
Foundation giving to support the general operations of 
nonprofits increased through the recent recession, but 
the share of foundation dollars classified as providing 
this vital type of funding remains the same. 

General operating support (or core support) is integral 
for nonprofits’ sustainability, impact and growth. 
As part of its ongoing research into current giving 
trends, NCRP compared the latest available data on a 
sample of 906 large grantmakers’ average giving from 
2008–2010 to a previous 2004–2006 sample analyzed 
in NCRP’s Criteria for Philanthropy at Its Best. The 
findings indicate that:

•	 Reported general operating support increased 
34 percent to $3.4 billion, but the share of grant 
dollars made as general operating support grants 
remains unchanged (16 percent).

•	 Core support funding as a share of grantmaking 
remained steady across most foundation types 
and regions, though general operating support 
increased among some types of funders (family 
and operating) and increased slightly in some 
areas of the country (the West). 

•	 The median foundation share for general operating 
support increased slightly (6 percent to 8 percent). 

General operating support continues to remain 
relatively scarce among the nation’s largest 
grantmakers, which overwhelmingly favor project 
grants and other forms of restricted support. Despite 
findings from various research studies demonstrating 
the importance of this type of funding to nonprofit 
sustainability and effectiveness, the proportion of 
grant dollars classified as unrestricted support does 
not appear to be moving.  

Unless more grants are provided as unrestricted 
funds, nonprofits’ ability to achieve the impact that 
donors want will continue to be diminished. Grantee 

sustainability will continue to be undermined, 
nonprofits will remain under-resourced and systemic 
problems in our communities will go unaddressed.

THE CASE FOR GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT 
In 2009, NCRP’s Criteria for Philanthropy at Its Best 
encouraged grantmakers to invest in the health, 
growth and effectiveness of its nonprofit partners by 
providing at least 50 percent of grant dollars as general 
operating support.¹ NCRP, its members and colleague 
organizations have long made the case for providing 
such support and articulated its numerous benefits: 

•	 It provides flexibility to meet pressing community 
needs and achieve impact.

•	 It eases administrative burdens for grantmaker and 
grantee alike.

•	 It contributes to nonprofit sustainability and 
capacity building.

•	 It signals trust between the funder and grantee 
without sacrificing accountability. 

•	 It shifts attention from limited program outcomes 
to broader organizational and social impact. 

For more information on the case for general operating 
support, visit NCRP’s website: http://www.ncrp.org/
campaigns-research-policy/grantmaking/core.

The State of General Operating Support
By Niki Jagpal and Kevin Laskowski

THE PHILANTHROPIC LANDSCAPE

AT A GLANCE

$3.4B Average general operating support per 
year from 2008–2010

16% Share of grant dollars reported as general 
operating support from 2008–2010

21% Average foundation share of giving 
coded as general operating support

8% Median foundation share of giving 
coded as general operating support

 http://www.ncrp.org/campaigns-research-policy/grantmaking/core
 http://www.ncrp.org/campaigns-research-policy/grantmaking/core
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General operating support as a share of 
total giving remained unchanged among all 
foundation types but increased among family 
and operating foundations.

GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT INCREASED 
AMONG FAMILY AND OPERATING 
FOUNDATIONS
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FIGURE 1. GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT BY 
FOUNDATION TYPE

The largest increase was among foundations granting 
out between $5 million and $10 million (from 23 
percent to 28 percent).

FUNDING FOR GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT AS 
A SHARE OF TOTAL GIVING INCREASED AMONG 
SMALLER FUNDERS
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FIGURE 3. GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT BY 
FOUNDATION SIZE

Core support as a share of total giving increased 
slightly among grantmakers located in the West 
(11 percent to 14 percent) and declined among 
Midwestern grantmakers (19 percent to 17 percent). 
Shares remained steady in the Northeast and South.

GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT AS A SHARE OF 
OF TOTAL GIVING INCREASED IN THE WEST AND 
DECREASED IN THE MIDWEST
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FOUNDATION REGION
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GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT (2008-2010)
FOUNDATION NAME TYPE¹ STATE AMOUNT PERCENTAGE

The Robert W. Wilson Charitable Trust FM NY $48,753,600 100%

The Richard and Helen DeVos Foundation FM MI $45,339,253 100%

The American Art Foundation, Inc. FM NY $45,308,000 100%

Arison Arts Foundation IN FL $31,902,835 100%

The Manton Foundation FM NY $24,470,189 100%

The Lerner Foundation FM OH $22,260,567 100%

S & G Foundation, Inc. FM WY $20,309,938 100%

The William K. Warren Foundation FM OK $19,998,765 100%

Pritzker Foundation FM IL $19,432,444 100%

Emerson Charitable Trust CS MO $18,439,515 100%

The Shubert Foundation, Inc. IN NY $17,085,812 100%

Citizens Charitable Foundation CS MA $14,696,329 100%

Klarman Family Foundation FM MA $13,790,582 100%

Bradley-Turner Foundation, Inc. FM GA $12,318,033 100%

Jack N. and Lilyan Mandel Foundation FM OH $12,177,059 100%

Grousbeck Family Foundation FM CA $11,814,936 100%

John & Cynthia Reed Foundation FM NY $11,323,351 100%

The MCJ Amelior Foundation FM NJ $9,971,381 100%

The Larry L. Hillblom Foundation, Inc. FM CA $9,871,387 100%

The Judy and Michael Steinhardt Foundation FM NY $9,393,794 100%

Beatrice P. Delaney Charitable Trust IN DE $9,200,167 100%
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Most grantmakers reported less than 10 percent of 
their grant dollars as general operating support even 
in the previous sample, suggesting that this funding 
continues to be relatively rare among larger funders.  

In our latest sample, 124 grantmakers (14 percent of sampled funders) reported giving at least 50 percent of their 
grant dollars as general operating support on average from 2008–2010.

MOST FUNDERS REPORT LESS THAN 10 PERCENT 
OF TOTAL GRANT DOLLARS AS GENERAL 
OPERATING SUPPORT

THE LARGEST GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT PROVIDERS 

FIGURE 4. HOW MUCH GENERAL OPERATING 
SUPPORT DO GRANTMAKERS PROVIDE?

TABLE 1. LARGEST FUNDERS BY SHARE OF GIVING FOR GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT, 2008-2010
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GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT (2008-2010)
FOUNDATION NAME TYPE¹ STATE AMOUNT PERCENTAGE

Covenant Foundation, Inc. FM TX $8,963,308 100%

The Gottesman Fund FM DC $8,859,052 100%

Douglas & Maria DeVos Foundation FM MI $8,591,324 100%

E.L. and Thelma Gaylord Foundation FM OK $8,497,008 100%

TABLE 1.  LARGEST FUNDERS BY SHARE OF GIVING FOR GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT, 2008-2010 (CONTINUED)

GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT (2008-2010)
FOUNDATION NAME TYPE¹ STATE AMOUNT PERCENTAGE

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation FM WA $232,226,172 8%

The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation IN CA $125,037,700 31%

Ford Foundation IN NY $93,038,389 20%

Silicon Valley Community Foundation CM CA $59,678,325 26%

The David and Lucile Packard Foundation FM CA $55,073,068 20%

The New York Community Trust CM NY $49,189,757 43%

The Robert W. Wilson Charitable Trust FM NY $48,753,600 100%

Boston Foundation, Inc. CM MA $47,837,276 84%

BP Foundation, Inc. CS TX $46,728,721 96%

The Richard and Helen DeVos Foundation FM MI $45,339,253 100%

The American Art Foundation, Inc. FM NY $45,308,000 100%

The Freedom Forum, Inc. OP DC $39,149,253 75%

Lilly Endowment, Inc. FM IN $36,212,298 14%

The California Wellness Foundation IN CA $35,996,500 78%

Arison Arts Foundation IN FL $31,902,835 100%

J.A. & Kathryn Albertson Foundation, Inc. FM ID $31,751,667 70%

The McKnight Foundation FM MN $29,682,667 40%

Open Society Institute OP NY $28,667,877 34%

Skirball Foundation IN NY $28,527,608 98%

The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation IN IL $28,449,833 14%

Tulsa Community Foundation CM OK $28,125,911 77%

Charles Stewart Mott Foundation IN MI $27,537,955 29%

Omidyar Network Fund, Inc. FM CA $27,274,235 80%

The San Francisco Foundation CM CA $26,777,459 38%

The PNC Foundation CS PA $25,984,067 97%

TABLE 2. LARGEST GENERAL OPERATING SUPPORT FUNDERS, 2008-2010

¹ CS=corporate, FM=family, IN=independent

¹ CM=community, CS=corporate, FM=family, IN=independent, OP=operating
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METHODOLOGY
NCRP worked with the Foundation Center to develop 
custom datasets using the center’s grants sample 
database, which includes detailed information on all 
grants of $10,000 or more awarded to organizations 
by more than 1,300 of the largest foundations in the 
United States. Grants to individuals are not included 
in the file. International grants are included. For 
community foundations, discretionary grants and 
donor-advised funds are included. The Center’s grants 
classification system provides much more detail on 
current giving trends than other data sources and 
represents approximately half of the foundation 
grantmaking in the United States. 

These NCRP data are based on three-year averages, 
which avoids the influence of potential outliers. 
The first sample was developed for Criteria for 
Philanthropy at Its Best, using all grantmakers that 
appeared in all three annual samples from 2004–
2006, a group of 806 large grantmakers. A second 
sample, a group of 906 funders, was developed 
similarly using 2008–2010 data to assess trends in 
foundation giving four years later. 

Information on general operating support is based 
on foundations’ reports of their grants’ purposes. 
Foundations noted in the data as giving zero to 
general operating support either did not give general 
operating support grants or did not provide enough 

information to code them as such. NCRP encourages 
grantmakers to contact the Foundation Center to 
ensure appropriate classification of their grants.
 
For more information, please contact research@
ncrp.org. 
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NOTES
1.	 Niki Jagpal, Criteria for Philanthropy at Its Best: 

Benchmarks to Assess and Enhance Grantmaker Impact 
(Washington, D.C.: National Committee for Responsive 
Philanthropy, 2009).

2.	 These figures are based on foundations’ reports of 
their grants’ purposes. Foundations noted as giving 
zero dollars for general operating support either did 
not give general operating support grants or did not 
provide enough information to code them as such. 
If all general operating support grants could be 
appropriately coded, these figures might change.
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P: 202.387.9177 | F: 202.332.5084 | E-mail: info@ncrp.org 
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