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moment, counseled during a difficult
situation, helped with a career move,
or taught simply, but deeply, by 
personal example. Interviews with
foundation donors reveal that most
mentors are an immediate family
member (often a grandparent) and
that a great many are not persons of
great wealth.

■ Personal interests and experiences.
Many founders note that their philan-
thropic point-of-entry came through
an issue of special,personal importance
or an event that was deeply felt and,
therefore, transforming. A lifelong
interest in the arts or the environment
might motivate the desire to give 
dollars and time.A personal experience
such as the death of a loved one to
breast cancer or receiving a much-
needed educational scholarship are
examples of life events that can lead
someone to appreciate the value of pri-

vate giving and compel them to char-
itable action.

■ Community involvement and vol-
unteering. Many entrepreneurs who
eventually become generous philan-
thropists were active in their com-
munities long before they had the
potential or inclination to give away
significant amounts of money. Some
speak eloquently about volunteer
experiences that began in their child-
hood. Volunteering at a homeless
shelter, serving as a docent for a
museum or historical site, serving on
a nonprofit board, or sharing a family
custom of working at a soup kitchen
at Thanksgiving — all indicate a char-
itable inclination and can also indicate
a philanthropic tradition to come.

■ Business skills and experience. In a
1998 series of interviews with new
donors, many mentioned that a busi-

ness colleague who was already an
active donor prompted their interest in
philanthropy.The willingness of their
colleague-donors to talk about their
experiences had encouraged them to
think about what they might accom-
plish as a donor. The power of these
stories may be an indication that the
21st century workplace will play a role
in stimulating charitable interest and
provide a ready-made network of phil-
anthropic support — much like
churches, temples, and mosques have
done in the past. One of the great
opportunities family foundations often
offer donors is the chance to use their
business skills in different ways and for
different purposes. Just as your educa-
tion,professional skills, and experience
contributed to your financial success,
they may now be used to contribute to
your community in a different way.

What Donors Name 
as Guiding Values
The sum of these possibilities — per-
sonal influences, interests, and experi-
ences — together with the source of
inspiration and motivation for charita-
ble giving may very well be your guid-
ing values.Compassion, justice, fairness,
and respect for others are just a few of
the values most frequently named by
donors as guiding values.

Interestingly, in cases where family
members and others inherit responsi-
bility for a foundation where no specific
instructions have been left behind,
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8. Giving grudgingly; 
7. Giving cheerfully, but less than you should;
6. Giving after being solicited;
5. Giving without being solicited;
4. Giving to a recipient unknown to you who knows you;
3. Giving to a recipient you know who does not know you;
2. Giving to an unknown recipient who does not know your identity; and
1. Helping a needy person become self-supporting by a gift, loan, or 

entering into partnership with or providing work for him or her.

Eight Degrees of Charity from the Least 
to the Most Meritorious (Mishneh Torah)


