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A B S T R A C T   

In the ‘new Gilded Age’ of mega-wealth and big philanthropy, academics are not paying enough attention to 
private foundations. Mirroring upward trends in philanthropy broadly, marine conservation philanthropy has 
more than doubled in recent years, reaching virtually every globally salient marine conservation issue in all 
corners of the planet. This paper argues that marine conservation philanthropy warrants a dedicated research 
agenda because private foundations are prominent, unique, and under-studied actors seeking to shape the future 
of a “frontier” space. We present a co-produced social science research agenda on marine conservation philan-
thropy that reflects the priorities of 106 marine conservation donors, practitioners, and stakeholders who 
participated in a research co-design process in 2018. These “research co-designers” raised 137 unique research 
questions, which we grouped into five thematic research priorities: outcomes, governance roles, exits, internal 
foundation governance, and funding landscape. We identify issues of legitimacy, justice, and applied best 
practice as cross-cutting research priorities that came up throughout the five themes. Participants from the NGO, 
foundation, and government sectors identified questions within all five themes and three cross-cutting issues, 
underscoring shared interest in this work from diverse groups. The research we call for herein can inform the 
practice of conservation philanthropy at a time when foundations are increasingly reckoning with their role as 
institutions of power in society. This paper is broadly relevant for social and natural scientists, practitioners, 
donors, and policy-makers interested in better understanding private philanthropy in any environmental context 
globally.   

1. Introduction 

We are living in the ‘new Gilded Age’: an era of mega-wealth and big 
philanthropy [1]. As Skocpol [2, p.433] has observed, “In the current 
period of sharp accumulations of wealth at the very top, philanthropic 
giving is booming with many societal reverberations.” Mirroring up-
ward trends in philanthropy generally, marine conservation philan-
thropy (hereafter: ocean philanthropy) is reported to have more than 
doubled in the past decade [3]. Private foundations are connected to 
virtually every globally salient marine conservation issue in all corners 
of the planet [4], and are gaining recognition as “increasingly important 

players within the world of ocean finance” [5, p.2]. Akin to keystone 
species in ecosystems, we suggest that private foundations may be ex-
amples of “keystone actors” in marine social-ecological systems [6,7], 
with a profound and disproportionate influence on conservation 
agendas, research, organizations, networks, policy, and the local soci-
eties affected by these interventions. 

Yet, philanthropy has received little research attention in general, 
and in the field of marine conservation in particular. Social scientists 
have described organized philanthropy as a “black box” and “vast 
research frontier” deserving urgent attention in light of the increasing 
influence of foundations in governance and public policy in sectors like 
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education, health, civil rights, immigration, and the environment [8,9]. 
This paper builds on calls for social science research on philanthropy 
broadly [2,9,10] and marine conservation finance specifically [5,11,12] 
to outline a co-produced research agenda on ocean philanthropy. The 
agenda presented here reflects research priorities identified by 106 
marine conservation donors, practitioners, and stakeholders through a 
research co-design process in 2018. While our focus is on social science 
research questions, some aspects of the agenda are relevant to the nat-
ural sciences as well (e.g., questions about foundation outcomes). 

This co-produced research agenda responds to an urgent need for 
applied research that can inform the practice of ocean philanthropy 
during a time when the field may be particularly receptive to change. 
Institutionalized philanthropy is facing a “reckoning” [13] that parallels 
other contemporary social movements in questioning inequality and 
institutions of power in society. As [14] notes “we are seeing some soul 
searching in philanthropy” that is opening a unique opportunity for 
reflection and reform. Change is afront in the marine conservation 
community as well – including philanthropy – where practitioners and 
scholars are becoming increasingly vocal about a need to reflect on 
practices that contribute to socially just, legitimate, effective, and 
equitable marine conservation [15,16]. We contend that rigorous 
research on ocean philanthropy can help inform the field at a critical 
juncture – particularly when that research addresses the interests of 
people who are in a position to use it. While our focus is on applied 
research, we also recognize the significant potential for this research 
agenda to advance theory in diverse literatures, ranging from the 
nascent literature on marine finance [5,11,12], to more established 
bodies of work, for example, on non-state environmental governance 
agents [17]. 

The paper proceeds as follows. First, we argue the need for a research 
agenda on ocean philanthropy, and then we describe the co-production 
process through which this particular agenda was developed. Next, we 
outline identified research needs related to five themes: 1) outcomes, 2) 
governance roles, 3) exits, 4) internal governance, and 5) funding 
landscape. We then discuss overarching research priorities that arose 
across the five themes. We identify these as ‘cross-cutting research pri-
orities’ in the inter-related issues of: 1) legitimacy, 2) justice, and 3) 
applied best practices. We hope this research agenda inspires a timely 
body of empirical scholarship that can inform contemporary debates and 
practice in ocean philanthropy, and ultimately advance the contribution 
of foundations to effective, equitable, and enduring marine conservation 
globally. While our focus here is on ocean philanthropy, we note that the 
questions and issues we raise are not limited to marine contexts. This 
paper is broadly relevant for scholars, practitioners, donors, and policy- 
makers interested in better understanding private philanthropy in any 
environmental context. 

2. The need for a research agenda on ocean philanthropy 

Although the term “philanthropy” refers broadly to all voluntary 
contributions to the public good [18], we focus on private foundations as 
the primary organizational form through which private wealth is 
directed towards public goals. First to emerge in the U.S., private 
foundations are tax-subsidized non-profit organizations that support 
“charitable activities” primarily by making grants [19]. Private foun-
dations’ funding comes from individuals, families, or corporations 
whereas public charities’ funding is often derived from a larger pool of 
individuals. Typically governed by a board of directors and a profes-
sional staff, private foundations are diverse in terms of their funding 
sources and the role of benefactors in foundation governance [8,20–22]. 
For example, while independent foundations and family foundations 
both derive funding from individual donor or families, benefactors play 
a role in the governance of family foundations but not in independent 
foundations. Corporate foundations are created and funded by private 
companies as a separate legal entity, although they have close ties to the 
corporation and its interests. Hereafter we use “foundation” as 

shorthand for private foundations. 
A 2017 report from California Environmental Associates revealed a 

number of interesting patterns related to ocean philanthropy [4]. The 
report found that between 2010 and 2014, the bulk of foundation 
funding for ocean-related issues went to science, fisheries management 
and protected areas, with a geographic focus in North America, Europe 
and the Coral Triangle. Historically, just five foundations – the Gordon 
and Betty Moore Foundation, David and Lucile Packard Foundation, 
Walton Family Foundation, Marisla Foundation, and Oak Foundation – 
have contributed the majority of ocean philanthropy. The field is 
diversifying, however, as different foundations (e.g., Minderoo Foun-
dation) and donor collaboratives (e.g., Oceans 5) are entering onto the 
scene. The five largest ocean foundations contributed 77% of overall 
ocean philanthropy in 2010, but only 57% in 2014, even as overall 
spending has increased. Issues like illegal, unreported, and unregulated 
fishing, seafood markets, and ocean acidification are attracting more 
attention and funding, and donors are shifting to new geographies, 
especially in North Asia and South America. 

We argue that ocean philanthropy deserves a focused research 
agenda for four interrelated reasons. First, the oceans represent a unique 
context for philanthropy. Throughout history, humans have had a rich 
and varied relationship with the ocean [16]. Today, oceans are often 
seen and portrayed as a frontier – for science, for development, for 
conservation, and for governance [23]. They also represent a canvas for 
human inspiration and ingenuity about alternative forms of develop-
ment [24,25]. Contemporary interest in the oceans by governments, 
scientists, the private sector, NGOs, and philanthropic foundations has 
risen drastically over the last decade [26]. As one of many powerful 
actors jockeying to define the future of the world’s oceans, philanthropic 
foundations warrant more attention and better understanding. 

Second, and relatedly, philanthropic foundations are becoming 
increasingly prominent actors in marine conservation as evidenced by 
growing levels of funding [5]. Within the overall philanthropic sector, 
the oceans still attract a small percentage of funding. In 2015, the 
environmental sector received just 2% of all foundation grant-making in 
the United States, with the oceans receiving just 7% of that [27]. 
However, within the marine conservation field, philanthropic funding is 
significant and trending up, from $252 million in 2010 [4] to $621 
million in 2016 [27].2 Data on marine conservation funding is still 
incomplete and often incomparable [28], making it difficult to assess the 
relative contributions of different types of donors (e.g., governments, 
private foundations, multilateral institutions). Indeed, research on ma-
rine conservation funding landscapes has been identified as an impor-
tant priority, both in the literature and in our research co-design process 
[12,28]. While a full picture of marine funding flows remains elusive, 
emerging efforts (e.g., the California Environment Associate’s Our 
Shared Seas Funding Reports, and the Funding the Ocean website: 
https://fundingtheocean.org/) are beginning to identify some trends. 
Grant funding (i.e. funds that do not have to repaid) from philanthropic 
foundations and official development assistance (ODA) sources were 
roughly equal in 2016, amounting to about $620 million and $634 
million respectively [27]. However, it should be noted that when all 
financial flows are included (grants, loans, and export credits), ODA 
funding still significantly exceeds philanthropic funding for marine 
conservation [27]. For example, in the last 50 years the World Bank has 
allocated more than $2.48 billion to marine fisheries and approximately 
47% (~$1.17 billion) were targeted to marine small-scale fisheries on 
issues related to conservation, productivity, and supporting people and 
their communities, particularly after the year 2000 [29]. Looking for-
ward, there is reason to believe that the upward trend in foundation 
funding for the oceans will continue in light of the rise of oceans on 

2 CEA made methodological changes in successive reports that means these 
numbers aren’t perfectly comparable. However, they are still useful indicators 
of total funding and changes over time. 
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international conservation and development agendas [26], the 
increasing recognition of the inadequacy of funding for marine conser-
vation [11,30], and the historically low percentage of overall philan-
thropic funding directed to the oceans (less than 1% of all philanthropic 
spending since 2009) [5]. 

However, funding is only one way to assess the relative importance 
of foundations, and additional research is needed to understand all the 
different forms of influence foundations wield in marine conservation 
and with what effects (see Section 4.2). The significance of foundations 
can be understood within the shift from government to governance in 
the environmental sector, whereby non-state actors are playing 
increasingly important roles in governance processes, structures, and 
institutions [31]. For a review of environmental philanthropy scholar-
ship relevant to this paper, we direct readers to our work in [35], where 
we synthesize the literature to outline a research agenda on foundations 
as agents of environmental governance. Briefly, we emphasize here that 
foundations often direct “not only their money but also their time, ideas, 
and political leverage toward influencing public policy” [9, p.442]. 
Donor engagement also extends beyond formal public policy arenas, to 
shape the diffusion of ideas about development, conservation, de-
mocracy, and the role of aid in general [32–34]. Foundations may also 
contribute to field-building and social movements by bringing together 
ideas, policies, organizations, networks in particular issue areas [35]. 
Additionally, foundations often focus on neglected or new issues, where 
they can have an outsize influence relative to their spending power [9, 
36]. In the oceans, a good example is the prominent role of foundations 
in supporting the global movement to establish large-scale marine pro-
tected areas, which now account for the majority of ocean space under 
protection globally [37]. Additional research is needed to better un-
derstand the level and type of philanthropic influence on marine con-
servation governance. 

Third, and relatedly, a better understanding of foundations is 
important because they may be unique from other types of funders or 
governance agents [35]. As a form of “private power directed at a public 
purpose” [36] U.S. foundations enjoy a high level of autonomy and in-
dependence enabled by relatively loose government regulation and 
oversight, and few legal accountability and transparency obligations 
[9]. The only legal accountability mechanisms for private foundations in 
the U.S. are “minimal” procedural standards – e.g., a rule that they must 
disburse 5% of their assets every year and a tax form annually with basic 
details about trustees, employees, salaries, and assets [36]. Given that 
foundations also have no voting constituency (as do governments) and 
no consumers or shareholders (as do businesses), some philanthropy 
scholars have concluded that “foundations are not, in effect, accountable 
to anyone” [38, p.53]. Although sometimes a target of critique, foun-
dations’ independence may offer a unique advantage in that they can 
support high-risk innovative initiatives that governments or the private 
sector are unwilling or unable to support [36]. Additionally, unlike 
multilateral donors which work through governments (e.g. multilateral 
development banks) [39], foundations are more nimble and can skip the 
state entirely to work directly with local community organizations [40]. 
Finally, Reich [36] also points out that because most foundations have 
endowments designed to exist in perpetuity, they are in a unique posi-
tion to identify and address problems that have much longer time ho-
rizons. Better understanding of the similarities and differences among 
foundations and other types of funders as agents of marine governance 
in practice is important for building more complete theories of conser-
vation finance, conservation and development, and environmental 
governance more broadly [41]. It can also offer important practical in-
sights about opportunities and limitations that may be unique to these 
actors, informing the way foundations approach their work and how 
grantees, governments, communities, and others engage with 
foundations. 

Our final argument for a research agenda on ocean philanthropy is 
that private foundations remain poorly studied and understood [10,36]. 
There has been particularly little research on philanthropy in the 

environmental sector [35], and virtually none on ocean philanthropy. 
We are aware of just one paper that is explicit in its focus on the role and 
impacts of foundations in marine conservation [42]. At the same time, 
scrutiny and critique of the philanthropic sector generally is increasing 
in the media [1,43,44] and in the environmental sector, via a small 
scholarly literature dominated by critical perspectives [35]. Practi-
tioners and scholars alike have begun calling for more pluralist, 
empirical, international, and multi-disciplinary research on philan-
thropy [2,10,35]. We believe the academic community can add nuance, 
complexity, and empirical work to contemporary debates and reforms. 

3. Methods: research co-design 

The impetus for this paper emerged from a shared interest among the 
co-authors and staff at the David and Lucile Packard Foundation and 
Margaret A. Cargill Philanthropies in better understanding the roles and 
impacts of foundations on marine conservation in Fiji and Palau in the 
context of their plans to end programs in these countries. With funding 
from the Packard Foundation, we led a research co-design process in 
2018 to co-produce an empirical research agenda with marine conser-
vation stakeholders in Fiji and Palau, and foundations working in ma-
rine conservation globally. Our goal was to develop a research agenda 
that reflects stakeholder research interests and needs on this broad topic, 
in order to guide our own and others’ research on ocean philanthropy. 
This paper reports the themes and questions that were raised throughout 
this process. 

Our research co-design process is embedded in a participatory 
research approach known as knowledge co-production. Knowledge co- 
production is an iterative process that “bring(s) people with different 
knowledge and expertise, or from different sectors of society, into 
partnership with those with formal scientific training to develop 
knowledge and engage with its use in policy and practice” [45, p.3]. By 
bridging scientific research with other ways of knowing, co-production 
processes build coalitions of actors with shared ownership over knowl-
edge, which can increase the legitimacy, credibility, salience, and use of 
that knowledge in decision-making [45,46]. Research co-design is the 
first stage of knowledge co-production. It is a “critical time” in which 
researchers and non-academic partners collaboratively identify research 
questions and jointly conceptualize a project that meets their shared 
interests [47,48]. 

As Moser [47] explains, there is no standard approach to 
co-designing research projects: it must be context-specific. Our research 
co-design process involved a combination of interviews, workshops, and 
one meeting with local fisherfolk. Given our interests in Fiji and Palau, 
we focused on reaching people who live and work there. We spent two 
weeks each in Fiji and Palau consulting in person with current and 
former foundation grantees and non-grantees who interact with or are 
impacted by foundation-supported marine conservation initiatives. We 
consulted with Packard Foundation staff through individual interviews 
and a group workshop during a two-day visit to the Foundation’s 
headquarters in Los Altos, California. Finally, to help ensure the broader 
relevance of our research agenda, we interviewed staff from six other 
foundations working in marine conservation in other regions around the 
world. Ultimately, we engaged 106 people affiliated with a range of 
organizations, including foundations, intergovernmental organizations, 
large international NGOs, local or regional NGOs, national government, 
and universities (see Table 1). A majority of the research participants are 
practitioners who either work for foundations or engage directly with 
foundations through their work in marine conservation. At least 67% of 
all participants were affiliated with foundations either as staff (25 par-
ticipants) or as current or former foundation grantees (at least 46 par-
ticipants3). All of the foundation staff who participated in the research 

3 We did not systematically collect data from research participants about all 
types of funders they had experience working with. 
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work for private foundations, primarily private family foundations. 
We have embraced a multi-faceted relationship with the Packard 

Foundation as a funder, research co-design participant, and (in later 
stages of our continuing work) a research subject. In addition to sitting 
for interviews during the research co-design process, Foundation staff 
facilitated introductions to colleagues in other foundations working on 
ocean issues and sharing internal documents (i.e., grant proposals, grant 
reports, internal program briefs), as well as lists of grants and grantees to 
guide our efforts to identify appropriate contacts in Fiji and Palau. To 
help manage any conflicts of interest, we convened a Research Advisory 
Committee4 that is tasked with upholding the accountability of the 
project in pursuing rigorous research in a culturally appropriate way, 
with a multi-faceted and balanced perspective on foundations. The 
committee meets twice a year to provide feedback and makes recom-
mendations to the research team. 

During the research co-design process, we asked participants for 
their perspectives on the most important research questions about 
foundation funding and exits, and on all other aspects of our research 
design, including culturally appropriate research methodologies and 
outputs. We took detailed notes during these discussions, which we later 
uploaded to QSR Nvivo for a systematic thematic analysis using open 
coding. We shared a high-level summary of the emergent research 
themes with all participants, as well as our Research Advisory Com-
mittee, inviting a round of feedback that informed our final research 
design for our continuing research on ocean philanthropy.5 The research 
co-design process raised many more sub-themes and questions than can 
be addressed in a single project. In publishing the detailed results of our 
research co-design process, we hope to attract additional attention by 
funders, scholars, and practitioners to fulfilling identified research 
needs. 

The specific characteristics of our co-design process influenced the 
emergent research agenda in several ways. First, there is a geographical 
bias to the conservation contexts of Fiji and Palau, which present a 
number of unique political, cultural, and ecological characteristics as 
Pacific large ocean nations. Second, there may be a substantive bias 
toward foundation exits and related issues, such as evaluating founda-
tion impacts, due to the timing and motivation of the research co-design 
process alongside exits of several influential marine conservation 
foundations in the above geographies. Third, there is a disciplinary bias 
toward social science research, given the lead researchers’ primary in-
terests and training in the social sciences. Fourth, given that all of the 
foundation staff we engaged work for private foundations, this research 
agenda might omit some questions or issues that may be specific to other 
types of foundations (e.g. community or independent foundations) or 

funder collaboratives, or over-emphasize questions that are not as 
relevant to these funder types. Fifth, this research agenda reflects heavy 
engagement of individuals affiliated with foundations as staff or 
grantees, with relatively less representation from non-grantee practi-
tioners. Additionally, the perspective of resource users or other local 
stakeholders who are affected by marine philanthropy are significantly 
under-represented. 

We maintain that the research agenda presented here is a broadly 
relevant starting point for understanding ocean philanthropy globally 
for several reasons. First, we framed our discussions with research co- 
design participants as broadly as possible, encouraging questions 
about any aspect of ocean philanthropy. Second, the majority of par-
ticipants in the research co-design process are employees of foundations 
or NGOs that work in marine conservation beyond Fiji and Palau, and/or 
on projects with colleagues who work outside of these contexts. Addi-
tionally, many participants have had experience with diverse types of 
private foundations and funder collaborators, as well as government 
funding agencies and multilateral funding agencies. Participants drew 
on these broader experiences and perspectives. Third, the predominance 
of private foundation staff in our research design process mirrors the 
predominance of private foundations in marine philanthropy more 
broadly: 16 of the 20 highest spending philanthropic funders between 
2010 and 2016 are private foundations [3]. A potential bias toward 
questions relevant for private foundations makes sense in this context. 
Furthermore, despite heavy representation of foundation staff and 
grantees in this study, we did not perceive a strong pro-foundation bias 
in our consultations. Research participants held a diverse range of in-
terests and attitudes toward foundations, including some that were quite 
critical. Participants’ interest in research ‘for’ and ‘on’ foundations – 
both instrumental and critical research - is reflected in the agenda itself. 
Finally, the broad research themes and many of the specific research 
questions raised herein resonate strongly with issues raised in the 
broader environmental philanthropy literature [35], as well as our 
experience and observations with ocean philanthropy in other contexts 
we’ve worked in (e.g. Mexico, Indonesia, Bermuda, Rapa Nui (Easter 
Island), Kiribati, U.S.). We believe that most if not all of the questions 
raised in our co-design process would be relevant to marine and 
terrestrial conservation initiatives wherever foundations work. 

Finally, a note about our approach to authorship. Participatory re-
searchers too seldom recognize the intellectual contributions of their 
collaborators through co-authorship [49]. We acknowledge the signifi-
cant intellectual contributions of research co-design participants to this 
paper through a collective co-author named “research co-designers”. We 
regret that we are unable to name participants individually, due to 
confidentiality restrictions in our IRB protocol.6 This admittedly limits 
the potential benefits of authorship for participants and their organi-
zations, and it also limits their responsibility. Recognizing these limi-
tations and constraints, we include the collective co-author to signal the 
importance of participant contributions to this work in a meaningful 
way that goes beyond a line in an acknowledgments section. While 
participants in the research co-design process did not write or review 
this paper, it is constituted by their ideas and experiences: their collec-
tive contributions made it possible. 

In the sections that follow, we describe the research themes and sub- 
themes that emerged from the research co-design process, and then turn 
to a discussion of cross-cutting research priorities that emerged 
throughout the themes. We preserved the original language participants 
used to describe their questions to the greatest extent possible. Questions 
were lightly edited for clarity and/or to generalize the question beyond 
the Fiji/Palau context, to preserve anonymity, and occasionally, to turn 
an observation or speculation into a question. 

Table 1 
Summary of participants in research co-design process.  

Professional Affiliation Research participants 

Local or regional NGO  36 
Foundations  25 
Informed citizen  13 
Large international NGO  12 
National government  9 
University or research organization  8 
Private consultant  2 
Intergovernmental organization  1 
Total  106  

4 Committee members include Heather D′Agnes (Senior Program Officer, 
Environment Program, Walton Family Foundation), Kristin Goss (Professor of 
Public Policy and Political Science, Duke University), King Sam (Director, Palau 
National Marine Sanctuary), Suliana Siwatibau (Director, Fiji Environmental 
Law Association).  

5 This research is funded through 2022 by the Packard Foundation and 
MACP. 

6 Learning from this experience, our new IRB protocol allows us to invite 
research participants to be listed by name in our future work on ocean 
philanthropy. 
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4. Results: a co-produced research agenda on ocean 
philanthropy 

Participants in the research co-design process raised 137 unique 
research questions (see Table 2 for a summary with examples). There are 
many possible ways to organize these questions. Ultimately, we opted 

for a topic-oriented approach, grouping the questions into 5 major 
topical themes and 17 sub-themes informed by our disciplinary lens of 
environmental governance. There was generally broad and even interest 
among participants across the overarching research themes, with the 
exception of “funding landscape,” which received relatively less atten-
tion. Participants from the philanthropic, NGO, and government sectors 

Table 2 
Summary of research themes and sub-themes raised through the research co-design process. The number in parentheses next to each theme and sub-theme indicates 
the number of unique individuals who raised questions within each theme and sub-theme, as an indicator of relative interest in these topics. The five themes (out-
comes, governance roles, exits, internal governance, funding landscape) and the sub-themes within them are listed in decreasing order of prevalence. The examples of 
specific questions are the two most commonly raised questions within each sub-theme. The five specific questions that received the most overall interest are indicated 
by bolded font.  

Theme Sub-theme Examples of specific research questions 

Outcomes (40)    
Effectiveness (21) What factors contribute to the success or failure of philanthropic-supported marine conservation? Did foundations 

do more good than harm? Are foundations making the right kind of difference?     

Durability (18) How durable are philanthropic- supported marine conservation agendas? What factors contribute to the durability of 
philanthropic- supported marine conservation agendas?     

Social outcomes (12) Does foundation funding create ‘conservation economies’ dependent on external funding?  How does conservation funding 
affect local culture and knowledge systems; livelihoods and communities; and customary rights?     

Diffusion (2) To what extent do philanthropic-supported marine conservation agendas expand to other contexts and geographies?    

Governance roles 
(33)    

Agenda-setting (23) How do foundations influence marine conservation priorities of countries, organizations, and individuals? How 
does philanthropic funding for charismatic marine conservation issues affect local attention/resources for other issues 
identified as locally important?     

Capacity-building (11) To what extent does capacity-building from foundation support in the NGO sector spill over into the public sector? What is 
the role of foundations in building marine conservation networks?     

Governance network (9) How does foundation funding affect cooperation and conflict within conservation networks?  Do foundations complement, 
supplement, or replace government responsibilities?     

Innovation (4) What role do foundations play in sparking innovation and experimentation?     

Institutional change (2) How do foundations influence marine governance and policy change?  How do foundations contribute to changes in 
cultural and behavioral norms?     

Convening (2) What is the importance of foundations’ convening activities?    

Exits (31)    
Impacts of exits (24) Who fills the funding void associated with a foundation exit, and with what implications? What are the impacts of 

foundation exits on grantee organizations, relationships and agendas, and what factors shape those impacts?     

Exit process (15) How, when, why do foundations decide to exit a geography? What strategies, resources, and skills do grantees use to 
successfully manage the impacts of an exit by a major donor?    

Internal governance 
(27)    

Priority setting (16) How do foundations decide who to give their money to?  How do donors determine their conservation priorities and what 
is the role of local actors in that process?     

Monitoring, evaluation, and 
learning (7) 

How and when do foundations define success for their programs?  How do boards or trustees evaluate success or failure, 
and how does that affect program officer decision-making?     

Grant administration (6) How does administrative burden affect the type of grantees that can access foundation funds? What are the implications of 
invitation-only application processes for diversity, equity, and inclusion of grantees?     

Accountability and 
transparency (5) 

To whom do foundations hold themselves accountable?  How can more transparency contribute to equity in grant-making?     

Donor-grantee relationships 
(4) 

How do donor/grantee relationships affect grant-making, including funding allocations? What contributes to successful 
donor-grantee relationships?    

Funding landscape 
(10)     

What is the total amount of foundation funding that flows into a country or region for marine conservation?  How would a 
local philanthropic community function differently from one dominated by foreign foundations?  
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raised questions in all five themes, and participants from both founda-
tions and NGOs also raised questions within all but four of the sub- 
themes.7 There were many sub-themes without questions from govern-
ment representatives, but there were far fewer participants from the 
public sector overall, so this does not necessarily indicate lack of inter-
est. In this section we describe the main themes, sub-themes and 
research questions. In Section 5, we then discuss cross-cutting research 
priorities that emerge throughout the topical themes. 

4.1. What are the outcomes of ocean philanthropy? 

The scale and pace of marine conservation initiatives has increased 
in response to growing anthropologic stressors (e.g., pollution, over- 
fishing, climate change, biodiversity loss) and the international con-
servation targets designed to address them [15,50]. As these initiatives 
proliferate globally, scholars have argued for more rigorous and sys-
tematic evaluation of their outcomes [12,51]. Despite a trend toward 
“strategic” philanthropy (project-oriented, with an emphasis on specific, 
measurable goals), there have been few academic, peer-reviewed studies 
of the social and ecological outcomes of environmental philanthropy, 
including ocean philanthropy [35]. Rather, environmental foundations 
tend to conduct their own monitoring and evaluation using internal staff 
or hired consultants [35,52,53]. On the one hand, these efforts have 
been criticized as insufficient in terms of lacking independence and 
transparency (most reports are not made public), focusing on successes 
rather than challenges, and lacking sufficient timescales (evaluation of 
longer term or post-project outcomes is rare) [12,54]. On the other 
hand, scholars have warned about dangers of “obsessive measurement 
disorder,” which can lead foundations to focus on initiatives with easily 
measurable outcomes [55]. While the right role and type of evaluation 
in environmental philanthropy is debated in the literature, the partici-
pants in our study identified research on the outcomes of 
foundation-supported marine conservation initiatives as a top priority. 
In light of the debates described above, we are not necessarily advo-
cating that foundations focus more on measuring outcomes; there is a 
need to reflect more on this significant interest in understanding out-
comes better from a variety of perspectives, as well as the mechanisms 
and implications for doing so. 

Within this theme, the primary area of interest was in measuring the 
effectiveness of foundation-supported marine conservation agendas in 
achieving their intended objectives, from both instrumental and 
normative perspectives. Participants posed questions such as: Are these 
conservation agendas achieving their intended goals (both social and 
ecological), and, are they making the “right” kind of difference? We use 
the word “agenda” here to signal interest in the effectiveness of specific 
projects as well as the broader suite of discourses, initiatives, policies, 
organizations, networks, and relationships that emerge from foundation 
engagement in marine conservation. Participants were not only inter-
ested in understanding whether foundation-supported agendas succeed 
or fail to achieve their objectives, they also wanted to know why. In this 
regard, they raised questions about how diverse factors influence the 
success of ocean philanthropy, including: the duration and consistency 
of funding, changes in foundation and grantee staff, support from local 
government and legislation, shifts in donor priorities, management style 
of foundations, efficacy of theories of change, and choice of conservation 
strategies. A second line of questioning about outcomes focused more on 
the unintended and/or indirect social outcomes of philanthropic- 
supported biodiversity conservation initiatives. In this regard, 

participants were most interested in specific impacts to local livelihoods, 
economies, customary rights, gender equity, culture, and knowledge 
systems.8 

In addition to questions about the nature of foundation outcomes, 
participants raised questions about the durability of those outcomes. 
While one participant questioned whether durability in philanthropic- 
supported marine conservation agendas should be the goal (vs. adap-
tive capacity, for example), there was significant interest in under-
standing what happens to these agendas when the funding ends, and 
what factors contribute to durability. Finally, a handful of participants 
raised questions about whether and how foundation-supported marine 
conservation agendas ‘scale up’ to new contexts and geographies, and 
with what consequences. 

4.2. What do foundations do? Governance roles 

This theme encompasses questions about the things ocean founda-
tions do to advance their agendas by engaging with marine conservation 
governance systems, which include the institutions, structures, and 
processes through which decisions are made about the marine envi-
ronment [31,56]. Non-state actors, such as scientists, NGOs, and private 
companies, are recognized as playing important roles in marine con-
servation governance [26]. To the extent that foundations influence 
marine conservation governance systems, they may be understood as 
non-state governance actors, although they are rarely recognized as such 
in scholarship or practice. In our experience, foundations don’t think of 
themselves as governance actors, and participants in our research design 
process certainly didn’t frame their questions as questions of “gover-
nance”. However, they asked questions about the roles foundations play 
in shaping policy, influencing priorities, bringing groups together, and 
so on. We suggest these are questions about governance roles that may 
be interpreted using concepts environmental governance scholars use to 
study how state and non-state governance actors gain and enact au-
thority, (e.g., agenda-setting, convening, capacity building, and others 
in Table 2) [17]. By framing this set of questions as questions about 
governance roles, we aim to situate research interest in foundations in a 
literature that offers a common language and conceptual framework to 
name, describe, and systematically understand their diverse and unique 
roles in marine conservation, as funders and beyond. 

A clear priority within this research theme is the role foundations 
play in influencing marine conservation agendas at all scales – from 
individual conservation leaders, to organizations, countries, and at the 
global level. This line of questioning was often connected to an obser-
vation that foundations do play powerful agenda-setting roles in marine 
conservation. Participants identified a need to better document, un-
derstand, and in some cases, rethink this role and as well as the specific 
mechanisms (both overt and indirect) through which it is carried out. 
Examples of specific questions include: How do incentives to demon-
strate success to donors shape the types of conservation approaches that 
grantees pursue? How do foundations coordinate and collaborate with 
one another to advance marine conservation agendas? How can we re- 
think the relationship between donors and grantees to empower local 
conservation actors in advancing their own priorities? 

Interest in foundations’ capacity-building role encompassed ques-
tions about why foundations choose to invest (or not) in capacity- 
building and how they pursue it. Participants also raised questions 
about whether and how capacity-building in the NGO sector spills over 
into the public sector, and the ethical implications of helping to launch 
new organizations and encouraging them to move into particular areas 
of work. Questions that we conceptualize within the “governance net-
works” sub-theme relate to how foundations – both directly and indi-
rectly – affect conflict, cooperation, and competition within 

7 These sub-themes attracted relatively less interest from research partici-
pants broadly. NGO representatives raised questions in the ‘cooperation, con-
flict, and competition’ and ‘donor-grantee relationships’ sub-themes; donors 
raised questions about convening and diffusion. 

8 As social scientists using participant input to design our own research, we 
focused our conversations on social impacts. 
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conservation networks, and the unique roles foundations play in com-
parison to other actors like governments or conservation NGOs. The role 
of foundations in sparking innovation and influencing policy and other 
institutional processes - key issues in broader debates about the role of 
foundations in democratic societies [36] – also emerged within our 
research co-design process, although they received relatively less 
attention than we expected given their prominence in the literature. 

Overall, this research theme reflects participant interest in how 
foundations work to achieve system-level influence. There was broad 
recognition that foundations are playing important roles in marine 
conservation governance. The identified research priority is to system-
atically describe those roles, assess their implications, and inform 
deliberation about the right role for philanthropy in the future. 

4.3. Understanding donor exits 

This research theme relates to foundation exits, or the ending of 
funding relationships. Exits are an inherent part of most grant-making 
programs, and a defining feature of the time-limited initiatives 
preferred in strategic approaches to marine philanthropy. Yet, as Kibbe 
[57, p.50] observes of the philanthropic field generally: “little is known 
about the effects of foundation exits on the work, the grantees, and the 
related field. Given the frequency and ubiquity of foundation exits, the 
literature is painfully thin.” This is certainly true of ocean philanthropy. 
We are aware of just one published study that asks: What happens to 
coral reef conservation after conservation and management donors 
leave?, and their focus is on ODA funders, not foundations [58]. While 
the emergence of this research theme in our study is unquestionably 
linked to the foundation exit processes that motivated our work in Fiji 
and Palau, we find that the issue of exits is gaining traction much more 
broadly as donors, grantees, and others are thinking more deeply about 
the ‘when’ and ‘why’ of exits, and how to manage exits responsibly and 
effectively in marine conservation contexts. In 2019, for example, a 
session our research team co-organized on donor exits for the annual 
meeting of the Biodiversity Funders Group’s Marine Conservation Pro-
gram was elevated to a plenary session, signaling its salience within the 
donor community. Our research design process highlights that exits are 
a key concern beyond the donor community as well. 

Participants in our research design process identified questions about 
exit processes and the impacts of exits. In terms of exit processes, the 
most common question was: How, when, and why do foundations decide 
to exit? Uncertainty about how foundations make these decisions reso-
nate with questions about foundation decision-making as described in 
Section 4.4. Overall, there was an interest in applied research that can 
inform donors about how to design ‘respectful’ exit processes (raised 
mostly by donors), as well as lessons and strategies for grantees about 
how to successfully navigate the exit of a major donor (raised mostly by 
grantees). 

Questions about the impacts of foundation exits centered on impacts 
for grantees and local governments – and they push researchers to 
develop understanding about what accounts for differential impacts 
across diverse geographies, or for larger conservation NGOs versus 
smaller, local organizations. Related to the issue of funding landscape 
(Section 4.5), there was also interest in simply understanding the level of 
the funding void that is created by foundation exits and who fills that 
void – do national governments step in, for example? Importantly, exits 
were not only discussed in terms of risk and vulnerability. Donors and 
grantees alike also raised the question of what opportunities exits may 
present for new marine conservation actors and agendas. 

4.4. How are foundations governed? 

Scholars recognize that foundations have a “politically, legally, 
culturally and socially authorized independence” that makes them “one 
of the most unrestricted contemporary organizations forms” [8, p.4]. 
Yet, empirical and systematic understanding of how foundations operate 

as organizations remains extremely limited. As Callahan [59] argues: 
“The sector largely remains a black box, and answers to some of the most 
basic questions about philanthropy are still elusive.” Questions arising in 
this research theme resonate with this broadly recognized need to better 
understand the inner-workings of foundations, both in terms of how they 
make decisions and govern themselves internally, and in terms of how 
they structure their relationships and grant-making processes. While 
there is a popular trope about philanthropy that “if you know one 
foundation, you know one foundation,’9 our research co-design process 
highlights the uniqueness of individual foundations as an empirical 
question warranting systematic attention. While acknowledging that 
each foundation may be unique in some ways, research participants - 
including donors - highlighted the value of distilling patterns of simi-
larities and differences across organizations that can inform 
self-reflection and learning at the field level. Implicit in their identifi-
cation of foundation governance as a priority was a recognition on the 
part of research participants that these internal organizational processes 
matter deeply because they affect all other aspects of a foundation’s 
work, including their outcomes, exits, governance roles, etc. 

The sub-theme on internal priority-setting processes attracted the 
most interest. Here, participants raised descriptive questions about how 
foundations make decisions about who, what, and where to fund, as well 
as normative questions about the “right” type of decision-making pro-
cesses and how foundations can better account for equity in their 
decision-making. Other areas of interest included mechanisms for 
evaluation, and, to a lesser extent, accountability and transparency. 
Participants raised questions about how foundations define and evaluate 
success of their funded initiatives and themselves, and how they incor-
porate learning into their grant-making. Interest in accountability and 
transparency centered on who foundations hold themselves accountable 
to, and how transparency could enhance equity in grant-making. There 
was less attention to accountability and transparency than we expected, 
given that these are key areas of concern within broader public debates 
about philanthropy. Questions about grant administration processes 
reflected interest in understanding the procedures through which 
foundations solicit proposals and manage their grant-making, as well as 
the implications of these processes for distributional equity. Participants 
asked, for example: How does administrative burden, grantee solicita-
tion processes, and donor flexibility affect who can access foundation 
funding? Finally, participants posed questions about the different ways 
that foundation-grantee relationships are structured, and how those 
relationships shape funding decisions. 

4.5. What is the funding landscape? 

Foundations are not required to disclose information about their 
funding allocations – a problem of transparency well recognized by 
scholars [12,38] and the media [61]. There has been progress in un-
derstanding philanthropic funding landscapes in recent years, including 
in ocean philanthropy. For example, Callahan [61] refers to a “trans-
parency movement” in philanthropy led in part by the Foundation 
Center, which incidentally created the Funding the Ocean website with 
funding from a number of ocean foundations. However, as Callahan [61] 
reflects of the philanthropic field broadly, “none of these efforts go 
nearly far enough.” There is still wide variation in the type and level of 
information ocean foundations publicly share about their grants. For 
example, while some foundations working in marine conservation have 
public, searchable online grant databases, others don’t have websites at 
all. As we mention in the introduction, the marine finance sector “con-
tinues to be hampered by poor data availability, quality, and trans-
ferability which stymies more accurate estimates of marine funding,” 
[28, p.7]. The implications are many. A lack of clarity on who is funding 
what limits the ability of conservation practitioners and donors to set 

9 See, for example, [60]. 
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informed goals and collaborate in achieving those goals; identify issues 
or areas that need funding; and hold foundations and their grantees 
accountable [28]. 

Although the ‘funding landscape’ theme is the most well recognized 
research gap in the literature, this research theme received much less 
attention in our research co-design process than the others. This may be 
because as relative insiders many of the participants may have (or 
believe they have) a good sense of the funding flows that matter to them. 
Still, some participants articulated a need for basic descriptive data 
about the level, ratio, and reliance on foundation funding for marine 
conservation funding in particular geographies – questions that resonate 
with calls for better transparency and tracking systems for marine 
philanthropy. 

We also include within this theme a distinct line of inquiry about 
how the particular characteristics of foundations that comprise a given 
ocean philanthropy ‘landscape’ matter. In this regard, participants were 
particularly interested in understanding how a foundation’s status as 
foreign or local shapes the types of things they can and cannot do in a 
given geography. For example, how would a local philanthropic com-
munity function differently from one constituted by foreign founda-
tions? Although closely linked to the “governance roles” theme, we 
include those questions within this theme to emphasize that under-
standing the ‘funding landscape’ is about more than tracking funding 
sources and levels. 

5. Cross-cutting research priorities 

As we analyzed the emergent research themes, a number of cross- 
cutting research priorities became apparent. Here we present three 
priorities that we consider cross-cutting because they arose in at least 
four out of the five themes: 1) legitimacy, 2) justice, and 3) applied best 
practices. We note that these priorities resonate with conversations 
taking place within the marine conservation field more broadly about 
the relationships between legitimacy, justice, and effectiveness of ma-
rine conservation practice [15]. 

5.1. Legitimacy 

There were questions in every theme about the ‘right,’ ‘ethical’ or 
‘appropriate’ role of philanthropy in marine conservation — in other 
words, things philanthropy ought to be doing from a normative 
perspective. For example, participants raised questions about what the 
right role of money should be in conservation, what a respectful foun-
dation exits looks like, whether durability is the right goal for 
philanthropic-supported marine conservation agendas, and whether 
foundations do more good than harm. As one program officer reflected, 
“What should philanthropy be paying for? I frankly didn’t ask myself 
this question enough”. Many participants questioned whether some 

roles being performed by foundations may be more appropriately ful-
filled by others, such as government or local funding organizations. 

Broadly, we see these as questions about legitimacy. The concept of 
legitimacy is complex, with sociological definitions emphasizing the 
social acceptability of a right to exercise power, and philosophical 
normative theories that focus more on whether power is exercised 
“appropriately and responsibly” and by which criteria [62–64]. 
Although we didn’t explicitly probe this issue at the time of research, we 
suspect that participants’ questions about the “right” processes, out-
comes, activities, etc. of ocean philanthropy encompass both dimensions 
of legitimacy – social acceptability, and conformity to recognized stan-
dards of behavior (e.g., principles of democratic governance, equity, 
etc.). While legitimacy is not a concern unique to ocean philanthropy, 
our research co-design process suggests there is significant interest in 
reflecting on how foundations can cultivate and maintain legitimacy in 
light of shifting social conditions and attitudes towards both philan-
thropy and marine conservation. 

5.2. Justice 

While justice and legitimacy can be related (e.g. justice can be a 
normative criterion through which legitimacy is assessed), they are not 
the same (e.g., unjust policies/organizations can still have  legitimacy 
for some groups). In the literature on environmental justice, there is a 
normative focus on fairness, often expressed in terms of rights [65]. A 
long lineage of environmental justice research, activism, and scholar-
ship [66] has informed a contemporary conceptual framework for 
environmental justice that distinguishes three dimensions of justice: 
recognitional justice, procedural justice, and distributional justice (see  
Fig. 1 for definitions of each). We identified questions throughout the 
research agenda about all three types of justice, leading us to identify 
justice as a second cross-cutting issue. Some of the questions about 
justice were evaluative, focusing on whether ocean foundations are 
achieving different types of justice in practice. Others were more 
forward-looking and instrumental, probing for guidance on how ocean 
foundations can pursue justice in their internal processes, governance 
roles, exits, and outcomes. Examples of questions relating to distribu-
tional justice include: To whom are foundations giving power and in-
fluence, and with what consequences? Does foundation funding 
reinforce gender inequities? What are the implications of invitation-only 
grant application processes for diversity and equity among grantees? 
Questions about procedural justice related to foundation accountability 
and transparency and focused in particular on the “right” type of 
consultation between foundations and grantees in foundation 
decision-making and agenda-setting. Finally, examples of questions 
relating to recognitional justice included: Do foundations’ priorities 
align with those of local governments, NGOs, and civil society? How 
well do foundations respond to what’s truly needed? How much do 

Fig. 1. Definitions of three types of environmental justice.  
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foundations know about the local contexts they work in? 

5.3. Applied best practices 

Given how this research agenda was developed, it is unsurprising 
that there was also a strong emphasis on applied research that could 
inform practice. Importantly, this applied focus included more instru-
mental questions that can inform specific objectives and activities (e.g. 
How can donors best help grantees prepare for an exit?), as well as 
bigger-picture and critical questions that prompt a more general 
reflexiveness (e.g. What is the role of foundations in relation to the 
government?) Although our participants’ focus on applied research is 
not a surprising point, it is an important one. When we initiated this 
work, we were unsure about whether people would be interested or 
willing to discuss their thoughts about ocean philanthropy. Our expec-
tations were exceeded not only in terms of the number of people willing 
to have this conversation, but also by the depth of their interest, 
thoughtfulness, and eagerness for research that could help understand 
and inform ocean philanthropy. Generally, participants in our research 
co-design process signaled constructive interest in knowledge (including 
critique) that could help make philanthropic-supported marine conser-
vation as socially and ecologically successful as possible. 

6. The way forward 

This paper presents a co-produced research agenda on ocean phi-
lanthropy informed by stakeholder interests. While some of the research 
themes confirm known research gaps (outcomes, funding landscape), 
others identify emerging issues (exits) and issues that haven’t received 
much attention at all in the academic literature (governance roles and 
internal governance). Notably, interest across the research themes was 
broadly distributed across participating stakeholder groups  – there was 
no topic that was narrowly of interest to funders vs. practitioners or 
government officials, for example. Although we believe this research 
agenda will be salient for the conservation community broadly, no 
research agenda is comprehensive, including this one. This agenda re-
flects a particular set of interests at a particular moment in time. We 
hope it will be used as a starting point for a broader research agenda that 
can evolve with the field over time. In future work, it will be particularly 
important to attend to the interests and needs of those communities 
directly impacted by ocean philanthropy, which are under-represented 
in this study. It will also be important to identify additional questions 
or issues that may be specific to a particular type of foundations (inde-
pendent, community, or family) or funder collaboratives. 

It must be acknowledged that scholars wishing to engage with this 
research agenda may encounter challenges. First, the fact that many 
ocean foundations fund science could lead to real or perceived conflicts 
of interest for researchers, or a reticence to studying foundations and 
their outcomes [10]. At a time when state budgets for science funding 
are also shrinking, this is a legitimate concern [67,68]. A second chal-
lenge relates to data access, or at least a perceived inability to access 
data on foundations. As Rogers [10, p.539] writes, “the people and the 
institutions involved in mega philanthropy are difficult for scholars to 
access.” However, we believe these are challenges that can be overcome. 
The transparency movement in ocean philanthropy is already unlocking 
new data about funding flows, and well-tailored research designs can 
also help with data access. Taking our own experience as an example, we 
have found that a participatory research design that embeds foundations 
within the research process can enable researchers to build the re-
lationships and trust necessary to tackle potentially sensitive questions 
constructively, and access information and people that may otherwise 
be out of reach. To help manage conflicts of interest, research teams can 
engage independent research advisory committees, as we have done. We 
also point out that many of the questions identified in this research 
agenda don’t require access to foundation staff or documents to answer. 
For example, some questions about exits, governance roles, outcomes, 

legitimacy, and justice can be answered through research in the places 
and with the organizations foundations invest in, where many re-
searchers have existing relationships and contextual knowledge. Indeed, 
there is plenty of existing research – including some of our own work, for 
example, on large-scale marine protected areas [69] and small-scale 
fisheries [29,70,71]–that already considers the outcomes of 
philanthropic-supported marine conservation initiatives, although it’s 
not explicitly framed as such. In cases like these, studying ocean phi-
lanthropy is a matter of extending the research gaze to more explicitly 
include foundations. 

In summary, private foundations represent a gaping hole in marine 
conservation scholarship. Here we argue they are simply too important 
to ignore. We call upon social scientists to begin paying more attention 
to ocean philanthropy, whether as a research focus or as a component of 
the broader social-ecological systems that we work in. Working in 
partnership with marine conservation practitioners and stakeholders, 
the academic community can and should help to open the black box of 
ocean philanthropy. 
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