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Over the past few months, I’ve been  
  talking to a lot of people about 
best approaches to corporate and 

community relations. To me, it’s about 
going beyond traditional transactional phi-
lanthropy to develop a shared language, 
reduce power dynamics and focus on values 
versus investments. To get there, we need 
to better understand how each of us can 
play a role in strengthening the effective-
ness of the nonprofit sector.

With this in mind, I’d like to apply these 
principles to a common 
aspect of philanthropy: 
pro-bono work. Pro-
bono work is absolutely 
a good thing and can 
create great benefits 
for both the nonprofit 
and the corporation 
involved. At the same 
time, though, could we 
make approaches to 
pro-bono work better?

In my opinion, the 
answer is a definite yes. 
We need to look at the 
motivations behind this 
work, and how the perception of power 
dynamics between the business and char-
ity can often create only short-term fixes. In 
some cases, we even run the risk of causing 
long-term challenges for nonprofits by mis-
understanding their needs.

Send teachers, not superheroes
Business has often taken on a superhero 
mentality when making contributions to 
nonprofit organizations. With pro-bono 
work, there continues to be an undertone 
of business wanting to “rescue” a nonprofit 
that is seen as broken.

More importantly, an increasing number 
of businesses are jumping on the pro-bono 
wagon and moving beyond what was origi-
nally intended by the professional work 
being provided. Whereas legal and account-
ing work were once provided to augment 
unaffordable skills, many businesses now 
do pro-bono work in logistics, strategic plan-

ning, communications or marketing – areas 
that might better be positioned as longer-
term partnerships to help foster a “teach, 
don’t tell” environment.

Many pro-bono projects propose solutions 
that cannot be properly implemented by 
the nonprofit due to skill gaps. The tell-
tale story of consultants doing work within 
a charity, only to find their dusty, bound 
report and recommendations sitting on the 
executive director’s shelf a year later, rein-
forces this point.

That’s why fundraisers 
and community invest-
ment professionals 
must keep a laser focus 
on their organization’s 
long-term strategies 
and ask each other 
how pro-bono work 
augments skills, rather 
than replacing them 
altogether.

Re-creating our 
pro-bono picture
Many professionals 

don’t want to volunteer in the same capac-
ity as their day jobs. In Volunteer Canada’s 
recent study Bridging the Gap, a survey of 
employer-supported volunteers indicated 
that they were motivated by experiences 
working with charities that helped them 
develop new skills, and some indicated they 
did not want to volunteer doing the same 
job as they do for work.

New model for pro-bono
At PwC, we’ve adopted a new lens for pro-
bono work. Going beyond discounted fees 
or offering professional services, we’ve 
developed a new volunteer-based experi-
ence called the Not-for-Profit Apprentice 
Program. Employees from across the com-
pany with all levels of experience team up 
and brainstorm options to help leadership 
teams at nonprofits address critical chal-
lenges.
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