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Foreword

Much of the public debate around charitable giving and philanthropy in the UK 

over the last decade has, typically, focused on how policymakers and those 

running charities can build upon what is already a deeply embedded culture 

of voluntary action. Aside from minor skirmishes around issues such as the 

practice and regulation of fundraising and the administration of Gift Aid there 

has arguably been a consensus: the giving of time and money is a good thing 

and it should be supported by an enabling tax and regulatory framework. In turn, 

there has been widespread support – if not consensus – for charities, voluntary 

organizations and, increasingly, social enterprises to play a wider role in society, 

supported by the voluntary action of individuals and communities.

There has, in short, been a consensus that philanthropy can give us a 

better society.

But we should not take support from the public for granted. As this 

publication highlights, levels of giving over the long term are static – and, 

although a majority of the public give to charity, many do not. Other forms 

of social action – such as volunteering – continue to show that rates of 

participation vary somewhat between different places and people. We should 

not assume that this is simply a function of ability to engage: it may reflect 

different values and perceptions of the role and value of giving and philanthropy. 

And, of course, the uneven distribution of philanthropic resources – also 

highlighted in this publication – suggests that as a society we may not be placing 

those resources where they are most needed but, instead, where they are most 

effectively asked for. It is no surprise therefore that academics and some in the 
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sector are questioning the role of voluntary action in all its forms: if our ultimate 

goals are social justice and a better society, are we operating in such a way as to 

achieve these goals? And do such outcomes guide the motivations and actions 

of philanthropists?

Such debates are not simply academic. The recent (and, as I write, 

unresolved) debate over the capping of Gift Aid tax relief may be one of the first 

signs of a breakdown in the political consensus on giving and philanthropy – 

nor is the UK the only country to consider such a policy. Although the cap has 

gained much attention, other changes to the regulatory and taxation framework 

for philanthropy – such as the ‘fit and proper persons’ test or legislation on 

tainted donations – are, I believe, a real deterrent to enabling a broader and 

deeper philanthropy. They contrast somewhat with the policies of successive 

administrations, which have sought to significantly expand social action. So, how 

can research‑based evidence help to address such contradictions?

My concerns about much of the current debate fall into two areas: the 

current lack of evidence to support the development and implementation of 

detailed policy proposals; and the absence of a more informed, broader debate 

around the role of charitable giving and philanthropy. 

I have long held the view that public policy in relation to the voluntary 

sector and wider social action is hampered by a lack of in‑depth, up‑to‑date 

intelligence. The argument over Gift Aid has served to highlight this. The 

investments of the Economic and Social Research Council, Office for Civil 

Society, Scottish Government and a number of charitable trusts in research on 

philanthropy and on the third sector are welcome in relation to these challenges. 

The NCVO, CAF and others will add their support, but there remains more to do, 

particularly in relation to long‑term quantitative data.

The need for a more informed public debate around the role of 

philanthropy in building a fairer society is in some respects a bigger challenge. 

This excellent publication is a major contribution to that debate. yet there is more 

to do: in particular we need, first, to explore – and address – the ill‑informed 

view that philanthropy is motivated by ego and private gain rather than social 

justice and public benefit. The discussion in this publication of entrepreneurs 

is particularly helpful here. Looking ahead, I would like to see the equivalent 

of the BBC’s Reith Lectures, given by stakeholders with radically different 

perspectives, debate how philanthropy and the voluntary sector can build the 

better society.

Second, as the tectonic plates of state, business and voluntary action 

shift, we need to make a stronger case for philanthropy’s ability to build not just 

a bigger society, but a better society – and, in this context, to debate the role 
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that philanthropic resources can play, given their relative scale and relative lack 

of constraints, on the mode of distribution. If our starting point is an expectation 

that philanthropy and voluntary organizations will replace the state in a zero‑sum 

game, we are surely destined to fail in our aspirations.

I welcome the discussion within this publication of new modes of 

philanthropy, particularly social investment and technology‑enabled giving and 

voluntary action. We need a more critical perspective on the challenges, benefits 

and implications of such approaches – my view is that these are part of the 

philanthropic ecosystem, rather than a replacement for more traditional modes 

of giving and voluntary action.

Mention of the Big Society reminds me that voluntary action has been a 

regular feature of policy and media discourse over the last two years. Much of 

that debate has centred on the limitations of voluntary action: what citizens and 

philanthropy cannot do. But the focus on replacing the state has been at the 

expense of complementing the state, of challenging it, and of changing it. It is in 

fulfilling these roles that philanthropy and voluntary organizations can build not 

just a bigger society, but a better society.
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