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Thinking About
Privacy and the
Family
At the outset, it’s important to acknowl-
edge the common urge to operate
anonymously.There are several good rea-

sons why donors might seek to operate
foundations in anonymity.But whatever
the impulse, giving anonymously is not
really an option when a donor decides to
establish a foundation under United
States tax law. By virtue of the tax ben-
efits extended by the government, foun-

dations have an obligation to operate for
public purposes and to make regular
reports to the public.Private foundations
have long been required to provide
information about their operations,
especially since 1969, when a major
overhaul of tax laws greatly increased
formal scrutiny of foundation affairs.

Limiting Public 
Knowledge and Access
Many founders and their families are
concerned about the effect of publicity
on the family.They may have heard about
grantseekers buttonholing them in pub-
lic places.They may have read stories sug-
gesting that persons of wealth may face
threats to their personal security.

In fact,with one exception, the founder
and the foundation can achieve a high
degree of anonymity. Aside from the
Form 990-PF,you can keep your family
and foundation activities very private.
You do not have to list the foundation in
the telephone book, maintain an office
available to the public, print foundation
letterhead or business cards, issue printed
or electronic grant guidelines, publicize
your grants, or accept offers from well-
meaning nonprofit organizations that
want to honor you and the foundation
with a bronze plaque.Your lawyer can
write the grant checks.

One foundation that follows a limited
public knowledge approach is the Jerry
Taylor & Nancy Bryant Foundation in

Look at any list of donors and you are sure to find a familiar name: anonymous.
Throughout the ages, anonymous giving has been greatly admired and deeply
rooted in the practice of philanthropy. Maimonides, the 12th Century Jewish
philosopher, is the most commonly cited among many influential thinkers who
have argued that giving is most virtuous when it is done privately and selflessly.
Even today, many donors want to keep their good works quiet out of modesty
and humility,

There are also selfish — but no less compelling — reasons to conduct phi-
lanthropy anonymously. Some donors feel that public displays of philanthropy
can bring unwanted attention to their wealth, thereby leaving family members
vulnerable to threats to their personal security.

Some donors may even entertain the romantic notion of being a latter-day John
Beresford Tipton, the unseen force in the old television program, “The
Millionaire.” Each week, Tipton’s assistant, would deliver a tax-free check for $1
million to an unsuspecting beneficiary. (Perhaps less well-remembered are the
distressing consequences of Tipton’s essentially manipulative style of giving.)

On a more mundane level, some people believe that providing too much infor-
mation about a foundation’s operations can lead to a flood of unsolicited pro-
posals. By operating in secrecy, some donors feel that they can maintain
better control of their giving, devoting themselves more fully to thinking about
who to support and less to the task of turning everybody else down.
Whatever your reason, if you want to carry out your philanthropy in total
anonymity, using a foundation is not the way to do it. In the first place, it’s not
legally possible, given the public reporting requirements of the federal gov-
ernment. But even more importantly, foundations function more effectively
when they operate with some degree of public accountability.

No Cloak of Secrecy: Anonymous Giving
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