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Whether you have $5 or $5 billion dollars, no one wants 
to practice “low impact” philanthropy. But what does high 
impact philanthropy mean?  
 
High impact philanthropy is the practice of intentionally 
using private, philanthropic resources to serve the public 
good. In other words, it’s philanthropy for social impact. 

Not all gifts and grants are intended to maximize social 
impact. For example, you may round up your bill at checkout 
to donate to a store’s charity, sponsor a friend participating 
in a race that benefits causes she cares about, or give to your 
church or temple as part of your obligation as a member. 
These acts are part of many donors’ “philanthropic portfolio.” 
 
High impact philanthropy is the part of your portfolio where 
you ask, “How can I do more good in the world?” It involves 
the following: 

 
FOCUS ON SOCIAL IMPACT
To practice high impact philanthropy, you first need to 
choose what good in the world you want to create. That goal 
could be feeding the hungry, ensuring all kids learn, reducing 
poverty, improving the lives of women and girls, or any 
number of other worthy causes. Personal experiences often 
lead donors to commit to a particular community or cause. 
It is fine to let your heart choose the goal. Once you are clear 
about the goal, your head can help you find the programs and 
organizations that are well-positioned to reach that goal. 

 
Visit Resources for Identifying More Impact 
Opportunities to find research databases and 
guides. 

MAKE DECISIONS BASED ON  
THE BEST AVAILABLE EVIDENCE

Intuition alone won’t get you to social 
impact. For every cause, there is 
experience, knowledge, and information 
that can help you avoid re-inventing the 
wheel, or paying for the same mistakes 
others have already made. Evidence is 
information that helps you understand 
the nature of the problem you’re trying to 
solve, how promising a nonprofit’s overall 
approach is, and whether the conditions 
are ripe for success. Evidence comes 
from three sources: research, informed 
opinion, and the field (e.g., beneficiary and 
practitioner perspectives). When evidence 
from all three sources points in the same 
direction, you’ve found a great opportunity 
for impact. 

The guidance on our site and 
the list of vetted research 
resources starting on page 20 
can help you leverage the best 
available evidence across a 

	 range of causes and nonprofits. 

LINK IMPACT AND COST (“BANG 
FOR BUCK”)

No one has an unlimited budget. To 
create greater social impact, you’ll need 
to consider how far your money can go. 
Nonprofit overhead ratios won’t help. That 
common metric simply compares what 
a nonprofit spends in one accounting 
category to what it spends in another 
category. When you practice high impact 
philanthropy, you want to understand what 
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you’ll achieve. Connecting with other funders 
can often accelerate learning; alumni of our 
High Impact Philanthropy Academy report 
that the network they gained has been one 
of the biggest benefits. Your local community 
foundation, giving circles, the due diligence 
of staffed foundations, funder membership 
groups, and public resources like those listed 
on page 24 can all be sources of people and 
information to learn from and with.

Learn about the cycle for learning, 
assessing, and improving your 
philanthropy. 

High impact philanthropy is not about how 
much you give, but how well you give. By 
focusing on social impact, using the best 
available evidence, thinking “bang for buck,” 
and learning as you give, your generosity and 
good intentions can result in social impact 
year-round and in the years to come. 

a nonprofit can achieve given everything it spends. That’s 
“bang for buck” thinking, where the “bang” is the social 
impact, and the “buck” is the money spent to achieve that 
impact.  
 
There are many ways to link impact and cost. You could take 
results (e.g., number of participants earning a living wage, 
tons of CO2 emissions averted) and compare those results 
to the money required to achieve those results. You could 
also compare costs to societal benefits, like when $1 spent 
on a home visitation program yields $5 in societal benefits 
from lower social welfare costs and increased tax revenue 
because participating children are healthier and stay in 
school longer. When you start thinking this way, you’ll gain a 
more realistic understanding of what it takes to create social 
impact, and you’ll recognize opportunities where your money 
might go even farther.   

Link considerations of impact and cost to 
understand where the best “bang for buck” lies.

ASSESS, LEARN, & IMPROVE

Philanthropy is not a perfect science. The issues that donors 
tackle are among the toughest society faces. You’ll make 
mistakes, and your donation may not achieve what you 
hoped. But the more you assess, learn, and apply what you 
learn, the more you’ll improve, and the more social impact 
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Unlock the power of philanthropy with High 
Impact Philanthropy Academy, a certificate 
program for individual donors, professional 
grantmakers, and other philanthropic leaders 
seeking greater impact. Join our next cohort, 
beginning on the University of Pennsylvania 
campus in May 2024.
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