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I. About the Project and Methodology  

Ruth Glenn  

Recognising a need for systematic analysis of gifts to charity by will to identify patterns and 
trends in testamentary benevolence, to assess the capacity of the legal definition of "charity" to 
encompass all attempts at philanthropy and to increase understanding of how testators influence 
the size and scope of the sector, a major study was undertaken in 1998-2000 of patterns of 
charitable giving on death, exploring the role of the testator in the development of the voluntary 
sector in Northern Ireland.  

The research project comprises three key stages: the collation, management and critical analysis 
of empirical data. The first two stages involve issues of methodology.  

Data collection  

The primary research was conducted during a 12-month period (January 1998- January 1999) at 
the Probate Registry and Public Records Office of Northern Ireland, both located in Belfast. All 
wills admitted to probate in Northern Ireland in 1937, 1967, and 1997 were examined and the 
relevant information recorded by means of a questionnaire.  

A total of three questionnaires were designed for use by the research team in collaboration with a 
statistician. Each of the questionnaires was designed to elicit information about who gives, where 
they give and what they give:  

· Questionnaire I consists of two parts. The first part aims to construct a general profile of the 
testator (regardless of whether a charitable bequest is made) including details such as gender, 
marital status, children, age, occupation, social class, religion, place and nature of residence. The 
second part deals with a number of non-charity issues such as the size of the total estate, rights of 
residence, family provision, rural or urban setting and details of the solicitor instructed. · 
Questionnaire II was completed for wills containing charitable and benevolent gifts. It aims to 
locate the destination of the gifts within the four heads of charity: the advancement of religion, 
the advancement of education, the relief of poverty and illness etc, and other beneficial purposes.  

· Questionnaire III was also completed for wills containing charitable and benevolent gifts. It 
aims to ascertain the nature of the gifts by recording its type and value.  

Data management  



In total approximately 15,000 questionnaires were completed and around 20% of the 11,000 
wills examined contained some form of charitable or benevolent bequest. The empirical data has 
been coded and inputted by the Data Preparation Service in the university and the results will be 
analysed using SPSS.  

Although the specific purpose of the project has been to extrapolate patterns of benevolence in 
Northern Ireland, it is hoped that the difficulties encountered and the lessons learned may be of 
help to researchers generally.  

 


