
‘To give away money is an easy 
matter and in any man’s power. 
But to decide whom to give it 
and how much and when and for 
what purpose and how, is neither 
in every man’s power nor an 

easy matter. Hence it is that such excellence is rare, 
praiseworthy and noble.’ 

Aristotle, the Greek philosopher, wrote these words 
2,330 years ago, and they are still true today. Most 
people have concerns that the money they give to 
charity is used properly, from the millions who give 
generously to disaster appeals such as the floods in 
Burma to the so-called ‘New Philanthropists’ who 
use business terminology to investigate charities and 
prefer to describe their giving as ‘investments’.

Fortunately, with a little research and a dash of com-
mon sense, you can ensure that your own giving becomes 
focused, fruitful, good fun and hugely inspiring. You can 
make a real impact on a few chosen causes, ones that  
really interest you, rather than responding to the requests 
of numerous charities and friends. This is your opportu-
nity to make your contribution towards making the world 
a better place: to start to leave a legacy.

I spend a great deal of time talking to people about 
their giving, from entrepreneurs who have sold their 
businesses, to families and financial whizz-kids in 
hedge funds and private equity who earn astonishing 
sums, allowing them to live an enjoyable and com-
fortable life – and who wish to be useful. 

‘Everybody wants to make a positive difference 
in the world,’ says art dealer and philanthropist, Dr 
Fred Mulder. ‘If you are fortunate enough to have the 
financial wherewithal, it is a wonderful thing to be 
able to do: making someone happy, comfortable, feel 
loved or accepted or safe is a very powerful thing.

‘There are certain things that you want to see done 
in giving terms that are about your own values and 
the values you would like to see embedded in the 
world. You can’t do it because you don’t have the 
skills, are too busy doing something else or don’t 
have the time – then you find wonderful people who 
are doing it and you think, “Oh my God, that needs to 
be done, but I can’t do it, I’ll help those people to do 
it.” – that’s a much better way.’

Here, then, is a brief do-it-yourself guide to effec-
tive giving. It is fun to do, and it works!

1 How much do you already give to charities, good 
causes and individuals every year? Who do you 

give it to, and just as importantly, why? Take some 
time to write it all down, including the money given 
by members of your family. You might be surprised 

by how much you have shelled out in total, and the 
people and causes that you have supported, probably 
including ones that you don’t care much about. Or 
you might be slightly ashamed to discover that the  
total amount you give each year amounts to a minis-
cule part of your income or your net wealth. Either 
way this is the place to start: a reality check.

2 How much can you afford to give? This brings 
us nicely to the issue of ‘enough’. This is always 

the most revealing discussion that I have with bud-
ding philanthropists. What is your own definition of 
‘enough’? How many cars, houses, clothes and holi-
days can you have before you lose the will to live? 
And you know as well as I do that enough is never 
enough. Earning more and more money can be a 
game without end. Ask yourself how much you earn, 
less your immediate commitments, less the ‘toys’ you 
desire – new cars/boats/planes – less ‘an amount’ to 
safeguard the future. Now ask yourself: what are you 
going to do with the rest? 

3 Do you want to include your family in your  
giving? This is a great opportunity to introduce 

giving into the DNA of your family. It will make 
more of a lasting impact on your children than any 
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amount of pocket money, allowances or toys. One 
well-known philanthropist brought her daughter up 
to give part of her pocket money away; it was a habit 
that stayed with her for life. Setting an example to 
your children by giving sensibly and quietly is prob-
ably the most significant thing you can do to breed in 
them a sense of responsibility and generosity of spirit. 
Many wealthy parents I meet are extremely concerned 
about the behaviour and lack of social awareness 
of their children. Some of whom are bordering on 
dysfunctional – spoilt, rebellious, on drugs, under-
performing at school and behaving in a generally 
Bolshevik manner 24/7. Surprisingly, when exposed 
to the problems experienced by disadvantaged young 
people, they can be remarkably simpatico.

4 How much time do you have available to be 
involved in helping the charities you are going 

to support, either through volunteering, attending or 
organising events or perhaps by becoming a trustee? 
It is the involvement that will change your life. It is 
one thing to write out a cheque for a daft sum while 
half-sloshed at a charity auction. It is something else 
altogether – and quite humbling – to be able to visit 
a hospice, see the work of a charity helping disad-
vantaged young people, talk with people who are 
passionate about saving our planet or work to save the 
lives of the poorest people in Africa or India. 

5 What issues and causes most interest or inspire 
you? Anger is a surprising motivator for philan-

thropists, so it can be useful to ask yourself: what 
makes me angry? Is it art, sport, education, a medical 
cause like Parkinson’s, cancer or perhaps homeless-
ness? The three biggest areas of concern over the next 
few years are likely to be the environment, global 
poverty, population growth, food production and 
social division. One day – in fact it has already started 
– very, very poor people are going to get very, very 
cross with very, very rich people – in every country in 
the world. 

Think about choosing small or medium-sized chari-
ties to support – they are the ones whose income is 
suffering most at the moment – and choose a small 
variety, or ‘basket’ of charities to support. Your final 
choices could include an overseas charity, a UK 
cause, and a charity supporting the environment or 
the arts. 

6 Research your chosen charities. A great deal 
of nonsense is talked about how to assess the 

performance of charities. All the philanthropists that I 
know and work with look for passionate people who 
have the ability to deliver their vision. They want 
their money to enable a charity to do more work, or 
better work, or to initiate a new venture, but in the 
main they give money to ‘people’, whom they believe 
have the passion to get things done. They probably 
haven’t got the resources or a business plan or they 
may not understand governance fully, but they can 
and will get the job done. 

Stanley Fink, chief executive of the Man Group, 
looks for an individual with passion and the com-
petence to get the job done. ‘Quite a good idea 
implemented really well can be magical, but a really 
great idea badly implemented will result in nothing. 
Implementation is as important as inspiration. If you 

can find both, that’s great.’
Go onto the charity’s website and download their 

last accounts and the list of their trustees. You can 
sometimes judge a charity by the company it keeps! 
Or visit the Charity Commission website for the ac-
counts. Armed with your questions, call the charity, 
or even better, ask if you could visit it and see some 
of its work. 

7 Choose the right vehicle for your giving. Setting 
up your own foundation allows you to plan your 

charitable giving in a more methodical manner. Your 
accountant or solicitor can advise you. The Charities 
Aid Foundation (CAF) operates a simple, effective 
scheme for operating your own trust account which 
they will administer for you.

8 What sort of feedback do you expect? If you are 
actively involved in the trials, challenges and 

triumphs of your chosen charities, you are going to 
know much more about what is going on and need 
less formal feedback. If you are just writing cheques 
– if you are ‘cash-rich and time-poor’ – you could set 
about it in a sensible manner by visiting the charity 
once or twice a year, or asking the chief executive of 
the charity to give you his annual review over lunch.

There are other hidden benefits of organising 
your giving. From now on, you can politely refuse 
invitations to give to the endless charities that chase 
you, or to the hundreds who write to you for dona-
tions for their cause, though you may wish to keep a 
discretionary fund to sponsor one-off gifts – if you 
have a friend running the marathon, for example. By 
spending some time and some of your good fortune 
helping others who are having a harder time, you 
will be a happier, more enthused and possibly more 
interesting person. You will meet a whole new raft of 
people who support the same charities that you do. 
Your children might log on to the new, nicer you, and 
they will be inspired to live more fruitful lives – or 
perhaps, truth to tell, they might have already got 
there before you. l

Mike Dickson is a philanthropy adviser, the founder 
of the children’s charity Whizz-Kidz and author 
of The More You Give, The More You Get 
(The Generous Press, 2005). If you need ideas, email 
Mike Dickson for a list of the ten main areas of chari-
table work at mikedickson@themoreyougive.co.uk

The good  
giving guide
With a modicum of research, you can make 
a real impact on the causes that are  
closest to your heart, says Mike Dickson in 
the second part of his series
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‘Often people attempt 
to live their lives 
backwards. They try 
to have more things, 
or more money, in 
order to have more 
of what they want, 
so that they will be 
happier . . . The way 
it actually works 
is the reverse. You 
must first be who you 
are, then do what 
you need to do, in 
order to get what you 
want.’ 
Margaret Young

Useful organisations/
websites

Philanthropy UK 
www.philanthropyuk.org

The More You Give 
www.themoreyougive.co.uk

The Funding Network 
www.thefundingnetwork.
org.uk

Charities Aid Foundation 
www.cafonline.org

New Philanthropy Capital 
www.philanthropycapital.org

Intelligent Giving 
www.intelligentgiving.com

Mahatma Gandhi

‘You must be the change 
you wish to see in the 
world’

‘It’s a must-have cottage in a must-have village in a must-
have county, courtesy of a must-have wealthy father.’


