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The William Penn Foundation promoted from within its own ranks for its new 
leader, who has a steadfast focus on the priorities already set in place, and an 
eye toward more local, regional and national opportunities to benefit 
Philadelphia's philanthropic and nonprofit industries. 

Shawn McCaney, who joined the William Penn Foundation in 2003, has 
removed "interim" from his title and will become permanent executive 
director of the Philadelphia-based foundation, effective March 1 this year. 

McCaney served as interim executive director since November 2016 while a 
national search was conducted. Former leader Laura Sparks stepped down last 
fall to become the first female president of The Cooper Union for the 
Advancement of Science and Art in New York City. 

As executive director, McCaney will oversee the foundation’s operations, 
investments and its $112 million annual grant-making and evaluation budget. 

McCaney most recently served as director of national initiatives and William 
Penn Foundation's Creative Communities grant program, where he managed 
an annual $35 million grant-making portfolio focused on parks and public 
space, arts education, and arts and culture. (See below for more 
accomplishments.) 
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New leader, same priorities 

McCaney helped shape William Penn Foundation's current set of grant-
making strategies, so the foundation doesn't plan on shifting its priorities, 
Board Chair Janet Haas told the Philadelphia Business Journal. 

Recent investments include a two-year grant for the Philadelphia Youth 
Orchestra and a $1.2 million grant for the Independence Seaport Museum. 

The foundation, despite new leadership, will continue where it left off – 
focused on increasing high-quality educational opportunities; protecting the 
Delaware River watershed; and supporting arts, culture and the development 
of accessible public spaces. 

"The only way to have an impact is to have focus," McCaney said. "The real 
points of leverage are education, environment and culture. These match up to 
our expertise and places we can have impact." 

"One of the major challenges in Philadelphia is that we are a city with a very 
high rate of poverty," Haas said. "We need a great deal more economic 
opportunities and job training for our citizens." 

News of McCaney's promotion spells good things for nonprofits the 
foundation has worked with, including the Fairmount Park Conservancy. 

"In my brief time here, it's clear to me that Shawn himself is one of the most 
strategic, thoughtful and approachable philanthropic leaders I've encountered, 
not only in Philadelphia but elsewhere," said Rick Madger, who in July 
2016 became executive director of the conservancy after years in New York. 

" He seems to be behind every great enterprise in the public space 
improvement arena," Madger said. 

More partnerships 

The William Penn Foundation is no stranger to partnering with other 
foundations; in 2015, the William Penn and Knight foundations partnered 
to invest $11 million to activate five new public space projects in 
Philadelphia, including the elevated train tracks at the Reading Viaduct. 

The funds were earmarked toward "Reimagining the Civic Commons," an 
initiative led by the Fairmount Park Conservancy. 
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The Knight Foundation invested $5.4 million toward the project, while the 
William Penn added $5.5 million on top of its previous $7 million investment. 
This initiative has been emulated by four other U.S. cities.  

As director of national initiatives, McCaney oversaw the development of 
strategic partnerships with national funders to share practices and approaches 
developed in Philadelphia and to attract nonlocal support. 

Nonlocal support will be a main focus because the philanthropic landscape in 
the Philadelphia region has "changed and evolved, so we have to look farther 
abroad for partners," McCaney said. 

In the past, there have been a number of large, local institutions and 
foundations investing in Philadelphia's nonprofits, but that's no longer the 
case, according to McCane. 

Annenberg Foundation a few years back, for example, migrated from the 
Philadelphia region and moved to California. Other local foundations have 
also shifted their attention to the national stage, rather than the local market, 
according to McCaney. 

"In years past, we had a lot of big local institutional partnerships we can count 
on, but frankly less so now," he said. 

The foundation will now look toward foundations in areas like Miami, Fla., 
and New York. 

"We think there's great stuff we can share nationally that can become models," 
McCaney said. "It's a dual purpose — attracting attention and resources from 
national funders, and sharing, nationally, our success." 

The Fairmount Park Conservancy's Madger said William Penn's larger scope 
will be a boon for the Philadelphia region. 

"That's a great thing for Philadelphia to not just have a narrow, provincial and 
regional approach," Madger said. "There are huge philanthropic commitments 
[nationally], and to not access that for Philadelphia would be a mistake." 

Foundational support is important for Philadelphia's nonprofits since 
contributed income — which includes individual giving — for nonprofit 
organizations has generally declined since the recession, according to the 
Cultural Alliance's 2015 Portfolio report. 



All major sources of contributed income other than foundation and board 
giving declined. Foundation funding increased 9.2 percent. 

Sustainability is a major challenge for all nonprofits, Madger of the Fairmount 
Park Conservancy said. Consistency is key when it comes to a foundation 
partner. 

"All the problems we're facing are long-term projects that can't be done with a 
grant for a year or two," Madger said. "You have to stay with something. 
William Penn clearly understands this out of all the foundations in the city or 
even nationally." 

"Everyone is just incredibly worried about the commitment of federal funding 
to the work around the country," Madger added. "Washington and [U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency] are really under attack. That will be a 
challenge for us and the foundations to figure out how to support nonprofits 
within that context of … more investment to the human area and projects. 
 

When it comes to working with nonprofits, William Penn Board Chair Haas 
said it's about being as "open and transparent as possible, and eager to hear 
new ideas and invest if it makes sense to us." 

"We want to be available, and Shawn will take that further," Haas said. 

"Grants evolve out of long conversations," McCaney said. "We can't achieve 
our goals without strong partners on the ground. We have to work closely with 
other grantee partners." 

 

More of Shawn McCaney's accomplishments 

• McCaney as director of national initiatives developed and led some of 
the foundation’s most notable work, including the Civic Vision for the 
Central Delaware, highlighting public access to the waterfront as an 
organizing principle for redevelopment of the Delaware River 
Waterfront. 

• McCaney oversaw the foundation’s $25 million grant to support the 21st 
Century Libraries Initiative, and the foundation’s recent $100 million 
grant to support the Rebuilding Community Infrastructure initiative, 
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meant to transform the city’s parks, playgrounds, libraries and 
recreation centers into new centers of community. 

Kenneth Hilario covers hospitality, restaurants and takes on general assignments and 
breaking news. 

 


