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When Philanthropy Comes Without Strings, Communities Win 
 
Healthy philanthropy trusts nonprofit leaders to make the best decisions for their 
communities. It provides resources, clarity, and accountability, but does not 
attempt to steer the work from the outside. The most effective giving recognizes a 
simple truth. Nonprofit executives and boards know their missions, their clients, 
and their operational realities better than any outside donor ever could. When 
donors add layers of control that restrict how funds can be used, they are not 
advancing mission. They are advancing their own preferences, priorities, or public 
image. That is not philanthropy. It is something closer to private management of a 
public good, and it rarely creates lasting impact. 
 
The best modern example of trust-based philanthropy is the work of MacKenzie 
Scott. Her approach is straightforward. She does not micromanage. She does not 
prescribe how dollars must be spent. She does not insert her own agenda into the 
operations of the organizations she supports. Instead, her team identifies high 
performing nonprofits, provides unrestricted capital, and requires only the 
essential reporting needed to ensure transparency and accountability. That level 
of trust is transformative. Organizations have used Scott’s gifts to hire critical staff, 
expand services, erase debt, modernize technology, build cash reserves, 
strengthen salaries, and stabilize programs that were always stretched too thin. 
None of these outcomes would have been possible under restricted funding or 
under the watchful eye of donors who insist on dictating how dollars must be 
used. Yahoo Finance+2Yahoo Finance+2 
 
Her philanthropy works because it assumes competence and integrity in nonprofit 
leadership. It treats executives and boards as partners, not as vendors. This is not 
experimental or naive. It is strategic. It frees organizations to pursue the highest 
and best use of the investment. It recognizes that proximity to mission creates 
better decisions than proximity to wealth. Most importantly, it allows nonprofits to 
address real needs, not donor preferences disguised as generosity. 
 
Unfortunately, not all high profile giving follows this approach. Some donors are 
celebrated for their contributions while simultaneously placing burdensome, 
restrictive, and sometimes self-serving requirements on the organizations they 
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fund. Cases like this illustrate a broader and growing concern: big money gifts 
often come with hidden costs. As a recent article highlights, “big-money gifts often 
come with strings attached,” and many of those strings shift power away from 
mission-driven organizations toward the donor. Yahoo 
 
For example, some ostensibly generous donors mandate strict rules about how 
dollars must be spent, require branding and publicity tied to their name, demand 
outcomes tailored to enhance their public image, and insist on aligning 
organizational priorities with their own business or ideological interests. Some may 
even require nonprofits to use vendors of the donor’s choosing, embed 
themselves on boards, influence hiring decisions, or require programmatic 
changes that serve donor preferences rather than community needs. These 
requirements often inflate administrative burden, stifle innovation, and distort 
priorities. They convert philanthropy into a transaction rather than a partnership. 
A notable figure often highlighted in media for charitable giving is Mark Benioff.  
 
Critics argue that some of his donations carry conditionalities that raise concerns 
about how “generous” such gifts really are when they come with strings attached. 
For many nonprofit leaders, the reality is uncomfortable. The organization's work 
becomes shaped not by community needs or nonprofit strategy, but by donor 
priorities. That undermines both the autonomy and the long-term mission of the 
nonprofit. 
 
Beyond branding or control demands, tied gifts can limit flexibility. Nonprofits 
operate in complex and shifting environments. Emergencies happen. Needs 
change. Staffing challenges emerge. When funds are restricted or earmarked for 
specific uses — especially with rigid reporting and oversight requirements — 
nonprofits lose the ability to pivot. Over time, this erodes their capacity to serve 
effectively, to build reserves, to invest in infrastructure, or to respond to 
unforeseen crises. 
 
The nonprofit sector cannot thrive under these conditions. It thrives when the 
people closest to the work are empowered to make decisions. It thrives when 
donors recognize that their role is to provide fuel, not to drive the vehicle. It 
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thrives when accountability is balanced with trust and transparency is balanced 
with respect. 
 
The lesson is clear. The future of philanthropy must look more like MacKenzie 
Scott and less like the donors who use philanthropy as a form of control. When 
giving is unrestricted, trust-based, and guided by the wisdom of those closest to 
the mission, communities benefit. Nonprofits build strength. Leaders focus on 
solutions instead of compliance. Donors fulfill the true spirit of philanthropy by 
supporting change rather than directing it. 
 
This is the model worth celebrating. This is the model worth defending. And this is 
the model the nonprofit sector needs if it is going to meet the challenges ahead. 
 
What Trust Based Giving Looks Like What Donor Driven Giving Looks Like 
Unrestricted funds 
The organization decides how dollars 
are used, based on mission, strategy, 
and real needs. 
Light reporting 
The donor requires clarity and 
transparency, not a heavy 
administrative burden. 
Confidence in leadership 
Nonprofit executives and boards are 
trusted to make the best decisions for 
their communities. 
Long term benefit 
Funds stabilize budgets, build reserves, 
strengthen staffing, and improve 
program reach. 

Restricted funds 
Money can only be used for donor 
chosen purposes, even if those 
purposes are not strategic. 
Heavy oversight 
Organizations must create complex 
reports, dashboards, and metrics to 
satisfy donor expectations. 
Program distortion 
Nonprofits shift priorities to match 
donor interests instead of community 
needs. 
Reputational demands 
Some donors require high visibility 
branding or public recognition as a 
condition of the gift. 

 
 
For more information about Fulcrum Nonprofit Leadership, please visit our 
website at www.fulcrumleader.com or reach out to us directly via email at 
hello@fulcrumleader.com. 


	No Strings Philanthropy
	The Fulcrum Point - No Strings Philanthropy

