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Facts and figures about the charity sector   
 

10 key facts 

 There are 760,000 paid employees in the charity sector 

 There are 160,000 charities in the UK, nearly 90% of which have an income 

below £500k per year 

 The combined income of charities is about £39 billion a year. This is larger than 

either automotive industry or UK universities and about the same as Tesco. 

 Charities add more value (GVA) to the UK economy than either the arts or 

agriculture sectors 

 21 million people have volunteered at some stage and 14 million volunteer once 

a month or more 

 44 million donate to charity on a regular basis, giving an average of £16 a 

month 

 The median salary for the 100 highest paid charity positions is £165k per annum 

 Charities have over 10 regulators 

 Charities fund 60% of cancer research in the UK and over 40% of all medical 

research 

 

More detail on all of these in the next few pages 

 

 

 40% of all new houses are delivered by housing associations 
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Understanding Charities in the UK 

Number of Charities 
Contrary to public perception, voluntary and non-profit organisations have a sizeable income, economic size, 

and financial resources comparable to other major sectors. About 160,000 charities are registered in the UK. 

The majority (87%, or 144,000) have an income below £500K, with 41% (or 68,000) below £10K. 

 

Size of the Sector 
The combined income of all voluntary organisations is estimated £39 billion, and is of a similar amount to 

the UK revenue of Tesco (£39bn). This is considerably larger than the income of UK universities (£28bn)1 

and automotive industry (£27bn).2 Compare this also to the revenues of Network Rail (£6bn)3 and private 

health market (£6bn).4 

 

From this income how much does the sector contribute to the UK economy? Using Gross Values Added (GVA), 

which calculates the value of production or output, experts estimate that it contributes approximately 

£12bn to UK GVA (or 0.8% of UK GVA).5 This is larger than the agricultural industry’s contribution 

(£8.3bn),6 or that of the arts sector (£5.9bn or 0.4% of UK GVA).7  

 

Number of Volunteers  
41% of adults in England (or 21 million people) have volunteered in the past, and 27% (14mn) are regular 

volunteers (at least once a month).8 Volunteers make a significant contribution to the UK economy; the 

amount of time dedicated to volunteering would amount to an estimated £43bn if they were paid minimum 

wage,9 of which regular volunteers contribute £24bn.10  

 

Amount of Donations 
Individual donations are a major source of income for charitable organisations. Charities receive 

approximately £9bn of donations every year,11 of which individual donations amount to £7bn.12 72% of 

adults in Britain say they made a charitable donation in the past 3 months, and the average amount of 

donation is £49 over that period.13 Three of the most popular causes which people donate to are medical 

research (33%), children and young people (30%), and hospitals and hospices (25%).14 

 

Number of Jobs 
The voluntary sector is a major employer in the UK, for which an estimated 765,000 people work. It is 

roughly the same number as those in restaurant and catering (around 770,000). The sector is also a major 

employer of people with impairments – about 20% of its employees are people with impairments.15 The 

sector workforce is growing quickly. It has grown by 24% since 1997, compared to 9% in the private sector 

and 16% in the public sector.16 

 

The median salary for 100 highest-paid positions in the charity sector (including charitable private hospitals 

and medical charities, philanthropic foundations, independent schools and professional bodies)  is £165K,17 

significantly lower than the median for top 10 university vice-chancellor salaries (£411K).18 Compare this with 

the Prime Minister (£142K)19 or Asos’s Chief Executive (£804K).20 

 

Who regulates charities? 
Charities in the UK are currently regulated by over 10 regulatory or scrutiny bodies: Charity Commission 

(England and Wales), Office of Scottish Charity Regulator, Charity Commission for Northern Ireland, 

Advertising Standards Authority Trading Standards Institute, Ofcom, Information Commissions Office, 

Telephone and Mail Preference Services, Ofsted (if they work in education or residential care), Care Quality 

Commission (if they deliver social care), National Audit Office (if they spend public money), Gambling 

Commission (if they do lotteries), Direct Marketing Commission, Fundraising Standard Board and Independent 

Press Standards Organisation. These bodies ensure that charities are accountable and stakeholders are 

protected. 
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Areas where Charities Make a Difference in Society 
1) Housing associations 

Housing associations play a pivotal role in providing homes to people in need. About 2,343,000 homes in 

England are rented through housing associations in England, accounting for 1% of all dwellings,21 while 

0.7% of homes are rented through local authorities.22 More importantly, 54% of social homes and 

46% of council homes in England are rented through housing associations. Since 2010, 40% of 

newly built properties have been delivered by housing associations.23 

 

2) Leading medical research 

 

The voluntary sector is also the key player in medical research. Charity partners account for 60% of 

the cancer research spend in the UK, outweighing government partners (40%). Charities spend 

£1.3bn on medical research, and this is 42% of all medical research in the UK.24  

 

3) Value for money 

Calculating the Social Return of Interest (ROI), experts estimate that volunteering produces £2.50-

10 for an additional £1 spent on charities.25 An additional £1 to residential care for children is estimated 

to produce £4 to £6.10, and £14 for alternative, non-prison-based sentencing for women offenders.26  

 

Regional Perspectives 
While most charity headquarters are concentrated in London and South East England, local charities maintain 

a solid, vigorous presence in many cities and localities.  

 

Newcastle has approximately 1,000 registered charities and 3,000 small community organisations. Their 

combined annual income is £140m, and they have trust and assets worth more than £500m. Their ROI is 

estimated at an additional £7 for every £1 grant aid. 

 

Liverpool is home to about 3,000 registered charities while another 5,000 are estimated below the radar. 

Combined, they employ 24,000 people full time, and contribute £917m to the City Region’s total GVA. The 

economic value of volunteer contributions to these organisations in turn is £184m.27 

 

In East Sussex, an estimated 1,300 voluntary organisations contribute £476m to the local economy as a 

whole. 12% of them have an income over £250K. The sector is a major employer in the county, employing 

7% of the total working age population. East Sussex’s 60,130 volunteers give 134K hours of their time, worth 

£1,599,973.55 every week.28 
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