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Research Design

I conducted in-depth interviews with 41 individuals from different occupations, including public sector administrators, university lecturers, social care workers, home-keepers, mature students and retirees. In many cases, I knew the interviewees prior to the research, so that they were comfortable to talk about their personal history, from their early childhood and schooling to their family and work life. The semi-structured interviews consisted of two parts, lasting on average 2.25 hours. The first part asked the interviewees to recount their life history, describing the twists and turns in their lives, their personal goals and their everyday practices. In the second part, they recalled significant acts of giving and volunteering, describing their feelings and motivations. Every time interviewees mentioned emotions and morality, they were prompted to go on talking and to give illustrations. A picture emerged of how they have had to navigate their way through life, dovetailing and prioritising various moral concerns and commitments in an environment that they could not control. It is in this context that their charitable acts are understood and explained.
Using Bourdieusian concepts of economic, cultural and symbolic capital, I assigned interviewees into three categories of social class: upper and lower middle class and working class. In my sample, twenty-one were working class, thirteen lower middle class and seven upper middle class. Although attempts were made to get an equal gender balance, more women were willing to participate in the research than men. Twenty-six women and fifteen men participated in the study. The sample consisted of five ‘black’ interviewees, and eight retirees. A majority of the interviewees lived most of their lives in the English county of Kent, and several had moved to the county because of work, family or studies. Six interviewees lived outside the South-East region of England.

