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& Innovation is a series

that spotlights peer-driven
investment strategies fueling
systemic and policy change
across AFN's eight issue
areas. Through this series,
members will:

Discover innovative
mechanisms to advance
wealth-building initiatives
aligned with AFN's

issue areas.

Meet new potential
partners in crafting new
grants, policies, and
partnerships that support
their mission.

Elevate awareness of
the intersection between
AFN's issue areas

and wealth-building
opportunities.
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The Tax System as a Wealth-Building
Lever: How RWJF Is Making the Case
for Reform

Tax policy rarely registers as a philanthropic priority. The subject
feels technical, politically charged, and distant from the direct service
work that defines most foundation portfolios. Yet for the Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation (RWJF), it has emerged as one of the most

consequential levers for advancing equity and strengthening families,
and one of the least engaged by philanthropy.

“With a mission to create a future where health is
no longer a privilege but a right, we began asking:
what would it look like if our tax system truly
centered the health and well-being of children

and families?”

PARITA PATEL,
SENIOR PROGRAM OFFICER

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation

The question grew from decades of listening. Through its
longstanding work on health coverage and Medicaid, RWJF was
consistently hearing from parents and caregivers that the tax
system wasn't working for them. “There's decisions being made by
policymakers that impact the well-being of families, and they don't
consistently remove the barriers that are in front of us," was the
consistent refrain. Research confirmed what families were already
living. As Patel explains: "When we're working to change conditions
for families in this country, we have to grapple with the influence and
intersection of systems on family well-being. The power of the tax
system is undeniable. Understanding how the tax system shapes
well-being for families has proven to be essential to our efforts to
dismantle structural racism, and it has become a productive line of

inquiry for me."
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The COVID-19 pandemic sharpened the urgency. As stimulus payments
reached families in real time, the response was consistent: timely
access to money made a concrete difference. Families told RWJF as
much directly, and that feedback confirmed a need to reorient what the
Healthy Children and Families portfolio was prioritizing and why.

Listening First, Grantmaking Second

RWJF's early approach to tax policy was defined by deliberate restraint.
Rather than arriving with a predetermined agenda, the foundation began
by listening. “You have to do some deep listening as a funder,” Patel
reflects. "You can't just go and say, ‘We want a tax system change,’ and
click your fingers."

The foundation went looking for rigor and found it, along with grantee
partners who had been trying to get this work funded for years. Early
grants went to organizations that approached the tax system from
different but complementary angles. Liberation in a Generation, which
specializes in race-class analysis of economic systems, and Equitable
Growth, which had built a substantial body of work on tax equity, were
among those that responded: "This is something we've been trying to
get funded to recognize, and no one wants to pick it up.”" NYU's Tax Law
Center contributed deep expertise in tax law and administration,
mapping the specific mechanisms within the code that would need

to change and how. The Center for Taxpayer Rights, led by Nina

Olson, offered decades of frontline taxpayer advocacy combined with
comparative knowledge of how other countries administer their tax
systems more equitably. “She's been fighting for equity in the tax
system since the 1970s,"” Patel says. Across these partners, a shared
quality emerged: they knew which levers to pull, and when.

“All of the data points to the tax system. Very few
people are looking at expenditures and making
decisions based on what it would take to create
family care infrastructure that really would be fair
and just to what families are actually able to do

and be—that would actually prioritize the well-
being of children and families in this country, and
then start from there.”

PARITA PATEL,
SENIOR PROGRAM OFFICER

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
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Investing in the
Infrastructure of Debate

For funders, one of the most useful questions RWJF
has modeled is: which organizations are already

in the rooms where decisions get made, and are
they bringing the most credible information from
caregivers and families with them? Think tanks

like Equitable Growth and the Tax Policy Center
have established relationships with policymakers.
RWJF sees their role as resourcing that work

and ensuring those organizations are delivering

the most rigorous, race-class analysis available.
There is a meaningful difference between telling

a legislator that the tax system is inequitable and
showing them that audit selection relies on an
algorithm that disproportionately burdens Black
families, and that it is fixable. The first is a claim.
The second is an action item. Policymakers can act
on the second, and RWJF funds organizations built
to understand, value and deliver change.

The tax system is not just a policy problem. It is
also a story problem. Americans have been told for
decades that taxes are a burden to be minimized,
not a collective investment in shared prosperity.

“If you've lived in or visited other countries you
might have asked yourself, 'Why do they have these
beautiful parks where all children can engage their
natural curiousity?™ Patel observes. "Who paid for
that? It's the culture.” Expanding what Americans
believe taxes can and should accomplish is, in
RWJF's view, inseparable from the policy

work itself.

The Topos Partnership, a communications

research organization, has made tax and budget
communication central to its work. With support
from RWJF, Topos released a series of strategic
reports examining how advocates can reframe
public revenue as a tool for shared prosperity rather
than a government imposition—timely work as
federal disruption opens new space for reframing
how Americans think about taxes and budgets.

RWJF also supported Just Returns, a collaboration
between IDEO.org, the Williams Institute, the Tax

ROBERT WOOD JOHNSON FOUNDATION

Policy Center, and Chapin Hall, which expands the
definition of family in the tax code by centering

the lived experiences of caregivers and families

the current system fails to recognize. Together
these investments reflect RWJF's conviction that
lasting policy change requires shifting not just what
policymakers know, but what the public believes

is possible.

RWJF's programming orientation is deliberately
not wedded to a single policy vehicle. While the
foundation recognizes the value of credits like the
Earned Income Tax Credit and Child Tax Credit,

it is equally focused on the structural debates
that have not seen enough serious philanthropic
engagement: corporate taxation, wealth taxes,
payroll tax reform, and inheritance tax design.
These are not abstract discussions. They determine
how much revenue is available for public goods,
and who bears the cost of generating it.

“The original intent of the tax system in 1913 was:
we need to tax people and corporations to pay

for our public goods," Patel notes. “Compared to
1913, we have 340 million people, a vastly larger
economy, and public goods that are still understood
in the same way."” The mismatch between that
original architecture and today's social and
economic reality, particularly for families, is what
RWJF sees as the core design failure to address.

Rather than backing a single reform, RWJF is
investing in the honest intellectual debate the
foundation sees as largely missing from the field.
That means funding work that can identify the
pitfalls of a wealth tax just as clearly as its potential
benefits. Durable reform requires designing out
the loopholes from the start, not hoping they get
fixed after the fact. On the programming side,
RWJF's role is to fund the organizations willing to
do exactly that. One example: The FACT Coalition,
which tracks corporations that have avoided
taxation in the United States and examines the
consequences for public revenue and

community investment.
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Why the Tax System Is
Already in Your Portfolio

RWUJF arrived at tax policy by following the evidence—from families, from research, and from
years of work at the intersection of health, care, and economic well-being. Whether a family
can build savings, access affordable housing, or afford childcare is shaped in significant part
by how the tax system is designed, administered, and reformed. For funders working across

those same issues, RWJF's experience points to several ways to engage:

Fund the intellectual debate,
not just the deliverable.

The most important early investments
RWJF made were in organizations
willing to do the hard analytical work:

Resist either/or thinking.
A consistent thread in RWJF's
approach is a refusal to accept false
trade-offs. Children and families

do not have to be the first item cut

reading the tax code, mapping the
inequities, identifying the levers. That
kind of foundational research rarely
attracts philanthropic dollars because
the payoff is diffuse and long-term. It

when policymakers balance budgets.
Caring for families does not have to be
treated as invisible labor. Funders can
model and support a different kind of
civic discourse about the value public

is also what makes every downstream
effort possible.

goods bring to our country.

Engage state-level strategy now.
States are reckoning with the budget deficits that families will face over the next several
years, and state funders will increasingly be asked to fill the gaps. That is not a long-term
solution, and RWJF is direct about the risk of normalizing it. The more durable investment
is in state-level tax policy capacity: supporting organizations that can analyze state tax
credits, identify equity gaps, and give legislators the rigorous information they need to
make decisions that protect families rather than trade them off. State-level tax credits
can be one of the most direct tools for getting resources to families, and state funders are
uniquely positioned to make that case locally.
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Does tax policy belong

in a funder's portfolio?

An Open Question for Philanthropy

RWJF is clear-eyed about what philanthropy should not do.
Philanthropy cannot be a long-term substitute for government,
which has the resources and the structural capacity to protect
people at scale. Allowing philanthropy to fill gaps left by a retreating
government is harmful for communities who deserve durable public
investment and for a sector that cannot sustain that

weight indefinitely.

“Philanthropy, as an institution in our society, has shortcomings. The
field of philanthropy, including RWJF, also benefits from provisions

in the U.S. tax code in ways that are not always equitable. RWJF is
grappling with these realities, and | believe it's important to name this
dynamic in any conversation about the role funders should engage in
efforts to change the tax system,” Patel shares.

The political moment is volatile, but across ideological lines the
research is converging: the tax and family care systems, as currently
structured, are not working for the majority of American families, and
the consequences will compound over the next decade. Corporate
taxation analyses, Tax Policy Center reports, Equitable Growth
research, and Tax Foundation findings all point toward structural
failures that partisan infighting cannot resolve.

The work is underway and the conversation is growing. For funders
who have wondered whether tax policy belongs in their portfolio,
RWJF's experience suggests a reframe: it already is. The question
is whether to engage with it deliberately. As Patel says: "We're in it
together, and we're doing this for the future of our country.”

ROBERT WOOD JOHNSON FOUNDATION

...it already is.
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