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Wealth is increasing enormously, and despite the political and social uncertainty that’s coming 
in the next two to five years, it is a certainty that the rich will get richer.  As a result, there is a 
huge opportunity for the voluntary sector to unlock philanthropic investment from High Net 
Worth Individuals. 

Why do people want to invest/donate?

• Out of a sense of personal obligation
• To have a social impact
• For a personal sense of reward/achievement
• For Tax Benefits
• To solve problems

However, in a survey carried out a few years ago, 
only 20% of philanthropists surveyed felt that their 
giving was effective.  It’s not unusual for people 
to want to be strategic and effective with their 
philanthropic giving, particularly as there have 
been a few cases of ‘philanthropy gone wrong’ that 
have made some wary of charitable interventions.

the fear of doing more harm than good.

For example, some well-meaning philanthropists wanted to keep administrative costs low and 
transport a quantity of anti-malarial mosquito nets to Malawi.  However, a lack of appropriate 
investment in suitable storage and distribution resulted in these nets being stolen, traded 
on the black market and being used as fishing nets in Lake Malawi.  This charity project / 
philanthropic opportunity probably seemed more cost-effective than other options originally. 
But ultimately it had tragic unintended consequences, as the anti-malarial poison from the nets 
entered the food chain, causing death and illness for people who ate fish from the lake.  

What can limit effective philanthropy?

• Lack of proper evidence that interventions work
• Lack of knowledge of the real problem
• Charity business models not necessarily designed for scale
• Philanthropists working in isolation and not collaborating
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Your charity will 
only secure the large 
donations consistently
if you help them 
understand what
these wealthy donors
are really looking for.
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how can we create more strategic opportunities 
for philanthropists to invest in?

Be Innovative - Are you doing something 
completely different with your intervention, or is 
there something different in the way that you are 
asking for investment or donations? 

Though many charities may think that donors 
want to see a tangible and immediate impact on 
the lives of those your charity is supporting, many 
High Net Worth Individuals appreciate and value 
concepts like ‘Return on Investment’.  As a result, 
if you are asking for investment into fundraising 

rather than ‘on the ground’ interventions, and are anticipating that a one-off injection of £50 
to £100K could generate £300K from fundraising efforts, make sure you share your forecasting 
and speak their language – few business people would turn down an ROI like that.

Make sure you have evidence that your intervention will work - The ‘gold standard’ of evidence 
is the Randomised Control Trial (RCT) a feature that is becoming more and more important to 
philanthropists as they review potential opportunities for philanthropic giving. In a randomised 
control trial, a charity measures the results of its proposed intervention with a control group 
to determine whether or not their intervention does have tangible and positive results on the 
issue they are trying to tackle.

One example of the benefits of a randomised control trial can be seen with ‘The Solar Suitcase’, 
an innovation by Laura E. Stachel.i  Stachel wanted to tackle one of the root causes of infant 
and maternal mortality; 40% of infant deaths occur in the first 24 hours of life, and maternal 
mortality accounts for 300,000 deaths a year – 99% of which occur in underdeveloped 
countries.ii

Stachel hypothesised that introducing lighting to health clinics could help tackle these 
mortality figures, given that the majority of women go into labour at night and in settings 
without adequate lighting, it is easy for women and their children to experience major health 
complications ‘in the dark’, without their healthcare professionals being able to see the 
situation unfolding.  Although the solar suitcases weren’t introduced as part of a randomised 
control trial initially, when they were installed in a Nigerian health clinic the self-reported 
incidents of child and maternal mortality were reduced by 70%. 

This anecdotal evidence prompted a full randomised control trial in Liberia, with the lights 
being introduced into 5 clinics for a total investment of $400,000.  The results from this test 
showed that infant and maternal mortality rates were reduced by 66% in these clinics, saving 
lives for the equivalent of $1 per life.  The impact, sustainability and effectiveness of this trial 
helped to secure EU funding for the installation of solar panels in every health centre in Liberia.

The fact that a randomised control trial might support a single intervention as most effective 
doesn’t mean that you can’t do other things, but it helps to show people that the investment 
really does work.

From talking to 
hundreds of wealthy 
philanthropists, i
know they are far
more likely to invest
in projects that tackle
the root cause of a 
problem.
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It could fail, but you are demonstrating a pragmatic 
intervention approach and making sure that your 
charity isn’t committing larger sums of money to 
interventions that aren’t making a positive impact 
in a particular setting.

the importance of collaboration

There are a lot of charities out there who may work 
in the same space as you – have you considered 
collaborating with them to share knowledge, skills, 

experience and resources and maximise on the potential impact that you could have on a 
particular root problem?  Collaboration with funders, specialists and other philanthropists – or 
government – can really help to ensure that an intervention is sustainable and scalable and that 
you have the right people round the table for your intervention to work.

scalability and sustainability – key considerations for any intervention.

Does your charity have a clear path for the intervention, from the pilot project to delivering 
a project that solves global problems? Is the programme self-sustaining or is the aim to get 
funding from government to sustain your project long term and increase the global reach and 
impact of your intervention?  

There are several questions that it is important to consider when you are reviewing the 
potential scalability and sustainability of your intervention:

• Is the organisation thinking about how the outcomes can be sustained in the future?
• Has the organisation considered scale and replication?
• Does the organisation understand the market in which they are working?
• Is the organisation continuing to monitor, evaluate and record progress?

the Psychology of high net Worth individuals

Many philanthropists and individuals with a high-net worth will have made their money from a 
liquidity event, and as a result, they may hesitate if they can’t see how they will be able to exit 
from their major donation / investment.  It’s not unusual for philanthropists to think, ‘If I start 
giving to a charity, will I have to give forever?’

This goes back to the sustainability and impact of charitable interventions – are you addressing 
a symptom of an issue (in which case, donations are likely to be needed regularly and 
consistently in order to continue to deliver the programme) or are you addressing the root 
cause?  Can you find a narrative that philanthropists could want to invest in? Ideally this is a 
high impact, sustainable and scalable intervention that tackles the root cause of an issue.

also, if you haven’t
got enough money to 
carry out a
randomised control
trial, consider asking
for funding to assist
with this.  
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You may feel that you have little control over how your charity plans and measures its strategy. 
Depending on your level of responsibility in your charity, some of these issues are probably not 
within your control, but even then, what could you do to influence them in the right direction? 
Given that most charities stick their head in the sand about these issues, any progress your 
charity makes will increase its attractiveness in the eyes of major donors.

What ideas do you have and what are the first steps you could take to apply 
them?

?
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You’ve been working on:

We’d love to hear how you get on. Feel free to share your progress or questions in the 
members club Facebook group.

i https://wecaresolar.org

ii https://wecaresolar.org/about


