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Abstract 

This report examines the distribution of community foundation grants in the Virginia Beach, Richmond, and 
Northern Virginia Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA) in the state of Virginia, by using the Opportunity Atlas 
Data Tool to map grantees' locations over income mobility outcomes. The atlas relies on 1970-2010 Census data 
and tax information to estimate the earning potential of residents based on neighborhood location, race, and 
gender. The results demonstrate that foundations–specifically the Richmond Foundation, The Northern Virginia 
Foundation, and the Hampton Road Foundation–did not focus on funding non-profits located in neighborhoods 
with the worst socioeconomic outcomes. Additionally, the funding disparities often correlated along racial lines, 
as neighborhoods with a higher fraction of non-white residents were less likely to receive funding. Based on these 
observations and the larger body of nonprofit and foundation research, funding mechanisms for local non-profits 
need to be rethought to ensure that funds are being directed to the neighborhoods that need them the most to 
improve residential outcomes. Potential solutions to reduce philanthropic inequities include foundation lifespan 
restrictions, changes in tax law to incentivize foundation spending, and boosts to government Community 
Development Block Grant and Community Service Block Grant programs, as well as further research and 
analysis of foundation giving. 
 
Introduction: Why Nonprofits and Foundations Matter to Metropolitan Areas 

Nonprofits and foundation giving are central to program and service delivery in metropolitan areas. The 
presence of nonprofit community organizations is associated with positive long-term socioeconomic and health 
outcomes for nearby residents (Chetty et al., 2016). Equally important, these organizations serve as vital means to 
boost the social capital within neighborhoods needed to sustain economic success and civic engagement (Putnam, 
2000).  

In 2020, the Department of Human Services contracted out nonprofit and private sector services that 
totaled $25 billion (Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS, 2020). In addition, Americans donated a 
record total of $471 billion to charitable organizations in 2020 (NPTrust, 2021). Charitable foundations offer a 
vehicle to deliver the charitable dollars responsibly and, ideally, to where they are needed most. Foundations are 
responsible for delivering over $88 billion a year in funding across the country (NPTrust, 2021). Additionally, 
most of this money is directed towards developing urban metropolitan areas, with only 30% of foundations 
directing funds towards rural areas (Ashley, 2014). The demonstrated benefits of nonprofits and community 
organizations on societal well-being make them vital resources for Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) to 
address poor health and socioeconomic outcomes in their neighborhoods. 

However, nonprofits are not distributed equally across metropolitan communities nationwide. Diverse 
low-income communities demonstrate lower levels of nonprofit organizations in their jurisdictions than white 
low-income and high-income communities (Kim, 2015). Additionally, grant applications favor organizational 
capacity in both the nonprofit and public sectors, making it difficult for lower-income communities to obtain grant 
funding (Collins and Gerber, 2008). The operation costs of nonprofits in lower-income communities suffer from a 
lack of investment that jeopardizes their ability to maintain programming and services (Levine, 2021). 
Foundations are trusted to invest funds through grants to improve the presence and capabilities of community 
nonprofits, organizations, and services. Still, they do not always fund organizations where they are needed the 
most. Current funding practices in foundations perpetuate existing racial and economic disparities. 
 
Downfalls of Foundation Funding 

Foundations are 501c3 organizations that are categorized as either private foundations or public charities 
by the IRS and generally focus on grantmaking over delivering actual programs and services (Council on 
Foundations, 2022). Foundations deliver grants from the excess interest built off their vast financial portfolios and 
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have little incentive to spend significant portions of their wealth in high need areas. Furthermore, foundations 
work to maintain images of trust and expertise that can influence their willingness to aid organizations that might 
not guarantee success. As a result, the objective and mission of serving those in need can be misplaced in the 
pursuit of funding nonprofits with the greater perceived organizational capacity rather than those serving the most 
people in need. (Levine, 2021). What determines the definition of capacity is an array of political and 
administrative factors of the foundation’s choosing. Capacity can be but is not limited to, a track record of project 
success, existing financial situation, or community lobbying that determines who and where funding is directed 
too. The result is a lack of grant funding being directed to less established organizations in underserved 
communities despite foundations being created to distribute funds to those communities. Exacerbating the 
problematic emphasis on capacity, operational costs are subsequently overlooked or not considered all together. 
Less established nonprofits face financial hurdles to maintain operation in areas with the worst socioeconomic 
outcomes and would benefit from grants for operational costs (Levine, 2021). Current foundations grantmaking 
practices misplace the goal of serving those in need by denying funding to nonprofits who serve communities 
with demonstrated need but lack perceived capacity causing goal displacement.  

Public services are often vulnerable to goal displacement “because they have many bottom lines–social, 
political, and economic–making it almost impossible to develop simple quantitative measures of how they 
perform” (Bohte and Meier, 2000, p. 174). Government examples of goal displacement are many, from school 
districts gaming standardized test scores to falsely reflect better performance to the underreporting of crime by 
law enforcement to falsely reflect safer jurisdictions. The prioritization of funding nonprofit organizations with 
demonstrated administration capacity–a decision made because of performance concerns–ignores the need to fund 
organizations with less administrative capacity in communities of need.  

Nonprofits are commonly used in public-private-partnerships (P3) for service provision by the federal and 
local governments. P3s provide an attractive alternative to cut perceived inefficiency and bureaucracy in 
government service delivery, yet P3s often come with overlooked risks. For example, nonprofits can lose vital 
sources of funding in public and private grants or donations which can cause service delivery to collapse. In 
addition, oversight of P3s can lead to issues of accountability to ensure services are being adequately delivered 
(Amirkhanyan et al., 2008). Foundations in Boston were documented specifically neglecting areas of high need 
despite having the funding to serve them because of political concerns coupled with organizational capacity 
objections to the non-profits in the high need areas (Levine, 2021).  

Conjointly, surveys on the capacity of nonprofits highlight how crucial foundation funding can be to 
supporting community success. Over 60% of the non-profit industry is made up of small nonprofits (Faulk et al., 
2021). These small nonprofits do not typically receive the majority of their funding from major foundations: They 
are instead especially reliant on less reliable funding to operate, such as the donations of individuals and alternate 
funding streams. In contrast, non-profit organizations with over $1 million in financial assets reported 
substantially less reliance on individual donors (Faulk et al., 2021). Foundations serve as stewards of funds to 
invest with expertise and thought. The goal is to direct these funds to areas the foundation identifies as a place, 
service, or research area with the greatest need for funding. Instead, nonprofits and foundations have been 
documented doing the opposite, which can negatively impact areas in need instead of helping them (Levine, 
2021). Foundations and nonprofits are misplacing the goal of helping those in need with perpetuating funding 
practices focused on perceived capacity and success to maintain their own financial portfolios.  

Although nonprofits often deliver services in the place of government, nonprofits face financial 
challenges that are exacerbated by foundation grantmaking practices. Foundations benefit from their culmination 
of assets, with foundations holding over $1 trillion in financial assets in 2020 (Faulk et al., 2021). Despite having 
over $1 trillion in assets, foundations only spent $88 billion in 2020 in giving. For example, the Bezos Earth 
Fund—set up in 2020 by Amazon founder Jeff Bezos—gave only $791 million of its funds to environmental 
nonprofits despite being founded with $10 billion that same year (Kulish, 2021). Foundations avoid giving to 
maintain financial assets to generate wealth that they are not spending or directing to where they are needed. 
Foundations' role in funding service delivery needs to be re-examined on an operational and organizational level.  
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Case Study: Community Foundations in Virginia MSAs  
Community foundations represent a specific kind of foundation that has a board composed of members 

from the community being served and directs charitable funds towards community-specific nonprofit 
programming and operations. Although community foundations only represent a small portion of foundation 
spending, roughly 8% in 2017, they are often seen as trusted community advisors (Levine, 2021). Given the role 
and assumed local knowledge community foundations possess, they are ideal examples through which to examine 
foundation funding inadequacies. After all, if foundations with local knowledge and expertise cannot invest their 
funds where they are needed the most, it may suggest that foundations as a whole are even less equipped to do so. 
 
Figure 1: Major Urban Areas. 2020 U.S Census Bureau Population Estimates  

 
Arlington County, 
Virginia (NOVA) 

Norfolk city, Virginia 
(Virginia Beach) 

Richmond city, 
Virginia (Richmond) 

Population estimates, July 1, 
2019, (V2019) 236,842 242,742 230,436 
Median household income (in 
2019 dollars), 2015-2019 $120,071  $51,590  $47,250  
Per capita income in past 12 
months (in 2019 dollars), 2015-
2019 $71,841  $29,830  $33,549  
Persons in poverty, percent 7.60% 18.70% 23.20% 

 
The Hampton Roads, Northern Virginia, and Richmond Foundations service three distinctly different 

metropolitan areas. Northern Virginia, which is part of the larger Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-
MD-WV MSA—one of the 25 largest metro areas in the country—had a median income of $77,201 in 2020, 
which, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020), is $25,000 and $22,000 more than Virginia Beach and 
Richmond, respectively. Additionally, the DC-VA-MD-WV Metro Area enjoys a thriving professional sector with 
Office and Administrative Support, Business and Financial Operations, and Management making up the top three 
employment sectors in the region (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). Virginia Beach, along the Hampton Roads 
waterway, is a coastal area heavily reliant on its tourism industry, which brought $2.7 billion to the region in 
2017. The demographic and economic makeup of the Richmond MSA has similarities with Virginia Beach, but its 
center, the city of Richmond, had a 23.2% poverty rate in 2019. Despite the clear economic advantages, the 
residents of North Virginia enjoy, as outlined in Figure 1, impoverished areas can be found in each of these three 
metropolitan areas. Figures 2 through 4, created with the Opportunity Atlas Data Tool, demonstrate how effective 
the Hampton Roads, Northern Virginia, and Richmond Foundations are at distributing funds to areas in need 
within the three Virginia metropolitan areas (Chetty et al., 2020). These maps represent the distribution of 
community foundation grants in each region and compares them to (A) the estimated median income of residents 
from each neighborhood at age 35 and (B) the fraction of non-white residents per neighborhood.  
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Figure 2a: Grant distribution compared median income of residents in Virginia Beach 

 

Figure 2b: Grant distribution and distribution of non-white residents per neighborhood in Virginia Beach 
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Figure 3a: Grant distribution compared median income of residents in Richmond 

 

Figure 3b: Grant distribution and distribution of non-white residents per neighborhood in Richmond 
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Figure 4a: NOVA Poverty Rate Map 

 

Figure 4b: grant distribution and distribution of non-white residents per neighborhood in NOVA 

 



Coyne, Cracks in the Foundation 

 41 

Results 
Virginia Beach: 

Hampton Road Foundation gave out 37 grants in 2021, with the majority concentrated in the Norfolk 
County area (Hampton Road Community Foundation, 2021). Figure 2a maps those grants against the estimated 
median income of residents from each neighborhood at age 35. The shaded areas with darker red demonstrate the 
lowest median income at age 35 for residents, while the light green color shows above median income earnings. 
Based on the results, Hampton Road Foundation rarely invested in the parts of the region with the worst economic 
outcomes.  

Figure 2b further investigates the location of grantee organizations by measuring against the fraction of 
non-white residents per neighborhood (Chetty et al., 2020). Darker shades of purple represent a greater number of 
non-white residents in each neighborhood, while lighter shades of purple and pink represent the opposite. The 
Hampton Road Foundation only awarded ten grants in majority-nonwhite neighborhoods in 2021. One of these 
grantees was the Chesapeake Bay Academy, a private academy for those with learning disabilities. This 
organization may not be a good representation of an organization serving the needs of average community 
members, since the cost of tuition is $21,000. Another award that may not be a good representation of serving the 
average needs of citizens included the Virginia Wesleyan University, a private university, for the purchasing of a 
new piano. Excluding the academy and University, only 8 of the investments made by the community foundation 
in the Norfolk Area went to majority-nonwhite neighborhoods.  
 
Richmond: 

The Richmond Foundation gave out 61 awards in 2021 from their Community Impact Grants. 
Community impact grants are the primary community investment vehicle of the foundation that focuses on 
economic prosperity, community vibrancy, educational success, and health and wellness (The Richmond 
Foundation, 2022). Figure 3a and Figure 3b repeat the same analysis for the Richmond area, mapping the median 
income and fraction of non-white residents against the location of the Richmond Foundation grantees. The results 
are similar, with the majority of Richmond’s grantees located in areas that do not demonstrate the worst economic 
outcomes and needs. More concerningly, when accounting for a fraction of non-white residents in each 
neighborhood, a clear concentration of grantees emerges in less diverse, whiter neighborhoods. Figure 3b 
demonstrated that whiter neighborhoods in the Richmond MSA were more likely to receive a grant from the 
foundation. 
 
NOVA: 

For the Northern Virginia Foundation, the grant information came from their 2021 Community 
Investment Fund grantee announcement, which included 38 grantees (NOVA Foundation, 2022). The NOVA 
Foundation is the largest of the three foundations and has a significantly larger number of grantees than Hampton 
Roads or Richmond. Therefore, the Community Investment Fund grantees do not capture the full grant-making 
profile of the foundation. Still, Community Investment Fund grantees should be focused on communities in need, 
so this subset of grantees can provide similar insights to the Richmond and Hampton Foundation examples. 
Figure 4a demonstrates that the NOVA Foundation tended to award funding to grantees in neighborhoods with 
fewer residents of color, but the disparity was not as pronounced as it was in the Hampton Road and Richmond 
Foundation examples.  

In addition, the NOVA Metropolitan area has significantly better economic outcomes than either 
Richmond or Virginia Beach and has fewer neighborhoods with poor median incomes. The median income map 
used in the prior examples was omitted to refine the results further. Instead, Figure 4b maps the grantees over the 
poverty rate of each neighborhood in the NOVA MSA. The NOVA Foundation rarely awarded grants to areas 
that had the highest poverty rates within the area they serve. Community development within the highest-poverty 
areas in NOVA was not considered a priority in the NOVA Foundation’s decision making for the 2021 grantees.  
 
Conclusion and Recommendation 

Pressure needs to be applied to foundations—especially community foundations—to spend their funds 
equitably and overcome funding disparities, as demonstrated in the Richmond, NOVA, and Virginia Beach MSA 
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examples. One recommendation for accomplishing this is to limit foundation lifespans. Foundations do not have a 
current incentive to spend down their funds, and instead have become focused on perpetuating their wealth 
portfolios. Limits on the lifespan of foundations would incentivize foundations to spend more, since they would 
not be able to perpetually build wealth (Levine, 2021).  

Secondly, tax laws need to be changed to require foundations to spend more of their assets every year. 
Current tax laws allow foundations to spend only 5% of their assets on grantees despite having over a trillion in 
assets collectively (Levine, 2021). Finally, the operational costs of nonprofits in high-need areas need to be 
funded before specific programming costs. An historical emphasis on funding programming over operational 
costs is misplaced, since if the overhead cost needs of nonprofits in underserved areas are not met, there can be no 
programming or services at all.  

In addition, adjusting Community Service Block Grants and Community Development Block Grants can 
also help minimize inequities in nonprofit funding. CSBG and CDBD funds provide flexible sources of federal 
funding for nonprofit programs. Specifically, CSBG grants are targeted to fund programs that serve those falling 
at or below 125% of the federal poverty level but are currently limited to funding programs and services. CSBG 
grants are dispersed from the states to Community Action Agencies (CAAs), made up of a board encompassing 
one third local government representatives, one third private representatives, and one third impoverished citizens 
or their community representatives. CAAs then either operate or distribute funds for service and programs at other 
organizations. Instead CSBG funds should be distributed directly to local nonprofits in underserved communities. 
Additionally, the requirements of CSBG grants should be changed to allow this funding to be spent on operational 
costs and focused on funding nonprofits in high need areas. Furthermore, expanding the federal funding of both 
CSBG and CDBG would benefit nonprofits who are not able to secure private foundation funding. Since the 
inception of CDBG and CSBG both programs have seen their funding decline by 74% and 34% respectively when 
adjusting for inflation and population growth (Reich et al., 2017). 

As with the majority of nonprofit grant funding, CDBG grant applications need to be refocused on 
community need over the perceived administrative capacity of applicant organizations (Collins & Gerber, 2008). 
In the current system, established and financially secure nonprofits that do not necessarily serve those with the 
most need have a clear competitive advantage over smaller or newer nonprofits. Reforming CSBG and CDBG to 
reward need over administrative capacity would level the playing field for smaller organizations while directing 
funds to neighborhoods that demonstrate the most need. This could provide a lifeline for smaller nonprofits 
located in underserved communities who are often denied funding by foundations. It is vital for CSBG and CDBG 
administration to be reformed to serve those in need and for the funding to be restored to at least inception level if 
not more.  

Nonprofits and community organizations are vital to the success of low-income and historically 
underserved communities. The services they provide are irreplicable and make demonstrated differences. 
However, the foundations responsible for directing the financial resources nonprofits need to succeed in 
economically burdened areas are denying those resources to them. The cases of the three Virginia foundations 
captures a snapshot of a systemic issue in philanthropic giving. Similar analysis of foundations would aid in 
furthering the research and proposed solutions to reforming foundation giving. In order to improve impoverished 
metropolitan areas and the economic and well-being outcomes for the residents in those areas, the funding 
structure of community nonprofits and organizations in the U.S. needs to change on a fundamental level.  
 

References 
Amirkhanyan, A. A., Kim, H. J., & Lambright, K. T. (2008). Does the public sector outperform the nonprofit and for profit sectors? 

Evidence from a national panel study on nursing home quality and access. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 27(2), 
326–353. 

Ashley. (2014). Is the inequality equitable? An examination of the distributive equity of philanthropic grants to rural 
communities. Administration & Society, 46(6), 684–706. https://doi.org/10.1177/009539971246919 

 Bohte, & Meier, K. J. (2000). Goal displacement: Assessing the motivation for organizational cheating. Public Administration Review, 
60(2), 173–182. https://doi.org/10.1111/0033-3352.00075 

Chetty, R., Hendren, N., & Katz, L. F. (2016). The effects of exposure to better neighborhoods on children: New evidence from the Moving 
to Opportunity experiment. American Economic Review, 106(4), 855-902  

Collins, & Gerber, B. J. (2008). Taken for granted? Managing for social equity in grant programs. Public Administration Review, 68(6), 
1128–1141. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2008.00960. 



Coyne, Cracks in the Foundation 

 43 

Community impact grants. Community Foundation for a Greater Richmond. (2022). Retrieved December 15, 2022, from 
https://www.cfrichmond.org/Leadership-Impact/Our-Focus/Recent-Grants  

Community investment funds. The Community Foundation for Northern Virginia. (2022). Retrieved February 27, 2022, from 
https://www.cfnova.org/grants-and-scholarships/grants/community-investment-funds  

Department of Health and Human Services (2020, August 12). FY 2019 contract awards by HHS Dept of Health & Human Services. 
FEDSched. Retrieved December 13, 2021, from https://gsa.federalschedules.com/resources/hhs-agency-spending/. 

Faulk, L., Kim, M., Derrick-Mills, T., Boris, E., Tomasko, L., Hakizimana, N., Chen, T., Kim, M., & Nath, L. (2021). Nonprofit trends and 
impacts 2021: National findings on diversity and representation, donation trends from 2015-2020, and effects of 2020. Urban 
Institute. https://www.urban.org/research/publication/nonprofit-trends-and-impacts-2021  

Foundation basics. (2018, February 2). Council on Foundations. Retrieved February 26, 2022, from 
https://www.cof.org/content/foundation-basics#what_is_a_foundation  

Kim, M. (2015). Socioeconomic diversity, political engagement, and the density of nonprofit organizations in US counties. The American 
Review of Public Administration, 45(4), 402-416. 

Kulish, N. (2021, June 9). How long should it take to give away millions? The New York Times. Retrieved January 18, 2022, from 
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/09/business/donor-advised-funds-philanthropy.html 

Levine, J. (2021). Constructing Community. Princeton University Press. 
NPTrust. (2021, November 11). Charitable giving statistics. NPTrust. Retrieved December 13, 2021, from 

https://www.nptrust.org/philanthropic-resources/charitable-giving-statistics/. 
Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: America’s declining social capital. In Culture and politics (pp. 223-234). Palgrave Macmillan, New 

York. 
Reich, D., Shapiro, I., Cho, C., et al. (2017, February 22). Block-granting low-income programs leads to large funding declines over time, 

history shows. Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-budget/block-granting-low-income-
programs-leads-to-large-funding-declines-over  

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2022, February 24). U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Retrieved February 27, 2022, from 
https://www.bls.gov/  

 


