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Recent efforts to grow philanthropy in the United Kingdom (UK) and Ireland have focused on 

increasing the number of donors and size of donations, rather than on developing new methods 

of giving, despite this latter approach sharing the same objective. This article explores the rise of 

one such new vehicle – giving circles – deined as groups of individuals who donate money and/or 

time and have a say in the distribution of these resources. Scholarship on giving circles has largely 

focused on the United States (US), yet they are found increasingly in other parts of the world. This 

article focuses on how giving circles in the UK and Ireland are structured and administered; how 

and why they are formed; their key activities; typical characteristics of members; and why people 

join. It concludes by noting distinctive characteristics of giving circles in the UK and Ireland and 

setting out a future programme to further understanding in this area.
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Introduction

One was the UK Giving Campaign, launched in July 2001 with the goals of 

encouraging a culture of giving and increasing the number of donors and amount 

donated. The UK Giving Campaign launched in July 2001 with the goals of 

encouraging a culture of giving and increasing the number of donors and amount 

donated. It ended in 2004 with a call to double giving over the following decade 

(Sargeant and Breeze, 2004). This was followed by the Philanthropy Review in 2010-

11, which had the aim of identifying, gathering evidence and advocating for practical 

actions to build a stronger culture of philanthropy in the UK (The Philanthropy 

Review, 2011). Developing from this review, the Give More campaign began in 2012 

as a nationwide year-long campaign to inspire people to make a public commitment to 

give more money or time to the causes they care about (Walker, 2014). Simultaneously, 

the National Giving Campaign in Ireland was launched in 2012 (Philanthropy Ireland, 

2012) and rebranded as ‘The One Percent Diference Campaign’ a year later, to 

encourage people to give either 1% of their time or money to a cause.



Angela M. Eikenberry and Beth Breeze

2

While the negative impact of external events on these campaigns, notably the 

global inancial crisis that began in 2007, has been explored (see, for example, CAF, 

2009; Mohan and Wilding, 2009; Wilding, 2010), less attention has been paid to the 

emergence of new methods of giving that might positively afect the goals of growing 

philanthropy. Since the year 2000:

• new methods of giving have emerged as a result of developments in information 

technology and social media, enabling online donation platforms, viral fundraising 

campaigns and crowdfunding; 

• advances in online money transfers and global communications have enabled 

micro lending; 

• eforts to ind new ways to organise charitable giving have led to the creation 

of giving circles. 

This article focuses on the last of these three developments, the emergence of 

giving circles: groups of donors who collaborate to support individuals, charitable 

organisations or projects of mutual interest. Members often conduct collective research 

on potential beneiciaries and make joint or coordinated decisions about the use of 

resources. These groups typically include a meaningful degree of social interaction 

over the use of resources and mechanisms for joint or coordinated decision making 

in the allocation of these resources (Eikenberry, 2009).

While a growing body of research has mapped the landscape of giving circles and 

tried to understand their impact on philanthropy and civic engagement (Rutnik and 

Bearman, 2005; Beeson, 2006; Eikenberry, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2010; Bearman, 2007a, 

2007b; Ostrander, 2007; Ho, 2008; Strotz and Bigelow, 2008; Eikenberry and Bearman, 

2009; Moody, 2009; Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors, 2009; Shaw-Hardy, 2009; 

Thiele et al, 2011; Witte, 2012; John et al, 2013; Ray, 2013), the extant literature is 

largely focused on the US experience and has not so far included the UK or Ireland, 

except for a case study of one giving circle in Northern Ireland (Kelso-Robb, 2009). 

The cultural context for philanthropy in the UK, in which social norms commonly 

preclude overt public discussions of wealth and generosity (Wright, 2001; Lloyd, 2004), 

might suggest infertile soil for the giving circle format. Yet, recent research with high 

net worth donors indicates that collaborative giving may be more common among 

UK philanthropists than previously suspected. A study of 82 individuals and couples 

with an average net worth of £10 million found that almost half (44%) had given 

with others in the previous decade (Breeze and Lloyd, 2013: 123). The purpose of the 

present research was therefore to examine to what extent giving circles are evident 

in the UK and Ireland. In addition to estimating how many giving circles exist, we 

sought to answer the following ive research questions (RQs): 

• RQ1: How are these giving circles structured and administered? 

• RQ2: How and why are giving circles formed?

• RQ3: What activities do members undertake?

• RQ4: What are the typical characteristics of members?

• RQ5: Why do people join giving circles?
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To answer these questions, we drew on data from unobtrusive measures including 

websites, news articles and documentation; 27 interviews with members/participants1 

and staf of giving circles; and observations of giving circle events. 

Literature review

It has been 10 years since the irst national survey of giving circles was undertaken 

in the US (Rutnik and Bearman, 2005). This original study identiied 220 giving 

circles and found that among a sample of 77 giving circles, they collectively included 

more than 5,300 members/participants who had given approximately $23 million 

in grants. In 2006, Bearman (2007b) identiied 400 groups in total in the US and 

among a sample of 145, they granted nearly $65 million and engaged more than 

11,700 donors. More than half of the groups in the sample were women-only groups. 

In addition, a report by Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors (2009) found more than 

30 race- or ethnicity/identity-based giving circles in the US.

Eikenberry’s (2009) study of giving circles, drawing on interviews with members, 

staf and philanthropic professionals, identiied both variety and similarities among 

US giving circles. Diferences included emphases on engagement, on ease of dropping 

in and out and organisational structure. The similarities included all groups relecting 

a desire on the part of founders and members to ‘give back’ or ‘do something’ in 

their own way that will ‘make a diference’. One of the most often-cited reasons 

members stated for participating in giving circles was the chance to become more 

engaged in the giving process. Other reasons included participants’ desire to feel like 

they were part of a larger efort or community, and to learn more about non-proit 

organisations or issues in the community. Women especially cited the attraction of 

giving circles as a tool for individual empowerment as well as for ‘being social while 

doing good’. Many members were also attracted to the safety and anonymity the 

giving circle provides – they saw the giving circle as providing a place to ask questions 

and learn the ‘ins and outs’ of grant making. Some expressed the importance of the 

spiritual aspect of participating in the giving circle. Finally, many members described 

the importance of the fun and social aspects of the group as reasons for joining and 

staying in their giving circle. 

In the US, giving circles seem to share an ethos of anti-big, anti-bureaucratic and 

anti-impersonality, favouring experience over expertise while reairming the traditions 

of community, neighbourhood, spiritual values and self-reliance (Eikenberry, 2010). In 

addition, social learning takes place in giving circles through instruction, reinforcement 

and modelling (Eikenberry, 2009; Moody, 2009). Many groups in the US emphasise 

formal donor education as well (Bearman, 2007b; Eikenberry, 2009; Moody, 2009). 

Eikenberry and Bearman found (2009) that participating in giving circles seems to 

inluence members to give more overall, give more strategically and give in diferent 

issue areas than is typical for donors who are not giving as part of a circle. They also 

increase members’ knowledge about philanthropy, non-proit organisations and the 

community, resulting in giving circle members being more highly engaged in the 

community (see also Moody, 2009).

These aspects of giving circles make them attractive for promoting philanthropy 

among community foundations and other host organisations. According to a survey 

of 160 giving circles in the US (Bearman, 2007a), most (68%) had a host organisation, 

many of which provided a basic level of service such as acting as a iscal agent and 
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sometimes providing administrative support to a typically volunteer-led group. 

Community foundations made up just over half (52%) of hosts. Other hosts included 

public foundations, associations of grant makers, non-proit organisations, hospitals, 

universities and schools. In a survey of 39 host organisations, Bearman (2007a) found 

that more than half indicated spending fewer than ive hours per week administering 

their giving circles, most as a iscal agent. However, some hosts spent up to 40 hours 

each week, and occasionally even more, on circle administration during busy times. 

The research noted above focused nearly exclusively on the US, yet growing 

numbers of giving circles have been created in places such as various countries in 

Asia, Australia, Canada, South Africa, the UK and Ireland. The need for research in 

Ireland and the UK is all the more important due to the current political environment 

where governments are increasingly looking for ways to cut spending within a 

climate of public sector austerity (Slay and Penny, 2013). The subsequent hopes for 

increased philanthropic contributions are taking place in a cultural context that is 

not as amenable as, for example, in the US, which has long viewed itself as the most 

philanthropic of nations and where being a philanthropist is an aspirational identity 

(Zunz, 2011). As Wright (2001: 400) noted at the turn of the millennium:

[Philanthropy] has enjoyed a very recent renewal of interest [but] … for 

many in Britain it still carries disparaging connotations of Victorian ‘do-

gooderism’ and is often seen as elitist, patronizing, morally judgmental, and 

inefective, as well as old-fashioned and out-of-date…. It is perceived as an 

idea whose time came, was proved unworkable, and went—to be replaced 

by a universal, fair, and more eicient welfare-state. 

For this reason, people do not tend to tout their wealth or their philanthropy in public, 

which creates a quite diferent context – and potential challenges – for collaborative 

giving. Examining the emergence of giving circles in the UK and Ireland can also 

help to further understand the role that philanthropy can and might play in the 

provision of public goods and services, which is increasingly being opened up to 

providers outside of the public sector, for example as part of the UK government’s 

‘Big Society’ initiative (Alcock, 2010; Pharoah, 2011).

Finally, community foundations and other philanthropic institutions in the UK and 

Ireland appear to increasingly devote staf and resources to start and support giving 

circles, with the assumption that these groups will improve and increase giving and 

its impact (Breeze, 2014: 36). Evidence suggests that this may be the case for giving 

circles in the US (Eikenberry and Bearman, 2009), but it is unclear as to whether the 

same is true in the UK and Ireland. For this reason, and the preceding reasons derived 

from the literature review, our research questions sought to map out the landscape 

of giving circles in the UK and Ireland.

Methodology

This study relied on several qualitative methods. To identify giving circles and select 

an interview sample, we conducted the following process:

1. We gathered information from publicly accessible documents such as websites, 

news articles and other documentation about giving circles in the UK and Ireland. 
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This information was used to create a database of key characteristics about these 

groups, similar to that carried out to create a giving circle database in the US 

(Eikenberry, 2009).

2. We sent a brief email questionnaire to philanthropic professionals in the UK to 

gather further information about existing groups (and messages were also sent 

to the Voluntary Sector Studies Network Listserv and Community Foundation 

Network). Information from responses was added to the database.

3. We selected a sample of giving circles for interview that included a range of 

characteristics based on size, structure, geographic location and demographic 

make-up.

We used the following deinition of a giving circle, building on research carried out 

in the US but also allowing for a broader net to be cast to account for the UK and 

Ireland context, to select organisations to include in the database: 

• It is made up of individuals.

• Members donate money and/or time.

• Members have a say in who is supported. 

• Support is given to multiple organisations or projects.

We found in our inquiries that many groups do not necessarily label themselves as 

giving circles, but instead often refer to themselves as ‘giving groups’ or ‘philanthropic 

groups’ and sometimes as ‘networks’, ‘collaboratives’ or ‘syndicates’; thus, we also 

included these terms in our inquiries and searches.

This process resulted in the identiication of 80 giving circles in the UK and 

Ireland. From this list of 80, we chose a purposely selected sample that represented a 

diversity of characteristics of the giving groups based on desk research. Key areas of 

consideration for selecting the sample included:

• apparent format of decision making;

• hosted or not hosted;

• location;

• membership size;

• demographic make-up. 

Twenty-nine interviews were conducted in total between April and September 2013. 

The interview sample (see Table 1) included 39 people representing or associated with 

50 (62.5% of the total) giving circles in the database and of varying types (described 

further in the ‘Findings’ section below). Some of the people interviewed were 

associated with more than one giving circle and six interviews included more than 

one person associated with a particular giving circle. Eighteen people interviewed 

were members/participants and the rest were staf associated with a giving group. All 

but two interviews were recorded, transcribed and coded. Two interviews were not 

included in the data analysis because the associated groups were deemed to be too 

far outside our deinition of a giving circle to be included.

Both researchers (AE and BB) conducted interviews; four were conducted together 

and the rest separately. Interviews took place across the UK and Ireland, including 

with 18 located outside of London (in Scotland, Ireland and Northern Ireland). 
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We asked questions about how the giving circle got started, its operations, beneits 

and challenges, and how it its into the larger philanthropic, social and economic 

environment. Observation at one giving circle event was also conducted, in May 2013, 

and one event was viewed through a video posted on YouTube. Other documents 

were included in the data analysis such as published reports, website information 

and news articles.

MAX QDA qualitative data analysis software was used to systematically organise, 

code and analyse the data. Analysis followed a strategy set out by Maxwell (2005), 

which involved an iterative process of contextualising and categorising strategies. 

This process included: 

• reading transcripts and other documents completely through to get a sense of 

the whole;

• re-reading and coding segments; and

• re-coding and grouping codes into broad clusters of similar topics or nodes, 

primarily around the research questions although allowing for emergent topics. 

These clusters were then iteratively re-coded into more speciic and simpliied nodes, 

creating ‘trees’ that were written up in the indings. 

Findings

The research set out to understand the giving circle landscape in the UK and Ireland. 

This section presents the indings, which answer the ive research questions as set 

out earlier in this article. 

Finding 1: The structure of giving circles

Among the 80 giving circles identiied in the UK and Ireland, well over half appear 

to be connected to a centrally organised charitable organisation with dedicated 

professional staf who help to administer groups. This is diferent from what research 

Table 1: Key characteristics of the interview sample

Type of group
(total N = 80)

Number of 
interviews 
conducted

Number 
of groups 
represented
(% of total 
identified)

Number of 
people in the 
interviews

Number of 
interviews 
outside the 
London area
(% of interviews)

Broker 5 4 5 4

Live Crowd Funding 4 4 6 3

Hosted 7 7 11 4

Independent 6 5 10 5

Mentor 3 29 3 0

Hybrid 2 1 2 2

Other 2 0 2 0

Total 29 50 (62.5%) 39 18 (62%)
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has shown largely to be the case in the US, where giving circles (even if hosted) tend 

to be independent from one another or only loosely connected and have mostly 

minimal administrative support (Bearman, 2007a; Eikenberry, 2009).  The following 

describe the six types of structures identiied. A summary of the key features of the 

six types is presented in Table 2.

Mentored groups

The structure with the largest number of groups is what we call ‘mentored’ groups. 

These are networks of giving circles with a small number of members in each group, 

focused on mentoring young professionals to enable better educated, empowered and 

engaged philanthropists. We identiied 29 of these groups, all operating in London 

and connected to two main organisations: BeyondMe (previously called Young 

Philanthropy) and The Bread Tin. Both of these networks pair younger givers with a 

more senior philanthropist and/or mentor who provides advice, insight and matched 

funding. These circles share some similarities with young leader groups in the US 

but with their combined focus on mentoring, match funding and education seem 

unique to the UK. 

Live crowd funding groups

Also prevalent in the UK, and not seen in the US, are ‘live crowd funding’ (LCF) 

groups (16 identiied), which use live crowd funding events to feature pre-selected 

charities, nominated and chosen by members through a selection process, that pitch 

projects to the audience who then make pledges in an auction-like session. The most 

well-known of this type of group is The Funding Network (TFN), whose intent is 

to bring donors together to support small charities addressing injustice and poverty 

and to create social change. TFN is headquartered in London, with paid staf who 

support at least 15 groups across the UK, often in partnership with regional bodies 

such as community foundations. TFN is replicating the model in countries such as 

Australia, Bulgaria, Canada, Romania and the US.

Hosted groups

We identiied 16 giving circles run by host organisations, to support the host or to 

grow and promote giving for a speciic cause area, such as women and children. In 

either scenario, funds are managed by the host and the host provides staf support 

to the giving circle. In some cases, the host recommends the particular projects or 

beneiciaries that receive funding. The hosts are typically charities or community 

foundations and for this reason tend to be more formal in their structures and funding 

decision-making processes. Especially with community foundation hosts, due diligence 

and accountability seem to be emphasised to a greater degree compared with other 

types of giving circles. An example is The Rosa Giving Circle for Sufolk, a group 

of 15 women who pool their money and then collaboratively fund charities serving 

women and girls in the Sufolk area. Each member commits to giving £500 per year 

for three years, 50% for grant making and 50% for building an endowment held at 

the local community foundation, which provides administrative support to the group 

and helps the group to identify potential funding opportunities. 
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Independent groups

We identiied relatively few (10) independent giving circles that resemble a common 

type of giving circle in the US. These typically involve a small group of people who 

pool their resources and give money away to support charities and individuals; some 

even forgo tax beneits to keep the group’s operations as simple as possible. The 

members tend to give relatively small amounts (usually around £500 or less per gift) 

and their process of decision making and due diligence tends to also be informal. 

An example of this type of giving circle is Give Inc. in Belfast. Members give £1 a 

day and meet four times a year to decide on funding. The group, with 27 members, 

typically funds individuals, mostly women in need and in areas where other funders 

do not provide support. 

Brokers

Another structure rarely identiied in the US literature is what we call ‘brokers’. The 

eight groups of this type that we found play a collaborative giving role that may be 

outside the realm of the normal giving circle concept. These groups play a kind of 

‘matchmaking’ or ‘brokering’ role in connecting people to charities. People do not 

pool their resources; however, they do collectively commit to supporting causes and 

the focus is on promoting more efective giving and/or making giving easier to 

integrate into everyday life. An example is Giving What We Can (GWWC), which 

asks members to pledge to give 10% of their income to recommended ‘efective’ 

charities working to end poverty around the world. To recruit and support members, 

GWWC encourages the formation of locally based community groups, which are 

run by volunteers and meet regularly to host talks and other events. 

Hybrid group

Finally, we identiied one hybrid giving circle, the Network for Social Change 

(NSC), which combines several elements of the other groups described above. It 

includes several ‘strands’ of funding, one that includes a process much like LCF groups 

and one that includes a more hands-on, year-long process similar to the mentored 

groups. It also has a third strand that is larger and longer term in scale, focused on 

major projects. NSC also includes a ‘self-help group’ element that relates to its roots 

as a group of people with inherited wealth who wished to talk and learn from one 

another about coping with such wealth and giving it away; however, today around 

40% of the group are self-made.

Finding 2: How and why giving circles are formed

Many giving circles in the UK and Ireland started because someone heard about the 

idea and wanted to bring it to their location (hosted 2; independent 1a, 3)2 or were 

encouraged/recruited to bring it to their location (LCF 3a, hosted 1a, broker 1a). TFN 

and the mentoring groups in particular have been assertive about expanding their 

models. Some groups were inspired by US giving circles (independent 1a, hosted 1a, 

2). In many cases, however, a person seemed to just have the idea that they wanted 

to start a collaborative because they saw a need to be addressed or wanted to do 
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things diferently (broker 1a, 2, hosted 3, 4, independent 2, hybrid 1a). Indeed, giving 

circles seem to be frequently framed as ‘a new way to give’. Along these lines, one 

member of an LCF group noted: “[C]ertainly what drives me and probably some of 

the others is this is a new way of engaging people in philanthropy, helping people 

become informed and active givers” (LCF 2). 

Some interviewees described giving circles as an alternative to fancy dinners and 

standard practices or ‘reactive’ giving (throwing money in a tin or sponsoring a friend), 

providing an opportunity to be more thoughtful and engaged, and in the case of the 

TFN LCF model, more open and transparent.

Table 2: Types of giving circles in the UK and Ireland and prevalent characteristics

Types Number 
identified 
through 
desk 
research

Structure Decision making Defining 
characteristics

Examples

Mentored 29 Centralised 
network with 
small subgroups

Members select 
one organisation 
per year

Young 
professionals 
mentored 
through a 
process

Matching funds

The Bread Tin
BeyondMe 
(previously 
Young 
Philanthropy)

Live crowd 
funding

16 Centralised 
network

Some 
independent 
groups

Members 
nominate

Committee 
selects several 
organisations

Live crowd 
funding

Individuals 
decide on 
level of 
support

The Funding 
Network

Cross Pollinate

Hosted 16 Group 
within host 
organisation 
(community 
foundation or 
charity)

Staff often 
recommends 
or selects 
organisations or 
projects funded

Funding 
mechanism 
for host

British Red Cross 
Tiffany Circle

The Rosa Giving 
Circle for Suffolk

Independent 10 Groups with no 
host or other 
affiliation

Most are small 
and informal

Members 
select several 
organisations 
or individuals 
per year

Largely ad hoc 

Non-
bureaucratic

Member driven
Strong 
volunteer 
chair

Give Inc.
Eden

Brokers 8 Independent 
networks of 
individuals

One with 
subgroups

Central 
administrative 
staff 
recommend or 
select several 
organisations

‘Matchmaking’ 
between 
donors and 
beneficiaries

Giving What We 
Can

Engaging 
Experience 
Philanthropy 
Network

Hybrid 1 A combination 
of several 
elements of the 
above

Members select 
following 
various 
decision-making 
processes

A combination 
of several 
elements of 
the above

Network for 
Social Change
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In general, the goals or focus of giving circles in the UK and Ireland appear to be 

foremost about developing philanthropy. When people described this focus, they most 

frequently discussed the desire and need to maximise the experience of giving, in 

particular making giving meaningful and more personal. This was mentioned in all 

types of giving circles, but especially in relation to the LCF groups. The next most 

frequent goals that came up in relation to developing philanthropy were to normalise 

giving and to make giving more efective. Normalising giving meant making giving 

routine; showing that it is something that can be done within a normal lifestyle 

(broker 1a, 2, 3). As one member of a broker subgroup noted: “So it’s really creating 

a movement where altruism – as it is being called – is something that isn’t weird to 

do” (broker 1b). 

Efectiveness was deined diferently by diferent groups: making the most impact 

on the beneiciary (independent 1a) or giving to charities that do the most good or 

have the greatest impact for the least amount of money (broker 1a, mentor 1a). To 

this end, one broker group in particular focuses on extensively researching charities 

and their efectiveness.

Another goal brought up by many groups included cultivating new donors and 

increasing, leveraging or expanding giving (hosted 1a, 4, broker 1a, mentor 1a), 

especially for particular areas such as women’s issues. Finally, in relation to developing 

philanthropy, there were the goals of: 

• empowering members (mentor 1a, independent 3, hosted 1a);

• educating donors (broker 1a, mentor 1a);

• inluencing or complementing corporate giving (mentor 1a);

• creating philanthropic collaborations (broker 4);

• producing philanthropists (mentor 2);

• promoting long-term giving (hosted 2);

• acting as a marketplace for philanthropy by engaging the ‘mass aluent’ (LCF 3a);

• helping small charities (LCF 3a, hosted 4);

• reducing the “fear” related to giving (LCF 3a, mentor 2).

Beyond developing philanthropy, three further goals or foci of giving circles in the 

UK and Ireland were identiied:

• First, social change in its myriad forms was mentioned, including reducing poverty, 

bringing about social justice and economic redistribution, and bringing attention 

to women’s and environmental issues. This came up as a focus in all types of 

giving circles except among brokers. 

• Second, networking, socialising or creating a community was also frequently brought 

up in all types of giving circles. Sometimes this aspect was the main impetus for 

the group, with an added link to philanthropy, as noted by one member of an 

independent giving circle: “There was a group of girls … that really felt that the 

[programme] is coming to an end and this would be quite a good way of … 

keeping the social link but also link into philanthropy” (independent 1a). 

• Third, several giving circles were also created specifically to support host 

organisations – either to help raise funds for the host (hosted 2, 3) or to develop 

new relationships with future potential supporters (hosted 1a, 4, 5). 



Growing philanthropy through collaboration

11

Finding 3: The key activities of giving circles

Giving circles in the UK and Ireland have three main areas of activity: 

• giving money or time; 

• making charitable decisions and conducting due diligence; 

• educating members and organising events.

Giving money or time

The primary activity of giving circles is giving money – to charities or charity 

projects and in a few cases to individuals, especially women, in need (independent 1, 

3, 5, hosted 5). At least two giving circles give to organisations that are not registered 

charities (independent 4, hybrid 1). One giving circle also guarantees loans for projects 

(independent 4). 

The amounts donated range from relatively small amounts (£100) given during 

pledging sessions (LCF 3a, 3b), to greater amounts put into a pool ranging from £1 

or €1 per day (independent 1a, 3) to £5,000+ per year (hosted 2, 4). In most cases, all 

of the money is for grants to beneiciaries. One hosted giving circle puts 50% of the 

amount given into an endowment (currently with match funding) and grants the rest. 

Some groups take a small administrative fee out of the funds given (hosted 4, hybrid) 

as well as charge an annual subscription fee (hybrid). A few groups give time instead 

of money (broker 3, hosted 3, 4). This includes helping with organisational capacity 

building, with various technical areas or to raise money. A few groups’ members give 

both time and money (independent 3, mentor 1a, 1b, hosted 2). 

Giving circles in the UK and Ireland fund either locally or internationally or both. 

The independent giving circles, especially those in Ireland and Northern Ireland, focus 

on giving locally (and to individuals). Mentoring groups tend to give to charities 

based in London. LCF groups feature locally and internationally focused charities, 

the latter usually having some connection to the region or city where the giving 

circle is located. Brokers such as GWWC recommend charities working in countries 

overseas such as in Africa.

Most circles appear to target their giving to smaller organisations where their funds 

are perceived to have a more tangible beneit. LCF groups in particular look for 

cutting-edge/innovative/hard-to-fund projects. As one person in this type of group 

noted: “[S]o what I like about it is the ones where they’re young and risky and edgy 

and not well connected yet and we’ve done some really good picking up of small 

projects in the early stages. That’s what I think is really good” (LCF 2).

Several independent groups, especially in Ireland and Northern Ireland, give to 

individuals for projects that would not be funded elsewhere. One member of an 

independent group described their funding this way:

‘[It’s] the things that other small grant givers locally here don’t give to…. 

[One] lady in particular had been funded through a small grant programme 

to have some play equipment in her garden for the kids but they didn’t do 

fences … I thought nobody else is going to do it; we’ll do it.’ (Independent 1a)
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Many interviewees were adamant about not supporting ‘mainstream’ and national 

charities or animal charities of any size. Some mentoring groups, however, are funding 

mainstream and larger organisations such as Cancer Research UK, but funding tends 

to focus on discrete projects within these larger organisations. 

Making charitable decisions and conducting due diligence

The process for decision making, conducting due diligence and follow-up in the 

giving circles ranges from highly informal to more formal. It also ranges from being 

completely member driven to more staf driven, but with members/participants still 

having a say in distributing support. 

Independent groups (independent 1, 3, 5) tend to be the most informal and member 

driven in this regard. Members put forward candidates for funding as they hear about 

needs, sometimes at scheduled meetings but sometimes via email between meetings. 

Individual members provide information about the beneiciary and also decide how 

much to recommend for funding. Members trust that the colleague bringing the 

project forward has “checked things out”. Since they are not giving “a lot” of money 

they see this as suicient. One member of an independent group put it this way:

‘[S]o what if somebody got 300 euro and they really only needed 250? So 

what … we’re really drummed into accountability and checking, and what’s 

the criteria? I spend my life thinking about what’s the criteria to give money 

out. And we do have kind of loose criteria, but that was very – I just felt 

very free from that conversation.’ (Independent 3)

In TFN groups, members or donors make recommendations to a project selection 

committee and promise to sponsor the project for £250 as a signal of their 

endorsement (vouching); this is sometimes supplemented with a brief application and 

more information gathered from online research or talking to the local community 

foundation. This form of due diligence also requires a certain level of trust in fellow 

members/sponsors. Selected projects then pitch to LCF event attendees to make 

their case for support. 

The NSC has several decision-making processes, including one that is similar to 

LCF groups called ‘fast-track funding’:

‘So the sponsor stands up and speaks for two minutes, answers questions for 

a minute, more detail is circulated beforehand. Then we go round the room 

and raise our hands and say, “I’ll give £100” or “I’ll give £200”. That gets 

totted up instantly and the funds would go out to the organisation within 

probably three weeks.’ (Hybrid)

The second decision-making process is a more intense and formal year-long process 

called the ‘pools’ process and a third is even longer term and larger in focus on major 

projects. In all three processes, everything the group funds is identiied and assessed 

by members and unsolicited applications are not accepted. 

In hosted groups, staff tend to review potential beneficiaries and make 

recommendations to the members (hosted 1a, 4) or make recommendations for 

supporting select host organisation projects (hosted 2, 3). Hosted groups housed in 
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community foundations especially tend to have a more formal and extensive due 

diligence process because of legal and accountability requirements of the host and/

or because it mirrors how the host handles other grant making. 

Mentor groups also have a more extensive process for selecting charities to fund as 

members often work together over the course of several months or a year with staf 

and mentors to identify issue areas, conduct research, and then identify and decide 

on potential organisations to fund. 

Staf or leaders of brokers choose featured charities and may be more or less exacting 

in their due diligence. This ranges from an extensive research process for selecting 

recommended charities to more circumscribed processes where staf informally meet 

with or ask questions of potential beneiciaries before connecting them to donors. 

Educating members and organising events

Most giving circles in the UK and Ireland hold events and meetings for grant decision 

making, education, recruitment and socialising. Education takes place through guest 

speakers, discussion, training and mentoring, or charities making a pitch. Some giving 

circles get a chance to hear directly from charity leaders and project workers about 

issues and projects, as well as to provide feedback on how money was spent. At TFN 

events, charities pitch their projects and also are given time to talk to attendees during 

social breaks. Several groups also conduct site visits to the charities or projects they 

fund (hosted 1a, 2, 4, broker 2, mentor 1b). One broker (broker 3) does a ‘speed dating’ 

event where potential volunteers can meet with various charities to ind a project to 

which they can contribute time, and an informal educational process occurs. Apart 

from one mentoring giving circle network, very few seem to have formal education 

events or a curriculum about philanthropy. Giving circles of all types also hold annual 

general meetings and recruiting and social events. 

Finding 4: Characteristics of giving circle members/participants 

The demographic make-up of giving circle members seems to encompass a range 

and mix of backgrounds; however, there were only four giving circles identiied that 

target a particular race/identity group for membership and funding and only a ifth 

(19%) are made up of only female members. This is quite diferent from the US, where 

there are several dozen ethnicity/race-based groups and over half of giving circles are 

women-only groups. Two interviewees from broker and hybrid groups brought up the 

lack of diversity within their groups. As one of these people noted of their group: “[I]

t’s a pretty white Christian secular organisation at the moment. One of my concerns 

is we don’t have any Muslims or Buddhists. We don’t have any black people. That’s 

something that’s challenging for us but it actually relects our class” (broker 2). This 

makes sense as the main recruitment method for many giving circles seems to be 

through members/participants inviting their friends and professional networks to the 

group or its events; however, some giving circles have a more organised process for 

recruitment, such as through websites, promotional video (hosted 2), lealets (LCF 

1-4) or being invited to join by staf (mentor 1, 2, hosted 2, 4, 5).

Professionals – working in all sectors, young and more established – seem to be one 

of the main demographic groups participating in giving circles, especially in London. 

Members also appear to have a range of income and wealth, from high net worth 
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to much less wealthy, including students committed to giving away 1-5% of their 

income. Two interviewees noted that members tend to come from “comfortable” 

and well-educated backgrounds. Several people described the members/participants 

as being passionate and committed, thoughtful and socially conscious. 

Finding 5: Why people join giving circles

Members/participants appear to join giving circles for several reasons. By far the 

most frequently cited reason concerns connecting to others. Members/participants 

seek the opportunity to be around like-minded people, have purposeful discussions 

about causes or other shared life issues (such as being wealthy), and doing things 

together. Having fun is an important aspect of this, as a quote from a member of an 

independent giving circle highlights:

‘[A]ctually that’s probably why our giving circle is popular, you know it’s 

fun still because it’s a balance between us girls having something to go to 

where we have so much networking and a bit of fun … I suppose a lot of 

it has been about that, people coming together and then the other side of, I 

suppose, it’s been a fun bit of trying to give the money away and the story 

around that.’ (Independent 1a)

Another reason brought up frequently by members and staf of giving circles of all types 

was ‘learning’. This includes learning about the funding area of focus (independent 

1a, LCF 1) and learning how to give (mentor 2, independent 1a).

Members/participants are also motivated to join because they feel they can engage 

more deeply with an issue or organisation and see more closely the impact of their 

giving. As one member of an LCF group and also active with a broker group put it: 

“I think it’s more personal and it’s wonderful to kind of look back over the years with 

some of these charities and seeing how they’ve grown and what they’ve done” (LCF 1).

Alternatively, a person leading a broker group noted that their model may be 

attractive to people who are too busy (or “lazy” as he put it) to determine where to 

give and/or who already have chosen charities to which they give:

‘And so that was an early and interesting learning point because we realised 

that what this concept was, was a sort of brokerage model for lazy people, 

if you know what I mean. People as it were, who’ve got a broad charitable 

intent, but can’t be bothered to think it through clearly about where they 

want to give their money to.’ (Broker 2)

Otherwise, members/participants are motivated to join for various other reasons:

• the opportunity for more efective giving (mentor 1a);

• wanting to do something creative (LCF 1) or interesting (hosted 2);

• wanting to support individuals (independent 1a, hosted 4) and particular types 

of organisations or causes (LCF 2). 

People in groups that target high net worth donors said they liked the anonymity of 

the group (independent 4, hybrid 1a). Others noted that the giving circle provides a 
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‘safe’ setting (LCF 3) that is also uplifting (hosted 1a) and can be full of drama (LCF 3). 

It is not for accolades (mentor 1a) or for tax incentives/breaks (independent 1a, 3, 4). 

Leveraging the amount of money given was also mentioned a few times, especially in 

the instances where member/participant money was being matched by another donor.

Discussion

This research set out to understand the landscape of giving circles in the UK and 

Ireland, as part of wider eforts to understand emerging methods of giving that may 

grow and strengthen the culture of philanthropy. Our data showed six structures 

for giving circles: mentored, LCF, hosted, independent, brokers and hybrid (RQ1). 

We found that giving circles are formed for various reasons, including grassroots 

initiatives in response to need, a desire to ‘do philanthropy diferently’ and as a result 

of encouragement from staf in hosts and federated networks (RQ2). We found three 

main areas of activity of giving circles: giving money and time; making charitable 

decisions and conducting due diligence; and educating members and organising events 

(RQ3). The demographic make-up of giving circle members seems to encompass a 

range and mix of backgrounds, with a minority based on a single ethnicity or gender 

(RQ4). People join giving circles to make their giving more meaningful and personal, 

to normalise giving, to make better giving decisions, to grow philanthropy and to 

achieve social change (RQ5).

While space does not allow for a thorough comparison with the US, we note some 

similar and distinctive features of giving circles in the UK and Ireland in Table 3.

Some key issues that came out of the indings raise questions for future research. 

One is the interesting point that the majority of giving circles in the UK and Ireland 

seem to be part of a centralised network or organisational structure of some kind 

– mentoring groups and LCF groups in particular, contrary to the situation in the 

US.What explains this? Eikenberry (2009) suggests in the case of the US that a 

more top-down structure does not seem to work as well in promoting the growth 

of giving circles. There are also fewer women’s and race/ethnicity- or other identity-

focused giving circles as a percentage of the total number of giving circles in the UK 

and Ireland compared with the US. Could this be related to diferent giving circle 

models in the UK and Ireland? For example, the TFN model, with its LCF ‘public’ 

approach, may be a much more masculine way of doing philanthropy as compared 

with the more informal, discursive giving circle model more attractive to women 

(Shaw-Hardy, 2009). 

Another interesting area to explore further is the tensions that arise for giving 

circles between formalising and resisting formalisation. As in the US, many giving 

circles in the UK and Ireland seem to be set up as a way to operate outside of the 

formal philanthropic structures, or as a new way to give. This might be construed 

as a form of resistance to the modernisation of philanthropy (Eikenberry, 2010), yet 

formalisation makes it diicult to square the drive for ‘doing something diferent’ 

within the established philanthropic sector. For example, taking advantage of tax 

incentives requires formalisation and itting in with the organised philanthropic 

framework. Can giving circles ‘it’ in this organised environment without losing their 

essential appeal? 

It would also be interesting and useful to pursue further the idea of trust in giving 

circles. Trust came up frequently in our interviews – trusting other members in the 
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group and trusting beneiciaries – much more so than seems to be the case in US 

research. Trying to explain this diference would be a worthwhile pursuit.

Finally, the implications of giving circles for the changing cultural climate for 

philanthropy within the UK and Ireland could be explored more fully in subsequent 

research. That giving groups are largely formed as a means to develop philanthropy 

suggests that giving circles are viewed as helping to strengthen the philanthropic 

culture in the UK and Ireland during a period of austerity. Is that a reasonable 

expectation? What is the impact of these giving groups on the wider philanthropic 

sector? And what inluence might the current climate of austerity play in the success 

or growth of giving circles in the UK and Ireland in the future?3

Despite the many unanswered questions regarding giving circles in the UK and 

Ireland, which the authors are pursuing in the next phases of this research, this 

article makes a contribution by mapping the scale, scope and nature of giving circles 

in the UK and Ireland. It adds to the academic knowledge and should be of use to 

practitioners seeking to understand new methods of giving that might help to promote 

charitable giving and strengthen the culture of philanthropy in the UK and Ireland.

Table 3: Giving circles in the UK and Ireland compared with the US

Aspect being compared What is similar to the US? What is distinctive in the UK and 
Ireland?

Structure Variety of types, including some that 
are focused on specific demographic 
groups

Presence of mentoring, LCF and 
broker groups

Why formed Initiated by someone who heard 
about or had an idea themselves

Seen as an alternative to 
‘mainstream’ philanthropy

Part of a focus on developing 
philanthropy

Importance of networking/
socialising

To support host organisation

Several groups encouraged and 
organised by staff of central 
organisation

Focus on ‘normalising’ giving in 
a context that lacks widespread 
cultural affirmation for 
philanthropy

Pursuit of solidarity and social 
change

Key activities Giving money (and time)
Various decision-making processes
Education, meetings and events

Generally appears to be less 
emphasis put on due diligence and 
instead reliance on trust in fellow 
members and beneficiaries

More staff driven
Less formal educational 
programming

Characteristics of 
members/participants

Mixture, including young and other 
professionals

Fewer race/ethnicity-, women- or 
other identity-based groups as a 
percentage of total groups

Why people join To be around like-minded people, 
have purposeful discussions, learn 
and engage more deeply with an 
issue or organisation

See more closely the impact of 
giving, because it is easier and more 
fun than other methods

To ‘come out’ as a person of wealth 
and/or a philanthropist

To practise being generous in 
a supportive setting, more 
pronounced
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Notes
1 Some giving circles have memberships while others do not; thus, we use the term 

members/participants throughout the article.
2 Each interviewee has a unique label (e.g. hosted 2 or hybrid 1a) which refers to the 

type of group (e.g. host, independent, mentor), the number assigned to their giving circle 

within each type, and a letter designation if more than one interviewee is associated with 

a particular group (e.g. we interviewed two people associated with independent group 

1 so code them as independent 1a and 1b).
3 Thank you to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this.
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