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Thank you for purchasing this book. SeriousGivers depends on donations and 

publication sales to continue its work. This book was written for SeriousGivers by 

Edward Long, JD, SeriousGivers’ founder and CEO.  Ed’s 40+ years of experience 

includes being a partner with a major Wall Street law firm, founding, managing 

and raising money for charities, and serving as a philanthropy educator and coach. 

This book is for your personal enjoyment. If you would like to share this book with others, 

please purchase an additional copy for each of them. If you are reading this book and did not 

purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use, please go to SeriousGivers.org/master and 

purchase your own copy. 
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Part 1: Where and How You Give Matters 

Individual donors and volunteers are crucial to charity and community success  

� More than 40 million households across the United States donate to charities, hoping to 

create a better world.  

� Individuals are by far the largest source of support for charities and their work — 

providing more than 80% of the donated dollars. Individuals donate more than $250 

billion to charities each year — together, we have a huge impact.  

� 64.3 million Americans volunteered almost 8 billion hours for local and national 

organizations in 2011. The value of their service was roughly $171 billion. 

VolunteeringinAmerica.gov.  

Charities vary greatly   

While many charities do strong work with the moneys entrusted to them, others lack focus or 

management and produce little impact.  

Who monitors charities? 

Private businesses and their activities, finances and impact are monitored by customers and 

investors.  

This is not the case with charities. Although most charities must register with the IRS and file 

annual information returns on Form 990, the IRS is not set up to monitor charities. It’s up to 

donors and volunteers to do the monitoring, to find and support strong charities doing solid 

work, and to avoid ineffective charities. 

Focusing on strong charities makes a difference  

By wisely directing their donated dollars and volunteer hours to top-notch charities, individual 

donors and volunteers boost the impact of their individual giving, raise the bar for all charities 

and enhance the public good. 

Part 2: Charity Performance and Impact 

The charity financial indicators coming up in Part 3 are part of an overall evaluation of a charity 

and its focus and performance. But they’re only a part. For example, a charity spending an 

apparently suitable percentage on programs, where the programs themselves accomplish little, 

is by no means a strong charity. 

Charity impact is key. Getting to know a charity’s impact takes digging. This is a big reason why 

we recommend that a donor focus on just two charities each year. Focusing on two charities 
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gives you a chance to get to know two charities well. A chance to learn more about its 

programs, and see whether the programs truly make a difference. And to see how the charity 

interacts with those it helps and with others focused on the same cause. See Exhibit A – 

Questions to Ask a Charity about Programs.  

Part 3: Charity Financial Indicators  

Percent spent on top program 

Why to calculate: To see whether the organization focuses its spending on work that the donor 

cares about. 

How to calculate: Find the amount spent on the organization’s highest spending program and 

the total amount spent, based on the organization’s latest Form 990. Then divide the amount 

spent on the highest spending program by the total amount spent, and multiply the result by 

100.  

An example: An organization reports spending $600,000 on its highest spending 

program while spending a total of $1,000,000. Dividing $600,000 by $1,000,000 

produces the decimal number 0.60, and multiplying that by 100 produces the result of 

60%. 

Percent spent on programs 

Why to calculate: To learn more about the organization’s focus and management approach. 

How to calculate: Find the amount total spent on programs and the total amount spent on all 

expense, based on the organization’s latest Form 990. Then divide the amount spent on 

programs by the total amount spent, and multiply the result by 100. 

An example: An organization reports spending $750,000 on programs while spending a 

total of $1,000,000. Dividing $750,000 by $1,000,000 produces the decimal number 

0.75, and multiplying that by 100 produces the result of 75%. 

In our view, 

� a percentage between 60% and 80% is appropriate (green zone), 

� a percentage above 80% or 

below 60% (but not below 

50%) might be reasonable in 

an organization’s specific 

circumstances, but should be 
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discussed directly with and satisfactorily explained by the organization’s management 

before a donation is made (yellow zone), and 

� a percentage below 50% (red zone) means the organization failed to meet our screening 

standard. 

At times we’re asked why a program spending percentage above 80% should be discussed with 

the organization. If an organization reports spending more than 80% on programs, that means 

it is spending less than 20% on administration and fundraising. While an organization might be 

proud of minimizing administrative and fundraising costs, we believe that well-run 

organizations must spend meaningful resources on administration and fundraising. So, we 

suggest donors investigate further to make sure that the organization is not (i) having 

administrative or fundraising costs paid from an outside source, (ii) under-spending on 

important parts of its operations or (iii) mis-categorizing administration or fundraising costs as 

program costs. 

Reserve ratio 

Why to calculate: To learn whether an organization’s financial reserves are smaller than 

needed, appropriate or greater than needed. An organization with minimal reserves may be in 

danger of failing, while an organization with very large reserves may not need your support. 

How to calculate: Find the amount of assets, liabilities and total amount spent, based on the 

organization’s latest Form 990. Then subtract the liabilities from the assets and divide the result 

by the total amount spent.  

An example: An organization reports $800,000 in assets, $50,000 in liabilities and 

$300,000 spent. Subtracting the $50,000 of liabilities from the $800,000 of assets 

produces a result of $750,000, and dividing that by $300,000 in spending produces a 

reserve ratio of 2.5. In effect, it has 2.5 years of spending needs covered by reserves. 

In our view, 

� a ratio between 0.5 and 2.0 is appropriate (green zone), 

� a ratio below 0.5 or above 

2.0 (but not above 5.0) 

might be reasonable in an 

organization’s specific 

circumstances, but should be discussed directly with and satisfactorily explained by the 

organization’s management before a donation is made (yellow zone), and 

� a ratio above 5.0 (red zone) means the organization failed to meet our screening 

standard. 
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Percent of spending on highest paid employee 

Why to calculate: To learn more about the organization’s focus and management approach. 

How to calculate: Find the amount of compensation received by the organization’s highest paid 

person and the total amount spent, based on the organization’s latest Form 990. Divide that 

amount of compensation by the total amount spent, and multiply the result by 100. 

An example: An organization reports paying $150,000 in compensation to its highest 

paid person while spending a total of $1,000,000. Dividing $150,000 by $1,000,000 

produces the decimal number 0.15, and multiplying that by 100 produces the result of 

15%. 

In our view, 

� a percentage of 5% or 

less is appropriate 

(green zone), and 

� a percentage above 5% 

might be reasonable in an organization’s specific circumstances, but should be discussed 

directly with and satisfactorily explained by the organization’s management before a 

donation is made (yellow zone). 

Note: If an organization reports that it spends nothing on its highest paid person — look further. 

Who manages the organization? Do they get paid? If so, who pays them? If not, does that mean 

the organization is totally volunteer-run? If it is totally volunteer-run, investigate its history and 

plan for continued operations. While volunteer-run organizations can do strong work, 

depending exclusively on volunteers might not be a viable long-term operations plan. 

Percent of spending on highest paid contractor 

Why to calculate: To learn more about the organization’s focus and management approach. 

How to calculate: Find the amount of compensation received by the organization’s highest paid 

contractor and the total amount spent, based on the organization’s latest Form 990. Divide that 

amount of compensation by the total amount spent, and multiply the result by 100.  

An example: An organization reports paying $200,000 in compensation to its highest 

paid contractor while spending a total of $1,000,000. Dividing $200,000 by $1,000,000 

produces the decimal number 0.20, and multiplying that by 100 produces the result of 

20%. 
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In our view, 

� a percentage of 5% or less is 

appropriate (green zone), and 

� a percentage above 5% might be reasonable in an organization’s specific circumstances, 

but should be discussed directly with and satisfactorily explained by the organization’s 

management before a donation is made (yellow zone). 

Part 4: Which Type of Charity Donor Are You?  

Are you a Rookie? Organized? Strategic? Master? Find your current place on the table. 

Types of Charity Donors 

Approach 

Rookie 

Donor 

Organized 

Donor 

Strategic 

Donor 

Master 

Donor 

You donate in response to requests Yes Yes Yes Yes 

You keep accurate donation records 
 

Yes Yes Yes 

You use a donation budget 
  

Yes Yes 

You focus on causes that matter to you 
  

Yes Yes 

You decline to give for specific reasons you know   Yes Yes 

You investigate each charity before giving 
  

Yes Yes 

You get directly involved with charities 
   

Yes 

You work to be a change-maker 
   

Yes 

Which type of charity donor do you want to be? 
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Part 5: The 12 Steps 

This book lays out 12 steps to help you do good better. Take any of the 12 steps and you’ll 

increase the impact of your giving. 

The mission of the 12 Steps 

The steps are all intended to help you make the most effective use of your time and money in 

finding and supporting strong charities.  

Follow Step #1 through Step #8 consistently and you’ll be a solid Strategic Donor 

who  

• Quickly checks whether a group is a charity or a fake. 

• Knows the causes you care about supporting. 

• Has a budget for cause-focused giving, and one for social giving. 

• Has a record of your giving. 

• Can confidently and quickly respond to donation requests. 

Add and follow Step #9 through Step #12 consistently and you’ll be a Master Donor 

who 

• Directs your giving to strong charities focused on causes that matter most to you. 

• Gets to know any charity you support, and sees first-hand whether the charity makes 

solid use of the dollars entrusted to it. 

• Can be a change-maker and help charities improve their impact.  

• Creates your charitable estate giving plan and legacy. 
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BECOME A STRATEGIC DONOR – FOLLOW STEP #1 THROUGH STEP #8 

Step #1: Check any group’s identity and tax status before you donate 

Before you donate dollars or hours to any group, make sure it is an IRS-

recognized charity or nonprofit. Not every group that looks, sounds or feels like a 

charity is truly a charity. Scam "charities" often adopt names similar to legitimate 

charities, siphoning off dollars needed for good works. Scam “charities” do 

double damage – they steal from you, and they steal from those you want to 

help. 

The fastest way to check a group’s identity and tax status is to get and check the group’s EIN 

(employer identification number). For more about EINs see SeriousGivers.org/EIN. 

An EIN is typically a nine-digit number, shown like 12-3456789. A few charities have EINs with 

eight or fewer digits (normally shown with a leading zero like 01-

2345678). 

� Every nonprofit has an EIN, which it obtains by applying 

to the IRS.  

� EINs are like charity license plate numbers, intended to be 

public unlike individual Social Security Numbers.  

Even among IRS-recognized nonprofits, organization names can be confusingly similar.  

� We searched for “habitat for humanity” and found 1,564 nonprofits. 

� Searched for “boy” and found 3,769, while and “girl” produced 4,106. 

� Then we searched for "veteran" and found 15,915! 

But no two charities have the same EIN. EINs are the key to checking charity identity.  

 

Use CharityCheck101.org to check any group asking you to donate 

dollars or hours. If it’s not in the CharityCheck directory (or a 

church or governmental unit), it’s NOT a charity or nonprofit. 
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Step #2: Recognize that charities vary greatly.  

All charities are not above average (unlike the children at Lake Wobegon
1). 

While many charities do strong work with the moneys entrusted to them, 

others do not. We encourage you to find and support the strongest charities 

that work on the causes you care most about. 

� CharityNavigator.org provides "star" ratings (4 to 0 stars) on about 6,450 large charities. 

At July 29, 2013, 

o 28.7% receive 4-star (Exceptional) ratings. 

o 46.5% receive 3-star (Good) ratings. 

o 24.7% receive 0, 1 or 2 star (Exceptionally Poor, Poor and Needs Improvement, 

respectively) ratings. We call these charities "clunkers." 

� CharityWatch.org provides letter grades ("A" to "F") on about 575 large charities. In its 

May/June 2013 Charity Rating Guide, 

o 36.6% receive “A” (Excellent) ratings. 

o 22.2% receive “B” (Good) ratings. 

o 13.9% receive “C” (Satisfactory) ratings. 

o 27.4% receive “F” or “D” (Poor or Unsatisfactory, respectively) ratings. They’re 

also “clunkers” in our view. 

Angels vs. Vampires 

At the Charity of the Day page [SeriousGivers.org/cotd] we label highly-regarded charities as 

Angels. Many others we call Vampires – they’re among the worst of the clunkers. 

 

  

                                                      
1
 With thanks to Garrison Keillor and his monologues about Lake Wobegon, “where all the women are strong, all 

the men are good-looking, and all the children are above average.” 
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Step #3: Know the charity and IRS basics.  

What’s a “Charity”?  

For us (and most others) a charity is a nonprofit that qualifies under Section 

501(c)(3) and is also a public charity (vs. a private foundation). You can claim a 

charitable deduction for a donation to any such charity. 

About Nonprofits 

The number of IRS-recognized nonprofits is numbing. 1,427,584 organizations were recognized 

as nonprofit by the IRS as of July 13, 2013.  

� "Nonprofit" means exempt from taxes. All nonprofits operate without paying income 

taxes to Uncle Sam on their main activities. 

� There are 34 different Internal Revenue Code (IRC) nonprofit categories. Classification is 

based on the function or mission of the organization. 

Claiming a charitable deduction 

Donating to a nonprofit does NOT mean you can claim a charitable contribution deduction. 

To qualify to receive deductible charitable contributions, an organization must be a church or 

a government agency, or be registered with the IRS in a deductible category (see table below). 

It must also file annual Form 990 information returns with the IRS. 

o Churches and government agencies do not need to register with the IRS. Nor do they 

need to file annual information returns. Some do register and file information returns. 

For 22 of the 34 IRC nonprofit categories (representing more than 21% of all nonprofits), there 

is no charitable contribution deduction.
2
  

IRC Nonprofit Categories 

IRC 

Section 

% of all 

nonprofits 

Function or mission Can 

donation be 

deducted? 

501(c)(3) 71.3% Religious, educational, 

charitable, scientific, 

literary, public safety, 

amateur sports, prevention 

of cruelty to children or 

animals. 

Yes 

                                                      
2
 IRS Publication 557 lays this out in great detail on pages 72 and 73. The percentages are based on data from the 

National Center for Charitable Statistics for the year 2009. 
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IRC Nonprofit Categories 

501(c)(4) 7.1% Civic leagues, social welfare 

organizations. 

No 

501(c)(8) 4.9% Fraternal benefit societies If donation is 

for certain 

501(c)(3) 

purposes 

501(c)(6) 4.6% Business leagues, chambers 

of commerce 

No 

501(c)(5) 3.6% Labor, agricultural, 

horticultural organizations 

No 

501(c)(7) 3.6% Social and recreational 

clubs 

No 

501(c)(19) 2.2% Post or organization of 

armed forces veterans 

No 

Various 2.7% All others Maybe 

Public charity vs. private foundation.  

The IRC also makes a distinction within the Section 501(c)(3) category — public charities vs. 

private foundations. The distinction is based on where the organization’s financial support 

comes from (public charity support comes from a broad base, private 

foundation support typically comes from a small group of large donors). 

Form 990 

Nonprofits are required to file annual information returns on Form 990. 

For groups that are not private foundations, there are three different 

versions in the Form 990 series, 

o Form 990 is the most lengthy and complex return. It’s required for nonprofits with gross 

receipts of $200,000 or more, or total assets of $500,000 or more.  

o Form 990-EZ is a shorter, simpler return than Form 990. It’s for nonprofits with gross 

receipts $200,000 or less, and total assets less than $500,000. These nonprofits can 

instead file Form 990.  

o Form 990-N (the “e-Postcard”) is a very simplified return. It’s required for nonprofits 

with receipts normally $50,000 or less. These nonprofits can instead file Form 990 or 

990-EZ. 

Proof required for your charitable contribution deductions.  

Depending on the size of your donation, you’ll need different forms of written proof to back up 

a charitable contribution deduction. Here’s a summary of the rules that apply to donations of 

money – 
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� You can’t claim a deduction unless you have a record of the contribution in the form of 

either a bank record (such as a cancelled check) or a written communication from the 

charity (such as a receipt or letter) showing the name of the charity, the date of the 

contribution, and the amount of the contribution. 

� For any single contribution of $250 or more you can’t claim a deduction unless you obtain a 

contemporaneous
3
 written acknowledgment of the contribution from the charity. The 

acknowledgment should contain the name of the charity and the amount of the 

contribution, plus a statement that no goods or services were provided by the charity in 

return for the contribution if that was the case (or a description and good faith estimate of 

the value of goods or services that the charity provided in return for the contribution).  

o In the case of religion-related donations, it must also contain a statement that any 

goods or services that the organization provided in return for the contribution 

consisted entirely of intangible religious benefits, if that was the case. 

� The charity is required to provide a written disclosure to you if you receive goods or services 

in exchange for a single payment in excess of $75. 

See IRS Publication 1771 – Charitable Contributions–Substantiation and Disclosure 

Requirements for the details.  Additional rules apply to the donation of assets other than 

money. 

Deductions for Volunteers 

You may be able to deduct amounts you spend volunteering for an organization that’s eligible 

to receive tax-deductible contributions.  

The basic test: The amounts must be unreimbursed, and directly connected with the services 

you gave, and incurred only because of the services you gave, and not personal, living or family 

expenses. 

If you use your car in providing services that pass the basic test you can deduct 14 cents per 

mile to and from the organization’s location, or actual variable costs related to that mileage. 

You can also deduct tolls and parking. 

See SeriousGivers.org/volunteer. Be sure to keep good records — you need to be able to show 

the basis for your deduction. 

Tax-free donations from IRAs 

During 2013, the IRC allows persons age 70 ½ or older to donate tax-free to charity directly 

from their IRAs. See Exhibit D – Tax-Free Donations from IRAs.  

                                                      
3
 Obtained by the donor no later than the date the donor files the return for the year the contribution is made.  
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Appraisals 

If you donate other than cash or marketable securities, you’ll need to obtain a professional 

appraisal to claim a charitable deduction for $5,000 or more.   

Adjusted Gross Income (AGI) percentage limits.  

The IRC limits the amount you can deduct based on a percentage of your AGI. The limits depend 

on the nature of the charity and the type of assets being donated. There is no limit if your total 

contributions for the year are 20% or less of your AGI. If the percentage limits keep you for 

deducting your full contribution, you may be able to carry forward the deduction to the next 

year(s).  

More help from the IRS 

IRS Publication 526 – Charitable Contributions provides extensive information on charitable 

deduction matters. 

Step #4: Keep track of your giving.  

Create a giving inventory. 

Keeping an inventory of your giving is a great way to focus and monitor your 

donations. See the next page for a blank inventory form. Your giving inventory will 

show you: 

� When you gave. 

� How much you gave. 

� Which charities you gave to. 

� Each charity's cause, issue or mission. 

� What geographic area(s) they serve. 

� What triggered the donation. 

� Who asked for the donation. 

Your inventory can also be a great help at income tax time. 

Keep your charity receipts and acknowledgments with your inventory. Always include the 

organization's EIN (see Step #1). 

For more complete results, include your donations from the past year. 

Look for donations shown in your checkbook, credit card statements and income tax return. 

Review your results regularly. 

Are you giving to causes you care about? Are you responding to triggers that surprise you? 

Have you been focusing on the geographic area(s) you want?  
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My Giving Inventory 

Donation 

Date 

Donation 

Amount 

Organization 

Name EIN 

Cause, 

issue or 

mission 

Area 

Served 

(a) 

Donation 

Trigger 

(b) 

Who 

Asked 

(c) Other Information 

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

Notes: 

(a) Local; Regional; National; International 

(b) In-person request; Mail; Email; Telephone; other: (describe) 

(c) Family member; Friend; Business colleague; the Charity; other: (describe) 
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Step #5: Give to fewer charities.  

When you give to fewer charities, your giving can have more impact and your 

research can be more thorough. 

More of your dollars can go to charity programs. 

Let's say your giving budget is $200, and you give $25 to each of eight charities. If 

the average charity spends just $10 to process a gift it receives, $80 of the $200 you give goes 

to processing costs. 

Give the same $200, but instead give $100 to each of two charities. Only $20 goes to processing 

costs. So 50% more of your donated dollars become available for charity programs. 

 Give $25 to Eight Give $100 to Two 

Amount you give $200 $200 

Minus processing costs ($80) ($20) 

Available for programs $120 $180 

 

You can research more deeply. 

Let's say you'd normally spend 30 minutes screening a charity. Screen eight charities, and you'll 

spend four hours. 

Spend the same four hours but focus on two to four charities. You can research more deeply, 

and get to know each charity better. 

 Screen Eight Research Two Research Four 

Total time 4 hours 4 hours 4 hours 

Time for each charity 30 minutes 2 hours 1 hour 

 

 

 

Skip the plastic for bigger donations. 

Credit card charges are typically borne by the receiving 

charity, and the bigger the donation the bigger the credit 

card charge. When possible, send a check or use your online 

banking system for bigger donations. 
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Step #6: Budget your charitable giving annually.  

Budgets bring big benefits.  

Setting a charitable giving budget makes you think about what portion of your 

current income and/or net worth you are comfortable donating to charity. We’ve 

included several copies of a simple budget template on the next page. 

� If you already have a budget for your overall spending, be sure to specify a portion for 

giving to charity. 

� Charitable giving budgets help families communicate, and set and meet expectations. 

� Having the budget also lets you respond to unwanted requests by truthfully saying 

something like: "Sorry, I'm not in a position to donate to this – it's just not in my 

[family's] donation budget." 

Consider budgeting dollars for "social" giving. 

Giving to a charity supported by a friend or colleague – even if the charity isn’t working on a 

cause that matters to you – is often a part of being social. 

� Consider allocating a portion of your budget (for example, 5% or 20%) to social giving. 

The remainder is for causes and charities you are focused on. 

� Even though it’s social, check any organization’s identity and tax status before you 

donate (Step #1). 

Who should decide the budget amounts? 

That depends on your situation. If spending decisions for you involve joint decision-making with 

a spouse or partner or children, the same approach could make sense for the giving budget. 

About giving from net worth. 

Many donors plan to hold onto their net worth (assets minus debts) until they no longer need it 

for living expenses, and do not donate from net worth during their lifetimes. Others are 

comfortable that their net worth is large enough to handle living expenses and also allow for 

current giving to charity from assets.  

Allocate budget amounts and decisions. 

Allocate portions of the budget among those who participate in setting the budget amount.  

o Consider allocating a portion of the budget to one or more of your children or 

grandchildren – for them to decide alone, or with you, or as a group. This is a great 

chance to get children and grandchildren involved in philanthropy. 

Keep track of donations vs. your budget. 

Don’t forget to keep track with your giving inventory (Step #4). 
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Charitable Giving Budget Template 

 

Lifetime Giving Budget for calendar year 20___ 

Source Amount 

Portion for 

Cause-Focused Social 

Current Income    

Net Worth    

Total    

 

Lifetime Giving Budget for calendar year 20___ 

Source Amount 

Portion for 

Cause-Focused Social 

Current Income    

Net Worth    

Total    

 

Lifetime Giving Budget for calendar year 20___ 

Source Amount 

Portion for 

Cause-Focused Social 

Current Income    

Net Worth    

Total    

 

Lifetime Giving Budget for calendar year 20___ 

Source Amount 

Portion for 

Cause-Focused Social 

Current Income    

Net Worth    

Total    
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Step #7: Use the free charity research websites.  

The free charity research websites provide a wealth of information. They’ll help 

you track down individual charities and review their operations and finances. You 

can check charity missions, programs, spending, assets, liabilities, staff and board, 

and much more. 

The websites vary as to coverage and focus, as shown below. 

 

Free Charity Research Websites  

  Site URL Coverage Focus User Registration 

A CharityCheck101.org 
1.4 million+ 

nonprofits 

Check identity and 

tax status 
None required 

B CharityNavigator.org 

6,450 

reviews; 1.4 

million+ 

nonprofits  

Reviews and ratings 

Optional registration 

gets you deeper 

access 

C CharityWatch.org 580 reviews Reviews and ratings 

None required; 

Donate $40 and get 

expanded reports 

D GreatNonprofits.org 
1.4 million+ 

nonprofits 

Donor, volunteer 

and user reviews 

Optional registration 

allows you to post 

reviews  

E Guidestar.org 
1.4 million+ 

nonprofits 
Data 

Optional registration 

gets you deeper 

access 

F nccsdataweb.urban.org 
1.4 million+ 

nonprofits 

Data; Charity 

classification codes 

(see Exhibit C) 

Optional registration 

gets you deeper 

access 

G SeriousGivers.org 
300,000 

charities 

Data; Financial 

indicators 
None required 
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Step #8: Figure out which causes you care most about.  

It's personal.  

From aging to zebra preservation, the causes each of us cares about are uniquely 

personal, based on our life experiences and views of the world. 

Pause and think – what are you passionate about? 

Think about what makes you angry, sad, happy or fearful for the future. These can be strong 

indicators of issues and concerns you care about. 

Use our free "starter list." 

To help you with your thinking, the next page provides a "starter list" of issue areas and 

concerns.  Here’s a portion,

 

Location, location, location. 

What’s the geographic scope you wish to pursue? Are you looking to improve the situation in 

your local community? Across the country? Around the world? In a particular foreign location? 

You might conclude that you want to pursue a combination of efforts – for example, both local 

and international. Rank your geographic priorities in this table, 

Area Describe Priority (#1 is highest) 

Local community   

Local region   

Country-wide   

World-wide   

Foreign location   

Other:   

Other:   

Give where your passion is. 

Direct your cause-focused giving to charities working on issues and concerns you care about, in 

your priority location(s). 
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Starter List: Things I Care About 

Following are words or phrases that describe issue areas and concerns that you might care 

about as a donor. The listing is only for inspiration. You might never have donated time or 

money to these areas of interest before; this is simply to give you the chance to recognize what 

has meaning for you among things you could give to.  

Put check marks next to those that have the most meaning for you. Then go through the list 

again and circle your top three checked items. 

□ Aging 

□ Animals and species 

preservation 

□ Anti-Racism 

□ Anti-Semitism 

□ Arts and art institutions 

□ Biodiversity 

□ Boys 

□ Business development 

□ Catholic charities  

□ Children or child care 

□ Civil rights 

□ Coexistence 

□ Community gardens 

□ Computer literacy 

□ Corporate responsibility 

□ Cultural heritage 

□ Death and dying  

□ Demilitarization 

□ Disability rights 

□ Disaster relief 

□ Domestic violence 

□ Drug and alcohol abuse 

□ Economic justice 

□ Education 

□ Elder care 

□ Electoral reform 

□ Employment training and 

job creation 

□ Environment or 

environmental justice 

□ Faith-Based community 

service 

□ Gay, lesbian, bisexual or 

transgendered rights 

□ Girls 

□ Global climate change 

□ Gun control 

□ Health care and 

prevention 

□ HIV and AIDS 

□ Homelessness and housing 

□ Homophobia 

□ Human rights 

□ Immigrant and refugee 

rights and services 

□ International development 

□ Islamic causes 

□ Jewish causes 

□ Legal aid and services 

□ Libraries 

□ Literacy 

□ Media 

□ Medical research 

□ Native and indigenous 

peoples’ rights 

□ Nutrition and hygiene 

□ Parks and land 

preservation 

□ Peace or conflict 

resolution 

□ Philanthropy and 

volunteerism 

□ Poverty solutions 

□ Prison reform 

□ Public policy or advocacy 

□ Religion 

□ Reproductive rights 

□ Science and technology 

□ Seniors 

□ Spiritual development 

□ Sports and recreation 

□ Sustainability and 

sustainable development 

□ Women’s leadership and 

civil liberties 

□ Youth development 

□ _________________ 

□ _________________ 

□ _________________ 

□ _________________ 

Reprinted from Inspired Philanthropy, by Tracy Gary, with permission – inspiredlegacies.org. 
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BECOME A MASTER DONOR – FOLLOW STEP #9 THROUGH STEP #12 

Step #9: Define your charity bulls-eye.  

There are likely many charities that focus their efforts on each cause that matters to 

you. See Exhibit C – How to Find Charities Doing Similar Work for information on 

how to find charities based on cause description. 

You must narrow the scope of your search before you compare 

individual charities. To do that, define your charity bulls-eye. 

Define your charity bulls-eye by making two lists of criteria. The criteria are 

totally up to you. 

� The first list of criteria shows things any charity must have before you will consider it 

further.  

o For example, you might require the charity to apply more than 60% of total 

spending to your top cause. If a charity applies 45% of spending to your cause, it 

falls outside your charity bulls-eye. 

� The second list shows things a charity must NOT have if you are going to consider it 

further.  

o For example, you might specify that a charity must not pay its highest paid 

employee more than 10% of its total spending. A charity that pays an employee 

15% of its spending falls outside your charity bulls-eye. 

Once you have your two lists, start checking charities against just one of your criteria. Any that 

fail that first check are removed from consideration. Then check your now-smaller list against 

another criterion. And so on, until you have a group that meets all of your criteria. The speed 

comes from that fact that you immediately remove from further consideration any charity that 

either, 

o Lacks any criterion from you must have list or 

o Has any criterion from your must NOT have list. 

The sample list on the next page contains a few examples of criteria. It’s followed by a blank 

list. 
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Must and Must NOT List – Sample 

Category Charity Candidates 

 A B C D E F G H 

Charity Must  

Be a 501(c)(3) public charity         

Have filed IRS information for 20__ or later         

Use ___% or more of total spending for my top cause         

Provide programs in my top geographic area(s)         

Have a clearly defined mission and supporting goals         

Have a clear plan for meeting its mission and goals         

Program spending % must be between ___% and ___%.         

Reserve ratio must be between ___ and ___.         

Respond readily and openly to my requests for information.         

Have a working program to protect donor privacy         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

Charity Must NOT  

Have recent negative publicity.         

Pay highest paid contractor > __% of total spending.         

Pay highest paid employee > __% of total spending.         

Sell or exchange donor information         
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Must and Must NOT List  

Category Charity Candidates 

 A B C D E F G H 

Charity Must  

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

Charity Must NOT  
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Step #10: Select and connect with your top two charities.  

Create a “short list” of charities.  

Create another list of five to ten charities that are within your charity bulls-eye 

(Step #9). 

Select your top two candidates.  

Compare the charities from the short list, then select your top two candidates. 

Allocate 50% of your cause-focused budget to each. 

Your social budget allocation remains intact. See Step #6 for the difference between cause-

focused and social allocations. 

Connect with each top candidate (either by telephone or in person).  

You can do A through C below without identifying yourself. 

A. Visit or give each a call and tell them you are thinking of making a donation. Ask them to 

connect you with whoever you should talk to about it – see how they respond. 

B. When you connect with that person, tell them you are considering a donation in the 

actual amount you are considering, and ask what the organization would do with that 

donation – see how they respond. 

C. If you don't like everything you hear – drop that candidate go back to your short list and 

select a new candidate to connect with. 

D. If you like everything you hear, move forward and make the donation. 

E. Repeat the process until you have selected, connected with and donated to this year's 

top two charities. 

Get to know each charity better during the next twelve months. 

Talk with the charity. Learn more about its programs. If possible, visit one or more locations 

where it provides services. Take 12 months to connect deeply. 

� See Exhibit A –  Questions to Ask a Charity about Programs 
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Step #11: For five years, replace at least one charity each year.  

Examine the results from the most recent twelve months. 

When you followed Step #10 for your first year, you donated, connected with and 

got to know two charities. What are the results? Are you positive about both, 

neither, or just one? 

Sharpen your skills, know more charities.  

By focusing on just two charities at a time, you sharpen your skills and learn much more about 

what you care about and how those charities respond.  

But, let’s face it – after one year you’ve connected deeply with only two charities. Two charities 

is a small sample. The two might be the two best organizations working on the cause you care 

most about – but that’s unlikely.  

Until you’ve connected in a focused way with several charities, you have little basis to contrast 

and compare charities. 

Replace at least one charity each year, for at least five years. 

Even if you are quite pleased with both of last year’s selections, you need to connect with new 

charities.  

� Replace at least one of last year’s charities with a new top charity. Follow the Step #10 

process. Then go forth and connect with the new charity.  

� Do the replacement process each year for at least five years. At the end of five years, 

you’ll have connected deeply with six or more charities.  

� After five years, if you have found two excellent charities doing work that matters to 

you, keep your focus on them for the long term.  

o You will have done much to prepare yourself for Step #12 and the legacy you can 

create through charitable estate giving. 

� If you haven’t found two excellent charities, keep replacing and learning about new 

ones. 

Mid-year changes. 

If you find during the twelve months that a charity doesn’t meet your expectations, and feel it’s 

not worth your continued efforts, drop the charity. You can then focus 100% of your energy on 

the other charity you chose. Or you can select a new charity and get a head start on the next 

year. 
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Step #12: Budget and allocate your charitable estate giving. 

Even after you’re gone, you can continue your financial support for charities doing 

strong work on causes that matter to you. You do that by including charities in your 

estate planning.  

Decide on your estate giving budget.  

This can be as simple as thinking through and writing down something like “At my death, I will 

give $___________  or _____% of my net worth to charities.” There's no need for a social giving 

component in your estate giving. 

Select any number of your top charities from your annual giving. 

There’s no need to limit yourself to just one or two charities. Just make sure you are giving to 

charities that have been top charities for you and continue to perform well. 

Make percentage allocations among your selected charities.  

If you select two or more, there's no need for the percentages to be equal, but they must add 

up to 100% of your charitable estate giving budget. 

Be sure your estate planning documents reflect your choices. 

Work with your estate planning advisor. See Exhibit B for thoughts about selecting an estate 

planning attorney. 

Review and adjust as needed, based on your ongoing experience with your top charities.  

Update your estate planning documents as needed. 

Leaving a gift to a charity does not have to be complicated. See Smart and Easy Ways to Leave 

a Gift to Charity (see Exhibit E – Internet Resources). 

 

Thank you for reading this book. Because you’ve done that, I know these things about you:  

o You give, you care, you want to make the world better.  

o You want the dollars you give and the volunteer hours you spend to be used wisely 

and well by a strong charity focused on what matters to you.  

When you take any of the 12 Steps you help turn those wants into realities. When you apply 

them all consistently, you will change both the world and yourself.  

I wish you a life filled with the joy of knowing you are making a better world.  

– Ed Long,  August 2013 
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Exhibit A – Questions to Ask a Charity about Programs 

Ask a charity to answer these questions. The answers will tell you 

much more about its programs, spending and focus than its name 

and mission statement. 

1. What is the number one problem you (charity) are trying 

to solve? 

2. How will things be different when the problem has been 

solved? 

3. What programs are you using to solve the problem? 

4. What is your most important program? 

5. How much of your total program spending goes to the most important program? 

6. How do you measure the results of your programs? 

7. What do the measurement results tell you about your program results? 

Bonus questions  

If the charity’s answers tell you its mission and programs are a fit for you, start a discussion 

of how it fits in with other organizations working on the issue. Strong charities collaborate and 

avoid duplication of efforts. Ask additional questions like these: 

o Which other organizations also working to solve the problem? 

o How does your work fit with and differ from those organizations? 

o Do you collaborate with any of them? If so, how? If not, why not? 
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Exhibit B – How to Select an Estate Planning Attorney 

When seeking an estate planning attorney, look for the “3 Cs” (Capability, Cost, Compatibility). 

Actually, the “3 Cs” work when dealing with all types of advisors (estate planning or otherwise). 

Capability  

Does the attorney have the training, skills and experience to handle the work? Look for an 

estate planning or elder law attorney who spends 80% or more of his or her time working on 

estate planning and related matters.  

o Stay away from the “general practice” attorney (in my view it’s impossible to keep up 

with multiple areas of the law and do it well).  

o The best references are to families where the client helped has since died. If the 

attorney did a good job, things should have run smoothly after the client died. 

Cost  

Are the attorney’s charges clear, understood and acceptable to you? It’s O.K. to shop around. 

Look for a fixed charge, or a maximum — avoiding hourly fees whenever you can. Be sure to 

have a written contract for services that spells out your deal with the attorney. 

Compatibility  

Choose one you connect and feel comfortable with, and who listens to you. You need to be able 

to share private information. There are many attorneys, with different personal styles — with 

some you’ll be comfortable, with others you won’t. 
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Exhibit C – How to Find Charities Doing Similar Work 

Once you’ve decided on a cause you want to focus on, how do you find charities that are 

working on that cause? It’s time to enter the helpful but unfamiliar world of NTEE codes. 

What are NTEE codes? 

NTEE-CC (we've shortened it to "NTEE") codes are part of the charity classification system (or 

taxonomy) developed by the National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS) and the IRS.  

o The system divides nonprofit organizations into 26 major groups. We’ve shown them at 

the end of this Exhibit.  

o A typical code consists of a letter and a two-digit number (a few consist of a letter, a 

one-digit number and another letter).  

o Each three-character code is tied to a broadly-described category. A few are shown 

below. Taking the "A62" code as an example, the "A" signifies the major group (Arts, 

Culture & Humanities) while the "62" provides more specific category definition 

(Dance). 

Code Description 

A62 Dance 

A6C Bands & Ensembles 

G60 Allergy-Related Diseases 

I31 Half-Way Houses for Offenders & Ex-Offenders 

N71 Olympics 

V32 Women's Studies 

How do NTEE codes help?  

NTEE codes can tell you a nonprofit’s focus. They’re assigned codes on nonprofit’s stated 

purpose or major activities. 

Once you find the NTEE code for a cause, you can find charities that work on that cause.  

Two good ways to find an NTEE code for a cause 

NCCS maintains an online search engine where you can enter one or more keywords and 

produce a list of NTEE codes related to them. The NCCS search engine (we’ve shown a snip 

below) is pretty Spartan looking, but we find it effective. 

Here’s a link to the search engine, nccsdataweb.urban.org/PubApps/nteeSearch.php 
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An NCCS Example: Researching “cancer research” –  

1. I entered “cancer research” in the Search field (without the quotes), clicked the Search 

button, and received a results page with one NTEE code plus a description: H30, Cancer 

Research. 

o To help refine things further, the results pages give a link to largest nonprofits 

with the code classification. 

2. If I had been less specific and entered “cancer” in the Search field (without the quotes), I 

would have received a results page with six NTEE codes and descriptions.  

GuideStar.org provides data pages on individual nonprofits. Each data page typically includes 

the nonprofit’s NTEE code or codes. If you 

know a charity already working on a cause, 

go to its GuideStar.org listing and find its 

NTEE code(s). 

A GuideStar.org Example: Researching 

“cancer research” –  

1. I’d heard of the Breast Cancer 

Research Foundation, a group that I 

believed was involved with cancer 

research. I went to that organization’s page at GuideStar.org, using its EIN (13-3727250) 

in the search box. 

2. Its search results page showed me three NTEE codes: H30, Cancer Research; H12, Fund 

Raising and/or Fund Distribution; and G30, Cancer  

How to use an NTEE code to find charities 

Once you have an NTEE code, you can use the code to search for nonprofits who have been 
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assigned that code. Go back to NCCS and use its main search page, where entering an NTEE 

code will bring you a list of nonprofits assigned that code. 

Here’s a link to the NCCS main search page: nccsweb.urban.org/PubApps/search.php 

An Example: Following on from my “cancer research” examples above, I decided to 

search for groups with the H30 code. I went back to NCCS, and used its main search 

page. I entered “H30” (without the quotes” in the “NTEE code” box, clicked Submit, and 

received a list of 100 nonprofits. 

The 26 NTEE Major Code Groups 

Letter Major Group Description 

A Arts, Culture & Humanities 

B Education 

C Environment 

D Animal-Related 

E Health Care 

F Mental Health & Crisis Intervention 

G Diseases, Disorders & Medical Disciplines 

H Medical Research 

I Crime & Legal-Related 

J Employment 

K Food, Agriculture & Nutrition 

L Housing & Shelter 

M Public Safety, Disaster Preparedness & Relief 

N Recreation & Sports 

O Youth Development 

P Human Services 

Q International, Foreign Affairs & National Security 

R Civil Rights, Social Action & Advocacy 

S Community Improvement & Capacity Building 

T Philanthropy, Voluntarism & Grantmaking Foundations 

U Science & Technology 

V Social Science 

W Public & Societal Benefit 

X Religion-Related 

Y Mutual & Membership Benefit 

Z Unknown 
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Exhibit D – Tax-Free Donations from IRAs 

If you are 70½ or older you can donate tax-free from your IRA directly to organizations that 

are eligible to receive tax-deductible charitable donations  

This special IRA donation rule allows you to give up to $100,000 in 2013. We 

call this the “Grin and Give Rule.” 

Normally, when you take money out of your IRA, that money is taxable income 

to you. That’s fine, you say, you’ll just turn around and spend the money on 

your mortgage or give it to a charity — and get an offsetting deduction. But you might not get 

all or part of that deduction if, for example, you use the standard deduction or you itemize and 

your deductions get caught up in the phase-out rules. 

Under the Grin and Give Rule, the money taken from the IRA is not taxable income to you. And 

you don’t have to worry about whether you use the standard deduction, itemize or face other 

deduction limits. Actually, if you were going to make a charitable deduction anyway, using the 

Grin and Give Rule could help you protect your other itemized deductions, and even save taxes 

on your social security. And, of course, the charity doesn’t have to pay any tax either. 

In other words, turning your IRA distribution into a direct donation makes your IRA distribution 

tax-free! 

More  

o The Rule is now scheduled to expire at the end of 2013. 

o The gift must be made directly from your IRA trustee to the charity.  

o Be sure to obtain a written acknowledgment from the charity to substantiate your 

donation. 

o The Rule applies to many charities, but not all. Double-check first with the charity. 

o This is a Federal income tax law; check whether your state’s income tax laws have been 

conformed to include the Rule.  

o Consult your tax advisor.  
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Exhibit E – Internet Resources 

� CharityCheck101.org – free directory of IRS-recognized nonprofits 

� IRS Publication 526 – Charitable Contributions
4
 

� IRS Publication 557 – Tax Exempt Status for Your Organization
4
 

� IRS Publication 1771 – Charitable Contributions–Substantiation and Disclosure 

Requirements
4
  

� SeriousGivers.org/legacy – Smart and Easy Ways to Leave a Gift to Charity 

� SeriousGivers.org/free – free publications including additional copies of 

o Your Giving Inventory 

o The Starter List 

o The Must Have / Must NOT Have template 

� VolunteeringinAmerica.gov provides statistics and more information on volunteering. 

 

Join the discussion 

See what others have to say, and share your experiences and thoughts, about being a charity 

donor or volunteer, and about the 12 Steps at SeriousGivers.org/master 

 

                                                      
4
 Available at irs.gov – enter the “publication” plus the publication number in the search box. 


