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Lead the conversation to lead 
change
Sophie Renton

T
his paper comprises an extract from McCrindle 
Research’s Australian Communities Report: 
Understanding Australian givers to maximise the 
impact of NFPs. 

The report summarises the key trends affect-
ing the charity/not-for-profit sector, to equip 
organisational leaders for strategic decision-mak-

ing. It was based on the collation of quantitative data collected in 
an online survey conducted between 6–15 January 2021 sent to a 
nationally representative sample of 1,467 Australians who have given 
to a charitable organisation in the past 12 months. 

Generational insights were based on the following age brackets:
• Generation Z: aged 18 to 26
• Generation Y: aged 27 to 41
• Generation X: aged 42 to 56
• Baby Boomers: aged 57 to 75
• Builders: aged 76+.

Overview
While donor engagement is essential to the future of the charities/
not-for-profits sector, it comes with challenges. Organisation leaders 
often feel the burden of donor expectations to keep administrative 
costs below 20% while at the same time providing transparent re-
porting. This paper explores these tensions to help leaders under-
stand givers, and highlights areas where charity/not-for-profit lead-

ers have an opportunity to reframe the conversation to bring about 
greater impacts. 

Keeping admin costs below 20% versus 
maximising impact 
The conversation around administration costs being kept low (below 
20%) has been part of the charity/not-for-profit landscape for many 
years now. What started with the best of intentions from givers of de-
siring maximum funds to reach those in need has potentially reduced 
the ability of not-for-profit leaders to make the best long-term choices 
for their organisation to maximise their impact. 

The challenge for leaders, however, is that for 70% of givers, keep-
ing marketing and administration costs low (below 20%) mattered 
more to them than growing overall donation revenue. Just 30% of 
givers said that growing overall donation revenue to maximise im-
pact mattered more. There is an opportunity here for leaders to re-
frame the conversation to show how greater investment can bring 
about greater returns. 

While, overall, Australian givers were more likely to prioritise 
keeping administration costs low, Gen Z (35%) and Gen Y (34%) 
were slightly more likely to say that growing overall donation rev-
enue to maximise impact mattered more compared with their older 
counterparts (26% Gen X, 26% Baby Boomers, 25% Builders). This 
highlighted that there could be greater openness among younger 
generations to shifting the conversation from the 20% limit, to what 
is required to bring about the best outcome and maximise impacts.
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Transparency versus trust
When required to choose, Australian givers were more 
likely to say that detailed and transparent reporting of 
fund allocation mattered more (63%) than charities be-
ing trusted to direct donations for maximum impact 
(37%). This highlighted a trust issue for charities/not-
for-profits where givers, understandably, are looking for 
transparency but their desire for accountability super-
sedes their ability to trust charities to make the choices to 
direct the funds for maximum impact. 

If leaders had greater freedom to direct funds, it may 
in fact allow the funds to go further and have a greater 
positive impact. Givers, however, were still focused on 
detailed transparency. There is a need for leadership 
teams to educate Australian givers on the cost to provide 
the transparent reporting and that providing this service 
increases the very administration costs givers are want-
ing organisations to keep low. 

In educating givers on this process, there is also a need 
for leadership teams to build a deeper level of trust with 
givers so that there is greater freedom to maximise the 
impact for recipients.

Figure 1 summarises the findings in relation to the 
weight placed on transparent reporting of fund alloca-
tion by the generational cohorts.

Quality staff versus keeping staff 
costs low 
Australian givers were more likely to believe that employ-
ing quality staff mattered more (64%) than keeping staff 
costs as low as possible (36%). The challenge for leaders 

is apparent, with givers prioritising low administration 
costs as well as quality staff. Positively, younger givers 
were more likely to agree that employing quality staff 
mattered more than keeping staff costs as low as possible 
(82% Gen Z, 72% Gen Y compared with 63% Gen X, 
46% Baby Boomers, 47% Builders).

Younger givers were more likely to trust charities/not-
for-profits to get the greatest return on investment 

Nine in 10 Australian givers (90%) were willing to 
trust charities/not-for-profits to allocate resources to get 
the greatest return on investment, even if this required 
them to invest more than 20% into marketing and quality 
staff. While this is positive, only three in 10 givers (31%) 
were extremely/very willing (see Figure 2), highlighting 
the charity/not-for-profit sector still has a way to go to 
gain trust from society. 

The future is positive for charities/not-for-profits, 
however, with Gen Z (52%) and Gen Y (38%) more 
likely to be extremely/very willing to trust organisations 
to get the greatest return on their investment than their 
older counterparts (26% Gen X, 18% Baby Boomers, 
16% Builders).

Cancel culture and not-for-profits 
The global pandemic was not the only element that shift-
ed the social fabric of Australia. The rise of other topical 
issues such as cancel culture also influenced the chang-
ing landscape for charities/not-for-profits. 

Cancel culture refers to boycotting a brand or person 
after they have done or said something considered ob-
jectionable.

In this complex environment almost seven in 10 givers 
(68%) definitely/ somewhat wanted to see the charities 
they support make their stance clear on current social 
issues, even if they were outside their area of focus. This 
should not be entered into lightly, however, as givers have 
frequently or sometimes (44%) stopped supporting a 
charity/not-for-profit because of the behaviour or stance 
the organisation has taken. 

The quote

Many charities/
not-for-profits can 
have an institutional 
approach and play it 
safe with the legacy 
donors.
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Figure 1. Fund allocation reporting importance

Source: McCrindle

Figure 2. Resource allocations and investment returns

Source: McCrindle
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While navigating this topic can be challenging, it is important to 
keep in perspective that the reasons givers stop supporting chari-
ties/not-for-profits were broader than cancel culture alone. The key 
reasons givers stopped supporting charities are largely within the 
organisation’s control. The number one reason givers stop support-
ing a charity/not-for-profit was mismanagement of finances (90%), 
followed by hearing negative reports about a charity/not-for-profit 
(88%).

Reframe the narrative 
There is an opportunity to reframe the narrative for the charity/not 
for profit sector, where organisations are held to the highest stand-
ards alongside a rebuilding of trust between leadership teams and 
the Australian public. This trust is developed as givers see leaders 
successfully guiding their organisation to a brighter future. 

Now may be the time to have these conversations, with emerging 
generations showing a greater openness to growing overall donation 
revenues to maximise impact and employ quality staff rather than to 
keep staff costs as low as possible. There is also higher trust among 
younger generations in organisations getting the greatest return on 
their investment. 

If organisational leaders position themselves on the front foot 
with communication and highlight how their actions bring about 
the greatest return on investment, the public discussion may start 
to shift. It will take time to reframe this narrative, but as Australian 
givers and organisations partner together from a place of trust and 
understanding, the positive impacts on society’s most vulnerable can 
increase.

Many charities/not-for-profits can have an institutional approach 
and play it safe with the legacy donors. The data collected, however, 
shows there is an opportunity for charities/not-for-profits to think 
like a start-up, not an institution—to be social entrepreneurs and 
solve these 21st century problems in new ways. There is still a need 
to manage risk, engage with long-term donors and deliver quality 
services, but at the same time there is an opportunity to innovate and 
adapt to emerging givers’ expectations. 

The younger givers are looking to make a difference and are will-
ing to back the charities to spend appropriately what they need to get 
the best staff and maximise impact, so now is the time for organisa-
tions to not simply rebuild but to refocus, rethink and reimage the 
future for the charities/not-for-profit sector. 

The strength of an organisation comes from its stories and tradi-
tions, but the future of an organisation rests in its relevance and in-
novation. fs

McCrindle Research undertakes the design and deployment of world-
class social and market research. Its purpose is advising organisations to 
respond strategically to the trends and so remain ever-relevant in changing 
times. As social researchers, it helps organisations, brands and communi-
ties know the times.

For more information on its services, visit www.mccrindle.com.au


