
When Bank of America completed its merger with
MBNA in 2006, it pledged to increase its philanthropic
giving, including more than $200 million in 2006.1

During its merger with Fleet in 2004, Bank of America
promised $1.5 billion in charitable grants over the next
ten years, a 40 percent increase from the year before by
both banks.2 And in 1998, NationsBank Foundation gave
$1 million to nonprofit groups nationwide during the first
week after NationsBank’s merger with Bank of America.3

The National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy
recently completed a research project to look at the
impact on corporate philanthropy of bank mergers with-
in seven bank corporate “constellations.”4 These banks
include Bank of America, JP Morgan Chase, Citicorp,
SunTrust, Wachovia, Washington Mutual and Wells
Fargo. 

Nonprofit groups, especially local grassroots organi-
zations, commonly fear that these bank mergers will
spell a decline in or disappearance of grants from these
financial institutions. However, analysis of these banks’
990-PFIRS from 1983 to 2005 show a surprising trend:
there was significant growth in giving from an annual
cumulative total of about $100 million in the late 1980s
to around $400 million in the 1999 to 2001 time frame.  

This can be attributed primarily to the convergence of
three factors. First, the role of philanthropy and its promi-
nence as a tool in corporate America changed during the
1990s.  It shifted from being an extension of the charita-
ble interests of the corporate leadership, or something
done simply to buy goodwill, to being a key component
of corporate strategy.

Philanthropy now is part of the equation for a corpo-
ration to be a competitive entity in the market.
Philanthropy helps attract and retain quality employees,
makes the corporation stand out among the competition

so potential customers notice, and influences the quality
of the communities in which the business has its invest-
ment.  

In February 2006, the Committee to Encourage
Corporate Philanthropy (CECP) in New York convened a
roundtable discussion among 28 leading CEOs and
chairpersons where participants concluded that “the
complexion of corporate philanthropy has changed radi-
cally in the last decade. Now, more than anytime in the
past, corporate giving has become integral to a compa-
ny’s DNA. Companies are working strategically to incor-
porate their giving into the business model.”5

At the same time that philanthropy was becoming
an increasingly important element of corporate strate-
gy, bank mergers in the 1990s were growing and
changing as well.  Banking corporations changed rap-
idly as legislative changes facilitated larger and larger
mergers covering ever-widening geographic areas.  In
his 1996 study, “Bank Mergers & Industrywide
Structure, 1980–1994,”6 Stephen Rhoades classified
two types of mergers:  “horizontal merger,” or a merg-
er of companies within the same market, and “market
extension,” or a merger in which there is no duplica-
tion of market.  The economic attractiveness of market
extension mergers was enhanced significantly by the
lifting of strict anti-branching restrictions by states
during the late 1980s and early 1990s, which culmi-
nated in the Riegle-Neal Interstate Banking and
Branching Efficiency Act of 1994.  The act allowed
nationwide interstate banking through holding com-
panies by June 1995 and interstate branch banks by
September 1997.  The holding company model
opened new geographic markets to bank corporations,
but it was expensive operationally because the corpo-
ration held each bank as a separate legal entity.  The
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1997 law change allowed interstate branch banks to
remove that cost barrier  It also permitted aggregation
of those back office functions in a more direct and
cost-effective manner, and thereby facilitated a more
cost-effective expansion model.

In addition to the chang-
ing role of philanthropy and
the changing nature of
mergers, community and
public pressure on merging
banks for more philan-
thropic support also has
been a factor in the recent
growth in bank giving.  The
place of community rein-
vestment pressure in these mergers is not to be ignored.
As communities and advocates worried about losing
local banks and their local employees, they negotiated
agreements with banks using the Community
Reinvestment Act (CRA) as a tool.  Those agreements
often included commitments for community lending
and for philanthropic giving.

It also is true that the corporations would modify their
behavior in anticipation of a pending acquisition or
merger.  In their May 2002 Study, “Regulatory Incentives
and Consolidation: The Case of Commercial Bank
Mergers and the CRA,”7 Raphael Bostic, et al. found that
banks prepare strategically for the regulatory and public
scrutiny associated with a merger or acquisition by
increasing their lending to low- and moderate-income
individuals.

The American Bankers Association confirmed Bostic’s
findings; in affirming its belief that mergers have positive
effects on communities, the ABA acknowledged that
because banks are aware that merger transactions focus
public attention on their role in the community, they fre-
quently demonstrate their commitment immediately
through greater lending and giving.8

REGIONAL WINNERS AND LOSERS
As the graph shows, the level of cumulative giving by the
seven bank constellations grew significantly during the
later-half of the 1990s, and through the first few years of
the 21st century.  However, one can see that certain
regions of the country benefited more than others, with
the Southern region of the United States as the winner in
the distribution of this largesse.  Among these seven bank
constellations, the Northeast has received an erratic

amount year to year, but never more than $100 million.
The Southern region jumped above $100 million in 2002
and has stayed there.  The Midwest has experienced
steady, small giving, not receiving above $60 million
total in any year. 

MEASURING CORPORATE GENEROSITY
As these financial corporations have grown and expand-
ed, their philanthropy also has expanded.  Community
advocates have worked to increase the level of giving for
their communities and, by using CRA expectations,
advocates have been successful in increasing the level of
lending and giving to communities.  Internal advocates
within banks who encouraged an expansion of philan-
thropic giving also have been influential.  But as these
corporations reach new levels of corporate size and prof-
itability, it is difficult for communities to know what level
of giving is the right level.

As Nelson Aldrich Jr., asked in an article in Worth
magazine, “What is the true measure of corporate
generosity?  Is it the total size of a company’s gifts to
charity or its sacrifice in giving?”9 The measure used,
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whether total dollar amount or a percentage of prof-
it, will determine whether or not a corporation is
seen as a leader.  According to a Worth magazine
survey, Bank of America ranked number 1 on its list
of Top Givers, with $92 million in giving in 1998,
based on their total cash contributions.  But that did-
n’t even get Bank of America onto the list of Top 50
Profit Sharers because that $92 million was such a
small portion of Bank of America’s overall profits for

that year (giving as a percentage of average earnings
was just 0.92 percent).10

LOSING PERSONAL CONTACT
In addition to the potential loss of funding from banks
after a merger, NCRP’s research found that local organi-
zations and communities also fear the loss of key com-
munity leaders who had been employed at a bank prior
to an acquisition or merger. Nonprofit representatives
interviewed identified the removal of access to corporate
leaders and decision makers as a significant impact of
mergers.

Organizations that had experienced strong partner-
ship relationships with bank employees—as grantees,
through volunteer programs and board participation
by bank employees or involvement on community
issues—often found those relationships weakened or
destroyed.  Interviewees estimated that communica-
tion confusion regarding whom to talk with and what
the new priorities are can last anywhere from nine
months to two years.  

This lack of communication and access can occur
even when the bank holds the organization’s corporate
banking accounts. A social service organization in
Chicago that had a long track record of working with
Bank One observed, “Once the merger [with JPMorgan]
started happening, we lost all contact. We actually do
our banking there and we’ve had lots of discussions with

our private bankers there regarding that. They have
attempted all they can, but there has been no response
whatsoever.”

Moreover, an online application process, now a
common requirement among the large banks, means
there is little opportunity for dialogue and feedback,
precludes the ability to deviate from the perceived
norm, and increases the feeling that the application
is entering a black hole.  A women’s shelter that had

experience with long-term
relationships with banks
observed, “Smaller com-
munity, regional banks—
it’s easier to build person-
al relationships and feel
that they are committed to
the community. With
BofA, the whole applica-
tion process is online: you
hit a button, you click

send, and then you’re just sort of waiting.”
Nonprofit organizations interviewed for the report
stated that only rarely is there now a relationship
with a corporate representative with whom they can
discuss their proposal.  

Organizations also expressed consistent frustration
that banks increasingly require funding applications to
be project-specific rather than for operating support,
and often must be a high-visibility project that will gar-
ner positive public exposure and corporate visibility.  An
arts organization, speaking of the post-merger environ-
ment in Chicago after multiple bank mergers, said, “It’s
been very clear to us that it’s got to be a project with vis-
ibility factors, and if you can’t put it in as a project,
you’re not going to get a lot of consideration for general
operating support.”

At the same time, there was equal acknowledg-
ment among nonprofit informants that, while bank
foundations require that a grant application be for a
specific project, the monitoring and budget tracking
by bank foundations is nominal, so the funding
seems much more like core operating support.  There
was consensus that overall bank grant reporting is
easier than the reporting requirements of other fun-
ders, positively comparing bank funding require-
ments to the high level of detailed benchmarking
that private foundations, community foundations or
governments tend to require.
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CONCLUSION
For those who believe banks should be doing more for
communities through lending and philanthropy, the
messages are clear.  Community leaders and activists
should work to build a strong culture of giving within
smaller banks that are likely merger candidates, to
increase the chances of that culture surviving a future
takeover.  Senior executives in the banking industry
should continue to emphasize the positive role that
philanthropy can play as part of the overall corporate
strategy.  Community organizations should continue
to negotiate CRA agreements, recognizing that CRA
positively impacts bank behavior before, during and
after mergers.  Bank insiders and outsiders should
measure bank philanthropic giving not just in total
dollars but also as a percentage of profits, and should
acknowledge that banks are not yet leaders in corpo-
rate philanthropy when measured in this way.  Finally,
bank executives should find ways to build stronger
connections with local community leaders in a post-
merger environment.

Becky Sherblom is a research consultant for NCRP’s bank
mergers project.
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