
"How do I give to charity?"

Let us count the ways!
The options in charitable giving offer something for everyone.  Tools of giving come in all shapes and sizes, ranging from quick and easy one-step solutions to more complex fancy planning.  It is always best to seek professional advice before making any charitable gift, but see how easy giving can be . . .

#1  Write a check.    Making a cash contribution, often on annual basis, certainly is an old favorite when it comes to charitable giving.  Whether the gift is $25 or $25,000, in cash, stock, or other property, charitable and religious organizations are grateful for the opportunity to put the money to good use right away.  Current gifts are usually income tax deductible to the donor.  The downside, though, is that current gifts are limited by donors’ budgets, quite understandably.  And the organization sure misses the donor’s annual cash gifts when the donor dies.  

Many supporters of charitable and religious organizations would like to give more money if they could afford it, and also would like the charity to benefit even after their deaths.  What can these donors do?  They can leave a legacy by making a "planned gift" in addition to their current contributions.  Making a planned gift means arranging now for a gift to charity following your death.

#2  Add a POD or TOD designation.  As desirable as it is to have an estate plan that includes at least a will, you can leave a legacy without one.  Kansas and Missouri laws permit you to add a pay on death ("POD") designation or a transfer on death ("TOD") designation to a bank account or security, naming a beneficiary to receive the asset following your death.  POD and TOD designations are commonly used to pass assets to family members, avoiding probate at death.  A charity can be a beneficiary, too, either the sole beneficiary or one of several.  To leave a legacy with a POD or TOD designation on a bank account, for example, all you need to do is go to the bank and fill out a new signature card.

#3  Leverage your life insurance policy.  It is easy to call your life insurance company and request a change of beneficiary form.  You can name a charity as beneficiary of all or part of the policy proceeds following your death.  A good way to incorporate current giving with income tax benefits is to give the life insurance policy itself to the charity, as well as naming the charity as the beneficiary.  Your payment of the premium each year will be an annual gift to charity, eligible for the income tax deduction.

#4  Use your retirement plan.  By filling out a simple change of beneficiary form, you can name a charity as the beneficiary of your tax-deferred IRA or 401(k) retirement plan.  Don’t worry - the money is still yours to live on following retirement.  By naming charity as the beneficiary, you are giving charity only whatever is left at the time of your death--the money you don’t need during your lifetime.  Remember that proceeds from these plans usually are subject to income tax when distributed to individuals, but not when distributed to a charity because a charity is tax-exempt.  This is a great way to maximize a charitable gift because the charity ends up getting a lot more out of the retirement plan than an individual beneficiary would have received after the tax hit.   

#5  Include a charitable bequest in your will.  Don’t forget about charity when you make a will.  Work with your lawyer to include a charitable bequest in your will (or revocable living trust if you have one).  Your bequest can be an outright gift of money or property, a gift of a percentage of your estate, a gift of the rest of your estate after gifts to your family, or a "contingency" gift of your estate to charity only if your family doesn’t survive you.  

#6  Establish your own charitable fund.  Talk to your banker or investment advisor about setting up a special savings or investment account earmarked for charity.  A separate account might inspire you to save throughout the year for your annual charitable gifts, which you can make out of the special account.  You can also specify, with a TOD designation or a bequest in your will, that the account pass to charity following your death, leaving your own special legacy.  Your local community foundation might offer a "donor advised fund," which allows you to make a charitable gift to the community foundation and then direct distributions out of that gift to charities of your choice each year.

#7  Ask your favorite charity whether it offers a charitable gift annuity program.  Several area charitable organizations give donors the option of creating a charitable gift annuity.  This means that the donor transfers to the charity money or property in exchange for the charity’s promise to pay the donor a certain fixed amount per year (an "annuity") for the rest of the donor’s life.

#8  Consider fancy planning . . . charitable trusts.  Your professional advisors can show you other ways to leave a legacy and keep something for yourself or your family at the same time.  With the charitable remainder trust, the donor transfers stocks, cash, or other property to a trust.  The assets are invested in the trust and produce income for the donor for a fixed period of time or until the donor dies. At that time, the charity keeps the remaining assets.  A charitable lead trust is the reverse--the charity receives an income interest for a fixed time period and then the rest goes to the donor’s beneficiaries. 
#9  More fancy planning . . . establish a family foundation.  For donors with substantial assets and a strong commitment to charitable causes, a private charitable foundation is an option.  The donor, with the help of professional advisors, establishes a foundation, a separate entity.  The donor and others transfer funds to the foundation.  The donor’s family, often together with a bank or trust company, manages the foundation.  The foundation’s income and assets are used to make gifts to charity, sometimes a single charity but more often several different charities.  

#10  Creative combinations... the sky’s the limit!  Work with your professional advisors to create the perfect planned gift for you.  All of these charitable giving tools, from the simple to the complex, can be mixed and matched to leave a legacy in a way that fits your own financial and family situation.       


