
Speaking Their Language
Reaching Latino and Asian-American Donors
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Latino Philanthropy
Latinos represent more than 30 million of the people today living in the United States.  In Cali-
fornia, by 2025, Latinos will be the largest racial or ethnic group, comprising 43 percent of the 
state's total population.  Perhaps most significantly, by 2050,  the  Latino population in the U.S. 
is expected to reach 96.5 million (24.5%) of the nation's total population.  

As the Latino demographic grows, so does its purchasing 
power -- from $860 billion in 2007 to a projected $1.2 trillion 
in 20121.  These demographic, social and economic realities 
will continue to shape the world we live in; non-profits who 
ignore this growing population do so at their own peril.

Based on nearly 2,000 years of tradition, the Latino commu-
nity in the U.S. has focused its giving on church and the fam-
ily.  A cultural attitude prevails that the church and the gov-
ernment are the two entities responsible for caring for the 
needy.  The  mindset of “giving back” via philanthropy is less 
prevalent, although beginning to gain a foothold.  Currently, 
53% of Latino households contribute to charity as opposed to 
72% of all U.S. households.  

Why?  An obvious explanation is that Latinos have the highest poverty rate in the U.S.  Yet, they 
are also one of the most industrious “minority” groups and have one of the fastest startup rates 
for small business.  Until the recent economic downturn, household income among Latinos has 
also risen at a steady rate.  

A recent study commissioned by the Independent Sector and the Hispanic Federation found that 
Latino individuals simply are not solicited for individual gifts as frequently as other potential do-
nors.  

Additionally, Latinos are very generous, but they tend to give informally to the church, family 
members, and mutualista organizations providing charitable assistance in the Latino community.  
This mutualista model is proving quite powerful as a tool among emerging Latino philanthro-
pists.  For example, the Latino Community Foundation in Denver was founded by a handful of 
successful Hispanics who agreed to donate a minimum of $25,000 each into the fund.  Since its 
founding, the Foundation has made a significant impact with Latino non-profits.
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1 The Multicultural Economy Report”: Selig Center for Economic Growth, University of Georgia, Terry College 

School of Business.
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It’s important to recognize that Latinos may, over generations, lose the ability to speak Spanish 
fluently, but they retain their culture.  Many tend to be right-brained thinkers, relying on emo-
tions, intuition and creativity when making decisions, according to Latino marketing expert Mi-
chael Saray.  Additionally, Latino communication may be fundamentally different, in that Latinos 
want to know the supporting argu-
ment before the main point.  Accord-
ing to Saray, Latinos also tend to have 
a more positive reaction to emotional 
images and affecting stories.

Finally, because relationships are so 
important in the Latino community, 
prospective Latino donors are most 
responsive when approached by a 
trusted, respected and credible Latino 
peer or community leader.  This makes the tactic of peer-to-peer solicitation more crucial than 
ever.

TIPS:
• Personal relationships and a demonstrated respect for Latino traditions are the best mo-

tivators for potential donors.
• Events with Latino music, dance and food are often more effective ways to cultivate La-

tino donors than behind closed doors.
• Make sure that you have a reasonable number of credible, respected Latinos on your 

Board, as well as on your staff.
• Be prepared to articulate what your organization is doing in and for the Latino commu-

nity.
• Rather than dumping statistics, charts and data on a potential Latino donor, have your 

case for support well crafted, emotionally compelling and water tight.    
• Latinos like to be courted for their donation, so appreciate an ask that singles them out.
• Latinos prefer doing business in person -- which takes more time.  Consider this when 

crafting approaches and creating schedules.
• Be flexible and creative with gift terms.
• Remember that the Latino community is not homogeneous.  For instance, what plays 

well to a Mexican-American on the west coast may not work with a Puerto Rican in Man-
hattan.

• Consider using volunteer opportunities as a point of entry to capture Latino prospects.
• Consider tying asks and cultivation events to holidays or cultural religious events such as 

All Souls Day or the feast day of Our Lady of Guadalupe.
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ÒHispanics are generous by nature, but they do not 
give in a vacuum.  They need to be targeted and ap-
proached.  It must be someone credible and culturally 
competent from the Latino communityÕs perspective, 
who understands and can appeal to the Latino com-
munityÕs strong notion of family and extended family 
ties.Ó  -- Danny Villanueva Sr., President, Bastion 
Capital Group
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Asian-American Philanthropy
While a small minority (4.5% of the entire U.S. population), Asian-Americans have a tremen-

dous impact on the nation’s economy -- 
$427 billion in 2007 alone.

 Philanthropy among Asian-Americans, is 
difficult to measure since most giving is 
done more informally than institutionally. 
For example, Asians consider it their duty 
to provide personal support for extended 
family and community.  The tradition of 
mutual aid societies goes back centuries. 

However, a growing number of Asian-
Americans are becoming prominent philanthropists.

An extremely popular phenomenon with Asian-American philanthropists is the “giving circle” 

concept. This is linked to the traditional Asian mutual aid society.   Groups of Asian Americans, 
typically highly educated, urban young professionals, pool their funds together and collectively 
decide to benefit Asian-American community organizations in cities across the United States.

These circles working in a gap left by larger foundations and wealthy individuals:  giving to the 
Asian American community organizations, often with very small budgets. Typically they range 
from between 8 to more than 150 members, giving grants of $9,000 to $36,000 in one year.  
Giving circles are similar to the traditional Korean practice of “geh,” pooling money in the com-
munity or shared savings circles.  These Asian-American donors tend to give to causes helping 
new immigrants transition successfully to life in the U.S., rather than high-visibility causes.  This 
is not to say that Asian-Americans are all “under the radar”; indeed, philanthropist such as Oscar 
Tang, Lula and Anthony Wang ($25 million to Wellesley College); Yahoo! founder Jerry Yang 
and his wife,  Akiko Yamazaki, ($75 million to Stanford); and Hawaiian natives Allene Wong and 
David Eckles have made transformational gifts.
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To quote Wong and Eckles, true philanthropy is based on kahiau (ka-hee-ow) a Hawaiian term 
meaning "giving generously from the heart with no expectation of return." 

Asian immigrants are just as likely to give to charity -- and as much -- as their native-born peers.  
After a decade in America, giving patterns 
become similar to that of native-born 
Americans, while volunteering takes longer 
to change.  By the second generation, differ-
ences between immigrant and non-
immigrant giving are non-existent.  

Asian-American ethnic groups share many 
similarities, but are by no means homoge-
nous.  Japanese-Americans, probably not surprisingly, have a strong interest in civil rights and 
civil liberties. Filipino-Americans give back to their country of origin.  Chinese-American do-
nors are extremely diverse in their interests, but all have a deep regard for their cultural heritage.  
What all do have in common, however, are strong traditions of helping, serving and sharing, 
which means that they make wonderfully committed volunteers who can then be moved into the 
organization’s donor pool.

The majority of Asian-American philanthropists are entrepreneurs, self-made millionaires, most 
often in the areas of financial services and high tech.  In terms of professional affluence, it is most 
often linked to careers in law, medicine or financial services.  Over the past two decades, wealthy 
immigrants from Korea, India, Taiwan and China have invested in American non-profits.   Often, 
the first entry into philanthropic giving comes via a gift to the United Way or their alma mater.  
As time goes on, though, giving priorities often change as the donor becomes more accustomed 
to philanthropy, and many wealthy Asian-Americans give significant capital gifts.

Asian-American donors often use a quid pro quo paradigm; in other words, if they give to their 
peer’s favorite charity, they expect their peer to return the favor.  Additionally, most come from a 
family tradition of giving time and money, even if their family was of very modest means.  Among 
high net worth individuals, an almost dynastic view of their family’s wealth exists, as well as a 
sense of obligation to give back.
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ÒI began to realize that giving is not just about 

charity, but really about investing in the future 

... we can be leaders, but only if we participate 

in all sectors of American life.Ó  -- Francis Y. 

Sogi, life partner in the New York law firm, 
Kelley Drye & Warren
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REMEMBER:
• Despite giving circles, many charitable dollars flow to mainstream, non-Asian 

causes, or back to the donor's country of origin;
• Some Asian-American donors are 'invisible' because they choose to remain anony-

mous.
• Philanthropy is often viewed as a means of social change.
• The donor acquisition cycle is quite long, generally 18 to 36 months between the 

first meeting the the first donation.
• Even at lower levels, Asian-American donors respond more favorably to personal 

requests than to other types of fundraising (especially direct mail!)
• Asian-Americans dislike feeling pushed.
• The notion of “saving face” is huge -- both in the asking and in the responding.
• Asian-Americans tend to enjoy special events, including dances and golf tourna-

ments, as a way to introduce their friends to their favorite charity.
• Most Asian-Americans are extremely practical and skeptical.  It takes time to earn 

their trust.  Accountability is key.
• The issue is not teaching Asian-Americans how to give -- they are very generous.  

Instead, it is to inform them about the most effective and impactful philanthropic 
vehicles.

SOURCES:
A New Heritage of Giving
Asian American Federation of New York
Asian American Giving 
Asian Americans/Pacific Islanders in Philanthropy
Chronicle of Philanthropy
Coalition for New Philanthropy
Council on Foundations
Hispanics in Philanthropy
Latino Community Foundation of Colorado
Mauer Kunst Consulting
Rose Community Foundation
W.K. Kellogg Foundation

 

RBSCo • 1490 Lafayette St., Suite 204 • Denver • CO • 80218 • www.rbsco.com
 6

http://www.rbsco.com
http://www.rbsco.com

