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When Philanthropic Advisors Help and When They Harm 
 
Philanthropic advisors are playing an increasingly influential role in the nonprofit 
ecosystem. For many donors and families, they provide real value. They bring 
structure to giving. They help clarify values. They conduct diligence. They introduce 
new ideas and organizations. At their best, they elevate strategy and increase 
impact. But as their influence grows, so do the risks. If we care about a healthy 
philanthropic marketplace, we must be honest about where advisory models can 
unintentionally distort it. 
 
The Promise of Advisory 
 
There is no question that thoughtful advisors can strengthen philanthropy. 
They help donors move from reactive giving to intentional investment. They 
encourage multi-year commitments. They surface high performing organizations 
that might otherwise go unnoticed. They often push for clearer outcomes and 
stronger governance. For emerging philanthropists especially, good counsel can 
accelerate learning curves and avoid costly mistakes.  
 
Advisors can be powerful allies to nonprofits when they understand the field, 
respect operators, and appreciate the complexity of social change. The problem is 
not the existence of advisors. The problem is when influence exceeds expertise or 
alignment. 
 
The Risk of Intermediation 
 
When advisors sit between donors and nonprofits, distance increases. 
 
Relationships that once allowed direct trust building can become filtered through 
third parties. Nuance is lost. Context is simplified. Complex missions are reduced 
to metrics that fit neat frameworks. 
 
Advisors often operate across multiple issue areas. Nonprofit leaders live inside 
one. The asymmetry matters. 
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When advisors rely too heavily on templates, scorecards, or trend driven strategies, 
they can push capital toward what feels innovative rather than what is effective. 
They can privilege presentation over substance. They can overemphasize short-
term, easily measurable results at the expense of long-term systems change. 
In these moments, philanthropy becomes less relational and more transactional. 
 
The Power Imbalance 
 
There is also a structural imbalance at play. Nonprofits rarely choose their advisors. 
Advisors, however, can influence access to significant capital. A single opinion can 
shape whether an organization receives funding or is excluded from 
consideration. 
 
This dynamic can incentivize nonprofits to tailor their messaging not to 
communities served, but to the preferences of intermediaries. Mission clarity can 
erode as organizations chase alignment with advisory trends. 
When that happens, philanthropy begins serving itself. 
 
The Echo Chamber Effect 
 
Advisory circles often draw from similar educational, professional, and social 
networks. Without intentional diversity of perspective, recommendations can 
converge around the same organizations and strategies. 
 
This can starve grassroots or emerging leaders of capital while reinforcing 
established institutions that already have access. 
 
Innovation suffers when capital circulates within narrow channels. 
 
A Better Path Forward 
 
Philanthropic advisors are not inherently a problem. In many cases, they are 
essential partners. 
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But healthy philanthropy requires guardrails. Advisors must invest deeply in 
understanding the fields they influence. They should cultivate humility about what 
they do not know. They must prioritize direct engagement between donors and 
nonprofit leaders rather than replacing it. And they should measure their success 
not only by client satisfaction, but by durable social impact. 
 
Donors, for their part, should ensure that advisory counsel supplements rather 
than substitutes personal responsibility. Intermediation can add value. It can also 
dilute accountability.  
 
If philanthropy is to meet the scale of the challenges before us, it must remain 
connected to those doing the work. Advisors should open doors, not stand in 
them. 
 
 
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. 
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