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Although older donors prefer different donation methods, they tend to donate very similar amounts when 

they actually use a given method. The only exceptions are donations made through the mail and at a place of 

worship; older donors tend to make larger donations via these two methods than younger donors. This, together 

with their higher likelihood of giving using these methods, explains why these methods account for such large 

percentages of total donations from older Canadians. Correspondingly smaller percentages of total donations 

are made:

	 •	online,

	 •	though places of work,

	 •	via door-to-door canvassing, and

	 •	in response to a request made in a public place.

Other differences in level of giving by method are not statistically significant.

Figure 60: Distribution of donations by method, older vs. younger donors, 2013. 
*Use with caution
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Motivations and barriers

Looking at the pattern of barriers to donation reported by older donors, they express significant skepticism 

about fundraising driven, in large part, by the volume of requests they receive. They are more likely to  

believe there are too many organizations asking for support (65% vs. 53% of younger donors). They are 

also more likely to limit their donations because they believe they will not be used efficiently or effectively, 

mainly because of concerns about how much organizations spend on fundraising and because they don’t 

feel they have received an adequate explanation of how their money will be used. In addition, they are somewhat 

more likely to express dissatisfaction about how they are asked to donate (33% of older donors report 

this, compared to 28% of younger donors), driven in large part by the tone and number of requests  

they receive.

Compared to younger donors, issues of affordability do not appear to be a more significant barrier. Reflecting 

the larger average amounts they give, older donors are more likely to be happy with the amounts they have 

already given and are less likely not to have been asked to give. 

Figure 61: Barriers to giving more, older vs. younger donors, 2013.
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Older donors are most likely to donate for broadly altruistic reasons and they tend to be about as likely as 

younger donors to do so. Just over nine in ten said they donated because they felt compassion for those in 

need and just under nine in ten said they donated because they believed in the causes of the organizations 

they supported. Looking at altruistic motivations, the only area where seniors are different is that they are 

less likely to say they donate to make a contribution to the community. Older donors are much more likely 

to report donating because of religious obligations or beliefs and because they would receive a tax credit for 

their donations. They are less likely to say they donated because they were asked by a friend, family member 

or neighbour.

Figure 62: Motivations for giving, older vs. younger donors, 2013.
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New Canadians

Knowing how New Canadians differ from other Canadians is key to understanding what differentiates their 

giving. First, depending on their citizenship status, they tend to be either older or younger than the average 

native-born Canadian:

	 •	 �One quarter of naturalized citizens are 65 and over, compared to about one in six of those born in Canada.  

	 •	 �Compared to naturalized and native-born Canadians, nearly twice as many of those without Canadian 

citizenship are between the ages of 25 and 44. 

Second, those without Canadian citizenship tend to have been a resident in their current communities  

for much shorter periods: 

	 •	 �Just one in six non-citizens have been in their current community for ten years or more, compared to  

two in every three naturalized Canadians and three in four of native-born Canadians.

	 •	 �Over a third of non-citizens have lived in their current community for less than three years, compared  

to one in twelve naturalized and native-born Canadians.

Third, those who were not born in Canada attend religious services much more frequently, while native-born 

Canadians are more likely to never attend services:

	 •	 �About a quarter of both naturalized Canadians and non-citizens attend religious services weekly, compared 

to just under one in seven native-born Canadians.

	 •	 �Half of native-born Canadians never attend religious services, compared to just over a third of naturalized 

Canadians and those without citizenship.

These three tendencies help explain many of the differences in giving patterns among these three groups.
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Table 12: Demographic characteristics by immigration status, 2013.

Native-born 
citizens

Naturalized 
citizens

Non-citizens

Age group

   15 to 24 17% 10% 14%

   25 to 34 17% 12% 32%

   35 to 44 15% 19% 26%

   45 to 54 18% 17% 16%

   55 to 64 16% 17% 7%

   65 to 74 10% 13% 3%

   75 plus 7% 11% 3%

Length of tenure  
in community

   < 3 years 8% 8% 38%

   3 years < 5 years 5% 6% 25%

   5 years < 10 years 12% 21% 21%

   10 years or more 75% 65% 16%

Religious attendance

   At least once a week 14% 27% 25%

   At least once a month 9% 12% 15%

   At least 3 times per year 11% 10% 9%

   Once or twice a year 15% 12% 13%

   Not at all 50% 37% 38%

Canadian citizens, whether native-born or naturalized, are more likely to donate than are non-citizens.  

In large part, this is driven by different levels of support for secular causes. Even though non-citizens are 

more likely than native-born Canadians to donate to religious causes, this does not completely offset their 

lower likelihood of donating to secular causes. Looking at average amounts donated, naturalized Canadians 

give more than native-born Canadians who, in turn, give more than non-citizens. The differences in religious 

donations are not statistically significant, but the differences in secular donations by non-citizens and others 

are. Finally, citizens support more causes than non-citizens.

Table 13: Donation levels by immigration status, 2013.

Donation rate Average donation Average  
number  

of causesTotal Secular Religious Total Secular Religious

Immigration status

   Native-born citizen 83% 79% 28% $509 $323 $559 3.7

   Naturalized citizen 83% 74% 42% $672 $363 $679 3.5

   Non-citizen 75% 64% 37% $450 $220 $524 2.7
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Giving by cause

Native-born and naturalized Canadians emphasize slightly different causes in their giving. Compared to 

native-born Canadians, naturalized Canadians are more likely to donate to:

	 •	 Religion,

	 •	 International development and relief,

	 •	 Hospitals, and

	 •	 Law, advocacy & politics.

Non-citizens are more likely than native-born Canadians to donate to Religious organizations but less likely 

to donate to all other causes. In particular, they are less likely to donate to:

	 •	 Health,

	 •	 Social services,

	 •	 Grantmaking, fundraising & voluntarism,

	 •	 Sports & recreation, and

	 •	 Environment.

Naturalized citizens and non-citizens differ from each other in relation to only two causes, with the former 

being more likely than the latter to donate to Health and Hospitals.
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Figure 63: Donation rate by immigration status and cause, 2013. 
*Use with caution
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Looking at amounts donated, the most significant difference between immigrants and native-born Canadians 

is that the former give a significantly higher percentage of the money they donate to Religious organizations. 

Native-born Canadians, on the other hand, give a higher proportion of their donations to: 

	 •	 Health,

	 •	 Grantmaking, fundraising & voluntarism,

	 •	 Education & research,

	 •	 Sports & recreation, and 

	 •	 Environment.

Native-born Canadians give more than non-citizens to Social services organizations.

Figure 64: Proportion of total donations by immigration status and cause, donors, 2013. 
*Use with caution
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Donation methods

Although not all differences are statistically significant, native-born Canadians are more likely than immigrants 

to donate via most methods. The major exceptions are:

	 •	 �both naturalized citizens and non-citizens are more likely to donate through a place of worship, and 

	 •	 naturalized citizens are more likely to donate by mail.

Non-citizens are less likely than citizens to donate via nearly all methods. They are particularly unlikely  

to donate:

	 •	 in memory of someone,

	 •	 by sponsoring someone in an event, and

	 •	 by mail.

Figure 65: Donation rate by immigration status and method, 2013. 
*Use with caution
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Differences in donation value by method are primarily driven by the significantly lower amounts native-born 

Canadians give through places of worship. They give correspondingly larger percentages of their donations 

using other methods. In particular, they give a higher proportion of their donations:

	 •	 at work, 

	 •	 at charity events, and 

	 •	 in memoriam.

Figure 66: Proportion of total donations by immigration status and method, donors, 2013. 
*Use with caution
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Motivations and barriers

Looking at the barriers to giving cited by immigrants, charities are facing two key issues. The first is skepticism 

about charities and how they use donations. Compared to native-born Canadians, naturalized Canadians are 

more likely to believe additional donations would not be used effectively and to give directly to those in 

need instead of through an organization. In part, these differences are because naturalized Canadians 

tend to be older, but immigration status is also an independent factor. Although non-citizens appear not 

to share this skepticism about charities, once age is controlled for the differences between naturalized 

citizens and non-citizens largely disappear. Similar patterns are seen with other negative opinions about 

charities. For example, both naturalized citizens and non-citizens are more likely than native-born Canadians 

to be concerned about charity frauds and scams and naturalized citizens are more likely to say there are 

too many charities asking for donations.

The second issue for charities is successfully engaging immigrants. Although they are no more likely to 

report not being asked to give, compared to native-born Canadians, they are more likely to say they didn’t 

give more because they did not know where to give and because they couldn’t find a cause worth supporting. 

While these differences are also affected by the age of donors, immigration status has an independent impact.

Figure 67: Barriers to giving more by immigration status, donors, 2013. 
*Use with caution
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In terms of motivations for giving, there are two key differences between native-born Canadians and  

other groups:

	 •	 �they are about half as likely to give because of religious obligations and beliefs, and

	 •	 �about a third more likely to give because they are personally affected by the cause.

Beyond these differences, non-Canadians are somewhat less likely to report many motivations, particularly 

personal belief in the cause and tax credits. These differences are likely related to the lower level of  

engagement with charities and smaller donations typically made by non-citizens.

Figure 68: Motivations for giving by immigration status, donors, 2013.
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Conclusion
In this report, we have drawn on existing data to present the most detailed and 
comprehensive picture ever compiled of charitable donations in Canada and the 
giving behaviours of Canadians. In the first part of the report, we used taxfiler 
data to explore changes in giving patterns between 1985 and 2014, looking first 
at overall trends and then at trends by sex, age, income and region. In the second 
part of the report, we used survey data to look at the causes Canadians support, 
the ways in which they give, their motivations for giving, and what prevents them 
from giving more. This part of the report also included explorations of social 
media and online giving, how Canadians learn to give, and three key population 
groups: younger Canadians, older Canadians, and immigrants to Canada.

We estimate that in 2014, Canadians gave approximately $14.3 billion in receipted and unreceipted  

donations to registered charities. Claimed donations have increased 150% in real terms since 1984.  

However, the proportion of taxfilers claiming donations has been falling steadily since 1990, which means 

that charities are relying on an ever-decreasing proportion of the population for donations. Over the past 

thirty years, there have been other significant changes in the Canadian donor pool. While men continue to 

be more likely to claim donations and to donate more, women now represent a larger percentage of the 

donor pool and a greater proportion of the money donated than they did in the 1980s. Donors, as a group, 

have become much older and wealthier. The giving behaviours of Generation Y are particularly worrisome; 

both the donation rates and average donations of this group are low and increasing very slowly. Looking at 

regional trends, we found that total donations have increased the most in Alberta and British Columbia and 

least in Atlantic Canada and the Prairies.
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Our exploration of the giving behaviours of individuals found that, although Canadians are less likely to 

give to Religious organizations than they were in the past, these organizations still receive the largest 

portion of donations among various causes. This is due, at least in part, to the fact that immigrants to 

Canada are much more likely to give to Religious organizations than are those born in Canada and also 

give a larger proportion of the money they donate to these organizations. The reasons Canadians give have 

remained quite consistent. The top three motivators are: compassion towards those in need, personal 

belief in the cause, and the desire to make a contribution to the community. There is evidence, however, 

that donors are becoming more critical of charities and nonprofits. For example, the percentage of donors 

saying they have trouble finding a cause worth supporting has increased, as has the percentage of donors 

concerned their money would not be used efficiently. Giving online has become much more common over the 

past 15 years, especially among younger and more educated Canadians and those with higher incomes. 

While much remains to be studied about how Canadians learn to give, it is clear that early life experiences 

that connect young people to their communities (e.g., participating in a religious organization or student 

government) are very important.

The findings presented in Thirty Years of Giving in Canada suggest that, despite the unquestionable generosity of 

Canadians, much could be done to increase giving in this country. Finding ways to more effectively engage 

young people and new Canadians would be particularly beneficial. The expansion of formal efforts to teach 

young people about giving, in both secondary schools and in colleges and universities, would be one way 

to do this. Efforts to encourage well-off Canadians to dig a bit deeper would also be useful. Finally, charities 

would likely reap significant rewards from finding ways to more effectively engage immigrants to this country. 

Even small increases in the proportion of Canadians who give and/or small increases in average donation 

amounts would have an enormous impact.

Time is of the essence, however. The Boomer generation, which has been the mainstay of the charitable sector 

for most of the past 30 years, is aging. There is a limited amount of time left to tap into the philanthropic  

impulses of this generation and it is unclear if younger generations will be willing or able to take their 

place. The evidence suggests this will be a challenge, but it is not a lost cause. Although they give less 

than earlier generations, young Canadians do have generally positive attitudes towards charities. This is 

not always the case with immigrants. Over the coming decades, immigrants will make up an even greater  

percentage of the population and this group is often unfamiliar with and distrustful of the charitable sector. 

Finally, the ways Canadians give and the causes they give to are changing. Charities are increasingly connecting 

with Canadians online and online giving is becoming more important. Religious organizations are still the 

top destination for charitable donations but are receiving a smaller proportion of donated dollars than they 

have in the past. This is both a challenge and an opportunity for the sector. Organizations that are adept 

at understanding changing attitudes and preferences will be in a better position to adapt their messages 

and tactics. To navigate this uncertain future, the sector will need more and better data and strong digital 

strategies to facilitate future giving. Collective efforts to encourage a more robust giving culture should 

also be considered. 
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Appendix A: 
Data Sources and Methodology
This report draws very heavily on a few key sources of data (described in greater detail below). We preferentially 

draw on these sources because in our judgement they represent the most comprehensive, methodologically 

consistent and long-running data sources available. While there is a great deal of other data available, 

much of which is of quite high quality, these other sources use a range of different concepts of giving, 

different measurement methodologies and different recall periods. This makes it difficult to accurately 

compare findings across sources, other than at a very general (and not terribly useful) level. More than 

with many other subjects of inquiry, how one defines and measures charitable giving has very significant 

effects on findings. Seemingly simple measures such as the percentage of individuals donating can vary 

by as much as twenty percentage points (Wilhelm, 2002). Given this, our priority in this work was to select 

data sources that covered as many topics as possible using internally consistent measures.

Data Sources

Below we provide some context on three major sources of information about individual giving to charities. 

The first two of these are administrative data reported to Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) while the third is 

a survey of individual Canadians conducted by Statistics Canada.

T3010 Registered Charity Information Returns 
As a condition of their registration, all registered charities are required to file a return with CRA within  

six months of their fiscal year end. The vast majority of the information collected on these returns is  

then made publicly available. Along with a wealth of other information, this source provides the definitive 

estimate of how much businesses and individuals donate to charities. Donations are either receipted  

(i.e., they can be used to claim tax credits) or unreceipted. Unfortunately, T3010 returns collect no information 

about what proportion of donations come from individuals vs. businesses. While the amounts claimed on 

personal and corporate income tax returns give some insight into the source of donations, a significant 

proportion of receipted donations goes unclaimed and unreceipted donations, by definition, cannot be claimed.
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T1 Statistics 
CRA uses data collected on T1 Personal Income Tax and Benefit returns to assess the taxes payable by 

individual Canadians. At present, over 90% of Canadians 15 and older file an income tax return (this is up 

from roughly 80% in the mid-1980s). Information collected on income tax returns is used to produce a 

number of different data sources including CRA’s preliminary and final T1 statistics and Statistics Canada’s 

T1 Family File. Critically, each of these data sources produces different estimates of charitable giving 

because each is based on a different sample of tax returns. CRA’s preliminary statistics are usually based 

on approximately 95% of returns, while the version of the T1 Family File used to produce Statistics Canada’s 

estimate of the amounts claimed by taxfilers typically incorporates about 97% of returns (Canada Revenue 

Agency, 2017b; Statistics Canada, 2017b). Only CRA’s final statistics incorporate substantially all returns 

(Canada Revenue Agency, 2017a). The differences in the number of returns included may seem minor,  

but they have significant effects on the estimates of how much Canadians give. As an example, final CRA 

statistics for 2014 estimated donations claimed at $9.6 billion vs. $8.8 billion for the T1 Family File. For 

final statistics, data is tabulated by province, age, sex, and major source of income (employment, investments, 

pensions, etc.). All T1 statistics used in this report are derived from final estimates released by CRA.

Canada Survey / General Social Survey on Giving, Volunteering and Participating 
At present, this survey is conducted every five years and is part of Statistics Canada’s General Social 

Survey program. First conducted in 1997 (then named the National Survey of Giving, Volunteering and 

Participating), the most recent iteration dates to 2013. It asks Canadians 15 and over about key pro-social 

behaviours, including giving and volunteering for charitable and nonprofit organizations, helping others 

directly (i.e., without involving an organization), and membership in groups and associations. In addition 

to estimates of the level of giving, it collects a wealth of demographic information about donors as well as 

information about the organizations they support, key attitudes and beliefs related to giving and volunteering, 

and their motivations and barriers for giving. Significantly, the survey defines giving as contributions of 

money to both registered charities and nonprofits.

Methodology

In the first section of the report focusing on current and historic levels of giving, donation amounts from 

T3010 Registered Charity Information Returns and T1 Final Statistics were adjusted to account for the 

effects of inflation using the all-items Consumer Price Index (Statistics Canada, n.d.-c). Unless otherwise  

noted, all dollar amounts in this section of the report are expressed in 2014 dollars. T3010 and T1 donation 

amounts were also adjusted to compensate for the effects of tax shelter arrangements. Between 2003 and 

2010, tax shelter arrangement-related claims inflated total donations by roughly $5 billion over the true 

value claimed.28 The peak year for these arrangements was in 2006, when $1.3 billion in tax shelter-related 

donations were claimed (Standing Committee on Finance, 2013). In order to compensate for these claims, 

for each year we identified charities involved in tax shelter schemes, calculated the total amount of receipted  

donations reported by these charities, and reduced claimed T1 donations for the year by the same amount. 

T1 data is used to explore long-term trends because it is the longest running data series available. Although  

T1 data is known to understate giving by Canadians, it appears to do so fairly consistently. Between 2003 

and 2014, donation amounts claimed by businesses and on individuals’ T1 returns consistently account for 

about four fifths of receipted donations reported by charities.

28 The amounts claimed did not represent actual donations to charities. Substantially the entire value of the amounts claimed has subsequently been 
disallowed by CRA.
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In the second section of the report focusing on donors, unless otherwise stated, figures were drawn from 

our analyses of Canada Survey / General Social Survey of Giving, Volunteering and Participating Public Use 

Microdata Files. Because of measures taken to guard respondent confidentiality, estimates based on 

these files may differ slightly from estimates based on the original files held by Statistics Canada. Generally 

speaking, any differences are extremely small. Unless otherwise noted, all dollar amounts in this section 

of the paper are expressed in 2013 dollars. It should also be noted that the GVP data includes donations 

to both charities and nonprofits. Prior research indicates that roughly 95% of the amount donated would 

have been to charities (Hall et al., 2005). Because we have no reasonable basis for distinguishing between 

nonprofit and charitable donation amounts, dollar amounts reported in this section of the report include 

donations to both charities and nonprofits. 










