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Catholic Foundations:
Emerging Stronger after the Crisis

A White Paper by Knights of Columbus Charitable Fund

Across the country, the COVID-19 pandemic has
been devastating, first and foremost to those
who were affected by the virus and their families,
but also for Catholic organizations’ finances. 
To save lives, parishes closed their doors and
saw millions of offertory income disappear.
While many faithful continued in their charitable
giving, lost income due to evaporating wages
and lost wealth due to the bear market of 2020,
compounded the financial impact at a time when
ministries were called on to step into the breach
and meet growing needs. 

Having been founded in 1882 to help meet the
financial needs of families in financial crisis, the
Knights of Columbus are no stranger to these
challenges. Through previous pandemics, wars,
and natural disasters, the Knights have learned
how to serve and look forward to answering the
call at yet another critical point in our country’s
history. As the nation begins to emerge from this
crisis, new approaches are required to ensure
that scarce resources are used as efficiently as
possible. Knights of Columbus Charitable Fund
(KCCF) offers the following insights and
recommendations based on our experience over
more than a century serving Catholic institutions
and the faithful across the country.

Today the Catholic philanthropic market is dominated by Catholic Foundations whose primary purpose is to help
protect and grow the endowed and restricted funds for a diocese. Catholic diocesan foundations were first
established over 40 years ago, but over the past decade they have become increasingly necessary to help support
the philanthropic efforts within dioceses. As of 2019, over 80% of Catholic dioceses in the United States have
created separate foundations.* Typically, these foundations administer endowed and restricted accounts for
Catholic causes within the diocese, but more recently have broadened their reach by offering a wider variety of
accounts (e.g. donor-advised funds, charitable trusts, etc.) to help expand the foundation’s appeal to Catholic
philanthropists. While an increase in both the number and types of solutions is required to meet donors’ expanding
needs, the complexity that comes with these enhancements comes with increased demands on staff within the
context of generally limited resources.

The Coronavirus has forced organizations across the country to reevaluate traditional methods of operation, and
Catholic foundations are no different. In the context of responding to the pandemic and its effects, Knights of
Columbus Charitable Fund offers the following observations, conclusions and recommendations for Catholic
foundations based on our historical experience, and a review of best practices and trends in philanthropic giving. 

*Source: Catholic Foundations Continue to Advance in the United States – An update on the Catholic foundation marketplace
by Wilmington Trust 2019



Catholic Foundations after the Crises:
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The Market’s Impact on Charitable Giving
Aggregate charitable giving is routinely effected by the stock market’s performance and there is no reason to
believe that the COVID-19 induced bear market will be any different. In the 40 years preceding the current health
crisis, the U.S. experienced 4 bear markets1 and the results provide both insight and hope as to the likely impact
to Catholic foundations’ ability to raise assets in 2020 and 2021. 

1. The bear market from November 1980 to August 1982
was the least severe of the prior 4 meltdowns, knocking
27.8% off the value of the S&P 500 Index. In part due to
the market’s positive overall returns in both 1980 and
1982, charitable giving continued to climb year-over-year
throughout this market downturn.

2. In 1987, a 33.5% market decline from October to
December significantly contributed to a drop in overall
charitable giving versus the prior year. However, while
donations to Non-Religious charities fell by 6.9%,
Religious giving grew by 4.4% despite the market turmoil. 

3. After 5 consecutive calendar years of over 20% returns,
the stock market peaked in March 2000. When the
bubble burst, stocks fell 49.1% until reaching a bottom in October 2002. Buoyed in part by the long bull market
before it, charitable giving was still strong in 2000, but Non-Religious giving declined in 2001 and again in 2002.
Despite the broad decline, and influenced by public response to the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001,
Religious giving continued to grow by at least 3.8% in both 2001 and 2002 despite the market’s headwinds. 

4. From October 2007 to March 2009, the S&P 500 Index lost 56.4% of its value in what was the most severe of
the recent bear markets preceding the current crisis. Overall, charitable giving fell by 3.7% in 2008 and posted
the worst drop in 40 years by declining 8.3% in 2009. Despite the massive destruction of wealth, Religious givers
increased their gifts during 2007, 2008 and 2009 to provide just under $100 billion to charity while weathering
the worst stock market performance in recent memory.

Although these statistics would indicate reason for optimism, not all of the data is encouraging. Over the past 
4 decades, the annual growth rate of Non-Religious giving (7.0%) has been higher than Religious giving (4.9%).
Religious organizations, which captured more than half of all gifts as recently at 1990, received only 29% of all
gifts in 2018 (the last year for which data is available). Additionally, Religious giving fell for only the second time
in 40 years during 2018, due in part to the July 2018 release of a Pennsylvania Grand Jury report that was highly
critical of Catholic dioceses in the commonwealth. 

Despite the Coronavirus quarantine and the recent bear market (the S&P 500 lost 33.9% from its high on 
February 19, 2020 to its low on March 23) there is real hope that Catholics will return to Mass in greater numbers
as the forced Sacramental fast that accompanied it is lifted.” This occurred after the terrorist attacks on 9/11 and
it is likely that many will respond positively not only to the call to return to the sacraments but also to the need to
assist those on the margins who routinely turn to the Church for help. As donors count their blessings, many will
see God’s generosity to them and their families, and be open to expressing their appreciation through a Catholic
foundation gift. 

1 A bear market is defined as a drop in the total return of the S&P 500 Index by 20% or more.
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Source: Giving USA Foundation’s Giving USA 2019 Report.
Refer to the exhibit attached at the end of this white paper 
for additional detail.



Catholic Foundations:
Improving the Harvest during times of Crisis

A White Paper by Knights of Columbus Charitable Fund

Despite the pandemic and market turmoil, history indicates
that Catholic foundations can still look forward to robust
fundraising opportunities over the next 12 months. However,
regardless of the environment, a key question is, how can
Catholic foundation staff most effectively leverage limited
resources to cultivate an abundant harvest. As Catholic
foundations seek to best support the Church and its ministries
by gathering the available charitable contributions, each must
answer the question of how it can be done most effectively,
and who should perform each task. Catholic foundation staff

must choose what tasks to own and which to outsource. There are several key challenges that Catholic foundations
universally face, and each can be answered in light of staff size, experience, and capabilities.

1. Donor Engagement: Cultivating donor relationships and attracting new gifts benefits from dedicated time and
personal connections. Development staffs are typically limited and often have multiple priorities, so that the
time and effort required to find and cultivate new and existing donors can be a challenge. Regardless of other
obligations, no one is better positioned to identify and nurture prospects to produce the highest yield for
priority ministries and programs than foundation staff in cooperation with diocesan leadership. Recommendation:
This is the highest value added activity and maximum foundation effort should be focused in this area. 

2. Suitable Philanthropic Solutions: Donors willing to consider major gifts often have other legal, tax, and financial
considerations. Having the flexibility and expertise to offer the right product(s) to meet donors’ preferences
can be essential to securing the largest possible gifts and gaining valuable referrals. Successful Catholic
foundations may need to offer donor-advised funds, charitable remained trusts, and have the ability to assist
with potentially complex illiquid transactions (e.g. real property), etc. to have greater impact. Recommendation:
Outsource the time consuming and potentially expensive product development and management to a trusted
third party. Rent legal expertise from an experienced industry professional – it too is expensive and specialized
to develop in-house, and is likely to be useful for only a limited number of transactions annually. 

3. Administrative Services: Once accounts have been established, even small donors and beneficiaries require
potentially urgent and time consuming client service. These demands can be daunting, and can materially limit
the high value added activities of prospecting new and cultivating existing donors. Donor engagement can
suffer if scarce resources are absorbed by administrative services that often rely on manual processes rather
than robust technology platforms. Catholic foundations can’t ignore the needs of smaller donors and
beneficiaries because they don’t produce sufficient revenue, but must find a balance between service and
productivity. Recommendation: Outsource administrative services as these routine and repetitive tasks can
often be delivered by leveraging technology from an experienced and trusted partner to deliver large
foundation services at small foundation prices. 

4. Donor fears and expectations: Wealthy donors have become accustomed to full-service high-touch,
technologically sophisticated relationships at reduced fees. While large secular institutions can spread their
costs over potentially billions in client accounts, Catholic foundations generally operate on a much smaller scale
with many of the same fixed costs. Competing with these well-funded and technology savvy investment and/or
banking institutions can be challenging. However, no secular organization can match the advantage of faith and
the magisterium of the Catholic Church for these donors. Catholic Foundations offer protection for donor’s
charitable legacy from secularization in a way that no other organization can match. Recommendation: Leverage
the mission element to help save souls through the ministry of philanthropy. However, to be more competitive,
Catholic Foundations may benefit from introducing some of the same technology that the secular organizations
have used to meet expected service levels. 



Catholic Foundations:
Conclusion
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The COVID-19 crisis required the entire country to rethink how to live, work and worship. Catholic foundations
are not immune to this and have an opportunity to refocus on building and expanding on the key strengths of
relationships and the common bond of our faith. Rather than seeking to return to pre-pandemic routines, Catholic
foundations are encouraged to respond with a potentially new approach by seeking growth through the only two
primary options available: 1) attract new gifts, and 2) grow existing assets.

Called to Action
In the face of these challenges, what is a Catholic foundation called to do?
•  First, pray knowing that everything depends on God, and second, work as though everything depends on us.
•  Review investment portfolios. If existing portfolio investments have failed to deliver, evaluate stronger options.

Improving investment returns doesn’t require fundraising success to deliver on the foundation’s mission.
•  Reinforce the foundation’s competitive advantage – Catholicism. Review the portfolio for consistency with

Catholic teaching. Committed donors want to know that not only that their gifts will grow, but also that they
will not be invested in a way that seeks to profit from activities that are contrary to the faith. 

•  Focus on the mission and building personal relationships with donors – you know them better than anyone
and will have the most success if you can connect with them.

•  Leverage best in class service providers to offer the products, services, and technology required to deliver on
clients’ expectations.

To learn more about outsourcing non-relationship based tasks, accessing specialized legal resources, 
or to schedule a demonstration of Knights of Columbus Charitable Fund’s back-office capabilities, 

please call President Dennis Gerber, toll-free at 1.833.877.0728 or email us at charitablefund@kofc.org.

Credibility — KCCF is affiliated with the world’s largest
Catholic fraternal organization with more than 135 years of
committed support for the Catholic Church.

Alignment — KCCF investments are consistent with
Catholic teaching and grant recipients are reviewed to
protect against donating to organizations that violate
Catholic teaching.

Value — KCCF provides “value with values,” offering high-
quality, low-cost services designed specifically to meet
Catholic foundations’ needs.

Stewardship — Donating through Knights of Columbus
Charitable Fund puts your resources to good use, since
donations only support charity.

Accessibility — Regardless of the size of your organization,
gain access to the philanthropic solutions usually reserved
for large well-staffed institutions.

© 2020 Knights of Columbus Charitable Fund. All rights reserved.
Knights of Columbus Charitable Fund
1 Columbus Plaza; New Haven, CT 06510
www.KnightsCharitable.org
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Exhibit: Historical Charitable Giving and S&P 500 Index Returns

** Total returns quoted are cumulative for the bear market period noted and have not been annualized.
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