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You’ve decided to tap into the 

greatest transfer of wealth that the 

world has ever seen by building a 

LegacyGiving website. You’re already 

ahead of hundreds of thousands of 

other organizations out there.

Take a moment, pat yourself on  

the back, and then let’s get down  

to business.

http://imarketsmart.com
http://imarketsmart.com
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Here’s How 
to write your 
website so
you get 
a ton of 
legaCy 
gifts.
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When nonprofits ask for legacy gifts, two things happen*:

1  avoidance. The donor does not wish to think about  
their death.

2  Contemplation. the donor thinks about symbolic 
immortality: how they will be remembered, how they 
would like to be remembered, and about whether your 
organization’s mission is aligned with their life and 
values.

Additionally, neuroimaging of bequest donors shows that 
different parts of their brains are activated than when making 
regular philanthropic gifts.

In other words, acquiring planned gifts is fundamentally 
different than acquiring normal gifts. How you motivate 
planned gifts is different, and your entire site should be 
based on this research or you’ll receive far fewer gifts than 
you could have otherwise.

* Russell James III, J.D., Ph. D., Texas Tech University

tHe psyCHology of

planned
giving

http://imarketsmart.com
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 legacy giving website is for the people who want to make 
a gift without involving you — and there are far more of 
them than you think.  

80% of the people who make planned gifts are 
people of average means.* Most of them won’t call your 
organization or ever disclose their gift. Their gifts will not involve 
complicated legal trusts. 

your planned giving website’s job is to inspire donors to 
contemplate their symbolic immortality and give them what 
they need to designate their gift. That means the information 
necessary for them to educate themselves on the type of gifts 
available to them, and the tools to make bequests and update 
their wills. 

You’ll also want to feature prominent ‘get in touch’ and/or ‘ask 
a question’ buttons to give the people who do want your help a 
way to have their questions answered. 

* National Committee on Planned Giving, Indianapolis, IN

is tHe website for?
wHoplanned

giving a
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s a rule, most of your donors avoid thinking about their death. 
As a consequence, most of them will have a hard 
time getting started on their wills and making 

legacy gifts.

Here’s what that means for you as you write your legacy giving 
website: 

n  Keep your tone positive! Make it about legacy, impact and 
values, not death.

n  You need to make it seem as easy as possible to make a 
planned gift.

n  Suggest leaving a charitable bequest to honor a friend or 
family member.

n  As you write your site, emphasize how easy it is for them 
to update or change their will. Tell stories of other donors 
who have given gifts and highlight how easy it was for those 
donors. 

n  Your main goal is to get your donors to act on at least one call-
to-action; download an information packet, or sample bequest 
language, or even a planning checklist.

then they are on the path to making a gift — but you’ll need to 
lead them along the path. Set up regular reminders with cultivation 
marketing to drive them back to your site — with a call-to-action 
each time — and hopefully they’ll ultimately leave your organization 
a gift.

Hurdle
your biggest

a

http://imarketsmart.com
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ost nonprofits simply post information about their 
planned giving process on the web. It’s mostly about 
the organization itself, and about the legal and tax 

minutia that tend to overwhelm and confuse potential donors. 

instead, put yourself in your donor’s shoes. what are they 
thinking about? what questions are they asking? 

If your planned giving website answers questions that only you 
and your staff are asking, you’re in for disappointing results.  
but if you help donors answer the questions they are  
asking, then you’re in for record-setting revenue. Here’s  
how to get there . . . 

answer
tHe questions your 
donors are asking

Hurdle
M
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onors are at your legacy giving site because they are 
interested in learning more about planning their estate — and 
may be interested in leaving a planned gift. so what’s going 

to take them from interested in planning their estate to including 
your organization as a beneficiary?

the following messages are proven to ease the fears of potential 
planned givers and move them towards making gifts:

n  Show them that their gift to your organization will be a very wise 
investment

n   Emphasize the success of your organization — donors want to 
contribute to an organization that’s progressing towards fulfilling 
it’s mission. They want to back a winner!

n  Show how their gift makes a real difference to other people and 
to the community

n Share stories of living donors that decided to leave a legacy gift.

n  Show them why it’s wise to have a plan (but don’t try to scare 
them into making one — they’ll walk away)

n  Share the tax benefits of some kinds of gifts (though this is the 
least important element on this list)

How to get to tHe

tipping

d
point

http://imarketsmart.com
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Work the following ideas into your website copy. these are  
the primary emotional motivators of people who leave 
planned gifts:

n	 Leaving a legacy

n	 Helping others

n	 Supporting their community

n	 Be remembered favorably

n	 Making a difference

n	 Inspiring others

n	 Making their family proud

n	 Honoring a family member or friend

the list of emotional motivators above is more powerful, 
but the following practical reasons can also be included:

n	 So they can receive annual fixed income

n	 Security

n	 Benefit from deductions to current taxes

n	 Getting better rates and better returns

n	 Benefitting others while helping themselves

n	 Reducing gift estate taxes

wHat’s tHeir

Motivation?
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s strange at it sounds, your website should not be about 
your organization. Your site should be about your donor, 
their legacy, and their gift. 

Of course you’ll talk about your organization, its mission, its 
legacy and its impact. but if you make your site donor-centric 
by answering their questions and giving them the tools they 
need, you’ll quickly have a successful program. 

as much as possible, focus your copy on how the donor 
will benefit by making a planned gift. For example, use 
the headline “Income For the Rest of Your Life” instead of 
“Charitable Gift Annuity”.

CentriC
be donor-

a

http://imarketsmart.com
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ake it clear that the donor can designate their gift. 
this makes it clear to the donor that the gift is about 
them, their values, and their legacy. 

When you provide sample bequest language, include copy 
that says something similar to, “…for the restricted purpose of 
_______.”

they are writing their legacy with their gift. let them write it 
however they’d like (within reason). 

The most fruitful thing you can do is to suggest that the donor 
contact your organization to work out the details of a restricted 
bequest. That way a gift officer can work through the details with 
them, and you’ll have the added benefit of “discovering” many 
gifts that you might otherwise not know about.

let tHeM

CHoose
M
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What’s the #1 design principal when building websites for legacy 
giving?

Make sure your users can read the site. They’ll be older than the 
average web user and you need to design accordingly. 

follow these guidelines and you’ll build a readable, usable site:

n	 Use a font that’s optimized for the web

n  Size your font larger than you normally would and, if possible, 
allow users to control the size of the font

n  Be very careful using reverse type (light text on a dark 
background) — it’s one of the hardest things for older donors  
to read

n Make your calls-to-action stand out with high-contrast colors

designing 
for legaCy 
gifts

bonus

http://imarketsmart.com
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We’re a donor-centric strategic marketing firm with digital innovation at our core. We understand that 80% 
of an organization’s revenue comes from less than 20% of its donors or clients, so we fish where the big fish 
are. Our unique, trail-blazing technologies and marketing services help you raise more money from the crucial 
20%, efficiently — delivering unparalleled results. Get more major gifts for today and more planned gifts for 
tomorrow.

strategy + Creative + teCHnology = results
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Generate more leads, cultivate more donors and 
find more legacy gifts. Individual tracking reports 
show who is interested in your organization 
and why, so you can engage and build effective 
relationships with potential donors.

Take the guesswork out of marketing by 
using proven technology to rank, score, and 
automatically nurture leads with relevant, timely, 
personalized messages. You’ll maximize your gift 
disclosures by spending your time with the most 
qualified and interested donor prospects, and 
letting Legacy Giftmaker+ take care of the rest. 

Find passionate donors in real time, and close 
more major gifts — faster. Major Giftmaker gives 
you a 360° view of individual donors’ interests, 
demographics, and preferences. 

Donors want to give where they live. With 
Giftmaker Connect, you can tap into the power 
of smarter fundraising by connecting the 
disconnected and empowering your chapters or 
affiliates.

www.imarketsmart.com
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