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Executive
Summary
In a prelude to recommencing promotions to encourage people to consider leaving a
gift in their will to charity, the Fundraising Institute of New Zealand (FINZ) commissioned
research to identify some benchmarks for:
•

the current rate of people including or actively considering a gift to charity in their
will along with

•

an understanding of the unique factors at play in the New Zealand context which
influence people’s decision making by comparison to other countries.

This paper outlines the results of a comprehensive study using multiple data sources
to establish reasonable benchmarks. Initial investigations included desk-top research
using data from selected charities in New Zealand, grant making bodies and other
existing research sources both in New Zealand and comparative marketplaces and
was undertaken in early 2020. There was then a specific qualitative study interviewing
people with (or considering) gifts in their wills to charity followed by two public
quantitative research studies in late 2020 and then 2021. The outcome of these studies
increases our understanding of the behaviours, motivations, and the context of leaving
a gift to charity in a will in New Zealand.
The 2021 public surveys showed an increase across the year from 5% (2020 research)
to 6% (2021 research) of the public saying they had already made provision for a
gift in their will to Charity with a further 20% (2021) and 21% (2020) likely to or seriously
considering doing so. 1 2 This shift is relatively significant from what we see in other
countries where changes in this rate are only very gradual. However, in our 2021 survey
45% of the public said they had not yet made a will, and we know from other studies
that 1,500 people die intestate annually in New Zealand. 3
The timing of these studies enabled specific observation on whether will-making/
changing was influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic, with 23% of survey respondents
indicating that they had changed their will in the two years prior to November 2021.
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This trend echoes findings from international research where the threat to life of the
COVID-19 pandemic prompted many people to more actively think about their future
and provision for distribution of their assets - effectively a pressure to ‘get their house
in order’.4 One in 10 surveyed had updated their will in the six months since May 2021.
Furthermore, it was clear that people viewed the impacts of Covid on their lives and
wellbeing as being greater during 2021 than in the previous year - suggesting this
impact may have increased during the time of the survey.2
An important, but elusive data benchmark is the true ‘average’ level of the value of gifts
left to charity in a will in New Zealand - which charities can ‘expect’ to receive. Previous
promotional campaigns assumed that the rate in New Zealand would approximate to
that in other countries like Australia. Without knowing the real base-line rate, the impact
of promotional campaigns cannot be accurately identified. While conclusive results are
yet to be established, indicators from various sources are that the median rate in New
Zealand is most likely to be around $5,000. 5 6 That compares with a median of $10,000
in Australia. 7 Much focus was applied to identify the reasons for this difference and
the study highlighted some potential factors. It is an ongoing objective to increase our
understanding of this figure.
One reason is that people prefer to nominate a fixed sum in their will to protect
against the vagaries of the future. This was observed in the qualitative phase and
reflects international research. 8 9 Firstly, 80% of respondents in the 2021 research survey
identified that they prefer to define their gift as a stated dollar sum rather than as a
proportion of their residual estate. 2
The figure of $10,000 appears to be, from the qualitative interviews, the level where most
people feel they will be leaving a ‘significant gift’ and one which will be protected from
any variance in their eventual wealth. 8
Secondly, many cannot predict the potential value of their ultimate estate. Despite
unprecedented growth in the net worth of households through rising property values,
10
people are wary of the potential looming costs of residential age-care where even
large net worth can be reduced down to as low as $239,990 (in 2021 terms) due to
health-care claw-back arrangements. 11 In that context, most indicate the choice of a
specified sum will at least ensure that their preferred charity/ies will receive what they
can presently define as a ‘significant gift’.
Thirdly, the situation is compounded in New Zealand because of the vast numbers of
Family Trusts. Best estimates from the desk research undertaken as part of this study
suggest that amounts of the order of $1 trillion may be held in these Trusts, 12 13 reducing
the remaining value of net household worth available for distribution to less than $500
billion in 2019 figures. 14 The law in New Zealand makes provision for Family Trusts to be
wound up at any time, but they must be wound up within 80 years. That means that
funds will be released from Family Trusts eventually, just over a much longer time-frame
than if they were available for distribution anytime from now.
The potential impact of Family Trusts on the scale of gifts-in-wills could be very
significant and findings from the second survey in 2021 attempted to review the scale
of this impact. In all, 23% of respondents said they were part of a Family Trust (eg: a
Trustee or beneficiary). 17% of the public were in a Family Trust with property, a further
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6% in a Family Trust without a property and 3% in a Charitable Trust. In addition, a further
5% were not in a Trust but planned to establish one. 2 These results and the levels they
represent, suggest the impact on will making generally and wealth available for gifts in
wills to charity will be significantly impacted by this - as was indicated by some of the
interviewees in the qualitative phase of the study. 8 Furthermore; nearly 1 in 3 of those
under 45 (29%) were in a Family Trust and nearly half (48%) of those Confirmed in the
survey that they had a gift/gifts to charity in their will. 2 This is a fairly unique factor within
the New Zealand market context.
Of those surveyed who confirmed having made provision in their will for a gift, 32%
indicated that only one charity had been included, 49% stated one to two charities, and
25% have made provision for four or more charities. This represents a ‘narrowing down’
for this group as nearly half of the Confirmed (47%) support more than 4 charities a
year (charities they give more than $20 to annually) with 27% supporting over 6 - both
these figures are well above the averages for the remainder of the public. 2
Just over half (56%) of survey respondents with a will said that updating would be
undertaken with a lawyer. 1 in 10 (10%) said they would need to find a new lawyer whilst
16% would contact Public Trust or another specialist. A further 15% said they would do it
themselves and 2% would use a charity free-will service. For those without a will, over a
quarter (26%) would need to find a new lawyer to create their first will with 18% using an
existing lawyer. 2
While the number of specialist will-making lawyers appears to be below that of similar
countries, 15 16 New Zealand does have a particularly high number of Trust Companies.
12 13
So, for those needing or seeking estate planning, there are clear options and
established providers. There are currently no inheritance taxes in New Zealand (unlike
in the UK and USA for example) which likely translates to there being less incentive for
people to ensure their wills are up to date for Estate Planning reasons which we know is
a major motivator for making and amending wills in those countries. 9
The information gleaned from these studies provides some helpful pointers to the
important benchmarks and development of strategies for encouraging New Zealanders
to consider leaving a gift in their will to charity. It also provides insights which can inform
‘how’ to promote the concept through marketing and communications by both The
Fundraising Institute of New Zealand and individual charities.
The studies also provided some useful insights into giving patterns, particularly since
the arrival of COVID19 on one hand and the demise of cheques on the other. It is clear
that generosity habits for both now and the future through the provision of gifts in wills,
is changing.

Gavin Coopey, More Strategic
Jim Datson, Project Periscope
March 2022
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1. Background
A promotions programme to encourage New Zealanders to
consider leaving a gift in their will was conducted annually
between 2013 – 2016 under the auspices of “Include a Charity”
(IAC). The programme was funded by subscriber charities, all of
whom were compulsorily Fundraising Institute of New Zealand
(FINZ) members. In 2016, a decision was made to fold IAC into FINZ
given that FINZ had been contracted by the IAC Board over the
previous years to undertake the tactical delivery of the campaign.
At the time of absorption into FINZ, residual funds were transferred
which for various reasons were not able to be used. The
programme went into recess.
This report outlines how residual IAC funds, augmented by a
generous grant from Perpetual Guardian have been invested in
New Zealand specific research into gifts in wills. The research is
intended to be used to provide benchmark data and insights on
the market to inform, reframe and potentially relaunch the IAC
programme.
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2. Introduction
Previous promotion of encouraging people to leave a gift in their will to charity in New Zealand
was based almost solely on research conducted internationally – in particular, from Australia,
UK and Canada3. While there were country differences in the research data, similarities in
motivations and attitudes tended to be seen to outweigh those differences. Assumptions were
made that New Zealand would likely represent the same general make-up.
There were two problems with this.
•
•

Because there was no reliable base-line data, there was no reliable way to measure success
of IAC campaigns in New Zealand and;
There was always the nagging thought that New Zealand circumstances and culture could
actually be different.

The pausing of IAC activity provided an opportunity to reset the agenda.
It was decided to invest funds directly into New Zealand-based research to be used to both
inform ways of promoting gifts in wills that might be better targeted, and as a basis for
measuring actual influence and success.
The research consisted of three parts:
a. A review of recent research data available internationally from other markets including the
identification of potentially common motivation, attitudes, and other influencing factors.
b. Two rounds of quantitative survey research with the New Zealand public and qualitative
interviews with existing donors to better understand motivations, constraints and other
influencing factors present (and potentially unique to) New Zealand.
c.

Desk Research into known gifting patterns, the Legal and Estate Planning frameworks within
New Zealand and the dynamics and impact of the wider cultural environment.

The International research reviews, qualitative depth-interviews and quantitative public surveys
were conducted by Australia-based Gavin Coopey of More Strategic between May 2020 and
December 2021.
For the Qualitative in-depth interviews, donors who were either known to be considering or had
committed to making gifts in their wills to charity were recruited. In total 19 such donors were
interviewed for 45 minutes to 1.5 hours by phone and zoom - representing:
•

9 men and 10 women

•

14 North Island, 5 South Island

•
•

A spread balance of ages: 1 x 28 years old, 3 x 40’s, 3 x 50’s, 2 x 60’s, 5 x 70’s, 5 x 80’s
12 Metro based, 7 Rural

Supporting the initial study by recruiting these donors for the purposes of the interviews were:
SPCA, Heart Foundation, Cancer Society of NZ, Fred Hollows Foundation, UNICEF, Greenpeace
Aotearoa, Starship Foundation, and the University of Auckland.

6

New Zealand’s Willpower

For the 2020 Quantitative public survey FINZ funded questions on a public survey run with a
representative sample of 2147 members adults in NZ with a slight skew towards donors. The
sample limited people who had donated under $20 to charity in the previous year to 25% of
the total. The survey was conducted between 8th November and 15th December 2020 and was
hosted on the Qualtrics platform with results analysed and presented by More Strategic.
The Desk research was conducted by Jim Datson from Project Periscope. Data sources were
numerous with the following worthy of highlighting:
•

Charities Services database

•

Statistics New Zealand

•
•
•

Perpetual Guardian bequest client data
Fundraising Institute Australia
Legacy Foresight, UK.

Relevant material and findings were compiled and used to provide guidance on the
environment, influences and opportunities that specifically apply to bequest promotion and
decision-making in New Zealand.
To complete the project, More Strategic then conducted a second survey in late 2021 to
dig further into the questions raised from the first survey. This 2021 survey was run with a
representative sample of n1056 members of the general public in NZ with a slight skew towards
donors. Again, the sample limited people who had donated under $20 to charity in the previous
year to 25% of the total. The survey was conducted between 7th October and 12th November 2021
and was again hosted on the Qualtrics platform with results analysed and presented by More
Strategic.
This work was collectively funded by 11 partner charities: Leukaemia and Blood Cancer NZ, Starship
Foundation, Camp Quality NZ, Mary Potter Foundation, Heart Foundation of NZ, Presbyterian
Support Services, FEBC - Far Eastern Broadcasting Company, Greenpeace Aotearoa, Cancer
Society of New Zealand, IHC New Zealand and Fred Hollows Foundation NZ.
This document provides a summary overview of this project, spanning both surveys and other
research conducted between July 2021 and March 2022.
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i. A note on Terminology
It will be apparent that the common terminology used during this study and this paper is
“leaving a gift in your will.” This is opposed to leaving a ‘bequest’ or ‘legacy.’ The terminology
is quite deliberate. ‘Making a gift’ is a well understood concept whereas ‘bequests’ and
‘legacies’ tend to be either confusing, inter-changeable or with specific connotations.
A common perception is that a bequest is something someone leaves when they have
a very significant sum of money to donate to achieve a commensurate outcome – like a
university chair, hospital wing or the likes. Gifts usually in the many thousands if not millions
of dollars. That perception carries the risk of people thinking they cannot afford to leave an
amount of such magnitude and therefore self-selecting out of that option. Which is not to
suggest that key individuals in the community indeed have the capacity to leave amounts of
such significance and are of course are encouraged to do so.
However; our focus is to raise the overall potential for gifts in will across the general public.
This also plays into the considerations of what constitutes a ‘significant sum’ for many
interviewees. In a sense we may do ourselves a disservice as charity marketeers by giving
undue weight in promotion to ‘transformational’ gifts of the millions of dollars as it potentially
demeans those who can only give $10,000 or less (the vast majority of those interviewed
or surveyed within the study). So, featuring what has been achieved with much smaller
gifts in materials promoting ‘gifts-in-wills’ may well be useful to balance up self-perceived
inadequacy.
Similarly, the term ‘legacy’ carries connotations of something that will endure for many
years and decades into the future. Again, the perception is that such ‘legacies’ are indeed
achieved through the generosity of exceptionally philanthropic people with the largesse to
leave very large sums of money as endowments or foundations in their own right.
For most however, leaving a gift in their will can simply represent the most significant and
meaningful gift they might ever make to the charity/ies they have supported and respected
during their lifetime. It is for that predominant reason that we believe the more motivating
and encouraging terminology in our context is “leaving a gift in your will.”
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3. The Current
Situation
a. Identified rates of gifts in Wills
Our survey in 2021 showed that 45% of people do not have a will and from other
sources we know that 1500 people a year in NZ die without a will. 3
Of those who have made a will, our surveys indicate that 6% (2021 survey) have
already made provision for a gift in their will (what we refer to in this report as the
‘Confirmed’). There is a further 21% of the population either ‘Definitely’ or ‘Probably’
intending to leave a gift in their will (what we refer to in this report as the ‘Intenders’). 2
The baseline of 6% self-reported for the New Zealand public indicating that they had
left a gift in their will to charity, equates to a very similar figure in Canada, a figure that
has been static there for a number of years. However, it compares with 11% in Australia
where the IAC campaign there has lifted rates of bequest provision to charity from a
2016 level of 8%. Furthermore, the figure in Australia rises to 29% for those surveyed who
do not have any children. 17
Not surprisingly, certainty in a decision to include a charity in someone’s will, increases
with age. Notwithstanding, the 2021 research survey identified that of those under the
age of 45 years, more than 55% are prepared to consider leaving a gift in their will to
charity, despite 70% of under 35-year-olds and 54% of 35 – 44-year-olds in the sample
not yet having made a will. 2
A further insight from the 2021 survey is that among those who confirmed having left a
gift in their will to charity, 49% had updated their will in the past two years – 28% within
the past six months. A further 27% of those Intending to leave a gift had also updated
their will in the past two years. These figures compared with 19% of the total survey
population who had updated their will in the past two years, and 7% in the past six
months. 2
We also know that those making a gift-in-their-will are often amongst the most
committed supporters of charities. Nearly half the Confirmed (49%), and more than 1 in
5 of Intenders (22%) in the 2021 survey self-described themselves as ‘very loyal - I stick
with them whatever happens’ donors to the charities they support. 2

b. General motivations and
behaviours prompting gifts in wills
Loved one’s come first
Top of mind for everyone making a will is to make provision for loved ones. Even people
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without direct descendants, consider (even if they end up rejecting) family and close individuals
first when considering what to leave in their will. That is not necessarily a barrier to leaving a gift in
their will to charity. Some interviewees in the qualitative interviews undertaken by More Strategic
in 2020 indicated that the perceived comparative wealth of individual family members would
influence either leaving a bequest, or a proportion of their estate to charity. This finding mirrors
findings from elsewhere. 9
The 2021 survey provided an opportunity to further explore the impact on attitudes and behaviour
with public attitudes and the dynamics of the pandemic itself having existed for longer than it
had in 2020. Although around half of respondents (50-56% depending on the specific question)
identified that Covid during 2021 had no greater impact on them than in 2020 - there were many
indicators to show that the other half would say that the impact had been significantly worse in
2021 than expected from their previous experience in 2020 - demonstrated by:
•

A 39%-point negative shift in change of respondent’s attitudes towards getting COVID

•

A 23%-point negative shift in attitudes on personal impact on finances

•
•
•

A 15%-point negative swing on expectations regarding predicted impact on work

A 30%-point negative shift on the potential impact to personal well-being and happiness

A 18%-point negative shift on the impact that COVID would continue to have on amounts of
money respondents would have to spend.

This would suggest that, if there is an impact of the pandemic in people changing their will - this
impact may be greater in 2021. This appears to be borne out by the fact that in the 2021 survey: 2
•
•
•
•

16% of respondents changed or had thought about changing their will since the outbreak of
the COVID pandemic (although 54% of that group had yet to do so).

That same group indicated that a significant proportion of them had increased their support
to charity since the pandemic.

While 10% were not currently donating, half of the group were giving more than they were prepandemic.
Half of all respondents who declared that they had made provision for a gift in their will to
charity indicated that they currently support four or more charities.

The emergence of the COVID pandemic meant that ‘death became real’ for many as observed
in other markets. 4
The influence of religion
Another identified factor is the link between giving
and religious belief (and in many cases active
churchgoing). Despite the trend in New Zealand
towards a more secular society, it appears that
the impact of the values of giving instilled through
religion (especially Christianity) remain imbedded and
ongoing. 18
Of those interviewed in the 2020 study who
were known to have made provision for gifts
in their will to charity, 60% identified as being
religious to some extent or another, with 40%
being regular church attendees. Only one
interviewee identified as being without any
religious beliefs. 8 The inclination to give to
charities whose work is aligned with Christian
or other religious values is high, as the
Pareto/ive-sourced New Zealand charities
fundraising revenue graph below shows.7
11

Those interviewed tended to be older, but in this context ‘older’ means people in their 50’s, 60’s
and 70’s – carrying both the values of previous generations and an understanding that they have
been lucky from having worked hard. In reality they have benefitted from the significant growth in
individual wealth accumulation since the 1960’s and 70’s. 8 14
Life milestones also form trigger points that prompt people to make or change their will. The
findings from both these studies point to the 35 – 45-year age-group as the predominant cohort
likely to be contemplating the need for or making their first will. This is prompted by this being the
average age for purchasing a first home and/or becoming a parent. 19 20
Analysis of available data indicates a high correlation between the number of organisations
within a sub-sector of all charities and the value of bequest income received by those charities.
The available data does not allow for individual charity rates and levels to be identified but it
does mainly show consistency for support.
The only outliers are that Churches receive less bequest income per organisation compared to
the total number of churches receiving income from this source. For example, in this case, 21% of
all registered churches received only 13% of the total amount of income bequeathed to churches
across several years. The opposite was true for Education/Training/Research (10% received
17% of bequest income) and charities working with people with disabilities (9%/14%) with lesser
differentials across other sub-sector group.
Overwhelmingly, the interviews discovered that people leaving gifts in their will to charity think
in dollar terms rather than proportions of net estate. In fact, 80% of the 2021 survey respondents
indicated that they far preferred to nominate a specified amount of money to be left to charities
in their will.
This raises issues for the value of gifts defined now, only to be realised in future. A $10,000 gift
provision made now will not be worth $10,000 in real terms in 30- or 40-years’ time. The amount
of $10,000 has also emerged as some form of psychological ‘tipping point’ at which prospective
bequestors feel they are providing for a ‘significant’ gift to charity in their will. 8
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c. Overall market Influences on wealth and
will decision-making
The strong leaning towards specifying an amount to be left in someone’s will to charity warranted
further investigation in 2021.
The predominant reason given by interviewees for specifying an amount was that they wanted
their chosen charity/ies to get at least the stipulated amount. They tend to believe that their
estate will be worth much less by the time they die and didn’t want to see their chosen charity/ies
being penalised through reductions in estate values.8
That may not seem logical at a time where net household assets are increasing at a significant
rate.10
Total household net value in 2019 was $1.445 trillion. The figures below are based on those 2019
figures. (It is worth noting that the 2021 data published in November 2021 shows that total net
household wealth has now grown to $2.3 trillion, growing by 5.5% in just the past twelve months).14
The median net value of household wealth in
New Zealand in 2019 was $340,000. 14
The ‘richest’ 20% of all households hold 70% of
the net worth of all households ($1.01 trillion).14
What is more, the net value of the richest 20% of
households rose by $394,000 between 2015 and
2019.14
However, the amount of this wealth available
in New Zealand is heavily influenced by the
relatively large number of Family Trusts per
capita (see note below).
Market and economic factors
A study undertaken on behalf of IAC Australia identified some key influences that are predicted to
influence the level of will-making and value of estates in general and, therefore, the chances of a
gift to charity. We can observe from available data that many of these market forces are similarly
in play in the New Zealand Market.21 22 23

13

It appears that some key factors, however, loom large in people’s minds to underscore the
rationale of expectation that net assets will significantly decrease by the time they die. These
factors are:
•

•

•

Behavioural economics and choice modelling in decision-making suggests that people
generally suffer from ‘Loss aversion’ - and therefore “losses loom larger than gains”. Hence
people generally worry that their eventual net worth will be less than the present moment.24

Secondarily, there was an awareness expressed amongst interviewees that future
generations may not be as wealthy due to the costs of an ageing population, rising cost of
living and static wages. Therefore, many older individuals and particularly grandparents are
concerned that descendants will be reliant on the gifts they leave in their will. 8
The costs and financing of age-care residential services are not predictable on the impact
of ultimate net worth. This is particularly a challenge in New Zealand as there is the age
care clawback based on net worth at point of death.11 So, people find it a real challenge to
envision what that might mean for their estate individually. There is so much variability and
uncertainty in one’s future health (and that of close family), such uncertainty as to eventual
net worth is completely understandable.

Notes on additional factors in the New Zealand Marketplace
i.

A note on Family Trusts
It can be estimated from available sources that there are currently around 450,000 Family
Trusts in existence in New Zealand (there is no one statistical reporting reference for these
entities). 12 13
They represent the equivalent of 23% of all households. It is predictable that the richest 20% of
households (380,000) hold the largest proportion of Family Trusts (450,000).
If the $1.01 trillion held by the richest 20% is all or nearly all tied up in Family Trusts, then
the amount of discretionary net asset available for distribution through estate legacies is
reduced down from $1.445 trillion to just $444 billion. 14
Participants in the 2021 survey were asked about their own circumstances regarding family
and other trusts with 23% reporting that they were trustees or beneficiaries of a Family
Trust; a further 5% were considering establishing one; and an additional 3% being party to a
charitable trust. 2
Furthermore, in respect of family trusts:
•
•
•

48% of respondents who confirmed they had provision in their will for a gift to charity are
involved or connected.

44% of those indicating they intended to leave a gift in their will to charity are involved or
connected.
33% are under 44 years of age.

Family Trusts can be wound up at any time by trustees but must under law, be wound up
within 80 years. What that suggests, is that the amount available for distribution will not be
lost, but availability and potential distribution will be delayed – there will be a long tail of funds
being released from Family Trusts that can be added to the pool of discretionary net assets
potentially available for distribution through estate legacies in the decades to come.
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ii. A note on Legal and Professional support to will-making
The 2021 survey identified that the majority of people spoken to had utilised the services of
either a general lawyer or Trust Company to compile their will.2
There are comparatively few specialist estate lawyers in New Zealand. This is likely due to two
factors:
•
•

Reduced demand for estate planning in New Zealand due to the current absence of
death duties

The high number of family trusts in New Zealand, often handled by the family lawyer (or
Trust specialists) as referenced earlier.

Estate duties which apply in other countries (eg:UK) do not apply in New Zealand, meaning
that estate planning for tax purposes is of greater importance elsewhere, requiring specialist
advice to levels not so relevant in New Zealand for the majority. This may also explain the
comparative absence of relevant specialist lawyers compared to other jurisdictions.
2020 interviewees spoke predominantly of knowing and/or using a family Solicitor for the
majority of their legal dealings – property conveyancing, relationship-related matters,
custody negotiations…and wills. There is a sense of a one-stop-shop habit applying. Lawyers
are perceived as the general practitioners of legal matters, capable of dealing with the vast
majority of legal matters – and of course, being in a position to ‘cross-sell’ as it were. 8
New Zealand also has one of the highest rates of lawyer numbers by international standards.
For example; lawyer numbers in New Zealand are similar to Australia and the USA, but
significantly higher proportionately than the UK, France, Japan, and Canada. 16 In addition, the
growth in those working in the profession has been significant in recent decades, as shown in
the graph below - though this is probably less different from International benchmarks. 15

New Zealand does however have a
comparatively high rate of Trust Companies,
so that specialist advice is definitely both
available and accessible.12 13
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iii. A note on the Age-care residential costs11
The costs associated with age-care residential services differ between Australia and New
Zealand. In Australia, someone requiring residential care faces a fixed cost against their
assets which is known in advance, calculated at the point someone enters age-care
residential services and is not subject to change depending on the length of time a person
requires residential care. It is predictable and therefore people can reasonably predict how
much they will have available for distribution through their will.
In New Zealand, such predictability does not exist. Currently, the state will claim back the costs
of residential care after a person dies. The claw-back depends upon the cumulative costs
of care over the full period in which care is provided. However, the claw-back will not exceed
the level beyond a base-line value of net worth. This amounted to $239,930 for an individual
in 2021. The level is reassessed every July. So, this means that at the very worst, an individual’s
estate will be worth at least $239,930 in 2021 figures, if it is worth more than that now.
As stated above, the median value of net household wealth in New Zealand in 2019 was
$340,000, which compares to $239,930 allowable net of residential age-care costs.

iv. A note on the impact of the removal of cheques between 2020 and 20212
We know that a lot of older, more loyal charity donors have historically preferred to make
donations by cheque. These donors are also the ones most likely to put a gift in their will to
the charities they support (from multiple benchmarking studies including the ive/Pareto
Benchmarking). 7 However; in 2020 New Zealand banks stopped issuing and accepting
cheques.
As with the study in 2020, we wanted to look at the impact of this on giving habits. Previous
to the change in 2020 we were looking to understand people’s perception of how it would
impact their giving and in 2021 we were then able to compare that with people’s reporting of
the ‘actual’ impact of this in 2021.
Many 2020 interviewees approaching retirement, were looking at cutting back their
commitments to charities as a way of managing financial challenges as they rebalanced
expenditure to account for declining available funds. This process increases in later life as
uncertainty over ongoing personal financial capacity increases for many. Some talked about
making a shift to placing more charities in the will as a way of compensating for having to cut
back on gifting now, and as a way of ‘memorialising’ a personal commitment in a way donors
now felt unable to continue during their lifetime.
Our hypothesis was that additional obstacles like the removal of cheques could increase this
behaviour.
In 2021 we asked, ‘How much has the removal of cheques impacted your usual method of
donating’ and 12% of the public said they had to change their donation behaviour. They either
had to find new ways of donating (10%) and 2% said ‘It has meant I have had to stop making
as many donations’.
When we then looked at these two groups in particular; 8% said ‘I have had to stop making
donations to some charities’ and 4% said they had to ‘completely stop making donations’.
Though the numbers are small the potential impact could be considerable.
When we compare this with the ‘predictions’ of the impact people made previous to the
change in 2020, many more are saying that it’s had an impact on their donation habits. For
example, the number saying it is ‘a significant inconvenience’ has risen to 10% of respondents
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from 6%. Furthermore in 2020, we had 0% say ‘‘they would have to completely stop making
donations - by 2021, that was 4%. These shifts show the impact made real.
Comparing the results by age to consider the potential influence on gifts in wills, we see that
the older age groups were much more likely to have been impacted. 1 in 10 over 65s (10%)
agree ‘I have had to find new ways of donating’, and over 55s are more likely to say ‘it has
meant I’ve had to stop making as many donations’. Therefore, the impact of removal of
cheques has been greater amongst the age groups that we know are most likely to have a
gift in their will.
In addition, when we look at those that have confirmed they have left a gift in their will and
those who intend to do so as a segment, they are much more likely to say, ““I’ve had to find
new ways of donating” (18% v 7% for the rest of the public). When just looking at the confirmed
group they are much more likely than other groups to agree ‘I have had to stop making
donations to some charities’, and ‘I have had to completely stop making donations’ though
the overall sample size on this selection is so small we can only treat this as a trend insight.
All of this would suggest that the removal of cheques may well have influenced a shift of
giving into gifts in wills of older donors during 2021.
All of this may well also be reflected in the fact that when the ‘Confirmed’ segment were
asked: ‘In a typical year, how many charities would you normally donate more than $20 as a
financial gift?’ 9% said none.
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d. Levels of gifts received from wills
i.

Understanding what it is we’re measuring
Before we start to discuss comparative levels of gifts in wills, we need to be clear about what
we are measuring. There are two ways of measuring gifts in wills:
•
•

The average (or mean) which is calculated simply by adding up the value of all bequest
income received and dividing that by the number of gifts received.

The median which is calculated by listing all the gifts received ranked from highest to
lowest in value and then identifying the value of the gift that sits exactly halfway through
the list.

The mean value is most commonly quoted as it is the easiest to calculate. Various figures
are quoted as the mean value of gifts in wills, generally falling within the range of $50,000 $70,000. While that’s a useful figure if you’re tracking the trends of bequest income received
year-on-year, it does not reflect the market.
The median figure tells you that the value of half the number of gifts received from wills will be
above that figure and half will be below it.
The median figure is a more accurate means of considering and talking about gifts in wills, as
it is not skewed by very large gifts.

ii. The calculation and estimate results
Four different data sources were examined during this study in an effort to identify the median
level of a gift in a will to charity in New Zealand. Those data sources included:
•
•
•
•

An anonymised list of distributions from estates made by Perpetual Guardian on behalf of
clients. 5
A review of bequest income to charities as reported in the Charities Services database
(up to 2015 at which point Charities Services stopped collecting this specific data).25
A sample survey of FINZ organisational members.

Data from a national annual benchmarking study organised by ive (a fundraising
agency).7

We felt that none of these data sets provided the required level of confidence to be able to
quote a definitive median figure.
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Based on data from all these sources and reasonable decision-making, the best that can
currently be used as a base-line figure in New Zealand is a median estimate of around $5,000
per gift. The figure may prove, if anything, to be on the high side.
Deeper analysis on some of this data appears to show that the majority of actual bequests
received by individual charities are under $5,000 (55%), with the most frequent amount being
under $2,000 (34%). Therefore, on this analysis, approximately 75% of bequests by number
provide only 4% of the total value whilst the 1% above $1million provides 52% of the total value.5 6
Looking for other comparative data; The benchmarking work undertaken in Australia by ive,
building on the work of its predecessor Pareto Fundraising, who hold a significant benchmark
base of organisations has been able to define the median value of gifts in wills in Australia with
a reliable degree of accuracy. As the graph below shows, the current 2021 Australian median
value of a gift in a will amounts to $10,000 – double the median level of 2016.

Unfortunately, the ive data for New Zealand does not give such an in-depth benchmark,
bearing in mind that study’s comparatively shorter history and smaller participation base. 7
It is our ongoing assumption that the median gift level in New Zealand will be lower than in
Australia for a number of reasons and from our best estimates based on the data we have
been able to gather and analyse thus far. This will remain a focus of future benchmarking to
identify the real level of gift value in New Zealand.

19

4. Other personal
decision-making factors
a. Making and Updating wills - Motivations and
influences
The interviews within the initial qualitative study in 2020 confirmed that for those
people sampled, motivations for leaving a gift in their will tended to exhibit the same
general motivations researched and reported on internationally. 8
Common prompt points for making or revising a will, as expressed by those
interviewed, can be described within a few major groupings of life experiences that
spurred them to make or change their will:
•
•
•

•

Parenthood – the common mean ages for becoming parents sit in the 29 – 32
age rangeTM (NZ Census). 20
Home purchase – the most common age for people to purchase a home is
around 35 (NZ Census). 19

A significant change in personal circumstances, both financial or personal –
this can be both negative like a personal or loved one’s health challenges, or of
course, positive ones, such as an inheritance, beneficial house sale or the birth of
grandchildren.

In addition, with the number of people looking to make or update a will in the last
two years; the emergence of general life threats such as wars or pandemics.

We can see that these broadly reflect the insights from other research internationally
- as shown by this diagram summarising some:26
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The 2021 survey also provided an opportunity to explore the process of making and changing wills
in greater depth - helping us gather more data to support insights developed from the interviews
and desk research.
Why do those without a will not have one? 2
In 2021 we asked the 45% who said they don’t have a will why that was the case.
•
•
•
•

40% of them said the main reason they haven’t is ‘they haven’t got round it yet’ (18% of the
total population).
A further 1 in 5 (20%) don’t think they have enough assets to make it worthwhile, and
A quarter (25%) say ‘I am not old enough to worry about it yet’.

There is a big shift in the leading reason between the under 35s and the 35-44 age group.
•
•

Whilst 44% of those under 35 say ‘I am not old enough to worry about it yet’ this is only 4%
for the 35- 44-year-old age group.
However, amongst the 35–44-year-old group, over half (57%) give the key reason as ‘I
haven’t got around to it yet’ - which is less than half that figure (26%) for the under-35s.

There is an apparent significant shift from a perception that I’m not old enough to I haven’t got
around to it yet around the age of 35 as a pivotal point.
Slightly concerning for gifts in wills is why older people don’t have a will - especially amongst the
65 and over group. Although the leading reason for this group is still ‘I haven’t got around to it
yet’ with 58% agreement; nearly a third of this oldest age group (32%) are saying ‘I don’t feel that I
have enough assets to make it worthwhile’ which suggests that they will probably never make at
will.
Again, these findings cross-refer with those from international studies - as this summary shows: 27

Updating wills - Is the 45–55-year-old age group most likely to need to? 2
When we asked people with a will how much they agreed with the statement; ‘My will
accurately reflects the people, distributions and causes I care about’, nearly 70% of the group
agreed and only 5% disagreed. Split by age, the 45- to 55-year-old age group is the least
confident with some 11% disagreeing.
When the same group is asked more directly how much they agree with ‘My will probably
needs updating in the near future’ nearly half (49%) agreed it did, with only 1 in 5 disagreeing
(21%). Again, this figure is highest amongst 45-to-54-year old’s with over half (59%) agreeing.
These insights could suggest the prompts for updating a will are strongest amongst this age
group.
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When we delved deeper into the group that said they needed to update their will, and asked
them, “Why do you need to update your will’ there was a quite even split across some key
categories about beneficiaries and family make up in various ways.
•

Over a quarter (28%) said it was because they want to ‘change the beneficiaries’

•

Whilst 24% were saying it was because of ‘the birth of new children or grandchildren’.

•
•
•
•

Second on the list was ‘I want to put some additional gifts in’ (25%)

In fourth place children reaching 18/becoming independent’ was also a major influence at
22%.
Then at 19%, ‘I’ve benefited from some new assets’ and
18% ‘a change in my relationship status’.

Again, when we look at these responses by age, we see that the biggest influence for 45 to
54-year-olds was ‘children reaching 18/becoming independent’, with nearly a third (32%) of this
age group giving this as the main reason to update.
Then looking slightly older; When we talk about 55- to 64-year-olds, it’s more about wanting to
‘change the beneficiaries’ with over a third of them (35%) giving that as the main reason they
would want to update.
Whereas for the under-35s they’re most likely to say that it is about ‘a change in my relationship
status’ with 43% choosing this reason - followed by nearly a third (32%) saying it’s because ‘I’ve
benefited from some new assets’
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b. Deciding which charities will benefit
Despite the factors likely to increase or decrease a person’s likelihood to leave a gift in their
will to charity, there is one over-riding prerequisite when it comes to whether any specific
charity will be named as a beneficiary – trust. Interviewees indicated a greater likelihood to
give both now and, in the future, where their trust in a charity is high. 8 The higher the level of
trust, the less likely donors are to care about the specifics of how their gift is spent.
Exploring reasons for specific charity selections 2
The 2021 survey provided an opportunity to explore the factors relating to the ’Confirmed’ as
a group - taking those who said they had a gift to charity in their will already (6% of the public
sample) - to better understand their motivations and considerations.
‘Confirmed’ narrow down the number of charities they include in their will:
Nearly half of Confirmed support more than four charities a year. - When asked ‘In a typical
year, how many charities would you normally donate more than $20 as a financial gift?’ 447%
of Confirmed said they support 4 or more - more than double the public who are neither
‘confirmed’ or ‘intending’ (22%).
•

Within this, over a quarter (27%) say they support more than six charities - three times the
public who say they support more than six.

So, they have very extensive portfolios of annual giving.
In addition: When asked how loyal they were to charities, 88% defined themselves as loyal
with nearly half (49%) saying they were ‘Very loyal - I stick with them whatever happens’ and
a further 37% saying they were ‘Quite loyal - sticking with them unless they do something
wrong’
Having said all of this; the majority have only a small number of charities in their will.
We asked about the number of charities mentioned in their will:
•

Nearly 1 in 3 (32%) have ONLY one charity in their will

•

Whilst a quarter (25%) have 4 or more charities in their will

•

Nearly half (49%) have 1 or 2 charities in their will

So, this shows that whilst they are very generous with spreading their support across multiple
causes and charities during an average year, they narrow down that focus when thinking
about gifts in their will. We know from the qualitative research that multiple factors will play
into this including perceptions of available wealth to share, other responsibilities and a desire
to ‘make a significant difference’ with a gift in a will meaning they are likely to feel the need to
make gifts as large as possible.
How the Confirmed decide on making gifts 2
As the qualitative interviews suggested, we found that 8 in 10 (80%) Confirmed prefer to ‘put a
set $ amount so I know how much will go to the charity’.
When we asked for agreement with ‘The gift(s) in my will are for a very specific purpose’ just
over half (52%) agreed whilst more than 1 in 3 (34%) say they are not…
However, 88% agree that ‘Generally, I am happy for the gifts in my will to be used by the
charity for what they define as the greatest need’.
So, we can plausibly conclude that people are quite conscious about why they decide to
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support a very specific cause or purpose, however, within this framing, the charity can define the
greatest need at any one time. This appears to confirm what we heard in the qualitative 2020
research interviews.
Additionally, three-quarters (75%) agree that ‘I am comfortable with the charities knowing I have
left a gift to them in my will’. This reflects high levels of trust in charities generally across this
group as we would expect.
When asked to identify their top causes from a list of 19 options, the leading causes (‘I am most
likely to support’) for ‘Confirmed’ were:
1.

Animal charities 18%

3.

Hospices 9%

2.

4.

5.

Emergency services 16%
Health and medical research charities 8%
Education providers and schools 8%

These causes were similarly popular across the rest of the public (non-Confirmed or Intenders) in
the survey public except for ‘Emergency services’ (14%).
The biggest difference v the public group was for ‘Education providers and schools’ (1% amongst
non ‘Confirmed’ or ‘Intender’ public).
Comparing the reasons to include a gift to charity between ‘Intenders’ and ‘Confirmed’ 2
Of those who stated they had or intended to leave a gift in their will to charity, we asked them
to identify which reasons motivated them in the question ‘When considering the possibility of
including a charity in your will, which of these best capture the reasons why you might do so?’
As you can see from this chart, more intrinsic (inner focused) values appear to drive the leading
reasons chosen - ‘expressing personal support’, ‘having a lasting impact’ and ‘It’s the right thing
to do’ being the first three choices. There are also clear groups who will be motivated by religion
(1 in 10) and to donate as alumni whilst 12% will make a gift in commemoration and in celebration
of an individual helped by the organisation.
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Interestingly, looking at the same chart and the motivations for Confirmed respondents by
comparison, they also rank intrinsic values more highly - however, those selecting ‘To express my
personal support for the cause’ is much greater at 71% - which suggests that they are making a
much more personally aligned choice and not just on the basis of more general motivations like,
‘It is the right thing to do’.
Differences on how ‘Intenders’ select causes 2
When asked to identify their top causes from a list of 19 options, the leading causes ((‘I am most
likely to support’) for Intenders, were:
•

Mental health organisations

•

Physical disability

•
•
•
•

New Zealand welfare charities
Environmental and conservation

Overseas development and emergency relief
Community foundations

This list probably reflects the age of Intenders as we know from multiple studies that many of
these causes have greater currency amongst a younger audience.
Intenders also have broad portfolios of charities they give to in a year (less than those
Confirmed but still likely to be extensive). 2
When asked ‘In a typical year, how many charities would you normally donate more than $20
as a financial gift?’, 4 in 10 of those Intending to leave a gift in their will to charity (40%) said they
support more than 4 charities a year.
•

Within this, nearly a quarter (23%) of those Intending said they support 6 or more - more than
double the public who are neither ‘Confirmed’ or ‘Intending’ (9%).

So again; they have very extensive portfolios of annual giving.
How many charities are under consideration for inclusion in Intenders’ wills? 2
When asked: ‘Roughly how many charitable organisations would you consider including in your
will?’ Just under two thirds of Intenders (65%) are looking to put 2-3 charities in their will.
•
•

The vast majority were considering small numbers with 80% in total considering 3 or less
charities.
Only 13% were considering more than 4 (as opposed to 25% of Confirmed).

So, like the Confirmed they are making a considered choice amongst a few charities - to narrow
down those they would put in the will - and we can make an informed guess that some who are
in the early stages of updating their wills may start with one gift and charity, then build others in
progressively as they update.
How the Intenders are similar but different to the Confirmed in other respects 2
Similar to those Confirmed, and also reinforcing what we heard in the qualitative interviews, 76%
of Intenders said they would prefer to ‘put a set $ amount so I know how much will go to the
charity’ (v 80% for Confirmed). 8
Also, as with those who have confirmed; when we asked for agreement with ‘‘The gift(s) in my will
are for a very specific purpose’ just over half (52%) agreed; however, only 10% say they are not (as
opposed to 34% for the Confirmed).
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Meanwhile less Intenders (but still nearly two-thirds at 65%) agreed that ‘Generally, I am happy
for the gifts in my will to be used by the charity for what they define as the greatest need’ (much
less `than the 88% for the Confirmed). Similarly, just over two-thirds (65%) agree that ‘I would be
comfortable with the charities knowing I have left a gift to them in my will’, (less than the 75% for
those Confirmed).
So, we can plausibly conclude that Intenders are less engaged with the charities they support
and less trusting of them overall to spend where the need is greatest. This may also reflect in part
a greater desire for specificity in outcomes for donations amongst a younger audience.
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5. Impact of Covid
generally on giving

12

Although not related specifically to the topic of leaving a gift in a will to charity, both
surveys provided an opportunity to note the prevailing attitudes and practices of
support for and giving to charities since the onset of the COVID pandemic.
As with the original survey in 2020, we had a series of questions around people’s
experience of COVID and its impact on their lives. Specifically, we looked at whether
people’s experience in 2020 had been ‘better than expected’, ‘as expected’ or ‘worse
than expected’, against the previous year. We repeated these questions in 2021 and
there were some interesting differences in perspectives one year on
The Impact of Covid on people’s lives in 2021 was much greater than expected
We saw significant shifts in people’s perception of their ‘Fear of getting Covid,’ it’s
‘Impact on their daily lives,’ ‘their relationships’ and ‘their work’ in 2021 compared to
what they expected based on their experience in the previous year.
Our reasons for looking at the experience of Covid was to provide a base level
framing for the year. In both surveys we then went on to ask a series of questions
around people’s perceptions of charities, their donating habits during the pandemic
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and their levels of trust in charities. We also asked about the sort of causes they had supported
during the pandemic and the prospects for their giving in the next 12 months.
What we found is that there was a certain amount of ‘emergency giving’ in 2020, that returned
to the existing norms in 2021. We often see this in emergencies that people give an additional
amount over and above to charities associated with the specific need or to those missing out.
Once the initial emergency is over (or in this case not as high profile) then giving returns to
pre-existing levels. So, this pattern is not unexpected against trends that we’ve seen in other
marketplaces and with other disasters and emergencies.
What has changed though, are perspectives on relative need. Agreement that ‘the number of
people in New Zealand struggling to make ends meet’ has increased significantly with 43% of the
public in 2021 agreeing with that statement versus 36% in 2020.
There has also been a slight shift in the balance of agreement with ‘the crisis has made me
focus more on the disadvantaged in New Zealand than overseas’. Whilst the 53% who agree
in total has not changed in the year, strongly agree has gone up by 2% within this and overall
disagreement has gone down from 15 to 12% suggesting the core of people who are open to
supporting causes overseas may have hardened.
Overall, the two sets of results suggest that charities had been seen to be playing a more
important role in local communities in the early part of the pandemic, and we saw trust in
charities increase as a result. In 2021 this has gone slightly backwards. Whilst over two thirds
(68%) saying that their trust in charities has not changed (-1% on 2020), less people agreed that
their trust in charities has increased during the period (27-19%) and there was also an increase in
those saying it has decreased (4-13%).
However, since we were working off a base in 2020 that saw a dramatic 28% say their trust
had increased, this probably means that trust has returned to its pre-2020 levels rather than
declining.
Looking at people’s propensity to give in the next year, nearly two thirds (62%) say that they will
be giving about the same amount to charity in the next 12 months, with a quarter (25%) saying
they will give more, compared with only 14% saying they will give less.
So overall, a fairly positive picture emerging on how the impact of Covid has influenced how
people see charities generally and the importance of their role, as well as their likelihood to be
donating moving forwards.
Potential implications of these factors on Gifts in Wills
The surveys highlight that people’s experience of Covid in 2021 was worse than expected coming
out of 2020. This means that the generalised fear from the threat of Covid would have been
greater and consequently we can reasonably conclude that people’s desire to ‘make sure their
affairs are in order’ would have been higher than usual - including writing or updating their will.
At the same time, the privations of the pandemic appear to have prompted the public to reevaluate the importance of charities and their reliance on public generosity and donations.
Linked to the removal of cheques as a donation mechanism in 2021 this could well mean
that older loyal donors have been considering shifting their donations into their will as a way
of ‘recognising their personal support’ (the dominant motivation for ‘Confirmed’) as well as
protecting their legacy during an unsettling period of uncertainty. With the number of years this
takes to work through into gifts being actually received from wills by charities - the impact of
such a trend may only become able to measure in the fullness of time.
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