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What I want to cover 

1. Some research findings from the latest Million Pound Donor Report 
 
2. Some insights into philanthropists’ attitudes 

 
3. Media attitudes to philanthropy and philanthropists 

 
4. Conclusion: a challenging landscape for philanthropy 

 



Background to the Million Pound Donors Report 

Aim: To fill in a significant gap in the knowledge about charitable giving in the UK. 
 
Lack of longitudinal data on major gifts, because: 
•  These are relatively rare events.  
•  General giving surveys fail to ‘capture’ this sort of charitable gift 
•  Richer people are also often less willing to participate in research. 
 
Therefore our research is an annual effort to collate and analyse data  on all donations 
worth £1 million or more – made by UK donors or to UK-based charities – in order to 
assess the scale and impact of these gifts and get a better understanding of who is making 
them and what causes they are supporting. 
 
Methodology 
1.Secondary analysis of charity accounts and media reports 
2.Primary research with philanthropy intermediaries and advisers 
3.Interviews with those giving and receiving 7-figure plus donations 



What have we learnt about Million Pound Donors? 

 
 
 
 
 



The distribution of Million Pound Donations 



Which charitable sub- sectors get Million Pound Donations? 



Philanthropists’ attitudes 

1. Giving decisions are shaped by their ‘philanthropic autobiographies’.  
“Perhaps if I had a family member with a different health problem, like autism,  
then I would be supporting a charity that helps autistic children rather than GOSH.  
But this is the situation that I find myself in” (Heather Beckwith 2010) 
2.  They want their gifts to be transformative, to make something new happen. 
“We want to know what the organisation will do in a really big and meaningful way that it 
wouldn’t have done otherwise” (Jamie Cooper-Hohn 2008) 
3.  They want personal engagement with the causes and organisations they support.  
“In all these cases it wasn’t just a case of signing a cheque but of being personally involved  
as a family, because we prefer to make a contribution that’s about more than just money.”  
(Martin Smith 2009) 
4.  They want to enjoy their philanthropy, and to have fun! 
 “Meeting people like neuroscientists is more interesting than anything I will ever do in any 
other part of my life” (Richard Ross 2011)  
“[It] has really been the most exciting and fascinating opportunity and it has changed my life 
for the better” (James Martin 2010) 
“There’s just one word to describe what philanthropy feels like: amazing.” (Liz Bramall 2012) 

 

 



Media attitudes to philanthropy 
  
 
[Philanthropy] “attracts the bored and under-qualified”                         (The Times 29/3/06) 

[Philanthropists are] “hypocrites with more money than sense”     (Independent on Sunday 17/9/06) 

“Philanthropy is, if not exactly a dirty word in this country, at any rate nothing to shout 
about”                                                                                                              (Daily Mail 

27/6/06) 

[Philanthropists are] “motivated by a desire to be loved by as many as possible”  
(Sunday Telegraph 19/2/06) 

“Bill Gates is giving millions to charity. So? Why not? What else could he possibly do with 
all his money except coat himself in treacle and roll in banknotes?”  

(The Guardian 28 November 2006) 
 

Adjectival analysis of UK media coverage 
•  Disgraced philanthropist   
•  Dickensian philanthropist     
•  Philandering philanthropist    
•  Tax-ruse philanthropist 
•  Coutoure-clad philanthropist 
•  Ruthless philanthropist 
 



Conclusion: A challenging landscape for philanthropy 

 
Philanthropy is viewed as both: 

– altruistic and egotistical 
– self-less and self-serving 
– promoting private interests yet for the public benefit.  
 

Philanthropists are: 
– ‘just like us’ whilst being intrinsically ‘other’ 
– objects of both fascination and repulsion 
– simultaneously depicted as powerful and influential yet fundamentally eccentric at 
best, and worthy of contempt at worst.  

 



Final thought 

 
 
 
“The word philanthropy and the idea it carries with it arouses mixed emotions… 
We expect rich men to be generous with their wealth and criticise them when 
they are not; but when they make benefaction, we question their motives, 
deplore the methods by which they obtained their abundance and wonder 
whether their gifts will not do more harm than good”  

Robert Bremner  (1960) American Philanthropy. Chicago: Chicago University Press 
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