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A new culture of generosity?

Between 2008 and 2010 online donations almost doubled, rising from 4 per 

cent to 7 per cent of UK‑wide giving; they have, however, remained at this level 

since then (NCVO/CAF, 2011). Is the trend flatlining as a result of the economic 

turndown, or do other factors – described by Steve Bridger as the ‘obsession 

with donor transactions and the mechanics of what may have worked adequately 

well in the past’ (ibid: 20) – also have a part to play?

Without doubt, as another year of austerity looms ahead, the Big 

Society’s mission of infusing ‘a new culture of generosity’ will be challenging. 

One hope lies in the recent development of the digital audience. The numbers 

of Internet non‑users decreased across all adult age groups in the UK last year 

(Office for National Statistics, 2011a), and – with a staggering 82 per cent of 

the population reckoned to be online and 48.6 per cent subscribed to Facebook 

(Internet World Stats, 2011) – a new communication medium is opening up 

where it may be possible to imprint the much sought‑after culture change in 

altruism. However, despite potential synergy between social media and cause 

marketing, UK online giving has not increased proportionally with the rise in 

Internet users over the years, providing yet another possible addition to the 

long list of known ‘productivity paradoxes’ of ICT research (eg Brynjolfsson and 

yang, 1996).
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The different habits of ‘digital natives’ and ‘digital immigrants’ (Prensky, 

2001)1 might have a role to play in shaping patterns of e‑philanthropy. The UK’s 

main givers (women aged 45–64) are most likely to give through cash, while 

online donations mainly come from the 25–44 age group (NCVO/CAF, 2011). 

Both groups have similar trends in Internet usage for information retrieval (at or 

above the 77 per cent average); however, the 25–44 age group is highly more 

likely to engage in social media networking, as Figure 1 indicates.

Figure 1 Internet activities by age group, 2011 (%)
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(Original data: Office for National Statistics, 2011b)

Because philanthropic organizations rely on how well they tell their story, 

understanding the different audiences of digital natives and digital immigrants 

is a crucial step in developing future communication strategies. While 

information seeking has not changed fundamentally in the digital era (a list, the 

index of a book, the Dewey system or the results from the most popular search 

engines have many similarities), conversations are changing, shaped by the 

pervasiveness and the ‘affordances’ of ICT infrastructures, most notably social 

media. Currently, through free or advertisement‑supported social networks, 

any individual or organization can theoretically provide static information (à la 

Web 1.0) or even dabble in user engagement and e‑fundraising (à la Web 2.0) 

on a regular basis with all the Internet users in the UK or across the world at a 

1 This distinction is between those of us born in the current digital era (‘natives’) and those not 
(‘immigrants’). Digital immigrants may very well adapt and even thrive in the new environment, but 
nevertheless retain an ‘accent’. A classic example of this is the habit of printing work emails or, as 
Prensky jokingly points out, ‘having your secretary print it out for you – [a case of] an even “thicker” 
accent’ (Prensky, 2001: 1).
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fraction of the cost it would take to produce one‑off printed material and hosting 

live forums or fundraising events. The importance of conversation is without 

doubt on the increase: over 60% of new direct debit donors are recruited from 

dialogue‑based sources such as fundraising conducted face to face or on the 

telephone (NCVO/CAF, 2011). However, producing a descriptive flyer and 

successfully engaging backers to create a rallying movement (the sought‑after 

‘buzz’) are distinctly dissimilar endeavours, both online and offline. 

Philanthropic organizations jumping on the social media bandwagon 

unfortunately often espouse a broadcast‑style mode of communication – a 

telltale digital immigrant accent, which does little to create ‘buzz’. Active virtual 

communities, notably in service industries (eg Takahashi et al, 2008), are 

known to be created when there is a shift from centralized to peer‑to‑peer 

communications and value creation. As this mode of user‑engagement process 

is not necessarily inherent to all organizations entering the digital age and also 

requires concerted effort to maintain, it is no surprise that the recent years have 

seen a rise in the recruitment of social media consultants and strategists.

Participative online philanthropy: myth or reality?

The shift towards the digitally connected end‑user has been described as the 

coming of the ‘Network Society’ (Castells, 1996) and a tenet of the ‘Information 

Age’ (Benkler, 2006). With such grandiose terms, it is no surprise that their 

technophile stance has met rebuttals from digital immigrants. Sellen and 

Harper (2001), for example, have mocked the myth of the paperless office, a 

myth that has had both several comebacks and failures since the 1940s. A 

more contemporary jibe is the dismissal of online social activity as little else but 

hype, spam or the fad of a generation with too much (online) time on their hands. 

Given that 10 per cent of UK pets are now on Facebook (Telegraph, 2011), such 

a dismissal seems fully understandable, but it is possible to envisage a near 

future where ICT, and particularly social media, would have minimal hype/fad 

factor, becoming instead a basic utility like water and electricity to the modern 

household. On the one hand, digital literacy will have increased with another 

generation of digital natives entering adult civic life; on the other, the ‘digital 

divide’ (Norris, 2001) will have been addressed (hopefully) through investment in 

education, telecommunication infrastructure and culture‑change initiatives such 

as the Race Online 2012. A digitally connected UK society would thus have the 

potential to openly share the narratives of service users, social entrepreneurs 

and donors, thus enabling the field of philanthropy to become somewhat 

more participative.
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Technology, Benkler (2006) points out, can spur this change because 

of the low (or non‑existent) cost of communication in modern ICTs. This, in turn, 

stimulates non‑market production of information, innovation and co‑production 

of value, thus challenging organizational structures built on proprietary principles. 

Classic examples of the sort, typically dismissed in academia or business for 

their marginality and volatility, include Wikipedia and the GNU/Linux series 

of operating systems and software. However, the resilience of their business 

models and the incorporation of some of their organizational processes in 

relatively mainstream research projects such as Innocentive’s approach on R & 

D (Bishop, 2010) or the ludic yet ground‑breaking FoldIT project (Cooper et al, 

2010) have indicated a process that is able to generate substantial value, both in 

social and financial capital, through the carefully managed networked approach 

to participation, in other words, the ‘crowdsourcing’ process.

Defined by Howe (2006) as ‘the act of taking a job traditionally 

performed by a designated agent (usually an employee) and outsourcing it 

to an undefined, generally large group of people in the form of an open call’, 

crowdsourcing is bound to become ‘technologically boring’ (Shirky, 2008: 105) 

soon, if it is not already. The overarching organizing principle is not new, but it 

is made potent because of the newfound access to a large number of Internet 

subscribers, their aggregated online idling time and the capacity for feedback 

(from a systems perspective). The phenomenon has given rise to international 

academic interest (eg Ågerfalk and Fitzgerald, 2008; Agrawal et al, 2011; 

Albors et al, 2008; Brabham, 2008; Duff, 2011; Howe, 2006; Leimeister et al, 

2009; Muhdi et al, 2011; Scholz, 2008). In the business world, this approach 

has evolved into a new branch of finance, ‘crowdfunding’. Politically, the push 

towards the Big Society attempts a somewhat similar approach in making 

available core data on public services and opening up service provision. 

SMEs and social enterprises such as 33needs, Buzzbnk, Crowdfunder, 

Crowdrise, Kickstarter, Kiva, SoLoCo, Sponsume (to cite but a few), which have 

burgeoned over the past few years, offer a range of financial infrastructures and 

mechanisms for ventures in fields as diverse as the arts, start‑up businesses, 

social enterprise and non‑profit fundraising. At the micro level, several social 

networks which amplify the capacity for individual fundraising have burgeoned, 

and some platforms – such as BT myDonate, EverydayHero, JustGiving or 

Bmycharity – have developed extensively.
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The possibilities and pitfalls of e‑philanthropy

The key aspects of how such use of technology might affect philanthropy are 

well rehearsed in Lucy Bernholz’s Disrupting Philanthropy, pointing at the ‘hype, 

hope and hazards’ (Bernholz, 2009) of US‑based e‑philanthropy, all of which 

may very well apply in the UK context. A starker but no less insightful view warns 

again of the compelling myths of the ‘end of history, the end of geography, 

and the end of politics’ that are inflated in the promises of the ‘digital sublime’ 

(Mosco, 2004: 174). Both these accounts point out clearly that there are as 

many possibilities as there are pitfalls and that the practician needs to be careful 

in developing long‑term and often costly ICT strategies. A more sober view of 

ICT and the fashionable crowdsourcing process points at its humbler potential: 

the capacity for unlocking the ‘long tail’ of philanthropy – in the form of both 

traditional donors and also as contributors to its practice.

From a pure research standpoint, studying how ICT is developed here 

helps to open up the ‘black box’ (Kallinikos, 2002) of the enduring and emerging 

social constructs in philanthropy. The current norms of crowdfunding projects 

– such as their low initial buy‑in (eg a 50 pence donation), their all‑or‑nothing 

scenario, their live ‘status’ screen and their potential return on investment – are 

highly attractive to cyberspace denizens who innately expect a decisive and 

‘open’ basis of engagement with easily accessed feedback. It is worth noting that 

the change towards multi‑level user engagement and involvement is, however, 

not limited to digital‑era organizations: real‑life Giving Circles, such as the 

Funding Network, have enabled an ‘open’ approach to philanthropy long before 

the tide of cyberspace. Such organizations have enabled, and still are enabling, 

‘members to become part of the nonprofit and philanthropic sector to a degree 

perhaps only open to major donors previously’ (Eikenberry, 2006: 523) while 

also increasing donor control and input (Eikenberry, 2009; Ostrander, 2009).

In essence, there is a current socio‑cultural shift towards information, 

data and the transparency of both, which is further stimulated by the nature 

of digital data. As we enter the Information Age, developing the ‘long tail’ of 

philanthropy will not only involve fine‑tuning the technicalities of e‑fundraising via 

micro‑ and crowd‑finance models and take on donor mechanics, but also involve 

engaging in the further drivers for active communities, such as open innovation 

and co‑creation of value. Research in this field is currently gathering momentum: 

Zwass (2010), for instance, offers a tentative typology (see Figure 2) that can be 

applied to view e‑philanthropy as a more complex co‑production system than the 

classic and somewhat ‘accented’ donor‑receiver model.

Thus framed, e‑philanthropy would emphasize four components of 

practice: first, virtual communities, where conversations can take place ‘with 
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sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace’ 

(Rheingold, 1993: 5); second, the commons approach (Zwass, 2010: 18), by 

which the philanthropic ‘good’ received is also openly accessible (or, at least, 

its operating principles and subsequent data are); third, a continually evolving 

repository of the collective intelligence gathered (eg knowledge‑brokering 

philanthropic intermediaries – Pharoah, 2007 – or lending teams); fourth, a 

culture of open innovation, whereby value creation becomes more inclusive 

and serves to advance ‘the whole state of knowledge and practice’ (Porter and 

Kramer, 1999: 124). ICT might well have a positive influence on philanthropy 

through these mechanisms; the challenge lies in turning these hopes into reality 

and in making a break with the silo mentality, both offline and online (Connors, 

2007). Organizations built on these principles, such as the Open Knowledge 

Foundation, pave the way, but they are far from the norm. In this respect, ‘the 

future is already here — it’s just not very evenly distributed’ (Gibson, 1999).

Figure 2 Co‑creation: towards a taxonomy and an integrated research 

perspective (Zwass, 2010)
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