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Executive Summary 
Individual giving is a growing source of income for the cultural sector. In 2007/08 it totalled £382 and 

had increased significantly from the previous year. But much of this is concentrated in London 

meaning there is huge potential for growth across the rest of the UK. Individual giving in Northern 

Ireland is growing faster than other private sources, as is the case in many other parts of the UK. 

Business investment may represent the most financially valuable source of private investment, but it 

is also the most affected by the economic downturn so the need to accelerate investment trends and 

diversity private investment sources has never been more important. 

To date much of the research and intelligence on individual giving has been focused on philanthropy 

from high-net-worth individuals, but what about organisations that do not have the resources, 

reputational, artistic or market assets to attract this tiny group of philanthropists? Low- and mid-level 

donations are more achievable and (£5 - £1,000) can make a visible and operational difference to 

many cultural organisations as well as form a sustained regular form of income.  

To this end, Arts & Business has conducted research into the state of low- and mid-level giving in 

Northern Ireland to provide the sector with the guidance, insights and expertise on how to increase 

investment from individuals. We commissioned City University London to examine donor motivations 

and behaviour in England (excluding London) and by taking the relevant lessons from that research 

and contextualising it with research specifically into Northern Ireland we can form a picture of the 

state of individual giving and how to move forward. This research specifically looks at Belfast 

because as the main City it represents the most advanced state of private investment in Northern 

Ireland. 

The research consisted of a mystery visitor audit, examining how organisations are asking for 

support and what mechanisms are currently being used, and a donor care exercise whereby we sent 

unsolicited donations to 17 venues. This research is merely illustrative of where the challenges, 

limitations and opportunities are for low- and mid-level giving. 

There is evidently a culture of giving in Northern Ireland, primarily to causes people feel passionate 

about and have a personal connection too – the idea of ‘local’ being very important. What is also clear 

is that cultural organisations are receiving a tiny share of this overall charitable giving. The fact 

personal passion and ‘local’ is important should actually play to the strengths of the cultural sector 

given the role and impact of cultural organisations at a personal and community level.  

Cultural organisations are not asking for financial support from their audiences and attendees. We 

found limited evidence of direct requests for money, and in a number of cases where there was an ask 

for support in some aspect of conveying the message it was let down e.g. staff were not sufficiently 

informed, there was hesitance in making a clear ask for money or there was no reason stated for the 

financial support.  A direct ask is the most effective way of motivating people to give – being clear 

about why the money is needed, how it will help and not being shy about being upfront about the 

subject. 
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This translates into the fact that many organisations do not have the mechanisms through which 

people can donate. There is of course a demand-supply issue here, but we believe there is potential 

among Belfast cultural organisations to offer individual giving products because the right conditions 

are there – passionate and knowledgeable staff, good at involving audiences, good visitor 

experiences. These asset need to be leveraged to generate further audience engagement and financial 

commitment. Also, it is likely, given our knowledge of donor motivations (that the most committed 

attendees tend to be the donors too.   

Those that did have the mechanisms available such as Friend schemes, legacy programmes or online 

giving platforms probably need to invest in their implementation slightly more. Some had confused 

messaging, poorly promoted or staff were not fully aware of the individual giving products. Our 

experience is confirmed by the interviews conducted with philanthropists in another study1, who 

expressed that the cultural sector did not ‘sell’ itself very well, especially in relation to the impact it 

has on society and the economy. Although the work was with philanthropists, understanding the 

value of culture at a more local impact level is just as important for low- and mid-level donors. 

Perhaps the largest single issue, besides the lack of a direct ask for financial support, is the limited 

use of gift aid. Just 30% of all charitable giving is gift aided. Out of the cultural organisations 

examined only the Ulster Orchestra consistently asked for donations to be gift aided – on their 

website, in the literature and within the thank you letter from the unsolicited donation. Other 

organisations may have referenced it once e.g. in person or in the literature but it does not seem to be 

pushed for. 

The state of low- and mid-level giving in Belfast is patchy in terms of quality, consistency, strength of 

messaging and probably success too. Across the board the necessary conditions and factors for 

success are on display but not normally all within one organisation. A couple of cultural organisations 

which were examined in this study are nearer to offering a good practice example for others to learn 

from, the Ulster Orchestra is perhaps the most obvious in this category. There is also clear potential 

for growth, and by learning from others (not only within Belfast and Northern Ireland) significant 

development can be made in generating investment from individuals to support a sustainable 

Northern Ireland cultural sector.  

   
1
 Arts & Business from Venture Philanthropy Ireland Ltd, Philanthropy & the arts: an overview of recent development in 

philanthropy, 2008 



 

Page 5 Northern Ireland’s individual giving 

Introduction  

Aims and objectives 

The aim of this research is to explore the motivating factors and potential barriers to low- and mid-

level giving in the arts and cultural sector in Northern Ireland.  

The research will: 

 Compare and contrast the nature of low- and mid-level individual giving in Northern Ireland with 

England in order to identify the general and specific challenges and opportunities in Northern 

Ireland; 

 Take a snapshot of the current state of organisations’ individual giving operation; 

 Inform organisations’ fundraising strategies and initiatives; 

 Use the findings as a foundation for training and advocacy programmes in order to build the 

capacity of the arts and cultural sector; 

 Help develop a culture of giving in Northern Ireland. 

Philanthropy versus low-level giving 

It is probably worth beginning by defining both philanthropy and low- and mid-level giving. 

Philanthropy is a donation / investment which makes a significant difference to the recipient arts or 

cultural organisation, not by its size but by its impact. Low- and mid-level giving can come through 

structured schemes such as Friends and membership programmes or on a more ad hoc basis such as 

donation boxes, these tend to be less significant in impact in their own right but provide a continual 

on-going form of financial support.  

The Philanthropy & the Arts report produced in 2008 by Venture Philanthropy Ireland on behalf of 

Arts & Business Northern Ireland examines philanthropy. Across the UK as a whole there are a 

number of studies looking into the nature and motivations of philanthropists. Although studies into 

general charitable giving have been numerous around the UK, none have really focused on the arts 

and cultural sector nor exclusively low- and mid-level giving. Arts & Business seeks to readdress the 

balance of research and intelligence. 

Methodology 

Given the limited resources and time, the research has been based around Belfast organisations. 

Belfast of course does not represent the whole of Northern Ireland, but as the main City it is the most 

advanced at securing private investment. For example, if Belfast organisations are not doing x, we 

can probably assume that practice x is not that widespread across Northern Ireland. On the other 
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hand if practice y is being used in Belfast and achieving success, then other organisations outside of 

Belfast should probably adopt it too, if they have not already. Therefore, there will be lessons which 

can be learnt by arts and cultural organisations outside of the City; although these will need to be 

adapted to the geographical and social context in which the organisation operates. 

The methodology is divided into four stages: 

1 Mystery visitor  

 This stage consisted of reviewing 17 organisations’ websites, promotional literature and the 

venue itself as to what opportunities there are for donating, whether a case for support is 

provided, how donations can be made, what benefits are available, whether there is a 

membership scheme and how front-of-house staff handle queries about donations.  

2 Donor care exercise 

 An unsolicited donation of £50 was sent to the venues sampled during the first stage. The 

donation was accompanied by a covering letter from a private address and apparently from an 

individual who recently visited the venue. The response received is an indication of donor care. 

The venues which we reviewed and audited are listed in Appendix 1 p27. 

Limitations of the research 

As already mentioned, the research focuses on Belfast audiences and organisations. Therefore, the 

findings are not directly representative of Northern Ireland as a whole, but do provide an indication of 

the individual giving landscape. Importantly, the lessons and recommendations from the research 

needs to be adapted to the operating context of your organisation. 

Also, given the sample size of the mystery visitor research these findings are illustrative rather than 

definitive. 

Individual giving in the English regions 

Arts & Business commissioned City University London in late 2008 to determine the factors shaping 

the motivations of donors who give to the arts, especially low- and mid-level donations. The research 

consisted of surveying both arts organisations and their donors. This research surveyed only 

organisations in the English regions, therefore, it did not take into account the specific contexts of any 

of the UK nations. This modest research project complements that study, contextualising some of the 

findings and providing lessons to organisations in Northern Ireland and will be drawn on throughout 

this study for comparative purposes. Not only does this report look at the Northern Ireland context, it 

also starts to consider the current performance of these organisations and the culture of non-giving. 
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Background 

Private investment  

In 2008/09 the largest single source of private investment in the UK was from individuals, totalling 

£363 million. There was a record increase between 2006/07 and 2007/08 by 25% but with the 

economic downturn there was a slight decline of 7% in 2008/09 (figures are above inflation). Around 

the UK, over the last six years, there has been an increase in the value and importance of individual 

giving to cultural organisations. However, London is the major concentration of this investment. 

There is clearly huge potential in increasing the amount the arts and cultural sector, outside of 

London, receives from individuals.   

Individual giving is a developing but untapped investment source, and this is exhibited not least in 

Northern Ireland. Northern Ireland’s arts and cultural sector received £6.6 million in private 

investment in 2008/09. The largest single source of this investment was from businesses (over £3.6 

million), but this amount has been gradually declining over recent years. Individual giving in Northern 

Ireland is becoming an increasingly important investment source in the overall private investment 

landscape.  
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Figure 1: Source of private investment in Northern Ireland, 2003/04 – 2008/09 

 

Source: Arts & Business 

Much more work has to be done on individual giving in terms of both creating a culture of giving to 

the sector and increasing the capability of organisations to ask/receive income from individuals.  

Please note that the individual giving figures from our Private Investment in Culture Survey does not 

discriminate between low-, mid- or high-level donations/support. 
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Figure 2: Individual giving in Northern Ireland 2003/04 - 2008/09 

 

Source: Arts & Business 

Figure 3: Business investment in Northern Ireland 2003/04 – 2008/09 

 

Source: Arts & Business 

£-

£500,000 

£1,000,000 

£1,500,000 

£2,000,000 

£2,500,000 

2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09

£-

£1,000,000 

£2,000,000 

£3,000,000 

£4,000,000 

£5,000,000 

£6,000,000 

£7,000,000 

£8,000,000 

2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09



 

Page 10 Northern Ireland’s individual giving 

Figure 4: Trusts and Foundations giving in Northern Ireland 2003/04 – 2008/09 

 

Source: Arts & Business 

In 2007/08 the vast majority of this individual giving came from donations (94%) and just 4% came 

from Friends schemes. When this is compared to some of the English regions, we can see that 

Northern Ireland has the lowest proportion of income from Friends schemes. There is learning which 

can therefore be pulled from other areas of the UK to help raise the skills, capabilities and best 

practice of Northern Ireland’s organisations – such as establishing and operating a Friends scheme. 

Charitable giving  

A survey conducted by the Northern Ireland Council of Voluntary Action (NICVA)2 examined the 

nature of individual giving across the charitable sector. Places of worship are the major recipient for 

charitable donations and this does sometimes skew the results. However, what the research does 

show is that there is a culture of giving in Northern Ireland, especially to causes where people have a 

personal connection and have a passion towards.  

Level of charitable giving 

Of those surveyed by NICVA over 90% had given to a charity in the last 12 months, and 84% had 

made a donation in the past month. This means that there is a culture of regular giving to charities 

among two-fifths of respondents who use some form of planned giving scheme in order to donate. At 

first sight the total financial yield of donations increased from 2003 by 4.2% to £324 million, but once 

   
2
 NICVA, Northern Ireland Giving Survey, 2008 
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places of worship are excluded it shows that actually there has been a decrease in donations by 10%. 

The arts received just 0.1% of this total charitable giving.3 

Size of donations 

The average donation made, excluding those to places of worship, was £14.22, with the median being 

£10. Donations to causes other than places of worship tend to be at the low-level, with a third being 

£5 or less and a half being £10 of less. When looking at just the arts sector for a moment, the average 

donation made was £4.20.  

Causes 

The top cause for donations was places of worship, followed by health, children and medical. The 

majority (54%) felt well informed about how their donation had been spent. This mirrors the UK wide 

findings by the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) and Charities Aid Foundation 

(CAF), UK Giving 2008 - an overview of charitable giving in the UK.4 

Ways of giving 

The most common way of giving in Northern Ireland is through philanthropic giving, such as cash 

donations. Over 70% of people gave to charity through this mechanism and this seems to be an 

increasingly popular way of giving, with the percentage of people giving this way having increased 

since 2005. The challenge is to encourage long-term and regular ways to give. 

Mechanisms such as direct debits represent around 18% of donations, which is a 1% increase on 

2005. Internet giving also rose to 0.6% in 2008. However, other forms such as payroll giving fell from 

8% in 2005 to 5% in 2008. 

In terms of legacy giving, 4.5% of those surveyed said they were leaving money to charity in their will. 

Over half said they would not give to charity through their will but, encouragingly, 29% said they may 

and another 8% said they would when they came around to making their will. This means there is a 

potential pool of legacy givers in Northern Ireland. 

Gift aid 

Nearly 30% of donations were gift aided, which is an increase from the previous survey in 2005 when 

the figure stood at 22%. This suggests the tax benefits are being increasingly recognised and 

promoted, but there was still a third of donors not offered the gift aid tax break by the recipient 

charity. With just the 30% of donations being gift aided, this represents a loss of £48.2 million to the 

charitable sector per year. 

   
3
 Please note that Arts & Business includes forms of charitable giving that the NICVA do not consider such as Friend 

schemes. 
4
 This report found that medical research, hospices, children & young people, overseas and animals received the largest 

proportion of donations. 
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Motivations and reasons for not giving 

From the sample of donors surveyed the main reasons cited for giving were for altruistic, egotistic and 

personal reasons. Seven out of ten gave because they wanted to improve things and felt they had a 

moral duty to give and another 20% gave because the cause was important to them. For nearly a fifth 

of donors, their decision to give was a spontaneous decision, for 16% it was because of a direct ask 

and for 15.6% it was because of a routine/regular letter or newsletter. These findings emphasis those 

found by City University London that a direct ask was the most effective way to motivate the act of 

giving. 

The sample of people who did not give to charity gave the following reasons for not doing so: 

Reason cited % of donors 

I never thought of it 57.6% 

I couldn’t afford it 31.7% 

I don’t think charities use the money effectively 4.3% 

I never give to charity 2.9% 

I think it is the government’s responsibility 1.4% 

I don’t care enough about any particular cause 1.4% 

I do not think my donation would make a difference 0.7% 

Source: Northern Ireland Giving Survey 2008, NICVA, 2008 

The impact of the recession 

The City University London research into individual giving asked donors whether the recession 

would have an impact on their giving behaviour to the arts and cultural sector. The response was 

largely that the downturn would not affect giving too much because they tend to be wealthier and on 

more stable incomes (e.g. a pension). However, when we look at the NICVA results for the charitable 

sector as a whole, the picture is not so positive. Half of respondents to the NICVA survey stated that 

the amount of money they gave was dependent on disposable income levels, and as these were 

affected by the downturn – their giving would be too. The extent to which donors to the arts and 

culture are different to other charitable givers will play a significant role in the impact of the recession 

on individual giving.  

Philanthropy and the arts 

But what about the arts and culture specifically? Low- and mid-level giving has not been explored 

before in this sector, but philanthropy (higher-level giving) has been. Although they are very different 

in their nature, scale, impact, motivations and in how to access/leverage funds, understanding 

philanthropy in Northern Ireland still tells us a lot about the context and culture of giving. 
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A report commissioned by Arts & Business from Venture Philanthropy Ireland Ltd in 2008 explored 

high-net-worth individuals involvement with the arts and culture. The research showed that most of 

the philanthropists had not been exposed to investing in art projects before; there was a feeling that 

the sector did not sell its projects in an attractive and compelling manner and that there was a lack of 

evidence on the impact the sector has on society i.e. the social return for investing. Several said they 

would not invest in the arts because it was not a priority for them, especially when compared to 

education, health and the environment. Interestingly, the arts and cultural sector was the only sector 

which generated any sort of negative response from the philanthropists surveyed.  

Philanthropy is a very private and personal matter at the best of times, but it seems to be even more 

so in Northern Ireland. This means who makes the ask and where the funds go are fundamental 

factors.  Personal contacts, connections and interests were fundamental for investing in the sector i.e. 

a vested interest in an organisation and the sector. One of the plus points to investing in the arts and 

cultural sector though is that it has a visible and immediate impact unlike medical and international 

charitable giving, which can be appealing to philanthropists.   

A robust artistic business case and be seen to be a professional and sustainable organisation were 

also highlighted as factors in philanthropic giving. This makes sense in the context of philanthropy 

and maybe it does at the low- to mid-level donation end too. People want to know the money they are 

giving is invested wisely, that they trust the organisation they are giving it to (as evidenced by the 

City University London report), thus a visibly professional organisation is a factor in building that 

trust relationship. 

The philanthropists also felt that the Government should lead the way in encouraging and supporting 

philanthropic activity in the sector. Whether low- and mid-level donors feel that the Government has a 

similar role to play in promoting individual giving at this level remains to be seen. 
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Current state of cultural 

organisations 

Introduction 

We audited 17 organisations in Belfast (appendix 1, p27) which involved examining each venue’s 

website, printed materials and the venue itself in order to establish what the current state of individual 

giving is in Belfast’s cultural sector from the organisational perspective. From this exercise we are 

able to establish whether arts organisations are asking for donations, how well they are making the 

ask, what mechanisms they are promoting for giving, how well trained their staff are in accepting 

donations and the take up of gift aid. A copy of the audit form used can be found in appendix 2, p27.  

As far as possible we have made these findings anonymous but where we found an example of good 

practice the organisation has been recognised. 

Did they ask for donations? 

Out of the 17 organisations, 41% did not have anything on their website about supporting their 

organisation, over half did not have any printed materials about giving and three-quarters did not 

have a donation box within the venue itself. What is apparent is that many arts organisations are 

not asking people to donate. From the report Local Pride – individual giving in England5, the single 

most important factor found in motivating people to give for the first time was a direct ask. Even 

within the printed literature, just 4 out of 7 organisations that had literature on the subject, made a 

direct ask. There are a number of reasons why organisations may not be asking, it could be because 

they are cautious about asking audiences for money, believe that people will not donate or believe it 

will be labour intensive to handle. 

The Crescent Arts Centre and the Linen Hall Library both had prominent areas on their websites 

about how to support their organisations and had printed literature which directly asked for a 

donation. The Crescent Arts Centre actually has a button on the homepage of its website which takes 

you a dedicated page about the different ways in which you can give online through JustGiving.com.  

What opportunities are there for giving? 

There are a number of different ways promoted across the organisations’ websites for how an 

individual can give. Membership is the most commonly promoted way of giving with 7 venues 

   
5
 Local Pride – individual giving in England, City University and Arts & Business, 2009 
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having a scheme advertised on their websites. Although one-off donations, regular giving, legacies 

and volunteering were used by 2 to 4 organisations respectively, it tended to be a couple of 

organisations offering multiple ways of giving. Also considering this is out of 17 organisations, 

just 2 promoting legacies and 3 encouraging one-off and regular giving suggests a small portion of 

the cultural sector are utilising the range of mechanisms available to them for encouraging people to 

give. 

Figure 5: Mechanisms for giving promoted on the website 

 

Perhaps the best couple of examples are the Ulster Orchestra and Linen Hall Library. The Ulster 

Orchestra’s website and printed literature gives you options for how to give, information about all the 

mechanisms and forms in order to be able to give. The Linen Hall Library has developed a number of 

unique ways to give to the Library including sponsoring a book and a book shelf. They have clearly 

considered what their assets are and what types of giving products would appeal to their audience. 

Membership 

As already mentioned membership is the most commonly promoted form of giving. Out of the 10 

venues which do have an individual giving programme of some sort, 7 offered membership. The 

quality of the offer and sell varied considerably. Although 7 organisations offered membership 

online, only 4 included it in their printed material.  

Trying to evaluate the average cost of membership is difficult. One venue referred to it as being a 

‘nominal fee’, another quoted £20 on the leaflet and £10 on the form and, at another venue, when a 

member of staff was asked about the cost of membership, the response was that they didn’t know. 

Therefore the cost of membership is unclear to potential donors and there is not a clear ‘sales 

pitch’ around the membership offer in the vast majority of cases. 
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Within the venues themselves, only two had information on membership readily available. When 

front-of-house (FOH) staff were asked about how one would go about making a donation, only 2 tried 

to sell membership and even after being prompted one said they didn’t know whether membership 

was an option. FOH do not seem to be fully trained on the individual giving offer and are not 

therefore able to sell it to the audience.  

The membership schemes tended to be sold about the benefits one would receive rather than about 

supporting the arts organisation and its work – unlike donations. 

Volunteering 

Volunteering was the second most commonly promoted form of giving among the audited 

organisations, with 4 venues recommending volunteering opportunities on their websites. The giving 

of time seems to be slightly more common place than the request for money. 

One-off donations  

One-off donations are most frequently requested through the presence of a donation box within the 

venue, but of the 17 Belfast organisations, just 4 offered this mechanism for giving. Two of these were 

placed in prominent positions next to the entrance/exit, one was rather hidden from view and another 

was behind the entrance door. The donation boxes tended to be almost, or entirely, empty. Only at 

the Naughton Gallery was there any explanation given as to why one should donate. In the case 

of the Naughton Gallery, donations help to keep the gallery free and look after the collection, the 

audience would not know what they were donating too in the other 3 venues. 

Regular giving 

Regular giving was only promoted by Linen Hall Library and the Ulster Orchestra.  When asked 

whether there was a regular giving scheme at two venues, one responded very honestly that it was on 

their ‘to do list’ but that they had simply not got around to establishing the scheme yet and the other 

asked whether the potential giver was a secret millionaire and that they could send regular cheques if 

they wished. What is particularly clear from the lack of organisations offering regular giving schemes 

is that organisations are not asking for donations/support from their audiences and they are 

not giving audiences the opportunity to get involved, and even when some of the mechanisms 

are there, they are not being fully promoted. 

How persuasive is the ask for support? 

Looking at only those organisations which offered ways for the public to support them via the 

website, 6 did not explain how the money/donation would be used, 6 did not explain the benefits and 

4 did not make a clear and compelling case. Their websites potential to generate donations are 

not being fully utilised. However, there is quite a lot of debate about how effective online giving is 

because ‘people give to people’ and the internet does make the donation one-step removed from that. 
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The printed literature’s ask for money was much better than the online presence, just 1 of the 7 

venues did not explain how the donation/money would be used, 3 did not explain the benefits and just 

2 did not make a compelling case for support. The quality of benefits varied too. For example the 

Crescent Arts Centre was very clear about where the donation would be spent and the tangible 

outcome from it. In contrast another venue, has a capital campaign project but no leaflets or 

information about it are actually in the venue (a member of staff had to get it) and instead of 

explaining the need for the capital development and how the money would help, it began by outlining 

how to use gift aid. 

The on-site ask was, however, poorer than the website presence. Only one venue explained what the 

donation was for, none of them explained the benefits and none provided any case for giving. The on-

site ask let the effort down across all organisations. 

Figure 6: Case for support on the website, print and on-site 

 

Do staff encourage individual giving? 

As part of the audit, FOH staff’s knowledge was also tested, in particular whether they knew how one 

could give and whether they promoted giving/supporting the organisation. When the potential donor 

asked how one went about making a donation, no organisations' FOH staff displayed excellent or 

good knowledge. Most (8) had some awareness, in that they could provide some literature on the 

subject or directed the enquiry to the Director or Finance Director. Six FOH staff had no knowledge. 

What frequently happened in these cases was that one was signed up to a free e-mail list or given a 

list of different names and numbers to contact at a later date. None of the organisations in the audit 
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were sufficiently geared up to accept a donation when an enquiry about donating was made in 

person. It is not surprising then that nearly all failed to ‘sell’ other products/ways of giving e.g. 

membership. 

It is also worth noting that only a handful of organisations did thank the potential donor for 

enquiring about giving to their organisation. 

FOH staff seemed to be unprepared for individuals to give, even among those organisations that had 

developed their offer online and in print. 

Was gift aid used? 

From the audit, it appears that the use of gift aid among Belfast organisations is extremely low. From 

the 10 organisations which did have information on their websites about giving, only the Ulster 

Orchestra promoted gift aid. Things were slightly better in the printed literature, out of the 7 

organisations which had printed materials on the subject, 4 of them did ask for the 

donation/membership fee to be gift aided. When FOH staff were asked in the venues whether 

donations could be gift aided, 8 out of 11 venues did not know. Of the 3 which did know the donation 

could be gift aided, all of them asked for the donor to do this and were not prompted by the mystery 

donor. 

Conclusions and other observations 

Although the audit demonstrates that these organisations are at a very early stage in the development 

of their individual giving programmes and products or are in need of refining and reviewing some of 

the fundamental elements of what they are offering, it should be noted that the visitor experience 

offered by many of these venues is excellent and hence providing the right conditions for 

motivating individuals to give. For example, the Belfast Print Workshop gave a guided tour to the 

gallery, the workshops and an introduction to the different printing processes as part of the visitor 

experience before the suggestion of donating was made. The Queens Street Studios did something 

very similar, as did the Golden Thread Gallery. In a number of other cases the potential donor was 

introduced to the Director of the organisation where the artistic programme was discussed. 

The sense of audience inclusion and staff passion came across and, as found in the City University 

study into donor motivation, these are key factors in motivating low- and mid-level donations. There 

is clearly potential for an individual giving programme to resonate well with many of these 

organisations. 

One person remarked that there was not a call for individual giving products/programmes because 

the public do not give to culture but as we found, organisations are not asking. There is clearly a 

demand-supply issue in that there is not (perceived by the organisations) a culture of giving to the 

arts in Belfast - but there will not ever be a demand for giving unless organisations build the 

audience’s propensity to do so. 
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Donor care 

Introduction 

As part of the research, each of the 17 venues audited were sent unsolicited donations of £50 with a 

cover letter remarking how much the donor had enjoyed a visit to the venue and was consequently 

sending the donation in recognition of this. All of the donations were posted on the same day so that 

we could monitor how quickly recipient organisations responded and what the nature of their 

response was. 

This exercise gives a flavour of the current state of donor care in the cultural sector. 

Response rate 

The response rate was relatively good. 52% of organisations had responded within a fortnight of the 

donation being sent out and 29% within a week.  Arts & Business conducted a similar exercise in the 

Midlands and the findings were relatively similar, with 50% having acknowledged the donation 

within a fortnight. The third of organisations that took more than a fortnight to respond will not 

necessarily facilitate relations with the donors. Good donor care suggests that upon receipt of a 

donation, the organisation should thank and acknowledge the donation within a week. 

However, this is dependent on resources which does mean there is some flexibility in this guidance. 

Among the Belfast organisations, there were 18% who cashed the donation but failed to send a letter 

to thank the donor. The 18% who did not respond at all are losing a valuable opportunity to have 

a relationship with a keen arts supporter, and supporter of their organisation specifically. There 

appears to be a certain level of donor care and relationship cultivation occurring in Belfast, but 

it is not yet universally conducted. 
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Figure 7: Response rate of arts organisations to unsolicited donations 

 

Letter of thanks 

According to Theresa Lloyd’s Cultural Giving: successful donor development for arts and heritage 
organisations, the most effective form of communication with donors, in a way which is meaningful 

and appreciated by them, contains the following elements: 

 A personalised letter; 

 Regular information on the progress of the recipient organisation; and 

 How the donation would help the organisation and what it will be spent on. 

Although most of the thank you letters contained some of the above elements, only a minority 

contained all of them. 

Personalised 

Out of the 14 letters received 11 of them were personalised in some manner – they were either 

handwritten, the content specifically tailored to respond to the remarks made in the donation cover 

letter and/or personally signed by a relevant member of staff.  
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Figure 8: Personalised letters of thanks from the recipient art organisations  

 

Five of them were handwritten cards/notes which really gave a personal touch to the thank you 

letter, although the content itself tended to not provide bridges for furthering the relationship. 

It is important that the letter is signed by someone relevant and appropriate to whom the donor 

can relate/have a relationship with, for example the Development Manager, Chief Executive, Artistic 

Director etc. Nine out of the 14 letters received were signed by people within the organisation at these 

levels. However, the remainder were either signed on the behalf of the Chief Executive/Director by an 

unidentified colleague and one was posted unsigned.   

Something else which came through very strongly from many of the letters was the genuine 

appreciation, gratitude and excitement not only of a donation but the few words of support the 

donation cover letter included. For example, one thank you letter states: 

‘it is a very welcome boost to our finances and it is a pleasure to get feedback from our visitors.’ 

A number of them contained messages in a similar vein.  

Relationship cultivation 

Although 6 letters merely said ‘thanks’, other forms of engagement or bridges for continuing and 

building a relationship with the donor was offered in the other 9. The most common mechanism for 

relationship cultivation was by adding the donor to the mailing list, of which 5 out of the 14 

offered this. One organisation enclosed free tickets to an exhibition and another offered a tour of the 

site. However, none of them mentioned membership, despite 7 of them having schemes. 

A prime opportunity to build a relationship with an audience member and a potential source of 

income does not seem to have been fully capitalised on by the organisations. Building the 

relationship is not only about audience engagement but also moving the donor up the loyalty ladder – 

from a one-off to regular donations. 

Personalised
79%

Not 
personalised

21%
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Figure 9: Forms of engagement included in the letter of thanks 

 

How the donation would be spent 

From the research Arts & Business conducted in England, we know that low- and mid-level donors 

tend to be motivated and triggered to give by being asked to support something tangible so that 

they can see where their donation is making a difference, even if it is only in a small way. At the 

same time, the donors said they trusted the recipient organisation to determine where best to spend 

their donation. These factors are epitomised in the good practice of writing letters of thanks.  

Identifying where the unsolicited donation will be spent helps to build that connection and 

relationship with the donor. It also helps with encouraging the donor to move from a one-off-

donor to a regular giver because they can see the impact of their support. 

In this exercise, only 4 organisations identified where the donation would be spent - ranging from 

booster seats for children through to capital developments. Two made references to the tight public 

spending context the arts are entering and another 3 made loose reference to using the donation to 

support the ongoing artistic programme. For those running capital campaigns, it is easier to identify a 

tangible destination for the money; but even when it is a small amount used as revenue funding, it is 

advisable to identify which cost item the donation will be put towards. 
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Figure 10: Whether the organisation identified where the donation would be spent 

 

Benefits 

The initial cover letter with the donation did not request any benefits, and as found from donor 

surveys, low- and mid-level donors do not expect to receive material benefits for their donation unlike 

philanthropists. However, that is not to say a sign of appreciation and recognition is not well received 

by low- and mid-level donors. It can play an important part in confirming and re-enforcing the 

decision to donate rather than motivating giving per se. If that decision is reinforced it can lead to 

further, future donations from that donor. It is important to understand the role material benefits play 

in generating low- and mid-level donations and act upon this knowledge. 

Four organisations gave material benefits in exchange for the donation: 

 Invites to an exhibition; 

 An exhibition catalogue; 

 Tour of the site; 

 Acknowledgement of the donation in the concert programme. 

The first three benefits create an exchange relationship between the donor and organisation – a bit 

like in a Friend’s scheme. The last is about recognition and showing appreciation publicly, which is 

an excellent marketing technique in encouraging others to give to you.  

Gift aid 

Out of the 14 venues who responded to the unsolicited donation, only one asked for the donation to be 

gift aided. This suggests that gift aid is not being used by cultural organisations, and this 
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corroborates the findings from the mystery visitor exercise. The other 16 organisations that were sent 

the donation missed out on an additional £14 each, a total of £224 between them all. 

The organisation which did enclose a gift aid form, explained the value of using gift aid (i.e. the 28p in 

every pound) accompanied by a stamped envelope. Managing gift aid in this manner means that it is 

quick and easy for the donor to gift aid their donation. 

The amount of money the organisation will receive in return for sending out the gift aid form and 

stamped envelope, does make it financially worth their while. 

Figure 11: % of organisations who enclosed a gift aid form 

 

Relationship cultivation 

As already mentioned, five of the venues added the donor to their mailing lists. Although this is a 

positive move, there needs to be a balance between keeping the donor informed/involved and sending 

too much correspondence which could potentially irritate the donor. This can be a difficult balance to 

achieve, therefore seeking donor feedback about how much correspondence they want can help as 

well as ensuring correspondence is appropriately tailored and targeted.  

Best practice  

There were some examples of best practice exhibited in the letters received. The key elements to good 

donor care that were demonstrated were: 

 Identifying something specific which the donation will go towards; 

 Personalising the letter – in terms of referencing the specific remarks in the original letter and the 

thank you letter coming from an appropriate person; 

 How to ask for donations to be gift aided; 

 Donor cultivation mechanisms e.g. added to mailing lists. 

Gift aided
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Recommendations 
 Before any cultural organisation embarks on developing and implementing an individual giving 

programme it is essential that they conduct a feasibility study into their potential donor market. 

Firstly in order to determine the scale of the potential market but also which mechanisms and 

individual giving products are the most appropriate e.g. a legacy scheme, Friend’s scheme, 

internet giving. Audience data and marketing is all bound up with a successful fundraiser’s 

individual giving campaign. 

 Developing and implementing an individual giving programme is scalable so that the expenditure 

generates sufficient return on investment through individual giving. This is why a feasibility study 

is key in order to help determine the scale of any organisations particular market potential and 

resource capability. 

 The cultural sector in Belfast seems to be at quite an early stage of development so there is an 

untapped potential market, especially to secure the financial support of the existing committed art 

attendees. 

 The necessary and ideal conditions for individual giving seem to be evident in Belfast – there is a 

culture of giving (albeit to non-arts charities), a good visitor experience, passionate staff and 

audience engagement mechanisms. The key is to harness this for the sustainability of the cultural 

organisation. From other Arts & Business research, committed art attendees appreciate being able 

to support their local cultural organisation in many different ways – volunteering, Friend, donor, 

Trustee etc.  

 There appears to be a feeling among the cultural sector that people do not give to the arts, 

however, we have found that organisations tend not to be asking for donations or could enhance 

the way in which they ask/receive money. Without asking we cannot determine there is not 

demand. 

 Organisations need to be more direct and clear about asking their supporters for financial support 

– a direct request accompanied by a compelling rationale for why it is needed and how the money 

will be used. From our research with City University we know that artistic (want to see the artform 

thrive), institutional (ensure the organisation survives) and philanthropic/personal (enjoy 

attending) reasons tend to be the strongest motivating factors, therefore, constructing the 

messaging around these themes is advisable.  

 Learning from others is one of the best ways to get started. Many of the organisations are 

conducting aspects of best practice, by scanning the market and taking all of these elements 

together a compelling programme can be established. This also means looking outside of 

Northern Ireland to some of the comparable English regions. 

 It is essential that the organisation recognises, shows appreciation for and thanks the donor for 

their support. This means clearly thanking them, offering them others ways of engaging with the 

organisation so that a relationship can be built (to help with longer-term relationship cultivation), 

identifying how the support will help/be used and personalise communication.   

 Gift aid should be used. For every pound donated, an organisation can claim back 28p. Even from 

this exercise the cultural sector lost £224. By making it easy for donors to claim gift aid is 
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fundamental – whether that be including it on donation forms or having gift aid envelopes 

available. 

 Finally, the ask for financial support should be seamless – the same quality messaging and 

request should come through on the website, in the dedicated printed literature and on-site 

through fully briefed and trained employees.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 – Audited cultural organisations 

 

 Arts & Disability Forum Gallery; 

 Belfast Exposed; 

 Black Box; 

 Linen Hall Library; 

 Naughton Gallery at Queen’s University; 

 Oh Yeah music centre; 

 Old Museum Arts Centre; 

 Ormeau Baths Gallery; 

 Belfast Print Workshop Gallery; 

 Queen Street Studio Gallery; 

 Ulster Orchestra; 

 Youth Action; 

 Catalyst Arts; 

 Crescent Arts Centre; 

 Culturiann McAdam O’Fiaich; 

 Golden Thread Gallery; 

 Grand Opera House. 

Appendix 2 – Audit form 

 
 



 

www.artsandbusiness.org.uk 

 

 

 

Name of Venue: Date:  
 

 

 

 

Part 1 – Website Analysis Answers Additional comments 

3 How easy is it to locate the ‘support us’ 

function or equivalent? 

 There isn’t one [   ] 

 Easy  [   ] 

 Average [   ] 

 Difficult  [   ] 

 

4 Is there a case for support made? 

 How the donation will help 

 Benefits explained 

 Clear and compelling 

 

 Yes [   ]    Average [   ]    No [   ] 

 Yes [   ]    Average [   ]    No [   ] 

 Yes [   ]    Average [   ]    No [   ] 

 

5 What opportunities are there to support the 

venue via the website? 

 Advertised or able to sign up? 

 Downloads? 

 One-off donation advertised [   ] 

 Regular giving  [   ] 

 Membership  [   ] 

 Legacies  [   ] 

 Volunteering  [   ] 

 Other  [   ] 
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Part 1 – Website Analysis Answers Additional comments 

6 Is Gift Aid promoted on the website?  Yes  [    ]  No  [    ] 
 

7 What other opportunities are promoted on the 

website? 

 Shop  [    ]   

 Cafe/restaurant  [    ]   

 Private hire  [    ]   

 Corporate membership/sponsorship  [    ]   

 Licensing  [    ]   

 Other  [    ]   

 

Other comments: 
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Part 2 – Printed materials Answers Additional comments 

8 Were printed materials available to pick up at 

the venue about individual giving? 

 

 Yes  [    ]  No  [    ]  Had to ask  [   ] 

 

9 What does the material cover?  Individual membership  [    ] 

 One-off donations  [    ] 

 Regular giving  [    ] 

 Legacies  [    ] 

 Sponsors of bricks/chairs etc  [    ] 

 

10 Is there a direct ask for money?  Yes  [    ]  No  [    ]   
 

11 Is there a case for support made? 

 How the donation will help 

 Benefits explained 

 Clear and compelling 

 

 Yes [   ]    Average [   ]    No [   ] 

 Yes [   ]    Average [   ]    No [   ] 

 Yes [   ]    Average [   ]    No [   ] 

 

12 Is there an application form for making a 

donation/becoming a member etc? 

 Yes [   ]    No [   ] 
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Part 2 – Printed materials Answers Additional comments 

13 Are there suggested donation amounts? If so, 

how much? 

 Yes [   ]    No [   ] 

 £         

 

14 How much is membership?  £ 
 

15 Is Gift Aid promoted?  Yes [   ]    No [    ] 
 

16 What is the overall quality of the printed 

material? 

 Poor  [   ]   

 Average [   ]  

 Good [   ] 

 Excellent  [   ] 

 

17 What are the benefits and are they 

persuasive? 

 Poor [   ]   

 Average [   ]  

 Good [   ] 

 Excellent  [   ] 

 Benefits: 

 

 

Other comments: 
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Part 3 – On-Site Answers Additional comments 

18 Is there a donation box? 

 Location 

 Quality 

 Suggested donation 

 Gift aid envelopes 

 Yes [   ]   No  [    ] 
 

19 Is there a board/display of patrons and 

donors? 

 Yes [   ]   No  [    ] 
 

20 Is there a case for support made? 

 How the donation will help 

 Benefits explained 

 Clear and compelling 

 

 Yes [   ]    Average [   ]    No [   ] 

 Yes [   ]    Average [   ]    No [   ] 

 Yes [   ]    Average [   ]    No [   ] 

 

21 Is membership an option?  Yes [   ]   No  [    ] 
 

22 Is information about membership readily 

available? 

 Yes [   ]   No  [    ] 
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Part 3 – On-Site Answers Additional comments 

Front-of-House staff    

23 “I would like to make a donation. How do I do 

this?” 

 No awareness 

 Some awareness 

 Adequate awareness 

 Good knowledge 

 Excellent knowledge 

 

24 Did they try to tell you about other forms of 

supporting the or to donating to the venue?  

 Yes [   ]   No  [    ] 
 

25 “What other ways are there to support the 

organisation?” 

 Do they mention membership? 

 
 

26 “Am I able to Gift Aid that?”  Yes [   ]   No  [    ] Didn’t know  [   ] 
 

Other comments: 

 

 

 

  

 


