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Americans are pretty generous. 
Three-quarters of American families 
give to charity -- and those who do, 
give an average of $1,800. Of course 
that means one-quarter of us don't 
give at all. What distinguishes those 
who give from those who don't? It 
turns out there are many myths 
about that.  
 
To test them, ABC's "20/20" went to 
Sioux Falls, S.D., and San Francisco. 
We asked the Salvation Army to set 
up buckets at their busiest locations 
in both cities. Which bucket would 
get more money? I'll get to that in a 
minute. 
 
San Francisco and Sioux Falls are 
different in some important ways. 
Sioux Falls is small and rural, and 
more than half the people go to 
church every week.  

 
San Francisco is a much bigger and 
richer city, and relatively few people 
attend church. It is also known as a 
very liberal place, and since liberals 
are said to "care more" about the 
poor, you might assume people in 
San Francisco would give a lot. 
 
But the idea that liberals give more 
is a myth. Of the top 25 states where 
people give an above-average per-
centage of their income, all but one 
(Maryland) were red -- conservative 
-- states in the last presidential elec-
tion.  
 
"When you look at the data," says 
Syracuse University professor Ar-
thur Brooks, "it turns out the con-
servatives give about 30 percent 
more. And incidentally, conserva-
tive-headed families make slightly 
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less money." 
 
Researching his book, "Who Really 
Cares", Brooks found that the con-
servative/liberal difference goes 
beyond money:  
 
"The people who give one thing 
tend to be the people who give eve-
rything in America. You find that 
people who believe it's the govern-
ment's job to make incomes more 
equal, are far less likely to give their 
money away." 
 
Conservatives are even 18 percent 
more likely to donate blood.  
 
The second myth is that people with 
the most money are the most gener-
ous. But while the rich give more in 
total dollars, low-income people 
give almost 30 percent more as a 
share of their income.  
 
Says Brooks: "The most charitable 
people in America today are the 
working poor." 
 
We saw that in Sioux Falls, S.D. The 
workers at the meat packing plant 
make about $35,000, yet the Sioux 
Falls United Way says it gets more 
contributions of over $500 from em-
ployees there than anywhere else.  
 
Note that Brooks said the "working" 
poor. The nonworking poor -- peo-
ple on welfare -- are very different, 
even though they have the same 
income. The nonworking poor don't 
give much at all.  
 
What about the middle class? Well, 
while middle-income Americans are 

generous compared to people in 
other countries, when compared to 
both the rich and working poor in 
America, Brooks says, "They give 
less."  
 
When asked why, many say, "I don't 
have enough money to spare." But 
it's telling that the working poor 
manage to give. 
 
And the rich? What about America's 
400 billionaires? I'll report on them 
in next week's column.  
 
Finally, Brooks says one thing 
stands out as the biggest predictor 
of whether someone will be charita-
ble: "their religious participation." 
Religious people are more likely to 
give to charity, and when they give, 
they give more money -- four times 
as much.  
 
But doesn't that giving just stay wit-
hin the religion?  
 
"No," says Brooks, "Religious Ame-
ricans are more likely to give to eve-
ry kind of cause and charity, includ-
ing explicitly nonreligious charities. 
Religious people give more blood; 
religious people give more to home-
less people on the street." 
 
And what happened in our little 
test? Well, even though people in 
Sioux Falls make, on average, half as 
much money as people in San Fran-
cisco, and even though the San 
Francisco location was much busier 
-- three times as many people were 
within reach of the bucket -- by the 
end of the second day, the Sioux 
Falls bucket held twice as much 
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money. Another myth bites the dust. 
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