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Philanthropic Support Foundations provide

a crucial service for our ministries and local
communities by managing charitable gifts and
building relationships with donors. Aligning
resources with needs fulfills a key part of

our Mission as a Catholic health ministry.
Yet, some gifts or donors do not completely
align with our Mission. We created the
Philanthropic Discernment Aid to help
address such situations of misalignment and
to assess potential gifts or donors through

the lens of our Mission and Catholic identity.
The tool helps gift officers and foundation
leadership: (1) assess if the misalignment is
acceptable or if the gift should not proceed;
(2) mitigate individual bias; and (3) determine
whether they should contact someone else to
help assess the situation. We hope this tool
will help foundations and ethicists at other
Catholic health systems think through similar
situations.

From the perspective of philanthropic staff,
this aid transcends a mere policy document;
it is a critical instrument for navigating the
complex ethical landscape of fundraising.
It provides not only guidance but also
confidence for gift officers who are often
the first point of contact with donors, and
thus the first to encounter potential ethical
ambiguities. By offering clear parameters,
the aid empowers them to engage in initial
assessments independently, fostering a
culture of informed discernment within
the fundraising foundation. This proactive
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approach ensures that ethical considerations are
woven into the very fabric of donor relations,
rather than being an afterthought. Moreover,
the tool implicitly communicates to donors that
our ministry upholds high ethical standards,
reinforcing trust and long-term partnership
based on shared values.

We modeled the Philanthropic Discernment
Aid after the CommonSpirit Ethics
Discernment Framework because the discerning
approach of the Framework provided an open-
ended starting point for assessing Mission
misalignment.' The Framework can be used

in three ways: as a team, with a discernment
facilitator, and adapting a pre-existing process.
The Aid is an example of this third method in
which the Theology and Ethics Department
works with another department to modify
their regular decision making process to reflect
elements of discernment.

The creation process followed several design
principles. First, plain language. The words
and phrases in the tool are not theologically
technical, or are at least easily understandable
without discussion with an ethicist. Second,
simple to use. The intention is for gift officers
to use the tool on their own to resolve most
concerns without involving anyone else.
Assistance is available if needed, and the last
step guides the user on when and who to ask
for help. Third, short and to the point. The
tool is only one page and centers around three
straightforward steps.
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Step 1: Donor categories generally not
accepted

Step 2: When to seek input from others
Step 3: Who to seek input from

A few best practices are also listed at the
bottom. We find most situations or questions
can be assessed in a few minutes, and those
that require input from someone else usually
only need a brief conversation.

The tool assumes that many (if not most) gifts
and donors have at least some misalignment
with our Mission since “all have sinned and
fall short of the glory of God.” (Romans
3:23) Thus, while the initial concern might be
whether a gift or donor has a misalignment
with our Mission, it often quickly shifts

to whether the misalignment is acceptable.
Misalignment happens most often through
the source of the funds, the public image or
actions of the door, or the circumstances of
the gift. Certainly some gifts or donors have
no misalignment, but this framing clarifies
that almost every situation will have some
misalignment if examined closely enough.

Conceptually, the Philanthropic Discernment
Aid focuses on two theological principles:
cooperation and scandal. While it is unlikely
that receiving a charitable gift would
constitute illicit cooperation, some actions
were deemed concerning enough to be ruled
out even if involvement might constitute licit
cooperation in some narrow circumstances.
This led to significant discussion during

the design process regarding what kind of
actions to include in the list of categories
that are not accepted in Step 1. While

some might be ruled out due to concerns

of illicit cooperation, and others are ruled
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out for concerns of scandal, the tool does not
distinguish between the rationale and simply
alerts the gift officer that this category should

not be accepted.

We determined that concern for scandal is
usually the most relevant theological principle
in assessing Mission misalignment for potential
charitable gifts. Thus, most of Step 2, which

is the longest step, focuses on scandal and
provides a non-technical description of the
theological definition. This step leaves a lot of
room for the judgment of the individual gift
officer to assess the risk of scandal. However,
since the most concerning actions are ruled
out in Step 1, and there are some specific
directions given in the Best Practices section at
the bottom, we believe the flexibility in Step 2
allows the gift officer appropriate freedom and
boundaries to decide how to proceed.

The true strength of the Philanthropic
Discernment Aid lies in its ability to integrate
ethical reflection into the everyday operations
of a support foundation. It empowers gift
officers to be frontline guardians of the
ministry’s Catholic identity, transforming what
could be perceived as an additional bureaucratic
step into a vital act of mission stewardship. By
providing a clear, accessible, and supportive
framework, the Aid ensures that every gift
accepted not only advances our healing

mission but also reinforces our unwavering
commitment to the ethical principles that
define us as a Catholic healthcare provider. This
creates a powerful synergy, where philanthropic
success is inextricably linked to ethical
integrity, yielding benefits far beyond financial
contributions.

Certainly this tool will not resolve all issues.
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If extended discernment is needed, the
normal CommonSpirit Ethics Discernment
Framework is available. The Best Practices
section directs the gift officer to a discernment
in certain situations, such as a large or
national campaign, or disagreement among
people providing input. Nevertheless, we
have found the Philanthropic Discernment
Aid to be a constructive support to guide gift
officers and philanthropy leaders through
many situations that raise ethical concerns
and Mission misalignment. We encourage
ethicists in other health systems to consider
developing similar applied discernment tools
for various departments to spread the benefits
of discernment to other difficult decisions.

BECKET GREMMELS, PH.D.
System Vice President, Theology and Ethics
CommonSpirit Health

DREW GAGNER, MBA
California Region Vice President, Philanthropy
CommonSpirit Health

ENDNOTES

1. CommonSpirit Ethics Discernment Framework,
www.missiononline.net/csh-ethics/discernment.
The Philanthropic Discernment Aid is one example
of the third manner in which the CommonSpirit
Ethics Discernment Framework can be used as
described on the second page, namely to adapt a
pre-existing process.
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