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Leaving a legacy: Bequest giving in Australia 

 

Dr. Pamala Wiepking, Dr. Kym Madden, Katie McDonald 

 

Abstract 

This article considers what drives donors to leave charitable bequests. Building on theories 

of charitable bequest giving, we consider two types of motivations for leaving a bequest: 

attitudinal and structural motivations. Using unique Australian data, we show that a strong 

belief in the efficacy of charitable organisations has a significant positive effect on the 

likelihood of leaving a bequest, as does past giving behaviour and having no children. As 

bequests constitute an important income stream for charitable organisations, this research 

can help fundraisers better target their marketing strategies towards those most likely to 

plan their estates and motivate these people to make bequests. 
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Leaving a legacy: Bequest giving in Australia 

 

1. Introduction 

Charities all over the world regard bequest income as an important income stream. Many 

are even heavily reliant upon it [1]. Giving Australia [2] described bequest giving as the 

most significant funding source for one in ten nonprofit organisations (NPOs) in this country, 

and bequests were placed third most important of 24 fundraising vehicles in its survey of 

NPOs. 

 

Bequest income in the United States was estimated at US$22.6 billion in 2008 [3]. While 

bequest income varies annually, it represents seven to nine percent of total estimated 

donation revenues. Although no reliable Australian figures exist, Givewell found AU$140 

million in bequests in 2003/04 in an analysis of financial statements of 220 nonprofit and 

government organisations [4,5]. Overall charity bequest income in the United Kingdom is 

estimated around £1.9 billion, representing twelve percent of income of the largest 

fundraising charities [6-8]. 

 

The great majority of individuals in countries such as the US, Canada, the UK and Australia 

report giving money in any one year yet only a tiny proportion report naming a charity in 

their wills. In Australia, for example, 87% of adult Australians reported donating at least 

once in 2004 but fewer than eight percent of those with a will (58% of the adult population) 

had included a charitable bequest [2]. In his examination of probates in Victoria, Baker [9] 

identified charitable bequests in fewer than five percent of estates, and the total amount 

bequeathed to charities amounted to just over one percent of the total estate assets.  

 

Clearly, given the inclination of individuals to support charities while they are alive, the 

scope for greater participation in bequests as a type of giving exists. In principle, anyone 

who gives during his/her lifetime is a potential bequestor [10]. This is especially important 

to fundraisers, as a charitable bequest might compensate the loss of a long time donor to 

some extent.  

 

This bequest research is timely given that the much proclaimed intergenerational transfer of 

wealth is now begun. Over the next four decades, many people will gain from what is 

projected to be the largest wealth transfer in world history, as the oldest generation dies 

and passes on their substantial estates [11,12]. Increased longevity and wealth trends 
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outside this intergenerational factor suggest that offspring will be older and wealthier than 

previously. Moreover, while medical and living costs associated with longevity may reduce 

estates, supply and demand around inheritances are expected to change [13,14], with 

benefit for the charitable sector. How much is expected to flow through to the sector is 

unknown. In the US, with its tradition of estate taxes, some expect bequest monies to be 

substantial [11], while others have some serious concerns whether bequests will be able to 

replace the loss of current giving and volunteering provided by the deceased donors 

[15,16].  

 

This article provides insights into the characteristics and motivations of charitable 

bequestors. Motives for leaving a bequest can and do echo why people give generally [17]. 

We use unique Australian data to answer the question why some people are more inclined 

to leave charitable bequests than others. We find that charitable bequests are strongly 

influenced by attitudinal efficacy motivations, but not by attitudinal reciprocity and value 

motivations. Furthermore, we show that charitable bequests are also influenced by 

structural factors, such as family status and charitable giving behaviour. Knowing why 

people leave charitable bequests will help fundraisers and financial planners to better 

understand those most likely to leave a charitable bequest and, in turn, to optimally allocate 

their limited time, financial and other resources. 

 

This article begins with a discussion of the current state of the literature on motivations 

determining bequest giving. After that, we discuss the data collection and the development 

of the survey instrument. In the result section we discuss how the different attitudinal and 

structural affect charitable bequest giving. We conclude with a discussion of the results as 

well as practical implications for practitioners seeking to solicit charitable bequests. 

 

2. Theory and hypotheses 

 

Why do some people leave a charitable bequest, and others not? Seeking to understand the 

decision to leave a charitable bequest takes one on a journey through different academic 

fields of study, notably marketing and consumer behaviour, economics, psychology and 

sociology [15,18]. Combining these literatures with the existing bequest literature leads us 

to consider two types of motivations that drive people to leave charitable bequests: 

attitudinal motivations and structural motivations, as depicted in figure 1. 
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<<Insert figure 1 about here>> 

 

2.1 Attitudinal motivations for charitable bequests 

Financial planning and philanthropic literature indicate that the main attitudinal motivations 

for leaving charitable bequests are: reciprocity, efficacy, altruism, religious and political 

values [15,19-22].  

 

Reciprocity 

Donors, especially wealthy donors, are often motivated to give back to their community 

[23]. People who have benefitted from nonprofit services themselves may be more inclined 

to make bequests in return for the services they (or family members or friends) received 

during their life [1]. Also, they may have only become aware of the nonprofit organisation 

after their need to use its services [24]. We formulate the following hypothesis: 

 

1. People who are more strongly motivated to give back to their community have a 

higher probability of leaving a charitable bequest.  

 

Efficacy 

Research by Chang et al. [25] shows that US bequestors believe more strongly than non-

bequestors that charitable organisations do not waste funds in pursuit of their mission. 

Perceived charity effectiveness appears to be an important difference between bequestors 

and non bequestors. This is important because bequestors have no control over the 

deployment of their gift. Nor do they have a direct way to monitor what a charity does with 

their bequest; they have passed away and it is up the charity and possibly their families to 

monitor the realisation of the bequest. Whether a bequest will be spent effectively and in 

line with their original goals is unknown. Hence, leaving a charitable bequest requires a 

belief in the charity’s efficacy: it is a prerequisite for making a bequest. This leads us to 

formulate the following hypothesis: 

 

2. People with a stronger belief in the effectiveness of charitable organisations have a 

higher probability of leaving a charitable bequest.  

 

Altruistic values 

Economic public good theory states that when making a donation, the pure altruist only 

cares about providing the public good or service [26-28]. A charitable bequest is largely 
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altruistic in nature [29]. Although the bequestor can derive feelings of warm glow when 

putting the charitable bequest in place, unlike other types of donations the bequestor will 

die before the gift is enacted. Research by Chang et al. [25] showed that US bequestors put 

the goals of others before their own, which is an altruistic act. In another US bequest study, 

people who would consider naming a charity in their will were significantly more likely to be 

motivated by helping others [10]. We formulate hypothesis 3: 

 

3. People with stronger altruistic values have a higher probability of leaving a charitable 

bequest.  

 

Political values 

People differ in the extent to which they believe in governmental provision of public goods 

[24,30]. Generally, left-leaning people tend to believe that the government is responsible 

for the wellbeing of citizens, whereas right-leaning people have a stronger believe in the 

private provision of public goods and services. Brooks [30] finds that in the US, (religious) 

conservatives are more generous donors than (non-religious) democrats. We formulate the 

following hypothesis: 

 

4. People with a stronger belief in the governmental provision of public goods have a 

lower probability of leaving a charitable bequest. 

 

Religious values 

Many studies have shown the effect of religious beliefs and attendance on charitable giving 

[31,32]. People with stronger religious values are more inclined to do good and help others 

who are less well off than themselves. In all major world religions, kindness towards others 

is a religious virtue and is considered very important. The most well known parable 

illustrating the value of helping strangers is the Good Samaritan [33]. Therefore we argue 

that religious people will more often make charitable donations and leave charitable 

bequests, and we formulate hypothesis 5: 

 

5. People with stronger religious values have a higher probability of leaving a charitable 

bequest.  
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2.2 Structural factors for charitable bequests 

Leaving a charitable bequest is strongly affected by structural factors, such as family status, 

wealth, and charitable giving behaviour [15,19-22].  

 

Family status 

Some of the triggers for estate planning (a prerequisite for leaving a charitable bequest), 

such as getting married and having children, are likely to have a negative effect on the 

likelihood of leaving a charitable bequest. People leaving family behind will most often leave 

(largest proportion of) their estates to relatives. The stronger the familial ties, the more 

likely the estate will go to relatives, such as a partner and/or (grand)children [15]. The 

absence of close family relatives increases the probability of leaving charitable bequests 

although exceptions are noted. Auten and Joulfaian [34] showed that when children are 

financially better off, parents are more inclined to leave larger charitable bequests. While 

Whitaker [35] found that the majority of childless single and widowed people in Ireland left 

bequests to their extended families: siblings, nieces, nephews, and cousins, rather than to 

the masses or charity. Generally speaking we expect that the presence of spouses and 

children (or grandchildren) will decrease the likelihood of leaving a charitable bequest. We 

formulate the following hypothesis: 

 

6. People who have a partner or (grand)children have a lower probability of leaving a 

charitable bequest. 

 

Financial wealth and assets 

Much research, notably by leading US scholars Havens and Schervish [21,36] shows that 

the wealthy are significantly more likely to participate in bequests and make proportionately 

higher contributions [22]. James et al. [29] show that people who experience a substantial 

increase in assets are more inclined to leave charitable bequests. In the US, Joulifaian [37] 

used taxation data (IRS records) to show that those with estates over US$10 million left 

bequests approximately three times the value of gifts made in the 10 years prior to death 

while those of more modest estates of under US$1 million tended to give little through 

charitable bequests, presumably making donations during their lifetime.  

 

This trend holds in part for Australia. In an exhaustive examination of probate records in 

Victoria, Baker [9] found that estates over $2 million were the most likely to have included 

a charitable bequest, while those with the least estate value (under $500,000) were the 
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least likely to do so. However, those leaving estates of under $500,000 left a greater 

proportion of their estate to charity than did those with estates over $2 million (1.8% and 

1.3%, respectively). This behaviour by Australia’s wealthy may be explained, in part, by the 

taxation benefits attached to donations while alive, and the absence of death duties in 

Australia (abolished in 1979), unlike in some other countries (notably the US) where 

charitable bequests can alleviate tax burden on an estate [38,39].  

 

Part of the positive relationship between wealth and charitable bequests also might be due 

to a selection effect, if people with more financial wealth and assets are more likely to have 

a will. Krauser’s [10] results do show that there is a possibility of a wealth selection effect. 

In his study, income was not significant in whether a donor is likely to bequest, or to 

consider the bequest of a charitable gift in his or her will.  

 

Overall, the evidence on the effect of financial wealth and assets on the decision to leave a 

charitable bequest is contradictory. We believe that people with more financial resources will 

have invested more in estate planning, and are more likely to be charitable bequestors, 

which leads to hypothesis 7:  

 

7. People with more financial resources and assets have a higher probability of leaving 

a charitable bequest.  

 

Charitable giving behaviour 

If you ask fundraisers what the strongest predictor of a donor’s future giving is, they will 

respond by stating it is their past giving behaviour: the recency, frequency and value of 

past donations [40]. Why would previous charitable donors be more likely to include a 

charitable bequest in their will? Drawing upon Bekkers and Wiepking’s [24] identification of 

the range of mechanisms that drive giving, we argue that there are three additional factors 

that motivate charitable bequests through past charitable giving behaviour: awareness of 

need, efficacy and solicitation. 

 

First, people who are more generous donors are more likely to be aware of the needs of 

beneficiaries of charitable organisations. Secondly, more generous donors are also more 

likely to receive communications about the projects they supported with their donations. 

This would also mean that they have more information about the efficacy with which 

organisations spend their money. Thirdly, more generous charitable donors are more likely 
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to be known by charitable organisations, either because they give larger or more frequent 

donations. When soliciting charitable bequests, fundraisers will likely start soliciting people 

they know already support the organisation. These three arguments lead us to formulate 

the following hypothesis: 

 

8. More generous charitable donors have a higher probability of leaving a charitable 

bequest. 

 

3. Data and Methods 

Data collection  

The main difficulty with any bequest research is gathering data: those whose death has 

triggered a charitable bequest cannot be interviewed, obviously, and it may be 

inappropriate to speak to their families who could only offer their views assuming they could 

be found and agreed to participate in the research. An interesting exception is the bequest 

research project conducted by James [15], in which he used the longitudinal Health and 

Retirement Study to track charitable bequest records for those recently passed away.  

 

Giving Australia’s [2] survey of 6,209 Australians found that only 7.5 percent of those with 

a will (or 4.6 percent of the whole sample) had included a charitable bequest. Therefore, it 

would be very difficult and expensive to conduct a random sample survey among 

Australians studying their bequest giving. Instead we approached six charitable 

organisations that have both active donation solicitation programs and active bequest 

solicitation programs across different cause areas to help us collect the data. The cause 

areas these organisations are active in include animal welfare, medical research, 

environmental heritage, higher education, community welfare and palliative health care. 

These partner organisations were asked to provide two lists: the first list comprised a 

randomly selected subsample of current donors from their donor database, with ‘current 

donors’ defined as people who had been recorded as having made at least one donation to 

that organisation within the past two years, and the second list comprised a randomly 

selected subsample of bequestors from their bequestor database, with ‘bequestors’ defined 

as people who had notified that organisation that they had left it a charitable bequest in 

their will. The first list, then, was made up of those known to be donating to that 

organisation and these donors had not, to the organisation’s knowledge, left a charitable 

bequest to it. Hence all respondents in the survey are current charitable donors and/or 

charitable bequestors across a range of causes.  
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Potential respondents received a short letter from the partner organisation with which they 

are affiliated, explaining the research and endorsing its legitimacy. In the same envelope, 

was an invitation to participate prepared by the researchers (on university letterhead) along 

with the survey and a reply paid envelope back to the university. In total, 3184 invitations 

were dispatched from late April to early June 2008, with the close of survey in July. Follow 

ups were not sent. The response rate for respondents approached by the different 

organisations varied between 24% and 44%, with an overall response rate of 32%.  

 

Development of survey instrument 

To operationalise the concepts derived from the literature, we partly drew upon Sargeant’s 

UK and US bequest studies [1,22,41]. Through qualitative research, involving two focus 

groups with known bequestors and bequest fundraisers, the precise wording of the survey 

instrument was modified to suit the Australian context.  

 

Dependent variable 

Our dependent variable is the dichotomous variable bequest pledging. This variable is 

measured by responses to the question “have you already left a bequest to charity in your 

will?” Necessarily, those without a will are excluded from the analysis. To select only 

respondents with a will in place, we asked them “Have you got a will?”. 87% of the 

respondents indicated they had a will in place. This high percentage of people with a will in 

our sample can be explained by the sampling procedure, focussing on an equal 

representation of charitable bequestors and non bequestors. 19 respondents (1.8%) did not 

answer this question and were excluded from the analyses [42]. A further 38 respondents 

did not indicate whether they had already pledged a bequest or not, resulting in a sample of 

846 respondents included in the analyses. 52% (N=440) of the respondents with a will 

indicated to have made a pledge to leave a charitable bequest.  

 

Predictor variables 

Attitudinal motivations 

For reciprocity motivations, we used the mean score of the following two five-point Likert 

scale items: “It’s important to give back to charities that have been helpful to me or 

someone I know” and “I want to give back to the organisation for helping me or someone I 

care about”. Cronbach’s alpha for these two variables is .66. 
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We measured efficacy motivations using the mean score of the following two items: 

“Charities [in general] have been successful in helping those in need” and “Charitable 

bequests have been successful helping those in need”. Cronbach’s alpha for these items is 

.60. 

 

We used six five-point Likert scale items, developed by Sargeant et al. [1], to measure 

altruistic values. However, a factor analysis revealed two initial factors with five items on 

the first factor and one item on both factors. The item: “I find it difficult to get interested in 

those not close to me (reverse scaled)” appeared to have confused respondents with the 

presence of a double negative. As such, it was not included as a measure of altruistic 

values. Instead, we used the one factor solution, based on the five former items, including 

statements in line with: “I like to be very generous with those close to me” and “I enjoy 

helping people, even when I don’t know them well”. Cronbach’s alpha for these five items is 

.78. 

 

To measure political values, that is, attitudes towards private versus government provision 

of public goods, respondents were asked their agreement with the item “It is the role of 

charities, not just the government, to meet community need”. Those who agreed or strongly 

agreed (a score of 4 or 5 on a five point scale) were coded as in favour of the private 

provision of public goods. 60% of the respondents fell into this category. 

 

Religious values were measured using the same procedure as for political values. 

Respondents who agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: “I would say that religion 

is important in my life”, were coded as holding religious values as important (35% of the 

respondents). 

 

Structural factors 

Family situation was measured by asking respondents about their marital status, and the 

presence of (grand)children. In total, the sample included 51% of respondents who were 

married or had a partner, 12% widowed, 17% divorced or separated, and 20% single. 53% 

of the respondents had (grand)children. We control for respondent’s age, as it is strongly 

related to family status. 

 

Financial wealth and assets is measured by family income and assets. Respondents 

indicated their annual family income and total family assets by selecting between five 
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income and six assets categories (as employed by the Australian Taxation Office). The 

income categories were recoded to three categories: 1) below $52,000 (reference 

category); 2) between $52,001 and $104,000; and 3) over $104,001. For assets, the 

categories were recoded to 1) below $500,000 (reference category); 2) between $500,000 

and $1 million; and 3) over $1 million. Of the total sample, 129 respondents (15%) did not 

indicate their income, while 161 respondents (18%) did not indicate their assets. We 

included a dummy variable in the analyses to control for missing income and asset 

information.  

 

Finally, charitable giving is measured by past giving behaviour. Respondents were asked 

how much they gave to charity in a typical year. 147 respondents (14%) did not answer this 

question. We replaced these missing amounts with the median donation of $700. We 

included the total amount donated (divided by 1,000) in our analyses. The average reported 

donation was $3,744. This is much higher than the average Australian donation to 

charitable organisations, which was $424 in 2005 [2]. Note that all our respondents are 

charitable donors (due to the sampling procedure), which explains the higher than average 

charitable giving behaviour of the respondents in this study. Table 1 shows the descriptive 

statistics of the variables used in the study. 

 

<<Insert table 1 about here>> 

 

4. Results 

Table 2 displays the results of a logistic regression model, explaining the incidence of 

bequest giving with attitudinal motivations and structural factors. All analyses control for 

age, educational level, whether the respondent indicated to be triggered to leave a 

charitable bequest by the (re)making of a will, and the partner organisation through which 

the respondents were approached. 

 

<<Insert table 2 about here>> 

 

Model 1 in table 2 shows the effect of the different attitudinal motives that people can have 

for bequest giving. We predicted that people with the desire to give back to their community 

or to a nonprofit organisation would have a higher probability of leaving charitable bequests. 

However, we found no significant effect for reciprocity motivations. Efficacy motivations, on 

the other hand, were found to be important for making a charitable bequest, in line with our 



 12

hypothesis. People with a stronger belief that charities are successful in helping those in 

need have a higher probability of leaving a charitable bequest.  

 

Contrary to our hypothesis, and the general philanthropic literature, those with stronger 

altruistic values, who are highly concerned with helping others, were found to have a lower 

probability of leaving charitable bequests.  

 

The other attitudinal motivations we hypothesized to affect making charitable bequests were 

political and religious values. However, neither of these were found to be significant. Model 

1 in table 2 shows that whether respondents believe it is the role of the charities or the 

government to meet community needs, their probability of leaving a charitable bequest is 

unaffected. Similarly, people with stronger religious values were not found to be more likely 

to leave a charitable bequest.  

 

Model 2 in table 2 shows the effect of different structural factors on bequest giving. First we 

look at the effects of family status. We do not find an effect of being married or having a 

partner. However, we do find a very strong negative effect of having (grand)children on 

leaving a charitable bequest. People with (grand)children have a 91% lower probability of 

leaving a charitable bequest, compared to people with no children or grandchildren.  

 

The second structural factor we expected to affect leaving a charitable bequest, is the 

presence of higher levels of income and assets. Unexpectedly, we find that those with a 

higher income (over $104,000) have a 61% lower probability of leaving a charitable bequest 

than those with an income below $52,000. We find no difference in charitable bequest 

making between people with lower (under $52,000) and middle family income (between 

$52,000 and $104,000). We furthermore expected that people with higher levels of financial 

assets have a higher probability of leaving a charitable bequest. We find no support for this 

hypothesis, as Model 2 in table 2 shows no differences between people with different levels 

of financial assets in bequest making. We can assume that these results are not distorted by 

missing income or asset information, as we controlled for this and found it unrelated to 

bequest giving. 

 

For the final structural hypothesis, we stated that more generous charitable donors are 

more likely to leave a charitable bequest. The results in Model 2 in table 2 support this 
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hypothesis: People who donate $10,000 or more over the course of a year, have a 27% 

higher probability of leaving a charitable bequest. 

 

In model 3 in table 2, we included all variables in one model predicting leaving a charitable 

bequest. This does not change any of the effects of attitudes or structural factors on leaving 

a charitable bequest. This indicates that the attitudinal and structural factors for leaving a 

charitable bequest are unrelated. 

 

5. Conclusion and discussion 

In this study we used unique Australian data to answer the question of why some people 

are more inclined to leave charitable bequests than others. We separately investigated the 

effects of attitudinal factors affecting bequest making, such as reciprocity, efficacy and 

religious values, and structural factors, such as family status, financial wealth and past 

charitable giving behaviour. Table 3 depicts an overview of the hypotheses and results of 

this study. 

 

<<Insert table 3 about here>> 

 

Regarding the attitudinal factors affecting charitable bequest making, we found support for 

just one of the hypotheses - that people with stronger beliefs in the efficacy of charitable 

organisations have a higher probability of making charitable bequests. Theoretically, we 

argued that the importance of perceived effectiveness can be explained by the lack of 

options for control over the enactment of the gift. Bequestors have no means to know, in 

advance, if their gift will be used wisely after their death. They have to believe that the 

charity acts efficiently or they would not leave such a legacy. 

 

In the wider philanthropic literature, altruistic, political and religious values and reciprocity 

motivations are important drivers of charitable giving more generally [24]. However, our 

study shows that these motivations are not important distinguishers between general 

charitable donors (without a bequest) and charitable donors who have included a charitable 

bequest in their will. One reason why altruistic values negatively affect bequest giving might 

reflect the perceived difficulties in making this type of gift. For example, how the decision to 

leave (part of) one’s estate to charity will be seen by close relatives – its symbolism – may 

discourage individuals who have stronger altruistic values. Alternatively, this finding might 

reflect the planned and rational nature of this type of donation. Highly altruistic people may 
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prefer passionate and spontaneous giving during their lifetime, while bequests require 

considerable forethought and planning. However, further research would be necessary to 

test this post hoc assumption. While political and religious values are found to be very 

important in giving [30], they appear to be unrelated to charitable bequest making. 

However, our measure of political values could have been more extensive, and we need to 

consider that the partner organisations through which we solicited respondents were mostly 

secular, which could have biased our results.  

 

Structural factors we found to positively influence charitable bequest behaviour were being 

without (grand)children, and making donations at a high level (in general, not necessarily to 

the organization the charitable bequest is pledged to). Unexpectedly, we found that people 

with the highest incomes have a lower probability of leaving a charitable bequest than 

people with the lowest incomes. One reason for this could be that many wealthy people are 

“income poor, asset rich”. They might report very low annual family income, but have high 

levels of wealth. However, we controlled for financial assets in the analyses and we did not 

find an effect for the level of financial assets on leaving a charitable bequest. Hence it is 

unlikely that those who are “income poor, asset rich” can account for the unexpected 

negative effect of family income on charitable bequest giving.  

 

In line with fundraising literature, we also argued that charitable giving behaviour affects 

charitable bequest making. The results support the hypothesis that people who are more 

generous charitable donors have a higher probability of leaving a charitable bequest. We 

argued that this could be due to the likelihood that more generous donors are more aware 

of beneficiaries needs and receive more communications about the projects they support, 

making them better informed about the efficacy with which organisations spend their money 

than lower level givers (or non-donors). Furthermore, more generous charitable donors are 

more likely to be known by charitable organisations, and as such, receive more solicitations, 

hence increasing the probability that more generous donors are more likely to leave a 

charitable bequest. In future studies it would be very interesting to not only examine the 

effect of the amount that people donate while they are alive on whether or not they leave a 

charitable bequest, but also study the strength of the relationship with a charity to which 

they may or may not intend to leave a charitable bequest. This relationship could be 

measured for example with attitudinal loyalty towards a charity or with the age of the 

relationship, indicating how long the donor and the charitable organization have been 

connected. We expect that stronger attitudinal loyalty towards a particular charity and a 
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longer relationship with this charity will have a strong positive effect on leaving a charitable 

bequest to that particular charity. 

 

One consideration with the data used in this study is that the respondents do not form a 

representative sample of the Australian population. The results can thus not be generalized 

to the total population. However, when studying charitable bequest making, it is virtually 

impossible to use a sample representative of the population, as only 7.5% of those with a 

will or 4.6% of the Australian population leave a charitable bequest [2]. To study charitable 

bequest making, an oversampling of charitable bequestors is a necessity. This means that 

we cannot make descriptive statements on Australian bequestors. However, the aim of this 

study is to investigate the effects of attitudinal and structural factors on leaving a charitable 

bequest. Because we use multivariate statistics in the analyses, the oversample of 

bequestors is less problematic. Another consideration to take into account is that our study 

explains charitable bequesting among current known charitable donors. It explains why 

some of these leave a charitable bequest, while others do not. The study does not include 

respondents who are not on charity donor databases. However, as there will be very few 

people who never give during life and then leave a charitable bequest, we expect this is a 

minor problem. 

 
What do these findings mean for understanding the dynamics of leaving a charitable 

bequest, and what do they mean for practitioners seeking to solicit them? Firstly, this study 

suggests that leaving a charitable bequest may be feasible for those who are in a 

relationship keeping in mind that having (grand)children is likely to lessen its appeal. This is 

encouraging for practitioners, as more people are expected to be childless in the future, but 

more research is needed to test its wider applicability. Further, the study highlights the 

importance of ‘efficacy’ for bequestors, warranting further attention both by scholars and 

practitioners. The way this construct was measured in this study (that is, by asking about 

the perceived efficacy of the charitable bequest as well as of nonprofit organisations) allows 

for speculation that the cost/benefit assessment that individuals make about a charitable 

bequest may be a critical distinction between bequestors and non-bequestors. That efficacy 

is a growing issue is confirmed by the recent study of 500 wealthy UK and  US donors which 

found that 78% of respondents did not perceive charities to be efficient and 82% believed 

that they needed to become more efficient and transparent in the future [43]. For scholars, 

research that addresses perceived efficiency and effectiveness of nonprofits, and bequests 

in particular, is vital. Practitioners have been successful in building bequestor relationships 

characterised by perceived efficacy yet clearly more needs to be done around this issue with 
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potential bequestors. It may be that non-bequestors are unclear about the efficacy of 

nonprofit organisations and of charitable bequests, rather than perceiving them as 

inefficient and ineffective. If the latter was true, cognitive dissonance would arise given 

that, in this study, non-bequestors are current donors.  

 

Finally, the study provides evidence that charitable bequests may be more appealing to 

those of modest means than the rich (in terms of their propensity to leave a bequest, not 

the size of a bequest). Given that, in Australia, taxation benefit applies to donations during 

the donor’s lifetime but not to charitable bequests as there are no estate taxes, the findings 

support the conclusion drawn by Ledbury Research [43] that wealthier, philanthropically-

inclined individuals are seeking to give while they are alive rather than upon death. Further 

research is needed to confirm the nature and scope of this preference but it does raise 

concern for nonprofits that highly valued bequest income may fall. Practitioners face the 

twin challenges of, firstly, making a charitable bequest seem within the reach of, and 

desirable to, people of average means and, secondly, of providing inter vivos giving 

opportunities to those who can afford large gifts. If the joy of giving and involvement in 

nonprofit outcomes can be sparked for wealthier donors, a charitable legacy remains an 

option for them and, as noted, the more generous donor is more likely to make such a 

bequest. 

 

In closing, this study provides evidence that the profile of those who have traditionally 

made charitable bequests is changing. Nonprofit organisations need to cultivate the right 

environment for charitable bequests to be made: while opportunities exist to expand 

bequest income, such gifts cannot be taken for granted.  
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Figure 1: Proposed attitudinal and structural motivations that increase the propensity to 
include a charitable bequest in one’s will 
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Tables Leaving a legacy: Bequest giving in Australia 

 
Table 1 Descriptive statistics of the variables used in the study  
 

Variables Obs. Mean 
Std. 
Dev. Min Max 

Left a charitable bequest 846 0.52 0.50 0 1 
      
Attitudinal motivations      

Reciprocity 846 2.46 0.71 1 3.67 
Efficacy 846 4.26 0.62 1 5 
Altruistic values 846 3.78 0.56 1.33 4.67 
Political values 846 0.61 0.49 0 1 
Religious values 846 0.38 0.48 0 1 

      
Structural factors      

Family Status      
Married or having a partner 846 0.51 0.50 0 1 
Children 846 0.53 0.50 0 1 

Income      
$52,001 - $104,000 846 0.29 0.45 0 1 
Over $104,001 846 0.21 0.41 0 1 

Assets      
$500,000 - $1m 846 0.23 0.42 0 1 
Over $1m 846 0.22 0.41 0 1 

Financial information missing 846 0.20 0.40 0 1 
Charitable givinga 846 3.31 19.44 0 500 

Notes:  a Amount donated /1000. 
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Table 2 Logistic regression analyses of leaving a charitable bequest (N=846) 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 B Exp(B) B Exp(B) B Exp(B) 
Attitudinal motivations      
Reciprocity -0.041 0.960   -0.131 0.877 
 (0.150) (0.144)   (0.167) (0.146) 
Efficacy 0.603** 1.828**   0.589** 1.802** 
 (0.177) (0.324)   (0.201) (0.362) 
Altruistic values -0.713** 0.490**   -0.543* 0.581* 
 (0.202) (0.099)   (0.226) (0.131) 
Political values -0.179 0.836   -0.289 0.749 
 (0.221) (0.185)   (0.250) (0.187) 
Religious values -0.267 0.766   -0.061 0.941 
 (0.224) (0.171)   (0.256) (0.241) 
Structural factors       
Family status       
Single or divorced 
(ref.) 

  - - - - 

Married or having a 
partner 

  -0.180 0.835 -0.160 0.852 

   (0.254) (0.213) (0.258) (0.220) 
Children   -2.385** 0.092** -2.333** 0.097** 
   (0.295) (0.027) (0.302) (0.029) 

Income       
Under $52,000 (ref.)   - - - - 
$52,001 - $104,000   -0.347 0.707 -0.357 0.700 
   (0.310) (0.219) (0.317) (0.222) 
Over $104,001   -0.951* 0.386* -1.071* 0.343** 
   (0.403) (0.156) (0.415) (0.142) 

Assets       
Under $500,000 (ref.)   - - - - 
$500,000 - $1m   -0.283 0.753 -0.277 0.758 
   (0.322) (0.243) (0.331) (0.251) 
$1m plus   -0.094 0.910 -0.169 0.845 
   (0.374) (0.341) (0.385) (0.325) 

No income and/ or 
asset info 

  -0.180 0.835 -0.211 0.809 
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   (0.320) (0.267) (0.328) (0.265) 
Charitable Givinga   0.027* 1.027* 0.025* 1.025* 
   (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 
Constant -1.220  0.632  0.607  
 (1.071)  (0.647)  (1.237)  
Notes:  Analyses control for age, educational level, triggered by making/remaking will and partner 

organisation (coefficients not displayed); Standard errors in parentheses;  
* significant at 5%; ** significant at 1%; a Amount donated /1000. 
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Table 3 Overview of the hypotheses and results of this study 

 

Hypotheses Expectation Result 
Attitudinal motivations for charitable bequests   
1. Reciprocity 
People who are more strongly motivated to give back 
to their community have a higher probability of leaving 
a charitable bequest. 

+ 0 

2. Efficacy 
People with a stronger belief in the effectiveness of 
charitable organisations have a higher probability of 
leaving a charitable bequest.  

+ + 

3. Altruistic values 
People with stronger altruistic values have a higher 
probability of leaving a charitable bequest.  

+ - 

4. Political values 
People with a stronger belief in the governmental 
provision of public goods have a lower probability of 
leaving a charitable bequest. 
 

- 0 

5. Religious values 
People with stronger religious values have a higher 
probability of leaving a charitable bequest.  

+ 0 

Structural factors for charitable bequests   
6. Family status 
People who have partner have a lower probability of 
leaving a charitable bequest. 

- 0 

People who have (grand)children have a lower 
probability of leaving a charitable bequest. 
 

- - 

Financial wealth and assets 
7. People with more financial resources and assets 
have a higher probability of leaving a charitable 
bequest.  

+ 0/- 

8. Charitable giving behaviour 
People who are more generous charitable donors have 
a higher probability of leaving a charitable bequest. 

+ + 

 
 


