
العطاء بني اللبنانيني األمريكيني
A Preliminary Study

Lebanese American Philanthropy

December 2016

Dr. Richard Clerkin
Dr. Akram Khater



1

Introduction
In the fall of 2016, the Khayrallah Center for Lebanese Diaspora Studies and NC 
State’s Institute for Nonprofits undertook a joint preliminary study of Lebanese-
American philanthropy. Our collaborative project is a first step toward understanding 
what motivates Lebanese-Americans to donate (or not) their time and resources to 
organizations and causes here and in Lebanon. We launched this research because 
despite its immense financial success we, paradoxically, know very little beyond 
anecdotal stories about philanthropy within the Lebanese-American community.

This initial study was conducted through an anonymous online survey that was 
distributed through outreach efforts to Lebanese-American organizations across the 
US, a social media campaign, postings on the Khayrallah Center website and via email 
messages. We are also deeply grateful to the Center for Arab American Philanthropy 
for their help in “spreading the word” about the project. Despite the short duration of 
the campaign, we were able to collect 129 full responses (178 in total when partially 
completed surveys are included). While not as large of a sample as we would have 
liked, this nonetheless allows us to start drawing a preliminary composite picture of 
Lebanese-American philanthropy.

Demographics of Respondents
Our respondents were predominantly women (60.5%). Most (64%) reported an annual 
income of $60,000 or more, which is above the 2015 US median income of $55,775, 
but consistent with the $67,682 median income reported in the US Census for 
Lebanese-Americans. 

 
The great majority (81%) had a college or post-graduate degree, which far outpaces 
the educational attainment among the general US population that stands at 31% 
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having a bachelor’s degree or higher. Our respondents also outpaced the larger 
Lebanese-American population where 48% hold at least a Bachelor’s degree. 

In sum, our respondents were predominantly women, who are highly educated with 
comfortable middle class incomes.

Giving Patterns
What was also striking about our respondents is that they donated and volunteered 
at a higher rate than most Americans with around 75% donating and volunteering in 
the past 12 months. 
The great majority of 
their efforts focused 
on organizations and 
causes in the US, with 
minimal volunteerism 
in Lebanon (around 
8.5%) and slightly more 
donations to Lebanon 
(28%). In addition, a 
little more than one 
quarter (27%) reported 
sending money back 
to family in Lebanon. 
Looking closely at 
the pattern of giving 
amongst this group, we find that of those who made donations about 50% gave $1,000 
or more in the past 12 months. A similar percentage volunteered for 50 hours or more 
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in that same period. Finally, of those who sent money to family back in Lebanon more 
than half gave $5,000 or more.

It is clear that a far greater majority of donations took place in the US (81% of dollars 
donated), as compared to those sent to Lebanon. Yet, in looking at the chart below we 
find that the proportion given to Lebanese organizations or causes rises considerably 
when the amount was between $501 and $1,000. It is not clear yet why this range is the 
relative “sweet spot.”

Gender and Philanthropy
Gender further differentiates giving within the Lebanese-American community. For 
instance, while this group of Lebanese-Americans reports volunteering at a higher rate 
(74%) than Americans in general (25%) in the past 12 months, women outpaced men 
by an average of 13 percentage points in volunteer work (77% to 63% respectively) 
and donations (81% to 69% respectively, both of which are higher rates than the 67% 
for Americans in general reported in the Nonprofit Almanac). This appears consistent 
with the gender gap in philanthropy among the general American public where recent 
Bureau of Labor Statistics data show that 28% of US women versus 22% of US men 
volunteered in 2015. Two possible reasons for this divergence in giving is the notion 
that women tend to be more altruistic and empathetic than men, and that the latter 
regard accumulation of money as representing power and prestige (Wall Street Journal, 
February 1, 2016). In our survey, the only place where men outperformed women was 
in relation to sending money to family in Lebanon; here men gave on average three 
times as often as women. This latter discrepancy may reflect a Lebanese cultural norm 
where men are expected to be more responsible than women for the extended family’s 
financial 
well-being, 
however this 
is merely 
speculation 
and we will 
pursue this 
question 
further 
in future 
research.

As can be 
seen from 
the chart 
below, this 
gender 
bifurcation 
carried 
through to 
the type 
of organizations that men and women chose to donate to, or volunteer with. Thus, 
women are more likely to volunteer often for religious organizations and social service 
organizations, and to have made donations to health organizations and youth and 

Where donations were directed (percentage)
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family services organizations than men. Women are also more likely to have made 
donations to civil rights and advocacy organizations in the US and in Lebanon than 
men.

Obstacles to Giving
When it came to donating money to organizations and causes in Lebanon the 
great majority of respondents (92%) indicated that they have not done so over the 
past 12 months. Of those who did donate (8%) two-thirds reported that a lack of 
sense of connection to Lebanon was the largest hindrance to donating on a regular 
basis. Difficulty in sending money was also a stumbling block for 72% of those who 
considered donating money to Lebanese organizations. For women, lack of information 
about organizations in Lebanon seemed to be a much larger hurdle toward donating 
with some 65% noting that this keeps them from sending funds there, while only 
25% of men saw this as a notable problem. What is intriguing in our findings—and 
contrary to commonly traded beliefs—is that corruption does not seem to dissuade our 
respondents from donating money, with only 16% percent of men and 30% of women 
noting it as an issue that gave them pause. 

What remains 
unclear is whether 
Lebanese-
Americans are more 
inclined to give to 
local, regional or 
national projects in 
Lebanon. In other 
words, would they 
be more willing 
to donate funds 
and time to an 
organization that 
carries out projects 
in or near their 
home village or 
region, than if the 
same organizations 
carry out projects that are Lebanon-wide in scope. A related question would be 
whether the irrelevance of corruption is due to the fact that our respondents see that 
as a national problem and the little they give in Lebanon is already directed at local or 
regional—and hence more trusted—organizations. In either case, these are questions 
that will be addresses in the next stage of our project.

Conclusions
While preliminary in nature, this study has nonetheless highlighted some interesting 
aspects of Lebanese-American philanthropy. The most notable of these is the fact that 
the community does not appear to direct much of its giving to Lebanon. Whether this 
speaks of its sense of belonging (American rather than Lebanese) or facility of giving 
(information and process) remains to be studied. Identifying the reason accurately is 
essential for mobilizing the creative and financial power of the most successful of all 

How often a method of payment is used (percentage)
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Lebanese diaspora communities on behalf of causes and organizations in Lebanon. What is 
also striking is that women are far more likely to donate than men, and this has implications 
for philanthropic projects whether here or in Lebanon. 

Finally, and when discussing modes of sending money to family in Lebanon our 
respondents indicated a future willingness to use more technology based methods as 
opposed to traditional ones. Thus, our respondents expected to double or even triple 
the frequency of giving through website, mobile apps, crowdfunding and social media. 
In comparison, they indicated a decreasing preference for using mail, bank transfers and 
Western union. The same does not apply for making donations to organizations where 
current and future preferences remain almost exactly the same. This may very well reflect 
(as shown below) the divergence in destination for funds sent to family (i.e. remittances) 
versus donations to organizations with the first going overwhelmingly to Lebanon while the 
latter reverses that distribution.

This preliminary study has answered some questions, but more importantly has allowed 
us to formulate more nuanced questions that will provide a better understanding of 
Lebanese-American philanthropy. In the next stages we aim to answer those questions 
and formulate policies that will help the Lebanese-American community better understand 
and activate its influence and capacity to shape the future of the US and Lebanon through 
giving, and to leave a legacy for generations to come.
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