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Q. An elderly client has indicated that since she has no children she wants to leave her entire estate at death to 
an organization with which she has been involved. Her assets, at death, will be around $85m. The organization’s 
current annual budget is approximately $10.5m. How should I advise her? 

A. Susan Winer, senior vice president, business affairs, Strategic Philanthropy 
First, her generosity is to be commended. Clearly she has great respect for the organization and its work, but I 
wonder how much she knows about how the organization operates and its needs. When an organization’s 
annual budget is so substantially below the amount of the gift there is the danger of the organization being 
unable to absorb the additional funds or, worse, use them incorrectly diluting the very reasons the organization 
may have attracted your client in the first place. Your question also raises some questions. Does she have a 
vehicle through which the gift will be made? If so what is the term of the gift? A multi-year gift may be more 
appropriate for an organization of this size with clearly defined, and communicated, accountability parameters 
for receipt of funds. If there is no vehicle should creating one be considered, and having a Charitable 
Distribution Advisor named, along with the other trustees, to oversee the gift distribution? 

In terms of the organization to which she is considering giving her assets, before making this kind of 
commitment you and/or your client should think in terms of what is in the best interests of the organization. 
Clearly she wants them to be successful and continue their mission, but there are practical considerations. To 
that end: 

• Have a conversation with the leadership of the organization and find out about their financial situation to 
evaluate stability and sustainability. Do they have a strategic plan? Is there a succession plan in place that 
ensures continuity of leadership? It is certainly appropriate to disclose that a significant gift is being considered 
and there are questions that need to be asked to ascertain the amount of the gift and if it will be made, and 
that it would be made at death. 

• Ask about their financial needs. Are their new initiatives or a capital or endowment campaign underway or 
anticipated wherein an injection of significant capital would be beneficial and properly applied? 

Another option is to discuss exploring other organizations that serve the same populations or demographics as 
the organization with which she is most familiar. With no heirs she has the freedom to be as generous as she 
would like, and “spreading the wealth” may not be something she has considered. You should offer to help her, 
or introduce her to professionals to help her, identify and evaluate those organizations. 

The objective of her gift to this organization, or to any organization, should be to benefit the organization’s 
mission and vision. It will be in the best interest of the organization if there is a clear understanding of what 
kind of terms or parameters should be created to protect the integrity of the gift and the organization. 

Susan Winer is co-founder and senior vice president of Strategic Philanthropy, Ltd., a global philanthropic 
advisory practice based in Chicago serving clients worldwide. The firm works with individuals, families, closely-
held and family-owned businesses helping them plan, assess and manage their charitable giving. 


