
 
  

America's Quiet Generosity 

Idea In Short

Measure generosity by data and letters, not stereotypes. Americans gave an estimated 440
billion dollars in a year, Utah households led the per-income rankings and more than 220
billionaires pledged half their wealth. The pledge letters themselves teach more about
wealth than any finance course.

The Season of Small Consolations

Tax time offers few pleasures, and the charitable deduction is one of the honest ones. Many
givers enjoy their donations twice, once at the moment of giving and again at deduction
time, a slightly selfish admission that changes nothing about the gift. The season also invites
the larger question of major philanthropy, and the American answer is bigger than the
country's critics or even its admirers usually assume. According to the Chronicle of
Philanthropy, Americans gave an estimated 440 billion dollars in 2019.1 For all of America's
great wealth disparity and often shocking poverty, the country is also home to remarkably
generous people, and the generosity runs far deeper than celebrity foundations.

Why Measurement Matters

Generosity data deserves the same scrutiny as any other dataset before conclusions get
drawn. Measuring donations as a share of household income, rather than absolute dollars,
prevents wealthy states from topping the list merely by being wealthy, which is why the
percentage ranking surprises people who expected the coastal money centers. Itemized tax
returns undercount giving too, since donors who take the standard deduction vanish from
the data along with most informal and religious cash giving. The honest reading treats the
rankings as a floor, not a ceiling, and treats the state-level pattern, communities where
giving is normalized out-give richer ones where it is optional, as the robust finding that
survives every measurement caveat.

Utah Wins
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One study examined Internal Revenue Service tax returns by zip code to rank states by
average charitable donation as a percentage of household income, and the podium
surprises coastal assumptions. Utah is the winner, decisively. Cutting the same data by city
sharpens the result: five of the ten most generous American cities by median household
contribution sit in Utah. A cynic might object that monetary donations are not everything,
and the data answers the cynic directly, because the states with the highest dollar
contributions also tended to have the most people contributing time.2 Generosity, it turns
out, is a habit that expresses itself in every available currency at once.

The Pledge at the Top

The rich can be generous too, and in 2010 Warren Buffett with Bill and Melinda Gates invited
America's wealthiest to commit at least half their wealth to charity before or at death. More
than 220 billionaires have signed, up from 154 just a few years into the effort.3 The design is
notable for what it is not: the website describes a moral commitment to give, not a legal
contract, with no tracking of amounts delivered. What the pledge does require is a letter,
each signatory explaining publicly why they joined, and the letters form an accidental
literature on wealth, luck and obligation.

What the Letters Teach

Buffett's own letter sets the standard for perspective, noting that more than 99 percent of
his wealth will go to philanthropy and then immediately deflating the number: measured
comparatively, millions of people give more every day, because the dollars dropped in
collection plates mean forgone movies and dinners, while his family will give up nothing they
need or want. Michael Bloomberg reports that a senior manager recruits new hires by asking
what other company's owner gives nearly all the profits to charity, adding that nothing ever
made him prouder of his firm. Peter Peterson traces his billion-dollar windfall back to Greek
immigrant parents with third-grade educations, a father who washed dishes in a railroad
caboose, saved nearly every penny, ran the inevitable Greek restaurant around the clock for
25 years, sent money to poor relatives and fed the hungry at the back door. Bill and Joyce
Cummings arrived at giving through a real estate insight, concluding that nobody truly owns
anything, least of all land, and that caretakers find it easy to give things away. George Kaiser
confesses to guilt as his motive, recognizing that his fortune owed more to dumb luck,
winning the ovarian lottery of genetics and upbringing, than to superior character, leaving
him a moral obligation to right the balance.
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What the Structure Suggests

The two-scale system carries lessons for anyone designing giving programs or corporate
philanthropy. Community norms outperform campaigns, as the Utah data implies, since
giving embedded in weekly life produces participation rates no matching program matches.
Public commitment works at the top for the same reason letters accompany the pledge,
because a stated promise with a published rationale binds reputationally where contracts
cannot. Time and money travel together rather than trading off, which argues for volunteer
programs alongside payroll giving instead of treating them as substitutes. And transparency
about motive, whether guilt, gratitude or stewardship, appears to strengthen rather than
cheapen commitment, judging by the letters' durability. Corporate givers who copy these
mechanics, normalizing participation, publishing rationale and welcoming mixed motives,
consistently outperform those who simply announce a foundation and wait.

The Whole Distribution Gives

Read together, the data and the letters describe one phenomenon at two scales. Household-
level generosity, led by places like Utah where giving is woven into community life, supplies
the broad base, hundreds of billions annually assembled from ordinary incomes. Billionaire
pledges supply the visible peak, morally binding promises justified in letters that repeatedly
credit luck and stewardship over merit. Buffett's comparison connects the scales honestly:
the widow's mite still costs more than the billionaire's billions. For professionals who study
incentives for a living, the American giving system is worth understanding on its own terms,
a voluntary redistribution running alongside the tax code, powered by community norms at
the bottom and public promises at the top, and larger than most government programs it
quietly complements.

1The Chronicle of Philanthropy
2Philanthropy in the United States
3The Giving Pledge

Summary

American generosity spans collection plates and billion-dollar pledges. Utah dominates
household giving, monetary donors also give time and the Giving Pledge gathered 220-plus
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signatories whose letters cite luck, stewardship and moral obligation. Buffett's comparison
stands: ordinary givers sacrifice more.
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