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I. Donor Centered Philanthropy: Lessons from Diogenes 

by Phil Cubeta 

Panelists 

We are here to brainstorm “donor centered philanthropy,” or as it is sometimes called, “values-based philanthropic 
planning.” Our panel is comprised of Emil Kallina, a leading tax attorney who specializes in charitable planning 
with wealthy clients; Don Wright, a CPA in private practice who teaches at the American College and is responsible 
for their Chartered Advisor in Philanthropy Certificate; and Paul Comstock a values-based philanthropic advisor 
with a highly successful national practice. I work with insurance agents on charitable cases, but my real interest is 
philanthropy as a liberal art. As moderator, I will assume the privileges of my hero Diogenes, by asking various 
difficult questions.  So that you can have something to take away with you, Paul Comstock and I have provided 
papers. The hope is not to have the first or last word, but to stimulate you in your own thinking.  

Framing Questions 

Donor-centered as opposed to what? 

• Tools and Techniques centered? 
• Charitable organization centered? 
• Community centered? 
• Cause centered?  

 
Values-based as opposed to what? 

• Numbers-driven? 
• Fact-based? 
• Tax-driven? 
• Values-neutral? 
• Objective? 

 
Let me postpone answers, while we consider a visual image used by Peter Tedstrom, in an article titled, “Family 
Wealth Counseling: How to Motivate Your Wealthy Donors to Take Action.” 

 

 
 
The tree, standing against the horizon, represents the donor’s "Primary Virtues." The roots are "Core Values." The 
branches and leaves are "Life Purpose." The tree is as solitary as Robinson Crusoe on his island. No housing 
developments, no dump, no people, no forest, no orchard. Thinking of Aristotle, or even Genesis, rather than 
Crusoe, let’s re-imagine this tree, placing it in its environment. Under the tree, I would like to imagine, is a farmer 
whose grandfather planted the tree, and is now buried in the distance in the graveyard beside a church. Around the 
tree, as I re-imagine it, are many other trees, from seedlings to great kings of the forest. The tree has a swing in the 
boughs, where a young girl, presumably the farmer's child, is playing. In the background, beside the xhurch, or it 



 

may be a synagogue, is a hospital where the farmer's grandfather died, and where the father and child were born. 
Also in the distance is the school where they have been educated. Perhaps the farmer is pruning the branches, so 
that the Garden or Orchard might flourish and be a joy to his children and their children, as it has been for 
generations. “As my parents planted for me," says the Talmud, "so do I plant for those who come after me.” 

The moral of this emblem or parable is that “donor centered philanthropy” need not be self-centered. At its best, 
donor-centered philanthropy begins with the donor’s values, but connects through those values to the living 
traditions, causes, communities, and organizations that nourish and sustain those values from generation to 
generation. The dialogue that helps donors connect their values to their community, culture, and cause is, I think, 
philosophical. It is the unlicensed practice of the liberal arts, the arts devoted to cultivating self and citizenship.   

Who is on the Donor-Centered Team? 

Donor-centered planning for the wealthy is, as we all know, a team activity. A team might consist of any or all of 
these allied professions.  

• Insurance Specialist 
• Investment Advisor 
• Trust Officer 
• CPA 
• JD 
• Planned Giving Officer 

 
Who raises the question of values? Who plays the role of Diogenes or Socrates, asking the questions, as old as 
philosophy itself, about self and society, about values, ethics, or justice? Well, not a Professor of Philosophy. It will 
have to be one of us, probably presenting ourselves not only as an expert in a technical discipline, but also as a good 
gardener, or grounds-keeper, the faithful servant who will help cultivate the client’s humanity.   

How Well are Advisors Doing at Donor-Centered Philanthropy?  

Since it’s founding in 1997, the National Center for Family Philanthropy has conducted interviews with hundreds of 
donors and family members concerning their relationship with advisors. Among the findings, are these: 

• “Without exception, donors agree that philanthropy is no more personal than any other decisions that 
advisors help them to make.” 

• “Nearly all donors cited the importance of the advisor’s own personal charitable interests.” 
• “’Keep the plan simple. Complexity of a plan is a great disadvantage; it makes giving a chore rather than 

helping it become a natural part of one’s life,’ said one donor.” 
• “Without exception, donors stated that tax implications should not be the focus of any estate plan. ‘These 

decisions are about personal passions, hopes for my family, and the future of the people and institutions I 
have come to care about,’ said one donor, ‘To miss the roles these considerations play when advising me is 
to deny what is fundamental to encouraging and sustaining my commitment.’” 

 
The National Center's findings are in line with another study, this one conducted by The Philanthropic Initiative 
(TPI) with 500 advisors to high net worth clients, along with 40 interviews with donors. The TPI study is 
summarized by Stephen Johnson’s paper, “Doing Well by Doing Good: Improving Client Service, Increasing 
Philanthropic Capital, The Legal and Financial Advisor’s Role.” The most interesting finding is the disparity 
between the way the donors saw advisors and the way advisors saw themselves. While advisors feel that they, more 
often than not, raise the issue of philanthropy, “the great majority of donors report that it is they, rather than their 
advisors, who typically raise the subject of philanthropy in wealth planning discussions.” Furthermore: 

• "These donors wish their advisors were more knowledgeable about philanthropic planning, that advisors 
would take a more 'holistic' approach to their giving. As in past research findings, they report too great a 
focus on tax planning, not enough on philanthropic mission and goals.” 



 

• "Most of the donors surveyed believe that their advisors are technically competent. But the respondents 
also believe most advisors lack the tools and/or comfort levels to link technical counsel to more personal, 
values-based philanthropy and charitable gift planning." 

• "Donors say they want to be guided in their philanthropy to achieve important objectives. They want to be 
equipped to create cohesive giving programs, do real due diligence on potential donors, and evaluate the 
impact of their gifts." 

• “Some donors reported that advice received early on values, mission, and focus is the most important 
philanthropy-related advice they have ever received.” 

 
So, the market is ripe for values-based planning.  Donors seek plans that are effective and efficient, but also noble 
and admirable.  

What is the Underlying Logical Form of a Donor Centered Plan?  

The Practical Syllogism (adapted from Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics) 

Rational action can be accounted for under the following practical syllogism. Versions of this syllogism underlie 
business plans, business memoranda, financial plans, and estate plans, as well as other forms of practical reason. 
Although it is overly simple, let me use this schema to help organize our discussion. A practical syllogism is 
comprised of three parts.  

• The Major Premise (X is the End or Goal) 
• Minor Premise (To achieve X it is most effective and efficient to do Y) 
• Conclusion (An imperative: “Do Y;” or Y is just done) 

 
In a donor-centered plan, or “values-based” plan, the major premise can be framed as nested hierarchy of goals. At 
the highest level, the major premise is explicitly or implicitly a vision of the good, of human happiness, of the good 
life, or the life well lived, or of the just society, or of a better world. I know that the major premise may not be 
framed that way. But if you unpack the donor's vision, or mission, or quantifiable goals, you will find that implicit 
in them is a view of what makes life worth living. All too often, the implicit view, when made explicit, is felt, by 
donors themselves, to be inadequate. By helping the donor elucidate his or her values, we provide a significant 
service.  

So, the major premise, to put it as crudely as possible, is what the donor, upon reflection, wants. The minor premise 
is a plan or strategy for getting it. Now, both the End and the Means admit of great complexity, and both require 
informed consideration, but the basic structure of a good plan is: Here's what you want (the major premise). And 
here's how to get it (the minor premise).  The conclusion, when you put the major and minor together, is, according 
to Aristotle, either an action, or an imperative. In other words, the practical syllogism results in action being taken: 
checks are written, documents drafted, property conveyed, products purchased, gifts made, but all done in the light 
of a goal, a dream, a vision, or an ideal.    

War in Heaven 

Now, I am making the practical syllogism sound easier than it is. Part of what makes a donor-centered plan difficult 
is that the major and minor premise come, literally, from different worlds, and they often do not get along. In 
private, and often even in public, the major premise (vision and values) and the minor premise (tools and 
techniques) call one another names. To the major premise, educated in the humanities, or devoted to a religious 
faith, the minor premise can seem earthbound and pedestrian. The minor premise is no less impatient with the 
major. To the minor premise, schooled in tax and finance, the major premise is good-hearted, but soft-headed. The 
major premise, in the minor’s words, is “touchy-feely.” It is subjective; it consists of “soft issues.” The minor 
premise has no interest in the dark corners of the human heart, and does not want to get bogged down in amateur 
philosophy, much less psychology. To the minor premise it seems unprofessional. It doesn't seem like the kind of 
thing you can bill for, and it may not be covered under a lawyer's or CPA's errors and omissions insurance. So, 
write down the client's goals, says the minor premise, but keep it brief, and leave God and Justice out of it.   



 

Major and minor do hail from different worlds. Some say the major comes from the spirit and that the minor is born 
of the flesh. Some say the major came from heaven and that the minor came from nature, human reason or from 
math or logic. Some say that the major “value-laden” premise comes from inside, and that the factual minor premise 
comes from outside in the real world. Whatever their differences, and they are vast, major and minor need one 
another like a husband and wife who fight constantly and cannot live apart. Major and minor need one another as 
the heart needs the head, or the body needs a soul, or nation needs a culture as well as an economy. 

Skills Needed for the Major Premise 

How do you get good at discussing the major premise, the vision, or the “Ending end of all”? Well, you might  
study philosophy, or religion, or literature. You might immerse yourself in what Matthew Arnold called, “The best 
that has been thought and said.” You might partake of the culture enlivened by the very institutions to which so 
many of you in fundraising have dedicated your lives. Hanging around in museums, schools, churches and 
synagogues, going to plays, or the ballet or the symphony, volunteering to help the poor, or getting involved in 
community organizations, are all good ways to develop “vision and values.” When you converse in the public 
square with your fellow citizens about issues of public moment, you are developing and exercising the skills needed 
for the major premise, indeed the skills needed for a free and democratic society. Before philosophy was a 
profession, it was just a bunch of citizens standing around in the sunshine talking, and it still is. And the topics of 
conversation have not changed: 

• What is the good life? 
• What is justice? 
• How should we be ruled? 
• What do we owe one another?  
• What is happiness? 
• What is success? 
• What must I do to be saved? 
• What is virtue or excellence?    

 
Those of you in the nonprofit sector, who come to the work of planned giving from a lifetime of stubborn 
commitment to the organizations and institutions of civil society, help sustain the living sources of vision and value. 
When you work with a donor, you bring to the task the vital cultural context that you share with the donor, be it 
Harvard University, the Holocaust Museum, the symphony, or a shared concern for economic justice, or the 
environment, women’s issues, secondary school education, or civil rights. So, you, having made your own 
commitment to nonprofit ideals, have, I think, a real opportunity to meet the donor's desire for a deep and engaged 
discussion of Ends as well as Means.   
 
Skills Needed for the Minor Premise 

The ability to cultivate high and noble ideals in our conversations with our fellow citizens or fellow constituents, or 
our clients is not enough, as our panel will attest. Wealthy people, clearly, have complex situations, and many 
competing priorities. They have children to consider. They have their retirement to consider. They have business 
entities with their own stubborn tax issues. They have a lifestyle to support. They may be active in many nonprofit 
roles, and may be counted upon to give time and money to many organizations. The major premise may articulate a 
goal, or goals, but the minor premise is a complex estate and financial plan that shows the donor how most 
efficiently to achieve those goals in the light of all the other priorities, in the light of all the relevant tax and 
economic issues, and within the donor’s often limited tolerance for complex planning. The minor premise requires 
great technical mastery. It is intricate work, with limited margins for error.  

How do you get good at the minor premise, the so-called “plan”? Well, you take courses on tax, finance, 
accounting, and business practices. You pass qualifying exams in your profession. You stay up to date on the latest 
planning strategies. You take courses, from, say, The American College, created by panelist Don Wright. You learn 
to draft legal documents, or to read financial statements, to project costs and benefits, and to measure results. You 
learn about tax traps for the unwary. You operate at the point of intersection of several relevant “hard disciplines,” 
like law, insurance, business valuation, and investment advice, as does panelist Emmanuel Kallina.  



 

Both skill sets, the “wet,” as the British say, and the “dry” are needed.  If you excel in either area, or if you are a 
generalist who can balance both, as does panelist Paul Comstock, you are needed on the team. Without a strong 
minor premise the plan is inefficient and ineffective. Without an inspiring major premise the plan is blind.  

Why get involved with Comprehensive Donor-Centered Philanthropy?   

The Business Case For Professional Advisors 

Sources of Revenue 

• Insurance for estate plan 
• Investments for assets in foundations, trusts, and the client’s own funds 
• Fees for planning 
• Fees for legal and accounting work 
• Fees for legal and business implementation 

 
Other Benefits 

• Referrals to other clients, based on a strong working relationship 
• Client loyalty 
• Personal satisfaction 

 

The Business Case for Fundraisers 

Wealthy donors certainly respond to direct appeals; the entire history of fund-raising shows as much. But, we in the 
financial arena cannot help but notice that when the real money changes hands, there is seldom anyone at the table 
representing a nonprofit. The donor worth $50 million may be talking to you about a $10,000 gift, or a leadership 
gift of $100,000, but she may also be talking, behind closed doors, with advisors, about wills and trusts that will 
move the rest of the money—but not to you. The price of being at the table when the deals are done is your 
willingness to become the selfless advocate for the client’s vision, values, and planning goals, even if your own 
organization ends up with a marginal gift. Tough? Sure, but if the best life insurance agents and financial advisors 
can put their sales-agenda on hold, and emerge as a client advocate, so can you in the nonprofit sector.  
 
Who is a Prospective Client for Donor-Centered Philanthropy?  

Donor-centered or values-based planning can be adapted to a wide variety of markets, from the highly educated 
scion of wealth, to the up-and-coming entrepreneur, to the high school dropout who has made it big though owning 
blue-collar businesses. Below are sample client profiles from The Nautilus Group, which works primarily with high 
net worth business owners on Main Street America. You would get a different profile from Charlie Collier who 
does values-based planned giving for Harvard -- with great results. And you would get another profile from, say, 
Goldman Sachs, or Merrill Lynch. But, that is the point: values-based planning has strong appeal across many 
segments of the wealthy.  

Target Prospect for Top Life Insurance Agents working in this Market 

• Self-made business owner 
• Net worth of $5-$50 million. Median net worth of $10 million. 
• Civic-minded 
• “Millionaire Next Door” 
• Active in the community 

 

Twenty Representative Upscale Clients 

Below are representative (though fictionalized) client profiles from The Nautilus Group®, an insurance 
organization providing estate, business, and philanthropic planning to the affluent.   

1. Started a machine shop after high school; turned it into a significant supplier to defense contractors 



 

2. Owns and operates a phone company serving an island off the South Carolina coast 
3. Owns several McDonald’s franchises 
4. Owns a farm 
5. Chinese American heading a business syndicate located in Taiwan 
6. Started a PR firm, turned it into an Internet startup 
7. Owns a billboard company as well as the land under the signs 
8. Surgeon who has patented a medical device 
9. Dressmaker who is now a famous designer  
10. Started a company that stamps out plastic packaging for pharmaceuticals 
11. Professional athlete 
12. Three brothers and an ex-spouse who own a lumber yard 
13. Owns a trailer park 
14. Distributor for an oil company 
15. Owns a bottling plant 
16. Owns a regional trucking company 
17. Owns a seafood distributorship 
18. Best selling author of romance novels 
19. Started a pyramid selling company 
20. Invents children’s toys  

 
Case Studies 

Real Cases Fictionalized 

These cases hardly exhaust the range of goals that may arise in values-based planning. Some required only a "tool 
or technique," others required a full estate or business or charitable plan created with the donor's technical advisors.   

Situation: Scholarships for Foreign Children  

Jay and Jane Peron own and operate an orchard. Their only child died in an automobile accident. The couple earns 
$200,000 a year and gives $50,000 a year to their religious organization. They would like to establish scholarships 
in the name of their child.  

Coaching  

Reading materials were provided on charitable options: private foundation, supporting organization, donor advised 
fund through community foundation, public charity, and gifts to existing charities. A referral was made to several 
qualified JDs. A referral was also made to their local community foundation. Outcome: Jay and Jane are working 
with the community foundation to provide the scholarships. 

Situation: IPO and Church Mission Work 

Bill and Susan Eagleton live in a $60,000 house, drive an old Chevy, and shop at Wal-Mart. They have two children 
in their early teens. Deeply religious, the couple volunteers at their local church. Bill teaches Sunday school, mows 
the church lawn, and does works with troubled children. Susan organizes the annual food drive. Recently Bill sold 
his printing firm for $10,000,000. He and Susan have no intention of changing their way of life, nor do they want 
their children to “grow up rich.” They plan to leave almost all their money to the church.  



 

Coaching  

How best to help the church now, rather than just at death? How best to structure a current gift? Could the small 
church handle a massive gift? Does the church have people in place to manage the money? Would a very large gift 
discourage other church members from making gifts? Would it make sense to establish a supporting organization to 
help the church carry out its work with foreign missions? Could the children be involved with the organization as a 
way of teaching them values and bringing them into the work of the church?  

With the advice of their legal advisors, Bill and Susan established a supporting organization (a variant of a private 
foundation). Bill and Susan, along with several people from the church, will sit on the board. Bill and Susan’s 
children will be involved on a “Junior Board.” They will help balance the foundation’s check book and will 
research suitable projects to fund. As a result the children will get adult-level responsibility and respect, and will 
learn that money comes with responsibility as well as privilege. The couple will begin funding the supporting 
organization now, so that they and their children can enjoy its good works immediately. At the couple’s death the 
bulk of their estate will roll over to the family-sponsored charitable entity. For generations to come, the supporting 
organization will be the carrier of the family’s vision and values. In concert with the charitable coaching, Bill and 
Susan worked with their professional advisors to create a full estate plan. The end result was that Bill and Susan 
were able to minimize estate taxes while achieving their family and religious goals in the most cost-efficient 
manner. 

Situation: Richard’s Appreciated Stock 

Richard Burke has, at age 45, $6,000,000 in stock from a business he founded. He has a variety of other assets, 
including highly appreciated marketable securities. He has been talking to financial and legal professionals about 
tax issues ranging from income tax to alternative minimum income tax to estate and gift tax. What his advisors do 
not hear clearly enough is his simple wish: “I want to change my life.” Having been raised in poverty, what Richard 
wants is to spend more time working with disadvantaged children.  

Coaching  

While the professional advisors worked on the overall estate plan, coaching was given on charitable alternatives. 
Referrals were made to like-minded people. With help, Richard wrote a “Letter of Intent,” or “Family Mission 
Statement,” to his advisors, making clear his goals. Richard also sketched a mission statement for his emerging 
charitable entity. As a result, Richard’s advisors have shifted from planning for death (estate planning) to planning 
for a new life (financial and charitable planning). They have shifted from a pure tax minimization focus to a focus 
on creating the greatest public good in the most efficient manner. Soon Richard will have a foundation that will 
support inner city children. Richard is energized. Hundreds of disadvantaged kids now have a spark of hope.  

Situation: Overly Complex Plans for Toni Stuart  

Toni is a designer with several small businesses. She has a potential buyer for the largest of these. She is looking to 
retire early. She wants enough for herself and a reasonable amount for each of her two children. The bulk of her 
estate will someday go to charity. In her retirement, she wants to become more active in arts organizations. Toni 
recently had an estate plan sketched by a planner. The plan uses trusts and other complex devices to minimize taxes 
and to keep her wealth and her businesses in the family. But Toni has concerns. Her children, ages 23 and 25, are 
unhappy and unfocused. Toni questions whether they will have the interest or the ability to run such complex 
entities when she is gone. Toni is also concerned about the message she will send her children by tying everything 
up in trusts. Will they feel she did not trust them to manage their money? Will the trusts keep them, “on a kind of 
allowance,” in a permanent state of suspended childhood? (I don’t want them to always be “Peter Pan and 
Tinkerbell,” is how Toni phrases it.) Toni also wants to free herself from the clutter and devote her money and time 
to the arts, even if it costs her some tax dollars. She quotes Thoreau on voluntary simplicity.  

Coaching  

With help, Toni clarified and articulated her goals for her children. She clarified her charitable intent. She learned, 
from her advisors, how a charitable foundation, or outright bequests at death, can minimize transfer tax. With 
coaching, Toni became more assertive and took charge of her estate planning process by putting her objectives in 



 

writing. As a result, Toni’s advisors have simplified her estate and financial plan in line with her written goals. Her 
income needs are met. Her children are provided for. Toni is now concentrating on the arts and has never been 
happier. Her children are active on the foundation board, and Toni is proud of their contributions. 

Situation: The Serial Entrepreneur 

Louise and Jack are a married couple who owned a PR firm that was bought out by an internet company. With 
several million dollars in hand, they are looking to do something to benefit society. Having had a traditional estate 
plan drafted, they are dissatisfied with the recommendation that they start a Private Foundation. They say they want 
to do more than just “write checks.” They want to have “some skin in the game.” But, they also need to think of 
how they will make a living. 

Coaching  

After all the alternatives were discussed, Louise and Jack started a new company, a for-profit, but with a “double 
bottom line,” providing character education materials to secondary school students with discipline problems. The 
company also has foundation that raises money from corporate donors to promote character education in secondary 
schools. The company is now thriving. Jack and Louise are thrilled to devote their time, talent, and capital to “doing 
well by doing good.”  

Alexander The Great’s Values-Based Plan 

As you remember, the conquering general visited the philosopher, who sat sunning himself naked in a barrel. 
Alexander asked Diogenes what he might give him. To which the Cynic replied, “Just step aside; you are blocking 
my sunlight.” Alexander boasted to the sage that he was in haste to conquer the world. Today, a good advisory team 
would take notes. They would solemnly fill in the goals and objectives on a data-gathering form: “Client wishes to 
grow to scale, and be a market dominant global provider of world class solutions ASAP.” They might help the 
General write a mission statement.  

Here is how Diogenes handled the same situation. “Yes, Alexander,” asked the Cynic, “you will conquer the world, 
but what will you do then?” Alexander replied that he would rest. “Well, if rest is the goal,” said Diogenes, “why 
wait until you have conquered the world, for the world is a very large place, and it may take a very long time, or 
never come to pass. Why not rest now, here in the sunlight beside me and my dog?” A few years later, as the 
conqueror lay dying at age 33, Alexander said, “That Philosopher was right.” 

Taking Diogenes, or perhaps Socrates, for a model, the donor-centered advisor may probe values to see whether 
they hold up when challenged, whether they are self-consistent, and well-grounded, by the client's own standards, 
all things considered.  

The Process used by one “Values-based Coach or Cheerleader” 

In working with a donor on values, we approach on the premise that we might speak of issues of personal and 
public moment. We meet at the edges of our professional roles, as fellow citizens. We take turns testing each other’s 
insights and convictions. Either can call off the game at any point. The goal is not to convince or convert, but to 
enable the donor to advance his or her priorities in the light of all he or she holds holy. There is no right way.  “Here 
is my way,” as Nietzsche wrote, “where is yours?”  

Positioning 

Attorneys cross-examining a witness ask a question to which they cannot predict the answer. In sales, we “box and 
close.”  (Ever read Poe’s “The Pit and the Pendulum"?) Values-based planning, truly respectful of the donor, asks 
real questions and listens between the lines for real answers. Deep listening hears the question in the answer, the 
fear in the certainty. You are looking for the client’s central concern, which is almost always far from your own. 
You intentionally “let go.” You lose control of the interview, to gain control. The role models are Socrates, 
Diogenes, Kierkegaard, or maybe B’rer Fox. There is no pitch and no punch line. Nor is this therapy. We are 
appealing not to whatever is sick in the client, but to all that is healthy, noble, and admirable.  



 

By your opening words, and your manner, you ask permission to ask real questions. It helps if you are introduced to 
the client, or introduce yourself, as someone who wants to make sure that the ultimate plan reflects what is deepest 
and most important to the client.  

Sample Question Bank for an Open-ended Dialogue 

Stage Setting 

First, before you sit down with the client, do you have the basic facts? Do you have the ages, net worth, a balance 
sheet, an income statement, a summary of the legal documents? If not, you may be "dancing in the dark." If you are 
working as part of a team, make sure that someone, as soon as possible, does get, if they have not already, the 
relevant financial and family facts. One of the things you are listening for in the values discussion is the feasibility 
and reasonableness of the emerging vision, mission and goals. Unless you have the basic facts in advance, it is 
difficult to put the client’s goals in context as they are expressed.  

Assuming that you have at least the rudimentary qualifying facts, you might ask some positioning questions.  
Among such questions are: 

• Where are you in the process? 
• Who else is on your planning team? 
• Have you had a preliminary estate analysis? 
• Business analysis? 
• Is it all headed in the right direction? 
• Are you confident you understand it as well as you would like? 

 
Vision 
 

• What are you trying to accomplish with your planning? 
• What are the most important assets, other than money, of your family? 
• How wealthy do you want your children to be? 
• Do you feel that you have a responsibility to society? 

 
Philanthropy or Giving in General 

• Of the gifts you made in the past, which has given you the most satisfaction? 
• When you or your spouse or children volunteer, what organizations do you work with? 
• When you think about your town, country, or  the world, are there things that keep you awake at night? 
• If you had $1 million and could not spend it on yourself or your children, what would you do with it? 

 
The Spirit, The Community, Giving Back 

• Do you participate in any religious or civic groups? 
• When you were in college, what did you dream of doing?  Have you done it?  Can it still be done?  Are 

there other dreams you have of accomplishing great things, beyond what you have already done? Are there 
hobbies or activities in which you lose yourself? 

• Who are your heroes? 
• Are there skills that you would like to continue to use after you retire?  Are there new skills that you would 

like to learn or develop further? 
 
The Role and the Importance of the Family  

• Does your family have certain values for which you stand? 
• If your family had a crest, what would be the motto? 
• Do your spouse and children share your civic or philanthropic interests? 
• Would they be involved in your charitable projects in the future? After your death? 

 



 

Ways of Giving 

• Are you comfortable just writing checks, or do you want to be more proactive and involved?  
• Are you interested in establishing a pro-social business, or investing in one?  For example, a micro-lending 

institution for poor borrowers, a factory employing the hard to employ, a company that creates 
environmentally friendly products? 

• Do you think of yourself as an organizer, someone who gets people to work together for a common cause?  
• How much time do you have to invest? 

 
Strategic Philanthropy 

• Do you have a vision of your philanthropy and what it can achieve? 
• Do you have a mission statement, either in your mind or on paper?  
• Are you focused in your giving?  On what? 
• Do you prefer to address symptoms or causes in your giving? 
• Is it important that you exercise some control over organizations to which you give? 
• Do you prefer to fund “start ups” or established charitable organizations? 
• How important is it for you to be able to measure results? 

 
Specific Charitable Tools 

• Do you feel that you know all you need to know about specific charitable options? Would you like to learn 
more about, say, foundations, or charitable remainder trusts? Donor advised funds? Venture philanthropy? 

 
Visualizing Success 

• Imagine that it is five years from now and your charitable project is working beautifully. Where are you? 
In a conference room with advisors? In the street? With peers? With poor people? Are you swinging a 
hammer? Giving out awards? Scholarships? Are you granting money? Investing money?  

• Will your program be self-sustaining? Or will you be funding it? 
• What kind of social change or result would make your program a success? 
• How will we know when to cheer? 

 
Timing 

• Are you at a point where you are able and ready to make a commitment to a philanthropic project soon? 
• If we do build some philanthropy into your long-term plans, do you want the bulk of the giving to happen 

while you are alive? Or at your death? 
• Now or later? 

 
Numbers - Setting up for the Planning Team 

• Do you have a sense of how much money, as a dollar amount or a percentage of your estate, that you 
would like to leave to your kids? 

• Do you have a sense, from the planning you have done, of how much you will need to have financial 
security “no matter what?” Would you like to pursue that? 

• If you could divide your estate, without regard to legal complexities, between the government, children, 
and charity at your death, how much would you leave to each?  

 
Not a Fact-Finder, nor an Inquisition, but an Invitation to Converse 

Advisors who are used to using fact-finders and checklists may try to ask all these questions. Forget it! To ask even 
5 would take an entire afternoon, if the client begins to open up. Let the client talk and the questions will begin to 
answer themselves, even without your asking them.  

 

 



 

The Story Line and the Bottom Line 

Probe until the client begins to expatiate on his or her life narrative. (This may require only one question.) You are 
not looking for details; you are listening for the plot, the theme, what the Greeks called the agon, or struggle. What 
is the story? What is the story line?  

• Does this person see himself as, say, The Prodigal Son who must return to values he had as a child?  
• Does he see himself as Christian in Pilgrim’s Progress, moving through various struggles, pitfalls and 

snares to ultimate redemption?  
• Does he see himself as Lear, driven mad by ungrateful children?  
• Does he see himself as Horatio Alger, a man who made good against all odds?  
• Does he see himself, though he would never admit it, as a sinner making amends?  
• Does he see himself as Alexander about to conquer the world?  
• Does he see himself as a shrewd dealer who will trade wealth for status, political power, social 

acceptability, and a seat at the right tables?  
• Is he or she caught up in a cause, and eager to lead?  
• Is he or she acting in accordance with a family tradition of public service and philanthropy, so that giving 

is something that “is just done,” or is “what we do”? 
• Is he or she looking for advice? Reassurance, validation, encouragement? Technical education and 

assistance? 
 
All the World's a Stage and We are but Poor Players Upon It 

If the client's life, as he or she begins to narrate it, were a well-made three act play, what does the client want the 
final act to look like? After all, the last will and testament, the upshot of the estate plan, is the final Act, final scene, 
last verse. What has to happen now, in Act II, so that Act III will fall into place, exactly as they wish it, not only the 
bare events, but the denouement, and the meaning? When the client has died, and the chorus, or the priest or a 
family friend steps forward to read the epilogue, what will be the text, the sub-text, and the moral?  

Conclusion of the Values Interview   

• Summarize what you have heard. Stress themes, not a dry recitation of facts. 
• Gain agreement on overall interest, concerns, and direction. 
• You are painting the client’s moral portrait and he or she will nod, or will not.  
• Test the waters with a few planning concepts. “Would it help if…..?” “Might it be of value to you to 

explore….?” “Would you want to look into something like….?” 
• Then suggest that you will put together a summary memo and provide next steps for their consideration, 

and that of their advisors. 
• Set a date for the next interview. 

 
Hand-Off Via Memorandum 

A summary memo from the advisor to the client is an important step towards crystallizing values, setting priorities, 
and seeing how philanthropy fits in the overall scheme of things. But, equally important are “the facts and figures.” 
Either before or soon after the values-discussion, someone on the team has to collect all the relevant tax, legal, and 
financial data.  

A vision or goal is really just a daydream until it has been reality-tested. The advisors with expertise in tax, law, and 
finance have to review the client’s current overall situation, diagnose issues and considerations, and assess the 
feasibility of scenarios. The values drive and guide the planning, but the reverse is also true. The plan locks in place 



 

only when the vision and the feasible strategies intersect to produce the overall balance of results that the client 
desires, for the client, for the client’s family, and for the community.   

Elaborating the Minor Premise (Creating “Plan B”) 

The statements below will make sense to the person in the backroom whose job it is to “run the numbers” and test 
for feasibility. Don't burden that person with quotations from Kierkegaard, Shakespeare or the Bible. Lead to the 
technician's strengths by translating the story of the client's life into sharply focused, quantifiable goals and 
objectives.  The statements below are the kind of statements that go from you, as the values-based advisor, to the 
technicians. By writing up the goals in cold-blooded bullets, you get the clients and the technicians on the same 
page.  

• Client needs $200,000 per year inflation adjusted for himself through life expectancy 
• Spouse needs $200,000 after the first death 
• Clients want children to get $1 million each in today’s dollars 
• Three grandchildren to get $500,000 each inflation adjusted 
• Clients want to pay minimal estate tax 
• The clients want to engage in charitable projects 
• Clients want to do as much with charity as they can afford, while alive, with the balance of their estate to 

complete the charitable program 
• Clients want charitable tools that will maximize tax benefits, while accomplishing the goals above 
• Clients want to involve children today in the charitable project, and let them continue the charitable 

program when they are gone.  
 
 
Monitoring the Means in the light of the Ends 

If you are familiar with technical planning, you can see that the bullets above pose to the technician a technical 
problem that has a mathematical solution, or solutions. The planner can create “before and after tax scenarios,” 
comparing the cost and benefits of various strategies. The lawyers can recommend tools or techniques. Technicians 
appreciate it when the goals and facts are so clear and so mathematical. The goals above are not easy to achieve. 
Many of the calculations are complex. Not all the goals may be feasible. Trade-offs may be necessary. When the 
plan is delivered, the values-based planner and the client compare the end results with the goals, to see if the goals 
have been achieved to the extent feasible. If your organization does not have first-rate technical capacity, rely on 
your Planned Giving Board of Advisors, or on referrals to qualified team members. Recognize, though, that the 
technical issues have to be handled impeccably, and that the liability for getting it right or wrong should rest on the 
shoulders of those with proven competence.  

Strategic Philanthropy 

Meanwhile, as the technicians work on the tools and techniques to create a pool of philanthropic capital, you may 
want to think ahead to the plan for deploying that capital strategically. When the plan runs its course, the couple 
above may have millions of dollars in various vehicles and programs from Charitable Remainder Trusts, to 
Charitable Lead Trusts, to Family Foundations. But, will that charitable capital actually make a better world? To 
connect the charitable dollar with a valuable real world result, with diseases cured, with souls saved, with students 
inspired, with battered women counseled, requires a different kind of plan, not a financial plan, or an estate plan, or 
a business plan, but a plan for deploying charitable capital. Firms like The Philanthropic Initiative (see 
www.tpi.org) and others specialize in helping donors create effective strategic philanthropic plans. The client may 
also benefit from referrals to other donors interested in the same cause. The local community foundation, or the 
Counsel on Foundation may direct the donor to affinity groups, and Regional Associations of Grantmakers, who 
share the donor’s passion. And, of course, in planned giving for an institution the Planned Giving Officer helps the 
client see how to put the gift to good use within the charitable organization.  



 

Action as Conclusion 

In sales or business, as in love, war, or politics, the point is effective action, not sequestered virtue. The sequence of 
Major Premise, Minor Premise, and Action Steps is seamless and unstoppable. The client is trapped in his or her 
own objectives. “He who wills the end, wills the means” (a maxim of Scholastic Philosophy). Once the client has 
visualized the “good life,” the life well-lived, and seen that he or she can afford to do something grand or noble, that 
it is permissible, that others are eager to enlist under that banner, that he or she has the time and talent to devote to 
it, no force in the world, except death itself, can hold the client back. The values-based advisor gradually becomes 
the Cheerleader, whose role is to honor what the client has accomplished.  

Once the client has drilled down deep enough to touch the living water, it ascends in a geyser, as if from an artesian 
well. The client’s voice, face, gestures and deportment change. It is as if you were meeting the client for the first 
time. When the client sees the dream about to become real, it is love, as in the story of Pygmalion. You will be in no 
doubt, when the plan comes together around the client’s deepest values. They will seem transfigured.  The gifts, 
products, services, fees and commissions fall into place as naturally as Sancho Panza heaves himself into the saddle 
to accompany the Melancholy Knight on his Crusade against the Giants. One client’s crusade is another’s outrage. 
Of such differences civil society is made. Our efforts support a vibrant public square, in which many diverse and 
opposing views make for a successful commonwealth.  

Farewell! The Death of Diogenes 

The story goes that the lifelong troublemaker was dying in the open air of the agora.  A passerby, maybe an allied 
professional, asked, “So, did you ever find the honest man?” “No,” said Diogenes, “I never did, but I have often 
slept in the public square, and no one ever stole my lamp.”  
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