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The May 2011 Giving White Paper declares a concern to ‘engage people 

at different life stages – from primary school children to pensioners’ and to 

create ‘sustainable social norms around giving’ (HM Government, 2011: 9 & 

32). Schools, universities, the workplace and the activities of those who are 

newly retired are all identified as key sites for the introduction of initiatives 

to ‘celebrate’ and ‘encourage’ giving. In this regard, it opens the door to a 

sociological approach to understanding how people are disposed to give their 

time and money to philanthropic and charitable causes. It also, however, quickly 

abandons the attempt to think sociologically about how this might be achieved. 

This chapter offers a brief sociological critique of the ways in which the White 

Paper conceives the task of building a giving society. It further moves to outline 

an alternative approach that does not focus on how people might be ‘nudged’ 

into giving by smart informational pitches but, rather, concentrates on the project 

of making giving a social norm and socializing force in everyday life.

A giving society, or individuals who give?

For the most part, the White Paper focuses on the problem of incentivizing 

individuals to give to society rather than the task of creating a giving society. The 

possibility of investigating the social arrangements that make giving a normative 

practice is sidelined in favour of an approach that prioritizes the issue of how 

individuals might be petitioned to give more. Accordingly, we are advised 

that the disposition to give comes from being prompted by information about 
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people’s needs that is of good quality and easily accessible, and that it is the role 

of government to encourage giving through tax incentives and offers of matched 

funding. More immediately, it is suggested that it is by interacting with individuals 

through their mobile phones, by pop‑up windows on webpages and their fleeting 

contact with automated teller machines that it may be possible to make giving 

easier and ever more ‘compelling’.

Much academic research focuses on how the act of giving is a product 

of individual attitudes, personal dispositions and rational choice. Economics 

and psychology dominate the field of giving research; in this respect, it is largely 

assumed that individuals are more likely to be persuaded to give to others if they 

are targeted with a better quality of information, or by strategic interventions 

in the immediate environment that condition behavioural responses. It is 

generally held that, although some are more altruistically inclined as a matter of 

temperament, it may still be possible to solicit an active concern for others either 

through a carefully crafted appeal to a person’s caring instincts or by providing 

them with a credible cost‑benefit analysis of what might be achieved through 

their acts of generosity. In this setting, matters of ‘social identity’, ‘social role’, 

‘social solidarity’ and ‘social life‑course’ tend to be almost entirely airbrushed 

from view and, certainly, are not accorded privileged status as components of 

human experience that set the parameters for established patterns of giving 

in society.

Who gives in the UK?

As far as the United Kingdom is concerned, a considerable amount of 

information is available on the social characteristics of the people who are most 

likely to give their time and money to charitable and philanthropic concerns. 

There are also well‑established patterns of giving that mirror people’s social 

associations, networks and commitments. We know that age, gender and 

socioeconomic class are significant variables when it comes to determining 

who is most likely to give, how much they are likely to give and what they are 

inclined to give to. Generally speaking, upper‑middle‑class women aged 

45–64 are most likely to give, while young men aged 16–24 have the lowest 

rates of giving (NCVO/CAF, 2010: 15–17 & 33). In aggregate terms, medical 

research, children’s charities, overseas aid and hospitals receive the most 

charitable donations, but the largest donations from the wealthiest members 

of British society are given to charities working in higher education and the 

arts and culture (CPHSJ/Coutts, 2010). Such patterns indicate that both the 

disposition to give and also the favoured objects of charitable concern are 
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shaped by socioeconomic structures and cultural forces. They lend weight to 

the suggestion that to better understand how individuals are inclined to give we 

should attend to how society is made for them and how their giving is shaped 

through ritual processes of social interaction and cultural exchange.

For example, it is already well recognized that there is a strong 

association between church membership, the frequency of church 

attendance and giving. Indeed, a recent review of the research literature on 

giving highlighted this as one of the most frequently documented findings in 

cross‑national attempts to understand giving trends (Bekkers and Wiepking, 

2007). Such a finding suggests that our research attention should not be 

brought so much to the individuals who are inclined to attend church, but rather 

to the quality of the social experience that they are subject to when interacting 

with other churchgoers. The finding calls for not only a critical focus on the 

occasions when individuals are presented with information on charitable needs 

or discrete moments when they are prompted to give, but also an attempt to 

understand the textures of the social life in church that make giving a normative 

practice. In such settings the act of giving cannot be abstracted from wider 

processes of moral belonging, cultural identification and social connection.

Building social institutions that dispose people to give

The pioneering sociologist Emile Durkheim argued that our reasoning, moral 

orientation and emotional experience were all heavily conditioned by the quality 

of our social attachments and commitments to others. In this respect, he held 

that we should regard the disposition to care for people’s needs (and how we 

are inclined to care) to be more a product of social solidarity than a matter of 

personality type. He argued that a sympathetic orientation towards human 

suffering was part of the social psychology of modern societies, and further, 

that this moral disposition could be institutionally harnessed and strengthened 

through collective rituals and coordinated social practice. At the same time, 

however, he left many unanswered questions with regard to the practical 

measures that are best suited to achieve this (Durkheim, 1957).

We may now be in a position to advance this project. Social distributions 

of giving behaviours and giving trends may be taken as a cue for us to work 

at understanding the institutional arrangements and social pressures that 

givers are made subject to, and how the disposition to give is a result of their 

embeddedness in social institutions. Beth Breeze provides us with some 

insights into the motives that prompt individuals to give to charity (and how 

these set priorities for their charitable concerns), while also beginning to 
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expose the extent to which giving takes place as a matter of institutionalization 

and social routine (Breeze, 2010). People’s self‑reported reasons for giving to 

charity frequently relate to events and situations where opportunities for being 

generous towards others are presented to them as a normative expectation in 

everyday life. For the most part the decision to give to charity does not come at 

the end of a process of rational deliberation but, rather, is prompted by social 

routines and moral commitments of family and occupational life. It is both a social 

and inherently socializing activity. People can be moved to give through their 

involvement as parents in their children’s school (eg cake sales for the school), 

in ‘team‑building’ exercises in the workplace (eg fundraising for a ‘charity of the 

month’), through their leisure activities (eg visiting English Heritage properties) 

or because the opportunity to give is blended with shopping (eg Waitrose 

charity tokens or purchases from Oxfam shops). It is also when critical life events 

such as the birth of a child or the illness of a family member immerse individuals 

in the social life of caring institutions that they are set to acquire a passion to 

make hospitals and hospices their charitable concern.

The project of building a society of givers should begin with a concerted 

attempt to engage with the task of understanding how people are inclined to act 

generously as a matter of social routine. We should be aiming to document and 

understand the day‑to‑day contexts, life events and institutional processes in 

which giving is made a social norm and is adopted as a socializing activity. This 

is to draw the focus of policy debate away from ‘magic bullet’ initiatives aimed at 

provoking disparate individuals into giving to society, and towards investigating 

the types of social arrangements in which individuals are made to be generously 

disposed to others. It is by enabling the creation of social institutions that 

dispose people to give that we might work at refashioning society in forms that 

promote care for others.


