
                A Sampling of Ways to Give 

There’s never been more ways to donate to causes you believe in.  But the abundance of 

choices can result in “analysis paralysis,” which means the important work of 

nonprofits doesn’t get supported.   

Start by reflecting on your values and have in mind a cause or a specific charity that you 

believe in. Changing lives can be a powerful north star and if you get bogged down on 

the technical side of charitable giving vehicles, pause, and think about the impact you 

want to make.  For example, reflect on “working families who access rent relief will 

avoid eviction and possibly homelessness.  My support will make a difference in their 

lives by providing bridge funding to stabilize their housing.”  

Then, accept that there are many different vehicles available to support your 

philanthropy and wade through the options by first answering these questions: What 

impact do I want to make?  When do I want to make that impact?  Who else do I want 

to involve in my decision-making?  When do I want to involve them?   Here is a 

sampling of different ways to give. 

Direct, Immediate Donations 

Giving directly to a nonprofit is easy, effective, and has immediate, tangible impact. For 

example, if you want to help families struggling to make rent, don’t overthink it: just 

google “rent assistance near me,” scroll down to find a local provider, and click through 

to their donation page to make a gift using your credit card or checking account.  You 

can also go to your local county’s website and search under “community resources” for 

a list of charities providing basic needs assistance.  Or talk to your financial advisor 

about donating directly to charity using your IRA distribution or appreciated stock.  

Indirect Donations 

Third-party philanthropy is booming.  Donor Advised Funds (DAFs) provide an 

immediate tax deduction, a third party to cut your check to charity, and flexibility to 

decide later which charity gets the donation.  Community foundations, charitable arms 

of financial institutions, and other sponsoring organizations offer DAFs, some with as 

little as a $500 contribution.  DAF administrators perform due diligence on 501(c)(3) 

organizations and track your gifts.   



An advantage of DAFs is that they provide a philanthropy budget so when you are 

asked to support a particular cause, it makes it easier to say “yes,” since you’ve already 

set aside dollars for charity. Also, you have time to involve others in the decision-

making of which causes to support. 

Note: there is an estimated $160 billion parked in DAFs that has yet to make its way to 

nonprofits.  If you choose this vehicle, keep in mind its intended use is to be a pass 

through.  Remember your north star: lives can be changed today. 

Deferred Donations 

Perhaps you want to complement your immediate gifts with a donation that is made 

later.  This is when charitable estate planning comes into play.  For example, you decide 

that you want to leave a legacy for your local food bank, so you add them as a 

beneficiary in your will, trust, life insurance or retirement plan. Naming charity as a 

beneficiary is simple and effective.  It’s an opportunity that, in your IRA beneficiaries’ 

case, can be completed online in minutes.  

There are a whole series of products called charitable gift annuities and charitable 

trusts. The idea is for seniors to donate cash or appreciated assets, receive tax benefits 

now and sometimes later, receive regular payments, and, after the donor’s passing, the 

gift corpus goes to charity.  Some charitable trusts stipulate that the payments are 

passed onto heirs and can be used for charitable donations, thus allowing the next 

generation to participate (later) in the family’s philanthropy. 

Charitable trusts preserve wealth by minimizing taxes, usually benefiting charity on the 

back end.  Since tax revenues benefit communities, new thinking in social justice circles 

recommends paying taxes up front to benefit communities on the front end.  For 

example, if local counties had more tax revenue to provide affordable housing, the 

demand for rent assistance would be reduced, as well as homelessness.  

There is much to consider on the philanthropy front, so talk to your financial advisors 

and family members today.  And remember to focus on the north star of changing lives 

so you will activate your philanthropy sooner rather than later. 

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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