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Is Canadian Philanthropy Ready for the Future?
Organizations must adapt to the fourth Industrial Revolution

by Andrew Chunilall, Chief Executive Officer, Community Foundations of Canada

S cientific advancements and techno
logical innovations have always 
shaped our philanthropic endeav

ours. Vast social changes brought about 
by the past three Industrial Revolutions 
are at the root of modern philanthropy.

Unfolding amid the political conflict 
and social upheaval of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, the first 
Industrial Revolution brought innov
ations in machinery, thereby shift
ing attention from human power to 
mechanical power and from the rural 
farm to the urban factory. Alongside 

the impacts of colonization, abolition, 
and urban growth, societies engaged in 
conversations about how best to care 
for the wellbeing of their citizens. 
Populations and average incomes grew, 
giving rise to private philanthropy.   
As the second Industrial Revolution took 
hold in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, philanthropy con
tinued to change with the times, spurred 
by unprecedented wealth creation. John 
D. Rockefeller, after making his fortune 
in the oil industry, was among the first 
to endow his assets in a trust to improve 

human wellbeing around the world. 
Together with contemporary industrial
ists like American steel magnate Andrew 
Carnegie and Canadian banker William 
Forbes Alloway, Rockefeller defined the 
structure of philanthropy that we know 
today. During this period, many private, 
family, and community foundations 
emerged. These organizations stewarded 
relationships, championed causes, and 
directed grants and other investments 
toward public health, education, housing, 
and the arts.

Throughout the twentieth century, 

WALRUS_CFC_Layout_08.indd   1 2017-04-13   3:08 PM



academics, practitioners, and activists 
continued to shape philanthropy, making 
it more integrated and effective. As the 
third Industrial Revolution took hold—
bringing advances in communication 
and digital technologies—philanthropic 
institutions became better equipped 
to focus on global issues. They had the 
means to create and publicize new initia
tives, leading to public engagement, 
inclusivity, and social justice. At best, 
this reimagining of philanthropy created 
global giving campaigns in the aftermath 
of World War II and led philanthropists to 
help finance the Civil Rights Movement. 
At worst, these new methods imposed 
Western conceptions of philanthropy on 
other cultures and distorted images of 
developing countries for charitable gain.

We now stand at the precipice of 
the fourth Industrial Revolution, one 
that builds upon the electronic and IT 
advancements of the third. This revolu
tion is undermining the divides between 
our material, digital, and biological 
worlds. From selfdriving cars and auto
mated investing to virtual reality and 
the Internet of Things, our latest techno
logical achievements—and those that are 
just around the corner—are permeating 
every aspect of our lives.

These upheavals are happening at a time 
of rapid demographic change, particu
larly in Canada. According to Statistics 
Canada, by the year 2036 approximately 
30 percent of all residents will have been 
born outside of the country. Canada’s 
urban centres will become larger and 
more diverse, with evergrowing youth, 
visible minority, Indigenous, and new
comer populations.

These demographic shifts are not iso
lated. Globalization, income inequality, 
climate change, political populism, and 
refugee crises will continue to move people 
around the world, thereby reshaping 
communities in new ways. The global and 
the local have become more intercon
nected than ever before, fuelled by rapid 
technological advances.

Yet, while it may seem as though we’re 
more connected, many communities are 
experiencing a growing sense of social iso
lation. A 2015 national Vital Signs report 
identified that onethird of Canadians 

feel a lack of community belonging. 
Moreover, many of the oncecustomary 
interactions of our daily lives are becom
ing obsolete.

Rapid technological change is the new 
constant, and philanthropy must avoid 
getting caught in the churn. Our phil
anthropic institutions must be ready to 
adapt to the fourth Industrial Revolution. 
We must figure out how to respond to new 
technologies that will disrupt existing 

philanthropic functions, how to enable 
participatory forms of giving, and how 
to ensure that institutional leadership 
reflects the diversity of our changing 
communities.

The philanthropy of tomorrow will 
need the kind of innovative thinking 
we’ve already seen in other industries. 
It will require a greater investment in 
research and development practices for 
the socialimpact sector so that charities 
can invest, fail, learn, and reinvest with
out losing their support.

If current trends continue, key ele
ments of philanthropy will become 
increasingly automated, freeing foun
dations to explore new terrain—such as 
pooled, responsible, or impact invest
ing—while allowing them to strengthen 
initiatives that make them such valu
able institutions: enhancing and main
taining public good, ensuring respon
sible resource stewardship, encouraging 

inclusion, and promoting honesty, com
passion, and openness.

No matter which charitable initiatives 
take precedence now and in the com
ing years, philanthropic organizations 
must do a better job of engaging the next 
generation. We know that people feel a 
greater sense of political inclusion when 
they see themselves and their experi
ences reflected in decision makers. The 
same is true of organizational leadership. 
If philanthropy is to stay ahead of the 
curve, it must ensure that those in pos
itions of influence are representative—in 
mindset and makeup—of our changing 
communities. Millennials, too, shouldn’t 
be left on the sidelines; they will reshape 
not only the way we work but also the 
para digm of giving as we know it.

The millennial workforce is coming 
into its own, global forces are exerting 
their influence, and dramatic techno
logical changes are happening all around 
us. The fourth Industrial Revolution is 
not a figment of the future; it’s already 
here. And it’s  presenting us with a 
golden opportunity to find new ways of 
improving the world. Protected natural 
spaces, better food systems, stronger 
relationships between Indigenous and 
nonIndigen ous people, smarter, more 
sustainable cities—modern society’s 
aims and challenges will require 
philanthropic institutions to work with 
citizens, businesses, and government. 
We must channel what we’ve learned 
from more than a century of giving, 
granting, and generosity to achieve 
greater collective impact.
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The philanthropy 
of tomorrow  
will need the 
kind of innovative 
thinking we’ve 
already seen in 
other industries. 

THE FUTURE OF PHILANTHROPY
For more information about Canada’s 
191 community foundations and the 
future of philanthropy, please visit 
communityfoundations.ca  
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