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Donating – Why, Where and How Much? 

We make a living by what we get, but we make a life by what we give” Winston Churchill 

A - Why might we donate 

Whether we decide to share our wealth or not depends 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 close to us or with which we can identify – our old school, or medical research on a 

disease that has affected a friend or relative, or supporting local artists and community activities. 

(End Note 1).  Appendix 1 lists the kinds of causes charitable giving supports in Australia. 

When it comes to saving lives in crisis situations we also have a tendency to favour our kin, but, 

especially when we are involved, we will even put ourselves at risk to save complete strangers.  

(Bregman 2019).  Mahatma Gandhi observed “Gentleness, self-sacrifice and generosity are the 

exclusive possession of no one race or religion” and all peoples demonstrate care for their fellow 

humans in general in crisis, even those on the other side of the world they will never know.   

Apart from crises circumstances, however, for many of us it seems that we often choose giving to 

make our kin or community wealthier rather than improving or even saving strangers’ lives.  “Charity 

begins at home” is of unknown origin.  The 17th century English churchman usefully added “But 

should not end there”. 

Interestingly it seems it might well be human nature not to be happy about our fellows being in 

need.  Recent books by Rutger Bregman (Bregman 2019) and David Graeber and David Wengrow 

(Graeber and Wengrow 2021) amass a great deal of evidence for this.  Things can go awry in certain 

extreme circumstances, though this is relatively rare.  And it is interesting to note that the happiest 

countries in the world are those with the highest levels of taxation and, as a result, equality. (see 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-

beyond/#ranking-of-happiness-2019-2021) 

Giving to charities might well 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.  

Appendix 2 shows donations and taxation as a percentage of GDP and there is a negative correlation 

of -.09.  For example, tax revenue in the USA is relatively low and giving is relatively high, whereas in 

France the reverse is the case. 

 

B - Are we influenced by others 

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.  This seems 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.  
Most of us, if we learnt that a number of our friends were giving at a greater rate than we are, would 
probably think about increasing our giving.   

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#ranking-of-happiness-2019-2021
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/happiness-benevolence-and-trust-during-covid-19-and-beyond/#ranking-of-happiness-2019-2021
http://text2fa.ir/wp-content/uploads/Text2fa.ir-When-You-Know-Your-Neighbour-Pays-Taxes-1.pdf
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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 we are doing when we give in to the 
desire to acquire a new artwork or a flashier car.  But in some measure it is probably also what we 
are doing when we 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.  They, along with a number of 
others of the world’s billionaires have taken a pledge to give away the majority of their fortune to 
charity.  Quite a few have decided to donate nearly all of their fortune.  For example, Warren Buffet 
has promised to give away 99% of his 85 billion.  (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?). 
 
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.  Doubtless there are 
many people who are proportionately much more generous.  
 
 
C - To what causes should we donate and what information makes the difference 

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.  As Australia’s 

Prime Minister Robert Menzies suggested in 1944, (End Note 2) this can be seen as a denial of 

human rights.  And we Australian citizens should be demanding our government address this.  

Confucius said “When a country is well governed, poverty and mean condition are things to be 

ashamed of. When a country is poorly governed, riches and honour are things to be ashamed of.”  

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.  In fact many charities put a deal of effort into doing themselves out of business.  For 

example The St Vincent de Paul Society has developed and advocated reforms to the Australian 

tax/welfare system to reduce poverty.  The vision of any charity must be the end of the need for its 

work.  Until Australia is civilised enough, clearly we need to keep making donations to assist our less 

privileged fellow citizens.  It is worth noting that, because of the transaction costs of obtaining 

donations, the efficiency of redistributing wealth via the tax system is likely to be much greater than 

via charity.   

How many of us, though, understand that a dollar can have many times the effect on saving and 

improving lives in a developing country?  Per annum charities in Australia receive from citizens as 

taxpayers through government about $80 billion, from consumers and shareholders through 

companies about $9.5 billion and directly from donations and bequests by individuals about $3.5 

billion.  They make another $76 billion selling goods and services and from investments and other 

sources.  Thus total revenue is about $170 billion.   

Australians support international development as taxpayers through the government with about $4 

billion and as donors with about $1 billion.  Only a quarter of the 25 big givers noted above give to 

aid people outside Australia.   

https://givingpledge.org/
https://www.austaxpolicy.com/budget-forum-2022-a-fairer-tax-and-welfare-system-for-australia/
https://www.austaxpolicy.com/budget-forum-2022-a-fairer-tax-and-welfare-system-for-australia/
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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 (Branko Milanovic 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.  Part C addresses this (See section C) 

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 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 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 might 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.  

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 now less than .2%).  Campaigning to change 

this could have a big effect, but for those of us who can, voluntarily sharing some of our wealth with 

the developing world will be important for some time yet. 

 

D - How much might we donate 

Just how much we donate will 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.  The data on the 

extent to which this correlation holds at higher and higher incomes is mixed. (see - 

https://theconversation.com/why-happiness-is-becoming-more-expensive-and-out-of-reach-for-

many-australians-170877, https://www.healthcentral.com/article/the-link-between-giving-and-

happiness and https://www.richardcarrier.info/archives/13954)  It seems likely that in some cultures  

one’s income is seen as a measure of achievement and subjective wellbeing keeps rising with higher 

incomes.  However a plateauing effect or at least a weakening of the correlation seems likely to 

occur at higher income levels.  See Appendix 3  

There is a good correlation between giving and happiness.  Homer said “The charity that is a trifle to 

us can be precious to others.”  In fact giving according to Peter Singer’s scale has a virtually un-

noticeable effect on the donor’s material living standard, but might be quite precious to the giver.  

There is research that it not only benefits our mental health but our health generally.  This is evident 

at a personal level but also more widely.  So theoretically people with incomes at the plateau level 

could add more to their happiness by giving away all income above this amount rather than keeping 

it.  But rather few of us would do that.  A little thought experiment on this question is at Appendix 4 

Singer’s book (which can be downloaded free here) persuasively elaborates these ideas. 

 

https://theconversation.com/why-happiness-is-becoming-more-expensive-and-out-of-reach-for-many-australians-170877
https://theconversation.com/why-happiness-is-becoming-more-expensive-and-out-of-reach-for-many-australians-170877
https://www.healthcentral.com/article/the-link-between-giving-and-happiness
https://www.healthcentral.com/article/the-link-between-giving-and-happiness
https://www.richardcarrier.info/archives/13954
https://d.docs.live.net/51c4f7e72ec98011/Essays%20etc/Donating/Donating%20-%20Latest.docx
https://www.thelifeyoucansave.org.au/the-book/
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Peter Singer’s 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 sympathy for 

the less fortunate.  The number of people able only to make small donations is of course much 

greater than the number able to give a lot.  Edmund Burke said: “Nobody made a greater mistake 

than he who did nothing because he could do only a little.”  A lot giving a little can be a lot! 

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

 
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 per person two people can live more cheaply than one, 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 

$40,000 – 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.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/hidden-motives/201008/why-are-the-poor-more-generous
https://www.thelifeyoucansave.org.au/take-the-pledge/?amount=200000&currency=AUD
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E - Charity and Philosophy 

Chinua Achebe, the great African writer, said “While we do our good works let us not forget that the 

real solution lies in a world in which charity will have become unnecessary.”  And the import of the 

UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights is that no one should have to depend on charity for a 

dignified life. 

In some cultures providing for the less fortunate is seen as an ethical obligation.  That is for a just life 

it is not optional.  For example, under the principle of Zakat, Muslims who are sufficiently well off are 

expected to give 2.5% of particular elements of their wealth each year to assist the less fortunate.  

As earlier noted in some countries the tax system means that adequate transfer of income from the 

fortunate is not optional.  This is not so for most developed countries let alone developing.  So until 

the Declaration is universally observed charity is important not only for dignified lives, but for 

actually saving lives.  

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.  (It is 

interesting that for great wealth we use the word “fortune” and the word “fortunate” for luck.)  John 

Rawls (Rawls 1971) said: “No one deserves his greater natural capacity nor merits a more favorable 

starting place in society.”  Being born in a wealthy country or indeed into wealth, having good 

intelligence, being in the right place and time to grab opportunities is clearly a matter of luck.  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).  Speaking in Parliament, former Prime 

Minister, Malcolm Turnbull, recognised that many work much harder than he ever had, but had not 

had his luck in wealth accumulation.  And should not the benefits of luck be shared with the 

unlucky?  I cannot comprehend saying no to this.   

As Thomas Piketty shows (Piketty 2013) this luck passes and even accumulates from one generation 

to the next.  Australia, as most other countries, has inadequate wealth and inheritance taxes to 

redress this.  Moreover, as Piketty also points out “All wealth is collective by nature in the sense that 

it relies on the work of hundreds, thousands, millions of engineers, technicians, the accumulation of 

knowledge.”  So for a minority to enrich themselves from the fruits of the work of many is surely 

unfair.   

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 is not unchallengeable.  

But many people are persuaded and many more could be if made 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 Mahatma Gandhi, “the true measure of any 

society can be found in how it treats its most vulnerable members”, 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
https://www.afr.com/politics/malcolm-turnbull-speaks-out-ive-got-a-lot-of-money-but-ive-paid-a-lot-of-tax-20151015-gka5lx
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/04/03/magazine/thomas-piketty-interview.html
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End Notes 

1 – Arguably charities can be divided into those that have a clear role in addressing social justice or 

helping the less fortunate, those that have an indirect role and those that have little or even a 

negative effect.  Donations to wealthy private schools seem highly questionable to the extent that 

this exacerbates the rich-poor divide, especially considering that tax deductibility means tax payers 

in general are in effect contributing to these donations.  This is doubly bad if private schools are also 

subsidised by taxpayers through the government.  Perhaps differing levels of tax deductibility should 

reflect these differences.  

 

2 - Robert Menzies said in 1944: "The moment we establish, or perpetuate, the principle that the 

citizen, in order to get something he needs or wants and to which he has looked forward, must 

prove his poverty, we convert him into a suppliant to the state for benevolence.  That position is 

inconsistent with the proper dignity of the citizen in a democratic country.  People should be able to 

obtain these benefits as a matter of right, with no more loss of their own standards of self-respect 

than would be involved in collecting from an insurance company the proceeds of an endowment 

policy on which they have been paying premiums for years." 

 

References  

 

Bregman, Rutger 2019 Humankind: A Hopeful History 

Graeber, David and David Wengrow 2021 The Dawn of Everything  Allen Lane, 2021 ISBN 978-0-241-

40242-9 

Milanovic, Branko 2005 Worlds Apart: Measuring International and Global Inequality p. 132, 

Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005) 

Piketty, Thomas 2013 Capital in the Twenty-First Century  Harvard University Press  

Rawls, John 1971 A Theory of Justice (Harvard, 1971) 

https://www.anzsog.edu.au/resource-library/research/feeling-good-about-giving  

https://www.healthcentral.com/article/the-link-between-giving-and-happiness 

https://www.philanthropy.org.au/tools-resources/fast-facts-and-stats/ 

https://devpolicy.org/an-uptick-in-donations-to-australian-ngos/?pdf=30361&print=pdf 

Charities Aid Foundation World Giving Index https://www.cafonline.org/about-
us/publications/2021-publications/caf-world-giving-index-2021  
  

https://www.anzsog.edu.au/resource-library/research/feeling-good-about-giving
https://www.healthcentral.com/article/the-link-between-giving-and-happiness
https://www.philanthropy.org.au/tools-resources/fast-facts-and-stats/
https://www.cafonline.org/about-us/publications/2021-publications/caf-world-giving-index-2021
https://www.cafonline.org/about-us/publications/2021-publications/caf-world-giving-index-2021


7 
 

Appendix 1  
 
Philanthropy Australia categorises charitable causes follows: 
 

1. Ageing futures 
2. Animals 
3. Arts, culture and humanities 
4. CALD communities (Culturally & Linguistically Diverse Communities) 
5. Children/youth at risk 
6. Civil society 
7. Community development 
8. Crime, justice and legal issues 
9. Disability 
10. Disaster relief 
11. Education 
12. Employment and training 
13. Environment 
14. Health, wellbeing and medical research  
15. Housing and homelessness 
16. Indigenous programs 
17. International development and international relations 
18. Poverty and disadvantage  
19. Philanthropy, voluntarism and non-profit infrastructure 
20. Recreation and sport 
21. Religion and spirituality 
22. Science and technology  

 
 
It would be useful to subdivide two of these categories as follows: 

11 – Dividing this into support for tertiary education, private schooling and addressing 
disadvantage in education  
17 – Separation into development/humanitarian relief and improving international relations 

For category 14 it would be useful to rank causes in of impact on quality life years added.  For 

example, resources devoted to childhood obesity would be ranked higher than resources devoted to 

diseases that are more common later in life. 

It should be made clear that 18 does not include educational disadvantage and that 22 does not 

include medical and health and environment research.  
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Appendix 2 

Giving and taxing  

 

 

  

 Donations % GDP Tax revenue % GDP 

United States 1.44 27.1 

New Zealand 0.79 32.0 

Canada  0.77 32.2 

United Kingdom 0.54 33.3 

South Korea 0.50 26.9 

Singapore 0.39 14.1 

India 0.37 18.08 

Russia 0.34 24.2 

Italy 0.30 42.4 

Netherlands 0.30 38.8 

Australia 0.23 27.8 

Ireland 0.22 22.8 

Germany 0.17 37.5 

Sweden 0.16 44.0 

Austria 0.14 41.8 

Finland 0.13 43.33 

Japan 0.12 30.6 

France 0.11 46.2 

Norway 0.11 38.2 

Switzerland 0.09 14.01 

Spain 0.05 33.7 

Czech Republic 0.04 34.9 

Mexico 0.03 16.2 

China 0.03 17.5 
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Appendix 3 
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Appendix 4  

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.   
 

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. 


