
Giving Like You Mean It: 


10 Questions for Giving Well

A liquidity event changes the math. A company sale, a concentrated position finally trimmed, a strong year 
that lands differently than you expected. Suddenly the question of what you do with wealth becomes as 
real as the question of how you built it.


Giving is part of that picture for a lot of people. Not as an obligation, but as a choice they want to make 
well. The problem is that most giving happens reflexively: write a check, respond to a request, give cash 
because it's easy. That works, but it leaves a lot on the table, not only financially, but in terms of what 
your giving actually does and how it feels to do it.


This guide is built around ten questions worth sitting with before your next significant gift. Not because 
charitable giving is complicated, but because a little structure makes it sharper. Every question ends the 
same way: as a conversation to have with your financial advisor, the person who can turn any of this into a 
plan that fits your actual situation.

Work through the questions. Then have the conversation.

1. What is a donor-advised fund, really?
A donor-advised fund is a charitable giving account you fund now, take the 
deduction on now, and give from over time. It’s legally owned by a sponsoring 
charity you advise.

Think of a donor-advised fund as a charitable giving account: one built and operated specifically for 
philanthropy, the way a retirement account is built for long-term savings. You contribute assets, receive a 
potential tax deduction in the year of the contribution, and then recommend grants to the causes you care 
about over time. The timing of the contribution and the timing of the giving do not have to match.

Here’s the part that surprises people: the account is legally owned by a sponsoring charity, a nonprofit that 
accepts and manages your contributions. A technology and service platform like Ren powers the 
experience, such as tools, the interface, and the way you interact with your account, but the sponsoring 
charity holds the assets and has ultimate authority over all contributions, distributions, and investments. 
Once you give, your contribution is irrevocable. 



So who’s really steering? You are. You recommend where your giving goes and when, and the sponsoring 
charity usually says yes. Two things stay true underneath: you don’t hold legal ownership, and your 
recommendations aren’t legally binding, so the sponsoring charity can say no. In practice it rarely does, 
but it’s worth knowing before you give. 



The retirement-account analogy holds in one more useful way: just as you would not fund a retirement 
account and spend it all immediately, a donor-advised fund supports thoughtfulness and strategy. You can 
contribute now, during a year when a deduction is most valuable, and give to causes deliberately over 
months or years in the future.



2. Why is a donor-advised fund a strategic way to give?
It lets you claim the deduction in the year income spikes while taking your time 
deciding where the money actually goes.

Timing is the core advantage. When income spikes from events like a business sale, a large bonus, or a 
particularly strong investment year, the tax implications spike with it. A contribution to a donor-advised 
fund in the same year may reduce your taxable income in exactly the moment when the reduction is worth 
most, depending on your situation. The contribution is complete, and the deduction is available that year, 
even if the grants go out over several years.



That separation is what makes the vehicle strategic rather than merely convenient. You are not racing to 
find the right charity before year-end. You contribute when it makes sense financially, then give when it 
makes sense personally. For anyone managing a concentrated position, an appreciated asset, or an 
unexpected windfall, that flexibility has real value.



None of this replaces a conversation with your legal, tax, and financial advisors. The deduction depends 
on what you give, how you give it, and your individual circumstances. But the structure of a donor-advised 
fund is designed to make the most of the moments when generosity and financial planning point in the 
same direction.

3. What can you actually give?
Far more than cash, including publicly traded and restricted stock, real estate, 
private company interests, and cryptocurrency, subject to the sponsoring charity’s 
approval.

Cash is the reflex. It is rarely the most powerful gift. A donor-advised fund can accept a broader range of 
assets than most people expect: publicly traded stock, restricted stock, real estate, interests in private 
companies, cryptocurrency, and more, subject to the sponsoring charity’s review and approval process for 
each asset type.



The significance of giving appreciated assets is that you may avoid realizing capital gains on the 
appreciation, depending on your situation. The full fair market value of the asset may qualify for a 
deduction, and none of the gain is taxed at the donor level. Compared to selling the asset, paying the tax, 
and then donating what remains, this path can mean meaningfully more reaches the causes you care 
about. Your advisors can model the comparison against your specific holdings.



The sponsoring charity makes the final determination on whether and how to accept a given asset. Not 
every asset qualifies, and some require additional documentation or a longer review timeline. That 
process exists to protect both the charity and the donor. Build in lead time, particularly for illiquid or 
complex assets, and coordinate with your advisor on the timing.



4. Can it help you do more good, your way?
Yes, you choose the causes, the pace, and the privacy, and funds you have not yet 
granted out may be invested so more can reach them.

A donor-advised fund gives you the ability to give deliberately, not just generously. You can recommend 
grants to any IRS-qualified public charity, create a giving strategy across multiple causes, respond to a 
disaster within days of opening your account, or give alongside family members who share the account. 
The vehicle does not dictate the pace or the direction. You do.



That agency matters most when giving reflects a personal conviction. Whether you care about a specific 
geography, a cause area, or a particular kind of organization, a donor-advised fund lets you give with 
specificity rather than defaulting to whoever sent the most compelling appeal. Funds you have not yet 
granted out may be invested, so the amount available to give can grow over time, though invested assets 
can also fall in value. That means more can reach the causes you care about, not just what you originally 
contributed.



Speed is a real advantage too. When a natural disaster or urgent cause demands a fast response, donor-
advised funds are built to move. You do not have to fundraise, convene a board, or wait for a process. You 
can act on the same day you decide to.

5. What do you keep, and what do you give up?
You keep advisory influence over investments and grants; you give up legal 
ownership, and contributions cannot be reversed.

You keep advisory influence. You give up legal ownership. That is the honest summary of the control 
question, and it is worth sitting with before you contribute.



Once assets enter a donor-advised fund, they belong to the sponsoring charity. Your role is to 
recommend which investments to use, which organizations to support, and how much to grant. In 
practice, sponsoring charities follow donor recommendations closely; that is the entire premise of the 
relationship. But the word "advisory" is not a formality. A recommendation is not a directive, and 
contributions cannot be reversed.



What this means in practice: a donor-advised fund gives you significant ongoing influence over your 
giving without the administrative and governance responsibilities that come with legal ownership. For 
donors who want to stay engaged without running a structure, that trade works well. For donors who 
want final authority over every decision, the distinction matters more. Either way, your advisor can help 
you think through what level of control actually matters to you before you commit.



6. Can you give privately?
Yes, grants can be made anonymously, and a donor-advised fund carries none of 
the public disclosure a private foundation does.

Yes, and for many donors that is a meaningful part of the appeal. Grants from a donor-advised fund can 
be made anonymously. The receiving organization sees the grant; it does not have to see your name 
attached to it, and other personally identifying information may be anonymized based on your preference.



The contrast with private foundations is direct: a private foundation files a Form 990-PF with the IRS, 
which becomes a public document. Grants, assets, and officer compensation are visible to anyone who 
looks. A donor-advised fund does not carry the same disclosure requirement. Your giving stays between 
you, the sponsoring charity, and whoever you choose to tell.



Privacy in giving is not about secrecy for its own sake. For some donors, it removes the social pressure 
that follows a known gift. For others, it’s simply consistent with how they handle their financial affairs. The 
option to give quietly is there if you want it.

7. Can a donor-advised fund do what a private 
foundation does?
For most donors, yes: nearly the same substance, with a fraction of the legal, 
accounting, and compliance overhead.

For most purposes, yes, and with considerably less overhead. A donor-advised fund can support the 
same causes, build a multi-generational giving practice, and be administered with a fraction of the legal, 
accounting, and compliance infrastructure a private foundation requires. For donors who want the 
substance of structured philanthropy without the governance, a donor-advised fund delivers most of it.



Where a private foundation holds distinct advantages is in direct operating programs, greater control over 
grant terms, and a standalone institutional identity. Those features come with corresponding 
responsibilities. Foundations file public returns (Form 990-PF), maintain a board, meet minimum annual 
distribution requirements, and navigate a more complex regulatory environment. Some donors want 
exactly that. Many, particularly those early in their philanthropic lives, find that the donor-advised fund 
handles what they actually care about.



The two vehicles are not always in competition. Some donors use both: a foundation for the programs and 
public presence they want to maintain, a donor-advised fund for flexible, private, or family-coordinated 
giving alongside it. Ren publishes a dedicated comparison series for donors weighing these structures in 
detail; it’s worth reading before that conversation with your advisor.



8. Can your family carry it forward?
Yes, you can name successor advisors who continue recommending grants after 
you, with no probate and no waiting period.

Yes. A donor-advised fund can be structured with successor advisors such as family members who 
continue making grant recommendations after you. Unlike a bequest, this does not require probate or a 
waiting period. The account continues, and the people you designate take over advisory authority 
according to the terms you set.



For donors thinking about legacy, this is a practical way to build a giving practice that outlasts a single 
generation. A child or grandchild who grows up participating in grant decisions learns something about 
values, not just wealth. The account becomes a shared reference point for what the family cares about 
and how it acts on those convictions.



The mechanics of succession vary by sponsoring charity, so the structure needs to be set up intentionally. 
It does not happen automatically. Your advisor can help you think through who should succeed you, at 
what age or under what conditions, and how to communicate the purpose of the account to the people 
who will carry it forward.

9. What makes giving this way feel worth it?
Giving an asset you built, deliberately and to a cause you chose, turns giving from 
a reaction into a practice.

There is something specific about giving an asset you built and directing it toward something that matters 
to you. It might be stock from a company you started, real estate you developed, or a position you held 
through a long appreciation. The gift carries a different weight. It is not money set aside. It is something 
you made.



A donor-advised fund makes that kind of giving accessible without requiring you to navigate a complex 
transaction on your own every time. The infrastructure is already in place. The moment you decide to act, 
the path is clear. What remains is the giving itself: choosing the cause, recommending the grant, seeing 
the confirmation that the money moved.



Many donors describe a shift once they start giving this way. Giving becomes a practice rather than a 
reaction. The causes they support reflect actual priorities, not just whoever asked. Knowing what you 
give, why you give it, and what happens to it is what separates a considered giving strategy from a 
checkbook. The structure does not create generosity. It gives generosity somewhere productive to go.



10. Is a donor-advised fund right for you, and how do 
you begin?
It fits if you have appreciated assets and want flexibility without administration, 
and your advisor can confirm that in a single conversation.

A donor-advised fund fits best when you have appreciated assets and would benefit from a flexible 
deduction; when you want to give consistently but do not want to administer a formal structure; when 
privacy matters; or when you are thinking about giving as a long-term practice rather than a one-time 
transaction. It is not the right vehicle for everyone. It does not suit donors who need to retain control over 
assets, who have program goals that require a direct operating structure, or whose giving is small enough 
that the overhead of any formal vehicle is unnecessary.



The honest answer to "is this right for me" is that it turns on specifics only your advisor can see: your 
asset mix, your tax situation, your family structure, and what you actually want your giving to accomplish. 
An advisor who knows your full picture can tell you in one conversation whether a donor-advised fund fits, 
and if it does, what to contribute and when.



You do not need to arrive at that conversation with everything figured out. Arriving with the right 
questions is enough. These ten are a reasonable place to start.

This content is for educational and marketing purposes only and is not tax, legal, or financial advice. Tax outcomes 
depend on your individual circumstances and current law. Invested assets can rise or fall in value, and growth is not 
guaranteed. Falls in value of the invested assets, if any, are not insured against loss. Investment options and asset 
acceptance are determined solely by the sponsoring charity and not by Renaissance Acquisition Company LLC or 
its affiliates, agents, successors and assigns (collectively “Ren”). Please consult your own tax, legal, and financial 
advisors before making charitable, legal, or financial decisions


