
By Sarah Frostenson

Donor-advised funds continue to 
surge past nonprofits and foun-
dations in accumulating chari-

table assets: They are now worth al-
most one third more than they were be-
fore the recession started in 2007, says 
a new Chronicle survey of 134 funds. 

The strong growth, which comes in 
large part because donations to the 
funds grew 46 percent last year, is in 
stark contrast to nonprofits, which at-
tracted just 7 percent more in contribu-
tions, according to The Chronicle’s rank-
ing of the 400 charities that raise the 
most. The asset surge is also far bigger 
than at foundations, whose wealth grew 
by 4 percent according to the newspa-
per’s latest study. 

While contributions to the funds were 
flowing in and the stock market was 
helping bump up assets, donors did not 
keep to that pace in the amount they 
disbursed from their funds. Donors in-
creased their giving from the funds last 
year by just 7 percent.

So far this year, donor-advised funds 
have received $7.8-billion in gifts and 
awarded more than $3.4-billion in 
grants, which marks a 41-percent in-
crease in contributions over the same 
quarter a year ago and an 18 percent 
increase in grants.  

Surging in Popularity
Donor-advised funds allow people 

to establish a charitable account with 
cash, stock, or other assets in exchange 
for an immediate tax deduction. When-

ever donors want to, they can recom-
mend which charities receive grants 
from the funds.

The funds have become so popular 
that Fidelity Charitable, created in 
1991, now holds slightly more in assets 
than the Robert Wood Johnson Foun-
dation, the nation’s third-largest grant 
maker. 

In 2012, donors contributed $3.6-bil-
lion to Fidelity and awarded $1.6-billion 
in grants. In the first quarter of 2013, 
donations have grown by 14 percent 
over the first quarter of 2012.

Speed Up Giving
The run-up in donations has prompt-

ed some experts to suggest that Con-
gress require people who create donor-
advised funds to give the money away 
at a faster pace.

“Donor-advised funds are truly fan-
tastic for donors because they provide 
the maximum tax benefits that you can 
get,” says Ray D. Madoff, a professor at 
Boston College Law School who studies 
estate issues. 

“But the problem is you’re diverting 
resources away from on-the-ground 
operating charities into these holding 
pens that have no payout requirement,” 
says Ms. Madoff.

While private foundations are re-
quired by federal law to distribute at 
least 5 percent of their assets to charity 
every year, donor-advised funds face no 
such requirement.

Ms. Madoff says Congress could en-
courage greater giving by requiring 
everyone to spend all the money in a 
donor-advised fund within 10 years of 
putting the funds into an account. Any 
money still there after that time, she 
says, should go to a charity the donor 
chose when he or she created the fund.

Organizations that offer donor-ad-
vised funds say they don’t think such 
rules are needed because many people 
are already distributing donations. 

For instance, Fidelity Charitable says 
47 percent of its donors have made gifts 
from their funds in each of the past sev-
en years, while 70 percent have award-
ed money in at least five of the past sev-
en years. 

 Spontaneous Donations
Fidelity and others that run the 

funds are making efforts they hope will 
stimulate more giving.

Sarah Libbey, president of Fidelity 
Charitable, said donors consistently 

asked for timely ways to donate in the 
wake of a disaster.

Fidelity responded by creating a list 
of charitable organizations it had vetted 
and by streamlining its grant-making 
site to make it easier for donors to re-
spond soon after a disaster.

When Hurricane Sandy devastated 
parts of the East Coast last year, do-
nors at Fidelity contributed more than 

$26-million through 4,900 individual 
grants, some of which were disbursed 
within two days of the disaster. And af-
ter the Boston Marathon bombings, do-
nors at Fidelity awarded a total of $1.1-
million, some of it the day after the fund 
was established to help the victims.

“We have realized over the years, 
even though this is a giving vehicle 
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Growth in Donor-Advised Funds

▲

7.4%

How much higher assets were in donor-advised funds 
in 2012 than in 2011.

2011 total grants: $5,561,783,398
2012 total grants: $5,971,665,085

▲

19.6%

How much more people gave to charities from their 
donor-advised funds in 2012 than in 2011.

2011 total assets: $27,048,649,344
2012 total assets: $32,352,757,120

Note: Based on data provided by 87 organizations that offer donor-advised funds. 

While gifts to the funds 
were up 46 percent last 
year, giving to charities 
from the funds increased 
by only 7 percent.
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Three generations of the Stein 
family are among those who give 
through the Jewish Communal 
Fund. 



that can be used for planning 
strategic giving, it can also be 
there for what is very sponta-
neous giving,” said Ms. Libbey. 
“It’s a ready reserve that donors 
can access.”

Family Efforts
Many donor-advised funds 

are getting benefits from help-
ing donors make giving a fam-
ily affair.

 The Jewish Communal Fund, 
which celebrated its 40th anni-
versary in 2012, says its donors 
want to use the funds to allow 
children and grandchildren 
and other relatives to give away 
money.

“People involved with signif-
icant philanthropy are doing 

wealth planning and charitable 
planning several generations 
out,” said Ellen Israelson, vice 
president for marketing and do-
nor relations. 

Ms. Israelson says she re-
alized the potential of reach-
ing out to families when she 
saw “how many of the original 
funds, even if the fund origi-
nator was no longer alive, had 
passed to the next generation. 
We realized in some cases we 
had four generations of fami-
lies still with us using the same 
fund.”

To encourage more fami-
lies to get involved, the Jewish 
Communal Fund now offers the 
NextGen Giving Fund geared 
toward donors ages 18 to 30. 

By giving at least $1,800, do-

nors can establish a fund and 
then make grants of at least 
$36. The figures are symbolic: 
The Hebrew word chai, which 
means “life,” is also the word for 
the No. 18, so a lot of Jews like 
to use multiples of 18 as a way 
to show how essential giving is.

But it was also deliberately 
set to be a low amount to appeal 
to young people.

“We didn’t want the mini-
mum amount to open a fund 
to create barriers for people 
who were looking for the con-
venience of online giving,” said 
Ms. Israelson. “So if people aged 
30 and under need that low-bal-
ance fund, we can offer that to 
them.”

The NextGen fund option has 
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Hed: Inside the 10 Largest Donor-Advised Funds  
  
 2012 Assets 2012 Grants
Fidelity Charitable "$7,589,485,135 " "$1,282,845,416 "
Schwab Charitable Fund "3,164,097,581" "539,167,969"
Vanguard Charitable Endowment Program "2,754,820,865" "476,680,954"
Silicon Valley Community Foundation "1,799,081,695" "204,122,344"
National Christian Foundation "1,683,147,000" "605,156,835"
National Philanthropic Trust "1,149,585,760" "150,807,081"
Jewish Communal Fund "997,502,005" "281,549,551"
New York Community Trust "915,442,000" "85,225,000"
Greater Kansas City Community Foundation "786,993,278" "148,737,016"
Chicago Community Trust "454,402,256" "117,417,109"
  
Source: Chronicle of Philanthropy  

Assets and Grants at the 10 Biggest Donor-Advised Funds

Organization
Portion of Grants Distributed to Assets_2012
Fidelity Charitable
16.9
Schwab Charitable Fund
17.0
Vanguard Charitable Endowment Program
17.3
Silicon Valley Community Foundation
11.3
National Christian Foundation
36.0
National Philanthropic Trust
13.1
Jewish Communal Fund
28.2
New York Community Trust
9.3
Greater Kansas City Community Foundation
18.9
Chicago Community Trust
25.8
 
 

Fidelity Charitable
$1,282,845,416 
16.9% of assets 

Schwab Charitable Fund
$539,167,969

17.0% of assets

Vanguard Charitable
Endowment Program

$476,680,954
17.3% of assets

Silicon Valley Community
Foundation

$204,122,344
11.3% of assets

National Christian Foundation
$605,156,835

36.0% of assets

National Philanthropic Trust
$150,807,081

13.1% of assets

Jewish Communal Fund
$281,549,551

28.2% of assets

New York Community Trust
$85,225,000

9.3% of assets

Greater Kansas City
Community Foundation

$148,737,016
18.9% of assets

Chicago Community Trust
$117,417,109

25.8% of assets

$7,589,485,135

$3,164,097,581

$2,754,820,865

$1,799,081,695

$1,683,147,000

$1,149,585,760

$997,502,005

$915,442,000

$786,993,278

$454,402,256

Grants

Assets

Sizing Up the Biggest Donor-Advised Funds
 2013 Assets   Change in assets
 (year-to-date) 2012 Assets from 2011 to 2012

Fidelity Charitable $9,914,500,000  $7,589,485,135  36.3%

Schwab Charitable Fund  4,702,106,687   3,164,097,581  3.9

Vanguard Charitable Endowment Program  3,509,652,852   2,754,820,865  18.3

Silicon Valley Community Foundation  1,821,661,697   1,799,081,695  91.1

National Christian Foundation  1,684,252,000   1,683,147,000  18.0

National Philanthropic Trust  1,598,317,457   1,149,585,760  12.1

Jewish Communal Fund  1,185,018,718   997,502,005  – 6.8

New York Community Trust  934,400,000   915,442,000  11.6

Greater Kansas City Community Foundation  833,992,772   786,993,278  80.2

Chicago Community Trust  537,387,816   454,402,256  24.5

Fund Finds Success by Appealing to Families 
and Setting Fees Low for Young People
Continued from Page 7

Put the power  
of experience 
to work.

GG+A philanthropic management consultants have been 
helping clients advance their missions for half  a century. 
How can we help you? We’ll draw on our breadth and 
depth of  experience to work with you on all your specific 
fundraising initiatives.
 
We apply evidence-based practices and forward-looking 
processes to assess the landscape, analyze capacity,  
organize and train, and set aggressive but attainable goals. 
Let us combine our experience, discipline and commitment 
to innovative solutions for you.
    
As partners, we will build sustainable philanthropic programs 
that deliver powerful results now and into the future.  

Please visit www.GrenzebachGlier.com  
or call Mary Sorrentino at 312.372.4040. 

Learn how our experience can work for you.  
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By Sarah Frostenson
The Chronicle’s survey of do-

nor-advised funds is based on 
information collected from 134 
community foundations, com-
mercial funds, and other non-
profits in the United States.

Donors provide cash, stock, 
and other assets to such funds 
and receive an immediate char-
itable deduction; they can then 
decide which charities they 
want to support and when to 
make their donations.

The findings of the survey 
were based on answers submit-
ted to The Chronicle’s question-
naire by 87 organizations, which 
included 37 community founda-
tions, 14 Jewish federations, 11 
commercial-investment compa-

nies, five universities, and 20 
other organizations such as in-
ternational, religious, and envi-
ronmental charities.

Data on an additional 47 or-
ganizations are included based 
on figures in the informational 
tax returns charities are re-
quired to file annually with the 
Internal Revenue Service.

Because of the large number 
of community funds, The Chron-
icle limited the survey to the 
50 foundations that raised the 
most money, based on a study 
by the Columbus Foundation.

In addition to community 
funds, the survey polled the 20 
colleges with donor-advised as-
sets of at least $10-million, as 
well as most other organizations 

with donor-advised assets of at 
least $1-million.

The IRS requires organi-
zations that manage donor- 
advised funds to disclose sever-
al key pieces of data on their in-
formational returns, such as the 
number of fund they hold, the 
total contributions to the funds, 
and the value of grants awarded 
to charities.

To alert The Chronicle about 
any donor-advised funds that 
should be included in the 
next study, send an e-mail to  
research@philanthropy.com.

The donor-advised fund sur-
vey was compiled by Sarah Fro-
stenson, Emma Carew Grovum, 
and Marisa López-Rivera.

How The Chronicle Compiled Its Latest Survey  
of More Than 130 Donor-Advised Funds
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By Holly Hall
The median salary of Amer-

ican fundraisers increased by 
8 percent last year, to $71,100, 
according to a new study by the 
Association of Fundraising Pro-
fessionals. That’s a stark change 
from a 1.5 percent increase in 
2011 and the biggest percent-
age gain since 2007.

The survey is based on data 
from 1,750 members of the As-
sociation of Fundraising Profes-
sionals, but it is not necessari-
ly a representative sample of 
groups of all sizes and causes. 

Although salary increases 
were substantial last year, they 
still haven’t made up the big gap 

in pay between male and female 
fundraisers, the survey found. 

Last year, male fundrais-
ers surveyed by the associa-
tion earned a median $85,000, 
which was 26 percent more than 
the median salary among wom-
en ($67,700).

The survey also demonstrated 
a lack of ethnic and racial diver-
sity among fundraisers. 

Only 2 percent of fundrais-
ers in the association’s study 
identified themselves as Afri-
can-American, Hispanic, or La-
tino, and smaller percentages 
said they were Asian or multi- 
ethnic.

Turnover Persists
The findings of the study con-

form with a string of reports in-
dicating that turnover is a big 
problem in fundraising. 

Nearly half of the fundrais-
ers in the survey said they had 

been in their current positions 
for three years or less, and 43 
percent said that in the previ-
ous 12 months they had looked 
for another job. 

What’s more, many said they 
had considered leaving because 
they:

n Hoped to earn a bigger sal-
ary (39 percent),

n Wanted more responsibility 
and authority (34 percent), or

n Hoped to escape a frustrat-
ing work environment (29 per-
cent).  

When asked about their 
“main problem” in doing their 
jobs, fundraisers identified sev-
eral, including having insuffi-
cient staff (25 percent), working 
for leaders who are unapprecia-
tive of fundraising (19 percent), 
and facing competing job duties 
(17 percent).

Credentials Matter
Fundraisers tended to earn 

more if they had professional 
credentials, such as certification 
as a fundraising executive at a 
basic or advanced level.

Fundraisers with basic certi-
fication earned an average sal-
ary of $96,923, according to the 
study, and for those with ad-
vanced certification the average 
salary was $120,471, compared 
with $70,253 for those without 
such credentials. 

The survey results suggest 
a significant change in the job 
path for fundraisers, showing 
that more people are training 
for the role in college, said An-
drew Watt, president of the As-
sociation of Fundraising Profes-
sionals. 

Twenty-one percent of the 
survey participants said they 
entered the fundraising pro-
fession directly from school, up 
from 13 to 14 percent in the pre-
vious three surveys. 

Such fundraisers, Mr. Watt 
said, “are several rungs up in 
information and understanding 
from the way we started.”

To appeal to young fundrais-
ers, Mr. Watt said, the associa-
tion recently started offering a 
membership rate of $75 to those 
under 30. 

In comparison, the cost for 
older members is $250, along 
with chapter dues ranging from 
$125 to $250. The association 
now has 3,000 members under 
30, and 80 percent of them are 
new to the organization. 

The “2013 AFP Compensation 
and Benefits Report” is avail-
able free of charge to members 
of the association. Nonmembers 
may purchase the report for 
$150 by contacting the associa-
tion’s professional advancement 
department at profadv@afpnet.
org. 

Fundraisers’ Pay Jumped 8% Last Year, 
Biggest Gain Since Before the Recession

The survey revealed 
a big gender gap  
in pay: Men made  
a median of $85,000, 
women $67,700.

Problems Fundraisers Say  
Hurt Their Performance

Insufficient staff members 25%

Leaders don’t appreciate what fundraisers do 19

Competition from other assigned duties 17

Insufficient fundraising budget 7

Lack of authority to exercise professional judgment 7

Insufficient staff training 2

No problem/none of the problems cited above 23

Source: Association of Fundraising Professionals
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A Rebound in Grants 
From Donor-Advised Funds

$4.8-billion

2007 ’08 ’09 ’10 ’11 ’12

$5.1-billion

$4.4-billion

$4.8-billion

$5.2-billion

$5.5-billion

Note: Based on data for 60 organizations. These �gures have been adjusted for in�ation.      
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From Donor-Advised Funds
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proven especially popular for 
children nearing the bat mitz-
vah and bar mitzvah age of 13. 

The group now manages 230 
NextGen funds for people un-
der 18 and says that many more 
young donors are listed as ad-
visers to funds managed by 
their family members.

Modest Sums
The Jewish Communal Fund’s 

approach is one of several ef-
forts to reach out to people who 
want to give small sums. 

The Greater Kansas City 
Community Foundation, for 
instance, is one of six groups 
that told The Chronicle it does  
not have any set minimum 
amount to open a donor-advised 
fund.

“We believe that donor-ad-
vised funds can democratize 

philanthropy. Every family can 
be a philanthropist,” says Debo-
rah Wilkerson, president of the 
Kansas City foundation.

“We don’t have a minimum 
fund size or grant size require-
ment, and our annual adminis-
trative fee is just $250, or $21 a 
month, which means a family of 
modest wealth with some extra 
to give can have a donor-advised 
fund available to them.” 

The Kansas City community 
fund currently manages rough-
ly 400 funds with balances un-
der $10,000 and 300 with bal-
ances under $5,000.

Involving Retail
Meanwhile, Renaissance 

Charitable Foundation, which 
supports 11 donor-advised pro-
grams, has found a way to make 
very small sums add up. 

In June it started a donor-
advised program with PlanG, 
a company that runs myplang.
com, an online shopping site 
that seeks to entice people who 
have a charitable bent.

PlanG has persuaded over 
250 retail brands to donate a 
percentage of consumers’ pur-
chases to a donor-advised fund. 
Donors can also make gifts be-
yond the amount they buy on-
line.

Marti Beller, PlanG’s lead-
er, says the average grant size 
awarded by fund holders is $75, 
and consumers typically don’t 
leave the money in the account 
for longer than two months.

That might be in part be-
cause PlanG makes it clear that 
donors can’t leave their money 
in the fund for more than 18 
months. If they do, PlanG sends 
the money to a charity picked 
by the retail organization that 
awarded the consumer the mon-
ey to give way.

“As money comes in from an 
outside retailer, it’s got to make 
it outside,” said Ms. Beller. 

Emma Carew Grovum and 
Marisa López-Rivera contribut-
ed to this report.

Online-Shopping Site Helps 
Donors Add Small Sums
Continued from Page 8

“We believe  
that donor-advised 
funds can  
democratize  
philanthropy.”


