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Get Going On Planned Giving
November 2009
In the midst of our recession there's greater interest in gifts from estate plans, as donors have less disposable income to donate right now. In any economic climate, planned giving programs help build endowments, cement lifelong relationships with donors, and create a long-term stream of income. Here are ideas to kick-start your organization's fundraising with a planned giving program.
Before you start. Your nonprofit has to be at least 10 years old. You'll be asking donors to put the organization in their estate plans, so they've got to be secure in the knowledge that it will live longer than they do. If you've been doing your good works for 10 years, donors will be more comfortable thinking about you in their long-term planning, because you're more apt to be around for the long term.
Identify your prospects. Look at age and giving history. If you don't have the former in your donor records, use just the latter. The best planned gift prospects are those 55 and over who have been giving to you consistently for many years. When assessing giving consistency, ignore gift size. If someone has given you a mere $10 a year for 17 out of the past 20 years, they're a terrific prospect.
Your analysis can be more sophisticated if you want to slice it by type of planned gift, looking at which ages and giving patterns identify a propensity for which type of planned gift, but I'm talking about getting you started in planned giving, not having a mature program in year one. See the next section.
Start basic, not big. Bequests—a gift to your nonprofit in a donor's will—are the bedrock on which we build all planned gift programs. Bequests far outnumber all other gift types, irrespective of charitable mission. They're the simplest gift to understand, your donor can change his or her mind, a donor doesn't have to tell you about a bequest, there's no lifetime cost, and everybody needs a will.
If you're a small or medium-size nonprofit, start your program with bequest marketing. Use direct mail focused on bequests if you can afford it. If not, put a sidebar in your existing publications or a paragraph in your e-mails. Have a check-off box on every donor reply card that says, "I have included you in my will." Put the same thing on your online giving page.
Start saying "thank you." As soon as someone informs you that they've included your organization in their will, send them a thank you note. Have your executive director or a board member sign it. If you have a board member (or other volunteer) who has included you in their estate plan, ask him or her to write the note.
When you have 25 or so bequests, you're ready to start a recognition society, to formalize your gratitude process. Name your society after someone or something iconic to your organization. We have a client with "The Bell Tower Society." Try to stay away from "The Legacy Circle" and "The Heritage Society," as these could exist anywhere, and there are too many of them already.
You might host an annual luncheon or reception for your members. If you can't afford that, perhaps you can offer preferred seating at an event you're running, or a VIP reception before something larger. You don't have to spend a lot of money. You do have to show genuine gratitude. Bequests are revocable, and you don't want your donors keeping company with the roughly 4 percent of bequest donors who change their minds.
Take their word. I counsel our clients not to ask for bequest documentation. No paperwork will make the gift irrevocable, and you risk offending your donors. Might they lie about their intentions? Not likely. Most people aren't going to bother lying just to get a free lunch. I've been in planned giving for 12 years, and I've never become aware of a faker among our clients' donors.
If a donor offers you documentation, accept it graciously and safeguard it.
You can make bequests irrevocable using a "testamentary contract," also called a "contract to make a will." Your donor commits their estate to a certain gift by signing this instrument, usually so they can get public credit. You wouldn't give credit to a revocable gift because you would end up embarrassed if it doesn't come to fruition through the donor's estate. But these agreements are an advanced topic for a more mature program. We're just trying to get started.
Be satisfied with bequests. For many nonprofits, a bequest program alone is a very respectable planned giving program. They don't have the staff time or expertise to promote more sophisticated, harder-to-close gifts, which will always be vastly fewer in number than bequests.
There are many other gift alternatives, such as multiple varieties of charitable trusts, charitable annuities, life insurance, real estate, pension and retirement plans, and other beneficiary designations. Some or all of these might be appropriate down the road.
I talk to organizations all the time that can't get started because they're overwhelmed by the possibilities. Get started with a simple bequest marketing program. Then see where you are after two to three years in terms of budget, staff time, and expertise.
This is a plan to get started in planned giving. It's simple and basic—and effective.
Tony Martignetti, Esq., Martignetti Planned Giving Advisors, LLC
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Make 2010 the Year YOU Start Planned Giving, Part II
April 2010
Welcome back! Or, welcome!
This is the second article in my year-long series to help start your planned giving program in 2010. To get the most out of this article, you'll need to have read the first article and have done the homework. If you haven't, it's not too late to get on board. The series runs every two months, so there's time to catch up. Start with the first article, then come back here.
Your homework was to identify your planned giving prospects (i.e., your long-loyal donors) and to secure whatever approvals you need to launch a planned giving program. Assuming you've got those items in hand, let's move on.
Write your letter. The most effective way to promote your inaugural bequest marketing program is through direct mail. (You're starting with bequests for the reasons laid out in this article from 2009.) Direct mail is also the most costly, so if your budget cannot support it, stick with me. There are plenty of other methods, which I'll explain shortly. Direct mailers should use all the outreach ideas I recommend, not just mail.
If you can afford to mail to your prospects, here's how: Write an appropriately worded letter. This is the toughest part, I know. It's also something I routinely do for our clients, so I have lots of experience to share.
Write from the heart. Be warm, factual, sincere, and straightforward. Share how a bequest in a will can help support your important work long into the future, because today's bequest may not mean cash to you for many years.
If you have donors who have already included you in their wills, ask if they'll tell the story of why they did it and how it makes them feel to have your nonprofit alongside the bequests for their spouses, children, and grandchildren. Testimonial letters can have great power. Your donors who love you will accept a simple and heartfelt explanation of how their wills can help you. (That's why the selection criteria from the first article are so important.)
Your prospects are in their 60s, 70s, 80s, and 90s. Bear that in mind as you write.
Confidently ask that the reader consider a gift to you in his or her will. I like to see that "ask" sentence standing alone in its own paragraph. Don't be ashamed or ask humbly.
Limit your letter to one page; take the advice I've given and make it concise.
I also recommend:
· Devote your letter exclusively to promoting a gift by will. No other subjects to distract from your heart-whole purpose. 
· Personalize. Use full inside address and a formal salutation (Dear Miss/Mrs./Ms./Mr.); please don't use "Dear friend" or "Greetings!" 
· Use a closed outer envelope, not a window carrier. The subject is personal, private, and serious, so your letter shouldn't look like an invoice. 
· Include a reply card with options for people to tell you they'd like more information or would consider including you in their will, and, most important, that they already have included you. 
· Your reply card gets returned in an envelope, so don't design it as a self-mailer. The return information is sensitive; I don't even like self-mailers that fold over to conceal responses because they don't "feel" as secure as an envelope. 
· Apply a live stamp, at the First Class Presort rate (to save money over First Class); I don't like bulk mail or metering for your personalized, earnest, and important letter.
Direct mail gurus may disagree with parts of what I've put forth. They may even have research supporting different advice, but the research I've seen is never based on long-term, informational mailings. This is what I do for clients, and it works.
Your objective isn't strictly to hit a target rate of reply. Largely, mailings like this are educational and informative. Although the reply device is essential, you've hit a home run if someone saves your letter for retrieval when meeting an attorney years from now to prepare or revisit his or her will. This is long-term fundraising.
You have other means at your disposal, in place of or in addition to direct mail. You won't target these specifically to planned gift prospects, but you'll get word out that you're encouraging gifts by will.
Look at your meetings and events. In face-to-face sit-downs and at larger events, it takes just a few sentences to ask constituents to think of your organization when they prepare their long-term plans. This message isn't appropriate for every event, so look for the times when you've gathered people who love your work and you're already asking for their support. Explain how they can give support for the long term—by including you in their wills.
Look at your publications. Newsletters, magazines, briefs, annual reports, anything where a fundraising message is appropriate, because this is fundraising. You don't need a full article; a sidebar will suffice. Include your legal name and federal tax ID number (Employer Identification Number, or EIN), so readers can take action. A lawyer will need those to prepare a bequest properly. If you have an attorney on your board, or otherwise close to the organization, prevail upon him or her to write a template bequest paragraph to include. It shouldn't take more than five minutes to write one for you.
Use your Web site. I wouldn't make this your first priority, because Internet penetration is low among the bequest prospect population I've recommended. Yet, it doesn't hurt to have a presence, because some seniors are Internet savvy, and the rate of penetration increases each year. Also, your prospect's attorney might go to your site looking for the necessary details. Provide information similar to what I've suggested for your printed pieces.
Small ways, too. Can you slip a couple of check-offs into your annual appeal turnaround device? What about a check-off saying, "Send me information ... " on the back flap of your return envelopes? Wherever you've got a few extra lines on something your donors are returning to you anyway, give them the chance to ask for information or tell you they've already included you in their wills. But don't put the "have included" option anywhere it's visible to outsiders.
Those are the ways to start to get out there and ask for gifts by will. If you don't ask, you won't achieve your potential. Perhaps you get some charitable bequests now. That's quite encouraging. Considerably more will come your way if you ask.
Make 2010 the Year YOU Start Planned Giving, Part III
June 2010
Hello again!
This is the third article in my year-long series to help start your planned giving program in 2010. We're starting your program with bequests, and it's not too late to join in. Here are articles one and two. I'm reviewing bequest marketing letters this month, and you can learn from what others submitted to prepare your own.
Let's get to the homework. In April's column I gave advice on writing an appropriate bequest marketing letter and asked you to send me your sample, or other bequest promotion pieces if you don't use direct mail.
The materials I received remind me of the rich diversity of our nation's nonprofit community. We're protecting women and children at risk, along with wild animals and habitats; giving compassionate care to the elderly; helping families stay together; and educating children, to name just a few missions. Every cause is compelling—when its story is told well—which means you've got stiff competition. That's why your bequest marketing materials need to be top notch.
Based on the submissions, here's my advice:
Make it personal. Estate planning and wills are serious subjects that merit a personal salutation in your letter. That means use the person's name to greet them. I prefer a formal greeting with "Ms./Mrs./Miss/Mr./Dr.," etc. but if you know your constituency uncommonly well, first name can be appropriate. Avoid "Dear fellow member/alumnus," etc. That adds cost if you're engaging a mail house and not doing your own printing and stuffing. If you truly cannot afford the additional cost, then go ahead and de-personalize. That's the only exception to the general rule.
Keep to one page. A fair number of letters I saw were too long. Use other communication vehicles to share extensive information about what's exciting and new. Share your news concisely and keep your bequest marketing letter to one page. Add your newsletter to the mailing if you want to elaborate on news and events.
Write short paragraphs. This advice applies to all direct mail fundraising. Five- and six-sentence paragraphs are so dense they look forbidding, reducing the likelihood that your prospect will read your letter. Paragraphs shouldn't be longer than three sentences, and those sentences shouldn't all be complex. Forget what you might have been taught in high school English class about one-sentence paragraphs being taboo. You weren't in a direct mail marketing class. (High school is on my mind because my 30th reunion is this year. Go Knights!)
Don't bury the headline. Journalists put their main point in the first paragraph, which is where this admonition originates. You needn't necessarily do that, but your "ask" should be within the first three or four (short) paragraphs. By that time the reader is wondering what the point of your letter is.
Include tax ID number. A few letters were follow-ups to initial ones and included sample bequests. That's a good idea. I also like to see the federal tax ID number (also called EIN, or Employer Identification Number). Include it as well in the bequest section of your Web site and in your newsletter if you offer sample bequest paragraphs. Your EIN is a unique identifier that adds another level of identity beyond name and address. (And I see a good number of bequests that incorrectly name the organization and don't include an address.) To clear up a common misconception, your organization's EIN isn't private like your Social Security number. For instance, it's on page 1 of your IRS Form 990, and that is widely available and very public.
Here are two letter excerpts I particularly liked:
... but many times, because we aren't told of their intentions, we lose the chance to say thank-you and to make certain their dreams and wishes are clearly communicated.
This letter appealed to prospects to include the organization in their wills and went a step further by emphasizing the importance of telling the organization about the bequest. I especially like "dreams and wishes." Instead of "are clearly communicated," I suggest "are properly carried out by us," or something similar (preferably in the active voice), to suggest that the organization takes responsibility for execution and wants to do right by its planned gift donors in carrying out their wishes.
The purpose of this letter is to ask you for your support through a bequest for the ... in your estate plan.
That is a perfectly straightforward appeal and it stood alone in a paragraph. Brava!
When to mail. After your letter is finished you've got to get it out the door. But when? If your constituency travels a lot during the summer, you probably already avoid Memorial Day through Labor Day mailings, and there's no need to do differently with your bequest mailing. September through mid-November is good. If your supporters aren't summer travelers, then you're ready to mail now.
Include a reply device. My last article included recommendations for your reply card. Every piece of mail, bequest or otherwise, should include a way for prospects to correspond with you.
In August I'll talk about managing replies. I'd be grateful if you'd share with me your number one and two concerns over following up with your constituents about a bequest. Whether by letter, phone, e-mail, meeting, or otherwise, what causes you to think twice and hesitate? I won't identify you or your organization, but I would like to know what you're thinking—and so would your colleagues.
Make 2010 the Year YOU Start Planned Giving, Part IV
August 2010
Hello there!
Welcome to my fourth article in a year-long series to get your planned giving program started in 2010. We’re starting with bequests, and it’s never too late to get started. Use the links on the right to read the first three articles in the series. This month I’m helping you follow up on the responses from the letters you refined and mailed after the last article.
My readers are willing sharers of written matter. I got about a dozen submissions when, in April, I asked for your sample letters and other promotional materials. You’re not the touchy-feely type, though. In June I asked you to send me your concerns about following up with constituents and discussing charitable bequests with them. Nada.
At the risk of appearing paternalistic—and based on my client work, teaching, and giving seminars since 2003—I’m going to presume that the idea of having these discussions is worrisome, but no one wanted to admit it, or knew quite how to articulate it.
Follow-up is critical to any fundraising promotion, so I do have advice for meaningful follow-up with those who want to remember your nonprofit in their wills.
Don’t talk about IT. What paralyzes fundraisers who lack planned giving experience is the fear of talking about IT—death—with their prospects. You needn’t, and shouldn’t, talk about death. Share what your nonprofit can do with the gift that comes in a donor’s will. Excite your prospect by the future possibilities. You see, it’s not unlike the conversations you have with donors who write checks today. Merely adjust the timeframe to the future. The vehicle of giving becomes your donor’s will rather than his or her checking account.
Bequest prospects become donors because you motivate them by future potential—big or small. The potential to provide simple comforts in a shelter for at-risk mothers and children; the potential to spot micro-plaques in 64-slice CT scans; the potential to provide a camp experience to adults on the autism spectrum; the potential to hold public officials and scofflaw companies accountable through investigative journalism.
I have an important reminder from a previous article: Your loyal donors over age 55 are ready to talk about how their estate plans can benefit the mission they love and the work that has moved them to give to you for years.
Show gratitude. Thank the person for thinking about a gift by will and acknowledge that it’s a deepening of the donor’s relationship with the organization. After all, whom do we include in our wills? Husbands, wives, children, grandchildren, other loved ones, and, perhaps, very dear friends. Someone who would consider putting you alongside those personages really loves what you do. Thank them for the mere possibility.
Be factual. Sure, one’s estate plan is a personal and intimate subject. Yet so is a checking account, and you talk about gifts by check (or stock, perhaps) all the time.
Open with something like, “Thank you for considering a gift to us in your will. A long-term commitment like that would really show how much you love us. May I show you what a future gift could do for us?”
You’ve been grateful and gracious, and you’ve steered the conversation where it belongs: how a bequest will further the work you do and make a difference for the people whose lives you improve.
Be sensitive. The conversation may turn personal, if your donor knows you well, because it is an estate plan, not a checking account. Your donor may share concerns about his or her spouse or children, or about fears for the future. Take it all in and don’t judge. A dose of compassion will serve you well.
Listen actively. After technical expertise, a fundraiser’s greatest skill is careful listening. Prospects and donors are telling you all the time what moves them about your work, and what turns them off; how they think about the world and your organization’s place in it; what makes your work special to them. The engaged listener is active in the conversation and taking in the clues that will lead to future giving and a deeper relationship with donors.

Make 2010 the Year YOU Start Planned Giving, Part V
October 2010
Hello again!
You are reading article five of six to get your planned giving program going this year. We’re starting your program with bequests—gifts by will—because they are the most popular of all planned gifts and the bedrock of every program. I had a lot to say on that subject in this piece I wrote last year.
It's not too late to get on board with bequests. On the right you'll find links to the previous articles in this year's series.
This month we're looking at stewardship—how to say "thank you" to your bequest donors—including starting your recognition society. You have recognition groups for your outright gifts. Don't your planned gift donors deserve the same?
I'll start with a letter that came in:
"What do you do once a donor says, 'Yes, I want to join your [recognition society] and leave you in my will.' What kind of paper work does this entail? What kind of information do we provide? What kinds of letters are sent?"
First, send a heartfelt thank you. I like handwritten notes on organization stationery, but a formatted letter also works. It need not be long. Brief and sincere are preferred, with a welcome to your planned gift recognition society (more about that below). If you're a small or mid-size nonprofit, your planned gift program enjoys a big advantage: you have access to your CEO and board chair. Write the note and ask one of them to sign it. That's if the person has told you they've named your nonprofit in their will. What if they ask for more information about doing so?
The potential donor needs your legal name and federal tax ID number (also known as your Employer Identification Number, or EIN), so his or her attorney can properly name your organization in a bequest paragraph. There's more on this subject in my April article, including a suggestion that you provide a sample for your donor to share with the person drafting the will.
I counsel our clients not to seek proof of the gift—and none do. A lesson I learned early on from the delightful and smart, now deceased, practitioner Robert Sharpe Sr. has never left me. This series would not be complete if I didn't mention just one example of his influence on my career.
He taught: imagine telling your grandchild they are in your will, and the darling's first reaction is, "Can I have a copy of it?" Your nonprofit is not a grandchild, it's a business, but from your donor's perspective it's more like a grandchild. It's distasteful to ask for documentation. Plus, you gain nothing by having a copy of the will, or the bequest paragraph, or knowing the amount, or having the donor sign some document. The gift remains eminently revocable, so your donor can change his or her mind any time. And there is a downside to asking for proof: you risk alienating the donor. Don't ask.
On the other hand, if your donor offers documentation, do not refuse it. Accept it graciously and assure the donor that it will be kept in a secure place. Then keep it in a secure place. It doesn't belong on your desk or in a file basket, because it likely contains private information about a good number of people. Treat it the way you treat Social Security, birth date, and credit card data.
I hope that answers the questions that were sent in. Let's look at the next step in saying "thank you"—your formal recognition of donors.
Start Your Recognition Society
As you learn about new bequest donors—following the steps laid out in the previous articles—you'll welcome them to your recognition group.
It should be named for someone or something iconic and unique to your nonprofit. I don't care for "legacy circle," "heritage fund," and the like. They're too generic. If Miles Isosceles was a co-founder or first executive of your nonprofit, and people recognize his name, have the Isosceles Circle. Maybe you have an iconic building or architectural feature. One of our clients inaugurated the Belltower Society.
You never have to spend a lot of money to show your gratitude appropriately. You might host an annual lunch or reception for members. To save money, host it before a larger event you're already planning: cocktails before a dinner, for instance. You might offer members preferred seating at a performance you've already bought tickets for.
Your chief executive should attend the group's gatherings, so the gratitude comes from the top. The members have put you in their wills for gosh sake, alongside their spouses, children, and grandchildren.
Think about age-appropriate outings. You can host them or ask members to pay, with your office doing the legwork and planning. When I was director of planned giving at a university in New York City, we hosted a day trip to the Culinary Institute of America. The McCallen Society members paid for round-trip bus transportation and lunch, and the school picked up the tab for the walking tour. That group was named for the school's first treasurer, who was beloved by those who graduated in the 1930s and 1940s, because he gave families extra time to pay their $15 tuition for the semester.
Looking Ahead
There is just one article remaining, and the year you start planned giving will be in the history books.
In December, we'll go beyond bequests, with a look at other planned gifts that don't require technical expertise and that you can market inexpensively, starting in 2011. You'll always want to keep up your bequest marketing—it's the 

