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Foreword

It takes place everyday: You are approached by a fundraiser on
the street. A friend calls on you to support a good cause. An
advertisement in the newspaper urges you to help. A public service announcement on TV pleads for your contribution to a disaster relief fund. The list of such encounters is endless especially
since charities 1 discovered the possibilities of the digital world
for fundraising. David Carrington, one of Britain’s senior charity
practitioners and consultants, spells out the pros and cons when
it comes to handling these day - to - day encounters with charities.
The author navigates you through the potential pitfalls of giving
and provides you with some easy tools to get a better understanding of the work of a charity. This is especially important
to those donors who cannot or will not (yet) contribute much
of their time to their charitable involvement and who therefore
prefer to focus on making short- to mid - term donations.

1

This introductory guide to giving is part of a series of publications on methods and skills for donors. These handbooks aim at
providing practical advice and step - by - step guidance in the ﬁeld
of philanthropy. They are part of Active Philanthropy’s resource
toolbox. The Skills and Methods series is complemented by
publications on selected funding areas, for example children,
Africa or climate change. The themed reports are written as an
entry point for donors who want to learn how to get involved in a
ﬁeld and how to ﬁnd their particular niche. The guides recognise
the complexity of the civil society sector, but try to break it down
into easy - to - follow units. Active Philanthropy’s guides are either
based on cases and stories of donors providing best practice and
consultancy to their peers or on guidance and recommendations
given by experts from the ﬁeld.

Other Active Philanthropy guides use the term ‘Civil Society Organisation’ (or short CSO). In this guide the term ‘Charity’ is used synonymously for ‘Civil Society
Organisation’.
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The charitable Active Philanthropy is a platform for families and
individuals interested or already engaged in philanthropy, and
helps donors to develop and implement their personal giving
strategy. Active Philanthropy aims to be a safe space where
donors can meet in order to exchange and collaborate with and
to learn from peers and where they can ﬁnd practical advice for
becoming (more) effective and efﬁcient in their philanthropy. For
these purposes Active Philanthropy offers a variety of services
ranging from introductory readings, workshops and ﬁeld trips
providing practical experiences, to administrative support and
individual consulting. The main focus is always on hands - on
experience donors can implement in their own work, and on
using learning methods tailored to their individual needs.

Though written from a neutral perspective, some of the examples
and recommendations in this guide are based on the author’s
personal experience. Please note that the approaches and the
selection of organisations discussed in this guideline are neither
exhaustive, nor are they subject to any assessment or rating by
Active Philanthropy or the author.
We want to thank David Carrington for presenting a breakdown
of his experience in the ﬁeld of giving for this publication. We also
owe a debt to several experienced donors that gave feedback to
the ﬁrst drafts of this guide. Our hope is that this guide will serve
as an entrance gate for donors to more active giving and become
part of a movement that tries to solve some of the world’s most
pressing problems.

Dr. Felicitas von Peter

Michael Alberg-Seberich

Managing Partner

Executive Partner
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Questions any new philanthropist might ask

1. How can I be sure the money I give to a charity is used well, that
is has impact?
2. I keep hearing that I must be ‘strategic’ in my giving – is it not
enough to trust my own judgement?
3. Some donors seem to use a complicated process and to take
a long time before they make a decision to donate; some even
employ professional staff. Surely there is a simpler and less costly approach?
4. I hear that charities can waste money – how can I avoid being
ripped off?

Even the ancients tell us it’s difﬁcult: ‘To give away money is an
easy matter and in any man’s power. But to decide to whom to give it,
and how large, and when, and for what purpose and how, is neither in
every man’s power nor an easy matter.’ (Aristotle)
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Is it possible to make a donation with conﬁdence that it will be
used to good effect – but also to keep things simple and straightforward; and enjoy the experience?

Yes – and this guide is intended to help you do just that:
• It describes typical situations a donor may face – and how you
might respond to them.
• It suggests some simple steps you can take to help you focus
your philanthropic efforts.
• It tells you how you can choose between the many charitable
organisations that ask for donations.
• It recommends ways of staying in contact with the charities you
decide to support – and how to say ‘no’ to those you decide you
don’t want to help.
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Four philanthropic encounters

Here are four situations that many donors will have experienced
and suggestions for how to respond to them in ways which
should be effective:
1. A friend phones to ask you for a donation to one of her favourite
charities. The cause is one that appeals to you – but you have not
heard of the charity before and you know she likes to support
lots of charities. What can you do – without losing a friend? Get
into a discussion.
Ask her about her involvement in the charity – how long has
she been involved? What does she do for them? Is she a regular
giver? What sort of information and attention does she receive
from the charity? What does she think is the best thing the charity has done during the last year? Is there a speciﬁc activity or
programme that she would like you to contribute to? If so, what
makes it special?

• Does she answer all your questions with conviction? If so, ask
her to ask the charity to send you information.
• If she has not convinced you but you don’t want to be discourteous, you could adopt the strategy for keeping aside some of
your philanthropic funds for responding to appeals from friends
that we describe on page 11 in response to the question ‘If I/we
focus entirely on our personal philanthropic priorities how do we
respond to appeals from friends?’
2. You see a TV appeal or newspaper story that makes you want
to help. You contact the charity. How quickly do they respond? Do
they contact you personally or just send a package of emotionally
charged information? Do they report on their tangible achievements (‘what we have done to tackle this need’) or do they just
give you lots of statistics about desperate need (‘we need your
help’)? Do they offer to answer questions or ask you about your
particular interests – and then offer to send you information relevant to that?
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• If the message is efﬁciently and personally delivered and is
one that gives evidence of skills, capacity and a conﬁdent track
record – stay interested.
• If the message takes time to reach you and tells you little of
what they have actually achieved (but lots about how urgent the
need is) – avoid and move on.
3. You are attracted by the information that a local charity has
sent you. You decide to visit the ofﬁces / HQ of the charity. What’s
the reception like? Is the place clean and cared for? Are the staff
who greet you welcoming and well informed about the work of
the organisation? If a hotel greeted you poorly, discourteously
or incompetently, your opinion of it would be formed even before
you got to your room; the same applies here – if the ‘front of
house’ engagement with you by the charity’s staff is poor, it’s
right to have doubts about the organisation as a whole.

4. You are approached in the street by a representative of a well
known charity. It’s not a cause you have supported previously
but it’s one in which you are interested. If you do stop to talk, ask
the representative for a leaﬂet about the charity – and promise
that you will read it carefully when you get home and only then
decide if you want to support the charity (do not give the street
collector your name and address or phone number). Alternatively
(or if you are in a hurry and do not have time to stop), you could
make a note of the charity’s name, do a web site search when you
get home and, if the information reinforces your interest, contact
the charity direct to ask them to send you more information. (If
the street collector does not have any written information that
they can give you – walk on by).
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Getting started – on what shall we focus?

As you set out on your ‘philanthropic journey’ you may ﬁnd it
helpful to ask yourself (and your family if they are to be part
of your philanthropic giving) three questions which could help
shape the focus of your giving and to sift through the many requests for funds that you are likely to receive.

• Testing if a particular charity seems to be working to implement
those values and aspirations is likely to be a useful reference
point for you when you are deciding whether or not to help them.
If you cannot see a connection, let others help them and save
your efforts for charities that are ‘closer to your heart’.

1. What guides the way I / we try to live?
Your philanthropy will work best for you if it reinforces and translates into reality the things you regard as important:

2. What am I /are we most interested in?
Three further questions that could help you decide:

• It may be that you feel an especially strong commitment to
extending educational opportunities or the importance of encouraging enterprise and entrepreneurship.

• Do we want to concentrate on helping work that is being done
locally? Or on national charities? Or on international development work in other countries /continents? (Or a combination of
all three?) 2

• You may draw speciﬁc values from your faith or the example of
your parents or a particular personal mentor.
• You may attach special priority to certain personal or community behaviour.

2

The issue of how to choose either a local, a national or an international involvement are dealt with in: Burkhard Gnärig, ‘Working with Civil Society Organisations –
How do I ﬁnd the right Civil Society Organisation to support?’, Active Philanthropy, Berlin, Germany, 2008.
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• Are there particular causes which we know will always be a priority for us? Perhaps there is one where you or your family have
a very personal connection (for example, a medical condition
which a close friend or family member experienced); or a type
of enterprise which excites your enthusiasm (e.g. the logistics of
disaster relief); or a type of community about which your family
has always had a strong attachment (e.g. ﬁshing communities;
refugees; or the poorest inner city areas); or age groups which
you believe are especially neglected or disadvantaged?
• Do we want to support lots of different charities or concentrate
on just a few – turning away all others?
There’s no ‘right’ answer to any of these questions – but deciding
where you stand on each will help you when you are sifting
through requests from charities for support.

3. If I /we focus entirely on our personal philanthropic priorities
how do we respond to appeals from friends?
You will always get requests from friends to make donations to
charities with which they are involved. It’s probably wise not to
mix these sorts of donations up with ones which are more central
to your charitable giving.
It might be a good idea to keep aside a small (say 10 – 15%) part
of the total funds you are planning to give away so that you can
make small scale but prompt gifts in response to appeals from
friends: gifts which do not require you to make a long-term or
substantial commitment but do enable your friends to appreciate
your uncomplicated generosity – and maybe they will respond
similarly when you approach them in the future for charities that
are closer to your heart!
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Picking the best

Don’t assume that all charities will look the same – the diversity
of what they do and how they work and are organised are among
their deﬁning features. But there are some things which are likely to separate the ‘best’ from the ordinary. Here are six speciﬁc
things to look for:
1. Are they clear about what they are trying to achieve?
Some charities suffer terribly from jargon and from giving you lists
of all the activities they do but not telling you what they think
will be achieved by doing them. The good ones will be able to
describe to you in straightforward language what they are trying
to accomplish, what they expect their work will achieve for the
lives of the people and communities they exist to help. And they
will have informative and vivid stories to tell you and evidence to
give you about the impact their work has already had.

3

4

2. Is the leadership convincing?
‘People give to people’ is a key to purposeful and conﬁdent giving.
It’s likely to be important that you have conﬁdence in the quality and character of the people who are running the project or
organisation. The good charity will want you to know something
about who these people are and why you can be conﬁdent that, if
they have the resources to do the job, they will deliver results 3.
3. How resilient do they seem?
Charities tackle complex social challenges, often with limited
resources and in difﬁcult circumstances. The good ones will be
able to demonstrate to you how they have overcome obstacles,
coped with insufﬁcient resources, or persevered in unpromising
situations.

Do worry if the entire charity seems to be dependent on just one individual – but don’t worry if it is the product of a small group. After all, as Margaret Mead observed:
‘Never doubt that a small group of committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.’
The issue of how to assess the finances of a charity or a Civil Society Organisation will be dealt with in a separate guide.
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4. Are they applying lessons learnt from what they do?
Whether a charity is using a tried and trusted way of working or is
trying to innovate and deliver a new kind of service, they should
always be looking for ways to enhance what they do, to work to
a higher and more effective standard. The good ones will be able
to show you how they are trying to learn and apply lessons from
what they do, consulting with the people and communities they
serve, talking with colleagues in other organisations that are
working on similar needs and /or in the same area.

5. How open and transparent are they?
Charities exist ‘for public beneﬁt’ – good ones will want to demonstrate that they are open and transparent. A potential new
donor has an opportunity to test this: look at the list of donors in
the charity’s annual report – do you know any of them? If so, contact them and ask them why they support the charity and how
well the charity is doing. Alternatively, ask the charity to contact
a couple of their individual donors and ask them if they would
be willing for you to contact them to ask the same questions
(you would not hire a plumber or a builder without taking up references from a previous employer – perhaps similar tactics are
appropriate here too?).
6. Are the ﬁnances healthy and in good shape?
At the core of your judgement of a charity will be your view as
to how well they are organised ﬁnancially.4 A charity should not
expect you to plough through their ofﬁcially audited (and probably lengthy) accounts in order to get an outline picture of their
ﬁnancial health. They should be able to give an immediately
understandable summary of where the charity gets its money
from, what it spends it on and what it plans to do to maintain (or
strengthen) its ﬁnances.

13

Saying yes – and no

Yes – If you do decide to give a donation, make sure that you are
clear as to what it’s for and whether you expect it to be used in a
particular way:
• If you want it to be an anonymous gift, say so clearly.
• If your gift is unconditional 5, the charity will be delighted. If
it’s to be focused on paying for a particular activity, service or
event, be explicit so that the charity can account for its use to
you properly.

5

• If you want to be kept informed of progress, make sure the charity knows how much information you will want to be given and
when (but do check with them that your request is not too great
an imposition – they may have suggestions for how they could
report to you as effectively but in a way that would be less burdensome and time - consuming for them).

Unconditional means making unrestricted donations to an organisation without making any requirements for the allocation of funds.
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• If you are keen to see others supporting the charity (even if you
don’t have the time to promote the charity), do tell them if you
are prepared for them to use the news of your decision to persuade others to make donations – your decision could inﬂuence /
inspire others.
Be careful to avoid saying ‘yes’ just because it’s too hard to say
‘no’.

No – If you do not want to help, but the charity has clearly worked
hard to secure your support, tell them quickly. Don’t bother with
long explanations but do ensure it is clear to them if their work
might ever attract your support – if it won’t, be very clear so that
they don’t keep trying. If they just sent you a general ‘mass’
appeal letter and you don’t want them to spend money unnecessarily doing it again – it’s probably worth sending the appeal
materials back to them telling them so; that could save them
future costs and help reduce some environmental waste!
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An alternative to giving direct – do so through a specialist intermediary?

Giving does not have to be done directly. There may be good reasons why you can be more effective in some of your charitable
endeavours if you establish a partnership with a specialist intermediary charity. You make a donation to them to support some
aspect of what they do – they then pass the money on to and
manage the relationships with the community organisations or
enterprises you want to see supported. You may also ﬁnd that,
by pooling your funds with a specialist intermediary in collaboration with other donors, your philanthropy could have larger and
more lasting impact. Two examples:

6

• The most productive and cost effective way to help the poorest
communities in Africa may be to support one of the big international development charities (for example, Oxfam) – they have
the knowledge, the capacity, the local connections, the systems
in place which can ensure that your money gets to do the things
you would like to see achieved.

Community Foundations are local charities that manage funds donated by individuals and families, targeting grants on community organisations that make
a genuine difference to the lives of local people.
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• Combining your charitable donations with those of others in a
special fund managed by a local community foundation 6 may be
the best way to ‘lever’ in more money than you can give on your
own to tackle some urgent or neglected local need.
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After giving – donor services

How a charity behaves towards a donor after a gift has been made
is important. If you hear nothing from them – or are deluged with
lots of unwanted fundraising appeal information – you will, justiﬁably, be reluctant to help them again.

7

There are different ways of ascertaining whether or not a donation can be regarded as substantial: for example, its size relative to the project budget or annual
turnover of the organisation, or by looking at the goal of the particular appeal to which the donation is a response. Another way is to look at the impact your donation can have on the organisation, its activities and development.
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A good charity will ensure that it not only acknowledges your gift
but will keep you informed of the progress of the organisation
or the work you decided to support – but it should do so proportionately and without waste. And you should be prepared to be
as speciﬁc as possible with them about the sort (and regularity)
of information you would like to be sent and if you want any other
sort of involvement.

A good charity will be hoping to secure your long-term support –
that’s the best way to help a charity and a good fundraiser will
work hard to keep you involved to a level and scale that suits you.
If you have made a substantial donation 7 and the charity just
treats you as ‘another donor’ then you have no reason to treat
them as a priority for your continued support. If you connect
positively with a charity and they keep you well informed about
their progress and achievements – stay with them. For a charity,
long-term and regular support is the most welcome form of philanthropy; for the donor, it provides an opportunity to see an
effective organisation grow and develop over time – and to share
in that achievement. (On the other hand, if you have made only a
small donation, do not expect a charity to spend lots of its money
on reporting to you – your expectations of donor services should
be proportionate to the scale of your support).
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Giving can achieve a lot – and be fun

As a donor, you can get a lot of pleasure and enjoyment out of
seeing that the support you provide to a charity helps achieve
useful and valued outcomes – that your giving is effective and
‘makes a difference’.
You can also learn from what you do as you do it, exploring in
practice what ways of making donations work best for you (and
for the charities that you decide to support).

8

The suggestions made in this guide are intended to help you
make well informed and conﬁdent decisions – that will have a
real impact on the people and communities you want to support,
but without requiring you to spend more time than you can afford
on your philanthropic efforts:

A Guide to Giving, Philanthropy UK, 2005 • http://www.philanthropyuk.org/AGuidetoGiving
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‘Of course, the impact obtained will vary depending on the objectives of
the giver and the cause supported, and can be made up of many things.
• Impact is the social return on your investment in a disadvantaged community; it is the standing ovation at the performance of a musician you
have supported; it is inspiring others to give.
• Impact is a park preserved; a patient cured; a diploma earned; a mouth
fed.

• Impact is helping a woman gain the self - conﬁdence she needs to start
her own enterprise; it is the smile on the face of a young cancer patient,
simply because you showed up.
• Impact is your own satisfaction in knowing you have made a difference.’ 8
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S peciﬁc

Is the cause of the charity
clearly stated?

M easurable Does the charity state out-

comes of its work and does
it measure them?

A ttractive

Does the charity promote a
cause that is important to
you or one of your family?

R esponsive Does the charity answer
quickly and friendly to
donor inquiries?

T ransparent Are the structure and the

ﬁnance base of the charity
transparent?

Your SMART Guide to donating wisely

David Carrington, London

David is an independent consultant working with charities, companies and the government on the funding and governance of
charities and social enterprises and on the promotion of personal
philanthropy. His clients have included the UK Treasury, the ﬁrst
Venture Philanthropy ‘pooled’ fund in the UK, the European
Foundation Centre and many endowed and corporate foundations. He has a governance training joint venture (‘On Board’)
with the UK’s leading charity law ﬁrm. David also works as a
‘mentor/adviser’ for senior staff of several charities.
He has been Chief Executive of three foundations including The
Baring Foundation (1992 – 1998).
He is Chair of Allavida and of engage (the association of people
working in gallery education), a founder Director of the Trust that
publishes the journal Alliance, and a Trustee of the National
Foundation for Youth Music and the National Youth Orchestra of
Great Britain. He is also a member of the Social Investment Task
Force and the Commission on Unclaimed Assets. He chairs the
editorial group of the Philanthropy UK e - newsletter.

