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Abstract This research focuses on understanding how

giving circle (GC) member identities are associated with

the identities of funding recipients. It examines whether

GC members are more likely than non-members to give to

people who are like them (bonding social capital) and/or to

people who are not like them (bridging social capital). We

draw on data from a survey of GC members and a com-

parison control group of non-GC members. Findings show

GC members and those not in GCs are both more likely to

give to a shared identity group—related to race, gender,

and gender identity—leading to bonding social capital.

However, GC members are more likely than those not in

GCs to give to groups that do not share their identity,

suggesting GCs also encourage bridging social capital. We

assert both bonding and bridging social capital might lead

to the democratization of philanthropy by expanding giving

to historically marginalized groups.

Keywords Giving circles � Philanthropy �
Democratization � Identity � Social capital

Introduction

The philanthropic sector is a significant force in the USA—

in 2015, there were more than 1.56 million registered

nonprofit organizations receiving over $1.98 trillion in

annual revenue with approximately 14 percent of this

coming from individual, foundation, and corporate giving

(McKeever 2019; National Council of Nonprofits 2019).

However, many nonprofit organizations led by or serving

marginalized groups receive relatively little support from

these funders. Studies have found, for example, that only

3.6 percent of foundation dollars go to nonprofit organi-

zations led by people of color (Greenlining Institute 2006).

Funders perennially underfund Native Americans; with, for

example, only 0.23 percent of philanthropic funds awarded

to Native-led nonprofit organizations, ‘‘despite the fact that

Native Americans represent 2% of the national population

and are among communities with greatest need in the US’’

(Barron et al. 2018, p. 1). Further, only 5 to 7 percent of

foundation giving is earmarked specifically for programs

and activities benefiting women and girls (Foundation

Center and Women’s Funding Network 2009). Among

individual donors, 14.6 percent report giving to a particular

area that impacts women and girls (Women’s Philanthropy

Institute 2016). Finally, according to a report from Funders

for LGBTQ Issues, for every $100 awarded by US foun-

dations, only 28 cents specifically supported LGBTQ

issues (Kan et al. 2019). Democratizing philanthropy

would entail increased giving to these historically

marginalized groups to reflect their size and need.
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Many giving circles (GCs) have been formed in the

USA in response to this funding environment, with about

half formed around a particular race/ethnic, gender, or

gender-identity, often with the intention of increasing

giving to similar identity groups (Bearman et al. 2017).

GCs are forms of collaborative philanthropy in which

members pool donations and decide together where these

donations are given. They frequently include social, edu-

cational, and engagement opportunities for members,

connecting them to their communities and to one another

(Eikenberry 2009). For example, Washington Womenade

holds regular volunteer-organized potluck dinners where

attendees donate $35 to a fund that provides financial

assistance to individuals (primarily women) who need help

paying for things like prescriptions, utility bills, and rent.

In 2002, a Real Simple magazine story (Korelitz et al.

2002) on Washington Womenade led to the creation of

dozens of unaffiliated Womenade groups across the coun-

try. This article also inspired Marsha Wallace to start

Dining for Women, which is now a national network of

more than 400 chapters across the country in which women

meet for dinner monthly and pool funds they would have

spent eating out, to support internationally based grassroots

programs helping women around the world. One of the

most-often cited reasons people say they join GCs is to

become more engaged in the giving process beyond writing

checks—to interact directly with other donors and benefi-

ciaries (Carboni and Eikenberry 2018; Eikenberry 2010;

Eikenberry and Breeze 2015).

GCs in the USA are especially popular among groups

not typically supported by traditional philanthropy (Car-

boni and Eikenberry 2018). Eikenberry (2009) found GCs

in the USA attract people from diverse backgrounds,

including those ‘‘new’’ to philanthropy, from diverse

wealth-levels, diverse racial and ethnic identities, and

especially women. However, diversity was more apparent

across GCs than within. Recently, Bearman et al. (2017)

conducted a landscape scan of US GCs and found 1087

independently run and currently active GCs, along with

525 GC chapters that are part of GC networks. This number

has more than tripled since the last landscape study

(Bearman 2007). Consistent with past research by Bearman

(2007) and Rutnik and Bearman (2005), women’s GCs

remain the most common type (48.5% of the total GCs

identified) and women continue to be the majority of par-

ticipants in GCs. Bearman et al. (2017) also found a

growing number of Asian/Pacific Islander (53), African-

American (40), and Latinx (19) groups. There has also

been growth in the number of LGBTQ groups. In general,

an increasing number of GCs have also been identified in

Canada, South Africa, Australia, Romania, Bulgaria, the

UK, Ireland, and various countries in Asia (Eikenberry and

Breeze 2015).

Past research has not examined fully connections

between donor identity and who receives support. Thus, the

research focus of this article is on understanding how GC

member identities (specifically associated with race, gender

and gender-identity/sexual orientation) are associated with

the identities of funding recipients (particularly People of

Color [POC], women and girls, and people who identify as

LGBTQ). Theories of philanthropic identity (Schervish

1995; Schervish and Herman 1988; Schervish and Havens

2001), bonding social capital (Putnam 1995, 2000), and

subaltern counterpublics (Fraser 1990) suggest that GCs

might play a role in reinforcing the connection between

member identities and giving to groups with shared iden-

tities—what is discussed further below as bonding social

capital. However, theories of bridging social capital and

social ethics (Addams 1964) suggest GCs may, rather, play

a role in expanding the connection between member

identities and giving to groups of different identities. Our

research questions are: Is GC membership associated with

bonding or bridging social capital? That is, are GC mem-

bers more likely than non-members to give to people who

are like them or to people who are not like them? Whether

GCs lead to more bonding or bridging social capital has

implications for the democratization of philanthropy by

showing to what degree we might expect members to

increase giving to historically marginalized groups. Iden-

tity is important to consider in relation to democratizing

philanthropy because shared identity often drives where or

to whom people give (Schervish and Havens 2001).

This research is important because as philanthropic

approaches evolve, it is crucial to understand how new

philanthropic tools and approaches impact society, in par-

ticular nonprofits and beneficiaries, and especially in the

current context of social justice-oriented philanthropy. Can

some of these new philanthropic tools help to increase and

expand giving to groups not historically supported? In

addition, community foundations and other philanthropic

institutions in the USA, the UK, and elsewhere have

devoted staff and resources to start and support GCs with

the assumption that these groups will improve giving and

its impact on communities. Examining the degree to which

GCs might expand which groups are supported will help to

understand if this is the case. This research also adds to

broader discussions about the relationship between phi-

lanthropy and democracy.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: First, we

discuss various theories that help to explain philanthropic

identity, social capital, and democracy. Next, we discuss

who is supported by traditional philanthropy and what we

know about this in relation to GCs. In the following sec-

tion, we discuss the methodology. We draw on data from a

survey of GC members and a comparison control group.

The findings show that all respondents, including GC
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members and those not in GCs, are more likely to give to a

shared identity group—related to race, gender, and gender

identity/sexual orientation—leading to bonding social

capital. However, GC members are also more likely than

those not in GCs to give to groups that do not share their

identity, when controlling for other variables, suggesting

that GCs also encourage bridging social capital. We end

with a discussion of the findings. We assert that our find-

ings, considered with other research, indicate GCs may

serve as builders of bridging and bonding social capital in

communities and may be a path toward more democratized

philanthropy by strengthening bonds within marginalized

groups as well as creating bridges between privileged and

marginalized groups.

Theoretical Framework

GCs have been described as ‘‘do-it-yourself’’ and ‘‘demo-

cratic’’ forms of philanthropy. Democratic forms of phi-

lanthropy can be understood in both an internal and an

external sense. The first is related to the belief that direct

and meaningful participation in organization governance is

vital for creating a virtuous, engaged, and deliberative

citizenry and democratic society. The second is related to

who benefits. Direct and meaningful democratic partici-

pation involves the degree to which members (and those

affected by a decision) have equal opportunities to partic-

ipate in and learn the skills of agenda setting, deliberation,

and decision-making in organizations. Past research sug-

gests GCs enhance internal democracy. Eikenberry (2009)

found, for example, that GCs generally provide opportu-

nities for democratic participation within the group—pro-

viding opportunities for agenda setting, collaborative

decision-making, and face-to-face deliberative discourse

among members—and they build the capacities of mem-

bers through education about voluntary organizations,

community issues, and philanthropy.

Past research also suggests GCs have some impact on

external democratic outcomes or who benefits. Data from a

2009 US survey of GC members and donors not in GCs

found members of GCs were significantly more likely than

a control group of donors not in GCs to give to organiza-

tions that support women; ethnic and minority groups; and

arts, culture, or ethnic awareness (Eikenberry and Bearman

2009). Some of these data may be explained by the fact that

GC member respondents were also more likely to be

women or from communities of color than the control

group respondents; however, when controlling for other

variables, as length of time in a GC increased, respondents

were significantly more likely to report giving to support

women; ethnic or minority groups; and arts, culture, or

ethnic awareness areas. Thus, some populations, such as

women and girls and those from marginalized racial and

ethnic groups, may be benefiting more from GCs than from

traditional philanthropy.

However, extant research has not examined fully how

identity might play a role in who benefits from philan-

thropy. That is the focus of this paper. Identity is important

to consider in relation to democratizing philanthropy

because shared identity, whether conscious or not, often

drives where or to whom people give. Giving patterns

reflect that people give to whom and to what they know and

with which they are familiar, and to causes with which they

can identify and are physically or emotionally attached

(Ostrander and Schervish 1990, p. 74; Schervish 1995;

Schervish and Havens 2001, p. 91; Schervish and Herman

1988). According to Schervish and Havens (2001): ‘‘the

more closely donors are associated with charitable causes,

and the more intensely donors feel the beneficiaries of their

giving share a fate with them, the greater is the amount of

charitable giving’’ (p. 91). Schervish and his colleagues

have found that philanthropic commitment depends on

individuals’ networks of social connection and the type and

degree of shared identity they have with the needs of others

(Schervish and Herman 1988; Schervish et al. 2001). Based

on this literature, we hypothesize:

H1 People are more likely to give to causes that serve

people with a shared identity (compared to causes that

serve people of a different identity).

This theory of philanthropic identity seems to align with

Putnam’s idea of bonding social capital. According to

Putnam (1995), social capital includes the ‘‘features of

social organization such as networks, norms, and social

trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual

benefit’’ (p. 67). He identifies two forms of social capital:

bonding and bridging. As Putnam (2000, p. 22) explains,

some forms of social capital are inward looking and tend to

reinforce exclusive identities and homogeneous groups;

this is bonding social capital. Bonding social capital can be

important to internal democracy because it enables mem-

bers to get to know one another and hence make listening

and trusting easier (Putnam and Feldstein 2003). Nancy

Fraser’s (1990) work on subaltern counterpublics high-

lights further the potential benefits of bonding social cap-

ital, especially for historically marginalized groups. Posed

as an alternative to Habermas’ idea of the public sphere—

where ‘‘a body of ‘private persons’ assemble to discuss

[rationally and where inequalities are bracketed] matters of

‘public concern’ or ‘common interest’’’ (Fraser 1990,

p. 58)—Fraser describes counterpublics as groups of all

types who are excluded from the (white male) mainstream

public sphere and create their own arenas for discourse.

Identity-based GCs may serve as just such venues. Fraser

advocates for multiple publics as a mechanism to enhance
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external democracy because these alternative publics or

what she calls ‘‘subaltern counterpublics’’ (p. 67) can

function as spaces of withdrawal and regroupment and as

‘‘bases and training grounds for agitation activities directed

toward wider publics’’ (p. 68) and which can protect

against assimilation. They might lead to participatory

parity so that subaltern groups can participate equally in

creating strong publics that ‘‘encompass both opinion-for-

mation and decision-making’’ (p. 75). That is, subaltern

counterpublics provide ‘‘protected’’ spaces where

marginalized groups can support one another, create their

own discourse or narrative about change, and provide

supportive platforms for engaging in majority/mainstream

public spaces. In the case of GCs, they may play a role in

creating just such an arena among groups with shared

identities, particularly for historically marginalized groups

and engagement with ‘‘mainstream’’ philanthropy. Based

on this literature, we hypothesize:

H2 GC membership will increase bonding social capital;

that is, GC members will be more likely (compared to non-

GC members) to give to causes serving those that share the

same identity.

However, as noted above, past research has shown GCs

might also play a role in expanding who benefits and thus

may expand identification with others (Eikenberry and

Bearman 2009). Putnam notes that some forms of social

capital are outward looking and encompass people across

diverse social cleavages; this is bridging social capital.

Bridging social capital is important for external democracy

because of its value in transcending social differences,

including identity (race, ethnicity, religious tradition, sex-

ual preference, and national origin) and status (vertical

arrangements of power, influence, wealth, and prestige)

(Wuthnow 2002, p. 670). The idea of bridging social

capital is similar to Jane Addams’ (1964) philosophy of

social ethics, which had to do with understanding the value

of human life and the interconnected nature of society and

emotions. Social ethical action is done through people

working together cooperatively, not through individual

action. To move from an individual ethics to a social eth-

ics, Addams believed, one must immerse oneself in the

direct experience of life as lived by people of all back-

grounds. GCs might create bridging due to higher levels of

engagement between members and beneficiaries. Based on

this literature, we can hypothesize:

H3 GC membership will increase bridging social capital;

that is, GC members will be more likely (compared to non-

GC members) to give to causes serving those with a dif-

ferent identity than the donor.

Methodology

Our research questions, then, are: Is GC membership

associated with bonding or bridging social capital? That is,

are GC members more likely than non-members to give to

people who are like them or to people who are not like

them? To address these questions, we conducted a survey

of GC members and a comparison control group in the

USA to examine the impact of GCs on philanthropic

behaviors. This survey (see questions in the Online Sup-

plement) was administered online using Qualtrics. After

testing and piloting the survey before it was finalized, we

sent the survey to key contacts drawn from the GC data-

base we created (see Bearman et al. 2017), asking these

contacts to share the survey with their members. We also

asked philanthropic professionals working with GCs, GC

researchers, and other GC network and host contacts to

share the survey link with GCs with which they were

affiliated. The survey was open from mid-July to mid-

August 2017. We sent reminder emails at two points during

the time the survey was open. We ended up with 993 GC

member respondents from 160 GCs. In addition to sur-

veying GC members, we administered the same survey

with a slightly revised title to a comparison group through

Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). MTurk enables

researchers to pay a small fee for registered and approved

users to complete tasks such as surveys as they choose.

MTurk has become a popular data collection tool for social

science researchers, with many of the most influential

social science journals publishing articles using MTurk

(Casey et al. 2017). MTurk samples tend to be more

politically liberal, younger, less religious, and less racially

diverse than the US population (Berinsky et al. 2012; Huff

and Tingley 2015); however, research also finds that

MTurk is a valid recruitment tool for psychological

research on political ideology (Clifford et al. 2015) and

MTurk samples produce valid estimates in the context of

survey experiments (Berinsky et al. 2012; Buhrmester et al.

2011). We paid participants $.50 per completed survey,

limiting the survey to US users. The survey was adminis-

tered in September 2017. We had 947 respondents in this

comparison group (see demographic information about the

survey respondents in Table 1). Because of missing data,

the sample for analysis is 1467 respondents (725 GC

member, 746 non-GC member).

A limitation of the survey is that members self-select to

participate in GCs, so results may reflect people’s predis-

positions to participate in these groups rather than the

direct effect of belonging to the GC or selection bias. It is

our position that there is something unique about GC

members. This is supported by research cited above.

Whether this is a predisposition of individuals to give in
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certain ways or that GC membership leads to different

giving behaviors is outside the scope of this study and

impossible to determine with cross-sectional data. Instead,

we are examining whether GC members behave differently

than their demographically similar non-GC member

counterparts in terms of philanthropic behavior. Because of

demographic differences in groups, we used propensity

score matching on key demographic variables—discussed

below—to ensure our models compared giving patterns in

similar individuals in GCs and not in GCs.

For this study, we conducted two types of analyses to

understand the association between identity and giving.

First, we conducted Chi-squared analysis to get a sense of

giving to shared or different identity groups among GC

members and non-GC members to marginalized groups not

traditionally funded by philanthropy. We examined giving

specifically by POC and non-POC to POC-associated

causes, women and men to women and girls causes, and

LGBTQ and non-LGBTQ to LGBTQ causes. For example,

for giving to women and girls’ causes, we examined giving

differences between women and men to see if women were

more likely to give to women and girls’ causes (H1). Then,

we looked at differences between women in GCs and not in

GCs and their giving to women and girls’ causes (H2) and

men in GCs and not in GCs and their giving to women and

girls’ causes (H3).

Second, we ran three logistic regression models to

understand giving while controlling for demographic and

other factors to examine all three hypotheses. In the logistic

regression models, we tried to ascertain the effects of

identity and giving for causes serving POC, women and

girls, and the LGBTQ community, controlling for variables

aside from respondent GC affiliation, race/ethnicity, gen-

der, and gender identity. Dependent variables for the

models were: giving to POC causes, giving to women and

girls causes, or giving to LGTBQ causes. Independent

variables were GC member status (GC member = 1), POC1

(POC = 1), (female = 1), or LGBTQ2 (LGBTQ = 1). We

used propensity score matching to make the GC member

and non-GC member samples comparable as there were

some differences among groups. The matching was based

on age, gender, education, marital status, and income. We

include these terms in the model to ensure we fully account

for discrepancies between groups (Rubin and Thomas

1996). We also added a measure of general social capital

building to control for civic mindedness. This variable was

a count (min = 0, max = 12) of civic and political activi-

ties the respondent reported participating in in the prior

year. The list was predefined for respondents. We also

included interaction terms between being white, male, and

non-LGBTQ and GC membership to assess whether GC

members gave differently based on belonging to a different

cause than the group they gave to.

Analysis and Findings

Giving and Shared Identity

Our first hypothesis examines wether people are more

likely to give to causes that serve people with a shared

identity. We used Chi-squared analysis to examine giving

by POC and not POC, women and men, and LGBTQ and

cishet (Cisgender, heterosexual) people giving to causes

serving POC, women and girls, and the LGBTQ commu-

nity. In all three cases, we found support for H1 that people

are more likely to give to causes with a shared identity:

POC are significantly more likely than non-POC to give to

POC causes, women are significantly more likely than men

to give to women and girls causes, and LGBTQ people are

statistically significantly more likely than non LGTBQ to

give to LGBTQ causes. See Fig. 1.

Table 1 Demographic

descriptive statistics
Variable N Mean SD Min Max

Full sample

Giving to POC 1467 0.277 0.448 0 1

Giving to women/girls 1467 0.450 0.500 0 1

Giving to LGBTQ 1478 0.170 0.376 0 1

GC Member 1467 0.494 0.500 0 1

POC 1433 0.213 0.409 0 1

Female 1467 0.712 0.453 0 1

LGBTQ 1465 0.089 0.284 0 1

Civic/political activities 1467 4.519 3.279 0 12

Age 1467 45.844 15.891 18 95

Education (dichotomous, 1 = college or more) 1467 0.736 0.441 0 1

Married (dichotomous, 1 = married/long-term partner) 1467 0.654 0.476 0 1

Income (dichotomous, 1 = 100 k ? income) 1467 0.415 0.493 0 1
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In the logistic regressions (see Table 2), after control-

ling for demographic factors, we found POC, GC members,

people who engaged in more civic and political activities,

and men were significantly more likely to give to POC

causes. In addition, women, GC members, and people who

engaged in more civic and political activities were more

likely to give to women and girls causes. Finally, LGBTQ

people, GC members, people who engaged in more civic

and political activities, men, and younger people were

significantly more likely to give to LGBTQ causes. These

findings provide further support for H1.

GCs and Bonding Social Capital

Our second hypothesis examines whether GC membership

increases bonding social capital; that is, if GC members are

more likely to give to causes serving POC, women and

girls, and the LGBTQ community that share their same

43%

55%
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24%
18%
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Giving to POC Giving to Women/Girls Giving To LGBTQ

Donor is Same Iden�ty Donor is Different Iden�ty

Fig. 1 Giving by identity

Table 2 Logistic regression

results
Variables Model I Model II Model III

Giving to POC Giving to women/girls Giving to LGBTQ

Coef RSE Coef RSE Coef RSE

Female - 0.525* (0.290) 0.569** (0.265) - 0.594* (0.307)

POC 1.070*** (0.272)

LGBTQ 2.210*** (0.330)

GC member 2.100*** (0.302) 1.683*** (0.174) 1.000*** (0.426)

Civic activity 0.246*** (0.026) 0.133*** (0.024) 0.255*** (0.031)

Age - 0.011 (0.009) 0.002 (0.009) - 0.027** (0.011)

Education 0.0156 (0.307) - 0.048 (0.271) - 0.180 (0.338)

Marital status - 0.070 (0.195) - 0.253 (0.177) - 0.209 (0.203)

Income - 0.225 (0.419) - 0.156 (0.355) - 0.419 (0.424)

pscore 1.067 (1.100) 1.363 (0.910) 0.877 (1.164)

Male*GC - 0.609* (0.317)

white*GC - 0.623* (0.335)

cishet*GC 0.018 (0.449)

Constant - 3.060 (0.384) - 2.597 (0.355) - 2.194 (0.407)

Pseudo-R2 0.289 0.289 0.2405

N 1433 1467 1465

Correctly classified 80.32% 79.00% 86.08%

Robust standard errors in parentheses

***p\ 0.01, **p\ 0.05, *p\ 0.1
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identity. Using Chi-squared analyses, we found GC mem-

bers who were POC, women, or LGTBQ were significantly

more likely to give to causes serving POC, women and

girls and LGBTQ people, than non-GC members. Thus, in

all three cases, we found support for H2. See Fig. 2.

In the logistic regressions (see Table 2), after control-

ling for demographic factors, we found related to POC that

the interaction term was statistically significant and posi-

tive, indicating POC within GCs are significantly more

likely to give to POC causes than people not participating

in GCs. These findings indicate that POC engage in

bonding social capital in the general sample and the effect

is stronger within GCs (support for H2). However,

regarding gender, the interaction term was not statistically

significant. These findings indicate that women engage in

bonding social capital regardless of GC membership (not

supportive of H2). Similarly, for gender identity, the

interaction term was not statistically significant, indicating

that LGBTQ people also engage in bonding social capital

regardless of GC membership (not supportive of H2). Thus,

our regression results provide a somewhat mixed picture,

with only partial support of H2 related to giving to POC

causes.

GCs and Bridging Social Capital

Our third hypothesis examines whether GC membership

increases bridging social capital; that is, if GC members are

more likely to give to causes serving POC, women and

girls, and LGBTQ people when they have different iden-

tities. Using Chi-squared analyses, we found GC members

who were white, men, or cishet were significantly more

likely to give to causes serving POC, women and girls, and

LGBTQ than non-GC members. Thus, in all three cases,

we found support for H3 (see Fig. 2).

In the logistic regressions (see Table 2), after control-

ling for demographic factors, we found white GC members

are significantly more likely than white non-GC members

to engage in bridging forms of social capital when it comes

to giving to POC causes. GC members are also signifi-

cantly more likely to give to women and girls’ causes

regardless of gender when we control for other factors and

male GC members were significantly more likely to give to

women and girls causes than male non-GC members. This

means that GC members who are men are more likely than

non-GC members to engage in bridging forms of social

capital when it comes to giving to women and girls’ causes.

Finally, cishet GC members are not significantly more

likely than cishet non-GC members to give to LGBTQ

causes though GC members are significantly more likely to

give to LGBTQ causes than non-GC members. All this can

be taken to mean that GC members are more likely than

non-GC members to engage in bridging forms of social

capital when it comes to giving to POC, women and girls,

and LGBTQ causes, though the findings for LGBTQ

indicate it is GC member status that is driving this phe-

nomena rather than the interaction between GC and cishet.

These findings provide further support for H3.

Discussion and Conclusion

This research examined findings related to a recent survey

on the impact of GCs in the USA, focusing in particular on

understanding how identity (specifically associated with

race, gender, and gender identity) is associated with

funding recipients (particularly POC, women and girls, and

people who identify as LGBTQ), considered in the context

of theories of philanthropic identity, bridging and bonding

social capital, and the democratization of philanthropy.
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Fig. 2 Giving by identity and

GC membership
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While we focused on specific identities, we believe our

findings on identity-based giving could be germane to other

identities as well.

Our findings show that all respondent groups are likely

to give to their shared identity group (bonding), including

GC members and those not in GCs (supporting H1 and

largely H2). Regarding H2, Chi-squared results showed

clear support but we found somewhat mixed results with

the logistic regression results where POC within GCs are

significantly more likely to give to POC causes than people

not participating in GCs, but regarding gender and gender

identity, the interaction term was positive but not statisti-

cally significant. Finally, we found that GC members are

also more likely to give to groups that do not share their

identity, when controlling for other variables, particularly

related to race and gender, suggesting that GCs also

encourage bridging social capital (supporting H3). These

findings suggest GCs can make a difference in growing

philanthropy among people of different genders and other

identities historically not well funded by philanthropists,

largely supporting both bonding social capital and bridging

social capital (Putnam 2000; Wuthnow 2002). While these

estimates are not causal because of the cross-sectional

nature of the data, they do suggest a strong link between

identity and giving. Other work has also shown that GC

members give locally (Bearman et al. 2017) and that they

give more strategically and are likely to be engaged in

community beyond financial gifts (Carboni and Eikenberry

2018). Our findings considered with other studies indicate

that GCs may serve as builders of bridging and bonding

social capital in communities beyond financial donations

and may be a path toward more democratized philanthropy

by strengthening bonds within marginalized groups as well

as creating bridges between privileged and marginalized

groups.

Specifically, findings suggest when donors give on their

own, they are likely, as Schervish and colleagues suggest,

to give to those with which they identify, which could play

a role in reinforcing inequalities since those with the most

resources to give are wealthy, white, and male (Badger

2017; Traflet and Wright 2019). However, if donors give as

part of a GC, they may be likely to still give to people like

them but also expand their giving to give to people who are

not like them. This aligns with previous findings showing

that GCs cause members to both increase and expand their

giving (Carboni and Eikenberry 2018; Eikenberry 2009;

Eikenberry and Bearman 2009).

This is good news for the possibility of democratizing

philanthropy. In the current context of philanthropic and

wider societal attention to empowering marginalized

groups, supporting GCs presents philanthropy with a way

to support and expand social justice and equity in philan-

thropy. Of particular note is that GCs are relatively easy to

set up and more nimble than mainstream philan-

thropic foundations. Supporting and promoting GCs, then,

may be a means to expand and shift giving to historically

underserved groups in philanthropy, such as to women and

girls and POC. As GCs based around marginalized iden-

tities continue to grow, we might also expect that giving to

their shared identity groups will also grow. Enhancing

bonding across groups enables members to get to know one

another and hence make listening and trusting easier

(Putnam 2000; Putnam and Feldstein 2003), while such

subaltern counterpublics create alternative spaces for

marginalized groups to support one another and create their

own arenas for non-assimilated discourse that can perhaps

lead to participatory parity in mainstream public spheres

(Fraser 1990).

Simultaneously, GCs seem to enhance bridging social

capital (Putnam 2000; Wuthnow 2002) and a social ethics

(Addams 1964). This is good because of its value in tran-

scending social differences, including identity (race, eth-

nicity, religious tradition, sexual preference, and national

origin) differences. This may mean that non-marginalized

GC members may be more likely to support marginalized

groups not typically funded by mainstream philanthropy.

This also suggests that philanthropic identity can be

expanded through mechanisms such as GCs. Future

research should examine whether particular activities in

GCs do more or less to build bonds or bridges. It might also

increase research on the role philanthropic institutions,

such as community foundations, or local governments,

might play in promoting and expanding philanthropy to

direct funding to marginalized groups. Additional research

on whether bridging philanthropy reduces prejudice against

different identities and whether these findings hold for

other identity groups is also worth pursuing.

As noted in our methodology section, a limitation of the

survey is that members self-select to participate in GCs, so

results may reflect people’s predispositions to participate in

these groups rather than the direct effect of belonging to the

GC or selection bias. It is our position that there is some-

thing unique about GC members. We used propensity score

matching and controls for demographic variables to

account for this in our models, but more research is nec-

essary to understand substantive differences between GC

members and non-GC members.

Notes

1. Respondents were allowed to list multiple races/eth-

nicities. This variable is constructed from all people

who did not identify as solely white or did not decline

to comment.
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2. Respondents asked to self-identify as LGBTQ. It is

possible the sample is biased.

Funding This research was funded in part by the Bill & Melinda

Gates Foundation, via the Women’s Philanthropy Institute at the

Indiana University Lilly Family School of Philanthropy.

Compliance with Ethical Standards

Conflict of interest The second author is a member of the Voluntas
editorial review board.

References

Addams, J. (1964). Democracy and social ethics. Cambridge, MA:

Harvard University Press.

Badger, E. (2017). Whites have huge wealth edge over blacks (but

don’t know it). The New York Times. Retrieved from: https://

www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/09/18/upshot/black-white-

wealth-gap-perceptions.html. Accessed 27 Nov 2019.

Barron, J., Hylton, E., & Gilmer, M. (2018). We need to change how
we think: Perspectives on philanthropy’s underfunding of Native
communities and causes. Frontline Solutions & First Nations

Development Institute. Retrieved from: https://www.firstnations.

org/wp-content/uploads/publication-attachments/We%20Need%

20to%20Change%20How%20We%20Think_Compressed.pdf.

Accessed 27 Nov 2019.

Bearman, J. (2007). More giving together: The growth and impact of
giving circles and shared giving. Washington, DC: Forum of

Regional Associations of Grantmakers.

Bearman, J., Carboni, J. L., Eikenberry, A. M., & Franklin, J. (2017).

The landscape of giving circles/collective giving groups in the
U.S., 2016. Retrieved from https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/han

dle/1805/14527. Accessed 27 Nov 2019.

Berinsky, A. J., Huber, G. A., & Lenz, G. S. (2012). Evaluating online

labor markets for experimental research: Amazon.com’s

Mechanical Turk. Political Analysis, 20, 351–368.

Buhrmester, M., Kwang, T., & Gosling, S. (2011). Amazon’s

mechanical Turk: A new source of inexpensive, yet high-quality,

data? Perspectives on Psychological Science, 6, 3–5.

Carboni, J. L., & Eikenberry, A. M. (2018). Giving circle member-
ship: How collective giving impacts donors. Retrieved from

https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/handle/1805/17743. Accessed 27

Nov 2019.

Casey, L., Chandler, J., Levine, A., Proctor, A., & Strolovitch, D.

(2017). Intertemporal differences among MTurk workers: Time-

based sample variations and implications for online data

collection. SAGE Open, 1–15.

Clifford, S., Jewell, R. M., & Waggoner, P. D. (2015). Are samples

drawn from Mechanical Turk valid for research on political

ideology? Research & Politics, 2, 1–9.

Eikenberry, A. M. (2009). Giving circles: Philanthropy, voluntary
association, and democracy. Bloomington: Indiana University

Press.

Eikenberry, A. M. (2010). Giving circles: Self-help/mutual aid,

community philanthropy, or both? International Journal of Self
Help and Self Care, 5, 249–278.

Eikenberry, A. M., & Bearman, J. (2009). The impact of giving
together: Giving circles’ influence on members’ philanthropic
and civic behaviors, knowledge and attitudes. Retrieved from:

https://www.unitedphilforum.org/resources/impact-giving-

together-giving-circles-influence-members-philanthropic-and-

civic-behaviors. Accessed 27 Nov 2019.

Eikenberry, A. M., & Breeze, B. (2015). Growing philanthropy

through collaboration: The landscape of giving circles in the

United Kingdom and Ireland. Voluntary Sector Review, 6,
41–60.

Foundation Center and Women’s Funding Network. (2009). Accel-
erating change for women and girls: The role of women’s funds.

New York: Foundation Center. Retrieved from http://foundation

center.org/gainknowledge/research/pdf/womensfunds2009_

report.pdf. Accessed 27 Nov 2019.

Fraser, N. (1990). Rethinking the public sphere: A contribution to the

critique of actually existing democracy. Social Text, 25(26),

56–80.

Greenlining Institute. (2006). Investing in a diverse democracy:
Foundation giving to minority-led nonprofits. Berkeley, CA:

Author. Retrieved from: http://greenlining.org/wp-content/

uploads/2013/02/InvestinginaDiverseDemocracyFoundationGi

vingtoMinorityLedNonprofits.pdf. Accessed 11 Jun 2020.

Huff, C., & Tingley, D. (2015). ‘‘Who are these people?’’ Evaluating

the demographic characteristics and political preferences of

MTurk survey respondents. Research & Politics, 2, 1–12.

Kan, L. M., Maulbeck, B. F., & Wallace, A. (2019). LGBTQ
grantmaking by U.S. foundations. Funders for LGBTQ Issues.

https://lgbtfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/2017Trackin

gReport_07.pdf. Accessed 27 Nov 2019.

Korelitz, J. H. ‘‘Second Helpings.’’ Real Simple, August 2002, 85–90.

McKeever, B. (2019). The nonprofit sector in brief 2018: Public

charities, giving, and volunteering. Urban Institute. Retrieved

from https://nccs.urban.org/publication/nonprofit-sector-brief-

2018#the-nonprofit-sector-in-brief-2018-public-charites-giving-

and-volunteering. Accessed 27 Nov 2019.

National Council of Nonprofits. (2019). Nonprofit impact matters:

How America’s charitable nonprofits strengthen communities

and improve lives. Retrieved from https://www.nonprofitimpact

matters.org/. Accessed 11 Jun 2020.

Ostrander, S. A., & Schervish, P. G. (1990). Giving and getting:

Philanthropy as a social relation. Critical Issues in American
Philanthropy, 67–98.

Putnam, R. D. (1995). Bowling alone: America’s declining social

capital. Journal of Democracy, 6, 65–78.

Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of
American community. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Putnam, R. D., & Feldstein, L. M. (2003). Better together: Restoring
the American community. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Rubin, D. B., & Thomas, N. (1996). Matching using estimated

propensity scores: relating theory to practice. Biometrics, 52,
249–264.

Rutnik, T. A., & Bearman, J. (2005). Giving together: A national scan
of giving circles and shared giving. Baltimore: Forum for

Regional Association of Grantmakers. Retrieved from: https://

www.unitedphilforum.org/resources/giving-together-national-

scan-giving-circles-and-shared-giving. Accessed 27 Nov 2019.

Schervish, P. G. (1995). Gentle as doves and wise as serpents: The

philosophy of care and sociology of transmission. In P.

G. Schervish, V. A. Hodgkinson, & M. Gates (Eds.), Care and
community in modern society: Passing on the tradition of service
to future generations (pp. 1–20). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Schervish, P. G., & Havens, J. J. (2001). The new physics of

philanthropy: The supply-side vectors of charitable giving. Part

1: The material side of the supply side. The CASE International
Journal of Educational Advancement, 2, 95–113.

Schervish, P. G., & Herman, A. (1988). Empowerment and benefi-
cence: Strategies of living and giving among the wealthy. Final

Voluntas (2021) 32:247–256 255

123

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/09/18/upshot/black-white-wealth-gap-perceptions.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/09/18/upshot/black-white-wealth-gap-perceptions.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/09/18/upshot/black-white-wealth-gap-perceptions.html
https://www.firstnations.org/wp-content/uploads/publication-attachments/We%20Need%20to%20Change%20How%20We%20Think_Compressed.pdf
https://www.firstnations.org/wp-content/uploads/publication-attachments/We%20Need%20to%20Change%20How%20We%20Think_Compressed.pdf
https://www.firstnations.org/wp-content/uploads/publication-attachments/We%20Need%20to%20Change%20How%20We%20Think_Compressed.pdf
https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/handle/1805/14527
https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/handle/1805/14527
https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/handle/1805/17743
https://www.unitedphilforum.org/resources/impact-giving-together-giving-circles-influence-members-philanthropic-and-civic-behaviors
https://www.unitedphilforum.org/resources/impact-giving-together-giving-circles-influence-members-philanthropic-and-civic-behaviors
https://www.unitedphilforum.org/resources/impact-giving-together-giving-circles-influence-members-philanthropic-and-civic-behaviors
http://foundationcenter.org/gainknowledge/research/pdf/womensfunds2009_report.pdf
http://foundationcenter.org/gainknowledge/research/pdf/womensfunds2009_report.pdf
http://foundationcenter.org/gainknowledge/research/pdf/womensfunds2009_report.pdf
http://greenlining.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/InvestinginaDiverseDemocracyFoundationGivingtoMinorityLedNonprofits.pdf
http://greenlining.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/InvestinginaDiverseDemocracyFoundationGivingtoMinorityLedNonprofits.pdf
http://greenlining.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/InvestinginaDiverseDemocracyFoundationGivingtoMinorityLedNonprofits.pdf
https://lgbtfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/2017TrackingReport_07.pdf
https://lgbtfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/2017TrackingReport_07.pdf
https://nccs.urban.org/publication/nonprofit-sector-brief-2018#the-nonprofit-sector-in-brief-2018-public-charites-giving-and-volunteering
https://nccs.urban.org/publication/nonprofit-sector-brief-2018#the-nonprofit-sector-in-brief-2018-public-charites-giving-and-volunteering
https://nccs.urban.org/publication/nonprofit-sector-brief-2018#the-nonprofit-sector-in-brief-2018-public-charites-giving-and-volunteering
https://www.nonprofitimpactmatters.org/
https://www.nonprofitimpactmatters.org/
https://www.unitedphilforum.org/resources/giving-together-national-scan-giving-circles-and-shared-giving
https://www.unitedphilforum.org/resources/giving-together-national-scan-giving-circles-and-shared-giving
https://www.unitedphilforum.org/resources/giving-together-national-scan-giving-circles-and-shared-giving


Report: The Study on Wealth and Philanthropy. Boston: Boston

College Social Welfare Research Institute.

Schervish, P. G., O’Herlihy, M. A., & Havens, J. J. (2001). Agent
animated wealth and philanthropy: The dynamics of accumula-
tion and allocation among high-tech donors. Association of

Fundraising Professionals: Boston College Social Welfare

Research Institute.

Traflet, J., & Wright, R. E. (2019, Apr 2). America doesn’t just have a

gender pay gap. It has a gender wealth gap. The Washington
Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2019/04/02/

america-doesnt-just-have-gender-pay-gap-it-has-gender-wealth-

gap/. Accessed 27 Nov 2019.

Women’s Philanthropy Institute. (2016). Giving to women and girls:
Who gives, and why? Indianapolis: Author. Retrieved from:

https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/handle/1805/9624. Accessed 27

Nov 2019.

Wuthnow, R. (2002). The United States: Bridging the privileged and

the marginalized? In R. D. Putnam (Ed.), Democracies in flux:
The evolution of social capital in contemporary society (pp.

59–102). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to

jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

256 Voluntas (2021) 32:247–256

123

https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2019/04/02/america-doesnt-just-have-gender-pay-gap-it-has-gender-wealth-gap/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2019/04/02/america-doesnt-just-have-gender-pay-gap-it-has-gender-wealth-gap/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2019/04/02/america-doesnt-just-have-gender-pay-gap-it-has-gender-wealth-gap/
https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/handle/1805/9624

	Do Giving Circles Democratize Philanthropy? Donor Identity and Giving to Historically Marginalized Groups
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Theoretical Framework
	Methodology
	Analysis and Findings
	Giving and Shared Identity
	GCs and Bonding Social Capital
	GCs and Bridging Social Capital

	Discussion and Conclusion
	Notes
	Funding
	References




