
Donating – Why, Where and How Much? 

 

1. Charity is good but the import of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights is that no 
one should have to depend on it for a dignified life.  Until the declaration is universally 
observed charity is important not only for dignified lives, but for actually saving lives.  
 

2. There is a pledge the world’s billionaires are asked to make.  It is to give away half their 
fortune to charity.  Quite a few have decided to donate this much, and some, a lot more.  
For example, Warren Buffet has promised to give away 99% of his 85 billion. 
 

3. Decisions on just how much and for what purpose one should share one’s wealth are very 
dependent on personal beliefs and psychological and social circumstances and more.  We 
are to some extent our biology and what biologists call “kin selection” means that to 
maximise the survival of the genetically similar there is a tendency for care to be restricted 
to our families, extended families and tribes.  Much generosity beyond this still favours 
causes that the giver can identify with – our old school or medical research on a disease that 
has affected a friend or relative or supporting local artists and community activities. 
 

4. However, all peoples demonstrate care for their fellow humans in general, even those on 
the other side of the world they will never know, especially in crises.   
 

5. Giving to charities can be influenced by how much tax people pay, and how well their nation 
uses those taxes to look after the disadvantaged, gives in international aid and funds other 
causes. 
 

6. And just how much we donate will also relate to some degree on how much we think we 
need or want for ourselves.  That is surely related to the lifestyle we are used to or prefer.  
Research conducted in many nations shows a universal correlation between higher income 
and happiness, but it also shows that this plateaus.  In Australia the plateau is at about 
A$100,000 per annum or $140,000 for a couple and a bit more with dependent children.  
(see -https://www.richardcarrier.info/archives/13954)  There is also a good correlation 
between giving and happiness.  Research shows this at a personal level but also more 
widely. There is undoubtedly much personal satisfaction and reward in giving to causes we 
believe worthwhile and helping those in need.  So theoretically people with incomes at the 
plateau level could add more to their happiness by giving away all income above this 
amount than keeping it. But rather few of us would do that.  Here is a little thought 
experiment: 
 

a. Entering retirement, out of the blue a couple receive an inheritance from an 
unknown relative.  It takes their wealth, minus their home, to AUD$5 million.  That 
figure is almost a couple of million more than the Australian superannuation policy 
savings cap of $3.2m for a couple (tax concessions above this amount drop off).  We 
can interpret this cap as indicating the amount that is seen as quite enough for a 
good retirement.  Perhaps it is not a coincidence that it likely implies an untaxed 
income at retirement of around $140,000 - the happiness plateau figure.  It is about 
four times the current Australian age pension ($36,000 for a couple) and much more 
than most other retirees.  It also means being wealthier than 99% of the world’s 
population.   
 

https://www.richardcarrier.info/archives/13954


b. So the couple suddenly have the opportunity of a significantly higher income than 
expected.  The will has a little addendum, though, in which the testator notes that 
she has given half her wealth away to charity and invites beneficiaries to consider 
doing the same with their inheritance, provided they are sufficiently well off. Would 
the couple decide that applies to them and give away a million?  They very well 
might because they would still be a million better off before this stroke of luck.  
 

c. But how much less well-off would they need to be to prefer to give less than half or 
none at all away?  And how much better off would they need to be to prefer to give it 
all away. And if they had, themselves, accumulated the same amount, giving away a 
million would seem unlikely as they would have rather different expectations about 
their lifestyle.   
 

d. Someone at an earlier life stage who had not accumulated enough wealth for a 
secure future could well decide they are not sufficiently well off.  Still, a younger 
person on a “plateau” level income and already a house owner could work out that 
investing much less than half of that windfall would give them a more than 
comfortable future. 

 

7. There is evidence that tax compliance improves when you know what your neighbours are 
paying.   People often underestimate their income relative to others and tax compliance also 
improves when this is corrected. The same seems to be true of giving.  Some suggest that it 
is not proper for people to reveal how much they’re donating to charity.  I do find this rather 
puzzling as people do reveal in broad terms how much they are spending on themselves by 
the cars they drive, the houses they own, their possessions, the restaurants they go to and 
holidays they take.  So why isn’t it appropriate to reveal how much we are spending on 
others? Publicly revealing what you are donating is common among big philanthropists, as 
illustrated by lists of top givers or philanthropists.  This might be more out of more self-
interest than altruism, but the key point is donating the money; the ulterior motive is less 
important.  
 

8. We are all less than angels.  We are evolved animals with animal frailties.  We all give in to 
our lesser selves.  We give in to the animal drive to increase our status by maybe adding to 
our trappings of wealth or fashionable activities.  To an extent that is what I am doing when I 
give in to my desire to acquire a new artwork or a flashier car.  It is probably what I am doing 
when I choose instead to donate to charity.  So lists of top givers may be exploiting this trait. 
Bill Gates and Warren Buffett and others revealing their giving certainly seems to have had a 
very positive effect on the amount that other wealthy people donate.  I am pretty sure that 
if I learnt that a number of my friends were giving at a greater rate than I am, I would think 
about increasing my giving. (Interestingly, billionaires seem to donate happily, but the not 
quite so rich not so much or at least not as publicly – is that because they are not rich 
enough to gain recognition for donation? Or because, contrary to billionaires, they still have 
something to prove?).  
 

9. On 19 March 2021 the newspaper “The Australian” published a list of Australia’s 25 big 
givers.  It will be interesting to see what effect that has.  The list is said to be in the order of 
generosity, but it is simply in order of amount given.  Generosity is clearly proportional to 
means.  I know people who are more proportionately much more generous.   Doubtless 
there are many. 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 

10. Many factors influencing giving are perhaps not easy to change. But could better 
information on what a donated dollar can achieve make a difference? It is a sad fact that in 
Australia, one of the three or four richest countries in the world, more than 3 million people 
still live in households with incomes below the poverty line, and nearly 1 million of these 
people are children.  This can be seen as a denial of human rights and we Australian citizens 
should be demanding our government address this.  Perhaps donors to charities that assist 
our disadvantaged should, with every donation, write to our government to say how 
shameful it is that anyone here should have to put out their hands for charity.  Until 
Australia is civilised enough, clearly we need to keep making these donations. 
 

11. How many of us, though, understand that a dollar can have many times the effect on saving 
and improving lives in a developing country?  The total Australians donate each year to all 
charities and other causes is about $12 billion, but only about $1 billion goes to developing 
countries.  Only a quarter of the 25 big givers noted above give to aid people outside 
Australia.  In the USA a smaller proportion is estimated. This is in part because the causes we 
identify with may not be the most deserving and the charities may not be the most 
effective.1 
 

12. What if we could show people that it would actually be possible to bring an end to much of 
the suffering in the world within 10 years? One billion people in the world can be regarded 
as affluent enough to make donations at some level (see for example Branko Milanovic, 
Worlds Apart: Measuring International and Global Inequality p. 132, Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 2005). Calculations show they could give enough to bring an end 
to world poverty if they all donated according to a scale Australian philosopher Peter Singer 
proposes.  This scale involves wealthier people donating proportionately more.  I imagine 
few would disagree with this principle. But interestingly research shows that poorer people 
actually give proportionally more, possibly because they identify more readily with and have 
more empathy for the disadvantaged.   
 

13. Singer says giving according to his scale has virtually no impact on a person’s well-being.  My 
partner and I have been giving at this level for more than a decade and can say that for us 
that is true.  I am quite sure that this has given us more pleasure than perhaps a few extra 
paintings or drinking more expensive wine would have done.  Singer’s book (which can be 
downloaded free here) persuasively elaborates these ideas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 The effective altruism movement aims to encourage donations to the most deserving causes through the 
most effective charities on the basis of scientific evidence. 

https://www.thelifeyoucansave.org.au/the-book/
https://80000hours.org/articles/best-charity/


 
 
 
 
 
 

14. This is Peter Singer’s giving scale for Australian incomes: 
 

Pre tax income * Percent to give  Amount per annum 

Less than $50,000 0% discretionary 

$50,000 to $100,000 1% $500 to 1,000 

$125,000 1.2% $1,560 

$150,000 1.9% $2,809 

$175,000 2.3% $4,060 

$200,000 2.7% $5,310 

$250,000 4.1% $10,177 

$300,000 5.1% $15,178 

$350,000 5.8% $20,177 

$400,000 6.3% $25,177 

$500,000 7.4% $37,017 

$1,000,000 12.7% $127,279 

$2,000,000 16.4% $327,279 

$3,000,000 17.8% $532,531 

$5,000,000 20.7% $1,032,531 

$10,000,000 22.8% $2,282,531 

 
 

15. These figures should be seen as rule of thumb and what is appropriate for particular people 
will depend on such things as dependents, special costs of living they have and their taxation 
circumstances. Generally, as two people can live more cheaply than one, in my view, for a 
household of two, the income of reference should be the combined income. Additionally, 
the income of reference should be reduced by an appropriate figure for every additional 
person supported – say $50,000 – which would be significant for lower incomes, but not for 
higher incomes. It would also be appropriate to take into account the person’s or 
household’s accumulated wealth. Surely more can be expected of those who have got a bit 
of wealth behind them than those who have little or nothing. And some in retirement may 
pay little or no tax on their income, so the reference income should perhaps be their 
disposable income or the amount they have to spend after their housing costs. A calculator 
for precise amounts can be found here https://www.thelifeyoucansave.org.au/take-the-
pledge/?amount=200000&currency=AUD 
 

16. Now, if the whole billion of affluent people in the world started giving at this rate tomorrow, 
there would be a problem.  Using it effectively would be impossible.  Let’s say 2.5% of the 

https://www.thelifeyoucansave.org.au/take-the-pledge/?amount=200000&currency=AUD
https://www.thelifeyoucansave.org.au/take-the-pledge/?amount=200000&currency=AUD


billion (25 million – the population of Australia) are already giving at this rate.  If every one 
of those in the next year persuaded one other to give at the same rate, and if the then 50 
million did the same and so on, in seven years the billion would be giving enough to bring all 
above national poverty lines.  That is a bit optimistic especially because many would still 
want some of their giving to go to other purposes. Also, the current charities and social 
structures they work in may not, even within seven years, be able to adapt to such massive 
influxes of funds.  Even allowing, say, 50% of giving going to other things many lives would 
be saved and a great deal would still be achieved for the poor.  In not so many more years 
we could expect all people to be living lives of normal span in dignity.  
 

17. It is of course just as much a denial of human rights for a person in a developing country to 
have to depend on charity as in a developed country, but it is unrealistic to say that taxes in 
every country should be enough to fix poverty.  Though it is perhaps the proper solution, it is 
not much more realistic to say that taxes in developed countries should be enough to fund 
adequate government overseas aid to end poverty.  Most wealthy countries’ government 
overseas aid is well below the United Nations standard of .7% of GDP (Australia’s is only 
about .2%).  So for those of us who can, voluntarily sharing some of our wealth with the 
developing world will be important for some time yet. 
 

18. In the end there remains the question “Why should anyone be obliged or want to share 
what they have with anyone else?”  It can be argued that in very large measure wealth is the 
result of luck - being born in a wealthy country or indeed into wealth, having good 
intelligence, being in the right place and time to grab opportunities.  Even having the 
gumption to grab opportunities and the energy to make something of them might be luck.  
(There is quite a bit of research on luck and wealth).  And should not the benefits of luck be 
shared with the unlucky?  I cannot comprehend saying no to this.  However, maybe there 
really is not an uncontestable philosophical argument to say one should do anything to help 
one’s fellow humans.  Perhaps the moral case for donating can never really be won.  But it 
seems that for many people it probably already is – they may just need to be sufficiently 
aware of what their dollar can do and the ease with which it can be done.  I think it is 
enough to be guided by the likes of Winston Churchill, “We make a living by what we get, 
but we make a life by what we give” or Albert Einstein, "Only a life lived for others is worth 
living" or Seneca, someone who lived a while ago, “It is not the man who has too little, but 
the man who craves more, that is poor.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/oct/20/dumb-luck-nurturing-hard-work-how-class-does-not-always-dictate-fate

