
FAQs on Unclaimed Assets 
 
What is an Unclaimed Asset? 
An unclaimed asset becomes “abandoned” when an owner or heir fails to 
communicate with the holder of an asset over a period of years, known as the 
dormancy period. The most typical reasons for assets becoming unclaimed include: 
 

• People failing to notify financial institutions of an address change 
• Customers forgetting about their investments 
• Change of name by companies 
• Customers making investments during their lifetimes without the knowledge 

of their spouse or a family member. Following their death, their heirs may be 
unaware of the assets left behind. This is the scenario in which charities’ 
legacy interest lies. 

 
When a person dies leaving a Will, the Executor of that Will and/or the person’s next 
of kin can miss paperwork relating to some assets when arranging the person’s 
affairs.  Similarly, relevant paperwork may have been destroyed or lost or simply may 
not exist.  As a result, assets belonging to the deceased person can go unclaimed.   
 
What do unclaimed assets have to do with charities? 
If a person dies leaving undiscovered assets, and has left a percentage of their 
estate to charity in their Will, then their chosen charities receive a percentage of an 
incomplete estate, and miss out on their share of the value of the unclaimed assets. 
 
This issue will affect a significant proportion of the existing unclaimed assets in the 
UK.  Since efforts to release unclaimed assets in this country have always been 
extremely limited, we expect that the majority of such assets will have belonged to 
people who have now died.  Since one in seven of all people that die leaving valid 
Wills leave legacy gifts to charity, on average five per cent of their total estate, it is 
reasonable to assume that charities are owed a significant proportion of the total 
value of unclaimed assets in the UK. 
 
How much money are charities owed in unclaimed assets? 
We believe that charities are owed a significant amount of money from unclaimed 
assets. Legacies are an extremely important source of voluntary income for the 
charity sector.  Although other fundraising methods such as sponsored events, direct 
mail and ‘chugging’ receive more publicity, legacy income is, for a great many 
charities, by far the largest single source of voluntary income.   
 
In the case of Cancer Research UK, 33% of all its voluntary income comes from 
legacies, totalling over £135 million last year.  This income is crucial to Cancer 
Research UK’s ability to fund life-saving research into the prevention, diagnosis and 
treatment of cancer. 
 
Similarly, the British Heart Foundation (BHF) relies heavily on legacy income to 
conduct its critical work.  Some 46% of BHF’s total voluntary income comes from 
legacies, amounting to over £47 million last year. 
 
Another Coalition member, Save the Children, received 21% of its total voluntary 
income from legacies in the last financial year – over £13 million. 
 
What is the Unclaimed Assets Charity Coalition? 



The Unclaimed Assets Charity Coalition is a group of 53 national and local charities 
and charity-sector umbrella bodies formed in June 2006 to ensure the charity 
sector’s need to access lost legacy funds is considered by Government in its work on 
unclaimed assets.  We are united by a desire to locate the assets bequeathed to its 
member charities in supporters’ wills but which currently remain unclaimed.   
 
The full membership of the Unclaimed Assets Charity Coalition is as follows:  
ACEVO, Action for Blind People, Alzheimer's Society, Amber the disadvantaged 
youth charity, Animal Health Trust, Barnardo’s, Battersea Dogs and Cats Home, 
BMS World Mission, British Heart Foundation, Brooke Hospital for Animals, Cancer 
Research UK, Canterbury Cathedral, Civil Service Benevolent Fund, Elizabeth Finn 
Care, Epilepsy Action, Great Ormond Street Hospital, Guy's and St Thomas' Charity, 
Heart Research UK, Henshaws Society for Blind People, Hope and Homes for 
Children, Institute of Fundraising, Institute of Legacy Management, Marie Curie 
Cancer Care, Methodist Homes for the Aged, Musicians' Benevolent Fund, National 
Trust, Oxfam, Parkinson’s Disease Society, PDSA, Practical Action, RNIB, RNLI, 
RSPCA, Salvation Army, Save the Children UK, Shelter, St Joseph's Hospice, 
Tenovus the cancer charity, The Diocese of Chichester, The Donkey Sanctuary, The 
Elisabeth Svendsen Trust for Children and Donkeys, The Guide Dogs for the Blind 
Association, The Roy Castle Lung Cancer Foundation, The Royal British Legion, The 
Royal Star & Garter Home, The Scottish Seabird Centre, Unicef UK, WaterAid, World 
Cancer Research Fund, World Vision UK, WWF UK, YMCA England. 

What is Unclaimed Asset Charity Coalition calling for? 
The Unclaimed Assets Charity Coalition is calling for: 
 
1. Any activity to reunite owners with their assets to include provision for identifying 

unclaimed assets from deceased estates. 
 
2. The establishment of a ‘one stop shop’ for searching data to reclaim lost assets. 
 
3. The definition of an ‘unclaimed asset’ to be extended, in time, to include all 

financial assets. 
 
4. A recognised scheme to identify unclaimed assets for financial institutions (our 

preferred approach would be mandatory).  
 
5. The dormancy period of what is considered an unclaimed asset to be reviewed.  

We think that for many asset types, 15 years is too long. 
 
 
What do the public think about unclaimed assets? 
A national register of Unclaimed Assets would not just benefit charities; it would also 
ensure that members of the public could more easily access assets that are rightfully 
theirs. 
 
There is significant public support for the introduction of a register of unclaimed bank 
accounts.  Cancer Research UK, on behalf of the Unclaimed Assets Charity 
Coalition, commissioned nfp Synergy to conduct market research to assess public 
attitudes towards unclaimed assets in the UK.  In answer to the question,  
 



“Do you agree with the idea of a National Register of unclaimed bank accounts 
that would enable you to check you or your relatives’ names for missing 
accounts?” 
 
73% of respondents agreed (45% strongly), and a further 21% were unsure.   


