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1. An introduction to contemporary evolutions of philanthropy 

 

In the introduction to his book, New Frontiers of Philanthropy (2014), Salamon writes: “The world of 

philanthropy seems to be experiencing a Big Bang similar in kind, if not in exact form, to the one 

thought to have produced the planets and stars of our solar system” (p.4). This Big Bang is defined as 

a massive arrival of new actors, new tools and new models on the philanthropic scene for about two 

decades. According to Salamon (2014), this arrival is no surprise. Resources from governments and 

traditional philanthropy to support social and environmental purposes have been stagnating, or even 

declining. Simultaneously, poverty in developed and developing countries and global warming 

continue to rise. As a result, a more “complex social purpose finance ecosystem” (Salamon, 2014: 6) 

is emerging.  

 

This ecosystem is said to differ from traditional philanthropy in four major ways (Salamon, 2014). First, 

philanthropy becomes more and more diverse in terms of actors and institutions. Whereas traditional 

philanthropy seems mainly populated by retired individuals and foundations, today’s philanthropic 

actors are usually said to be younger and successful entrepreneurs, having generated wealth in 

emerging industries, involving information and communication technologies (Gordon, 2014), and 

seeking a more hands-on contribution, beyond financial donations (Phillips & Jung, 2016).  

 

Second, charitable grants and gifts are no longer the privileged philanthropic instruments. Actors tend 

to favor a more entrepreneurial, strategic, impact-oriented and market-conscious approach in their 

financing process. They adopt tools originally used in the world of business (loans, equity, bonds…). 

They support beyond cash, providing a variety of in-kind assistance (time, equipment, premises, 

networks…). They focus on measurable results. And try to generate a social and environmental as 

well as a financial return. (Dees, 2012; Salamon, 2014) 

 

Third, actors address more and more causes outside their region or country, on an international scale. 

Being more directly and rapidly aware of what happens at the other end of the planet, they support 

programs carried by associations and non-governmental organizations around the world. They focus 

on issues such as education and health in developing countries, climate change and refugees’ crisis. 

They attempt to build or strengthen the civil society of less democratic countries. Crossing borders, 

philanthropy becomes more global. (Gordon, 2014; Salamon, 2014)  

 

Finally, foundations are not the archetype philanthropic institutional structures anymore. The field of 

philanthropy becomes more collaborative. Silos are broken down. More and more interactions and 

deals are stimulated within the broader civil society sector and between actors with contrasting 

background, from the private and the public sector (social investment funds, governmental 

agencies…). (Dees, 2007; Salamon, 2014). The recent and rapid evolution in technologies, social 

media and networks participated in the emergence of this more shared philanthropic model (Bernholz, 

2016).  

 

These four processes of change, depicted by Salamon (2014), seems to foretell a paradigm shift in 

the philanthropic field. However, as the author accurately points out, moving away from traditional 

philanthropy to explore its new frontiers, does not mean diminishing or disregarding the contributions 

that existing philanthropic actors and tools made and continue to make. On the contrary, the main 

objective is to gain a better understanding of who are these new actors and what are the tools they 
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mobilize. As Phillips & Jung (2016) put it, the rise of a more “complex social purpose finance 

ecosystem” (Salamon, 2014: 6) “pushes philanthropy to redefine what a ‘donor’ is and the nature of 

their involvement” (p. 511).  

 

In that respect, two trends in the academic literature focusing on philanthropic evolutions can be 

identified. The first trend, which can be termed entrepreneurial evolutions, has originated during the 

2000s with the appearing of venture capitalists turned philanthropists (Mair & Hehenberger, 2014). 

The second trend, which can be termed digital evolutions, has developed more recently with the 

avenue of technology-enabled and data-informed networks (Bernholz, Skloot & Varela, 2010). 

 

a. Entrepreneurial evolutions 

 

As a result from capitalism economic development, the last thirty decades witnessed two simultaneous 

increases: one in wealth creation and another in inequalities between the richest and the poorest 

(Gordon, 2014). In the beginning of the 1990s, successful young entrepreneurs made a fortune, a.o. 

thanks to the dot-com boom and venture capitalism practices. Being socially-minded, those 

entrepreneurs expressed the desire to give back to society, while still living (Gordon et al., 2016). They 

enter the world of philanthropy with the idea that their fruitful professional experience, their 

entrepreneurial skills and community will serve them in their intervention in social affairs. Since then, 

more and more contemporary philanthropists, first in the United States, then in Europe, have 

rethought the traditional approach to philanthropy and sought to make it more business-like and 

rationalized. (Gordon, 2014; Mair & Hehenberger, 2014)  

 

Under the encompassing term “contemporary philanthropists”, a diverse terminology appears and 

refer to this entrepreneurial and openly rationalized approach to giving and addressing social and 

environmental causes, such as venture philanthropist (Gordon, 2014; Mair & Hehenberger, 2014), 

entrepreneurial philanthropist (Gordon et al., 2016) and social entrepreneurs (Dees, 2007, 2012). 

According to the context in which they are used and to the authors who mobilized them, these terms 

do not always exactly fit the same definition. For instance, the concept of social entrepreneurship is 

mobilized in two slightly different ways. On one hand, Dees (2012: 322) considers it as a “more recent 

evolution of the analytic problem-solving thrust”, which took roots in the 19th century with the advent of 

“scientific philanthropy”. On the other hand, Defourny & Nyssens (2008: 204) summarize it as “not-for-

profit private organizations providing goods or services directly related to their explicit aim to benefit 

the community”, as such these authors bring the concept of social entrepreneurs closer to that of 

projects initiators and leaders which can actually be supported by philanthropic financing.  

 

This example illustrates how diverse is the literature on the entrepreneurial evolution of philanthropy 

and how challenging it is to identify who the entrepreneurial actors are and, consequently, what are 

their implications in the development of the philanthropic ecosystem. Yet, similarities between these 

three approaches of philanthropy can be highlighted and valuable to understand their sought 

evolution. 

 

At the core of the emergence of these three theoretical and practical constructs is the opposition, at 

least initially, between “two different clusters of values” or cultures, as Dees (2012: 321) puts it; or 

between “two distinct institutional models of organized giving”, as Mair & Hehenberger put it (2014: 

1181). Each culture or model has its own repertoire of practices, with their underlying assumptions. On 

one hand is the charity culture, and on the other is the problem-solving culture. The former is said to 

be aged-old, linked to the heart and at the source of what is usually called traditional philanthropy, and 

more generally the non-profit sector. The latter came into being with the scientific and industrial era 

and kept evolving with today’s entrepreneurial period. It is linked to the head, more rationalized and 

instrumental, akin to processes taking place in the business world. (Dees, 2012; Mair & Hehenberger, 

2014).  
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Today, this initial opposition between contemporary problem-solving approach to philanthropy and the 

more traditional one is mostly regarded as a globalizing and liberal US-based view, as the article of 

Mair & Hehenberger (2014) suggests. Nowadays, at least in Europe, the repertoire of practices and 

values, once actively promoted by venture and entrepreneurial philanthropists, is largely shared by 

most philanthropists from diverse backgrounds. Most of today’s philanthropist recognize the added-

value of some business-like processes: 

- Proactive choice of the right social-purpose organizations to support, mobilizing various 

resources – economic, cultural, social and symbolic (Gordon, et al., 2016: 334, according to 

Bourdieu’s theory of capital) – to identify them.  

- Long term mutual beneficial relationship with a support beyond financial donations, including 

knowledge transfer, networking and co-creation of investment programs (Gordon, 2014). 

- Empowerment of the supported social-purpose organizations, participation to overheads and 

strengthening of organization capacity, in order to eliminate dependence (which encourages 

the charity industry (Dees, 2012)) and to promote sustainable solutions. 

- Criteria and key performance indicator to assess whether (mutually-) set milestones have 

been reached, whether environmental risks are not too high, whether sustainability and exit of 

philanthropic support are possible (Gordon, 2014). 

 

Therefore, the initial opposition has become a “mutualistic coexistence”, as Mair & Hehenberger 

(2014: 1176) explain in their longitudinal study on venture and traditional organizational philanthropy. 

Entrepreneurial approach to philanthropy, then depicted as the “future of philanthropy” (p. 1194), is 

now referred to as “a tool in the toolbox” (p. 1189). In this regard, the authors document how “a 

process of collective rationalization [of giving] unfolds” (p. 1195), as traditional philanthropists – first 

opposed to the openly rationalized model to giving promoted by venture philanthropists – started to 

progressively and partially endorse this model. On that respect, Gordon, et al. (2016) suggest that 

more than a new phenomenon, entrepreneurial approach to philanthropy is an evolving one. As 

philanthropy is more and more seen as a heterogeneous set of practices, and less and less as a field 

broken into different sealed silos, philanthropists become to be viewed as pragmatists, focusing on the 

objective of achieving sustainable results with whatever tools and organizational models they find 

appropriate. Contemporary philanthropists explore wide range of options searching for proper ways to 

address social and environmental issues. They mix nonprofit and for-profit and come up with hybrid 

solutions and organizations. Moving across sector boundaries, contemporary philanthropists also 

make those boundaries move and blur. (Dees, 2007) Therein may lie the entrepreneurial 

transformative process of the philanthropic field.   

 

b. Digital evolution 

 

Philanthropy appears to be a product of its time. As Breeze (2011) notes in her book chapter 

questioning whether there actually is a new philanthropy, in the 19
th
 century, Andrew Carnegie (1835-

1919) and John D. Rockefeller (1839-1937), already criticized the culture of charity and tried to distant 

itself from it. As Daly (2012: 548) explains, “the concept of philanthropy has been modified in 

accordance with the evolution of societies, economies and politics (particularly, the role of the state)”. 

Thus, like the dot-com boom in the Silicon Valley highlighted the potential added-value of business 

practices to philanthropy, today’s technological expansion seems relevant to examine to appreciate 

what are or could be the effects of the new information and communication technologies on the 

philanthropic field.  

 

In line with Salamon’s four processes of philanthropic change, Bernholz, Skloot & Varela (2010) 

explain that for centuries, the foundation – a vertically integrated institution – has been considered the 

model of organized philanthropy. Today, this model seems to be changing. According to the authors, 

“peer-supported, data-informed, passion-activated and technology-enabled networks represent a new 

structural form in philanthropy” (p. 5). Online giving and volunteering platforms, large connected 

databases, social networks and mobile phones seem to be changing our understanding of how to 
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provide private resources for social and environmental purposes. As the authors indicate, technology 

may drive a more transparent, more collaborative, more flexible and more personal philanthropy.  

 

With the advent of the Internet, more and more people can acquire information on more and more 

organizations all around the world, and learn about opportunities to give and volunteer, in more and 

more details. This situation has the potential to make the philanthropic field more transparent and 

better informed. (Bernholz, Skloot & Varela, 2010) Thanks to the emergence of connected databases, 

large virtual information storehouses have been created. Anyone can now rapidly and easily find what 

organizations exist, what are their revenue, their administrative and other financial information 

(Bernholz, 2016). As such, it could dismiss one of the most heard criticism of institutional philanthropy, 

i.e. plutocracy. Philanthropy is all-too-often top-down, neglecting to consider beneficiaries and third 

sector intermediaries knowledge to improve efficiency. As Gordon et al. (2016: 343) point it out, 

“entrepreneurial philanthropists are would-be hyperagents who seek to fashion the world ideologically 

and practically in ways that seem desirable to them”, even if they appear to promote a mutual 

beneficial relationship with their supported social-purpose organizations. Technology could bring 

closer donors and organizations, allowing for the development of new evaluation and accountability 

practices. (Phillips & Jung, 2016) 

 

Instead of originating from formal philanthropic institution, these new evaluation practices and the 

bottom-up approach seem to emanate from collaboration among more informal and individual actors 

(Phillips & Jung, 2016). Social networks as well as online giving and volunteering platforms allow 

individuals to easily find philanthropic opportunities, in the locale, at the time and about the issue 

which suit them the most. On online platforms, anyone can manage their giving as a portfolio, deciding 

on a case-by-case basis whether they will make a grant, a loan, or an investment, with or without 

interest. This portfolio can be measured in the light of specific financial and social criteria. It can also 

be compared with those of other philanthropists (Bernholz, Skloot & Varela, 2010). On online 

platforms, anyone can choose to volunteer for one week, one day or one hour, in the organization of 

their choice, without any previous involvement. As giving, volunteering becomes episodic, becomes 

micro. (Bernholz, 2016) 

 

As complex social and environmental issues are broken into very small action (micro-giving and –

volunteering), more and more people are able to contribute to address those issues. And as donation 

tools, online platforms, mobile phones and social media, turns into communication tools (and vice 

versa) the central source of philanthropic information becomes the individuals, not the formal 

philanthropic institutions anymore (Bernholz, 2016). And through the participation to these open and 

peer-driven networks, individuals, each with their own resources, develop a sense of agency and 

power, which has the potential to redefine our understanding of what philanthropy is, what a 

philanthropic cause is, who a philanthropist is, and how philanthropy is practiced (Phillips & Jung, 

2016). As Bernholz (2016) puts it “the application of technologies to our shared social problems is 

rewiring who, where, and how we use private resources to solve public problems. The old boundaries 

between markets and social purpose, individual donors and institutional foundations, and nonprofit 

organizations and informal communities of action are shifting” (p. 444).  

 

Although they developed separately, entrepreneurial evolutions and digital evolutions seem to share 

some characteristics. Actors and tools involved in both evolutions appear to shift and blur the 

traditional institutional boundaries. However, despite this shifting and blurring embodies a stimulating 

potential change in today’s philanthropic field, few is said about the actors involved and the nature of 

actions taken to introduce this shifting and blurring, particularly in the very recent literature on digital 

evolutions. Moreover, although the emphasis is put on the younger age of entrepreneurial 

philanthropists and although it is known that youth are the one who mobilize the most the new 

information and communication technologies (Rodriguez, 2016), few, if not almost anything, is said on 

the attributes of these younger individual philanthropists and on their philanthropic practices.   
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2. Youth & Philanthropy: what do we know?  

 

In their concluding chapter of “The Routledge Companion to Philanthropy” (2016), Phillips & Jung 

mention that “young donors are reinventing philanthropy” (p. 511). In this philanthropic reinvention 

process, the authors specifically highlight the interest of Millennials, as well as High-Net-Worth donors 

and women, to contribute beyond financial donations: “using their heads by giving their distinctive 

talent in a leadership capacity” (p. 515). However, the authors do not go further in their explanation on 

how, concretely, is the millennial generation reinventing the philanthropic field and what makes its 

talent distinctive.  

 

In fact, a simple research (November 2016) in different accessible academic databases (Cairn, Ebsco, 

Scopus, ProQuest), with French and English key words (youth, jeunes, Millenials, Gen X, Gen Y, 

philanthropy, charity, charitable giving) produce relatively few results in major academic journals. Most 

of the articles found are published in minor journals and focus mostly on how to engage youth in 

philanthropy, on how to promote a family philanthropy or on how youth give to charities. It seems that 

youth have been somewhat ignored from philanthropic literature. More reports are to be found in the 

grey literature. Various foundations and fundraising associations have communicated on youth 

philanthropys since the early 2000s.  

 

Analyzing this literature, several observations can be made. Firstly, it is mostly, if not exclusively, US-

based. None of the reports analyzed provides a picture of what youth philanthropy is in Europe or in 

other parts of the world. Secondly, the definition of youth differs according to the reports: some 

consider both Gen Y (born between 1981-1991) and Gen X (born between 1965-1980) (Bhagat et al., 

2010), others consider only the millennial generation which they define as being between 18 and 30 

years old (The Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University, 2010), others again do not limit Gen Y to 

the early 1990s, but go as far as the 2000s (Moody & Goldseker, 2013), and finally some others 

choose to study the large range of 0 to 35 years old (Bokoff & Dillon, 2014). Thirdly, reports are 

specifically written by and for foundations, program designers, youth development practitioners or 

other policymakers. These reports serve as strategic guides to help various public and private parties 

to attract the new generation of potential donors. Therefore, reports put emphasis on who the 

Millennials are, what their philanthropic and voluntary behaviors are, what their charitable habits are, 

through which channels they give, or to which kind of organizations or causes (see for instance: Falk & 

Nissan, 2007; Bhagat et al., 2010, The Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University, 2010). Fourthly, 

when the focus in not on how to help fundraisers, it is on how to help youth in need. Youth 

philanthropy is thus seen as a means to youth development. In such case, foundations involve youth 

in their programs to ask their opinion on youth issues as well as to prepare them to be potential donors 

and to engage in civic actions. Youth are not philanthropist yet, they are philanthropist in the making. 

Moreover, these programs on youth development are funded by national foundations themselves. No 

information is provided on how youth can create their own funds to contribute to issues that concern 

them (see for instance: The Youth Leadership Institute, 2001). 

 

Two recently published reports yet differ from the ones cited above, in the sense that they do not 

define youth philanthropy as a means to youth development, or as a guide to attract young potential 

donors, but as how young people can contribute to social and environmental purposes. The 

Landscape of Philanthropy produced by the Foundation Center defines youth philanthropy as “young 

people awarding money contributions to organizations of their choice through established institutions 

or governing bodies” (Bokoff & Dillon, 2014: 4). And the report on NextGen Donors produced by the 

Johnson Center and 21/64 defines youth philanthropy as “time, talent, treasure and ties” young people 

can give (Moody & Goldseker, 2013: 5). 
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Although they are based on the same assumption, these two studies take two different angles to 

explore youth philanthropy. The assumption is that the world is currently undergoing the greatest 

intergenerational transfer of wealth, which could lead to a “new gold age of philanthropy” (Moody & 

Goldseker, 2013: 4). At the same time, philanthropy is said to change and social entrepreneurship to 

densely develop. Consequently, there appears to be more money to donate and more opportunities to 

engage in innovative philanthropic projects.  

 

Bokoff & Dillon (2014, for the Foundation Center), attempt to design a landscape of youth grantmaking 

programs in existence regionally, nationally and internationally. Their study finds, among other things, 

that many foundations support youth philanthropy. But who are these foundations and what is the 

extent of their support is not exactly clear. Although youth grantmaking is gaining attention, programs 

are not visible or connected with each other. Based on this observation, the report ends with a series 

of recommendations for the sector to be more accessible and to continue to increase.  

 

Moody & Goldseker (2013, for the Johnson Center and 21/64) chose to focus their study on next-gen 

donors, who are inheriting the wealth of their already-philanthropists parents. They explain that this 

new generation will certainly face more complex social issues in their lifetimes than their 

predecessors. The authors thus try to understand how these next-gen donors will engage in 

philanthropy. It appears from the study that the next-gen donors interviewed seek a balance between 

their legacy and their desire to explore new philanthropic tools. They seem to be more focused on 

impact and strategy than the previous generation. And they want to be networked people, sharing their 

philanthropy with their peers.  

 

In short, these last two studies certainly add information to what was already known from the reports 

which focus on youth philanthropic habits and youth development. They circumscribed more precisely 

the U.S. landscape of youth philanthropy and acquire more insights on the philanthropic objectives 

and practices of next-gen donors. However, there still seems to exist no findings on the philanthropic 

practices, tools and strategies of youth who did not inherit their wealth or who do not even possess 

any wealth and who do not live in the United-States. This is to be investigated.  

 

The core of our research question is thus to understand how youth practice philanthropy. Regarding 

the diversity and flexibility of today’s philanthropic landscape and its alleged transformations, as 

reviewed hereinabove, and regarding the multiple mentions of youth involvement in those 

transformations, this research question appears relevant. The philanthropic continuum ranges from 

traditional grantmaking to strategic, entrepreneurial and impact-oriented philanthropy, through more 

collaborative and participatory online-based approaches. Along this continuum, youth are said to “hold 

strong affinity for entrepreneurship” and to “demonstrate the potential to get involved in new ways” 

(Phillips & Jung, 2016: 511). Some light should be brought on how concretely youth take part in these 

transformations, assuming they do.  

 

3. Youth civic engagement: a sociological point of view 

 

Several reports analyzed in the previous section on the nexus between youth and philanthropy 

mention that youth philanthropy programs should “establish the leadership qualities and civic 

engagement of young people at an early age” (Youth Leadership Institute, 2001: 2) and that “youth-

serving organizations have the opportunity to take a comprehensive approach to philanthropy that 

includes giving and serving, leadership development and civic engagement” (Falk & Nissan, 2007: 

52). Indeed, if the term “philanthropy” is conceived in its most basic and broadest definition, i.e. “the 

provision of private resources for social and environmental purposes” (Salamon, 2014: 13), then what 

seems to matter the most in this definition is not necessarily the kind of private resources provided 

(grants, entrepreneurial skills, datasets…), but rather the purpose towards which they are directed, 

that is to contribute to build a better society. Moreover, research on philanthropy appears at the 

crossroads of several scientific disciplines, for instance marketing, economics, psychology, sociology, 
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anthropology, political science (see Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011). The scarcity of literature converging 

youth and philanthropy and the emphasis on a broader approach to philanthropy including civic 

engagement drives us to question how the contribution of youth to society is studied in other domains 

than philanthropic literature.   

 

The sociological literature, and particularly that of political sociology (De Bouver, 2016), social 

movement sociology (Ion, 2001; Pleyers, 2010) and youth sociology (Becquet & De Linares, 2005; 

Roudet, 2009) brings an interesting perspective on the civic engagement of youth. Considering that 

youth are not only tomorrow’s citizen, but more still major actors of today’s society, researchers have 

studied for about 15 years how youth engage in civic, social and political actions and how their 

engagement evolve and differ from the engagement of previous generations (Becquet, 2004; Pleyers 

& Capitaine, 2016).  

 

When reviewing this literature on youth civic engagement, two opposite viewpoints emerge. On one 

hand, a pessimistic perspective according to which youth do not engage in civic action anymore and 

have no interest in politics. On the other hand, a more optimistic perspective according to which youth 

are not depoliticized, as could be thought at first sight. A proof of this is their presence in numerous 

protest marches. Youth demonstrate other, unusual ways of participating in public life. (Quéniart & 

Jacques, 2008; Becquet, 2004).  

 

Several authors explain that the pessimistic perspective took hold because of a partition still too 

prominent in the study of civic engagement. To appreciate the new forms of today’s citizenship, 

researchers need to explore how private life and public engagement (Pleyers & Capitaine, 2016), how 

virtual world and real life (Rodriguez, 2016), and how militancy and personal development (De Bouver, 

2016) articulate together, instead of studying them separately.  

 

In so doing, these authors come up with a new conception and terminology of youth civic engagement. 

They talk about “alteractivism” (Pleyers & Capitaine, 2016), “pragmatic idealism” (Quéniart & Jacques, 

2008), “connective and collective actions” (Rodriguez, 2016), “existential militancy” (Arnsperger, 2009; 

De Bouver, 2016). However, despite their studies focus on youth, they all point out that the new forms 

of civic engagement they highlight are not specific to youth itself. Other generations may take on those 

new forms, and not all young people take them on. Youth seems to be more attracted by and easily 

associated to these new forms because of the role technology is said to play in today’s civic 

engagement. Youth are called “e-generation” or “digital native”, but not all youth are fond of 

technology and not all older generations are bad at using it (Rodriguez, 2016: 62). 

 

The new forms of civic engagement can be characterized by four seemingly ambivalent elements that 

youth are trying to reconcile. And as De Bouver (2016) and Roudet (2009) put it, not every youth will 

reconcile those elements the same way. Youth civic engagement is thus not a monolith, it is a plurality 

of practices, each with its own degree of importance.  

 

a. Between collectivity and individuality 

 

In his article on how European youth feel about democratic values, Roudet (2009) explains that the 

European youth of today tend to engage less in activist organizations promoting causes of collective 

interest. Having a general bad impression of politicians, youth do no regard belonging to a political 

party or identifying oneself to a political trend as a way to be a good citizen anymore. On the contrary, 

they have a positive opinion of the nonprofit sector. And when they decide to engage in an 

organization (more often cultural or humanitarian than activists), it is above else with a goal of self-

realization (Roudet, 2009; Pleyers & Capitaine, 2016).  

 

According to Pleyers & Capitaine (2016), this focus on personal fulfillment is an evidence of the 

growing individualization of the society. In their study of alteractivism, a new form of civic engagement 
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qualified as “individualized but united” (p. 52), the two authors explain that self-realization is conceived 

as being at the heart of social change. This standpoint can be compared to that of De Bouver (2016) 

in her study on existential militancy among French-speaking Belgians who are part of the ecological 

transition movement. De Bouver (2016) describes existential militancy as a civic participation which 

swings between engagement and disengagement, between acting to transform the balance of power 

in society and letting go to allow a new relationship to other and to oneself to emerge. Both 

alteractivism and existential militancy carry a repertoire of language and practices mixing active 

participation in social affairs with close attention to personal fulfillment.  

 

This distinct conception of social transformation also needs to be considered in the light of Quéniart & 

Jacques’ study (2008) on the social and political participation of youth from Quebec. The two authors 

argue that youth attach a great importance to the coherence between their personal identity, their 

values and their practices of civic engagement. Quéniart & Jacques (2008) qualify this coherence of 

ethical (p. 240), in the sense that youth want to live up to their ideals, to pursue them even in the 

smallest actions of everyday life. In this way, they assign to their engagement two meanings. On one 

hand, they carry their convictions on the public scene, acting collectively to promote a social change. 

On the other hand, they stand up for these same convictions in their private life, believing that 

transforming oneself contribute to the transformation of society. Lines between private and public 

space are blurred. Rodriguez (2016), who analyzed the relationship between use of technologies and 

civic engagement of youth (also) from Quebec, suggests similar findings: what is important for youth is 

to stay coherent with the values they defend, whether it is online or offline.  

 

Eventually, as Roudet (2009) and Rodriguez (2016) put it, what emerge is maybe not so a disinterest 

of youth for civic engagement, but a form of engagement which seems to be more subjective and 

autonomous. Social and political participation becomes a personal choice, which does not mean that 

individuals distance themselves from the collective interest, but that their relationship with it is 

redefined.  

 

b. Between global and local 

 

As depicted above, youth join less frequently political party or big community. Their civic engagement 

seems to take place outside institutional realm and to be more fleeting, more volatile, as they stand up 

for ideas in the moment, right here, right now (Roudet, 2009; Pleyers & Capitaine, 2016). As Quéniart 

& Jacques (2008) put it, youth social and political participation is à la carte, customizable, short-lived, 

numerous and distant. This type of engagement can be qualified of pragmatic, aiming at concrete and 

limited objectives with direct, visible and efficient impact.  

 

However, contrary to what might be believed, this kind of pragmatic engagement does not prevent 

youth to attempt to address utopian goals, such as social and environmental global issues (Pleyers & 

Capitaine, 2016). Quéniart & Jacques (2008) term this youth ability to think globally while acting locally 

a “pragmatic idealism” (p. 215). This pragmatic idealism is render possible, among other things, 

thanks to the use of technology, the Internet and social networks. These allow youth to cooperate with 

each other, to take actions behind their computer screens and stay autonomous in their engagement, 

which is consistent with their self-realization goal (Pleyers & Capitaine, 2016).  

 

Yet, as Rodriguez (2016) point it out, youth stay aware of the limited significance their everyday life 

actions and online practices can have. They wonder whether shot-termed acts of engagement can 

produce a long-term social change, whether awareness online campaigns, daily discussions with 

relatives and a transformation of one’s own way of life can change society’s perceptions and mindset. 

 

c. Between real and virtual 
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In her article on the online civic engagement of youth from Quebec, Rodriguez (2016) highlights that 

the relationship between the use of technology and the emergence of new forms of social and political 

participation is not self-evident. The reason is that youth consider the virtual space as well as a 

specific space to promote social change as a space which needs to be articulated to real-life activities. 

Collective action and connective action needs not to be viewed as exclusive. On the contrary, they 

need to be regarded as interacting, as it is not the technological tools which will mobilize on their own 

civic engagement. (Pleyers & Capitaine, 2016; Rodriguez, 2016) 

 

In that respect, Rodriguez (2016) draws attention on the potential fetish worship of youth use of 

technology. As the author explains, slacktivism (a fusion of the words slacker and activism) will get 

youth nowhere in their contribution to social and environmental purposes. And as already said, youth 

seem aware of the limits of technology. Despite this limit, youth see in the Internet and social media a 

significant advantage to their civic engagement. Thanks to technology, actors from different 

backgrounds can be gathered and connected. Doing so, it creates a relational dimension, a true 

culture of sharing. According to Rodriguez (2016), this culture of sharing is what seems most 

important in youth civic engagement. In line with their detachment from institutional structures, youth 

consider that the best way to produce social change is to diffuse new ideas, practices and repertoires, 

online as offline. As such, the expression of an individual transformation can acquire a collective 

resonance.   

 

d. Between top-down and bottom-up   

 

Consistent with this last idea of a culture of sharing is the fourth element characterizing youth civic 

engagement: a bottom-up approach. As explained, sociologists noticed a form of engagement which is 

more subjective, more autonomous, more personally customized, distant from usual institutional 

structures, such as political parties, trade unions, governments and organized civil society (Becquet, 

2004; Roudet, 2009). Youth refuse to be labelled with a specific ideology or political color (Quéniart & 

Jacques, 2008).    

 

As Rodriguez (2016) and Quéniart & Jacques (2008) put it, youth believe that today’s civic 

engagement can no longer be conceived in institutional silos, but needs to build itself on the 

collaboration of autonomous individuals. If people, as individuals, focus on their self-realization and 

are aware of the social and environmental purposes to which they can contribute, then they can 

inspire other individuals to socially and politically participate. With everyone’s contribution a social 

change is possible. In that respect, youth standpoint of civic participation is to be compared with a 

more participatory and ethical democratic model.  

 

Distancing oneself from usual ways of governing public affairs and promoting another type of 

democracy is allowed by youth use of technology. Youth conceive the Internet and social media as a 

space where multiple experiences of engagement can be shared and where new practices can be 

tested on a trial and error basis. In real-life public spaces, youth have the impression that they need to 

struggle to find their place. As digital-natives, they feel like the virtual space is their own. There, they 

have the ability to put their private resources to contribute to social and environmental purposes. 

(Rodriguez, 2016)   

 

4. By way of conclusion: what contribution of youth civic engagement sociology to the 

study of philanthropic evolutions?  

 

It appears evident that youth are part of what Salamon (2014: 6) conceived as a “complex social 

purpose finance ecosystem”. What is less evident is how youth participate in this ecosystem. In other 

words: how do youth contribute to keep pushing forwards the frontiers of the philanthropic landscape? 

Considering this question through the lens of entrepreneurial and digital evolutions as well as through 

the lens of sociological literature on youth civic engagement helps us refine our research topic and 
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identify the potential forms youth contribution could take as well as the philanthropic transformations it 

could lead to.  

 

To begin with, the literature on entrepreneurial approaches to philanthropy points out that 

contemporary philanthropists engage beyond financial resources. And in the literature on digital 

evolutions of philanthropy and on youth civic engagement, it is said that philanthropy and civic 

engagement are becoming more and more flexible and personal. Helped by new technologies, youth 

seem to promote a form of engagement which is more subjective and autonomous. Therefore, in 

within the scope of our research, we can ask whether youth will engage in philanthropy beyond wealth 

creation and allocation and what resources – in the broad sense – youth will be able to pool and 

distribute. In this respect, we can further wonder whether youth engagement in philanthropy, in diverse 

ways, will redefine our understanding of what philanthropy is, how philanthropy is practiced, and more 

broadly, how social transformation occurs.  

 

Then, we have noticed that entrepreneurial approaches and digital evolutions opposed two 

philanthropic models: top-down versus bottom-up. The bottom-up model is also highlighted in 

sociological research as a major characteristic of youth civic engagement. Knowing that, we can 

question whether youth entering the field of philanthropy will promote a more shared, relational and 

co-created form of philanthropy, one which is inclusive, participatory and not vertically-integrated. 

Doing so, would they, as mentioned previously, dismiss plutocracy and advance a more transparent 

and democratic model of philanthropy?  

 

Finally, the literature also remarked the so-called pragmatism of the entrepreneurial philanthropists – a 

feature that also characterized youth civic engagement. As youth seem to aim at concrete limited 

objectives with direct and visible impact, we can wonder whether their participation in the philanthropic 

field will further this already-existing pragmatism. Put another way: will youth keep breaking silos and 

contribute to the blurring and shifting boundaries between for-profit and nonprofit, between private and 

public sectors?  

 

To answer those questions, and potentially many more, we will build our conceptual framework on 

institutional entrepreneurship and institutional work (Battilana, Leca & Boxenbaum, 2009; Lawrence & 

Suddaby, 2006). As Mair & Hehenberger (2014: 1174) point it out, “understanding situations in which 

a new institutional model – composed of a repertoire of practices and their underlying assumptions – 

is introduced in an established field of activity has become a central focus for scholars studying 

organizations and fields”. Philanthropy is our established field. The repertoire of practices and 

assumptions mobilized by youth is our new institutional model. Empirically, we will use a qualitative 

methodology, based on semi-structured interviews and anchored in the Belgian philanthropic and 

nonprofit environment. [This section is to be deepened] 
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