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The United States is experiencing its most severe economic crisis since the Great Depression, a 
crisis of global proportions with effects well beyond our borders. The subprime mortgage crisis, a 
volatile stock market, and job losses have taken a serious toll on the nation’s economy and the 
welfare of our most vulnerable communities. In mid-November the stock market hit its lowest level 
in more than six years and unemployment reached levels not seen since 1983 (Healy 2008; 
Goodman 2008). And, in the months since, the recession has deepened. 
 
Like the rest of the economy, foundations are feeling the squeeze: fewer resources coupled with the 
increased need of individuals, families, and communities. Health foundations face tough challenges 
as they try to tighten operating budgets and try to maintain support for grantees. Being mission 
driven, however, they can act as a “countervailing force” in hard economic times (Guth 2008).  
Fortunately, foundations are not limited to the financial resources they can contribute.  They can 
also apply non-grant resources like leadership and technical assistance in new and creative ways. 
 
To learn how health foundations are responding to the current economic crisis, Grantmakers In 
Health (GIH) surveyed the field at the end of 2008. The survey sought information on how health 
foundation assets and grantmaking budgets have been affected, the strategies health foundations are 
using to support grantees, and how foundations are addressing their own financial challenges. 
 
We recognize that funders may not have had clear or complete knowledge of the status of their 
investments at the time GIH fielded the survey. The eagerness of grantmakers to learn how their 
colleagues were faring and responding to the economic crisis, however, moved us to launch this 
initial survey. We intend to survey the field again in late fall, both to continue to monitor conditions 
and to keep funders up to date on foundation responses. Given the critical nature of this crisis for 
foundations and those they support, we encourage all GIH Funding Partners to respond to future 
GIH surveys. 
 
The mission of GIH is to strengthen the health grantmaking community’s knowledge, skills, and 
effectiveness. Doing so requires the ability to both anticipate and respond to the needs of the field.  
In sharing the survey results, we hope to encourage ongoing dialogue among health foundations on 
the effects of the economic crisis on their grantmaking and operations. In fact, 62 percent of survey 
respondents indicated that they would welcome opportunities to speak with and learn from their 
peers. 
 
SURVEY METHODOLOGY 
 
GIH used Surveymonkey, an inexpensive on-line tool, to administer the survey to a number of 
health foundations over a six-week period from November 25, 2008, until January 5, 2009. Because 
a majority of responses came from GIH Funding Partners, only their responses were used for this 
report. Of the 255 GIH Funding Partners surveyed, 127 (50 percent) responded.    
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GIH’s survey was one of several conducted of philanthropic organizations in the fall of 2008. Our 
results are consistent with those of other surveys and are reflective of recent statements issued by 
foundations. 
 
GIH SURVEY RESULTS 
 
The majority of respondents to the GIH survey (just over 90 percent) experienced a decrease in 
their asset base in 2008. As a result, most (68 percent) have taken actions to change programs or 
operations.  These actions include making changes to program budgets, grantmaking strategies, and 
operating budgets.   
 
More than one-third of survey respondents are holding 2009 grant budgets at 2008 levels. This 
approach allows them to maintain support for existing grants and initiatives without substantially 
reducing grant portfolios. It also provides stability for grantees and the communities they serve.  
However, 51 percent of foundations indicated that they are decreasing grants budgets, and 34 
percent are delaying consideration of new initiatives or multiyear grant obligations.   
 
Funding Partners are also seeking alternative strategies to support grantees and other partners. For 
example, 61 percent of funders are seeking new collaborations or partnerships with other funding 
organizations such as corporations and government, and 56 percent are convening funders in their 
communities to coordinate funding strategies. In addition, foundations are supporting and 
developing the skills of other nonprofits to help them work more efficiently and communicate the 
value of their work to a broader funding audience. Forty-five percent of respondents report getting 
staff more involved in working with community or constituent organizations and coalitions, and 
about 40 percent are increasing advocacy efforts or providing technical assistance to grantees on 
managing budget constraints.   
 
Finally, foundations are cutting their operating budgets.  Sixty-five percent of survey respondents 
report reducing administrative expenses. Many foundations are scrutinizing travel budgets, staff 
salaries, and funds for consultants and capital projects. By the end of 2008, communications 
between staff and boards had occurred in 88 percent of foundations. About half of foundations had 
communicated with grantees. We have seen more funders joining their ranks in the first month of 
2009. 
 
Detailed results from this first survey of the field are presented below. We have also included 
information on the characteristics of the health foundations that completed the survey, including 
asset range, geographic focus, and foundation type. Please note that survey numbers are small and 
that we did not do formal tests of statistical significance. Due to rounding, totals may not add to 100 
percent.  Also, not every survey participant answered all questions. 
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Has there been a percentage change in your organization’s asset base this year? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Has the board or executive committee of your organization met to discuss making changes to 
programs or operations due to the current economic situation?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Have there been any actions at the staff level to change programs or operations due to the 
current economic situation?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

16%

84%
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Maintaining 2008 
grantmaking level

36%

Increasing 2009 
grants budget

13%

Decreasing 2009 
grants budget

51%

What is your organization’s method for determining the annual grants budget? 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Which strategies best describe your organization’s plans for calendar year 2009?  
(Please select all that apply.)  
 
GRANTMAKING 
 
Grants Budgets 
104 Funding Partner organizations answered this question. 

Based on rolling average of asset 
levels over the past 3-5 years 

Based on annual asset level 45%

55%
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Maintaining percentage 
of endowment to be 

paid out in 2009
71%

Increasing percentage of 
endowment to paid out 

in 2009
16%

Decreasing percentage 
of endowment to be 

paid out in 2009
13%

Payout 
64 Funding Partner organizations answered this question. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other Grantmaking Strategies 
123 Funding Partner organizations answered this question. 
 

 
 
 Delaying consideration of new 

initiatives or multiyear obligations 

Establishing emergency relief fund to 
support safety net 

Increasing general operating support 

Giving grantees flexibility to reallocate 
current grants 

Making matching grants 

Shortening decision cycles to speed up 
grant application turnaround time 

Increasing multiyear commitments 
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OTHER FORMS OF SUPPORT FOR GRANTEES AND OTHER PARTNERS 
105 Funding Partner organizations answered this question. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
OPERATIONS AND ADMINISTRATION 
 
Administrative Expenses 
103 Funding Partner organizations answered this question. 
 
 

Reducing administrative expenses 

Maintaining administrative expenses at 
2008 levels 

 
 
 
 
Staff Salary Levels 
49 Funding Partner organizations answered this question. 
 
 

Reducing staff salaries below 2008 
levels 
Holding staff salaries at 2008 levels or 
reducing salary increase pool 

 
 

Seeking new collaborations or partnerships with other 
funding organizations (e.g., corporations, government) 

Convening funders to coordinate funding strategies 

Getting staff more actively involved in working with 
community or constituent organizations and coalitions 

Increasing advocacy efforts 

Providing technical assistance to grantees on managing 
increasing budget constraints 

Convening grantees to share strategies on managing 
tight dollars and increased need 
Sharing office space or allowing grantees and other 
community-based organizations to use the foundation’s 
facilities for conferences or meetings 
Making program-related investments 21%

29%

30%
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40%

45%

56%

61%
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7%
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Travel Budgets 
72 Funding Partner organizations answered this question. 
 
 
 

Reducing travel budgets 

Holding travel budgets at 2008 levels 

 
 
 
 
 
Other Operations and Administrative Strategies 
115 Funding Partner organizations answered this question. 
 
 

Building in new efficiencies 

Delaying capital expenditures 

Cutting down on use of consultants or temporary 
employees 

 Reducing staff development opportunities 

Freezing hiring for current unfilled positions 

Decreasing department budgets 

Reducing staff 

Reducing staff benefits 

29%

71%
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24%

26%

50%

87%

88%
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COMMUNICATIONS 
116 Funding Partner organizations answered this question. 
 
Have communicated with board members about staff actions 
taken in response to the economy on the foundation  

Have communicated with staff about the effects of the 
economic downturn on the foundation  

Have communicated with grantees about the foundation’s 
plans 

Have surveyed or sought feedback from grantees about their 
most critical needs in the current economic climate 

Have communicated with the broader community or 
constituency 

 
 
 
WHO ANSWERED THE GIH SURVEY? 
 
Please tell us a little about yourself and your organization.   
 
Asset Range 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Over $2 billion 

> $750 million to $2 billion 

> $500 million to $750 million 

> $250 million to $500 million 

> $100 million to $250 million 

> $50 million to $100 million 

> $10 million to $50 million 

Under $10 million 5%

31%

26%

18%

8%

3%

5%

5%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%
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7%

5%

2%

58%

21%

7%
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Geographic Focus  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Foundation Type 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Would you be interested in being part of an ongoing dialogue with GIH and your grantmaking 
colleagues on these issues?  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

International 

National  

Regional  

State  

Local 

Supporting organization  

Public charity 

Private (Independent)  

Operating  

Corporate  

Community  

46%

28%

20%

13%

7%
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62%

38%
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No 

Yes 
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Do you think it would benefit your board members to have opportunities to talk to other 
foundation trustees about these issues?  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

47%

53%
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