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Introduction

The findings and implications of this research were first presented in a Pentera Webinar that was attended by 

hundreds of planned giving professionals. The Webinar—Retirement, Gender, and Philanthropy: Planned Giving 

Implications—was an exclusive presentation from Pentera that took an early look at the newest report from the 

Women’s Philanthropy Institute, How Men and Women Give Around Retirement. 

Debra Mesch, professor of philanthropic studies and the Eileen Lamb O’Gara Chair in Women’s Philanthropy—and 

until recently the director of the Women’s Philanthropy Institute that is part of the Lilly Family School of Philanthropy at 

Indiana University—presented the key findings of the report. The study funded by the Gates Foundation examines 

whether patterns of giving around retirement follow the same patterns as other types of spending, whether men 

and women give differently around retirement, and how households with different wealth or income levels approach 

retirement giving. The findings discuss husbands and wives because that is who was studied in the nationwide 

longitudinal study that was analyzed by this study. Ms. Mesch presented three key findings; a fourth finding about 

volunteering was beyond the scope of this presentation. 

After Ms. Mesch presented the findings, Pentera CEO Claudine Donikian presented the implications of the research 

and offered practical ideas to enhance planned giving strategies. 

“WPI is excited to partner with Claudine Donikian and Pentera on this study,” Ms. Mesch said. “Claudine and her 

team have thought carefully about the implications of this research for planned giving professionals.”

Ms. Donikian thanked the WPI and the Lilly Family School of Philanthropy for all of the research it has conducted 

that is “so important to our industry.”

“We are pleased to again be partnering with the Lilly School to present important new research and its implications 

for planned giving,” Ms. Donikian said. 

Pentera previously initiated and funded The Planned Giving Study that was researched by the Lilly School.  

Ms. Donikian has been touring the nation presenting the findings and implications of that research, which is 

available at www.pentera.com.
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Both men and women maintain their charitable 
giving after retirement, especially compared to  
other types of spending. 

Discussion and Implications

This study supports what planned giving professionals have known for years: Retirees are excellent donor 

prospects, continuing to express their loyalty to charitable giving despite a decline in income and decline in 

spending that accompanies retirement. 

The study found that annual giving declines only slightly during the 11-year transition period around retirement (five 

years on each side of the retirement year). 

Two Planned Giving Marketing Strategies for Finding #1

1.  Planned giving offices should continue to solicit prospective planned giving donors during and 

after the transition years around retirement.

2. Soliciting retirement-plan gifts is a very good strategy during this time. 

Beneficiary designations are an easy way to make a retirement-plan gift that costs nothing now. 

The IRA charitable rollover continues to be a popular choice for donors. Once donors turn 70½ and are 

subject to the mandatory distribution from their retirement plans, the likelihood of making a planned gift 

increases because of the tax benefits that they will receive from this arrangement.

• It is best to start marketing about the charitable rollover to those people in their mid to late 60s. 

Don’t wait until they are 70½ or older. You want to get the word out and get the repetition of 

message that is necessary to really educate somebody about a concept—so that when they are 

70½ and they are receiving a mailing or an e-mail about this gift type, they will be interested (and 

even excited) to realize that they now have the opportunity to make this type of gift to you.

• You should include advertisements about the IRA charitable rollover in your planned giving 

newsletters—especially when the newsletter is geared to an older audience, those people in their 

60s and 70s. If your newsletter is going out to people in their 40s and 50s, that wouldn’t be the 

time to put in an IRA rollover ad.

Research Finding #1
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Around retirement, single women and married couples  
are more likely to give and give more than single men.  
These gender differences are consistent before and 
after retirement.

Discussion and Implications

This finding raises an interesting question: Other research has shown that women are more concerned with running 

out of money in retirement than men are, so how is it that women are more likely to give and to give more than 

men during this transition period around retirement?

One possible factor is other research (from the Lilly School and Stanford University) that shows women tend to be 

more generous and empathetic than men are. An additional factor may be the research (from TIAA and the Allianz 

Life Insurance Company) that has found women to be less informed about retirement planning. Because men have 

been found to be more informed about retirement planning, they may be more aware of the financial issues occurring 

during this transition period around retirement—and so might adjust their giving accordingly. 

This study finds that women are more likely to keep giving as they have previously. So men may see giving as more 

discretionary, whereas women may see it as more of an imperative. 

Women have also been found to be increasingly interested in learning more about retirement planning. As they do 

so, the gender difference in giving during this transition period may lessen a bit. 

Seven Planned Giving Marketing Strategies for Finding #2

1.  Continue to educate women about estate planning, particularly their gift options related to 

retirement and retirement funds.

You should educate women about retirement-fund gifts because those in this transition period are more 

aware of their retirement-plan assets and would benefit from being made aware that a charity can be 

the beneficiary.

Deferred gifts are a good planning tool for those worried about running out of money—bequests and 

beneficiary-designation gifts are revocable and don’t cost anything now and so don’t affect the donor’s 

lifestyle.

Research Finding #2
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2. Include women in cultivation conversations: 

Research by the Lilly School of Philanthropy about high-net-worth households shows that women are 

involved in the decision to make a charitable gift 90 percent of the time. So that means they are either 

the sole decision-maker or part of a couple making the decision.

Other research from the Lilly School has found that when the wife is part of charitable decision-

making, the couple scores higher on a life-satisfaction scale. Planned giving offices need to make 

sure that the wives in a couple have an equal place at the table in gift-planning conversations. 

3. Actively steward both spouses: 

Many nonprofits are not able to steward their donors because their programs are underfunded and 

under-resourced. If your organization is properly funded, allowing you to steward, then you should try to 

ensure that both spouses are part of your stewardship.

• The wife is likely to be the ultimate decision-maker about whether your organization will receive 

the planned gift. According to demographic statistics, women tend to outlive men—so wives 

usually inherit from their husbands and often will end up being the final decision-maker of the 

distribution of the family’s assets. 

• If the couple makes a planned gift, both should be members of your legacy society and actively 

stewarded—even if one is more connected to your organization than the other (for example, a 

male alumnus who is the primary donor to an educational institution).

4.  It is very important in this industry that databases be designed to capture information about 

couples and record it:

When possible, donor databases should be designed so you can track spouses (when the first 

donor-spouse dies, the other remains in the database and is flagged as a person to steward). Many 

organizations are technologically capable of doing this, but others are not yet able to set up a process 

or procedure so that the woman becomes the primary donor who is stewarded once her husband 

passes away. 
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5.  Educate legacy society members about repeat gifts:

The Pentera/IU study (The Planned Giving Study) found that 21 percent of legacy society members make 

repeat gifts. Donors may enter your legacy society by making a bequest, for example, and then over 

time—because you continue to market to them and to steward them—they then make additional gifts.

The organizations that were studied collectively raised $2.7 billion. The 21 percent in repeat gifts 

represents $500 million, which is obviously a lot of money. That number could be much higher if 

organizations did have the funding to steward. 

The Planned Giving Study also found that:

• Legacy society members are more likely to make repeat gifts and larger gifts than non-members.

• Repeat donors made more charitable gift annuities and charitable remainder trusts than other 

types of gifts, which of course are irrevocable gifts and attractive to charities for that reason.

The findings support the age-old industry saying that “your best planned giving prospect is a current 

planned giving donor.”

6. Donor stories about gifts from couples should feature them both: 

When a donor story is written about a couple, it’s often the husband that is featured because he may 

have the primary connection to the organization—and maybe the wife just gets a mention. To fall in 

line with your goal of making sure to steward both the husband and wife in a couple, the wife should 

be a significant part of the donor story. That can be a concrete manifestation to her that she is really an 

important part of that decision-making process and of the gift. That may be a very important part of your 

stewardship—a win-win for the family and your organization.

7. Discuss tribute gifts with couples and single women:

Pentera research has found that women are more likely to make tribute gifts, and they often choose to 

honor deceased husbands and parents. When women are making gifts in their own names—for example, 

a woman donor funding a hospital wing in her own name—it is often mentioned in the donor story that 

she previously made a gift in her parents’ names to another organization. So she made a tribute gift first.

Include messaging in your marketing materials about the opportunity to make tribute gifts. These gifts 

are also attractive to men and couples, but they are more attractive to women—according to Pentera 

research. A tribute gift can be an excellent motivating factor for a woman to make a planned gift. 
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Around retirement, giving by single women and 
married couples is more stable than giving by  
single men. 

Discussion and Implications

Single men are more likely to change their annual giving (it decreases and isn’t stable) during this transition period, 

the study found. But their annual giving rebounds after the transition period around retirement. 

Three Planned Giving Marketing Strategies for Finding #3

1. For single women and couples, continue to solicit couples and single women for planned gifts during 

the transition period because retirement has much less impact on their giving volatility.

2. Don’t lose track of single men. It appears more important to know when single men are retiring and 

to be aware that this may be a volatile time for a man’s giving. The age of retirement varies, of course, 

but the average is around 63-65 for men in the U.S. The timing of making a planned gift may be very 

significant for these single male donors, so regular contact from you is crucial. And how do you maintain 

regular contact? You’ll need to make sure that single men don’t drop off your marketing lists. 

3. Keep single men on your prospect mailing list: It’s the concept of not losing contact with very good 

planned giving prospects due to them becoming lapsed annual giving donors. Men might stop meeting 

your loyalty guidelines due to their volatility of giving. They might not be making annual gifts in the way 

they had been, so they may drop off your lists. 

• For example, if you are pulling your lists with a loyalty factor of six gifts out of the last ten years 

with a $500 threshold for the gift, you might want to adjust that to, for example, three gifts out of 

the last ten years with a giving threshold of $250. That could counteract the volatility.

• Also keep in mind the research by Russell James that found that as donors approach their 80s—in 

their mid to late 70s—many will stop making annual gifts.

Even though their giving during the retirement period might not meet your loyalty guidelines, men who 

may not be making annual gifts may still make a planned gift.

Research Finding #3
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Regardless of gender, this retirement period is an 
excellent time to educate both men and women 
about gift annuities and deferred gift annuities.

Two Planned Giving Marketing Strategies for Gift Annuities

1.  Gift annuities are attractive to each gender for different reasons. 

• For women: Adjust your messaging to make sure you are marketing to women based on their 

concerns about running out of money in retirement. 

• For men: Address men’s tendency to lower annual giving around retirement, perhaps because 

they are more discretionary with their spending. 

2.  The Planned Giving Study found that legacy society members are more likely to make repeat 

gifts—and often these gifts are life-income gifts (such as gift annuities and charitable remainder 

trusts), which are very attractive to charities because they are irrevocable.

A Final Note About Gift Annuities
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