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AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL FOUNDATION (APF)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Philanthropy, Research Funding

1. Core Definition and Mission

The American Psychological Foundation (APF) is a prominent not-for-profit organization

established as a charitable entity dedicated to the advancement of psychological science,

education, and practice. Formed in 1953, the APF operates independently yet closely with the

American Psychological Association (APA), serving as the philanthropic arm designed specifically

to solicit, manage, and distribute funds for endeavors that further the field. Its overarching mission

is fundamentally rooted in the belief that psychological knowledge is critical for understanding and

improving human behavior and well-being, thus supporting research that yields tangible societal

benefits.

Unlike professional associations focused on membership services or advocacy, the APF functions

primarily as a grant-making institution. Its core activities revolve around supplying students, early

career psychologists, and established researchers with essential financial grants, scholarships,

and prestigious awards. These mechanisms are crucial for fostering innovative research projects

that might otherwise lack funding, spanning diverse areas from clinical treatment efficacy to

fundamental cognitive science. The Foundation's strategic focus ensures that crucial knowledge

gaps are addressed, facilitating the progression of psychology from a theoretical science into an

applied discipline capable of addressing complex global challenges.

2. Historical Context and Founding

The genesis of the APF in 1953 reflected a growing recognition within the psychological community

that sustained financial support was necessary to elevate psychology to the stature of other major

scientific fields. Prior to its establishment, funding for psychological research often relied on

disparate sources, frequently lacking coherence or stability. The founders envisioned an

organization that could centrally manage philanthropic contributions, providing a stable, dedicated

resource stream for research infrastructure and scholarly development.

The initial objectives centered on creating a permanent endowment capable of generating long-

term funding streams, thereby insulating crucial research projects from the volatile nature of

government or institutional budgeting cycles. The establishment of the APF was a strategic move

to solidify psychology's standing in the post-World War II scientific boom, emphasizing the

discipline's critical role in addressing mental health, educational reform, and social structure. By

positioning itself as a charitable organization, the APF also leveraged tax advantages for donors,

encouraging larger and more impactful gifts aimed at transforming the academic landscape.
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3. Organizational Structure and Affiliation

While the APF is legally distinct and separately incorporated from the APA, ensuring its charitable

status and financial autonomy, the two organizations maintain a highly symbiotic relationship. The

APF's Board of Trustees manages its endowment and directs its funding priorities. This board is

typically composed of distinguished psychologists, community leaders, and financial experts who

ensure rigorous oversight and fiduciary responsibility. The administrative operations often rely on

close coordination with APA staff, leveraging existing infrastructure and expertise in managing

grant applications and research ethics.

This structural arrangement ensures that APF's funding initiatives remain strategically aligned with

the broader goals of the psychological discipline as articulated by the APA, yet the Foundation

retains the necessary independence to pursue purely philanthropic ends. This model allows the

APF to focus solely on charitable giving and investment growth, maximizing the resources

available for grants and scholarships. Furthermore, the APF maintains strict ethical guidelines for

all funded research, often mirroring or exceeding those set by federal granting agencies, ensuring

the integrity and quality of the supported science.

4. Primary Funding Mechanisms

The APF employs several mechanisms to distribute resources, all tailored to specific stages of

academic and professional development. These mechanisms are fundamentally designed to

cultivate talent and support innovative inquiry that contributes directly to the public good. The

support typically falls into three main categories: scholarships, grants, and awards.

Scholarships and Fellowships: These are primarily directed towards doctoral students and post-

doctoral fellows, providing stipends and support to offset educational costs and allow dedicated

focus on dissertation research or specialized training. These funds are vital for training the next

generation of psychological leaders, especially those from underrepresented backgrounds or those

pursuing niche research areas.

Research Grants: These grants fund specific, often pilot, research projects. APF grants are

particularly crucial for early career researchers who are establishing independent laboratories and

collecting preliminary data necessary to apply for larger federal grants (e.g., from the National

Institutes of Health (NIH)). The grants often focus on high-risk, high-reward studies that major

agencies might overlook.

Awards and Recognition: The APF administers numerous prestigious awards that recognize

lifetime achievements or significant specific contributions to psychological science and practice.

These awards not only honor the recipients but also raise the profile of psychology in the public

sphere, highlighting successful applications of psychological principles to societal problems.

The selection process for all funding is intensely competitive, involving peer review by panels of
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experts who evaluate proposals based on scientific merit, methodological rigor, potential impact on

human welfare, and alignment with APF's stated priorities. This rigorous process ensures that

limited charitable funds are allocated to the most promising and impactful projects.

5. Strategic Priority Areas

The APF strategically directs its funding toward areas deemed most critical for the future of

psychology and global human welfare. These priorities are regularly reviewed and updated in

response to emerging societal needs and scientific breakthroughs. Current and historical focus

areas demonstrate a commitment to both fundamental science and applied solutions.

Key strategic initiatives often target psychological interventions for major public health crises, such

as aging, violence prevention, and mental health disparities. For example, the APF has dedicated

significant resources to research on stress, resilience, and trauma, particularly in vulnerable

populations. Another crucial area is the promotion of psychological literacy and education,

supporting projects that improve the teaching of psychology at all academic levels. Furthermore,

the Foundation places emphasis on projects that foster diversity and inclusion within the discipline,

encouraging research that examines the psychological experiences of minority groups and

addresses systemic inequality.

This focused approach ensures that the APF maximizes its philanthropic leverage, channeling

resources into areas where psychological science can offer immediate, actionable solutions to

profound human problems, thereby fulfilling its overarching mission to improve the comprehension

of human actions and well-being.

6. Impact on Psychological Research and Practice

The impact of the APF extends far beyond the direct financial assistance provided to individual

recipients. By systematically funding innovative research, the Foundation catalyzes major

advances in the field. Many seminal studies in areas like developmental psychology,

neuropsychology, and social behavior have received crucial early support from APF grants,

allowing researchers to secure subsequent, larger federal funding.

Furthermore, the scholarships and fellowships offered by the APF play a vital role in shaping the

workforce pipeline. By providing stability to promising students, the APF enables them to undertake

high-quality research training without undue financial burden, leading to a more robust, diverse,

and skilled cohort of professional psychologists. The APF's support often enables research to

bridge the gap between basic laboratory findings and clinical application, translating complex

theoretical insights into practical, evidence-based treatments and public policy recommendations.

A specific and frequently cited example of this impact is the way grants assist in pilot testing
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interventions for community mental health, such as developing school-based programs to reduce

bullying or testing novel psychotherapeutic approaches for anxiety disorders. The Foundation acts

as a crucial incubator, nurturing nascent ideas into fully developed programs ready for widespread

dissemination and adoption by practitioners.

7. Notable Programs and Awards

The APF manages a diverse portfolio of specific programs, often named in honor of influential

psychologists or significant donors, each targeting a specialized niche within the discipline. These

named funds ensure sustained attention and funding for crucial, sometimes underserved, areas of

research.

The Lizette Peterson-Homer Memorial Award: Dedicated to supporting research focused on

child abuse and neglect, emphasizing prevention and effective intervention strategies for

vulnerable youth.

The Visionary Grants Program: This initiative provides substantial seed funding for exceptionally

innovative and potentially transformative research projects that challenge existing paradigms, often

focusing on interdisciplinary approaches to complex societal issues like climate change or

technological disruption.

The APF Gold Medal Award for Lifetime Achievement in the Practice of Psychology: This

prestigious award recognizes psychologists whose careers have resulted in major, demonstrable

improvements in the application of psychological science to real-world problems, highlighting the

importance of the practitioner role.

The APF Graduate Student Scholarships: These recurring annual scholarships are designed to

support students in specific areas, such as psychological studies of women or ethnic minority

issues, ensuring diversity in both research focus and researcher background.

The establishment of these specialized programs ensures that philanthropic interest is translated

into targeted, measurable scientific progress, sustaining a commitment to both broad foundational

research and highly focused, problem-specific inquiry.
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