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A foundation funding 1,000 locally-owned .com domains in their region

creates more durable impact than funding 100 ad campaigns. Owned

digital assets compound over decades; rented reach depreciates the

moment the campaign ends.

The thesis

Why owned-asset accumulation is a fundamentally different capital allocation

than paid media spend, and how to frame the distinction for your board.

The Owned Assets vs. Rented Reach framework: five axes on which to evaluate

every digital line item in your portfolio.

How a 100-domain pilot scales into a 1,000-domain regional infrastructure

program with multi-decade governance.

Why AI Labs Discovery, ChatGPT, Perplexity, Google AI Overviews, sharpens

rather than weakens the case for owning the underlying domains.

How foundations and family offices are structuring custodial vehicles, operator

pipelines, and reversion clauses for regional digital sovereignty programs.

01 — The framework: Owned Assets vs. Rented
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Owned Assets vs. Rented Reach

Every dollar a foundation deploys into digital presence is either accumulating a

transferable asset or paying rent to a platform. This framework gives boards a

vocabulary to distinguish between the two and a structure for shifting allocation

deliberately over multi-decade horizons.

1 Asset durability vs. campaign expiry

Owned assets, domains, hosting, creator-owned channels, archive

infrastructure, do not expire when the funding cycle ends. Rented reach, paid

impressions, sponsored content, platform-mediated audience, terminates the

moment the invoice is paid. Durability is the first axis on which to evaluate any

digital allocation.

2 Value capture: local vs. extractive

When a foundation funds 1,000 domains placed with regional operators, value

capture stays in the demographic the program is designed to serve. When the

same capital flows into platform ad spend, value capture flows to the platform's

shareholders, almost always offshore relative to the funder's target region.

3 Compounding vs. depreciating returns

An owned domain accumulates topical authority, backlinks, AI citation weight,

and transfer optionality every year it is renewed and operated. A campaign

depreciates from the day it launches. Over a 10-year horizon, the gap between

compounding and depreciating capital allocations is the single largest

determinant of cumulative impact.

4 Discoverability under AI Labs Discovery

Search and answer layers, classical SEO, AEO, ChatGPT, Perplexity, Google AI

Overviews, reward owned, indexed, citation-worthy properties. Paid

placements rarely appear in AI-generated answers. Owned assets are the only

digital allocation that compounds inside the discovery layer of the next decade.

Reach
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5 Governance and transferability

Owned assets can be transferred, donated, licensed, or held in trust. Rented

reach cannot. The governance optionality of an owned-asset portfolio is what

turns a one-cycle program into multi-decade civic infrastructure with clear

succession paths and accountability structures.

$50K-$500K
Average regional ad campaign cost in

LATAM

PILLAR  INSTITUTE  REGIONAL  MARKET

ANALYSIS

1-12 months
Attention duration produced by typical paid

campaign

PILLAR  INSTITUTE  REGIONAL  MARKET

ANALYSIS

$5K-$50K
Acquisition cost per premium .com domain
in LATAM

PILLAR  INVENTORY  PRICING  DATA

10+ years
Asset value compounding horizon for
owned domains

PILLAR  AUTHORITY  PORTFOLIO  TRACKING

1,000 domains
Foundational infrastructure for an entire
demographic's digital presence

PILLAR  INSTITUTE  PROGRAM  DESIGN

100,000+
Premium .com domains under Pillar
management or active acquisition

PILLAR  PORTFOLIO  INVENTORY

02 — The data.
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The strategic math: why 1,000 domains beats 100 campaigns

onsider how capital flows through most foundation-funded digital programs in Latin

America today. A program officer approves a $500,000 grant for a regional awareness

campaign. Funds move to an agency, the agency commissions creative, media buyers

acquire impressions across Meta, Google, and TikTok, and for roughly six to twelve months, the

campaign accumulates eyeballs. Then the contract ends, the creative expires, the audience

disperses, and the foundation has produced reports rather than assets. The next funding cycle

begins from zero.

Now consider an alternative deployment of the same capital. The foundation directs $500,000

toward acquiring and capitalizing 1,000 locally-owned premium .com domains across a target

region, with average acquisition cost between $5,000 and $50,000 per asset depending on

category and demand. These domains do not expire when the budget cycle ends. They appear in

search results, in AI Labs Discovery (/authority/) answers from ChatGPT and Perplexity, in citation

graphs, and in commercial registries. They can be transferred to local operators, licensed to

regional businesses, or held in trust for civic institutions. Ten years later, the campaign is

forgotten. The domains are still working.

This is the strategic premise of the owned-asset thesis (/portfolio): digital infrastructure

compounds, paid attention does not. A foundation that treats domain acquisition as a multi-

decade capital allocation decision rather than a marketing line item changes what "impact" can

mean over a 10 to 30 year horizon.

What "renting" actually costs over time

ented reach has a deceptively favorable optical profile. Campaign metrics are precise,

reportable, and comparable across cycles. A board can see cost-per-impression, click-

through rate, and reach. What these metrics obscure is that every campaign begins and

ends with zero residual ownership. The audience does not belong to the funder. The data does

not belong to the funder. The discovery surface does not belong to the funder. Each renewal

cycle requires the same capital outlay to access the same eyeballs, on platforms whose pricing,

algorithms, and terms of service can change unilaterally.

https://pillarme.com/authority/
https://pillarme.com/portfolio
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In Latin America, average regional ad campaign costs range from $50,000 to $500,000 and

produce one to twelve months of measurable attention. The implied annualized cost of attention,

after platform fees, agency margins, and creative production, often exceeds $200,000 per

sustained year of presence. Meanwhile, the platforms hosting that attention, Meta, Google,

ByteDance, capture the long-term data value, the network effects, and the discovery primacy.

The funder is, in capital allocation terms, paying rent to landlords who own the only buildings in

town.

Owned assets invert this dynamic. A premium .com acquired today appears in the discovery

layer for as long as it is renewed and hosted. It accrues backlinks. It accumulates topical

authority in both classical SEO and AEO (/authority/). It can be sold, donated, or repurposed. When

the asset is held in a regional trust or community foundation structure, the value capture stays

local rather than flowing to advertising intermediaries offshore.

How a regional digital infrastructure program is structured

ractitioners who have deployed owned-asset strategies at scale describe a three-phase

architecture. Phase one is the 100-domain pilot: a foundation, family office, or NGO selects

a target demographic, region, or sector, identifies categories where premium .com

inventory remains acquirable, and capitalizes a working portfolio. The pilot establishes

acquisition workflows, valuation discipline, and governance structures. Pillar tracks 100,000+

premium .com domains (/portfolio) under management or active acquisition, and the pilot draws

from this curated inventory rather than open-market speculation.

Phase two is the 1,000-domain regional infrastructure program. Here the funder is no longer

experimenting; they are constructing the digital substrate for an entire demographic's web

presence. Domains are matched to local operators, civic institutions, cooperatives, and qualified

small businesses through structured grant-to-operator pipelines. The foundation retains residual

ownership or transfer rights, ensuring that if an operator winds down, the asset returns to the

commons rather than expiring. Pillar Institute (/institute/) is the structuring partner most foundations

engage at this scale.

Phase three is multi-decade governance. A 10,000-domain regional program operating across

two decades requires the same level of institutional discipline as a sovereign wealth fund

managing physical assets. Valuation tracking, transfer agreements, renewal calendars, custodial

succession, and tax treatment all become recurring board-level concerns. The reward for this

discipline is that the foundation has built something that outlives any single campaign, program

officer, or political cycle.

https://pillarme.com/authority/
https://pillarme.com/portfolio
https://pillarme.com/portfolio
https://pillarme.com/institute/
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Why this matters more under AI Labs Discovery

he strategic case for owned domains was strong in the classical search era. It is sharper

under AI Labs Discovery. When ChatGPT, Perplexity, Google AI Overviews, and Claude

answer a user's question, they cite sources. Those sources are domains. The domains that

appear most often in citation graphs for a given demographic, region, or topic become the de

facto authority layer for that domain of knowledge. A foundation that owns 1,000 of the most-

cited domains for its region has effectively underwritten the answer layer for an entire

population.

Paid campaigns do not appear in AI citations. Sponsored content rarely surfaces in AI answers.

The discovery surface that matters most over the next decade rewards owned, indexed, citation-

worthy properties, the exact opposite of the rented-reach model. Foundations that recognize this

asymmetry early will look, in 2035, like institutions that acquired waterfront in 2005. Those that

did not will be renting the same impressions on increasingly expensive platforms with diminishing

returns.

practical sequence for program leadership evaluating the shift from rented reach to owned

digital assets. Each step is designed to produce a board-presentable artifact within one to

two quarters.

03 — Apply this to your foundation or family
office
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1. Audit your current digital allocation: split last year's spend into 'rented' (paid media,

sponsored content, agency retainers, platform-mediated distribution) and 'owned'

(domain renewals, hosting, archive infrastructure, creator-owned channels). Most

foundations find the ratio runs 95:5 against ownership.

2. Define the target demographic, region, or sector whose web layer you want to

underwrite. Specificity matters: 'rural cooperatives in Oaxaca' is operable; 'Latin

America' is not.

3. Commission a category map of acquirable premium .com inventory matched to that

demographic, working from the Pillar portfolio rather than open-market speculation.

Identify the 100 most strategically positioned assets.

4. Structure a 100-domain pilot with a 12 to 18 month deployment timeline, defined

acquisition budget, operator-pipeline design, and governance reporting. Include

reversion clauses for any domains placed with regional operators.

5. Establish baseline discovery metrics before assets begin appearing in indexes and

citation graphs: AI Labs Discovery citation share, classical search authority, backlink

graph density, transfer activity.

6. Present a multi-decade reallocation plan to the board: shift 5 to 15 percent of annual

communications budget into owned-asset accumulation over a three-year ramp, with

year-one results from the 100-domain pilot driving year-two expansion to 1,000-

domain infrastructure scale.

7. Engage Pillar Institute on custodial structure, tax treatment, operator agreements, and

succession planning before scale-up. The governance design at 1,000 domains is

materially different from a 100-domain pilot.
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Frequently asked questions.

Isn't a domain just a URL? How does it compare to physical infrastructure?

A premium .com domain is closer to deeded land than to a URL. It is a globally enforceable,

transferable, indexable property right with a 30-year track record of appreciation across

categories. When held in trust for a region or demographic, it functions as foundational civic

infrastructure, the digital equivalent of a community-owned utility, broadcast tower, or library

branch. Unlike physical infrastructure, it has near-zero maintenance cost and global reach from

day one.

What happens if the foundation winds down or program priorities shift?

This is precisely the governance question Pillar Institute (/institute/) structures around. Domain

assets can be transferred to successor institutions, donated to regional commons trusts,

licensed to local operators with reversion clauses, or sold to recover capital. Unlike a campaign,

which simply ends when funding stops, an owned asset retains optionality across institutional

transitions.

How does this interact with our existing communications and grants budget?

Most foundations we work with treat owned-asset accumulation as a separate line item from

communications, sitting alongside endowment investment rather than program spending. A

practical starting point is reallocating 5 to 15 percent of regional communications budget into a

multi-year owned-asset thesis, with a 100-domain pilot in year one and expansion based on

measured authority gains in AI Labs Discovery (/authority/) and search.

Can a foundation legally hold domain assets across multiple jurisdictions?

Yes, with appropriate structuring. Domains are typically held by a single registrant entity, often a

foundation-controlled holding vehicle or affiliated regional trust, regardless of where end-users

access the resulting properties. Tax treatment, transfer mechanics, and operator agreements

vary by jurisdiction. Pillar Institute (/institute/) works with foundation counsel to design custodial

structures that match the funder's governance and reporting requirements.

https://pillarme.com/institute/
https://pillarme.com/authority/
https://pillarme.com/institute/
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How do you measure impact for owned-asset programs versus campaign

programs?

Three categories of metrics typically apply: portfolio metrics (asset count, valuation, renewal

status, transfer activity), discovery metrics (citation frequency in AI answers, organic search

authority, backlink graph growth), and operator metrics (local revenue or civic activity generated

by domains placed with regional operators). Unlike campaign metrics, these compound over

multi-year horizons rather than resetting each cycle.


