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S.C.’s generous people could stand to give a little more

By WARREN BOLTON, Associate Editor — 12/13/06

SOME CHARITABLE organizations, including our local United Way, suggest Midlands citizens aren’t as giving as they could be.

Perhaps that’s so. But South Carolinians are more generous in their giving than most Americans. At least it appears that way based on various indexes that chart charitable giving.

You’ve always got to take these rankings with a grain of salt because it’s impossible really to measure overall giving, let alone compare the generosity of states. But it’s encouraging to see that South Carolinians, despite not ranking high when it comes to income, don’t mind sharing.

Studies I’ve read recently suggest two interesting things: that people give more to their churches than other organizations and that many folks are able to give more than they do.

Here’s how three indexes rate the Palmetto State:

• South Carolina ranks eighth in the Catalogue of Philanthropy’s 2006 Generosity Index. The index has been around for a decade, and our state has ranked in the top 10 each year. The Generosity Index calculates its rankings using IRS data from two years prior to the release date. So, the 2006 Generosity Index uses 2004 tax data.

It uses IRS data because it’s “frequently and freely available,” and includes income and charitable giving. “We invoke both giving and income because philanthropic generosity is not how much one gives, but how much one gives in relation to how much one has,” according to information on the Catalogue for Philanthropy’s Web site. While only about 30 percent of taxpayers itemize, those filers’ contributions make up about 80 percent of all giving, the catalogue said.

• South Carolina ranks No. 10 among states, 11th if you count the District of Columbia, on the 2006 index produced by the Center on Wealth and Philanthropy at Boston College. The rating monitors total charitable giving by the population of each state relative to the population’s ability to give.

The Boston College researchers use a different methodology than the Catalogue of Philanthropy. As a matter of fact, the college’s researchers challenged the Generosity Index’s methodology, saying it doesn’t take into account differences in tax burdens, the cost of living or patterns in giving to secular and religious institutions. They say the Generosity Index has a built-in bias against high-income states and for low-income states, which often come out as the most generous. The Boston Foundation sanctioned its study for the first time last year after questioning the Generosity Index, which repeatedly has placed Massachusetts near the bottom of the philanthropy scale. When the Boston researchers calculated giving levels using their formula, many states in the top 10 of the Generosity Index didn’t appear among the leaders in the new rankings, but South Carolina remained.

• The fledgling NewTithing Group ranks South Carolina seventh on its wealth-and-generosity list, based on the giving of the state’s 460,582 affluent filers, those who make more than $200,000 a year. The state ranks fifth based on the giving of its 1.8 million non-affluent filers.

NewTithing’s goal is to educate people on how to determine the maximum amount they can afford to give. Its ranking is based on the average of six years of IRS data, from 1999 through 2004. Its report focused on liquid assets such as cash, stocks, and bonds (but not houses or retirement accounts) rather than household income. The study defines generosity by depicting gifts as a proportion of investment assets. It estimates asset levels at year-end — after living expenses — to reflect differences in cost-of-living amongst states.

The fact that South Carolinians are generous as a whole doesn’t guarantee that we in the Midlands are the best of givers.

In recent years, local business and community leaders have said their research suggests the Midlands trails similar communities in giving to the United Way. They said this community could — and should — give millions more. (The United Way’s current campaign is $3 million short of its fund-raising goal of $11.5 million.)

With so many churches and other religious institutions in our community, I’ve always thought the United Way loses out to churches and other religious institutions.

The Boston Foundation report said: “The relative proportion of the population affiliated with certain denominations (such as Catholics, Jews, Latter-Day Saints, or Southern Baptists) in an area ... will affect levels of charitable giving.”

The report said that in the Bible Belt, religious giving on average is considerably higher than secular giving. “About 50 percent of all charitable giving consists of giving to religion — usually one’s own religion,” it said.

“Protestant denominations that place emphasis on tithing (such as Southern Baptists) give large amounts and relatively large percentages of their income to their religion but significantly less to secular causes than adherents of other religions.”

My first level of giving is through tithing to my church. I also give to the United Way; it’s a valuable organization that addresses key community issues. Many give only to their churches or to specific charities, rather than the United Way. But don’t be fooled. Although many prefer to give to their churches, most aren’t tithing. Studies conducted over the years suggest that members pay an average of about 3 percent, not 10 percent.

The NewTithing Group suggests that givers, particularly the affluent, in most states can afford to give more. Overall giving in South Carolina could rise by another 5 percent without harming people’s lifestyles, it suggests.

For those with a little more to give, ’tis the season to cheerfully pony up.

Reach Mr. Bolton at (803) 771-8631 or wbolton@thestate.com.

