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1. INTRODUCTION 

It is generally acknowledged that the quality and quantity of information available on 
the charity sector in Canada is considerably weaker than desirable.1 In this chapter the 
existing sources of information are surveyed.2 In section 3 of this chapter, the 
Commission concludes with recommendations on what Canadian governments can do 
to improve the quality and quantity of information on the sector. 

2. SURVEY OF SOURCES OF EMPIRICAL INFORMATION 

(a) Four Main Sources of Empirical Information  

There are four principal sources of empirical information on the charity sector in 
Canada: the publicly available tax information filed by charitable organizations; the 
publicly available aggregate tax data derived from the confidential tax filings of 



individuals and corporations; the Statistics Canada family expenditure surveys; and 
the confidential tax filings of individuals, corporations, and charitable organizations 
themselves. We assess each of these sources of primary data in turn. 

First, the public portions of Form T3010 (Registered Charity Information Return and 
Public Information Return) and Form T2050 (Canadian Charities Application for 
Registration) tax filings of Canadian charitable organization are available from 
Revenue Canada upon request. Revenue Canada has also made this information 
available in aggregate form to various users, usually at cost.3 Ideally, the information 
on these forms, when aggregated, should provide a reliable and detailed description of 
Canadian charitable organizations in regard to such matters as their administrative 
structure, their sources of financing, their methods of operation, and their 
beneficiaries.4 In fact, however, this source of information is generally thought to be 
somewhat less than reliable and, as a consequence, was bypassed by many of the 
studies that were interested in these sorts of questions because of its deficiencies.5

There are a number of reasons for the deficiencies. Historically, large numbers of 
registered charities have consistently failed to file their annual information return on 
time or at all.6 This has meant that the aggregate information from this source is 
always incomplete. Further, the aggregate information provided for any particular 
taxation year, in fact, always covers more than twelve calendar months since the 
taxation years of charities do not uniformly correspond to the calendar year. This has 
meant that it is not possible to draw accurate statistical conclusions on the operations 
of Canadian charitable organizations based on the data from this source for any given 
period time. Finally, a number of other factors, such as the design of the forms, the 
varying levels of qualifications of the people who complete them, and the deficiencies 
in the applicable accounting standards, have contributed to the poor quality of 
information on the T3010 and T2050 forms.7

A second major source of empirical information on the sector is the compilation of 
taxation statistics taken from stratified random samples of individual and corporate 
tax returns. These statistics provide aggregate information on the donating behaviour 
of individual Canadians, according to several demographic variables (age, sex, 
occupation, province of origin, etc.), and of Canadian corporations. For corporations, 
these aggregate statistics have been available since 1965.8 For individuals, they have 
been available since 1946.9

The standard $100 deduction, implemented in 1957 and repealed in 1984, diminishes 
considerably the value of this source for these years since it is very difficult to 
determine with any assurance of accuracy what the actual level of donations was in 
those years. Since all claims for charitable deductions or tax credits must, since 1984, 
be supported by receipts, the aggregate information provided from this source might 
be a reasonably reliable indicator of the level of individual donations for taxation 
years after 1983. The hesitation is due to the fact that many donations to charities are 
unreceipted and many individuals (and corporations) who are issued receipts do not 
use them to claim credits.10

The corporate taxation statistics are also not entirely accurate since many corporate 
donations are accounted for as business expenses, not deductible charitable donations. 



A third main source of empirical information is the family expenditure survey 
published periodically by Statistics Canada. These surveys have been conducted by 
the federal government since 1937,11 on a more or less decennial basis, until the late 
1970s, when there were two, 1976 and 1979. In the 1980s, there were three: 1982, 
1984, and 1986; and since then, one, in 1992.12 These surveys test the spending habits 
of Canadian families by tracking the actual spending of a representative sample of 
families over the course of a year. They are generally thought to provide reasonably 
reliable information on the donation behaviour of Canadian families, although they 
are methodologically deficient in at least two respects: they do not impose a rigorous 
definition of "charity" on respondents, and they rely on respondents' ability to recall 
donations, as opposed to requiring respondents to record donations as they are made. 
As a consequence, there are often very marked differences between information from 
this source and the statistical conclusions drawn from data available from other 
sources. For example, the family expenditure survey estimates of individual donations 
generally are much higher than that available from taxation statistics. Some of the 
discrepancy is accounted for by the fact that not all donations are receipted; some, no 
doubt, is due to errors inherent to the methodology. 

A fourth main source of empirical information on the sector are the confidential tax 
filings of individuals and corporations (the annual tax returns) and of charitable 
organizations (the financial statements that charitable organizations are obliged to file 
with their annual information returns and the private portion of those returns). A 
number of federal government studies have used information taken from one or more 
of these sources to develop profiles of the sector, of organizations, and of individual 
donating habits. One excellent source, for example, published by Statistics Canada in 
1982 and entitled Selected Financial Statistics of Charitable Organizations 1980,13 is 
a survey of the confidential financial statements of charitable organizations. Using the 
Revenue Canada six-part classification of charitable organizations, this study provides 
aggregate information on the number of different types of charitable organization in 
Canada, their sources of funds, and the destination of their funds.14 Another two 
studies, published by the Voluntary Action Directorate and the Department of the 
Secretary of State and entitled Donations to Registered Charities: Revenue Canada 
Taxation Data for 198615 and Donations to Registered Charities: Revenue Canada 
Taxation Data for 1987,16 used a sample17 of personal T1 income tax returns to obtain 
more accurate information on the destination of donations according to the type of 
charity and according to certain demographic variables of donors. 

(b) Other Sources of Current Data  

Other empirical information of lesser importance is available from numerous surveys 
of the sector conducted over the past decade. These are listed below. 

(i) Canadian Centre for Philanthropy D. Sharpe, A Portrait of Canada's 
Charities  

The Centre sent a four-page, twenty-five-question survey to all 67,731 registered 
charities in August 1993. The effective response rate was 6.05 percent. The 
information obtained from the survey was used in D. Sharpe, A Portrait of Canada's 
Charities: The Size, Scope and Financing of Registered Charities.18



(ii) Voluntary Sector Management Program, York University  

Together with the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy, the Voluntary Sector 
Management Program conducted a joint survey in late 1993 on the effectiveness of 
not-for-profit organization boards. A questionnaire of sixty-eight questions was sent 
to the membership of the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy. Results of the survey 
were published in 1992.19

(iii) Longwoods Research Group General Public Research  

In August 1990 the Longwoods Research Group Limited conducted a research study 
for Revenue CanadaTaxation, to test for "attitudes and perceptions on current policy" 
and "perceptions of Revenue CanadaTaxation concerning its mandate and role in 
administrating policy" among informed members of the general public.20 This was 
qualitative, as opposed to quantitative, research. Eight focus groups were formed, two 
in each of Halifax, Montreal (French), Toronto, and Vancouver. These groups were 
asked to express their opinions on current issues of public policy relating to the tax 
treatment of charities, such as the definition of charity, the business activities of 
charities, fundraising and receipting, the political activities of charities, and foreign 
charities. They were also asked to express their opinions on the role of Revenue 
CanadaTaxation in the charity sector. The study was commissioned as part of 
Revenue Canada's recent reappraisal of its charities regime. 

(iv) Longwoods Research Group CEOs of Canadian Charities  

A second research study, commissioned as part of Revenue Canada's recent 
reappraisal and completed by the Longwoods Research Group, was also qualitative in 
nature.21 The methodology was to canvass the opinions of the CEOs and treasurers of 
charities in eight focus groups. Sessions were conducted in Toronto, Winnipeg, and 
Montreal. Opinions were canvassed on the following issues: problems that arise in 
dealing with Revenue Canada; perceptions of the performance of Revenue Canada 
Taxation; and certain proposals for reform.  

(v) Doreen Duchesne, Giving Freely: Volunteers in Canada  

This research study was based on the returns from two questionnaires used in a survey 
of some 70,000 people, conducted by Statistics Canada in October 1987 and January 
1988 and sponsored by the Secretary of State of Canada. The objective of the survey 
was to obtain information on the volunteering habits of Canadians and the profiles of 
volunteers in Canada. The results of the survey were published in the general report, 
Giving Freely: Volunteers in Canada,22 which was complemented by the publication 
of numerous specific reports dealing with volunteering in different sectors of 
charitable activity, different geographic regions of Canada, and selected demo graphic 
groups.23 The Coalition of National Voluntary Organizations also published a short 
summary of the findings of the study prepared by David T. Ross and E.Shillington. 24

(vi) Canadian Centre for Business in the Community (CCBC), formerly 
Institute of Donations and Public Affairs Research (IDPAR) Semi-annual 
Reports  



The Institute of Donations and Public Affairs Research (IDPAR), now (since 1991) 
the Canadian Centre for Business in the Community (CCBC), has published since the 
early 1970s semi-annual reports25 on major nondenominational campaigns, across 
Canada, seeking funds from the private sector (individuals, corporations, and 
foundations). Typically, only campaigns of $50,000 or more are listed. The 
information is collected by canvassing "a myriad of agencies and institutions, large 
and small across Canada, both in English and in French for financial campaigning 
information".26 It also obtains information in cooperation with the Canadian Hospital 
Association, the Association of Community Colleges of Canada, the Sports Marketing 
Council, the Canadian Association of Educational Development Officers, and the 
YMCA National Council. CCBC also uses government sources.27 The publication is 
circulated among the members of the Conference Board of Canada to provide them 
with the information they need in making their donation decisions. 

(vii) Canadian Centre for Business in the Community (CCBC), formerly 
Institute of Donations and Public Affairs Research (IDPAR) Policy and 
Attitude Studies  

These reports,28 now in their twenty-fifth consecutive annual edition, are a series of 
annual policy and attitude studies conducted by IDPAR/CCBC. Typically, these 
studies result from 200-odd valid responses returned from a poll of over 3,500 
Conference Board of Canada members' firms. In the past, two types of questionnaires, 
"industrial" and "non-industrial", were sent to member and non-member corporations 
of IDPAR/CCBC. The questionnaires asked the respondent corporations about the 
level of their donations, their allocations of funds according to type of charity, and 
about the nature and size of their firms. The publications resulting from these polls 
provide a detailed, but somewhat unreliable, picture of corporate donation practices in 
Canada for the year. 

(viii) A. Arlett, P. Bell, and R.W. Thompson, Canada Gives  

Two public opinion surveys were conducted in the fall of 1987 by Decima Research 
at the behest of the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy. The first survey was designed 
to determine the attitudes of individual Canadians towards charitable giving. 
Interviews with a random sample of 1,000 adults across Canada and an additional 
1,149 residents of Vancouver, Calgary, Winnipeg, Toronto, Montreal, and Halifax 
were undertaken between October 15 and October 30, 1987. Highlights and analysis 
of the survey are set out in chapter of the Canada Gives publication.29 It examines the 
following issues:Canadians' attitudes toward charities; the profile the charitable sector 
has among Canadians; the level of giving to non-religious organizations; the level of 
giving to religious organizations; volunteerism; the reputation of charitable 
organizations; and the potential for Canadians to give more. 

The second survey was of senior executives in 134 of Canada's largest corporations 
and 228 smaller companies (defined as having revenues between $1 million and $40 
million and at least twenty employees) to test for corporate attitudes towards 
donations. The published study, chapter of Canada Gives,30 contains information on: 
corporate attitudes towards donations; corporate donation practices; corporate 
donations in relation to attitudes and practice;corporate donations go; event 
sponsorship; payroll deductions; and employee volunteerism. 



(ix) Canadian Centre for Philanthropy, Law, Tax and Charities  

This study31 was a follow-up to the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy's survey of 
attitudes towards charitable giving in Canada conducted in 1987.32 This study was 
commissioned by the Imagine program of the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy in 
late 1989. It examined general attitudes towards charitable donations and 
volunteering;effect of factors such as the tax deductibility of donations and the 
economic climate on attitudes towards giving;public's assessment of the social 
environment in Canada and the level of need for social services; and attitudes towards 
giving. 

(x) Josephine Rekart, Voluntary Sector Social Services in the 1980s  

This study33 examines the impact of changes in government policy and government 
expenditure on fifty-eight voluntary agencies which provided family and children 
services and which received at least some of their funding, either in the form of 
contracts for services or grants, from the British Columbia Ministry of Social Services 
and Housing for the period 1981 to 1986. 

(xi) Samuel Martin, Financing of Humanistic Services and An Essential 
Grace  

Professor Martin's purpose in each of these books34 was to analyze the delivery, by 
both the charity sector and government, of the "humanistic services".35 The first book 
is a qualitative and quantitative study of the sources of financing for the humanistic 
services in Canada for the quarter century following World War II, with special 
emphasis on the early 1970s. Martin's research team relied heavily on the standard 
sources of information (described above), as well as a number of original surveys 
investigating patterns of giving among individuals and corporations. The second book 
is more philosophical and historical in orientation, with a greater focus on the role of 
the charity sector in the delivery of humanistic services. Martin's main preoccupation 
in writing the second book was to assess the motivations and social philosophies that 
lie behind the various patterns of giving in Canadian society. This study also relied on 
the traditional sources of information, as well as a number of original surveys. 

These books stand virtually unequalled in the Canadian scholarly writing on 
philanthropy for the extent of original empirical work. 

3. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

It is apparent from the discussion in this chapter that our information on the sector is 
quite poor. This occurs for two basic reasons. First, most of the detailed information 
and the bulk of the studies on the charity sector deal with the donation and 
volunteering behaviour of individuals and, to a much lesser extent, the donation 
behaviour of corporations. These sources, besides being preoccupied with only one of 
many issues, tend to have a very strong advocacy flavour. The second general 
observation is that much of the raw data available, both from public and third-sector 
sources, is conceptually and/or methodologically weak. 



These two fundamental features of the existing sources of data make definite and 
precise empirical conclusions very difficult. For this reason, we recommend that 
Statistics Canada undertake a review of its statistical operation in the third sector, with 
a view to generating a better framework for the collection and publication of 
information on the sector. We also make the following specific suggestions for the 
improvement of the basic data.36

(1) The information on corporate giving in Canada could be improved if, 
besides donations, it attempted to measure corporate support for charity in the 
form of sponsorships, business expenses, and gifts in kind. One of the 
regulatory issues addressed in this study is the legitimacy of business 
enterprises co-opting charities in their marketing campaigns. At present, it is 
very difficult to measure the extent of this phenomena. As well, the 
information could be presented in ways that reveal more about corporate 
donation behaviour. For example, it would be helpful to be able to analyze 
corporate donation behaviour according to the type of corporations, such as 
close versus public type of industry, and size of corporation.  

(2) The information provided on corporate giving in the IDPAR/CCBC annual 
survey of corporations is deficient in a number of respects. There are, for 
example, a number of problems relating to the size, validity, stratification, and 
year-to-year comparability of the sample. This survey would be a much better 
source of information were these methodological questions addressed more 
rigorously. Our suggestion is that there is a need here for the professional and 
financial assistance that some government agency, such as Statistics Canada, 
might provide.  

(3) Our information on the patterns of individual giving and on some aspects 
of the profiles of charitable organizations (for example, their sources of 
donation income) was increased enormously by the Voluntary Action 
Directorate statistical study of individual tax returns for 1986 and 1987.37 It is 
doubtful that the federal government will have the resources to conduct 
surveys of this magnitude in the future. However, some of the same 
information could be made available at a comparatively low cost if the 
charitable receipts issued by charities were computer-coded and computer-
readable. This would permit Revenue Canada to record very useful 
information about donation behaviour. Computer-coded tax receipts would 
also enhance the capacity of Revenue Canada to police the sector.  

(4) Information on the profiles of charitable organizations could be improved 
enormously if the T3010 form were improved and if all or most of the 
information provided on it and with it were publicly available. Additionally, 
better enforcement of the obligation to file the T3010 form would make this 
source of information more reliable.38 
(5) Some method should be devised for updating the category of registration 
for charitable organizations under the Revenue Canada system. There does not 
appear to be, at the present time, a method for reclassifying a charity whose 
classification may have changed. A notorious example is the YMCA, which is 
currently classified as a religious charity. Perhaps the best system would be to 



have charities respond to a classification question on each annual return. A 
change in classification might result in a new registration number.  

(6) The CCBC's efforts resulted in the only publication available in Canada 
providing information on the levels of fundraising in Canada.39 Although this 
publication is quite extensive, it is difficult to gauge its accuracy. The 
information it provides, however, is enormously useful for grantors 
foundations, corporations, individuals, and governments alike in planning their 
annual donation. It would be useful if the data from which this type of 
publication is drawn were more comprehensive. Accordingly, this is one 
argument in favour of a registration requirement for fundraising campaigns. 
We return to this suggestion below in chapter 18.  

(7) The resources and donation patterns of Canadian foundations is 
information that should be widely available; it is, at present, due to the efforts 
of the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy. Their Canadian Directory to 
Foundations40 is an excellent source of information, which the government 
should continue to facilitate through information-sharing and, resources 
permitting, financial assistance.  
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