
A D A P T E D  F R O M  T H E  M A R C H  2 0 1 3  N E W S L E T T E R

True or False?

Most advisors to high-net-worth individuals feel comfortable having a meaningful 
discussion with their clients about philanthropy.

False. Sure, most advisors check off “the philanthropy box” by asking: 
Are you donating to charity? Would you like to include a bequest in your 
will? But research shows that far fewer feel comfortable engaging with 
their clients in a deeper way, by helping them to think about their life’s 
goals and values and what their money means in that context. What advi-
sors may not realize, though, is that this reticence is bad for business. 

“When I go around and ask which advisors talk to their clients about 
philanthropy, I always hear, ‘the good ones,’” said Jim Coutre, a partner at 
The Philanthropic Initiative (TPI), an operating unit of the Boston Founda-
tion. “When we asked advisors if they were talking to their clients about 
philanthropy, everyone said yes, but when we talked to the donors, it was 
the donors who said they were raising the question. The donors them-
selves are asking for a values-based conversation.”

“If you’re not talking to them about philanthropy, someone else will be,” 
Mr. Coutre cautioned. 

“Clients are asking for this,” said Anne Marie Towle, a managing director 
and senior wealth advisor at Athena Capital Advisors in Lincoln, Mass.  

“You don’t have to worry about becoming the expert. You can have the 
initial conversation and then you can pull in the other people who are the 
experts. I would not shy away from raising the topic, because I really do 
think clients appreciate it.”

Why Advisors Should Have the “Philanthropy 
Conversation” with their Clients

over

Questions to Ask Your 
Clients (And Yourself) 
About Philanthropy

1. What are some of the forma-
tive experiences that have 
shaped who you are?

2. What are the values that guide 
you?

3. When you think about the 
world, what are the things 
that inspire you? What are the 
things that deeply trouble you? 

4. How does your current charita-
ble giving align with your values 
and interests? 

5. Given your answers to the 
questions above, how might 
you change or reconfigure 
your giving to better fit with 
who you are and the goals you 
have?



Conversations about philanthropy can be good for business. Having these 
discussions can build trust, strengthen the relationship, and provide access 
to the next generation, the two advisors noted.

“If you’re an investment manager, the value that you add to the client 
rises and falls with the markets,” said Ms. Towle, a member of the Boston 
Foundation’s Professional Advisors Committee (PAC).  In the down years, 

“sometimes you can add more value by saving people taxes [through chari-
table gifts] than you can by looking for returns in the market.” 

Barbara Freedman Wand, a partner at Bingham McCutchen in Boston, 
routinely talks about philanthropy with clients. “I see philanthropy as an 
integral part of my role, given my definition of estate planning as includ-
ing exploring and helping to implement the client’s goals for giving back 
to the community,” she said. 

All advisors, regardless of their specialization, should have a basic under-
standing of the charitable strategies that can be used in different situations, 
said Ms. Wand, also a member of the PAC. “They’re adding value to their 
client if they can say, ‘You ought to consider this, it could be helpful.’”

“For example, advisors can recommend charitable remainder trusts for 
clients who have concentrated stock positions they’d like to diversify but 
who are concerned about capital gains taxes,” she continued. “They can 
educate business owners about how charitable giving vehicles such as 
foundations or Donor Advised Funds can allow them to be good corporate 
citizens in good years and bad.”

But advisors should not focus solely on taxes, said Mr. Coutre. “When we 
asked donors what it would take for them to be more philanthropic, they 
said, ‘No. 1, to be convinced my dollars are being used well.’ Tax incen-
tives were actually 12th on the list.”

He urges advisors to ask the big questions: “What are the values you want 
to be expressing through your philanthropy? When you think about the 
world, what are the things that really inspire you? When you think about 
the world, what are the things that really trouble you?”

Then it’s time to consider whether the client’s current or planned giving 
reflects those answers. “For many people,” said Mr. Coutre, “that’s an ‘aha’ 
moment that moves them to change the way they’re giving or to give more.” 

Advisors who want to learn more about the particulars of philanthropy can 
turn to PAC members, Boston Foundation Director of Development Jenifer 
Cannon, and their professional associations. TBF

How the  
Boston Foundation  

Works with  
Advisors

The Boston Foundation works 

closely with financial, wealth, 

legal and philanthropic 

advisors to meet the charitable 

giving needs of their clients. 

As a community foundation 

with close to $900 million in 

assets under management, 

the Foundation offers Donor 

Advised Funds (DAFs) that can 

be started with gifts of $10,000 

or more in cash, securities, 

complex assets, real estate, and 

LLC or partnership interests. 

Gifts to DAFs are generally 

tax deductible (50 percent of 

adjusted growth income for 

cash; 30 percent for stock or 

real property) and no yearly 

distribution is required. The 

Foundation charges a small 

annual fee for administration 

and management. 

Please contact Laura T. Godine, 

Senior Director of Professional 

Advisor Relations, at  

laura.godine@tbf.org or  

617-338-1218 for more 

information about  

Donor Advised Funds.
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