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In this face-off between entrenched, self-regarding foundations and a group of 
young upstarts out to rattle the status quo, the latter inevitably win the fight. 
Add a dollop of social media, and all bets are off.

2015 “Selfie Awards” Salute 
Philanthropic Narcissism 
(Recipients Boycott Ceremony . . .  
but Need Not Be Present to Win)
by Phil Anthrop

Reform philanthropy from the 

inside or the outside? That 

was not a literal question for 

Jasmine Bluth, leader of True 

Philanthropy—a small group of former 

foundation program officers who formed 

their own pressure group after years of 

servitude, silently and agonizingly critiqu-

ing every guideline, grant, and pronounce-

ment from the foundation presidents 

nearby who paid their salaries. These 

renegades had flown the coop, and now, 

after years of silent suffering, their talons 

came out, Twitter style, with the discreet 

invitation “True Philanthropy Seeks Nomi-

nations for Selfie Awards.”

“This field has been begging for a feed-

back loop,” self-employed consultant 

Bluth posted, “and while it’s true that if 

the rich give away some of their money 

they won’t get shot, that doesn’t mean we 

have to be craven.”

A current challenge for awards pro-

grams is to distinguish themselves from 

other awards, since there is a limit to 

any one award’s ability to inspire desired 

behavior. Unhappily, the sheer number of 

awards programs has diluted their ingra-

tiating effect.

For this reason, the Selfie Awards 

adopted a piggyback strategy—same time 

(April 27, 2015), same place (San Fran-

cisco)—as the annual conference of the 

Council of Large Foundations.

The first True Philanthropy Annual 

Selfie Awards (recognizing exemplary 

performances during the previous year) 

were announced in twelve categories: 

1.	Outstanding Performance in Self-

Congratulation by a Philanthropic 

Program;

2.	Definitive Self-Promotion by an 

American Philanthropist (Male);

3.	Definitive Self-Promotion by an 

American Philanthropist (Female);

4.	Most Insufferable and Self-Serving 

but Ultimately Destructive Funding 

Initiative;

5.	Most Dramatic Reversal and Aban-

donment of Previous Positions 

(with Scant Explanation) by a 

Private Foundation;

6.	Most Elegant Office Redesign Using 

Funds Designated as Paid Out for 

Charitable Purposes; 

7.	Most Supremely Pointless (but 

Well-Catered) Destination Loca-

tion Conference/Confab/Ideas 

Festival;

8.	Most Begrudging and Demeaning 

Treatment of a Grantee;

9.	Most Degrading and Abusive 

Rejection of an Unsuccessful 

Applicant;

10.	Most Self-Serving but Least Pro-

ductive Celebrity Charity Activity;

11.	Least Productive Result yet Most 

Effective Publicity-Garnering Cor-

porate Initiative; and, finally,

12.	Absolute Smallest Portion of Avail-

able Undesignated Funds from a 

Community Foundation.
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Recognizing the essential role of 

lackeys accepting gifts from philan-

thropists—without them none of 

this would be possible—a special 

acknowledgment was promised for the 

Most Unctuously Groveling Nonprofit 

Shill in a Subordinate Role to Founda-

tion Aggrandizement.

Not unexpectedly, Yusuf Arak, presi-

dent of the Association of Large Foun-

dations, criticized the announcement as 

“a juvenile and inappropriate intrusion 

on a serious professional meeting bring-

ing together some of the most generous 

institutions that tackle society’s toughest 

problems with innovation and élan.”

The Association of Large Foun-

dations, which for several years had 

presented awards for the Best Annual 

Report and the Best Leadership on 

Public Policy, decided to fight this 

upstaging battle, statuette to statuette. 

“We’ve seen this kind of attack before,” 

observed Arak. “This is not so different 

from California, in 2007, with legislation 

from that Greenlining Institute, whose 

so-called ‘Foundation Diversity and 

Transparency Act’ attempted to coerce 

foundations into divulging a PC defini-

tion of gender, racial, and ethnic diver-

sity on an annual basis.”

“We fought that off in 2008 with 

$38  million in targeted consortium 

grants,” added Brent Williams, president 

of the Bear Flag Foundation, “and guess 

what happened? That legislation crawled 

away by itself into a back room with our 

lobbyists and the brute force of reason.”

“The simple fact is, we can pay 

for a bigger spotlight than they can,” 

Arak confided in an interview with the 

Eleemosynary Chronicle.

Surely, when wealthy donors 

compete, the public can only come out 

ahead. That’s how the Titanium Philan-

thropy Award came into being, with an 

eye-popping $100 million prize, Oprah 

Winfrey as its extra-special host, and 

the Boys Choir of Harlem as its premier 

$100 million recipient. Simultaneously, 

ten million YouTube views of the three-

minute-long Selfie Award ceremony 

gave True Philanthropy a similarly 

permanent place in the philanthropic 

pantheon.

“Actually, it’s not the size but the 

number of spotlights,” Bluth cheerfully 

tweeted to her 450,000 followers.

Phil Anthrop is a consultant to founda-

tions in G7 countries.

To comment on this article, write to us at 

feedback@npqmag.org. Order reprints from 

http​:/​/​​store​.nonprofitquarterly​.org, using 

code 220115.
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