
  Donor Advised Funds Can Change Lives Today 

Congratulations if you established a donor advised fund and accepted that nice tax deduction. There 

was one last step to complete, but you believe it’s not pressing, so you’ve moved on to other things.   

But while that last step wasn’t pressing to you, it is pressing to others. That last step is to change lives 

by making a gift to charity from your donor advised fund. 

Where do you start? Navigating the world of charitable causes can be overwhelming. Try this 

strategy: S-E-L-F. As in, be your best SELF. S is for starting today, E is for evaluating your values, L is 

for locating a charity, and F is for the feeling of joy you’ll have once you’ve made the donation. 

S – start today. Don’t overthink your philanthropy – just get started. Today. That might mean going 

online to make a gift to your favorite charity using your donor advised fund, instead of writing a 

check. You will need the website or link to your donor advised fund administrator and your 

passwords, as well as the name of the charity and its EIN (tax ID) number, which you can find at 

Candid (formerly GuideStar), https://www.guidestar.org/search 

E – evaluate your values. What matters most to you? Education? The arts? The environment? 

Translate your values into causes by simply prioritizing what is most important to you. Can’t decide? 

Consider making a series of “test gifts” to a handful of charities until you get to know them and their 

work better. If you want to take a deeper dive to discover your “why,” consider reading up on 

values-based philanthropy. 

L – locate a charity that matches your values and consider keeping those philanthropic dollars local. 

There are a host of navigation tools such as Charity Navigator to locate charities, including those 

where you can type in your zip code to find charities in your neighborhood. Or you can save and sort 

through those requests you’ve received in the mail from charities. You can ask friends or members of 

your faith or other groups for referrals. Again, don’t overthink it – make the request to your donor 

advised fund administrator to cut the check to charity today. 

F – feel the warmth and satisfaction of helping another person; the feeling can be magical...or not. If 

you aren’t feeling connected to the charity, simply go onto their website, explore their mission and 

outcomes, and you can read about the lives that are being changed. If you desire personal contact, 

call, or email the charity and request a tour or talk with a staff member who can share stories with 

you. Bonus: many charities’ websites provide links to their financials including 990s, audits, and 

annual reports, so if you are motivated by numbers, you can access them. You can also find financials 

at Candid. 

https://www.guidestar.org/search
https://www.essentialleadership.us/values-based-philanthropy/
https://www.charitynavigator.org/
https://www.volunteermatch.org/
https://candid.org/research-and-verify-nonprofits/990-finder


So, what are you waiting for? Set aside an hour on your calendar this week and take care of that last 

step, which is the first step to changing the lives of people in your community. 

Sharon Benson is an independent philanthropy advisor based in Portland who motivates families to be their best 

selves by activating their philanthropy. Learn more at www.sharonbbenson.com 

phone: 503.724.3942 -  email: sharon@sharonbbenson.com - URL: www.sharonbbenson.com 
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