
researcher who engages in policy-driven work on
philanthropy, nonprofits, and access to justice. Afshan
is an assistant research scholar with the IU Lilly Family
School of Philanthropy and recently served as Director,
Global Philanthropy Indices. She was previously
awarded a Fulbright Fellowship during 2024-2025,
hosted by the University of British Columbia Centre
for Migration Studies with the support of Fulbright
Canada, and a Global Philanthropy Fellowship during
2023-2024, supported by the Giving USA Foundation.
She is also a PhD candidate, examining how immigrant-
oriented nonprofits bridge access to justice across legal
deserts.

Imoleayo Adeyeri (Ayo) is a PhD scholar and researcher
at the IU Lilly Family School of Philanthropy. Her
research interests span philanthropy, power, and
equity, exploring the potential of participatory practices
to shift power within philanthropy, particularly in
community foundations. Ayo is a nonprofit professional
with fifteen years of work experience in program
management and fund development and has helped
nonprofit organizations raise funds and implement
nonprofit programs in Africa, the United States, and
Canada. She served on the board of the Association
for Fundraising Professionals (AFP) Canada from 2021

to 2025 and received Queen Elizabeth II's Platinum
Jubilee Medal in 2022.

Desiderantes meliorem patriam. This motto of the
Order of Canada—"they desire a better country"—
offers inspiration to philanthropic actors to lead with
exemplary efforts in improving conditions across the
country. Like the rest of the world, Canada's socio-
economic and political environments are shifting
rapidly. At the same time, traditional funding models
often struggle to keep pace. In this article, we explore
the essential conditions for unlocking responsive
giving and transforming how donors, foundations, and
governments listen, fund, and partner.

Why philanthropy?

Philanthropy—the giving of time, talent, testimony,
treasure, and ties—continues to play a crucial yet
less understood role across societies. Although
philanthropy cannot match the scale of public funding,
it can offer nimble responses to crisesand early support
for community-led solutions. In Canada, philanthropy
became popular at a time when government capacity
for service provision was shrinking, and philanthropy
was mobilized in support of solutions to community
problems (Glass & Pole, 2018; Brouard & Glass, 2018).

At present, Canada presents a multifaceted
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philanthropic environment characterized by provincial
variations, pockets of robust domestic fiscal support,
and regulatory friction concerning rapid operations
and cross-border activities. The Canadian charitable
sector has experienced changes and strains
(CanadaHelps, 2025; Vantage Point, 2025), and the
full potential of philanthropy has yet to be realized to
1) respond to societal demands, 2) innovate solutions,
and 3) help address complex problems. This article
unpacks these complexities and offers a preliminary
roadmap for unlocking philanthropy's potential to
respond to the needs of a changing Canada.

What conditions support philanthropy?

Based on existing research, regulatory quality
and economic conditions are strong predictors
of philanthropic environments (Garcia et al,
2019; Wiepking & Handy, 2015). In addition, tax
incentives and favorable political and socio-cultural
environments are associated with formal giving, and
informal giving is associated with a favorable socio-
cultural environment (Garcia et al., 2019).

To understand how these conditions farein Canada, we
use the PESTLE framework (Aguilar, 1967) to analyze
data from three editions of the Global Philanthropy
Environment Index (GPEI) Canada reports, bolstered
with practitioner insights.

The GPEIl is the leading and most comprehensive
international index on philanthropic environments. It
relies on expert opinion from 95 countries to evaluate
six conditions for philanthropy: the ease of operating
a philanthropic organization, fiscal incentives, cross-
border giving, and the political, economic, and socio-
cultural environments. Canada has participated in
all three GPEI editions: 2018 (2015-2017), 2022
(2018-2020), and 2025 (2021-2023). In complement
to the GPEI, practitioner insights are offered about
circumstances through the end of 2025. Thus, this
article brings together GPEI analysis through 2023
and current events.

PESTLE Framework

The PESTLE framework is a strategic management
tool that identifies and analyzes the key drivers of
change in an organization's external environment.
PESTLE is an acronym for political, economic, social,
technological, legal, and environmental analysis, aterm
coined by Aguilar (1967). Aguilar initially developed
ETPS (economic, technical, political, and social) in his
book Scanning the Business Environment. ETPS was

later adapted into PESTLE, which became a popular
tool for gathering and analyzing information to
improve performance and predict and evaluate future
situations (Buye, 2021).

The PESTLE framework has primarily been utilized
worldwide to identify significant external factors that
impact various industry landscapes. For example, it
was used to strategically evaluate NPOs in Malaysia
(Afshar & Shah, 2025), categorize external threats
and risks of Syrian humanitarian NGOs (Alhousseiny
& Atar, 2021), identify risk in the UK's Tidal Industry
(Kolios & Read, 2013), design fundraising strategies
(Wright et al., 2022), evaluate NGO projects in
Tanzania (Machange &Temba, 2025), understand
trust, bias and organizational behavior of mainstream
Western media (Bruijl, 2025), and analyze the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the U.S. education
system (Shahid, 2022).

Minimal information was found on its application to
Canada and Canadian philanthropy. Thus, we adapt
the PESTLE framework to understand the external
factors influencing philanthropy in Canada, relying on
GPEI data and practitioner insights.

Key Findings

1. The conditions for Canadian philanthropy are
overall favorable, stable, and largely institutionalized.

The GPEI consistently affirms that Canadian
philanthropy is overall  favorable, largely
institutionalized, and well-organized (Drache, 2018;
Aptowitzer, 2022, 2025). The overall favorable
environment is attributed to political stability,
generous charitable tax incentives, deep-rooted
traditions, and government-matching contributions
to the philanthropic sector. Indeed, Canada, with
a population of over 41 million (Statistics Canada,
2025), has a robust charitable and nonprofit sector
that contributes up to 225 billion dollars in annual
domestic economic activity, accounting for 8.2
percent of the country's GDP and employing 2.7
million people, which is more than what the retail
industry contributes to the Canadian GDP (Imagine
Canada, 2025).

When we break down the analysis by the six GPEI
factors, five factors showed a score change of 0.5 or
more: ease of operating a PO (-), tax incentives (+),
cross-border giving (+), economic environment (-), and
the socio-cultural environment (-). Table 1 shows how
each factor has changed over time.
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Table 1. Canada Philanthropic Environment Scores and Change Over Time

Ease of Cross-Border . . .
) ) . . Political Economic Socio-Cultural
Operatinga | Tax Incentives | Philanthropic . . ) Overall Score
Environment Environment Environment
PO Flows

2025 GPEI 3.33 5.00 4.00 4.50 4.50 4.50 431
2022 GPEI 3.67 5.00 4.00 4.50 5.00 4.50 4.44
2018 GPEI 4.67 4.50 3.50 4.25 N/A 5.00 4.38
Change -1.33 +0.50 +0.50 +0.25 -0.50 -0.50 -0.07

Source: Author calculations of change, based on 3 editions of GPEI Canada data

2. The political conditions for philanthropy remain
stable and favorable.

The GPElresultsindicate that the political environment
in Canada has remained favorable and stable, and
philanthropy is generally encouraged by all levels
of government. For example, the Governor General
annually honors "caring Canadians" - individuals who
volunteer in their communities in Canada or abroad.
However, it is worth noting that elections and the
majority party can at times adopt slightly different
attitudes toward certain types of charities, as seen
during the transition from the Conservative to the
Liberal parties in 2015.

Of note, the political acceptance of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and associated calls
to action have changed the philanthropic landscape.
There are political pressures and a genuine desire
for foundations and donors to shift funding toward
Indigenous-led organizations (AFP Canada, 2023).
In doing so, philanthropic actors are being asked to
examine their own colonial roots and decolonize
their wealth management and grantmaking practices
(Burrows, 2025).

Further, heightened political attention to systemic
racism has encouraged corporate donors and private
foundations to heavily invest in DEI initiatives. For
example, the Association of Fundraising Professionals
(AFP) in Canada shared a report based on an internal

investigation of how it has perpetuated inequities
within the profession; this audit resulted in a report
to guide future systemic changes (AFP Global,
2022, 2025). Likewise, Imagine Canada conducted
a benchmarking survey on behalf of the Equitable
Recovery Collective to explore what Canadian
charities and nonprofits are doing to advance DEl in
their organizations (Imagine Canada, 2023).

There appears to be varying understandings
regarding the importance of political stability for
philanthropy. Just over half of the surveyed charitable
sector leaders believe political changes will affect
fundraising, while most of the rest were uncertain
(Global Philanthropic Canada & Muscant, 2025).
Philanthropic Foundations Canada, among others, has
placed greater emphasis on political stability, issuing
cautionary tales from the United States and raising
concerns about spillover effects on Canada (Gartner,
2025; Mangin, 2025; Nguyen, 2025). These pleas urge
clarity in communicating the value of philanthropy
to policymakers amid heightened turbulence.
AFP Canada, among others, has advanced related
priorities, including the establishment of a Charitable
Sector secretariat within the federal government,
recognition and profiling of National Philanthropy Day
at Parliament, and acknowledgment of the essential
roles of philanthropy and fundraisers across Canada
(AFP Global, 2025b, 2025c).
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3. The economic and socio-cultural environments
remain favorable but have become more restrictive.

The GPEI results indicate that the overall economic
environment has remained highly favorable. A
relatively strong economy, alongside incentives to
donate on capital gains and public securities, is noted
as important in this domain (Aptowitzer, 2025). While
the GPEI offers reassurance at the national level,
there has also been a noted decline in consideration
for Canada's reliance on oil and natural resources,
pricing fluctuations, and inflation.

In the current economic environment, Canada has
seen record levels of use of food banks. Inflation
and soaring housing costs have also pushed lower-
income workers and those on fixed incomes (such as
seniors) toward relying on charities for basic survival.
Economic stress has been a major driver of mental
health concerns and has resulted in an increased
burden on nonprofits operating in these sectors.

Recent data from organizations like Imagine Canada
shows that, though total donation amounts remain
relatively stable, they are coming from fewer people. A
typical donor is disappearing, leaving the sector reliant
on a smaller pool of wealthier donors. Meanwhile,
wealthy donors often give based on the performance
of their assets rather than their salaried income. Poor
stock market performance and higher interest rates
can tie up capital and reduce the immediate liquidity
available for large philanthropic gestures from
individuals, corporations,and grantmakinginstitutions.
Future trends remain uncertain, as interest rates have
continued to decline in 2025 and are expected to
decline further in 2026. Ultimately, while the GPEI
indicates macro-level political and economic stability,
it also indicates a decline, which reflects the on-the-
ground realities of many Canadians.

Based on the GPEI, the socio-cultural environment
remains favorable with a strong sense of community
and deep-rooted traditions from Indigenous and
religious practices. Nevertheless, this factor has seen
a slight decline between 2015-2017 and 2021-2023.
Of note is the decline in donations and in organized
religion, which served as an important basis for the
founding of many early charities across Canada.

Although mainstream Canada has become more
secular, faith remains an important driver of charitable
giving, and fundraisers are adapting their practices to
capture faith-based giving. In addition, newcomers

to Canada represent diverse faith communities (i.e.,
Christian, Muslim, Sikh, Jewish, Hindu), which changes
the donor pool, recipients, and community needs.
Given the continued, albeit changing, importance
of faith and giving, the AFP monitored pre-budget
discussions and advocated for the retention of
charitable status for faith-based organizations, a
position to which Parliament has responded positively.
Overall, however, the changing demographics, giving
patterns, and ideas of social good are not adequately
reflected in the meaning of charity, which remains
tied to religion.

66

In the current economic
environment, Canada has seen
recordlevelsofuseoffoodbanks.
Inflation and soaring housing
costs have also pushed lower-
income workers and those on
fixed incomes (such as seniors)
toward relying on charities for
basic survival. Economic stress
has been a major driver of
mental health concerns and has
resulted in an increased burden
on nonprofits operating in these

sectors. ’ ’

Further, mainstream Canadian philanthropy toward
Indigenous communities has historically been
paternalistic, often tied to religious colonization.
Today, the social mandate is changing. There is social
pressure on foundations and donors to support
Indigenous-led solutions and sovereignty. Foundations
are also encouraged to examine their own structures,
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the sources of their endowments, and the reasons for
the lack of Indigenous representation in leadership.
These reflections have led to a rise in "trust-based
philanthropy," in which donors give unrestricted
funds to Indigenous organizations without imposing
burdensome colonial reporting requirements. Within
this mandate, the AFP also created a special working
group, resulting in a new career-track training program
for Indigenous fundraisers and Indigenous education
for practitioners.

In addition, since the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic and
following global social movements, there has been
a powerful social spotlight on who receives funding.
Data has shown that Black-led and other racialized
organizations have historically been chronically
underfunded by major Canadian foundations (Pereira
et al., 2020). The social environment is forcing
a correction and encouraging corporations and
foundations to set specific targets for funding diverse
communities.

Finally, an aging population is leading to increased
demand for senior services, as well as considerations
of large intergenerational wealth transfers. Baby
Boomers are currently holding an enormous amount
of wealth, which is beginning to transfer to Gen X and
Millennials. These younger generations have different
social values—they are often more interested in social
justice, climate change, and immediate impact than
in traditional institution-building, such as funding
hospital wings named after them. Taking the GPEI
findings together with practitioner insights, there
remains an opportunity to further align understandings
and definitions of philanthropy alongside the observed
social and cultural changes.

4. Technology is rapidly changing and can be leveraged
in support of philanthropy.

As Canada and the world experience rapid
technological transformations, there is a need to
understand how new technologies can enable
philanthropy while mindful of acquisition costs,
threats, and opportunities.

Although the GPElI does not directly measure
technological advancements, it does offer some
insights. For example, blockchain technologies and
crowdfunding were emerging before 2020. However,
their impacts are not fully understood. Meanwhile,
virtual and hybrid workspaces have lasted beyond the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Overall, philanthropic actors are cautiously optimistic
about automation and artificial intelligence. On the
one hand, new technologies can improve efficiencies
in interacting with stakeholders. On the other hand,
they can create new needs and further exacerbate
inequities. With these tensions in mind, GrantBook, a
Toronto-based group, has helped grantmakers assess
whichindustrieswillbe disruptedandwhatimplications
these disruptions will have for philanthropic actors
(Patel, 2018). Meanwhile, other actors, including
the Community Foundations of Canada, are building
digital exchange platforms to facilitate networks and
ease knowledge transfer (Patel, 2018).

66

Overall, philanthropic actors
are cautiously optimistic about
automation and artificial
intelligence. On the one hand,
new technologies can improve
efficiencies in interacting with
stakeholders. On the other hand,
they can create new needs and
further exacerbate inequities.

5. The legal environment offers mixed results.

The GPEI results indicate that the environment for
operating a philanthropic organization in Canada
became more restrictive. While the ease of registering
an organization has not drastically changed, the
ease of operating and dissolving an organization has
declined. Notably, the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA)
has assumed more disciplinary action rather than
individual guidance to improve compliance. Actions
are perceived as severe, with increased discretion in
the recent period under consideration (2021-2023).
GPEI experts have repeatedly recommended an
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increased and non-siloed regulatory role for provincial
governments (Aptowitzer, 2022, 2025).

On the other hand, the environment for cross-border
giving has improved. Receiving foreign donations is
overall favorable. While sending foreign donations has
been described as "onerous," it has shown some signs
of improvement. Between 2018 and 2020, there was
a push to adjust these laws. In June 2022, a qualifying
disbursement mechanism became law, with CRA
comments published in December 2023 (Shin, 2023).
Overall, this new law permits Canadian charities to
make grants to foreign groups. This permission is
regulated by the CRA, with detailed due diligence
obligations to ensure the proper use of grant funds.
Due diligence checks include the political and social
stability of the recipient's country.

Tax incentives for making and receiving donations
have improved. The favorable environment for
nonprofits and charities is registered mainly due to
the lack of tax on donations and earned revenue, and
general awareness of tax credits.

Additional legal changes include the scope and
meaning of qualified donees and disbursement
quotas. The scope of work that charities can support
expanded in 2022, extending to non-qualified donees
through a grant-based approach. Additionally, the
disbursement quota was revisited in 2023, increasing
from 3.5 percent to 5 percent for assets above $1
million.

Attheforefrontofgovernmentadvocacyforanimproved
legal environment are AFP Canada and Imagine
Canada. They have presented recommendations
on charitable giving, tax policy, and sector capacity
during Federal pre-budget consultations, positioning
charities as partners in key national priorities, including
housing and reconciliation. They have also joined the
CRA Technical Issues Working Group to improve data
quality and reduce administrative burden for charities.

6. Skilled labor and physical space for philanthropy are
limited, but emerging efforts offer promise.

Overall, the sector currently grapples with a "labor-
funding disconnect," which means staff are frequently
underpaid relative to the private sector. Yet, the
mechanisms to rectify this disconnect are structurally
constrained because the staff of charitable and
nonprofit organizations are perceived as ‘do-gooders’
rather than professionals. Also, many charities rely on

multi-year government contracts or rigid philanthropic
grants that lack inflationary adjustment clauses; as a
result, organizations are often trapped in a fiscal vice
Shields et al., 2024). As inflation erodes purchasing
power, the sector faces an exodus of talent to more
lucrative industries.

The promise of a skilled labor force in Canada remains
siloed, requiring a more robust national network of
professional development. Currently, specialized
academic training, such as the Master of Philanthropy
and Nonprofit Leadership at Carleton University,
serves as a vital hub. However, a single program
cannot sustain a coast-to-coast-to-coast ecosystem.
Overall, we see a significant geographic imbalance:
professional development resources and skilled
labor clusters are heavily concentrated in Ontario,
often leaving Western Canada, Quebec, the Atlantic
provinces, and the Territories in a resource desert.

Furthermore, Canada's physical and natural
environment presents unique operational challenges
that philanthropy has yet to fully internalize. The
"geography of Canada" is not merely a logistical hurdle
but a fundamental determinant of philanthropic
equity. Organizations operating in the North or in
rural Atlantic Canada face astronomical costs for
physical space, heating, and transportation. These
costs are rarely reflected in standard "one-size-fits-
all' grant formulas designed in urban centers like
Toronto or Vancouver. A responsive philanthropic
practice requires a "geographic-cost lens," in which the
localized costs of the natural and built environments
weigh funding amounts. For instance, a grant for a
youth center in Yellowknife must be fundamentally
different from one in Mississauga to account for the
radical disparity in land use and operational overhead.

A PESTLE Roadmap for Philanthropy

In sum, this article uses a PESTLE framework to
advance our collective understanding of Canada's
favorable but changing philanthropic environment.
Based on this analysis, we conclude with three
recommendations to better unlock the potential
of philanthropy, considering evolving needs,
circumstances, and opportunities.
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