
Number of Public Benefit Foundations in Europe Exceeds 129,000 

19 September 2014 

New data compiled by the Donors and Foundations Networks in Europe (DAFNE) and the 

European Foundation Centre (EFC) indicates that there are more than 129,000 “public benefit 

foundations” in Europe, with combined annual expenditures of more than 53 billion euros.  

These figures represent the first coordinated estimates ever produced on the scope of the 

charitable foundation sector in Europe, using a common, agreed-upon definition of “public 

benefit foundation” across 19 participating European countries.1 

Seven nations – Germany, Poland, Hungary, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United 

Kingdom – account for more than three-quarters (79 percent) of the public benefit foundations 

located in these 19 countries.  Germany has an estimated 19,150 charitable foundations, 

followed by Poland (15,778), Hungary (14,907), Spain (14,196), Sweden (13,700), Switzerland 

(12,909), and the UK (12,400). 

Data were provided by the members of DAFNE, a network of 24 foundation associations 

representing 23 European countries.  Most of the data is from 2012 – 2014. In two cases 

(Ukraine and the Slovak Republic), the data are from 2008 and 2009. 

                  

                                                           
1 The 19 participating countries included 15 members of the European Union (Belgium, Czech Republic, Finland, 
France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovak Republic, Spain, Sweden, and 
United Kingdom).  Together, these 15 countries represent 87 percent of the total population of the EU.  The four 
non-EU countries that participated were Liechtenstein, Switzerland, Turkey, and Ukraine. 



These estimates do not include all organisations that operate as foundations in Europe, only 

those with a public benefit focus.  In about half of the countries represented by DAFNE 

members, the term “foundation” can also refer to organisations that serve private purposes.2   

Public benefit foundations are characterized primarily by the purposes for which they distribute 

their financial resources.  To qualify as a “public benefit foundation” (which is a legal status with 

tax implications in many European countries), an organisation must expend its funds for 

educational, cultural, religious, social or other public-benefit purposes.  In some countries, the 

most common way that foundations expend their funds is by awarding grants to associations, 

charities, educational institutions and individuals.  In other countries, foundations are more likely 

to contribute to the public benefit by operating their own programmes, such as cultural and 

educational organisations.  (For more information about how public benefit foundations are 

defined, please see the Methodological Note below.) 

The DAFNE associations were also asked to provide (if available) current estimates of the total 

assets and total charitable expenditures of public benefit foundations.  Nine were able to provide 

current estimates of both assets and expenditures, one was able to provide only an estimate of 

assets, and one only an estimate of expenditures.  Older data on assets and expenditures (from 

2009 and 2010) were provided by three other associations.  Therefore, the overall figures 

reported for total assets and total expenditures are based on data from 14 of the 23 DAFNE 

countries.3 

                           

                                                           
2 According to the EFC, “private benefit foundations are those that pursue private purposes, such as the 
advancement of one family, relatives of the founder, trust funds for the education of the founder’s children, etc.”  
Including private benefit foundations, the total number of foundations in Europe would exceed 200,000. 
3 Twelve of these 14 countries are EU members, representing 81 percent of the total population of the European 
Union. 



                          

In several cases, estimates of assets and expenditures were based on data that represented 

only a portion of all public benefit foundations in a particular country.  So, the overall estimates 

of total assets and total expenditures across these 14 European countries are likely to be 

understated. 

Additional work needs to be done to ensure that estimates of total assets and expenditures are 

being calculated in comparable ways across countries.4  The figures reported here should be 

considered provisional until these further analyses have been conducted. 

Methodological Note: Because the legal definition of “foundation” differs across countries, it 

has been challenging to estimate the total number of public benefit foundations in Europe.  

Despite the lack of a common definition of “foundation,” the European Foundation Centre (EFC), 

in consultation with its members, was able to develop in 2001 a provisional definition of “public 

benefit foundations” that served as a basis for the present data collection effort.  According to 

the EFC: 

 [Public benefit foundations are] independent, separately-constituted non-profit bodies with their 

own established and reliable source of income, usually but not exclusively from an endowment, 

and their own governing board.  They distribute their financial resources for educational, cultural, 

religious, social or other public-benefit purposes, either by supporting associations, charities, 

educational institutions or individual; or by operating their own programmes. 

Since the emergence of the Donors and Foundations Networks in Europe (DAFNE) in 2006, 

country-based foundation associations have had the opportunity to meet and discuss topics of 

                                                           
4 For example, in some countries many public benefit foundations are not endowed and must raise funds to carry 
out their work.  At times, they may receive some of their funding from other, endowed foundations.  When this 
happens, care must be taken not to count both the funds that are received by fund-raising foundations AND the 
funds they themselves expend.  This would result in counting the same monies twice. 



common interest, including the collection of better data on the scope of European philanthropy.  

DAFNE members have shared information about philanthropy in each of their countries through 

both annual surveys and biannual meetings. 

Recognizing that the lack of a common definition of “public benefit foundation” would hinder 

DAFNE’s ability to collect and share useful information with its members and to communicate 

effectively about the work of foundations across Europe, DAFNE organized a conversation 

among its members in May 2014 to discuss and validate the EFC definition.5  At that meeting, 

DAFNE members unanimously agreed that the definition was sufficient to allow “public benefit 

foundations” to be counted in their countries. 

Seventeen (17) of the associations were able to provide either current estimates or actual 

figures (from either 2012 or 2013) for the number of public benefit foundations in their country.  

Two others provided older data from 2008 and 2009.  Four associations were unable to provide 

estimates. 

 

Donors and Foundations Networks in Europe (DAFNE) 

 
DAFNE is a network bringing together 24 donors and foundations networks from across Europe. 

Each of these individually serves public benefit foundations and other grantmakers at national 

level. With a collective membership of over 7,000 foundations, DAFNE underpins the individual 

activities of its members by strengthening collaboration between the national associations and 

providing a platform for exchange of knowledge. For further information, contact DAFNE at 

dafne@dafne-online.eu. 

 
European Foundation Centre (EFC) 

The EFC, founded in 1989, is an association of over 200 public-benefit foundations and 

corporate funders active in philanthropy in Europe and beyond. Our goal is to strengthen 

independent funding in European philanthropy using four key approaches. We foster a legal and 

fiscal environment where foundations can thrive. We analyse and recount what foundations are 

doing. We reinforce the philanthropic sector by setting standards and building capacity. And we 

promote collaboration among foundations and with other stakeholders, to advance the public 

good. All members back the EFC Principles of Good Practice, which reinforce good practice and 

transparency. For further information, contact EFC at eu@efc.be. 

 

                                                           
5 The conversation was facilitated by Lawrence McGill, Vice President for Research at the Foundation Center (NY).  
The Foundation Center also provided technical assistance to DAFNE on collecting and analysing the data. 


