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LESSONS FROM THE DATA  

Charitable bequests are the lifeblood of community 

foundation asset growth.  Most foundations have active 

strategies to encourage their donors to leave a gift in their 

estate plan.  While the term for these donors can vary – 

many refer to this as their “legacy society” – effective 

stewardship of these donors is crucial to future fund 

development success. 

But, who leaves a charitable bequest in their will?  And how 

can you use this information to help strengthen your fund 

development efforts? 

Charitable Bequests and the 

Intergenerational Transfer of Wealth 

The community foundation field has focused a lot of attention 

on the upcoming intergenerational transfer of wealth.  While 

estimates differ, it’s commonly quoted that over the next 30 

to 40 years around $30 trillion in financial and non-financial assets is expected to pass from the 

baby boomers to their heirs – and to charity. 

How can community foundations position themselves to be the recipient of a portion of this 

wealth?  The seminal work in this field -- The Millionaire Next Door: The Surprising Secrets of 

America's Wealthy by Thomas J. Stanley and William D. Danko – helped guide much of the 

fund development planning at foundations. 

The book looked at the characteristics of U.S. households with a net worth exceeding one 

million dollars.  The surprising finding was that millionaires are disproportionately clustered in 

middle-class and blue-collar neighborhoods and not in more affluent or white-collar 

communities.  

The authors also found that high-income white-collar professions are more likely to devote much 

of their income to luxury goods or status items.  Those who saved their money (termed 

“Prodigious Accumulators of Wealth”, or PAWs) did not sit in CEO boardrooms or live in glitzy 

Hollywood mansions.  Rather, they had occupations that the authors classified as "dull-normal" 

small businesses -- welding contractors and auctioneers, for example. 

How, then, does a community foundation go about identifying these PAWs? 

 

WHO LEAVES A 

CHARITABLE 

BEQUEST IN 

THEIR WILL? 

A married couple with no 

children is more than six 

times more likely to leave 

a charitable bequest in a 

will than a married couple 

with grandchildren. 
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Actual Bequest Percentage Among Population is Small 

The first item to note is that the actual number of people in the population who have a will with a 

charitable bequest is small.  Just over half of adults in the US over age 55 have a will, and of 

those only 11% put a charitable 

bequest in their will.  Do the math, 

and that means that about 5.4% of 

the adult population will leave a 

charitable bequest when they pass 

away. 

On the one hand, that percentage 

seems relatively small.  But looked 

at another way, given that there are 

about 2.35 million deaths for people 

age 55 and older in the United 

States each year, that means that 

about each year there are about 

127,000 wills that will be probated that include a charitable gift. 

Who, then, are these donors likely to be? 

 

Charitable Bequest Donors – Family Characteristics 

The first element to note is that a married couple is more likely to leave a charitable gift than a 

single female or single male.  About 6.2% of married couples leave a charitable bequest in their 

will, versus 4.4% for single 

females and 3.7% for single 

males. 

But digging down a bit further, 

it appears that one very 

significant factor in 

determining whether a 

charitable bequest will be in a 

will is the presence or 

absence of kids and 

grandkids. 
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If a married couple has no children, almost half (45.7%) of their wills are going to contain a 

charitable bequest.  If the 

couple has children, the 

percentage drops 

dramatically – down to 

12.8%.  And if grandkids 

are in the picture, the 

percentage of will with a 

charitable bequest drops 

even further – in this 

instance, the amount 

drops to 7.4%. 

Thus, a married couple 

with no children is more 

than six times more likely 

to leave a charitable bequest in a will than a married couple with grandchildren. 

Does Education Matter? 

Another significant factor which can determine the presence of a charitable bequest in a will is 

the education of the 

donor.  At the highest 

education levels – a 

graduate or professional 

degree – about 13% of 

wills contain a charitable 

bequest.   

As education drops, the 

presence of a charitable 

donation in a will drops 

as well.  Those with a 

college education have 

an 8% chance of 

leaving a charitable gift in a will. 

High school graduates leave charitable gifts at a rate of 3.1%.  For those with less than a high 

school education, the percentage drops to 1.7%. 
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A Note of Caution – Bequests can Change 

While just over 50% of adults age 55 and older have a will, and about 11% of those wills will 

have a charitable bequest, the fact is that those charitable bequests can change over time.  It’s 

not uncommon for the terms of a will – including the recipients of charitable bequests – to 

change several times over a person’s lifetime. 

So, at what age is a bequest finalized?  According to the data, a finalized bequest comes late in 

life.  More than 50% of charitable bequest are not finalized until a donor is between the ages of 

80 and 90.   

What’s the lesson for community foundations?  It’s good news when donors in their sixties 

inform the community foundation that they will receive a charitable bequest.  But the 

development work does not stop there.  It’s important to maintain strong communications with 

those donors, to help ensure that, when the will matures, the community foundation will still be 

named as a charitable beneficiary. 

 

Source of Data 

Much of the information in this report comes from research by Russell N. James III, J.D., Ph.D.  

He is a Professor at Texas Tech University, and he serves as the Director of Graduate Studies 

in Charitable Financial Planning. 

The primary source of information comes from the Health and Retirement Study (HRS) which is 

sponsored by the National Institute on Aging and administered by the University of Michigan.  

The survey is large – more than 26,000 respondents participate – and is administered every 

other year. 
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