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Known Quantity
To be effective, the work of philanthropy should be not just  
innovative but also cumulative.
By aChilles Kallergis & alexandre laMBelet

S
anitation is one of the most criti-
cal issues that developing coun-
tries face. Worldwide, about 
2.5 billion people lack adequate 

sanitation facilities, and each year about 
700,000 children die from diarrhea. One 
noteworthy effort to solve this problem is 
the Reinvent the Toilet Challenge, which the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation launched 
in 2011. According to the foundation’s web-
site, the initiative aims to promote the cre-
ation of “a truly aspirational next-generation 
product that everyone will want to use.” To 
date, the website reports, the foundation has 
funded 16 research groups that are “using in-
novative approaches—based on fundamen-
tal engineering processes—for the safe and 
sustainable management of human waste.”

In focusing on sanitation, the Gates 
Foundation has made a welcome move to 
raise awareness of a significant public health 
issue. But let’s look carefully at the underly-
ing logic of its proposed intervention. That 
logic relies on two basic assumptions: first, 
that the sanitation problem in developing 
countries requires a technological solution; 
and second, that the problem stems largely 
from a lack of demand. The intervention 
rests, in other words, on the idea that those 
without access to adequate sanitation are 
unable or unwilling to use the sanitation 
technology that currently exists.

 Social science field research on this topic 
calls those assumptions into question. An 
ethnographic study sponsored by the UK 
Department for International Development, 
for example, concludes that “lagging sanita-
tion targets are not a simple case of technical 
failures or lack of demand by users.” For the 
study, researchers interviewed and observed 

members of the urban poor in Bangladesh, 
 India, and Kenya over a three-year period that 
started in 2003. Within that population, they 
found, the understanding of issues related 
to hygiene and sanitation is quite high. “In 
the absence of inclusive urban policies,” the 
authors of the study write, “the proposed 
approach to ‘promoting a demand for toilets’ 
grossly simplifies [a] complex social-environ-
mental issue.” Broadly speaking, the litera-
ture on sanitation in developing countries 
indicates that most problems in that field 
relate to the complex realities of poverty.

Did the Gates Foundation incorporate re-
search findings of this kind into the framing 
of its sanitation initiative? To what extent, 
that is, does the Reinvent the Toilet Chal-
lenge build on what scholars have previously 
discovered about sanitation in developing 
countries? In posing such questions, we don’t 

mean to suggest that the foundation neglected 
to conduct due diligence before it rolled out 
this initiative. Our purpose, rather, is to high-
light the importance of basing philanthropic 
programs on a body of shared knowledge.

Social science operates under the princi-
ple of cumulative knowledge—the principle 
of expanding our understanding of a subject 
by building on earlier work about that sub-
ject. Increasingly, philanthropy seems to 
lack this cumulative aspect. It wasn’t always 
that way. A century ago, philanthropists con-
tributed significantly to the development 
of the social sciences. They also  applied 
a scientific model to their own work. In 
that sense, social science and philanthropy 
evolved side by side. Today, however, foun-
dations routinely develop projects without 
conducting a thorough survey of existing, 
relevant research. 

Philanthropy, we believe, should return 
to its roots as a cumulative endeavor. By 
funding projects that involve shared knowl-
edge, foundations can increase both the 
value of their initiatives and their ability to 
offer innovative solutions.

Building on the Past

The field of philanthropy emerged in the 
19th century partly in opposition to the tra-

ditional practice of charity. 
Philanthropists were argu-
ing that their work was radi-
cally different from the work 
of churches and other chari-
table organizations. Charity, 
in their view, was merely an 
effort to ameliorate the lives 
of less-fortunate people— 
a matter of giving them a 
bowl of soup or shelter.

Philanthropy aimed to 
operate under a different 
 rationale. Its purpose was 
not simply to aid individu-
als, but rather to solve social 
problems. It traced its ori-
gins to the  Enlightenment, 
and its overarching ob -
jective was to promote Il

lu
st

r
at

Io
n

 b
y

 D
o

u
g

 C
h

ay
k

a

http://www.gatesfoundation.org/What-We-Do/Global-Development/Reinvent-the-Toilet-Challenge
http://www.gatesfoundation.org
http://eau.sagepub.com/content/23/1/91.abstract
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social progress through the advancement of 
knowledge. Acting on this premise, the phi-
lanthropists of the 19th and early 20th cen-
turies called for a “scientific philanthropy” 
and supported a wide range of scientific 
research. The Russell Sage Foundation, for 
instance, filled its staff with sociologists 
and social workers and published a series of 
well-documented reports (“Child  Helping” 
and “Child Hygiene,” for example) that it 
distributed to policymakers and reformers 
throughout the United States. Similarly, 
the Carnegie Corporation played a signifi-
cant role in funding such institutions as the 
 National Research Council and the National 
Bureau of Economic Research.

But the practice of scientific philan-
thropy went beyond simply financing 
 research. Philanthropists aspired to work 
as scientists. They promoted the rigorous 
and systematic exploration of questions re-
lated to public policy and social reform. They 
founded philanthropic societies whose pur-
pose was to enable cooperation and knowl-
edge sharing. They gathered at  international 
congresses to compare their own programs 
with those initiated by other philanthro-
pists. For these pioneers, the pursuit of 
 cumulative knowledge was an essential part 
of the philanthropic mission.

A century later, a commitment to scien-
tific knowledge is still evident in the world 
of  philanthropy. Today, though, it mani-
fests itself as an interest in the science of 
 management. It focuses more on organiza-
tional questions and evaluation methods than 
it does on ways to create a shared body of 
knowledge about public and social concerns. 
The emergence within business schools of 
courses and entire curricula devoted to non-
profit and foundation management marks a 
paradigm shift. Tellingly, we no longer speak 
of “scientific philanthropy.” Instead, we talk 
about “strategic philanthropy.”

Over the past several decades, efforts 
within the foundation world to document 
and share knowledge have grown more ro-
bust. Along with publications such as the 
Chronicle of Philanthropy and the  Philanthropy 
Journal, there are an increasing number of 

conferences that bring together people from 
foundations. Yet in too many cases, these 
information-sharing vehicles deal mainly 
with managerial issues—with fundraising 
in the wake of the recent financial crisis, 
for example, or with trends in planned giv-
ing. Individual foundations are also increas-
ingly willing to share information about 
their work. The William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation, for example, issued a document 
called “Evaluation Principles and Practices: 
an Internal Working Paper.” Documents of 
that type provide a welcome addition in our 
understanding of how foundations manage 

their internal processes, but they do not shed 
much light on why a foundation might select 
one intervention or program over another.

reviewing the field

The notion of cumulative knowledge has 
not utterly disappeared from philanthropy. 
The Social Reporting Standard (SRS), for 
 instance, has published a report titled 
“Guidelines for Impact-Oriented Reporting” 
that encourages the discussion of new proj-
ects in the context of previous approaches 
to solving a given problem. But only about 
one-tenth of one page in that 25-page report 
is dedicated to this point. If you delve into 
the annual reports of several foundations 
that use the SRS, moreover, you will find 
little if any discussion of how current proj-
ects relate to past.

In the social sciences, scholars treat 
the cumulative aspect of knowledge very 
differently. Each researcher attempts to 
make a contribution to solving a greater 
puzzle. To do so, the researcher begins by 
collecting information on experiments that 
other  researchers have conducted about 
a specific issue. Any article or book in the 
 social sciences starts with a state-of-the-field 

review—with a survey of knowledge in a par-
ticular area that enables researchers to ex-
plain how their work will add to that body of 
knowledge. A project in the social sciences, 
in short, makes sense only in the context of 
a broad field of inquiry.

What would a truly cumulative approach 
to philanthropy look like? In fact, elements 
of that approach are already in place. There 
are conferences where people from founda-
tions get together to discuss not only topics 
such as “governance” and “good practices,” 
but also specific projects that they have 
supported, the research and the theories 

of change on which they based those proj-
ects, and so on. The world of philanthropy 
needs to hold more such conferences— 
to create more venues where field experts 
and program officers can join to develop a 
base of knowledge about what works (and 
what doesn’t work) in solving a particular 
problem. More generally, it needs to shift 
away from evaluating each project indepen-
dently, as a free-standing effort that bears 
little connection to other projects.

Look back at the Gates Foundation’s 
 Reinvent the Toilet Challenge. Clearly, the 
core value of the initiative is that it provides 
a new framework for solving a very old prob-
lem. But wouldn’t that framework benefit 
from having a firm basis in the growing body 
of knowledge about sanitation delivery? Or 
would taking such knowledge into consider-
ation somehow undermine the transforma-
tional capacity—the innovative potential—
of the program? Again, with respect to the 
Gates Foundation project, we can’t speculate 
on the answers to these questions. But we 
would argue that cumulative knowledge is 
not antithetical to innovative thinking. On 
the contrary, cumulative knowledge is often 
the basis for arriving at effective solutions. n

aChilles KalleRgis is a doctoral candidate in public  
and urban policy at the New School in New York City. 
 alexandRe laMBeleT is a professor in the School  
of Social Work at the University of Applied Sciences,  
Western Switzerland (HES-SO). He is the author of  
the book La philanthropie (2014).

Philanthropy needs to shift away from evaluating 
each project independently, as a free-standing effort 
that bears little connection to other projects.

http://www.hes-so.ch
http://www.hes-so.ch
http://www.hes-so.ch
http://www.amazon.com/La-philanthropie-Alexandre-Lambelet/dp/272461545X
http://www.newschool.edu/
http://www.russellsage.org/about/history
http://carnegie.org/nc/programs/past-programs-and-initiatives/centennial-moments/
http://www.nationalacademies.org/nrc/
http://www.nber.org
http://www.nber.org
http://www.hewlett.org
http://www.hewlett.org
http://www.hewlett.org/library/hewlett-foundation-publication/evaluation-principles-and-practices
http://www.hewlett.org/library/hewlett-foundation-publication/evaluation-principles-and-practices
http://www.social-reporting-standard.de/en/
http://www.social-reporting-standard.de/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/SRS_Leitfaden_120716_en.pdf
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