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specific charitable purposes today, and
the virtual certainty that some degree of
flexibility will be needed in the future.

To allow yourself flexibility, you may
find it helpful if the governing instru-

ment gives you the power to change
the charitable purposes, without court
approval, at any time during your life-
time. In some cases, you may wish to
empower those who control the foun-
dation after your death to amend the

charitable purposes — or you may
decide that changes of purpose should
be prohibited after your death. For an
indepth treatment of this subject, see
Paul K. Rhoads, “Establishing Your
Intent,” Living the Legacy:The Values of a
Family’s Philanthropy Across Generations.

Philanthropists often find it appealing to
create a foundation that will last in per-
petuity. A foundation that pays out the
minimum 5 percent a year of its average
annual asset value and, net of operating
expenses, earns more than that should
indeed be able to last forever.

But bear in mind:Forever is a very long
time, and the ideas that seem wise at
the beginning of the 21st Century may
be inappropriate or unworkable a cen-
tury, or even a decade, in the future.

A few questions are worth asking
before setting up an ostensibly perpet-
ual foundation:
■ Am I contributing enough money to

my foundation to warrant the expense
forever of the apparatus necessary to
manage the assets prudently and give
them away responsibly?

■ Who is going to run a perpetual foun-
dation? For how many generations can
I expect volunteers to shoulder the
burden of carrying out the philan-
thropic objectives I have in mind?

■ Is my charitable objective broad
enough that I can reasonably expect
it to remain viable in perpetuity?

■ Should I impose a time limit on my
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4 Five Key Questions on Charitable Purposes
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3 Tips For Crafting Charitable Purposes

■ Bear in mind that vague charitable purposes and excessively limited ones 
routinely yield confusion, discord, and litigation — sometimes during the
founder’s lifetime, more often in a family foundation’s second or third generation.

■ Invest ample time and thought in the development of a statement of charita-
ble purposes and, if appropriate, a mission statement. Write down your
ideas. Let your lawyer convert your concepts into suitable “legalese.” Then
read the lawyer’s draft critically and work with your lawyer to improve it.

■ Encourage family, friends, and others whom you trust to ask hard questions
about your philanthropic ideas and to participate actively in the process of
identifying the right charitable purposes and deciding how they are expressed.

1. How likely are my charitable objectives to evolve during my lifetime?

2. To what extent are my objectives something that my children or other
successors on the board of the foundation will want to pursue?

3. What are the chances that my particular purpose may one day become
obsolete or unnecessary?

4. How well have I matched funding with purpose? Too little money? Too much?

5. How can I ensure that later generations won’t quarrel over what I mean? 


