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3 The Big Picture: decades 
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Tom McKenzie

In a speech in Liverpool on 19 July 2010, two months into his premiership, David 

Cameron stated that ‘the success of the Big Society will depend on the daily 

decisions of millions of people – on them giving their time, effort, even money, to 

causes around them’ (Cameron, 2010). The government’s more recent White 

Paper on giving (HM Government, 2011) prioritizes the introduction of ‘powerful 

new tax incentives’ for giving, pledges support for innovations that make it ‘easier 

to give’ money to charity and advocates the setting of ‘new social norms’. yet 

the act of donating to charity is well established in the United Kingdom (see, for 

example, Posnett and Sandler, 1989) and previous interventions by government 

to encourage giving, such as the introduction and expansion of the Gift Aid 

scheme in the 1990s, do not seem to have generated much change in behaviour. 

In the last two decades, and in spite of significant technological progress in the 

way we conduct financial transactions, average donations have only moved in 

line with overall expenditure (Cowley et al, 2011).

Remembering the 1980s 

The last time any real change in regular household donations to charity occurred 

in the UK was between 1984 and 1990. As shown in Table 2 (page 33), the 

average donation rose by 60 per cent from £1.23 per week in 1984 to £1.97 

per week in 1990, far outstripping the 10 per cent increase in total household 

spending, which went up from £400.87 to £440.79 per household per week 

over the same period. On average, donations represented 0.33 per cent of a 
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household’s budget in 1984. This figure had risen to 0.46 per cent by 1990. 

Since 1990, it has remained between 0.40 per cent and 0.50 per cent, with the 

exception of 1994 (0.51 per cent) and 2000 (0.56 per cent);1 in 2009, it was 

0.44 per cent. For two decades, average amounts given to charity have moved 

broadly in line with total household spending. So what happened in the late 

1980s that might have caused such significant change in charitable donations?

Between 1984 and 1990 the economy was recovering from the high 

unemployment of the early 1980s. House prices boomed and, as state‑owned 

companies were privatized, there was a sharp rise in the number of people 

owning shares. It is well documented that during this time, income inequality 

in the United Kingdom rose substantially (see, for example, BBC News online, 

2005). The Gini coefficient, which measures the concentration of income in 

the population, went up by 27 per cent from 0.26 to 0.33; other measures of 

income inequality, such as the ratios of median‑to‑tenth‑percentile income and 

ninetieth‑percentile‑to‑median income, also saw marked increases over this 

same period (Clark and Taylor, 1999). It should be noted from the ‘participation’ 

column in Table 2 that this growth in inequality was accompanied by a decline 

in the proportion of households donating to charity, from 31.9 per cent in 1984 

to 28.7 per cent in 1990. But a large rise in amounts given by donor households, 

from an average of £3.87 per week in 1984 to £6.87 per week in 1990 (an 

increase of 78 per cent), offset the fall in participation and brought about the 

general rise in average donations for the nation as a whole.

The lesson to be learned from the late 1980s is that charitable donations 

were boosted not by more people deciding to give but rather by donors 

themselves deciding to give more of their money to charity. Donors had more 

money in general and donated larger proportions of it to charity because they 

could afford to do so. If the success of the Big Society is measured partly in 

terms of how much money is given to charity, then encouraging ‘millions of 

people’ to participate may not be the most effective way to achieve that success. 

The ‘Society’ could get bigger in terms of numbers but the added value may be 

marginal and the population may yet become more reliant on those who already 

give giving more.

1 This upsurge in donations was short‑lived: in 2001, the figure dropped to 0.40 per cent. See 
Cowley et al (2011: 15–23) for further details and discussion of the ‘millennium effect’.
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Table 2 Donations to charity by households in the United 

Kingdom, 1978–2009
All households

Participation

Donor households only

Donations Total  
spending

Proportion  
donated

Donations Total  
spending

Proportion  
donated

1978 £1.10 £380.12 0.32% 32.5% £3.38 £434.23 1.00%

1979 £1.20 £396.14 0.31% 31.7% £3.77 £464.38 0.97%

1980 £1.09 £389.97 0.32% 32.9% £3.30 £452.32 0.96%

1981 £1.21 £393.18 0.32% 33.0% £3.67 £458.55 0.97%

1982 £1.17 £384.46 0.32% 31.9% £3.67 £454.67 1.02%

1983 £1.33 £397.59 0.34% 30.4% £4.39 £464.93 1.13%

1984 £1.23 £400.87 0.33% 31.9% £3.87 £494.43 1.05%

1985 £1.51 £401.59 0.37% 30.7% £4.93 £499.01 1.21%

1986 £1.72 £429.24 0.39% 31.1% £5.54 £527.87 1.27%

1987 £1.97 £438.15 0.42% 30.8% £6.38 £543.87 1.37%

1988 £2.12 £451.95 0.44% 29.3% £7.24 £548.70 1.51%

1989 £1.93 £451.47 0.44% 29.2% £6.59 £567.17 1.49%

1990 £1.97 £440.79 0.46% 28.7% £6.87 £544.68 1.59%

1991 £1.99 £450.56 0.42% 29.2% £6.82 £567.50 1.43%

1992 £1.99 £456.82 0.45% 29.4% £6.77 £539.90 1.54%

1993 £2.35 £456.02 0.47% 30.0% £7.83 £563.11 1.57%

1994 £2.28 £445.72 0.51% 31.4% £7.28 £548.06 1.64%

1995 £2.42 £453.22 0.50% 31.4% £7.73 £560.34 1.60%

1996 £2.07 £464.29 0.46% 29.6% £6.98 £574.67 1.56%

1997 £2.43 £484.78 0.49% 30.6% £7.94 £587.61 1.60%

1998 £2.19 £498.83 0.46% 27.0% £8.12 £606.51 1.70%

1999 £2.34 £504.86 0.47% 25.4% £9.19 £627.07 1.86%

2000 £3.00 £516.18 0.56% 28.4% £10.54 £619.60 1.95%

2001 £2.10 £564.93 0.40% 27.7% £7.58 £695.47 1.46%

2002 £2.22 £582.80 0.45% 30.9% £7.18 £711.14 1.44%

2003 £2.35 £575.57 0.44% 29.9% £7.86 £706.21 1.46%

2004 £2.79 £574.01 0.45% 29.2% £9.55 £722.39 1.55%

2005 £2.34 £576.10 0.43% 28.7% £8.13 £723.56 1.49%

2006 £2.44 £573.02 0.46% 29.2% £8.35 £722.78 1.59%

2007 £2.95 £553.10 0.50% 29.8% £9.90 £695.98 1.69%

2008 £2.57 £544.98 0.47% 27.4% £9.37 £697.63 1.70%

2009 £2.43 £524.96 0.44% 27.1% £8.95 £663.36 1.64%

Notes  
Weighted data from annual UK FES, EFS and LCF survey cross‑sections (ONS/DEFRA, 2011);  
amounts are averages per week, in September 2011 pounds (conversion using Retail Prices Index); 
‘proportion donated’ is the average of donations as a proportion of total spending; 
‘participation’ is the proportion of households in the survey observed to donate.
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Democracy and the distribution of money

Of course, increasing involvement in charitable giving has important effects 

in terms of the recipient causes. It could be argued that the more people 

participate in donating and the wider the range of causes supported, the more 

democratic the charitable landscape.2 However, while the number of ‘votes’ for 

a cause might rise each time that cause is supported, some votes will count 

more than others and, ultimately, the relative importance of the cause will be 

determined by the amounts given. In the latest UK Giving survey of donations 

by individuals it is notable that, although 38 per cent of donors reported giving 

to medical research (the most popular cause) and only 13 per cent reported 

giving to religious causes, the total amounts donated to both types of cause 

were roughly the same, at 17 per cent and 16 per cent, respectively, of the £11 

billion given to all causes (Dobbs et al, 2011: 14). The average amount donated 

to religious causes was nearly three times that donated to medical research. 

The shape of the charitable sector tends to reflect the distribution of money and 

power in the wider economy.

The setting of ‘new social norms’ in charitable giving is indeed a bold 

ambition but it remains unclear to what extent government can truly influence 

donor behaviour. The proportion of donors giving to medical research has 

remained remarkably stable throughout the seven years of the UK Giving survey, 

ranging from 32 per cent to 40 per cent, while the median amount donated 

has been a consistent £5 or £6 per month (Dobbs et al, 2011: 16). Previous 

research on preferences for whether the state or private organizations and 

individuals should be responsible for providing social services has shown that it 

can take many years, perhaps generations, for political change to affect people’s 

attitudes and beliefs on such matters (Alesina and Fuchs‑Schündeln, 2007).

Constrained by the economy

Even if more people are persuaded to contribute, they may not dig deep in their 

pockets, and their pockets may well lack depth. With the economy stagnating, 

donors are only able to give more money to charity if they make sacrifices in 

other areas of spending. They have not done this in the UK for the past 20 

years. A recent study reveals a similar pattern in the United States over the past 

four decades. Heinemann (2010) demonstrates how donations by individuals 

and corporations in particular move very much in line with the business cycle 

there, too.

2 See Banks and Tanner (1998: 11–12) for a discussion of how government can use tax policy to 
represent people’s preferences for causes in different ways.
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The UK government seems very keen to stimulate giving by private 

individuals and organizations and aspires to increase the total amount given. 

It may see scope for donations to rise beyond the modest 0.4 per cent to 0.5 

per cent of household spending that is currently apportioned to charities. The 

best way to achieve an increase in the total amount given to charity would be 

for the economy as a whole to pick up; experience suggests that donations will 

at least follow, if not outperform, general spending. The government’s vision of 

more giving is ambitious and looks to be at odds with a time of tight resources, 

spending cuts and continued downturn in the economy. Somewhat paradoxically, 

inequality in society could rise further, and the proportion of people donating 

money to charity may decline more, before the big money rolls in. But is this what 

is intended by the ‘Big Society’ – isn’t it more about encouraging us to become a 

collective society of givers than about realizing large donations from individuals?
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