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Naina Subberwal Batra, Chairperson and  
CEO of AVPN, writes about the growth  
of social investing in the region and its 
unique characteristics.

The Secret Sauce 
of Asian
Philanthropy

grew up in India in the 1970s and 1980s, a time 
when conspicuous consumption was frowned upon, 
spiritual values admired, and the West was seen  

as a glittering bazaar of fancy brands that Indians could  
only admire from afar.

Few would have predicted that less than a generation later, 
my hometown of Bangalore would be a global high-tech 
hub known for its pulsing nightlife; India would have more 
billionaires than any other country in the world, besides 
China and the United States; and the Mumbai skyline 
would include the world’s most expensive private residence, 
a 27-story mansion with three helipads, 50-seat movie 
theater, and garage parking for more than 100 cars. 

Asia is Set to have the World’s Largest Concentration  
of Wealth 
This Cinderella story has played out again and again across 
much of Asia. In 2017, Asia’s ultra-wealthy population grew 
by 18.5% and its total wealth shot up by 26.7%, twice the 
rate seen in the United States.  In China alone, there are 
799  billionaires, with four out of every 10 new billionaires 
created coming from this nation.

I As Asia’s wealth has increased, so too has its  
philanthropy sector.
 
Indian tech tycoon and philanthropist Azim Premji 
leads the way with his donation of US$ 21 billion to his 
Azim Premji Foundation — making it one of the largest 
foundations in the world. But Premji isn’t alone. We’ve 
witnessed a continent-wide transformation — from a 
deep tradition of “charity,” given privately to needy family 
and friends, we have seen a shift to more strategic and 
institutional philanthropy that is leveraging hundreds of 
billions of dollars in wealth to do great good in the world.

Asian Philanthropy is Growing at an Unprecedented Pace
Charitable giving in China has more than doubled 
in just seven years, from US$ 10.5 billion in 2010 to  
US$ 23.4 billion in 2017. Philanthropy in India is on a 
similar, exponential trajectory, growing from US$ 1.66 
billion in 2010 to US$ 7.3 billion in 2018.  

As the philanthropy sector in Asia swells and matures, it is 
worth pausing to consider what is its secret sauce — what 
makes it special, and what makes it effective?
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Traveling in Asia with no Baggage
Unlike in the West, where the history of philanthropic 
giving through foundations stretches back more than a 
century (the Ford Foundation was established in 1936, The 
Rockefeller Foundation in 1913, the Carnegie Foundation 
in 1906), this is a relatively new concept in Asia. With few 
local role models, philanthropists in Asia are forging their 
own paths, following innovative and flexible strategies. 

Consider the Yidan Prize. Established seemingly overnight 
by Charles Chen, founder of Tencent, the prize of  
US$ 3.9m is a vehicle for seeding meaningful cross-sector 
global discussions and research on improving education 
globally. The prize is like no other, and, in fact, mirrors 
Tencent’s own business model in many ways — incorporating 
funded research, events, and multimedia content. 

In Sync with Governments
Asian philanthropists tend to work across sectors and 
their investments often follow the priorities laid out 
by governments. To achieve impact at scale, they often 
seek to partner with governments. As a result, we see 
less funding for advocacy organizations, which tend to 
focus on changing government policies and priorities, 
and more funding directly to support and improve 
government services and programs. 
 

Indonesian entrepreneurs Sukanto Tanoto and his wife 
Tinah Bingei Tanoto have taken this approach with their 
foundation, which works closely with governments in 
Indonesia, Singapore, and China to improve public schools 
and promote good nutrition (see p.85).

Fast, Furious, and Flexible
Asian philanthropists generally value moving quickly.  

We saw the remarkable benefits of this in the early days of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In January 2020, just weeks after 
the first reports of the virus surfaced, Chinese billionaire 
and Alibaba founder Jack Ma pledged US$ 14.5m to 
support the development of a COVID-19 vaccine. As the 
pandemic spread, Alibaba’s corporate foundation moved 
quickly to establish the Global MediXchange to help 
doctors across the world share best practices during the 
pandemic. Likewise, in the space of a week, the Narada 
Foundation, which focuses on education and support for 
migrant children in China, pivoted to establish, along 
with about one dozen other partners, the China NGO 
Consortium for COVID-19. The consortium quickly 
began the herculean task of coordinating the deployment 
of tons of disinfectant, millions of masks, and thousands of 
walkie-talkies and protective gloves to healthcare providers 
in the most affected areas of China.

COVID-19: Highlighting Asian Philanthropists’  
Speedy Response to Crises
COVID-19 demonstrated the critical role Asia’s 
philanthropists are playing as nimble partners to 
governments across Asia. 

While many philanthropists in the West responded 
to COVID-19 with donations of masks, ventilators, 
or financial support to their local hospital or favorite 
local community organization, many of India’s leading 
philanthropists focused on contributions to the Indian 
Prime Minister’s COVID-19 fund. They included 
Savitri Jindal & family, owner of India’s leading producer 
of steel (pledged US$ 13.3m); Uday Kotak, the founder 
of Kotak Mahindra Bank (US$ 3.3m); and ports tycoon 
Gautam Adani (US$ 13.3m). On top of donating US$ 
67m, oil and gas magnate Mukesh Ambani established 
India’s first COVID-19 center with 100 beds, while tech 
magnate Azim Premji announced that his foundation’s 
1,600 employees would collaborate with government and 
healthcare workers, on top of a US$ 134m commitment.
Over at Tata Group, Ratan Tata pledged US$ 66.7m 
alongside the launch of an initiative by the group to 
manufacture ventilators for use in government and 
private hospitals. Others, such as the Harish and Bina 
Shah Foundation (see p.87), have donated to their  
state’s Chief Minister’s COVID-19 fund.

Across Asia, philanthropists have likewise stepped 
forward to assist and strengthen governments’ response 
to the pandemic. In Thailand, Dhanin Chearavanont’s 
Charoen Pokphand Group, a leading producer of animal 
feed and livestock, built a US$ 3m factory in Bangkok to 
produce 100,000 surgical masks per day for healthcare 
workers. It is also delivering free meals to patients and 
staff in more than 40 public hospitals across Thailand. 

At the time of my writing, the most generous response to 
the pandemic has come from Chen’s Tencent Holdings, 
which pledged US$ 216.3m, both directly and through 
its foundation.

What’s Next for Asian Philanthropy?
The growth of Asian philanthropy shows no sign of 
slowing. As governments around the region recognize 
that philanthropists’ investments often align with 
governments’ goals, they are creating and expanding tax 
benefits to endorse and promote such activity. These new 
and more favorable government policies are encouraging 
ever greater numbers of ultra-high-net-worth Asians to 
launch their own philanthropic initiatives. 

In 2009, Singapore granted a 250% tax deduction for 
qualifying donations.  In 2014, India became the first 
country in the world to require the largest companies 
to invest 2% of their after-tax profits to corporate social 
responsibility activities. In 2016, China adopted a corporate 
tax deduction for donations to approved charities of up to 
12%, higher than the deduction available in the US, which 
currently stands at 10%. Each of these unlocked greater 
philanthropic engagement and resources.

What will Asian philanthropy look like in another 
generation? I have a few predictions: it will be even larger, 
more impactful, and — in continued partnership with 
governments — it will help to transform Asia and the planet 
in ways we can’t even imagine today. 

Belinda Tanoto (left) from the Tanoto Foundation speaks on a plenary entitled “Quality Education for All” at tbe AVPN Conference 2017 in Bangkok. 

A nurse holding a newborn baby who is wearing a face shield in an effort 
to halt the spread of COVID-19 at the Praram 9 Hospital in Bangkok,  
April, 2020.

Naina Subberwal Batra joined AVPN as 
CEO in September 2013 and was appointed 
Chairperson in May 2018. She has helped 
quadruple AVPN’s membership and expanded the 
organization’s focus from venture philanthropy 
to support the entire ecosystem of social investors, 
from philanthropists to corporate leaders.

avpn.asia
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Life-long Commitment to Education
When Sukanto and Tinah Bingei Tanoto officially 
opened the doors to the new kindergarten they 

had built in Besitang, on 7 September 1981, it would mark 
not just the start of a new school in the village, but also 
the beginning of the couple’s life-long commitment to the 
educational cause. By July 1982, a primary school would 
follow, as did a junior high school in May 1990 — ensuring 
that children (including those of the staff who worked at 
the Tanotos’ plywood mill) in the rural North Sumatra city 
would have access to a quality education that previously 
could only be found in more developed cities such as Medan.

Although initially established to facilitate learning, the 
Tanotos quickly realized that the schools they built could 
also be used to serve a variety of uses, such as providing 
spaces for parents and adults in the village to attend social 
development and skills training programs.

“Eventually, those three schools had the effect of 
improving the livelihoods of so many families in Besitang, 
which in turn, improved the general quality of life in the 
community,” revealed the Tanoto Foundation’s CEO 
Satrijo Tanudjojo. “Even though Sukanto Tanoto himself 
became very successful without a formal education, he was 
always a firm believer in education as the key to improving 

Tanoto  
Foundation: 
The Power  
of Education

people’s lives and futures. The transformative impact 
of those three schools in Besitang only served to prove 
to him that when properly harnessed, the power of 
education can accelerate opportunities.”

Working with Government to Achieve Impact
In the decades to follow, the couple — through the 
Tanoto Foundation — would act firmly on that belief, 
working tirelessly and committing millions of dollars to 
improve education and literary standards globally. 

To achieve impact at scale, they also made sure to work 
closely with governments (and continue to do so today). 
PINTAR, an initiative launched in September 2018 to 
improve the quality of education in Indonesia is one such 
example. Since its inception, the program has partnered 
with some 20 districts/cities in five provinces and trained 
more than 16,000 teachers, thus benefiting students  
in over 2,215 schools.
 
Explained Tanudjojo: “We believe that philanthropy is 
not here to replace the government. No matter what a 
philanthropist does, it is minute compared to what the 
government can achieve. In education, which is our area 
of focus, if you do not work with the government, the 
impact cannot be optimum.

“The foundation has always challenged itself to go beyond 
donations and play a part in creating real transformation 
but that is only possible if you work with governments. 
This is why, as of 2017, we’ve only approved programs that 
partner with governments.”

Philanthropy at Speed
The close relationship that the foundation has built with 
governments, particularly in Indonesia, is one of the 
reasons why it is able to respond swiftly to relief efforts 
when crises take place, even though its primary focus is 
education. For instance, when the COVID-19 outbreak 
hit Indonesia, the foundation, with the help of the logistics 
and procurement expertise provided by the Tanotos’ 
family business RGE Group, took just 10 days to procure 
and transport Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) from 
China to Indonesia.

“Because we have worked closely with the Indonesian 
government and other stakeholders, we were able to 
quickly identify what was needed most urgently — in 
this case PPE — and then we utilized all our resources 
to find a way to provide them,” said Tanudjojo, adding 
that the Tanotos gave immediate approval to specially 
charter a Boeing 737-300 to transport the PPEs to 
Indonesia at speed. “It helps that as an independent 

organization with members of the family serving 
as the Board of Trustees, decisions can be made 
very quickly when the need arises.”

A Collaborative Future
Moving forward, the foundation will continue to 
further its mission of “harnessing the transformative 
power of education to realize people’s full potential,” — 
“The way we work might change in the post-COVID 
world, but our mission will not,” declared Tanudjojo.  
And, he believes that even in the aftermath of the 
pandemic, philanthropy in Asia will continue to grow.

Concluded Tanudjojo: “There is a growing appetite 
among philanthropists in the region to address  
social and environmental issues such as climate 
change and to align with national development 
agendas to achieve longer-term goals. 

“I also believe that because of the collective nature 
of Asians, we will see an increased number of 
partnerships among philanthropists for joint 
resources initiatives. Generosity is an Asian trait, so 
the question is how can we channel that generosity 
into philanthropy that makes an impact — that 
would be our collective challenge moving forward.”

A
CASE STUDY The Tanoto Foundation believes strongly in the transformative power of education, Indonesia, 2018.
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Harish &  
Bina Shah 
Foundation: 
Beauty in 
Diversity

very Cause Connects
Unlike many other philanthropic 
foundations that have core areas of focus, 

the Harish & Bina Shah Foundation maintains 
a diversified portfolio — it is agnostic with its 
grantmaking decisions, and, since its inception 
in 2010, has supported a myriad of causes 
from public health to empowering vulnerable 
communities to governance matters in India. Some 
of the foundation’s long-standing partners include 
Maharogi Sewa Samiti, founded by the late Baba 
Amte in order to help leprosy sufferers, the People’s 
Archive of Rural India, started by the revered Indian 
journalist P. Sainath, and other partners such as the 
Anahad Foundation, Sahaara Charitable Society, 
and the Committee of Resource Organizations 
(CORO). Such partners are led by passionate social 
entrepreneurs working for causes such as artist 
welfare, rights of undertrial prisoners, and leadership 
building among India’s growing young population. 

Even more surprising is the fact that this strategic direction 
came about organically, rather than deliberately.

“To be honest, we did not start the foundation with the 
mindset that we would take an agnostic approach,” admitted 
Amira Shah, daughter of Harish and Bina Shah and a member 
of the foundation’s Board of Directors. “The truth is that we 
did not know where to drop the anchor when we began and 
so there was that element of not reinventing the wheel and 
instead learning by observing.”

However, this approach eventually became part of the 
foundation’s strategy, fueled in part by the family’s realization 
that no one cause is more important than another. “Reality 
simply doesn’t allow any foundation to focus on just one area 
because all aspects of life are interconnected,” explained Shah, 
who added that the foundation does not feel pressurized to 
have an identity by cause or geography. “By being agnostic, we 
are able to be flexible and nimble with our grants and quick to 
answer to unexpected needs when they arise.”

Staying Close to the Ground
The COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, exemplifies how 
their approach has borne fruit. When the outbreak hit 
India, the foundation was in the midst of reviewing  its 
existing 15 partnerships and assessing possible new grantees.  
Recognizing that most (if not all) non-profits would 
need funding to ride out the storm and that speed was of 
the essence, the family members rolled up their sleeves, 
and personally conducted the due diligence needed to  
confirm disbursement.

Said Shah: “Because we were already exposed to so many 
causes and types of non-profits, we were able to make 
decisions on the existing grants quickly (all partners were 
reassured of funding based on their needs), and approve 
more than one dozen new ad-hoc  funds if the organization 
was involved in COVID-relief and rehabilitation work. We 
are also continuing  to evaluate short-term grants to ease 
emerging COVID-pain points such as hunger, livelihoods, 
migration, mental health and the rise in domestic violence.”

E Moving forward, the foundation is due to enter 
a new phase of growth. Presently, the bulk 
of the foundation’s work is conducted by 18 
members comprising the Board of Directors 
and volunteers from the family’s business. To 
ensure sustainability and wider outreach, the 
foundation is in the midst of defining its mission 
with more specific articulation of programs, 
partnerships, systems, and communication. 

And while it will look to delve more deeply 
into defined programs, Shah maintained that 
a portion of the foundation’s funds will always 
be dedicated to its agnostic approach. “This 
has become a signature part of our DNA,” she 
concluded. “It allows us to stay very close and 
very connected to what is happening on the 
ground. This is something that we feel very 
strongly about and so this part of our giving will 
never change.”

CASE STUDY

The Harish & Bina Shah Foundation has worked with a number of 
long-standing partners including Maharogi Sewa Samiti, the People’s 
Archive of Rural India, Anahad Foundation, Sahaara Charitable Society, 
Committee of Resource Organizations (CORO), and Society for 
Nutrition, Education & Health Action (SNEHA) (pictured).


