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FOREWORD 
 

 

2015 was a crucial year for global development cooperation. The international community 

endorsed a new, bold development agenda and committed to achieve the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs); The Third Conference on Financing for Development in Addis 

Ababa agreed on more diverse and sustainable resources to finance this new agenda; finally, 

the UN Climate Change agreement in Paris created momentum for governments and the 

private sector to invest in a green, low-carbon future.  

 

All these agreements call for a drastic change in the way that development takes place. It is 

clear that neither governments, nor the UN alone have the resources or capacities required to 

achieve this paradigm shift. Their successful implementation will rely on developing effective 

partnerships that bring together the UN, governments and civil society with the private sector 

and the world of philanthropy.  

 

The active engagement of philanthropists, both globally and in each country, will be critical. 

In addition to offering new pools of funding, philanthropic organizations bring private sector 

expertise and new perspectives to development. This represents an enormous opportunity, 

since a broader range of philanthropists is emerging and engaging in international giving, 

while domestic giving within middle-income and developing countries is also increasing fast.    

 

Countries like China, but also Brazil, India, Indonesia and South Africa, are becoming more 

involved in development assistance not only through government aid but also through private 

investment, remittances and homegrown philanthropy.  As the world looks for additional 

sources of funding to finance its fight against poverty, inequality and climate change, a lot of 

hope is resting on the rise of philanthropy. A strong and healthy philanthropic sector in China, 

confident in looking outside its borders and with the right capacities to respond to the great 

demands, will benefit China, as well as the rest of the world.   

 

This report believes that China today has the unprecedented opportunity to tap into its 

expanding non-profit and philanthropic sector. Home to record numbers of billionaires who 

have started to give back, with more and more corporations investing in corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) and with an expanding middle class increasingly aware of environmental 

and social challenges, China has vast resources to mobilize in support of philanthropy. In the 

last few years, technology and new media have created innovative ways to donate, which are 

making it even easier for the general public to participate in philanthropy. Finally, as Chinese 

businesses and state-owned companies continue to go global, Chinaôs philanthropists are also 

starting to look beyond their borders.  

 

At the same time, important institutional and social barriers to the development of 

philanthropy still exist. In many respects, China is still a place where philanthropists are 

finding it hard to build, promote, and sustain charitable organizations. This report calls for 

targeted reforms to be undertaken in order to remove these barriers and unleash the enormous 

potential for philanthropy in China. The majority of these reforms are not costly, yet they 

would allow the philanthropic sector to play a much larger role in tackling poverty and 

inequality, and contribute to the SDGs, both within China as well as globally.  

 

Einstein once said: ñit is every personôs obligation to put back in to the world at least the 

equivalent of what he or she takes out of itò. Supporting the development of philanthropy in 
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China will allow millions of people to actively contribute to a more equitable, prosperous, and 

stable world.  
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The Oxford Dictionary defines philanthropy as 

ñThe desire to promote the welfare of others, 

expressed especially by the generous donation of 

money to good causes.ò Philanthropy as an 

expression of human generosity exists in every 

culture, and is reflected in most of the worldôs 

cultures and religions. Philanthropy is literally the 

ñlove of humanity.ò It enhances what it is to be 

human through the process of giving and receiving 

ï private giving for the betterment of others. Its 

contributions can make up for the failure of 

governments or the marketplace. This can be a 

pivotal contribution to sustainable development. 

 

The UN recognizes that corporate and private 

philanthropy played an important role in 

supporting the achievement of the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs). In fact, in the last 15 

years the growth in global philanthropy has 

transformed the international development sector. 

Its resources have grown exponentially as a 

proportion of total Official Development 

Assistance. However, philanthropy should not be 

viewed simply a ñgap fillerò for ODA
1
. Instead, 

and most importantly, philanthropy brings a 

complementary and beneficial set of new actors, 

approaches, and types of funding to development. 

And this comes at a crucial moment for global 

development cooperation with the enactment of 

the new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

As the world looks for additional sources of 

funding to finance its fight against poverty- 

including 70 million people remaining in poverty 

in China alone- rising inequality and climate 

change, a lot of hope is resting with the rise of 

philanthropy in countries like China. A strong and 

healthy philanthropic sector in China, confident in 

looking outside its borders, will benefit China, as 

well as the rest of the world.  

 

In many ways China today has the unprecedented 

opportunity to tap into its increasing economic 

development and its expanding non-profit sector. 

While philanthropy in China is currently at a 

nascent stage, it has grown rapidly in recent years. 

The total amount of charitable donations have 

increased by 66 per cent between 2009 and 2014, 

while the number of charitable organizations have 

multiplied almost 5 times between 2004 and 

2014.
2 

Home to approximately 400 billionaires in 

2015, and with an expanding middle class, China 

has vast and growing socio-economic resources to 

be mobilized in support of philanthropy.
3
 In 

addition, the use of the internet and social media, 

together with small-scale innovations have 

promoted new fund-raising techniques such as 

crowd-funding and social media donations, which 

are making it even easier for the general public to 

participate in philanthropy. 

 

However, important institutional and social 

barriers to the development of philanthropy still 

exist, such as a) the gap between the sectorôs fast 

growth and the out-dated regulations that govern 

it, b) the lack of transparency and therefore public 

trust in charitable organisations, c) and the lack of 

capacity for foundations and organisations to carry 

out charitable projects, etc. This report calls for 

reforms to be undertaken in order to remove these 

barriers, especially in the context of the 
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China. A strong and healthy philanthropic sector 

in China, confident in looking outside its borders, 

will benefit China, as well as the rest of the world. 

 

In many ways China today has the unprecedented 

opportunity to tap into its increasing economic 

development and its expanding non-profit sector. 

While philanthropy in China is currently at a 

nascent stage, it has grown rapidly in recent years. 

The total amount of charitable donations have 

increased by 66 per cent between 2009 and 2014,
 

while the number of charitable organizations have 

multiplied almost 5 times between 2004 and 

2014.2
 
Home to approximately 500 billionaires in 

2015, and with an expanding middle class, China 

has vast and growing socio-economic resources to 

be mobilized in support of philanthropy.3 In 

addition, the use of the internet and social media, 

together with small-scale innovations have created 

new tools such as crowd-funding and online or 

even social media donations, which are making it 

even easier for the general public to participate in 

philanthropy. 

 

However, important institutional and social 

barriers to the development of philanthropy still 

exist, such as a) the gap between the sectorôs fast 

growth and the outdated regulations that govern it, 

b) the lack of transparency and therefore public 

trust in charitable organisations, c) and the lack of 

capacity for foundations and organisations to carry 

out charitable projects. This report calls for 

reforms to be undertaken in particular to address 

address these barriers, especially in the context of 

the forthcoming 13
th
 5 Year Plan due to be 

published in 2016 
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PHILANTHROPY 
 
Philanthropy encourages compassion and strengthens 
community ties  
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forthcoming 13
th
 5 Year Plan due to be published 

in 2016. With the enormous potential for 

philanthropy in China, the sector is expected to 

have the ability to greatly influence development, 

tackle inequality and poverty, both in China as 

well as globally. 

 

This report aims to present a basic overview of the 

state of development of philanthropy in China, 

with a special focus on the practical governance 

and policy-related reforms needed to unleash the 

true potential of this sector in China. It compiles 

data collected via an extensive literature review 

including official publications by Chinese 

authorities and international agencies together 

with interviews of key experts and practitioners in 

the sector. The aim is to review the sectorôs scale 

and scope, discuss some important innovations 

and more recent trends, and analyse the main 

challenges that are holding Chinese philanthropy 

back, eventually putting forward actionable 

suggestions for reform.  

 

It should be noted that this report does not discuss 

the role or status of international philanthropy in 

China, nor does it discuss in depth trends related 

to Chinese philanthropy towards poorer countries 

and communities outside of China, nor general 

ñCorporate Social Responsibilityò activities by 

Chinese companies overseas. While implications 

may be drawn for these issues from this report, 

detail analysis on these issues is left for other 

reports and in-depth research. 
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Philanthropy saw its emergence in ancient 

Chinese society. The Confucian tradition, with 

its doctrines on relationships and social roles, 

created conditions for the exchange of goods and 

services between people, strengthening 

community ties and consolidating guanxi, the 

system of social networks and influential 

relationships, which facilitate business and other 

dealings. Philanthropy in ancient China was thus 

dominated by clan-based lineage organisations, 

offering services like care for widows and 

orphans, distribution of grain and construction of 

schools for boys in the clan. This type of óclan-

based charityô was based on an expansive 

understanding of the family. Through its doctrine 

of altruism and humanity, Confucianism 

however also brought within its fold those who 

were found outside the institutions of family and 

clan. There is evidence, for example, of local 

notables and wealthy individuals overseeing 

village welfare activities such as the 

establishment of clinics, refugee shelters, and 

soup kitchens.   

 

Between the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century, missionaries arrived and introduced 

western methods of charitable giving, paving the 

way for the new charitable organisations found 

in China today. With the Communist Party 

coming to power,  wealth nationalized and the 

environment for philanthropy in China 

completely changes, as any kind of recognition 

of the need for charity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

was seen as a sign of state failure. However, in 

the 1980s and 1990s, due to reform and opening 

up. as well as decentralization and increasing 

social demands, philanthropy in China was 

given the space to develop, especially at the 

local level. As China opened itself up to the 

world, concepts and international practices of 

philanthropy started to influence Chinese 

policymakers and social elites.  

 

With the increase in socio-economic status, 

individuals in China are more concerned with 

public welfare, and more willing to spend time 

and money on public projects. While the Chinese 

economy has entered a ónew normalô of slower 

economic growth, in 2014 total regular 

donations, (i.e. donations not related to natural 

disaster relief) have reached a historical new 

high of $15.51 billion.
4 

Recently, responding to 

pressure from both the state and civil society, 

corporations have also begun to pay attention to 

social responsibility by supporting projects that 

address community and social needs. Overall, a 

new culture of philanthropy is arising, featuring 

active public participation in a wider range of 

charitable projects.  

 

The number of people in China who decide to 

donate to charity is growing every year together 

with the amount of money donated by 

corporations. If this trend continues China will 

soon surpass most  

HISTORY & CULTURE  
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Chinese society. The Confucian tradition, with 

its doctrines on relationships and social roles, 

created conditions for the exchange of goods and 
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based charityô was based on an expansive 

understanding of the family. Through its doctrine 
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however also brought within its fold those who 

were found outside the institutions of family and 

clan. There is evidence, for example, of local 

notables and wealthy individuals overseeing 

village welfare activities such as the 

establishment of clinics, refugee shelters, and 

soup kitchens.   

 

Between the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century, missionaries arrived and introduced 

western methods of charitable giving, paving the 

way for the new charitable organisations found in 

China today. With the Communist Party coming 

to power in 1949, wealth nationalized and the 

environment for philanthropy in China 

completely changed, as any kind of recognition 

of 

of the need for charity was seen as a sign of state 

failure. However, in the 1980s and 1990s, due to 

reform and opening up, as well as 

decentralization and increasing social demands, 

philanthropy in China was given the space to 

develop, especially at the local level. As China 

opened itself up to the world, concepts and 

international practices of philanthropy started to 

influence Chinese policymakers and social elites.  

 

With the increase in socio-economic status, 

individuals in China are now becoming more 

concerned with public welfare, and more willing 

to spend time and money on public projects. 

While the Chinese economy has entered a ónew 

normalô of slower economic growth, in 2014 

total regular donations, (i.e. donations not related 

to natural disaster relief) reached a historic new 

high of $15.51 billion.4
 
Recently, responding to 

pressure from both the state and civil society, 

corporations have also begun to pay attention to 

social responsibility by supporting projects that 

address community and social needs. Overall, a 

new culture of philanthropy is arising, featuring 

active public participation in a wider range of 

charitable projects.  

 

The number of people in China who decide to 

donate to charity is growing every year together 

with the amount of money donated by 

corporations. If this trend continues China will 

soon surpass most developed countries in the 

overall absolute amount of resources raised for 
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