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Welcome to the latest edition of the Charity Income Spotlight report, which is now in its fifth year.  This
instalment tracks annual and real-time charity sector growth over time; provides insight into the surplus
and deficits of charities by income bands; looks at which causes generate the greatest level of income;
and from which sources the most income is generated.

This report examines charity income using a combination of two data sources; the Charity Financials
database, which focuses on the largest 5,000 charities in the UK based on their total income, total
expenditure and total funds/net assets. This data is supplemented with data supplied by the Charity
Commission on every other charitable organisation that is registered in England and Wales. 

In total, there are 167,306 organisations made up from two data sources, however, 13,831 of these
generated zero income. Although they are registered with the Commission, they have not conducted any
operating activities that generated income for the latest financial period. 

For clarity, where the report refers to income in billions, each billion is made up of 1,000 million. 

Mark Pincher, Development Manager, Charity Financials 

Email: mpincher@wilmingtonplc.com

Introduction

2 www.charityfinancials.com

Charity Income Spotlight

Contents

Introduction

Key findings

Sector overview

Annual and real-time growth 

Income growth by income bands 

Surplus income and deficit 

Income by cause

Income by source

Insight from the sector

3

4

5

7

8

10

12

14

15

Charity Income Spotlight report January 2018 with foreword and edits_Layout 1  06/02/2018  08:59  Page 2

mailto:mark.pincher@Wilmingtonplc.com


1www.charityfinancials.com

Charity Income Spotlight

5

A diverse and polarised sector 

There are more than 167,000 registered charities in England and Wales and collectively they generated
£75.3 billion of revenue in the last financial year 2016-17 (Figure 1). This represents an annual growth of
5.7%, which is up from 5.6% the year before.

There are a handful of ‘super’ charities (370) with income greater than £30 million per annum, which 
includes many household names such as Cancer Research UK, Oxfam, Save the Children and the National
Trust (Figure 2).

An examination of the largest charities (in financial terms) shows that The British
Council is the UK’s only billion-pound charity, which increased its annual income by
£97 million for the year ending March 2017.  From investigating the financial
statements, we can see that the growth in income is attributable to teaching and
examination fees, which increased from £540 million in 2016 to £650 million in
2017. 

The second largest was Save the Children International, which increased its
income from $1.2 billion to $1.22 billion (reported as GBP in Figure 2). Another

Figure 1: Sector population in income bands (2016-17 financial year)
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l Total charity sector income exceeded £75 billion in 2016-17, growing from £71 billion in 2015-16

l Growth of the sector is primarily from the largest organisations ( those with income exceeding £10
million), which increased their income by more than 10% in 2016-17

l Every day the sector generates £206 million, up from £195 million in 2015-16

l Growth of the charity sector has been slowing for the past five years, however, growth did increase this
year for the first time since 2013-14 – but only by 0.1%

l The top 5,000 charities generated £50.6 billion in 2016-17; a growth of £18 billion (55% increase) over
the past decade

l Inflation-adjusted income growth falls by more than 2% since 2013-14

l Even if growth falls by 1% a year, the sector would still increase its annual income to £94 billion by 2023

l The biggest charities generate £1.7 billion annual surplus

l Reported government funding falls by £35 million since 2014-15

l Small charities are on a knife edge, struggling to stay afloat into the next financial year

Key findings

Sector overview 

Organisation Income £m (2016-17) Income £m (2015-16) Income change £m
The British Council  1076.893 979.639 97.254
Save the Children International 986.709 813.132 173.577
Nuffield Health 839.6 767.6 72
Cancer Research UK 679.2 635.2 44
Charities Aid Foundation 604.747 503.327 101.42
The National Trust 522.165 494.108 28.057
The Arts Council England 513.345 481.145 32.2
Oxfam GB 414.7 401.4 13.3
Save the Children 404.525 389.717 14.808
Wellcome Trust 390.3 372.1 18.2

Figure 2: Top 10 ‘super’ charities with income greater than £30 million

Sector growth 
increases for
the first time

since 2013-14

Band
Number of 

organisations in band
% of total 

population
Income 

£bn
% of income 
generation

£10m+ 1,247 0.7 47.1 62.6
£5m - £10m 1,037 0.6 7.3 9.6
£1m -£5m 4,942 3.0 10.7 14.2
£500k - £1m 4,301 2.6 3.0 4.0
£250k - £500k 7,096 4.2 2.5 3.3
less than £250k 134,852 80.6 4.7 6.2
No income 13,831 8.3 0.0 0.0
Total 167,306 100 75.3 100
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Since 2012-13, the sector’s income has grown by 9.1%, 7.6%, 5.6% and 5.7% for the
latest financial period. Although the sector has experienced positive change year-

on-year, the rate of increase has been declining until the latest year where a
minor increase of 0.1% was observed. 

However, if the income is adjusted according to the Consumer Price Index
(CPI*) for every organisation based on their individual year ends, the annual

real-time increase drops from 6.8% in 2013-14 to 4.6% for 2016-17, meaning that
the sector has actually seen a 2.2% fall in income growth in just four years. 

Inflation between December 2014 and August 2016 was less than 1%, but after August 2016 it has
steadily increased to the current 2.9% (September 2017). The last time inflation was this high was April
2012. Considering that only around 64,000 (42%) of organisations have filed accounts for accounting
periods after August 2016 (at the time the data was run in September 2017), it is possible that the real-
time annual increase will fall further.

But it is not all doom and gloom: the sector is growing, rather than shrinking. Even if income growth was
to fall by a whole percentage point every year for the next five years, the charity sector’s income would
increase to £94 billion by 2023.

• CPI – base rate of 100% September 2015 (Source: ONS)

Year-on-year income growth improves slightly

Over the past five years, overall annual sector income has grown from £57.45
billion to £75.31 billion, which represents a 31% growth on the total sector
income of five years ago (Figure 4).

57
.4
5

62
.6

9

67
.4
6

71
.2

4

75
.3
1

59
.7

8

63
.8

4

67
.7

8

71
.2

8

74
.5
6

9.12

7.61

5.60 5.72

6.80
6.17

5.16
4.60

0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

6.00

7.00

8.00

9.00

10.00

50.00

55.00

60.00

65.00

70.00

75.00

80.00

2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 c

ha
ng

e

In
co

m
e 

£b
n

Year

Growth in annual income £bn and % increase

Income (£bn) Inflation adjusted income (£bn)

Income growth Inflation adjusted growth

www.charityfinancials.com

Charity Income Spotlight

6

notable increase was made by the Charities Aid Foundation (CAF), which increased its incoming
resources by over £100 million. CAF’s income grew so substantially due to a £95 million increase in
donations which resulted in 2016-17 donations paid to charities exceeding £500 million. Also, for the first
time, donations and legacies received from donors exceeded £600 million.’

Sightsavers International (which sits just outside of the top 10 table) also grew its income dramatically,
increasing from £198.3 million to £302 million. This was primarily due to an increase in ‘gifts in kind’ in the
form of Mectizan tablets, which grew from £134 million to £190.5 million. An additional new
arrangement with the International Trachoma Initiative led to an additional donation of Zithromax
valued at £38.9 million.

By categorising organisations into income bands and aggregating the value of their income (Figure 3),
we can see just how polarised the sector has become, with the biggest charitable organisations making
up just 0.7% of the sector’s population but generating 62.6% of the total income. 

The UK’s largest 1.3% of charities collectively generate nearly £55 billion annually
and the remaining 98.7% generate just £20 billion, suggesting that the sector is

densely populated yet heavily polarised in terms of income. 

Most charitable organisations are small, locally-based operations. Those with
less than £250,000 annual income make up 81% of the charitable population,

but generate just 6.2% of the total revenue. There are nearly 14,000 registered
organisations which did not generate any income. 

Daily, an average of £206 million is currently generated by the charity sector; in 2015-16 the sector’s daily
average income stood at £195 million. In just one financial year, the sector’s daily income grew by £11
million. 

Figure 3: Polarisation of the charity sector
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The recent uplift in income for the smaller charities doesn’t necessarily mean that individual
organisations are generating greater income. Rather that the number of new income-generating
charities entering the sector is increasing, which may have added to the perceived value growth of these
organisations. Further evidencing the idea that small charities are struggling is the income band
£250,000 to £500,000, which has seen a steady fall in income growth over time.

As charities get larger, their income growth becomes much steadier – as shown in the
percentage growth in those with income over £5 million (see Figure 6). Yet some
charities have bucked this trend; in the last financial year, those in the income
bracket £1 million to £5 million saw nearly a 3% fall in income growth. This may
suggest that these mid-range organisations are struggling to compete with
their larger counterparts that have a much stronger competitive edge. 

These trends together – increasing number of small charities generating minor
income, falling income for many small charities and mid-range charities struggling to
sustain their income growth – show that the big charities are increasing their market share and the sector
is experiencing further polarisation. Perhaps this spells a word of warning to new market entrants.

Only in the most recent couple of years have small charities increased their aggregate income (by 6.7%
and 3.7% between 2016-17 and 2015-16 respectively). Conversely, the larger charities (those with income
greater than £1 million) have shown steady growth year on year. The general trend is that the larger
charities are getting larger whereas the smaller ones are struggling.

Income band 
Income growth 
2016-2017 (%) 

Income growth 
2015-2016 (%)

Income growth 
2014-2015 (%)

Income growth 
2013-2014 (%)

£10m+ 10.48 9.167 6.3 8.44
£5m - £10m 9.39 5.53 2.84 8.23
£1m -£5m 4.33 7.16 5.87 3.48
£500k - £1m 8.12 2.03 10.02 -2.47
£250k - £500k 1.83 2.42 3.3 3.38
< £250k 6.72 3.71 -1.93 -12.53

Figure 6: Income % growth and new registrations
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Figure 5 clearly shows that it is the largest charities, those with income over £10 million, which have
generated most of the increase. This band has grown from £34 billion in income in 2012-13 to £47.5
billion in 2016-17, representing a 40% increase in just five years. This increase of £13.5 billion translates to
75% of the total sector increase over the five-year period. 

Over a five-year period, those charities with income between £5 million and £10 million grew by 28%;
between £1 million and £5 million, 19%; between £500,000 and £1 million, 22%; between £250,000 and
£500,000, 10%; and those less than £250,000, their income decreased by 2.3%. 

Across the charity sector’s diverse causes, it is generally the case that the largest organisations have the
competitive advantage and are getting larger while the smallest organisations struggle to generate
revenue that surpasses that of the previous year.

Examination of annual change in income for each band from 2013 to 2017 (Figure 6) shows that smaller
organisations struggled to increase revenue, especially at the beginning of the period where income
between 2012-13 and 2013-14 dropped by 12.5% and the following year dropped again by 1.9%. 
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Figure 5: Total income over time for each income band

Although the sector’s income is increasing year-on-year, not all charities are experiencing the growth
equally. By placing the UK’s population of charities in income bands, and calculating the increase for
each, we can see the group in which the most growth occurred – see Figure 5. 

Income growth by income bands

Mid-range 
charities struggle

to compete for
market share

Not all charities were created equal
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Small charities on a knife edge

So that they can continue their operations year after year, charities must generate enough income to
support their beneficiaries and cover their operating and development costs. 

Under normal circumstances, charities tend to spend in line with what they generate annually. A well run
and financially sound charity will ensure that income covers expenditure, however, there are several
reasons why this might not always happen. If we examine the aggregate surplus of the income bands we
can identify disparities between the largest and the smallest organisations – see Figure 7. 

Surplus income and deficit

The largest organisations have collectively generated a substantial surplus of £1.7 billion in 2016-2017.
All the other income bands have generated less surplus income in the last financial year, with the
exception of the lowest band, which is in deficit. 

This shows that many of the smallest organisations are spending more than 
they are earning. Sometimes this is on purpose, for instance when a charity is
winding down and is intentionally using up its’ reserves, but where it is not
intentional the organisation is forced to eat into its net assets, reducing its
financial stability. Many small charities are on a knife-edge, struggling to keep
their organisations afloat into the next financial year. 

Figure 7 shows that the largest organisations have much greater fluctuations in their surplus
income than all other income bands. This stands to reason because only the largest organisations have
the capacity to generate a significant surplus, yet fewer organisations make up this income bracket. 

The smaller income bands experience much less dramatic fluctuations because
there are many more organisations, which makes the activity of one charity much
less substantial. 

Figures 8 and 9 explore this idea in more detail. They look at the percentage of
organisations in each income bracket that increased or decreased their income.
Comparing 2012-13 data with that for 2016-17, over a five-year period the number
of charities in every income band both increasing and decreasing their income has
stayed very much the same. 

The income bracket with the most notable change is £250,000 and £500,000; less of these organisations
experienced a decrease in income and more experienced income growth than any other group, but this
is marginal.
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Most popular charitable causes

Charities play in an integral role in the UK, contributing positively across all areas of society. The causes
that the sector supports are broad and it is the diversity of these organisations that
make them so essential to a prosperous nation. This section evaluates the income
attributable to the UK’s largest 5,000 charities as defined by the Charity
Financials database.

An examination of revenue generated by organisations belonging to each
causal area shows that health and medical charities generated the most
income. They had an aggregate annual revenue of £6.6 billion which represents
nearly 13% of all income generated by the sector. 

Culture and
heritage charities 

generated nearly 20
times the total 

income of human
rights charities

This cause category covers many types of organisations involved in medical
research, medical welfare and mental health. This group increased income by
£447 million since 2015-16, which represents a 7% annual growth. 

Organisations with significant revenue belonging to this group include Nuffield
Health (£839.6 million), Cancer Research UK (£679.2 million), Wellcome Trust
(£390.3 million), British Heart Foundation (£310.5 million) and Macmillan Cancer
Support (£247.4 million). These five organisations collectively generated £2.5 billion,
which constitutes 3.3% of all revenue generated by the sector.

Culture and heritage organisations also generated a significant share of the total income; they represent
12.8% of the sector’s total revenue with £6.5 billion annual income. This group increased income by £323
million which is an annual 5.5% increase. Organisations with significant income include The British
Council (£1.1 billion), The National Trust (£522.2 million), Arts Council England (£513.3 million), Tate
(£156.1 million) and The Royal Opera House Covent Garden (£139.3 million). These five organisations
collectively generated £2.4 billion.

The next largest group is religious organisations which had an aggregate income of £4.7 billion. This
group only slightly increased income by 0.9% and includes The Salvation Army (£209 million), Church
Commissioners for England (£154.5 million), Church of Scotland (£113.5 million), Archbishops Council
(£85.1 million) and Stewardship Services (UKET) (£71.9 million).

Some causes failed to increase income, observing an annual decrease, namely: disabled (-7.6%), family (-
5.7%), armed and ex-services (-4.6%) and human rights (-1%).

Health and 
medical charities 
increased annual 
income by nearly

half a billion
pounds
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Year
Total 
Income

Total 
Expenditure

Voluntary 
Income

Fundraising 
Trading

Investment 
Income

Charitable 
Activity

Other 
Income

Government 
Funding

2007-08 32635.47 29617.73 11299.72 2507.26 2695.94 15459.33 2006.9 8132.21
2008-09 34352.06 31962.98 11180.73 2769.7 2893.65 16880.56 2163.94 8169.38
2009-10 35952.64 34615.26 11502.37 3105.89 2567.74 18221.35 2240.15 8379.29
2010-11 37739.91 36943.29 12411.96 3251.76 2316.82 19315.26 2321.57 9135.59
2011-12 40165.26 38211.31 13529.88 3397.88 2312.78 20128.64 2797.3 9563.24
2012-13 41853.53 39648.55 14485.08 3711.26 2511.37 20615.37 2451.42 9429.79
2013-14 44242.84 42121.58 14774.14 3964.37 2708.07 21681.11 2832.93 9593.8
2014-15 46525.19 44518.2 15986.51 4186.69 2869.22 22574.82 2862.63 10233.88
2015-16 48649.05 47339.45 16578.1 4495.83 3058.85 23548.26 2837.56 9760.8
2016-17 50592.45 50057.71 17381.8 4799.56 3294.48 24229.8 2771.57 9882.42

Figure 11: Charity income by source over 10 years for the top 5,000 organisations (£m)

Growing costs and a squeeze on government funding

Much like its causes, the charity sector’s income sources are diverse, comprising donations from
individuals, major gifts, contracts, trading and grants from the government, trusts and other public
bodies.

Figure 11 shows that there has been little change in the way that the top 5,000
report the way that they generate their income. According to the figures
reported, the greatest volume is generated from combination of charitable
activity – which is any money generated from their service provision – and
voluntary income. 

In all areas, growth has been positive over time, apart from investment income
which dipped between 2009 and 2013, which is likely due to the financial crisis and
subsequent recovery period.

Looking at government funding, which is usually accounted for in ‘fundraising trading’ or ‘charitable 
activity’, it appears to buck this trend. Government funding has fluctuated year-on-year and has now 
fallen below that of 2014-15, which is reflective of the government’s cuts in charitable spending. Since 
2014, reported government funding has fallen by more than £350 million. The caveat to that is that 
some organisations class government funding into their other income streams, so this might not be the 
full picture.

Figure 11 also tracks the total expenditure and income of all charities over a 10-year period. The sector
has operated at between £1 billion and £3 billion surplus (total income minus total expenditure)
however, in the last financial year this fell to just £0.5 billion. This suggests that the sector is feeling the
affects of growing operating costs. 

Top 5,000 
charities grow 

income by 55% to
£50.6bn in a

decade

Insight from the sector

Why did the top charities perform so well?

Jonathan Davis, Head of Finance at Cancer Research UK, explained to Charity Financials how it
achieved such a high growth in income: “…In fundraising, we have consistently sought to innovate, for
example, with new mass market propositions such as Stand Up To Cancer. We have also expanded our
shop network to nearly 600, including 13 out-of-town superstores, which help in generating significant
volumes of donated stock to supply other stores in the network. We have also invested and continue to
work to bring together our communities teams, so that there’s a joined up approach across our shops,
volunteer-led and events fundraising areas.

“We have also focused on building strong relationships with supporters to extend our reach – creating a
separate Philanthropy and Partnerships directorate that helps to identify specific opportunities that
corporate and philanthropic donors wish to support.  

“Our most reliable income streams are Legacies, Individual Giving and Race for Life. Here we have grown
our investment to build loyalty amongst our supporters. We have balanced increased investment with
the need to achieve value-for-money, ensuring that supporters’ donations are used wisely. Our
broadened portfolio in the Race for Life series, including Pretty Muddy has appealed to new audiences
sustaining strong income generation.”

Andrew Mercieca, Chief Financial Officer of LifeArc (Medical Research Council Technology changed
its name to LifeArc in June 2017), also talked us through how it sustained such exceptional growth
in the last financial year: “In July 2016 we completed a partial monetisation of Keytruda® royalties and
received $150 million (£115.6 million) upfront in exchange for a partial share of future royalties up to a
pre-agreed amount. 

“LifeArc doesn’t fundraise. We are self-financing and generate most of our income through the royalties
we receive from our work to develop four drugs that are currently on the market: Keytruda® (cancer),
Tysabri® (multiple sclerosis), Actemra® (rheumatoid arthritis) and Entyvio® (Crohn’s disease). 

“The surplus income we generate funds further medical research. It gives us the financial freedom to
invest in the health challenges we believe in and enables us to drive medical innovation. We’ve also
created two new funds, totalling £30 million, to help translate more great science into greater patient
impact. The Seed Fund will invest in promising early stage life science research, while the Philanthropic
Fund will provide grants to support research funded by other charities and organisations.”

Barnardo’s was one of the best performing Children and Youth organisations, growing its income
by £2.69 million to £298.66 million in 2016-17. Its Chief Executive, Javed Khan said: “Our success in
growing our commissioned income has been hard won in the continuing context of public sector
savings. And that is because we work very hard to understand the needs of the communities in which we
work and what our commissioning partners require for their communities. 

“On voluntary income, our target is to double it over the duration of our strategy. Within this, our retail
chain continues to develop, and will achieve over 20% growth this year and next. We have also invested
in our fundraising activities, which includes development of new products, growing our income through
new initiatives to support our strategic priorities, and growing our supporter base. However, looking
forward these stretching targets will not be without their challenges and Barnardo’s, like the rest of the
sector, is still grappling with the potential unknown impacts of regulation and General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR) on our ability to raise funds.”
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Another charity falling into the Children and Youth category experiencing a significant increase in
income was The Challenge Network, which grew by £12.83 million to £65.79 million in 2016-17.
CEO, Oliver Lee OBE said: “We founded the programme that has since become the National Citizen
Service (NCS), the national, government-backed programme which gives 15-17 year olds the opportunity
to build skills for work and life ... The funding for this valuable programme comes from the government
via its commissioning body, the NCS Trust.

“While NCS is the largest programme we deliver, it isn’t the only one, and we are always looking for
additional opportunities to fulfil our mission and to support both NCS graduates as well as those who
have not taken part in the programme. To that end, we deliver an incentivised volunteering programme
for 16-18 year olds (HeadStart) in Birmingham, London, Manchester and Preston, and we’ve developed
close corporate and philanthropic relationships to secure funding for this programme. Separately, we
receive funding from the Education and Skills Funding Agency to deliver our socially mixed
apprenticeship programme for school leavers, Step Forward, in London.”

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) saw its income grow by £25 million from 2015-16 to
2016-17 and Emma Bolton, the IRC’s Director of Fundraising explained: “We are delighted a strong
period of growth during this period has helped us to support more than 26 million people around the
world. This has been possible due to increased financial support from a number of diverse long-term
partners. Institutional donors like DfID, ECHO and Sida are the foundation of the IRC’s work supporting
people affected by some of the world’s worst humanitarian crises…

“Alongside our operational expansion into Europe in Greece and the Balkans, we’re building important
relationships with other key European donors such as Irish Aid and Swiss Development Cooperation who
are supporting our work to prevent and respond to violence against women and girls in Jordan, Kenya,
Ethiopia and Somalia. Our private sector engagement has also increased with strengthened partnerships
with the Bernard van Leer Foundation and the Vitol Foundation, and increased support from the public
in response to the global refugee crisis.”

©2018 Charity Financials a division of Wilmington Publishing & Information Ltd, part of Wilmington PLC.
Wilmington Publishing & Information is a limited company registered in England & Wales. Registered office:
10 Whitechapel High Street, London E1 8QS. Company Registration number: 03368442. VAT NO.GB 899 3725 51

New Charity Benchmarking Reports

Charity Benchmarking Reports are designed to save you time preparing 
your performance strategy so you can effectively compare your financial  
performance against your peers.  Just choose up to 10 of your peers within 
the top 5000 UK charities and we’ll:

  Run comparisons on individual income streams and calculate growth rates
  Use costs to calculate net returns looking at yearly change and long term averages
  Include key financial ratios e.g. net asset cover and asset turnover
  Send your completed report in a simple excel format within 3 to 5 days

Download a sample report
For more information contact:

Call: Alex McKenna 0207 324 2350    
Email: alex.mckenna@wilmingtonplc.com

For more information contact
Catherine Alderson  020 7566 5762
catherine.alderson@Wilmingtonplc.com
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