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Plan your  
philanthropic legacy

Philanthropy is a tradition as old as human civilization. It’s how we articulate and act on our values. It 
unites families around a common cause and connects generations to create longstanding legacies of 
service, financial preservation, and doing good—in the communities we live in and around the globe.

Philanthropy is more than responding to individual solicitations with one-time gifts. It is strategic, built 
for long-term impact, and aligned to a purposeful mission. Philanthropy dreams big, casts a wide net, 
and is guided by proven practices.

This guide is designed to help you thoughtfully identify the values that are most important to you. You 
will use those values to build a strategic philanthropic roadmap that maximizes impact. Resources, 
best practices, guided questions, and reflective activities will help you set your philanthropic goals. 
This guide can be completed as an individual, with your family, or with your trusted advisor.

For additional ideas and information about how to build your giving goals  

and make an impact, visit our resource center. 

TIP

https://bit.ly/3uUdhhI
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Determine your values
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Determining your core values is an important first step in helping you understand your  
motivation for giving and creating a strategic, proactive philanthropic plan. 

Use the following questions to help define the values that guide your  
beliefs and actions. 

What’s important to you and why?

What values inspire you?

What’s contributed to your success in life?

What do you think there needs to be more of in the world?
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Select up to five values that are most important to you. Use the additional blank spaces to fill in 
values that may not be included. Then, if you choose, discuss your answers with your loved ones 
and look for the areas that are similar and different.

Adventure Giving Back Integrity

Diversity Gratitude Kindness

Education Hard Work Love

Empathy Humility Privacy

Equality Impact Protecting the environment

Faith Impacting Society Tradition

Generosity Innovation Unity
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Section 2  
Find your charitable connection

Focusing on the values you identified from the previous section can help you connect to  
the charitable causes most meaningful to you.  

Use the guided questions below to help you identify the charitable causes 
most important to you.  

Which causes align easily with the values you identified?

What areas do you feel have the most critical need?  

To what cause areas do you feel most connected?  

What are the hobbies or interest areas in which you want to make a more significant impact? 

Not sure where to start? Look back at your giving history: What causes  

have you contributed to in the past? Where have you volunteered? 

TIP



Use the spectrum below and prioritize your interests by selecting which causes are most 
important, you feel neutral about, and which are least important to you. Consider sharing 
your responses with your family or others, and having them prioritize their interests to find a 
common cause you would like to focus on together.

Arts, culture & humanities

Disaster Relief

Education

Environment & Wildlife

Family values, traditions & religion
 

Food & Nutrition

Less Important           Neutral                          Important

Health

International Development

Law & Society

Location-based Giving

Social Services
 

Other
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Section 3 
Define your mission

A mission statement can help focus your philanthropic plan. It doesn’t have to be long or complicated. 
Craft a mission statement that reflects your values and charitable causes. 

Use the following questions to help guide you.

What cause is most important to you?

Who will benefit from your support?  

Where will you focus your giving? 

What common values are driving your goal(s)?

Sample mission statements

The Ford Foundation’s mission is to reduce poverty and injustice, strengthen democratic values, 
promote international cooperation, and advance human achievement.

I will help to fund programs that support pediatric health care in my home state of Georgia. 

The Smith family is committed to making locally sourced, organic food available to all members of 
the Sonoma Valley community.  We will work to support local organizations involved in sustainable 
farming and contribute to a better, healthier quality of life.

The Davis family’s mission is to support arts around the world by ensuring school children have the 
means and resources to explore artistic expression.
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Now it’s time to bring it all together. Keeping in mind your values, causes, and the examples 
provided, write your philanthropic mission statement. 

Mission Statement:

If you need more inspiration, review the mission statements of organizations 

you admire to take a cue from their purpose and the way they position themselves.

TIP
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Section 4  
Understand your assets

What you give may be more important than how much you give. The most strategic philanthropists 
consider donating a variety of assets to support their charitable goals.

As you move beyond one-time, checkbook giving, the choice of which assets to gift becomes crucial.

Gifts of non-cash assets can:
• Generate significant tax savings
• Widen the philanthropic playing field and boost impact
• Provide a foundation for long-term philanthropy
• Play to your strengths (i.e., where the majority of assets are concentrated)

With a trusted advisor, review your portfolio for assets that may not be part of your  

long-term plan, such as a vacation house you no longer use. You may be surprised at  

how many different types of assets can be given to charity, amplifying your impact.

TIP

Common non-cash asset types to increase your charitable giving: 

• Stocks                
• Bonds             
• Mutual Funds

These popular charitable assets can be given easily through a giving vehicle, like a donor-advised 
fund, and may also be donated directly to some charities. 

• Private Equity
• LLC, LP, or LLP interest
• Non-publicly traded stock
• C-corp shares
• S-corp shares
• Insurance Policy

• Restricted Stock
• Foreign-traded stock
• Cryptocurrency
• Trust Distribution

Less common illiquid asset types to maximize your charitable giving:

Donating these often-overlooked charitable assets can take your charitable giving to the next level. 
The transactions may be complicated, though, and may require a giving vehicle.  

Complex Assets

Appreciated Securities

• Hedge fund interest
• Residential real estate
• Commercial real estate
• Artwork
• Intellectual Property
• Stock Options
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Why assets matter

Let’s say you’re looking to make a meaningful gift to charity and want to know what to give.

• You have appreciated securities with a market value of $150,000.
• The securities have appreciated by $126,050 since the purchase date, which was  

more than a year ago. Now long-term capital gains taxes apply.

Below are two options for donating these appreciated securities.1

Sc
en

ar
io

$150,000 
Appreciated Securities

Sell securities and donate 
proceeds of sale to charity.

Realize $126,050 gain and 
pay $30,000 in capital gains 
tax.2 Donate remainder 
($120,000) to charity.

Deduct $120,000 from 
taxable income and save 
$44,400 in income tax.3

Charity receives:  
$120,000

Net tax savings: $14,4004

Donate securities directly 
to a donor-advised fund.

Pay no capital gains taxes.

Deduct $150,000 from 
taxable income and save 
$55,500 in income tax.3

Funds available for charity: 
$150,000

Net tax savings: $55,500

While some nonprofits may not be able to directly accept appreciated securities, a donor-advised  

fund can make it easy to contribute your appreciated securities to any public charity. 

TIP
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When choosing a giving vehicle, focus on what best supports your philanthropic goals using six key 
factors.

Tax Efficacy: Outline the types of assets you often gift and ensure your giving vehicle 
allows for optimal tax deductions. Deductibility limits vary based on the assets donated.  
The most tax-effective assets are sometimes the most difficult to donate. If relevant, choose 
a vehicle that supports the liquidation of complex assets or appreciated securities.  

 
Cost: Decide what you’re willing to pay for a specific giving vehicle, with the understanding 
that the more spent on fees, the less there is for charity.

Control or level of input: Choose how much direct oversight and decision-making 
power are needed. Strict legal regulations can dictate your ability to exercise control. 

Distribution to charity: Ensure the giving vehicle allows you to support charitable 
causes in sync with your mission, and if desired, allows you to give to multiple charities on a 
consistent basis or grant one large sum in the future.

Leaving a legacy: Leaving a philanthropic legacy is a personal decision that can take 
various forms, such as bestowing assets to others, naming a charity as a beneficiary in a 
will, or continuing a family tradition of giving.  

Recognition vs. anonymity: Legally, not all giving vehicles can be sensitive to wishes 
for anonymity, while others can cater to specific recognition requests.

Choosing a giving tool is not an “either-or” decision. Many giving options make excellent 

complements to one another and can optimize your charitable impact. 

TIP
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Giving vehicles: Donor-advised funds
 
Tax Efficacy  Low Cost

Distribution  
to Charity      

 

Leaving a Legacy     

The purpose of a giving vehicle is to transfer assets to charitable causes in a way that makes financial 
sense for you. While each vehicle has similar goals, the potential benefits—or drawbacks—may vary 
greatly.

At Vanguard Charitable, we sponsor donor-advised funds (DAFs) that allow you to support the causes 
you care about most. Together, we help thousands of nonprofit organizations fulfill their missions each 
year. DAFs are a tax-effective, cost-effective, and convenient way to give. 

Want to take a long-term, strategic, and tax-effective approach to giving, with the option to contribute 
all types of assets? A DAF may be the right giving vehicle for you. To learn about other giving vehicles, 
please visit vanguardcharitable.org/resources/giving-tools.

Vanguard Charitable’s donor-advised funds at a glance

Contribute and Deduct 
Receive an immediate charitable tax deduction on your contribution to the account. 
Choose from a variety of assets to donate. 

Select and Invest
Create a portfolio from our investment options5 that span the risk spectrum. The 
proceeds grow tax-free and exchanges can be made between investment options 
at any time.

Recommend Grants
Recommend a grant to any 501(c)(3) public charity in the U.S. You may specify the 
timing of a grant by sending the grant check now, later, or on a recurring basis. 
Manage all of your charitable activity in one convenient location.  
    How it works:

Establish a Legacy
Continue your philanthropy beyond your lifetime by crafting a legacy of giving. 

Recommend

Submit grant  
recommendation

Recommend

Vanguard Charitable  
conducts due diligence

Review

Grant is sent to the  
charity on your behalf

Issue

For more information on Vanguard Charitable philanthropic accounts: vanguardcharitable.org

https://bit.ly/3oNMm67
https://bit.ly/3FsDIzM
https://bit.ly/3AuKK3C


Mission Related  
Giving dollars that are allocated for your selected causes within a specific time frame, 
as part of a larger charitable goal (i.e., I will allocate $25,000 to our local foodbank 
over the next three years).

Friends and family requests
Giving in response to requests from family and friends to support causes important 
to them (i.e., I will allocate $5,000 to support friends and family requests over the 
next three years).  

General
The final bucket is reserved for disaster relief or other unexpected and dire situations 
(i.e., Over the next three years I will allocate $10,000 to emergency giving). 
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Think through your time frame for each bucket. If one natural disaster depletes your emergency 

giving allocation, will you consider making an exception or allocating additional funds? 

TIP

Section 6  
Plan your charitable potential

Thinking through your philanthropic budget is a key part of being more strategic with your charitable 
giving. Philanthropists often find it helpful to classify their giving into three buckets.

Giving vehicles: Donor-advised funds
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Your risk tolerance for charitable investing may or may not align with your general investment risk 

tolerance. Long-term philanthropists tend to recognize the benefits of calculated risk in helping to 

increase their charitable impact.

TIP

Growing your charitable budget 
 
Some giving vehicles, such as donor-advised funds, allow charitable dollars to be invested to grow 
over time. A charitable investment strategy is often the cornerstone of a long-term philanthropic plan.

Adhering to investment principles

Disciplined investors recognize the importance of staying true to foundational investment principles. 
The same is true for disciplined philanthropists.

Craft clear goals  
Under the broad umbrella of your mission, craft clear, measurable goals. They can 
be short-term, intermediate, or long-term.

Minimize Cost
Be wary of investment options that layer on excess costs and fees. Keep costs low 
to maximize your charitable output. Vanguard Charitable’s industry-low all-in-fee 
ensures your charitable impact remains high.

Remain Balanced
Diversification gives an account the best chance to minimize losses and maximize 
gains. Whether you prefer straightforward, pre-allocated investments, customized 
funds, or values-driven investments, Vanguard Charitable’s suite of investment 
options have you covered.

Maintain perspective and long-term discipline
Stay focused on what you set out to achieve with your philanthropy. The benefits of 
a sound strategy are best realized over the long term. 

https://bit.ly/3FsDIzM
https://bit.ly/3FsDIzM
https://bit.ly/3mDll2r
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To identify the starting point for your charitable budget, review prior giving behaviors 
over a specific period of time. Reevaluate your budget once a year to determine if you 
want to change its size or adjust your charitable mission.

Reflect on your previous giving to help calculate your future 
charitable potential.

Choose a time period to reflect upon (i.e., one-to-three years, the past five years, etc.).

What issue/organization(s) did you support during that time (i.e., education—
my alma mater; religion—my local church, etc.)?

Identify the amount given (i.e., one-time gift of $250, annual gift of $1,500, etc.).

Identify which buckets your giving aligns with: Mission related, friends and family 
requests, or general. 

Identify any charitable investments you held during this time. How much additional 
giving potential did these investments create?

If you have not strategically invested charitable assets, consider the tax benefits, growth potential, risk, 

cost, and flexibility associated with this approach. A donor-advised fund with Vanguard Charitable allows 

you to invest your gift and increase your philanthropic impact.

TIP

A
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Section 7 
Choose your charities

Now that you’ve reached this point in your giving journey, you’re ready for the fun part: Identify 
organizations that will help you advance your mission and make a lasting impact.

Resources are available to help you identify organizations that align with 
your focus area. 
 

• Always look to those at your table or within your personal/professional network first. 
Consider joining or hosting a donor network group. 

• Online research offers a wide array of options to help. Consider organizations’ websites, 
local foundation grantee lists, and curated lists from reliable resources. 

Extensive due diligence is just one example of the administrative work we can alleviate for you. 

We look at the charity’s tax-exempt status, intended use of the grant, and potential impermissible 

benefits. Our dedicated grants team follows a strict protocol to save you time and frustration.

TIP

Due diligence should be done once you have identified promising  
organizations. Be sure to evaluate:

• Legal status: Only a 501(c)(3) will qualify for a charitable tax deduction.
• Strategy and accomplishments: What has this organization accomplished historically? Do the 

organization’s mission and approach align with your own vision?
• Governance and financials: Keep an eye out for staff and leadership turnover, negative PR, 

and good governance policies. An organization’s Form 990 can also tell you about how it takes 
in and uses money.

vanguardcharitable.org
candid.org

charitynavigator.org  
givewell.org 
and more

https://bit.ly/3oNMm67
https://candid.org/
https://www.charitynavigator.org/
https://www.givewell.org/
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Effective giving strategies
All philanthropic efforts are valuable. But that doesn’t mean they are created equal: The way you 
decide to give to a nonprofit can make a big difference, both for you and the organization. These 
strategies show ways to maximize the impact of your gift.

Effective giving is...

Proactive It’s easy to get carried away by urgent appeals and stray from your mission. 
Plan ahead, accounting for crises and natural disasters, and remember the core 
values that underpin your philanthropy.

Tip: Gifts given proactively are more likely to fit your long-term charitable plan 
and priorities.

Recurring Charities tend to prefer smaller gifts given on a regular basis, rather than larger 
one-time gifts. 

Tip: Consistent support allows for long-term planning. Larger one-time gifts 
are of course still meaningful, especially when coordinated with a nonprofit in 
advance.

Timed 
Strategically

While most charitable giving tends to happen in November and December,  
96% of nonprofits prefer sustained, year-round support.6

Tip: Charities tend to face budget crunches in the early spring and late summer. 
Consider contacting your favorite charities to learn when your gifts can be most 
impactful.

Unrestricted Unrestricted gifts show faith in the full scope of a charity’s mission and allow 
the organization to focus on its top priorities. 

Tip: An effective due diligence process should leave you feeling confident that 
your charity of choice will make the best decision as to where to direct funds. 
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Next Steps
Now it’s time to get your philanthropic plan off the ground. Be sure to make time to revisit your plan, 
strategy, and goals regularly so you can incorporate new knowledge as you grow as a philanthropist. 

Keep in mind that your plan is about progress, not perfection. Your plan can change over time as your 
goals shift. You now have a way to track that progress and see clear results.

 

Today’s strategic philanthropists are moving from traditional single-event financial giving to a more 
long-term, high-performing charitable strategy. As a result, vehicles like donor-advised funds (DAFs) 
have become the fastest-growing charitable tool.

Guided by Vanguard’s7 time-tested principles of long-term, strategic thinking and best-in-class 
investments, we offer a new type of DAF that balances the highest levels of service with low all-in 
fees to ensure your charitable impact remains high. As one of the largest grantmakers in the US, 
our mission is to increase philanthropy and maximize its impact over time. We customize giving 
approaches that fit your needs and leave a lasting charitable legacy.

We’re more than a charitable investment partner; we’re a team of philanthropy-focused  
collaborators who share the same, simple goal: helping donors maximize their giving potential.

Partner with an expert

For more information contact Vanguard Charitable:  
888-383-4483

donorservice@vanguardcharitable.org 
vanguardcharitable.org 

https://bit.ly/3oNMm67
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Appendix
1This is a simplified hypothetical situation for illustration purposes only. Please consult a tax advisor 
before donating appreciated securities or complex assets.

2The capital gains tax is calculated by multiplying the $126,050 gain by 23.8%. This figure represents 
the combined 20% capital gains rate for earners in the top tax bracket and the 3.8% Net Income 
Investment tax (NIIT). 

3This taxpayer is subject to a 37% marginal tax rate due to his or her AGI. 

4Net tax savings is calculated by subtracting capital gains tax ($30,000) from charitable tax deduction 
($44,400).

5 While they may be invested in mutual funds or exchange-traded funds (ETFs), the investment 
options themselves are not mutual funds or ETFs, nor are they publicly traded. As such, prospectuses 
exist only for the underlying mutual funds, and not for the Vanguard Charitable investment options. 
For more information about performance and expenses, see vanguardcharitable.org.

6“An inside look: 15,330 donors who are giving with a donor-advised fund.” Vanguard Charitable.

7Vanguard Charitable was founded by The Vanguard Group, Inc., as an independent, nonprofit, public 
charity in 1997. Although Vanguard provides certain investmentmanagement and administrative 
services to Vanguard Charitable pursuant to a service agreement, Vanguard Charitable is not a 
program or activity of Vanguard.

Sources:
Some information adapted from The Philanthropy Toolkit, Philanthropy Learning Initiative at  
Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society, Stanford, CA, https://pacscenter.stanford.edu/the-
philanthropy-toolkit. View license at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode.

https://bit.ly/3oNMm67
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