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We need better giving, not just more 

The UK is currently witnessing an abundance of campaigns to encourage wealthy individuals to give 

more to charity—but where’s the campaign to encourage them to give better, ask NPC’s Benedict 

Rickey and Plum Lomax? 

30 March 2012 

Benedict Rickey and Plum Lomax 

Right now, everyone is talking about giving more to charity. Rich donors are being targeted by a 

number of campaigns which aim to increase their level of giving—I’m struggling to keep up with the 

likes of the Give More Campaign, Time to Give, Legacy10, Philanthropy Review, and Spear’s 1% 

Campaign. Everybody seems to agree: Brits (particularly the wealthiest) should be more generous 

with their cash.  

These initiatives are doing fantastic work to encourage more giving. But I am concerned that few talk 

about better giving. It seems that philanthropists focused on effective giving are still a minority. We 

still don’t have a widespread culture of high-impact giving—in other words, we don’t give as well as 

we could.  

But what do we mean by ‘better giving’? This rather vague phrase is open to interpretation; one 

person’s idea of a good cause is very different from another’s. Giving well doesn’t necessarily mean 

what cause or issue you choose to give your money to. It is far more concerned with how you give it, 

and whether you are funding the most effective charities in the most effective way.  

What does better giving look like?  

NPC has advised hundreds of donors over the years, and we know what makes for successful funding. 

Donors come to us at various points in their giving journey—from those who are just starting out, to 

those who have an established foundation but want to refine its strategy or change direction. Some 

have a lot of time to invest in their giving and are keen to be hands-on while others are cash-rich but 

time-poor. Whatever the donor, the steps we take them through to ensure their giving is effective tend 

to follow a similar broad path.  

Good giving starts with good planning. Being clear about objectives from the start will ensure people 

get the most out of their philanthropy and have the greatest possible impact. The best funders think 

before they start about the issues they are interested in, the social impact they want to achieve, their 

personal goals, and the role of their family or business. This doesn’t mean people shouldn’t be 

passionate about their giving but that passion should be put to good use in finding charities that have 

the most impact on people’s lives. 

Focused giving is much more effective than giving sporadically, so narrowing down a focus area 

where to concentrate giving is important. Focusing on a few key areas that a funder is passionate 

about allows them to get to know the charities tackling that issue and understand what approaches 

really work. NPC recently worked with a family who had been giving sporadically for a number of 

years, with lots of small donations to many different causes. We helped them choose three priority 

areas—mental health, child disability and girls’ education in Ghana—which they really cared about to 

concentrate their funds on. They were then in a much better position to learn more about these issues, 

and how their funding could help tackle them more effectively. 

Once a funder has a focus, it’s worth spending time learning about the issues and identifying where 

there is most need. It may not always be as obvious as it seems. We recently worked with a corporate 
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funder to produce a ‘heat map’ of severe needs that are under-funded in the area of financial exclusion. 

By targeting their funding on these areas, the funder is addressing critical, but under-resourced, 

aspects of financial exclusion. Being informed also helps when identifying the most effective charities 

to fund—something which funders can do with the help of frameworks like NPC’s Little Blue Book, 

or with the help of a third party.  

How do you know you’re making a difference? 

It’s easier then you might think to monitor how well your funding is going, and whether you’re giving 

well. Good funders agree clear objectives with charities, including milestones and indicators of 

success, from the start. These milestones allow them to track the difference their funding is making. 

Analysing the data collected to show these milestones have been achieved can also be used to 

improve how charities work in future. When the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fund evaluated 

the impact of its funding for the campaign to end the use of cluster munitions, the evaluation 

identified areas for improvement for grantees but also added to our knowledge of ‘what works’ in 

campaigning and policy change. The Fund has shared these lessons with the sector at large. 

More or better giving? 

I don’t want to disparage campaigns which call for more giving: I’m not merely arguing for quality 

over quantity. But judging by our experience at NPC, an increase in giving quality often goes hand in 

hand with an increase in the amount given. Donors often find better-quality giving is more rewarding; 

they are more engaged with the causes they support, and see the difference their money is making. As 

a result, they are encouraged to become even more involved in their philanthropy, and give even more.  

Take Nick and Sophie Marple, a couple from North London who NPC worked with a few years ago. 

They had been giving money to charity for many years and in 2009 decided they wanted help to 

develop a giving strategy. They were both passionate about helping disadvantaged children and 

decided to target their support in Sub-Saharan Africa and Islington, reflecting their desire to give 

globally and in their local area. Looking back over their early years of funding, they told us: ‘We used 

to give in quite an ad-hoc way. Some money this year, none the next…It was not a very rewarding 

and engaged way to give; it was not a very positive process.’ However, their philanthropy was 

transformed when they became more focused. Suddenly, they could start to see the impact of their 

giving and it began to feel much more rewarding. 

Philanthropists who feel they are creating an impact are more likely to continue to give year after year, 

and increase their donations. But when they are giving in an unfocused way, disconnected from the 

issues they want to tackle and charities they support, they can become disillusioned and wonder what 

difference they are really making. I would argue that encouraging people to give better means they’re 

likely to give more. It’s the difference between getting a letter from a charity you support and thinking 

‘What do they want now?’ before putting it unread in a drawer somewhere, and opening it with a 

sense of excitement to read about the impact your donation’s making. 

The current energy around encouraging more giving is a fantastic boost for the sector, and it’s 

wonderful to see so many people talking about philanthropy. But perhaps there should be an 

additional campaign alongside those I mentioned above, to encourage people to be smarter about their 

giving. Whether they are giving £10 or £10m, a little extra thought and effort can yield huge rewards. 

And thinking more about giving is also critical to ensure additional money donated as a result of these 

campaigns has a tangible social impact. It would be a shame to let an opportunity like this pass by 

without seizing on it to encourage people to think not just about how much they give, but how they 

give.  

 


