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Context and Background
In light of the economic downturn that Ireland is currently experiencing, Irish Charities Tax Research 

and The Ireland Funds have collaborated with the Centre for Nonprofit Management Trinity College 

to conduct this research. The purpose of the research was to ascertain organisations’ income base, 

determine the reliance on different fundraising methods, and identify how organisations were 

adjusting their fundraising planning in the context of the current economic climate. A sample of 1,638 

organisations derived from the Centre for Nonprofit Management’s Directory of the Irish Nonprofit 

Sector and the membership of Irish Charities Tax Reform Group (ICTRG) were invited to participate in 

the research by completing a detailed online questionnaire. The survey was launched on 3rd February 

2009 and remained active until 16th February 2009. A total of 267 organisations completed the 

survey which represents a response rate of 16 per cent. Responses were received from those who held 

the following positions in their organisation: CEO, Financial Controller, Fundraising Manager, Director, 

Manager/Co-ordinator, Chairperson, Treasurer, Secretary and Administrator.

About the Organisations
Over half of the responding organisations were based in Dublin (55.1%) with the remainder representing 

the Rest of Leinster, Munster, Connaught and Ulster. Over one third of organisations (35.2%) operated 

locally while four in ten organisations (42.7%) stated that they operated at a national level. Smaller 

numbers stated that they had a regional or international remit. The majority (85%) stated that they had 

a CHY Number�. Of the organisations that took part in the study, approximately half operated in one 

of three main fields of activity, namely health (18.7%), development and housing (16.5%) and social 

services (15.4%). The remainder of organisations was divided amongst the following fields: Arts, Culture 

and Heritage; Education and Research; Sports and Recreation; International/ Overseas Development; 

Religious Groups; Advocacy, Law and Politics; Philanthropy and Promotion of Volunteering; Environment; 

and Trade Unions, Business, Professional Associations. 

Summary of Key Findings
Comprehensive results from analysis of the data (from 267 organisations) are set out in the body of 

the report. The key findings that emerged can be summarised as follows:

Volunteers, Paid Staff and Services:

�Two thirds of organisations (67% or N=179) indicated that they were volunteer-involving 

organisations.

�Almost half (46.4%) of those who had volunteers working in their organisation stated that the 

number of volunteers had increased in the past two years.

�	�T he Revenue Commissioners currently grant CHY numbers which allow nonprofit organisations exemption from certain 

taxes but this does not infer any legal status.

•

•

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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�Four in ten organisations with volunteers (43.6%) stated that the number of their volunteers 

would increase in 2009. 

�Two thirds of organisations with volunteers (66.5%) stated that volunteers were involved in 

fundraising for the organisation.

The majority of organisations (N=217 or 81.3%) stated that they employed paid staff. 

�Four in ten (44.2%) of those organisations that had paid staff stated that they had five or less paid 

employees.

�A small number of organisations (N=61 or 22.8%) stated that they employed paid fundraising 

staff, that is, staff whose main role in the organisation was fundraising.

�Almost two thirds (62.2%) of organisations expected the number of paid staff in their 

organisation to remain the same in 2009.

�Almost three quarters of organisations (74.9%) stated that they believed the demand for their 

services would increase this year. 

Overall Income:

•	� The vast majority of organisations (95.8% or N=256) gave details of their total income, these 

organisations received a cumulative total of €791,644,467 (almost €792 million) in 2008�. 

•	� Almost two thirds (64%) of responding organisations (N=253) reported that they expected a 

decrease in overall income this year. 

•	 Almost 60 per cent of responding organisations (N=202) expected a decline in State funding. 

•	 Significant declines were also expected from other sources of income. 

	 – 	� almost half (46.4%) of responding organisations (N=179) expected a decrease in private 

income;

	 – 	� 50 per cent of responding organisations (N=134) expected a decrease in corporate funding; 

and

	 –	� almost half (45.4%) of responding organisatons (N=123) anticipated a decrease in deposit 

interest income this year. 

•	� Almost half (49.5%) of responding organisations (N=97) said that income generated from 

membership dues would remain the same, while almost one-third (30.9%) said that such income 

would increase.

Overall Expenditure:

�A large proportion of organisations (81.6% or N=218) gave details of their total expenditure in 2008.

�Over two thirds (38.8%) of responding organisations (N=242) indicated that they expected 

increases in expenditure in 2009.

�A similar proportion of responding organisations (38.4%) indicated that they expected a decrease 

in their expenditure for this year.

�	  �This figure is approximate as a small number of organisations gave figures that were not based on audited accounts. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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�More than a quarter (26.8%) of responding organisations (N=209) believed that direct staff costs 

would remain the same in 2009 while just over one fifth (22%) expected an increase of up to five 

per cent.

�One quarter (25.9%) of responding organisations (N=224) expected an increase of up to five per 

cent in operational costs this year.

Fundraising Activities:

•	 The top five fundraising activities identified by respondents were:

	 -	  running fundraising events (44.9% or N=120);

	 -	 corporate sponsorship (34.1% or N=91);

	 -	 standing orders/ direct debits (31.5% or N=84);

	 -	  mail shots (23.2% or N=62); and

	 -	 major donors (22.8% or N=61).

•	� The majority of organisations were planning to increase their fundraising activities in 2009, very 

few were planning to decrease fundraising activities. 

•	� Organisations involved in the top three fundraising activities were planning to increase activities in 

these areas during the course of the coming year:

	 -	 62 per cent of responding organisations (N=108) planned to run more fundraising events;

	 -	 �62.8 per cent of responding organisations (N=78) planned to encourage more corporate 

sponsorship; and

	 -	 �58.3 per cent of responding organisations (N=72) planned to increase standing orders/ direct 

debit appeals.

Fundraising Income:

�Over half of those organisations (54.1%) involved in corporate sponsorship expected a reduction 

in income from this activity in 2009. 

�Half (50%) of those organisations that were involved with major donors (N=58) and over half 

(54%) of those involved with local business sponsorship (N=50) expected decreases in income 

from these sources. 

�Similar proportions of organisations expected an increase (35.7%) and a decrease (33.9%) in 

income from fundraising events in 2009.

�Almost equal proportions of organisations indicated that they expected income from flag days and 

other public collections to either stay the same or decrease. 

Potential Threats:

•	� The majority (85.1%) of responding organisations (N=242) stated that they believed their 

organisations were threatened by the economic downturn. 

•	� Very few organisations (N=21 or 7.9%) stated that they felt that their organisation faced no threats.

•

•

•

•

•

•
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•	 The threats that organisations believed they were faced with included; 

	 -	 an increase in demand for services; 

	 -	 a major reduction in statutory funding for the sector; 

	 -	 a large decrease in corporate and private funding; and 

	 -	 �the possibility that organisations would either downsize or cease to exist as a result of the 

economic situation.

Potential Opportunities:

•	� Almost half (46.5%) of responding organisations (N=242) stated that they believed that 

opportunities could arise out of the economic downturn whilst almost one third (32.2%) could 

see no opportunities arising from the current economic situation. Potential opportunities identified 

could be summarised under six key themes, namely; 

	 -	 reduced costs for the sector; 

	 -	 �people’s renewed interest in certain fields of activity such as, arts and culture, education, 

sports and recreation and social services as they are forced to make alternative life choices ; 

	 -	 generation of awareness of organisations working on social issues; 

	 -	 development of organisations in the sector; 

	 -	 sourcing new volunteers and bringing new skills into the sector; and

	 -	 �possible changes in the behaviour of individuals, organisations and the State. Respondents 

expected the work of their organisations to become more valued by statutory agencies in this 

current climate; they also believed that individual and organisational responses to increased 

demands would be more creative. 

Findings from this study suggest that charities in Ireland are generally apprehensive at the moment 

about their ability to deliver quality services in the coming years and some are even concerned that 

they will be forced to downsize or cease operations altogether. They are in the double bind of needing 

to do more to meet increasing demands on their services at a time of increased pressure on resources. 

Most intend to increase their fundraising activity yet do not expect a corresponding increase in funds, 

a case of more effort being required in order to stand still. The demand for services is on the increase 

yet staff numbers are expected to remain the same and income from all sources in the current year is 

expected to decline. These charities clearly see difficult challenges ahead and whilst some believe that 

new opportunities may arise most are concerned that they will be unable to meet the new demands 

facing them in the current economic climate. 
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1.0	 Background and Introduction
Irish Charities Tax Research and The Ireland Funds collaborated with the Centre for Nonprofit Management 

Trinity College to conduct research into the perceived impact of the current economic downturn on 

charitable and voluntary organisations in Ireland. The purpose of the research was to ascertain organisations’ 

income base, determine the reliance on different fundraising methods, and identify how organisations were 

adjusting their fundraising planning in the context of the current economic climate. 

1.1	 Methodology
A total of 267� organisations took part in the research by completing a detailed online survey. A 

comprehensive questionnaire was developed using Zoomerang online survey software. The survey was 

launched on 3rd February 2009 and remained active until 16th February 2009. Responses were received from 

those who hold the following positions in their organisations: CEO, Financial Controller, Fundraising Manager, 

Director, Manager/Co-ordinator, Chairperson, Treasurer, Secretary and Administrator. Once the survey was 

closed the data was converted into SPSS (data analysis software) and data cleaning and analysis began. 

1.2	 Geographical spread, remit and age of the organisations
The following sections provide a profile of the organisations that took part in the study. Over half of 

responding organisations were based in Dublin (55.1%) with almost one fifth (18.7%) coming from 

Munster. The Rest of Leinster, Connaught and Ulster were represented to a lesser degree. 

Table 1.1 Geographical Spread of Organisations

Province N %

Dublin Only 147 55.1

Munster 50 18.7

Rest of Leinster 37 13.9

Connaught 24 9.0

Ulster 9 3.3

Total 267 100

 

Over one third of organisations (35.2%) stated that they operated locally while four in ten organisations 

(42.7%) operated at a national level. Smaller numbers stated that they had a regional or international remit. 

�	�A  sample of 1,638 organisations derived from the Centre for Nonprofit Management’s Directory of the Irish Nonprofit 

Sector and the membership of Irish Charities Tax Reform Group (ICTRG) were initially sent the link to participate in the 

research study. The responding organisations represent a response rate of 16 per cent. The membership of the ICTRG, 

which are considered to be representative of charities in the sector, was strongly represented with 41 per cent of the 155 

member organisations taking part in the study. 

INTRODUCTION
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Table 1.2 Remit of Organisations

Primary Remit N %

International 27 10.1

National 114 42.7

Regional 32 12.0

Local 94 35.2

Total 267 100

The majority of organisations (N=256 or 95.8%) provided the year that their organisation was 

established and the organisations were fairly evenly distributed between the quartiles used in a 

previous study carried out by the Centre for Nonprofit Management�. As can be seen in the table 

below most organisations (79.3%) were established after 1967. 

Table 1.3 Age Quartile of Organisations

Year Quartile N %

Up to 1967 53 20.7

1968-1986 68 26.6

1987-1996 65 25.4

1997-2008 70 27.3

Total 256 100

1.3	 Type of the Organisations
Almost two thirds (64.8%) of organisations were stand-alone with smaller percentages stating that 

they were branches of an organisation (14%), head offices (12%) or umbrella organisations (7.5%). 

The majority of organisations (85%) stated that they had a CHY Number confirming the increased 

formalisation amongst Irish third sector organisations that was highlighted in Donoghue et al. (2006).

Organisations were also classified (by their organisational activities) according to the International 

Classification of Nonprofit Organisations (ICNPO) (Salamon and Anheier 1996). In this sample, 

approximately half of the organisations were operating in three main areas, namely health (18.7%), 

development and housing (16.5%) and social services (15.4%). Table 1.4 below outlines the number 

and percentage of organisations that were classified into each of the twelve areas of activity. 

�	��D onoghue, Freda, Prizeman Geraldine, O’Regan Andrew, Noël, Virginie (2006) The Hidden Landscape: First Forays into 

Mapping Nonprofit Organisations in Ireland, Centre for Nonprofit Management, Trinity College: Dublin
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Table 1.4 Classification of Responding Organisations

Classification of Responding Organisations N %

Health 50 18.7

Development and Housing 44 16.5

Social Services 41 15.4

Arts, Culture and Heritage 25 9.4

Education and Research 23 8.6

Sports and Recreation 21 7.9

International/ Overseas Development 15 5.6

Religious Groups 14 5.2

Advocacy, Law and Politics 12 4.5

Philanthropy and Promotion of Volunteering 10 3.7

Environment 8 3.0

Trade Unions, Business, Professional Associations 4 1.5

Total 267 100

1.4	 Staffing in the Organisations

1.4.1 	 Paid Staff

The majority of organisations (N=217 or 81.3%) stated that they employed paid staff. Four in ten 

(44.2%) of those organisations who had paid staff stated that they had five or less paid employees. 

Almost one quarter (23.5%) of organisations stated that they had between six and 15 paid employees 

while almost one third (32.3%) indicated that they had 16 or more paid employees. 

Four in ten organisations indicated that the number of paid staff in their organisation had increased 

in the previous two years (41.6%) with only ten per cent indicating that paid staff numbers had 

decreased in that period. Over one third (N=103 or 38.6%) of organisations indicated that their paid 

staff numbers had remained the same over the past two years. The remaining organisations replied 

that the question was not applicable to them as they had no paid staff. Looking to the future almost 

two thirds (62.2%) of organisations expected the number of paid staff to remain the same in 2009. A 

small percentage of organisations (11.2%) stated that they expected paid staff numbers to increase in 

2009 while a similar percentage (16.1%) expected paid staff numbers to decrease. 



13The first annual report on income and fundraising activity in Irish charities

Table 1.5 Paid Staff

Number of Paid Staff N %

5 or less 96 44.2

6-15 51 23.5

16-49 39 18.0

50 plus 31 14.3

Total 217 100

Organisations were asked if they employed paid fundraising staff, that is, staff whose primary role 

in the organisation was fundraising. A small number of organisations (N=61 or 22.8%) stated that 

they employed paid fundraising staff. This suggests that many organisations function and raise funds 

without the support of paid staff whose main role is one of fundraising. Paid staff, it seems, take on 

fundraising as one of their many roles within these organisations. Further examination of the number 

of paid staff that organisations had indicated that those organisations with 50 or more paid staff were 

more likely to employ paid fundraising staff. Table 1.6 below shows that 61.3 per cent of organisations 

who had 50 or more paid staff had fundraising staff while only 8.3 per cent of organisations with five 

or less paid staff indicated that they had paid fundraising staff.

Table 1.6 Fundraising Staff by Paid Staff

No. Paid 

Staff

NO

Fundraising 

Staff

%

NO

Fundraising 

Staff

(N)

YES

Fundraising 

Staff

%

YES

Fundraising 

Staff

(N)

Total No. of 

Organisations

5 or less 91.7 88 8.3 8 96

6 to 15 62.7 32 37.3 19 51

16 to 49 71.8 28 28.2 11 39

50 plus 38.7 12 61.3 19 31

 

Of those who had paid fundraising staff in their organisation, almost one third (29.6%) indicated 

that they had only one member of staff whose primary role was fundraising. A further 39.3 per 

cent indicated that they had two to three fundraising staff, over one fifth (21.3%) had four to nine 

fundraising staff while a small percentage (9.8%) indicated that they had over ten paid staff involved 

primarily in fundraising. 
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Table 1.7 Paid Fundraising Staff

Number of Paid 
Fundraising Staff

N %

One only 18 29.6

2-3 24 39.3

4-9 13 21.3

10 plus 6 9.8

Total 61 100

1.4.2 	 Volunteers

Two thirds of organisations (67%) indicated that they were volunteer-involving organisations� . Of 

those who had volunteers working in their organisations (N=179) almost half (46.4%) stated that the 

number of volunteers had increased in the past two years with 10.1 per cent indicating that volunteer 

numbers had decreased over that period. Over four in ten organisations (41.9%) stated that the 

number of volunteers had stayed the same over the two previous years. 

Organisations were asked if they expected the number of volunteers in their organisations to change 

in the current year (2009). Almost half (45.8%) believed that the number of volunteers in their 

organisation would stay the same this year. A further 43.6 per cent felt that the number of volunteers 

would increase, mirroring findings in a recent study in the United Kingdom� which suggested that 

the economic downturn might result in ‘more people willing to become volunteers’. This notion was 

also reflected in the comments given by respondents and will be examined later in the report. Only 

a small percentage (6.7%) of organisations believed that the number of volunteers would decrease. 

Finally, two thirds of organisations (66.5%) stated that volunteers in their organisations were involved 

in fundraising. As stated earlier only a small number of organisations had designated fundraising 

staff and this seems to suggest that those organisations without paid fundraising staff rely heavily on 

volunteers to carry out fundraising. This echoes the findings in Donoghue et al. (2007:32) who state 

that in smaller organisations “fundraising was likely to fall to a multi-tasking manager supported by 

voluntary effort.” 

�	  This did not include volunteers who were members of voluntary boards of management. 

�	�A  study conducted by PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP, the Charity Finance Directors’ Group and the Institute of Fundraising 

in November 2008. 
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2.0 	 Introduction
This section sets out the main findings from the study. The section presents findings on income and 

expenditure in 2008 as well as expected changes for 2009. Expected changes in income from various 

sources, such as, State funding, private donations and corporate donations, are examined as are the 

expected changes in direct staff, operational and capital costs. The section also examines current 

fundraising activities and explores expected changes in these activities in 2009. In addition, expected 

changes in fundraising income are presented. Finally, this section sets out potential threats and 

potential opportunities that organisations believed they faced during the current economic downturn.

2.1 	 Income� 
A large majority of organisations (95.8% or N=256) gave details of their total income in 2008. These 

organisations received a total of €791,644,467 (almost €792 million) in 2008. The mean or average 

income during that period was reported as €3,092,361 (or €3 million) while the median income was 

€471,521. In other words, half of the responding 256 organisations had an income of €471,521 or 

less. When the breakdown of income from the State versus income generated from private sources� 

was examined we see that the total sum received from the State in 2008 was €459,593,286 (that is 

approximately €460 million which was reported by 177 organisations) while private income totalled 

€348,055,241 and was reported by a larger number (N=214) of organisations. 

While a total of €792 million (approx.) was received by 256 organisations indicating an average 

income of €3 million only 43 organisations (16.6%) reported income figures of more than €3 million. 

At present there is no register of charities in Ireland so there is no one set of acceptable guidelines as 

to the classification of nonprofit organisation into small, medium and large as is the case, for example, 

with the Charity Commission in England and Wales. For the purposes of this research we analysed 

organisational income by deciles to give a more comprehensive picture of the income spread reported 

by organisations. As can be seen in Table 2.1 below ten per cent of organisations reported a total 

income of between €5.6 million and €126.2 million. At the other end of the scale a further ten per 

cent reported a total income of between only €23 and €19,330. Tables 2.2 and 2.3 below outline the 

State income deciles and the private income deciles. 

�	  �Figures in this section are approximate as a small number of organisations provided figures that were not based on audited 

accounts.

�	  �Private income sources include private donations, corporate donations, fees and charges, sales and trading, membership 

dues and deposit interest income. 

MAIN FINDINGS
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Table 2.1 Total Income Deciles 

DECILE
TOTAL INCOME 

(N=256)
E

First 23-19,330

Second 19,331-113,373

Third 113,374-200,000

Fourth 200,001-289,000

Fifth 289,001-464,543

Sixth 464,544-689,487

Seventh 689,488-1,119,881

Eight 1,119,882-2,292,070

Ninth 2,292,071-5,600,000

Tenth 5,600,001-126,165,000

Table 2.2 State Income Deciles 

DECILE
STATE INCOME 

(N=177)
E

First 246-19,800

Second 19,801-84,039

Third 84,040-146,000

Fourth 146,001-230,000

Fifth 230,001-313,474

Sixth 313,475-423,000

Seventh 423,001-725,000

Eight 725,001-1,581,810

Ninth 1,581,811-4,700,000

Tenth 4,700,001-85,957,000
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Table 2.3 Private Income Deciles 

DECILE
PRIVATE INCOME

(N=214)
E

First 100-4,718

Second 4,7189-19,500

Third 19,501-48,024

Fourth 48,025-97,235

Fifth 97,236-175,262

Sixth 175,263-300,000

Seventh 300,001-665,385

Eight 665,386-1,140,000

Ninth 1,140,001-3,176,000

Tenth 3,176,001-77,610,000

2.2 	 Expected Changes in Income

2.2.1	 Overall Income

Organisations were asked to indicate the changes in total income they expected to experience in 2009 

and almost two thirds (64%) of responding organisations (N=253) indicated that a decrease in income 

was expected this year. Some organisations (14.2%) indicated that they expected their total income 

to increase in 2009 while a similar percentage (15.8%) believed that their income would remain the 

same. A small percentage of responding organisations (6%) stated that they did not know if income 

changes would occur in the current year. 

Table 2.4 Expected Changes in Overall Income in 2009

Income Change 2009 N %

Decrease 162 64

Don’t Know 15 6.0

Increase 36 14.2

Stay the Same 40 15.8

Total 253 100
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Organisations were asked to indicate the change in income, if any, that they expected from various 

sources this year. Examination of their expected changes provides an indication of the level of income 

growth and decline from each source. As can be seen in Figure 2.1 below almost 60 per cent of 

responding organisations (N=202) expected a decline in State funding. Significant declines were also 

expected from other sources of income. Almost half (46.4%) of responding organisations (N=179) 

expected a decrease in private income while 50 per cent of responding organisations (N=134) 

expected a decrease in corporate funding. Four in ten (45.4%) responding organisatons (N=123) 

anticipated a decrease in deposit interest income this year. 

Two sources of funding where similar increases and decreases in income were expected were fees 

and charges and sales and trading. Membership dues presents a slightly different picture with almost 

half (49.5%) of responding organisations (N=97) saying that income generated from membership 

dues would remain the same, while almost one-third (30.9%) said that such income would increase. 

Perhaps these organisations were expecting new members to join or perhaps they had plans to 

increase their membership fees for the coming year. 

Figure 2.1 Expected Changes in Overall Income in 2009
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2.2.2	 Various sources of income examined 	

Further detailed examination of the expected changes in income indicated that 15.3 per cent of 

responding organisations expected a decrease of up to five per cent in State funding in 2009. Almost 

one third of these organisations (31.7%) believed that funding from the State would decrease 

between six and 15 per cent in 2009 and almost one fifth (18.8%) stated that they believed that State 

funding would remain the same this year. 

Figure 2.2 Expected Changes in STATE Income for 2009 (Base=202)

Turning to those organisations that indicated an expected change in private donations (N=179) we 

see that almost one quarter (22.9%) indicated that they expected income from private donations to 

remain the same in 2009. A further 17.9 per cent expect a decrease of between six and 15 per cent 

while 14.5 expect decreases in income of over 15 per cent. One in ten of these organisations indicated 

that they expected an increase in income of up to five per cent and similarly one in ten did not know 

what changes to expect. 
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Figure 2.3 Expected Changes in PRIVATE DONATIONS Income for 2009 (Base =179)

A slightly different story is presented when corporate donations are examined further. Over one 

quarter (26.1%) of responding organisations indicated that they expected a decrease of over 15 per 

cent in the coming year. Another significant proportion of responding organisations (23.9%) indicated 

that they expected a decrease of up to 15 per cent in their corporate funding in 2009. 

Figure 2.4 Expected Changes in CORPORATE DONATIONS Income for 2009 (Base=134)

Turning to income from fees and charges, sales and trading and membership fees we see that for each 

of these forms of funding the largest proportion of organisations were expecting income from these 

sources to remain the same in 2009. Four in ten (39.6%) responding organisations expected income 

from fees and charges to remain the same while 36.8 per cent indicated that this was the case for 

income from sales and trading. Almost half (49.5%) of responding organisations said that income 

generated from membership dues would remain the same. Figures 2.5, 2.6 and 2.7 below provide a 

summary of the total income changes expected in these sources for the coming year. 
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Figure 2.5 Expected Changes in FEES AND CHARGES Income for 2009 (Base=134)

Figure 2.6 Expected Changes in SALES AND TRADING Income for 2009 (Base=87)

4.5%

4.5%

6.0%

18.7%

39.6%

14.2%

6.7%

6.0%

Don't Know

Increase over 15%

Increase 6% to 15%

Increase up to 5%

STAY THE SAME

DECREASE up to 5%

DECREASE 6% to 15%

DECREASE over 15%

6.9%

4.6%

6.9%

17.2%

36.8%

10.3%

12.6%

4.6%

Don't Know

Increase over 15%

Increase 6% to 15%

Increase up to 5%

STAY THE SAME

DECREASE up to 5%

DECREASE 6% to 15%

DECREASE over 15%



22 Charitable Fundraising in an Economic Downturn

Figure 2.7 Expected Changes in MEMBERSHIP FEES Income for 2009 (Base=97)

Expected changes in deposit interest income for 2009 presents a somewhat different picture as outlined in 

Figure 2.8. Over one third of responding organisations (35.8%) indicated that they expected income from this 

source to remain the same and a relatively large percentage (45.5%) stated that they expected some decrease 

in income from this source with 10.6 per cent expecting an increase in deposit interest income in 2009. 

Figure 2.8 Expected Changes in DEPOSIT INTEREST INCOME for 2009 (Base=123)
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2.2.3	 Expected changes in income by income category

Overall Income

As mentioned earlier there are no accepted guidelines as to what constitutes a small, medium or large 

organisation in Ireland so we looked at expected changes in income by grouping the organisations 

into three equal groups (based on their overall income). As can be seen from table 2.5 below 

organisations in each of the three groups were feeling vulnerable with high percentages indicating 

that they expected a decrease in income this year. The table also indicates that a larger proportion of 

organisations in the higher income deciles (71.3%) expected their overall income to decrease in 2009. 

Table 2.5 Expected Income Change by Total Income Group

Income Change 
2009

Decrease in 
Income

Income Stay 
the Same

Increase in 
Income

Don’t 
Know

No Reply Total

E23- E225,000 51.8 20.0 11.8 9.4 7.0 100.0

E225,001- 
E897,477

60.7 13.1 14.3 2.4 9.5 100.0

E897,478- 
E126,165,000

71.3 11.5 12.6 4.6 0.0 100.0

Total 61.3 14.8 12.9 5.5 5.5 100.0

State Income

Turning to those organisations that were in receipt of State funding and who indicated an expected 

change in income (N=160) we see that a larger proportion of organisations (79.6%) in the higher 

State income group, that is, those organisations in receipt of state funding between €725,001 and 

€85,957,000, expected a reduction in funding from the State (see Figure 2.9). In other words, state 

funding is under threat and it seems that those most dependent on it are feeling more threatened. 

Of the organisations that were in the top income group (N=52) almost 80 per cent (76.9% or N=40) 

expected decreases in income in 2009. Looking at the other income groups we see that 57.6 per cent 

of organisations in the middle income group (N=34) and 53.1 per cent of organisations in the low 

income group (N=26) expected a decrease in State income. Organisations in these two groups were 

more likely than the higher income group to indicate that they expected the income from the State 

would remain the same this year. 
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Figure 2.9 Expected Change in State Income by State Income Group

2.3	 Expenditure�

A large proportion of organisations (81.6% or N=218) gave details of their total expenditure in 2008, 

which amounted to a total of €633,422,075 (almost €634 million). The mean or average expenditure 

during that period was reported as €2,905,605 (or €2.9 million) but half of the responding 218 

organisations had an expenditure of €495,000 or less. When asked about expected changes in 

expenditure in 2009 similar proportions of responding organisations (N=242) indicated that they 

expected increases (38.3%) and decreases (38.4%) in their expenditure for this year. A further one 

fifth of these organisations (20.2%) stated that they expected their expenditure to remain the same. 

Table 2.6 Expected Changes in Expenditure

Changes in Expenditure 2009 N %

Decrease 93 38.4

Stay the Same 49 20.2

Increase 94 38.8

Don’t Know 6 2.6

Total 242 100

�	  �Figures in this section are approximate as a small number of organisations provided figures that were not based on audited 

accounts.
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Further examination of the expected changes in expenditure indicate that over one quarter (26.8%) of 

responding organisations (N=209) believed that their direct staff costs would remain the same in 2009 

while just over one fifth (22%) of these organisations stated that they expected an increase of up to 

five per cent in direct staff costs. Looking at expected changes in operational costs, over one quarter 

(25.9%) of responding organisations (N=224) indicated that they expected an increase of up to five 

per cent while approximately one fifth (21%) believed that operational costs would remain the same. 

An examination of capital costs suggests that almost four (39.3%) in ten of reporting organisations 

(N=122) believed that capital costs would remain the same in 2009 while almost 14 per cent did not 

know what changes to expect in capital costs.

Figure 2.10 Expected Changes in Expenditure in 2009

2.4	 Fundraising Activities and Income
This section looks at the areas of fundraising that organisations were involved in and the expected 

changes in fundraising activity and fundraising income during the coming year. Figure 2.11 below 

outlines the kinds of fundraising activities that responding organisations were involved in10. The top 

five fundraising activities were events (44.9%), corporate sponsorship (34.1%), standing orders/ direct 

debits (31.5%) mail shots (23.3%) and major donors (22.8%). Other significant activities included 

local business sponsorship (22.1%), web appeals (19.9%), church gate collection (18.7%), legacies 

(18%) and flag days (18%). Types of activities that were less popular among responding organisations 

were draws and lotteries (16.9%), other public collections (15%) and international treks (10.1%). 

Finally, few organisations indicated that they operated ‘charity shops’ (N=13 or 4.9%).

10	�T he figure outlines the percentage of organisations that were involved in each activity but most organisations (that were 

involved in fundraising) were involved in several of these fundraising activities. 
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Figure 2.11 Fundraising Activities of Organisations 

2.4.1	 Expected Changes in Fundraising Activities11

Moving on to look at the expected changes in fundraising activities in 2009 we see that overall 

a higher proportion of organisations were planning to increase their fundraising activities, very 

few organisations were planning to decrease fundraising activities. Examination of the top three 

fundraising activities, events, corporate sponsorship and standing orders/ direct debits, indicates that 

large proportions of organisations intended to increase activities in these areas during the course 

of the coming year. Over half of organisations (58.3%) that were engaged with standing orders/ 

direct debits appeals (N=72) were planning to increase these appeals. Almost two thirds (62 %) of 

responding organisations planned to run more fundraising events and 62.8 per cent of responding 

organisations planned to encourage more corporate sponsorship. 

Organisations were also planning significant increases in other fundraising activities. Six in ten (60.4%) 

organisations that were engaged with major donors were planning to increase activity as were 76 

per cent of organisations involved in flag days as a fundraising activity. It seems that when faced with 

expected decreases in income from the State, private and corporate sources as highlighted earlier 

these organisations were responding by increasing their fundraising activities in an attempt to bridge 

the gap created by cutbacks. 

Four in ten (40.4%) organisations involved in fundraising with local business sponsorship were 

planning to decrease activities. As stated in a previous section, half of the organisations expected a 

decrease in corporate income this year. 

11	  �Findings outlined in this section refer to those organisations that were involved with each of the fundraising activities and 

that answered the question about activity changes.
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Perhaps some organisations shared the belief that these kinds of fundraising activities, which rely 

heavily on corporate sponsorship, would not be as successful in the current climate as they have 

been in the past. Equal percentages of those organisations that were involved with mail shots as a 

fundraising activity were planning to increase or make no changes to their fundraising activities, both 

at 44 per cent. Church gate collections was the only area where more organisations were planning to 

make no changes in fundraising activities (65.9%) than were planning to increase activities (24.4%). 

This could be expected as there are only a specific number of days in the year which can be allocated 

to this activity. 

Figure 2.12 Expected Changes in Fundraising Activity in 2009 (A)
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Figure 2.13 Expected Changes in Fundraising Activity in 2009 (B)

The following section deals with expected changes in fundraising income and will provide more insight 

into the expected changes in activity outlined above. 

2.4.2. 	 Expected Changes in Fundraising Income12 

Respondents were asked about expected changes in income from each of the fundraising activities 

they were involved with. The figures below outline the expected changes in income for each of the 

fundraising activities that were examined as part of the study. Looking at events we see that the 

proportion of responding organisations that expected an increase in income from events (35.7%) was 

similar to those organisations that expected a decrease in income from events (33.9%) in the coming 

year. Yet we saw in the previous section that almost two thirds of responding organisations (62%) 

were planning to increase activity in this area. Over half (54.1%) of the organisations engaged in 

corporate sponsorship as a fundraising activity indicated that they expected some decrease in income 

from this activity. This is interesting considering that previously it was noted that 62.8 per cent of 

organisations engaged in corporate sponsorship were planning to increase activity in this area in the 

coming year. These findings suggest that organisations were planning to increase their fundraising 

effort in order to obtain a reduced amount of funding from both events and corporate sponsorship. It 

seems that organisations were planning to extend their fundraising activity knowing that they would 

probably receive fewer funds from these sources. 

12	  Findings outlined in this section refer to those organisations that were involved with each of the fundraising activities and 

that answered the question about income changes. 

O
th

er
 P

ub
lic

 C
ol

le
ct

io
n 

(N
=3

1)

Lo
ca

l B
us

in
es

s S
po

ns
or

sh
ip

(N
=4

7)

In
te

rn
at

io
na

l T
re

ks
 (N

=2
4)

Dra
w

s a
nd

 Lo
tte

rie
s (

N=3
5)

W
eb

 A
pp

ea
ls 

(N
=4

2)
Le

ga
cie

s (
N=4

6)
Ch

ar
ity

 S
ho

ps
 (N

=1
2)

Fundraising Activity

Pe
rc

en
t

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Increase Fundraising
Activities
Decrease Fundraising
Activities
Make no Changes

Don't Know



29The first annual report on income and fundraising activity in Irish charities

Half (50%) of those organisations that were involved with major donors (N=58) and over half (54%) 

of those involved with local business sponsorship (N=50) as fundraising activities expected decreases 

from these sources of income this year. Responses to the question about changes in fundraising 

income were very similar for flag days and other public collections. Almost equal proportions of 

organisations indicated that they expected income from these sources to either stay the same or 

decrease13. Those organisations involved with legacies (N=48) as fundraising activities were less 

sure of what the coming year held for them. Larger numbers of these organisations indicated that 

they did not know whether income from these sources would increase, decrease or stay the same. 

Those organisations that run charity shops were evenly divided between expecting an increase and a 

decrease in their income for the coming year. 

Figure 2.14 Expected Changes in Fundraising Income in 2009 (A)

13	  One third (33%) of organisations involved with flag days as a fundraising activity expected income from this source to remain 

the same while 33 per cent expected a decrease in this income. Over one third (35.3%) of organisations involved with ‘other public 

collections’ expected income from this source to remain the same while 38.2 per cent expected a decrease in income. 
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Figure 2.15 Expected Changes in Fundraising Income in 2009 (B)

2.5	 Threats, Opportunities and General Comments 
Respondents were asked to indicate whether or not they expected the demand for their services 

to change during the course of the current year (2009). They were also asked if they saw any 

opportunities and/or any threats arising for their organisations during the current economic downturn. 

2.5.1 	 Change in demand for services

Prior to looking at the threats and opportunities that organisations believed they faced in the coming 

year organisations were asked if they expected the demand for their services to change. Almost three 

quarters of organisations (74.9%) stated that they believed the demand for their services would 

increase this year while only three per cent believed that demand for services would decrease. A 

further one fifth (19.1%) felt that the demand would remain the same while a small percentage 

(2.2%) stated that they did not know if the demand for services would change. These findings mirror 

those of a recent study that was carried out in the United Kingdom (Charity Commission 2009) where 

it was reported that charities were experiencing a reduction in income from all sources but an increase 

in the demand for their services. 
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Table 2.7 Change in demand for services

Demand For Services N %

Increase 200 74.9

Stay the Same 51 19.1

Decrease 8 3.0

Don’t Know 6 2.2

Not Applicable 2 0.7

Total 267 100

2.5.2 	 Possible Threats

A large proportion (85.1%) of those organisations who answered the question about possible threats 

(N=242) believed that their organisation faced threats in the current economic downturn as can be 

seen from the table below.

Table 2.8 Threats Arising 

Threats Arising N %

Yes 206 85.1

No 21 8.7

Don’t Know 15 6.2

Total 242 100

These threats were focused on four key areas which included (1) the increase in demand for services; 

(2) the expected large decrease in statutory funding for the sector; (3) the huge decrease in corporate 

and private funding that was expected; and (4) the possibility that organisations could downsize or 

cease to exist as a result of the current economic situation. 
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Figure 2.16 Potential Threats for Organisations during the Current Economic Downturn
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Some of the comments provided by respondents’ give an idea of their feelings at the time the research 

was conducted. The potential threats were felt by organisations around the country and in various 

sub-sectors, however, it seems that those in the Health and Social Services areas felt that their services 

were more threatened than other groups. The comments from respondents below highlight each of 

the four areas where organisations believed potential threats primarily existed.

Demand for services
 “As we provide loan finance to charities and Community and Voluntary organisations, we 

anticipate increased demand.” [Dublin – Development and Housing]

“Greater demand because of increase in stress…” [Waterford – Development and Housing]

“More families are in need of our service.” [Tipperary – Social Services]

“[We face a]…reduction in funding, particularly statutory, and an increase in demand for services. 

[Our]…organisation has to try to deliver the same level of services to increased numbers with 

reduced income and we are working to ensure we can continue to do that by cutting costs in 

every area we can including pay.” [Dublin – Social Services]

“Year to year funding is precarious…the [kind of]…services we provide… [such as]…information, 

advocacy …is often more at risk in tightened circumstances.” [Clare – Social Services]

“As a community based organisation dealing with the most marginalised people in this area, we 

feel the lack of appropriate funding will compromise the wide range of supports and service that 

this and other community organisation provide.” [Dublin – Social Services]

Decrease in statutory funding
“Decrease in services to our clients with cuts from the HSE.” [Sligo - Health]

“Difficulty raising necessary funds both from statutory sources and also fundraising…[and]… 

an increase in the demand for the reduced cost and free services we offer to people who are 

financially disadvantaged, given the increase in unemployment and financial hardship.” [Dublin 

- Education and Research]

“Government may cut funding severely on the basis that we are providing services directly to 

clients.” [Westmeath – Development and Housing]

“[We]… currently incur an annual deficit on revenue expenditure and any additional funding 

shortfalls in 2009 will inevitably affect service quality and quantum.” [Kerry – Health]

“Lack of Government support for the elderly…government using the downturn as … [an]…

excuse to underfund our services.” [Mayo – Health]
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“Significant cuts in funding may mean some cut backs in service will be necessary and possibly 

some decreases in employment in the second half of 2009. [The]…situation for the second half of 

2009 remains unclear.” [Limerick -Health]

“We will be victims of a cut in funding this year and probably more cuts in coming years. This will 

make it very difficult to deliver quality services. We will have less staff and less funds available. We 

will be expected to … [provide]…’cheaper’ services and this will affect quality. Public perception 

of organisations like ours will take a beating …this will make fundraising even more difficult.” 

[Kildare – Health]

“Lack of funding from Government bodies threatens the future of… [our]…. organisation due 

to increasing costs but dramatically decreased funding available from all sources.” [Cork – Arts, 

Culture and Heritage]

Decrease in private funding

“Corporate partnerships are much more difficult to secure and a major fundraising initiative to 

the financial services sector has had to be curtailed.” [Dublin – Health]

“[We face a]…possible increase in direct debit cancellations… [it is now a]…challenging 

fundraising environment for corporate funding… [especially]… legacy income as this is mainly in 

the form of shares.” [Dublin –International/Overseas Development]

“[We see possible threats as]…a saturated fundraising community…unemployment and 

other crisis impacting on donations…cuts in state funding…[and…competition with other 

organisations.” [Dublin – Advocacy, Law and Politics]

“… corporate sponsors may shy away from taking new projects on board.” [Galway – Education 

and Research]

Downsizing or closing

“…closure and/or lack of services development.” [Dublin –Philanthropy and Promotion of 

Volunteering]

“Downsizing of the organisations services due to lack of funds.” [Dublin – Sports and Recreation]

“Decrease in funding, or… [the]…prospect of the project being closed down.” [Dublin –

Development and Housing]

“[We are facing]…closure of… [our]…club due to lack of finance.” [Dublin – Sports and Recreation]

“Financial pressures on our voluntary committee and supporters will make us unable to operate.” 

[Cork – Development and Housing]
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2.5.3 	 Possible Opportunities

Of those organisations who answered the question about possible opportunities (N=242) almost one 

third of organisations (32.2%) believed that no opportunities could arise for their organisations at 

the current time. On the other hand, almost half (46.3% or N=112) stated that they believed that 

opportunities could arise. 

Table 2.9 Opportunities Arising 

Opportunities Arising N %

Yes 112 46.3

No 78 32.2

Don’t Know 52 21.5

Total 242 100

Of those who identified opportunities a number of key areas emerged as potential areas for 

opportunities to occur. The diagram below (Figure 2.17) presents a summary of the ����������� key themes 

running through the comments given by respondents when asked about the possible opportunities 

they believed could arise from the economic downturn, and these identified opportunities were 

highlighted across sectors and were nationally held. 
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Figure 2.17 Potential Opportunities for Organisations during the Current Economic Downturn
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Some statements from respondents who are currently managing charities in various sub-sectors across 

Ireland highlights the scope for change and the resulting challenges that the downturn might bring. 

Reduced costs for the sector

“We are in the process of developing a sports complex…we would hope that the cost of building 

the clubhouse would be significantly reduced due to the downturn in the economy…we would 

also expect to increase our membership as more and more people get laid of work…” [Dublin 

– Sports and Recreation]

“Better media rates to enable increased campaigning activity to increase market share.” [Dublin 

– Social Services]

Renewed interest in certain fields of activity

“There is a widely held belief that as economies take a downturn, and social challenges increase, people 

turn to the arts and cultural activities …we see ourselves becoming increasingly more important in the 

provision of cultural activities for children and families.” [Galway – Arts, Culture and Heritage] 

“…we are an educational organisation and in this climate education and innovation is a big focus 

area.” [Dublin – Education and Research]

“In a downturn there is always increased membership…” [Dublin – Sports and Recreation]

Generate awareness of organisations working on social issues

“Focusing on the specific issue that we deal with and the value for money it provides.” [Dublin 

- Health]

“[We] demonstrate value for money… [and]…reinforce the importance of community 

involvement in social service.” [Dublin – Social Services]

“Increased awareness of needs…” [Dublin – Philanthropy and Promotion of Volunteering]

“Perhaps the value of what we do will be better recognised and requests for funding to expand… 

[our services]…may be better received.” [Clare – Social Services]

Potential development of organisations in the sector

“[There is] …more… [of a] …need for social entrepreneurial driven solutions to entrenched social 

problems [and an] increase in people considering moving from the corporate sector and starting a 

social entrepreneurial project.” [Dublin – Development and Housing]

“[A] greater focus on civil society and social economy…cutbacks and decline generally means 

greater productivity, creativity and imagination - it brings out the best in us! 

[Dublin – Arts, Culture and Heritage]
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Source new volunteers and bring new skills into the sector

“Likely increase in the number of volunteers.” [Cork – Social Services]

“More volunteers, more awareness of the need for what we do… [and]…opportunities to 

collaborate.” [Wicklow – Education and Research] 

 “In an economic recession with a shrinking job market, volunteering becomes more relevant… 

[i]n addition, it enables those out of work to acquire new skills, hone old skills, stay positive and 

explore new possibilities.” [Dublin – Philanthropy and Promotion of Volunteering] 

“The downturn makes everybody review their personal position and we hope that they will look 

locally at what happens in their community and thus we would hope to benefit from this not only 

though fundraising but through volunteerism.” [Kildare – Health]

Possible changes in the behaviour of individuals, organisations and the State

“In an era of downturn a professional organisation becomes more relevant to members.” [Dublin 

– Trade Unions, Business and Professional Associations]

“[An] increase in numbers and level of activity of affiliated community and voluntary organisations 

and a consequent greater demand for support services from our organisation.” [Roscommon 

– Development and Housing]

“Increase the scope of charity shops network… [we]…plan to increase shops by 10 during 2009.” 

[Dublin – Health]

“Increased demand for services will mean creative responses.” [Dublin –Development and 

Housing]

“[Taking a]…leadership role in developing community resilience… [while]…working with 

community and voluntary groups.” [Cork – environment]

“Innovative, creative and affordable focus on corporate sponsorship which maximises return on 

investment… [running]… affordable communication events which incorporate artists and arts 

organisations.” [Dublin – Arts, Culture and Heritage]

“Lower interest payments will reduce our outgoings. [A]…less materialistic outlook in society may 

lead to greater generosity and an appreciation of our work.” [Dublin – Education and Research]

“Possible merger with another - to share costs.” [Kildare –Advocacy, Law and Politics]

“[The hope]… that the value of voluntary organisations with their low cost overheads will be 

better recognised by the statutory organisations.” [Dublin –Social Services]
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2.5.4	 General Comments

Finally, respondents were invited to leave any final comments, positive or negative, that they 

wanted to share about the current economic downturn and their perception of its influence on 

their organisation. Many of the comments mirrored the themes that have already emerged in the 

opportunities and threats identified by respondents. On the positive side, people identified a range of 

opportunities in the current situation for constructive change in their organisations, for doing things 

differently and better, and for engaging more with service users and with volunteers. 

“Because we are in a border county, there are some opportunities arising out of new EU 

programmes. Other counties are not so fortunate and life will be more difficult … [for them]…” 

[Leitrim – Development and Housing]

“Rising unemployment may mean more volunteer opportunities.” [Cork – Environment]

“[A] need for leadership and organisation in the voluntary and not-for-profit sector rather than 

competition.” [Donegal – Development and Housing]

On the other hand there was an almost overwhelming sense of pressure as organisations believed 

themselves to be caught in the quandary of dropping financial support and the increasing demand for 

their services.

“… our fear is that our clients will be hit hard with cut backs even though the demand for our 

service is increasing its hard to tell people we haven’t time for even the basic needs.” [Kilkenny 

– Health]

“The need for the service will be greater while we will be struggling to maintain the level of 

services that were provided to date.” [Monaghan – Advocacy, Law and Politics]

“The organisation has been built with financial stability to withstand a downturn so the key 

challenge is to maintain services and adapt services to different client requirements.” [Mayo 

– Philanthropy and Promotion of Volunteering]

“The State has off-loaded the provision of a range of services and these have been underfunded 

by the State. In the current climate cuts will further reduce the effectiveness of a range of services 

and it is difficult to see how the shortfall in funding can be met by increased fundraising activity.” 

[Westmeath – Development and Housing]

“The value of services provided by the not-for-profit sector has been consistently ignored by 

Government. Cutting funding will have a hugely detrimental effect on social solidarity and on the 

ability of the less well off to access affordable health services.” [Dublin - Health]
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“The current economic climate has resulted in a major increase in the numbers accessing our 

services and we do our best to provide the supports required without any additional human 

resources.” [Cork – Social Services]  

 

“It has always been our policy to provide a service that is value for money. Although we foresee 

funding cutbacks, we will adapt our service in a way that ensures the effect on our client group is 

minimal.” [Mayo – Development and Housing]

Finally respondents made some broader observations about factors affecting the sector, in particular 

there was mention of government alleviating the VAT burden that charities face and ensuring that the 

implementation of the Charities Act (2009)14 would not cause problems for charities and result in more 

costs for them. Additionally there was reference made to possible changes that could be made to the 

current tax rebate system for charities. 

 “Charities should be in a position to reclaim VAT on all inputs.” [Kilkenny – Social Services]

“Hopefully, the Charities Act will not incur extra cost for us.” [Cork – Religious Group] 

 “…the new charities Bill will pose problems for directors and Trustees of charities in doing their 

work.” [Waterford – Development and Housing] 

“Should the Government reduce the tax rebate system that would seriously challenge the 

organisation.” [Dublin – International/Overseas Development]

“Recommendation that all gifts should become tax efficient by removing the minimum donation 

€250 in a single year, similar to the UK Gift Aid system.” [Dublin – Education and Research]

While this report paints a comprehensive and somewhat bleak overview of the expected changes in 

fundraising activity and income that Irish charities face in the current economic recession this final 

comment indicates that some people remain optimistic and hold on to their sense of humour to guide 

them through the ‘crisis’. 

“As long as we all accept what’s happening and where possible do not let it affect our social life, in 

other words make the community spirit stronger by being part of community clubs….our challenge 

is to make the club one of the best in this country, recession or no recession, take away the ‘re’ and 

your left with what we all need right now a good “cession””. [Dublin – Sports and Recreation] 

14	  The Charities Bill was enacted in Ireland by President, Mary McAleese on Saturday, 28 February 2009. The Act reforms the 

law relating to charities in order to ensure greater accountability and to protect against abuse of charitable status and fraud. 

The Act will also enhance public trust and confidence in charities and increase transparency in the sector overall.
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3.0 	 Introduction
This section offers an interpretation of the findings and highlights some questions that organisations in 

the sector need to think about during these recessionary times.

 

3.1	 Comment and Reflection
Irish charities are highly dependent on State and private funds. In light of the current economic 

conditions they are expecting considerable decreases in income from both State and private sources. 

As a result CEOs, Financial Controllers and Fundraising Managers are apprehensive about their 

organisation’s ability to continue to deliver quality services in the future, indeed some are concerned 

about being forced to reduce or even possibly cease their organisations operation’s altogether. 

Charities appear to be in the double bind of needing to do more, that is, increasing their fundraising 

activities, in order to stay at the same operating level or even in some cases to operate with reduced 

personnel and funds.

One potential opportunity identified in the research was the increase in awareness and a renewed 

interest in the work of some charities such as, those involved in the fields of arts and culture, education, 

sports and recreation and social services. This potential ‘new awareness’ could be harnessed so that 

donors, be they individuals or corporates, were alerted to the implications for service delivery of a 

decrease in donations. Previous research has shown that individuals in Ireland do not think strategically 

about giving (Ruddle and Mulvihill 1995, 1999). The research presented in this report indicates the real 

need for charities themselves to adopt a more strategic approach to targeting their donors and engage 

in ‘consciousness raising’, so that giving activity becomes less adhoc in the future. 

Findings from this survey prompt questions about the apparently fragile nature of the relationship 

between donors and the charities they support. Given the expected significant fall off in donations 

at this time of economic stress, it would be useful to better understand how donors perceive the 

nature of the relationship (financial support) that they direct towards charities. For example, how are 

decisions about donating or ceasing to donate made? How well do donors understand the impact that 

the decision will have for the charity? On what basis is the charitable donation made and how strongly 

committed is the donor to the charity? How can charities address the juxtaposition between the needs 

of their organisation and what the public perceives those needs to be? Relaying a message to potential 

and actual donors about the organisational needs that exist behind a ‘cause’, in order to address and 

service that cause, is a challenge for organisations and their fundraisers and one that is probably more 

pertinent when the overall economic climate is uncertain.

This research was conducted in February this year (2009) and since that time the situation in the 

country has worsened leading to the Government introducing a ‘mini’ or ‘crisis’ budget in early April, 

which will have implications for charities because of both the increased demands on their services 

and the rapidly increasing levels of unemployment and decreases in the net income of those who are 

employed. The main response by participants to the situation they find themselves in seems to be to 

COMMENT AND REFLECTION
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work harder to provide more services with, at best, the same levels of income or at worse a reduced 

income level and a reduced workforce. Is this the best possible response? Are there other avenues that 

could be considered? If so, what are these? What about the possible long duration of this recession 

and the time that it will take for Ireland to recover? Are there potential opportunities that need to be 

harnessed in order to allow organisations to recover fully from the downturn? The initial response of 

these organisations may be adequate for the immediate future, that is this year, but they are going to 

have to become more creative and find new ways of dealing with increased demand for services on 

the one hand and declining income and staff numbers on the other. How can they continue to provide 

quality services to increasing numbers of people with reduced funds? 

Similarly, it is necessary to pose a question about Government policy and how supportive it is and 

could be for charities and those who donate to them at this particularly difficult time. How can 

Government policy create a more enabling environment for philanthropy and volunteering? Could the 

Government undertake a special initiative to encourage giving and volunteering in these very difficult 

times? For business also, questions must be asked. Are their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

programmes and charitable initiatives dispensable aspects of their balance sheet or can they consider 

their charitable and CSR commitments differently? 

Overall, all donors, whether individual, business or the State, need to think differently about the 

decisions they make when they decide to support or cease supporting a charity, particularly in 

challenging economic conditions. 

In conclusion, it appears that the charitable sector is moving into the future with a somewhat 

restricted view. Organisations are focused on surviving the current year and are not necessarily 

articulating a sectoral response to the economic downturn. This is striking in comparison with the 

response of other sectors, for example the financial sector, and at how well they convey their case, 

press for and receive support. 

Research such as this is essential as it enables charities to engage in strategic long-term thinking and 

planning and helps to build a better understanding of the charities sector, its contribution and the 

challenges it faces. 
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