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WHY GIVE TO CHARITY? 

If it’s better to give then why is giving to charity so complicated? There is a bewildering array of good causes 

and we can be confounded by choice and overwhelmed by demand. Even thinking about giving to charity 

these days triggers an internal chorus of concerns and questions. So let us start at the beginning. 

What is charity? The dictionary definition is ‘benevolent goodwill towards or love of humanity’ and it is 

universal to all cultures. Reaching out to those less fortunate is central to religious belief and crucially to the 

concept of justice in society. It is simultaneously an expression of common humanity, benign self-interest and 

duty. It unites eminent Victorians building houses to improve the living conditions of the poor and a Facebook 

appeal on behalf of a loved one or cherished cause.  

Don’t charities have lots of money already? There are a few very large and some wealthy charities but 

75% of UK charities have an annual income of less than £100,000.  

What about the money spent on administration? The reality is that most charities spend only a small 

amount on administration. For income they are often over reliant on reputation, gifts, sympathetic trusts and 

government contracts.  A big charity will have professional staff to promote its work, make up income 

shortfalls and to ensure the capacity to provide critical services is there when needed. There’s a pervasive 

and often cynical perception that charities are overly bureaucratic. The public want charities to be efficient and 

business-like, and to do so they must employ staff, train them and be well run. Certain aspects of 

administration such as commercial marketing techniques are effective in generating income but when clumsily 

deployed do not fit well with how we think charities should operate. For smaller charities that would struggle to 

operate without volunteers we might reasonably conclude that they don’t spend enough. 

I gave before and keep getting asked, does it make a difference? Charities keep asking because the need 
remains. As a previous supporter you are the most important person they can have; the life blood of the 
charity. Appeals often result from disaster or recurring needs, such as homelessness in winter, and generate 
significant one–off donations. However the most effective way of giving is over the long term. This allows the 
charity to plan ahead and improve what it does. Money spent makes a difference over time. Body and Soul a 
charity that supports people living with HIV demonstrated that for every £1 spent helping their users improve 
physical and mental health this generated the equivalent of £5 in savings to the public purse.   
 
What good can I do on my own? Welcome to the word of philanthropy. You may not be giving the same as 

Bill Gates or Warren Buffet but you are no less a philanthropist. You are also part of the most powerful 

potential philanthropic pumping station ever known which can release a flow of cash in an instant. Crowd 

funding and web appeals can generate enormous support and public awareness for good causes. This web of 

common cause is all down to small individual donations which, given regularly, make a huge difference.   

How do I choose and can I trust them? Although the charity world is complex it needn’t be difficult to 

choose charities. All are governed by law to provide public benefit. Consider it an opportunity to support those 

charities that reflect your values and share your concerns. Trust in charities remains consistently high despite 

some change in attitudes. Indeed the word itself is often taken without a requirement for evidence; saying it’s 

for charity is enough. But it is not. We should investigate the charities we want to support. A recent Charity 

Times survey revealed that 51% are unsure of how donations are spent. So do your homework. Look at 

www.gov.uk/government/organisations/charity-commission. Choose from a range of charities large and small 

and adapt the maxim of think globally and do locally. 

What’s in it for me? Giving is good for others and it is good for you. We have an instinct to help even if it is 

for selfish motives; one day we too might need help. Curiously we wouldn’t hesitate to save a drowning child 

but if asked to send money to a charity that teaches children to swim we might. Just as we have natural 

instincts to help we have learned prejudices that moderate our response. Studies show that when we 

deliberate we can be less inclined to act or be generous. This inhibits our natural reactions. Giving stimulates 

areas of the brain that release endorphins; our ‘happiness’ hormone. It’s even better than that as good things 

happen to good people. The act of giving promotes co-operation, builds trust and evokes gratitude. We feel 

good about ourselves and in turn encourage others.  

So why give to charity?  

‘For modes of faith, let graceless zealots fight 
His can’t be wrong whose life is in the right; 
In faith and hope the world will disagree, 
But all mankind’s concern is charity.’   
 
Alexander Pope 1688 – 1744 
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