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On Point: Not so miserly after all

December 13, 2006

It's time we felt better about ourselves. Coloradans may not be quite as tightfisted and stonehearted in our charitable habits as we've been led to believe. 

True, we don't rank anywhere near the top among states in how much, on average, we give to charity; but we may not deserve our well-publicized spot near the bottom, either - 42nd, according to a "generosity index" published by the Catalogue for Philanthropy (based upon tax returns filed in 2004). 

Coloradans have been limping along with a lousy ranking for years, and there's no disputing the raw data in the tax returns. But are the data missing something? The Center on Wealth and Philanthropy at Boston College thinks so. What about a state's cost of living, its scholars ask? What about the relative tax burden? 

So here's what they did: They calculated "the share of aggregate charitable giving in each state as a ratio of the share of aggregate after-tax household income, adjusted for cost of living." The result: Colorado skips up to 29th in the generosity sweepstakes - not terrific, but at least we're pushing the middle of the pack. 

My only reservation is whether the authors' obvious agenda somehow colored their work. "We happen to be in Massachusetts," one of them explained in an interview last year, "and it is embarrassing to have [the generosity index] come out every year and say people here aren't generous." 

They sought to debunk the impression that New Englanders are cheap while Southerners and Westerners tend to be big-hearted - and to some extent succeeded. In their index, unselfish states are more evenly distributed throughout the nation. 

More curiously, the authors also reject the idea that charitable giving is a respectable measure of generosity, or necessarily deserving of praise. 

"The population of North Dakota should not be held in less esteem than that of New York," the report lectures its readers, because North Dakotans place at the bottom of their ranking. 

Oh, please. No one is going to hold all North Dakotans in less esteem because of a single broad average. But if there are more cheapskates there, per capita, than anywhere else, it's hardly a crime to say so. 

Vincent Carroll, editor of the editorial pages, writes On Point several times a week. Reach him at carrollv@ RockyMountainNews.com. URL: http://www.rockymountainnews.com/drmn/opinion_columnists/article/0,2777,DRMN_23972_5209069,00.html

