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Introduction 
 
Planned giving revenue can provide significant resources to large and small organizations alike.  

In spite of the wide variety of planned giving options available to a donor, bequests make up 

seventy to eighty percent of all planned giving revenue, even at the most sophisticated non-profit 

organizations.  This paper intends to serve as a resource for senior development professionals to 

perfect tactics for soliciting bequests.  This is not the most complex part of planned giving, 

anyone can ask for a bequest, but it is the most critical and common planned gift type. 

 

The fact is, many people maintain their wealth and hold on to their money until they pass away, at 

which point they will it out to children, grandchildren, and charitable organizations.  A classic 

example of this is Leona Helmsley.  Ms. Helmsley’s estate was worth between four and six 

billion dollars.  In her lifetime she only gave away 100-200 million dollars, most of which was 

only donated in the last few years of her life. The rest of her estate was left in her will.  With all 

the complicated gifts that planned giving officers suggest to donors, it is important to remember 

that bequests are simple, fundamental, and one of the largest parts of any planned giving program.  

 

 

Revocable and Irrevocable Bequests 
 
Revocable bequests are the most common bequest type and are easy to create. In his or her will or 

estate plan, a donor can choose to allocate a percentage of an estate, a specific dollar amount, or a 

specific valuable asset such as a baseball card or an art collection. These options are 

straightforward and can be easily explained to both donors and major gift officers. In this way, 

responsibility for soliciting bequests can be shared between planned giving officers and other 

fundraisers, leading to a more efficient and effective development department.  

 

As discussed above, most bequests are revocable, as donors have the option to change their estate 

plans as they wish. Pledges, in most cases, are irrevocable. A binding testamentary pledge 

combines revocable bequests with irrevocable pledges and should be looked at as a great source 

of revenue for any organization. An irrevocable bequest, also known as a binding testamentary 

pledge, is a document which states the donor’s commitment to support the organization after his 

or her death. This document is binding on the estate even if the donor modifies his or her will.  

This may sound intimidating to some development officers, but if handled correctly it can greatly 

add to an organization’s campaign.  It is important to note that proper language is key—the 

bequest needs to be written in such a way that it is specific enough for the donor to feel that 

his/her interests are being represented, but not so specific that the organization will have 

difficulty using the funds in the future. 

 

Why use revocable bequests?  

 

Future Campaigns: While the organization does not benefit immediately from a bequest, the 

funds can be counted on for future campaigns.  

 

Relationship Building: Bequest conversations provide a great way to stay in touch with 

donors and provide a platform to build relationships with the knowledge that further 

engagement could possibly increase the amount or result in an advance on the inheritance.   

 

Donor Interest: Revocable bequests help to gauge donor interest because donors can discuss 

where specifically their money will be allocated.  Through this conversation, a fundraiser can 
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target that donor and build enthusiasm for that specific cause. This discussion often does not 

happen because the organization will likely not be aware of the gift until the donor has passed 

away. 

 
Why use a binding testamentary pledge?  

 

Campaign: Binding testamentary pledges are counted as current gifts in Financial 

Accounting Standards Board (FASB) campaign calculations. The more binding the 

arrangement is, the more likely it would be counted.  

 

Organizational Profile: Many publications, such as the Wall Street Journal or the New York 

Times, publicize significant gifts even though many of those gifts are binding commitments 

that may not come in immediately. With proper marketing, binding testamentary pledges can 

help to raise the philanthropic profile of an organization.  This can ultimately help with 

soliciting additional gifts because it supplies a story to share with other donors.  

 

Guarantee: The pledge agreement itself ensures proper use of the funds as laid out by the 

donor and agreed upon by the charitable entity. These pledges also protect the charity by 

allowing it to successfully challenge heirs and invoke the interest of those who created the 

binding pledge.  Even if an heir attempts to invalidate the will, the organization will be able 

to receive the funds that the donor intended it to have.  

 

Recognition: Testamentary pledges allow your organization to give more important 

recognition than a revocable bequest would warrant. You can actually put a name on a 

building if you have a binding bequest because you know the money is coming in.  

 

Alternative bequest options 

 

While many bequests require collaboration with an attorney to develop an estate plan, there are a 

couple of gifts that can be done with little or no legal involvement.  A donor can choose to make 

the charity a beneficiary of a new or existing life insurance policy, which only requires submitting 

a form to the insurance company.  Similarly, naming a charity as the beneficiary of an IRA, 

401(k), 403(b), or other tax deferred retirement plan only requires submitting a form to the 

custodian of the account.  Moreover, it is generally a good financial practice to make a bequest of 

tax deferred dollars to charity, as the charity will not pay taxes on the deferred income, unlike the 

donor’s heirs.  Additional information is available on the tax benefits and specifics of these gifts 

in IRA Gifts in 2009 and 2010: Downs and Ups written and presented by Christopher Hoyt at the 

Partnership for Philanthropic Planning Conference, in Washington DC, October 15, 2009 

  

 

Over the Transom/Donor Motivations 
 

Fundraisers are often told that bequests come over the transom. A transom is a window placed 

over a door into a house or office, and in the publishing industry aspiring authors used to submit 

unsolicited manuscripts over the transom.  The expression implies that bequests came from an 

unfamiliar or unknown source independent of solicitation efforts. Bequests really don’t come 

over the transom – there is always a reason for an organization to be named a beneficiary.  Many 

of these are the same reasons that donors make significant gifts during their lifetime, however 

there are some specific motivations that are important to keep in mind when teaching and talking 
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to others about bequests.  Most importantly, it is crucial to remember that a donor’s motivations 

might be unexpected or different from the fundraiser’s own.  Some of these motivations include: 

 

Heirs: If a family has no heirs, most donors will choose to donate their estate to charity rather 

than allow the government to take control. In some cases, donors have negative relationships 

with their children and do not want them to inherit the estate.  Conversely, some donors love 

their children very much and are concerned that a significant inheritance would remove any 

incentive to work.  Whatever the donor’s familial situation, charitable bequests often offer a 

comforting alternative. 

 

Legacy: Often donors of an advanced age think about their own legacy, how they would like 

their name to live on, and their impact on the community.  In order to ensure that they are 

remembered for their good deeds and commitment, donors consider significant bequests. 

 

Tax: A donor can realize significant tax benefits by making a planned gift, and a bequest in 

particular.  In addition, many donors will make a charitable gift to feel that they are deciding 

where their money goes after their death, instead allowing the government to charge 

significant tax and allocate the funds in its budget. 

 

Giving Back: Donors who have benefited from charitable assistance at some point in their 

lives and have become successful as a result often feel a debt to the community and may use 

their estate plans to provide future services for others.  

 

 

How to Ask  
 

While most planned giving officers are at ease asking donors about their estate plans, this may be 

an uncomfortable topic for an annual campaign or major gifts fundraiser to introduce. It is 

important that all development staff learn how to comfortably initiate this conversation in order to 

maximize the effectiveness of any development department.  The following are a few different 

strategies, which may help you in making your ask: 

 

Mission:  Explain the mission of the organization in such a way that the donor can share in 

the excitement about the work that is done.  Update the donor on an exciting future project 

that needs funding, or a project funded by a bequest that is already in place but will continue 

to need support into the future.  

 

Business: It is often said that asking for advice brings in money and asking for money yields 

advice, so when uncertain, always ask for advice. Talk about the role of a planned giving 

professional or the aging donor base and ask donors for advice about strategies used by other 

charities. A sample introduction could be: “We don’t get long term money from our current 

donors and we know the next generation is not going to provide for us.  In your experience, 

what is (other organization) doing that works for them?” This introduces the urgent need for 

the donor’s legacy gift.  

 

Donor Life Values: Initiate a conversation with the donor about what is going on in his or her 

life.  Ask what kind of plans he/she makes when traveling and who would take care of the 

children if something were to happen.   This introduces the topic of a will and future plans. 
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Donor Financial Event: Discussing a major financial event in a donor’s life is a good way to 

begin a conversation about plans that they have made or will make for their future.  For 

example, you might ask how they designed a plan to sell a business, or what advisors are 

involved in their financial planning. 

 

Donor-Centered: Planned giving can help donors impart philanthropic values to their 

children, and there are ways of formatting a bequest that actively involve children in future 

grantmaking. Ask the donor if he/she has ever discussed philanthropy with his/her children 

and if the children understand what the parents value and why. Ask if their children support 

the organization and if they think there are any great ways to get them involved in the future. 

 

Tax Policy and News. Initiate a conversation about estate taxes and ask what the donor 

predicts will happen in the future. This begins a conversation about the future of the charity 

and gives an opportunity to elaborate on the effect bequests have on charity (and any specific 

organization) and estate planning.  

 

Sidekick: Bring another donor on the visit.  This is especially helpful if the sidekick has 

already created a bequest, is closer in age to the donor, and/or is thinking about a bequest. 

The sidekick can vouch for the organization and convey his/her connection.  

 

Story: Tell a story about another donor who gave a bequest or a visit with a donor who was 

interested.  This makes the gift seem feasible and can also apply some peer pressure. 

 

Financial Advisors: Financial advisors are responsible for estate planning, financial wealth 

planning, etc. It can be easy to involve them in this conversation because it generates business 

for them as well. 

 

Heart: The most successful planned giving professionals are those who can find a donor’s 

heart rather than being technical experts.  A fundraiser who gets the donor to tell their life 

story and that of their parents and family will be successful.  It can be helpful to talk about 

the donor’s parents’ connection to charity and what the donor will do to perpetuate their 

parents’ wishes. 

 

Practice: As with annual campaign and major gift solicitations, with practice bequest asks 

become significantly easier.   

 

Just Do It: Fundraisers are often more uncomfortable with the discussion of death than the 

donors are. Most planned giving prospects are older and have begun to think about their 

mortality. 

 
Tools to use: 

  

Campaign Results: Use recent campaign results in which bequest commitments (any type of 

bequest, binding or nonbinding) are counted as a motivation to give.  Cite ultimate goals for 

the year, and the donor can help to achieve them. 

 

Recognition Incentives: Offer recognition opportunities and be sure to follow up on them.  

Donors want to be recognized, and with a legacy gift their name can live on.  In addition, 

recognition opportunities often provide an incentive to increase a gift. 
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Focus Groups:  Gather lay leaders and donors to discuss solicitation strategies and new 

initiatives for marketing bequests.  By opening up the subject in this informal way, donors 

will be more attuned to this type of gift. 

 

Letters of Intent:  The letter of intent is a simple, non-binding way to enter the bequest 

conversation.  It is used as a door-opener by showing donors a new initiative, which the 

organization is undertaking.  It is a stand-alone document that makes the ask by itself. 

 

Marketing: It can be very productive to market the idea in publications, advertisements, 

brochures, or direct mail. Organizations rarely think about advertising or marketing bequest 

programs, but it is important to let people know that the organization values bequests. Well 

thought out marketing materials have the capacity to remind donors to think of the 

organization’s future. 

 

Organizational Resources, Investment/Stability 
 

Donors are unwilling to make bequests to an organization whose stability they are not confident 

in, especially if the gift will be put towards an endowment. It is important to show that your 

organization has the proper resources to demonstrate its stability, i.e. an investment committee, 

specific policies and procedures about handling endowments and bequests, or even letters sent to 

heirs in the years after gifts are made. 

 

Creative Bequests 
 

There are some alternatives to traditional bequests that provide other ways to fund projects, which 

involve combinations of current and future giving. 

 

Types of Creative Bequests: 

 

Balloon Loan/Virtual Endowment: A balloon loan, also known as a “bullet loan,” is one in 

which the interest is paid annually and the principal is due at the end of the loan. In a virtual 

endowment, a donor provides contributions equivalent to the annual cost of a specific project, 

and then, like a balloon payment, funds the endowment with a future gift. This enables a 

donor to feel the impact of their gift during their lifetime, while at the same time allowing 

them to fund a gift larger than they might be able to with the funds they have immediately 

available. This program also allows the charity to begin the program immediately, before 

receipt of the endowment principal, but only works with older donors. If you are interested in 

how to do a similar plan for a younger donor, please see the article, Increasing Your 

Campaign: How to Create Gift Plans Using Modern Financial and Business Techniques, by 

William D. Samers in the Conference Proceedings for the Partnership for Philanthropic 

Planning National Conference (2008). 

 

Gift Annuity Proceeds Reduction: A donor can make a bequest for an amount to cover the 

cost of a project less the proceeds from previous charitable gifts to the organization where the 

funds have not yet been used.  For example, if a project costs $200,000 the donor can make a 

bequest of an amount in his/her will equal to the $200,000 less the proceeds that the charity 

will receive from the donor’s prior gift annuities. 

 

Trade-In: Some donors may be hesitant to make a donation for a project now, thinking that 

perhaps in a period of time they will be able to make a larger contribution, to support a larger 
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project or for higher level recognition. At the same time, fundraisers want to continue to 

cultivate a donor following their gift. One way to do this is to offer “trade-ins” – allow donors 

to use the cost of their prior gift to be used towards their new gift. This proposal works best 

with organizations that have other sources of funding or do not necessarily need the first gift 

to continue funding a project. 

 

Layaway: A layaway plan allows a buyer to make payments towards a retail item. The 

charitable down payment also allows a donor to lock in the price of a project and to be 

recognized for that project, while limiting some of the risk to the organization. In this 

scenario, a donor makes an up-front payment; this payment begins generating interest and 

grows until the death of the donor, at which time the estate provides the remainder of the 

original cost of the funding. 

 

Family Philanthropy: This is a way to engage other generations and family members in a 

donor’s planned gift.  For example, once the patriarch/matriarch commits to a bequest in 

his/her will, the charity will engage the rest of his/her family by asking them to contribute 

additional amounts of money at the time of his/her death as a way of participating together in 

a family gift and honoring the deceased family member.  This helps to invoke family values 

and to engage children and grandchildren in philanthropy and your organization. By creating 

the opportunity for a conversation about family philanthropy, this option can also eliminate 

some of the animosity that might arise around a family member’s will and the distribution of 

funds. 

 

Conclusion 
 
Any development officer can discuss bequests with a donor using the right tactics.  Personal asks 

are almost always the best approach; discussing bequests in public speeches to large audiences is 

less likely to be successful.  It takes time and effort to nurture the relationship with a donor, 

which might result in a bequest gift, but it is well worth the investment.  Starting the 

conversations might be uncomfortable at first, but over time it will become easier.  Begin this 

conversation with donors at an early stage so that the organization can be a part of their estate 

plans as they develop.  Continue fostering the relationship with the donor, keeping him/her 

abreast of new developments at the organization as well as new and exciting projects that are 

being planned.  The more engaged the donor, the more likely the bequest.  Remember that it takes 

time, so be patient, and when it comes down to it, just do it – ask, “Will you consider putting this 

organization in your will?”  There is no doubt that soliciting bequests leads to large gifts that will 

significantly impact any organization’s fundraising.   

 


