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     Abstract 
 Bequests have played an important 
role in the foundation and 
development of many educational 
organizations. It is possible that as 
mortality rates increase, bequest 
income will become even more vital. 
In order to maximize income from 
this source, practitioners need to 
understand both who leaves bequests, 
and what their motivations may be for 
doing so. This study analyzes literature 
from the fi elds of marketing, sociology, 

economics, and sociology to provide 
an insight into both who gives and 
why. The fi ndings show that 
individuals from across the donor base 
may be receptive to a bequest appeal, 
and that there appear to be both 
altruistic and egoistic motivations 
driving the bequest giving decision. 
The study concludes with suggestions 
as to how these fi ndings may be 
incorporated into practitioners ’  bequest 
fundraising.  
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      Introduction 
 Bequest income has been vital to 
educational institutions for centuries, 
from William of Durham ’ s bequest in 
1249, which eventually founded 
University College, Oxford, to John 
Harvard ’ s gift of  £ 779 in 1638 to the 
Institution that now bears his name. 
Bequests are also highly signifi cant 
for the wider nonprofi t sector. In the 
United States, giving by bequest in 
2006 has been estimated at  $ 22.91 
billion (Giving USA, 2007)  , and in the 
UK, the market was worth over  £ 1.6 
billion in 2004 – 2005 ( Reichardt  et al. , 
2007 ). Impressive though these fi gures 
are, there remains considerable scope 
to increase the value of bequests to the 
sector, particularly as mortality rates 
increase (with the passing of the baby 
boom generation) and a greater 
percentage of society are persuaded 
to give in this way. In the UK, for 
example, the percentage of wills 
containing a charitable bequest has 
increased in recent years to around 
8 percent of the total, but given that 
over 80 percent of the population will 
give in their lifetime, the potential for 
expansion is clear ( Sargeant and 
Radcliffe, 2007 ). 

 In the US,  Schervish and Havens 
(1999)  have estimated that the years 
between 1998 and 2052 will see at 
least  $ 41 trillion dollars transferred 
between generations through 
inheritance, but that the fi nal total 
could be double or even triple this 
fi gure. Schervish also offers a 
conservative estimate of the amount 
that will be transferred to nonprofi ts, 
namely  $ 6 trillion. His more optimistic 
models indicate that this could be 
as high as  $ 25 trillion. While some 
commentators have questioned the 
validity of these original estimates 

(see  Havens and Schervish, 2003 ), 
there is no doubt that the next 50 
years will witness an unprecedented 
wealth transfer, and consequently an 
enormous opportunity for the 
generation of bequests. 

 Despite its importance, the topic of 
charitable bequests remains grievously 
under-researched, with the majority 
of empirical studies focusing on the 
factors that drive lifetime giving. In 
this paper, we summarize the extant 
bequest research, but also review the 
wider marketing, sociology, economics, 
and psychiatry literature for material 
offering utility for practitioners 
involved in this form of fundraising. 
Our review was completed in June 
2007 using the Business Source 
Premier, PsycBITE. PsycINFO, 
SocINDEX, and UMI dissertation 
databases. 

 We begin by considering which 
individuals are most likely to leave a 
bequest to nonprofi t organizations, 
before considering what motivations 
are likely to drive their giving 
decisions. We conclude with 
suggestions to practitioners as to 
how these insights may benefi t 
bequest fundraising within 
educational institutions.   

 Bequest Givers 
 The fi rst challenge faced by fundraisers 
is undoubtedly whom they should 
approach for a bequest gift. In the US, 
where bequests have typically been 
integrated into the marketing of 
planned giving, targeting has often been 
very specifi c and often a component of 
major gift fundraising targeted at the 
wealthy. In the UK, by contrast, 
bequest solicitations are routinely made 
across the supporter base although 
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where nonprofi ts can identify the age of 
their supporters (perhaps by their 
method of giving), particular attention 
is paid to the elderly ( Sargeant and Jay, 
2004 ). Women have also been a 
particular target for attention, since 
they live longer than do men and 
are therefore more likely to have 
responsibility for disposing of the 
balance of an estate. Numerous studies, 
including  Sargeant and Jay (2003) , 
 Sargeant and Hilton (2005) , and 
 Sargeant  et al.  (2006b) , now confi rm 
that the majority of individuals 
pledging to leave a bequest are female. 

 In a bid to improve the targeting of 
appeals beyond this generic,  Sargeant 
and Hilton (2005)  and  Sargeant  et al.  
(2006b)  have profi led bequest pledgers 
in both the UK and the US. Their 
results, when considered alongside 
critical studies such as that conducted 
by the National Committee on Planned 
Giving ( NCPG, 2001 ), indicate that in 
the UK pledgers are typically in their 
mid to late 60s and approximately ten 
years older than the balance of the 
supporter base. In the US, the age 
profi le is less distinct with donors 
pledging gifts from their mid-40s 
and pledgers being generally 
indistinguishable on the basis of age 
from the balance of the database 
( Brown, 2004 ;  Sargeant  et al ., 
2006a,   b   ).  Sargeant (2005)  has argued 
that these differences between the two 
countries are a function of historic 
variations in bequest fundraising 
practice and suggests that bequest 
solicitations should ideally be 
ubiquitous and offered to all categories 
of supporters irrespective of their age. 
The basis for this assertion is simply 
that many wills are made early and 
 NCPG (2001)  data identifi ed that once 
donors do take the step of including a 

charitable bequest in their will, they 
are unlikely to remove it. NCPG found 
that 75 percent of charitable bequests 
are never revised. If they are, the size 
of the donation is typically increased, 
rather than being decreased or 
removed altogether. 

 Income and wealth may also be used 
as the basis for segmenting potential 
bequest givers. Unsurprisingly, 
wealthier donors leave bequests of the 
greatest fi nancial value and wealthier 
donors are also signifi cantly more 
likely to leave a bequest ( Barthold and 
Plotnick, 1984 ;  Chang  et al. , 1999 ; 
 Joulfaian, 2000 ). Interestingly, wealth 
also drives the percentage of an estate 
that will be allocated to good causes. 
As the value of fi nal estates increases, 
so too does the percentage left to 
nonprofi ts. In 2003, charities received 
5 percent of the smallest estates, 
17 percent of estates worth  $ 10 
million –  $ 20 million, and 32 percent of 
estates worth over  $ 20 million. Indeed, 
43 percent of the total bequeathed to 
charity by US estate tax fi lers in 2003 
came from the largest estates, even 
though those estates numbered just 
721 out of 66,000 ( Schervish  et al. , 
2006 ). 

 However, while the probability of 
leaving a charitable bequest may 
increase in line with socioeconomic 
status,  Brown (2004)  tells us that 
58 percent of US bequests are actually 
left by donors with incomes of less 
than  $ 75,000 a year. Similarly, in the 
UK,  Sargeant and Hilton (2005)  and 
 Sargeant and Jay (2003)  fi nd that 
pledgers ’  household income is 
signifi cantly smaller than that of the 
general supporter base. It would 
appear that, in both countries, many 
potential bequest donors are  “ cash-
poor – asset-rich ”  and could therefore 
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appear as lower value donors on a 
charitable database. 

 Married individuals and those with 
children and grandchildren are less 
likely to make a charitable bequest (see 
 Barthold and Plotnick, 1984 ;  Chang 
 et al. , 1999 ;  Joulfaian, 2000 ;  Sargeant 
and Jay, 2003 ;  Sargeant and Jay, 2004 ; 
 Sargeant and Hilton, 2005 ;  Sargeant 
 et al. , 2006a,   b ).  Rawlingson and 
McKay (2005)    point out that 25 
percent of UK wills are total estate 
wills, bequeathing everything to a 
surviving spouse, and that while only 
a small percentage of wills include a 
donation, these wills are made 
disproportionately by those without 
immediate family heirs — only 1 percent 
of grandparents include a nonprofi t in 
their wills in comparison to 16 percent 
of childless people aged over 45. 

 Finally, other profi ling work on 
bequest donors suggests that bequests 
are more likely to be offered by 
individuals of faith ( Barthold and 
Plotnick, 1984 ; McGranahan, 2000)   
and individuals who plan well ahead 
for the disposition of their estate 
(McGranahan, 2000  ). Bequest donors 
are also likely to have resided at 
one address for up to ten years. 
Interestingly,  Chang  et al.  (1999)  fi nd 
that a tenure of over ten years reduces 
an individual ’ s propensity to bequeath.   

 Motives for Leaving a 
Charitable Bequest 
 It could be argued that a bequest is 
the most altruistic of gifts; writing a 
charity into their will means that a 
donor will not be alive to receive any 
approbation for the gift they have 
given. Of course, some donors are able 
to benefi t from their gift by informing 
their chosen charity that they intend 

to leave a gift; however, a surprising 
number of donors do not inform an 
organization of their forthcoming 
bequest. Research from  Sargeant and 
Jay (2003, 2004)  shows that only 42.7 
percent of UK supporters and 67 
percent of US supporters would notify 
an organization of their intentions. 
Similarly, in a study of 15 years of 
records at a large US nonprofi t, 
 DameGreen (2003)  found that fewer 
than one donor in 14 notifi ed the 
charity that they had named them 
as a benefi ciary in their will. 

 In the only empirical study of 
bequest pledger motives,  Sargeant 
 et al . (2006b)  identify a range of 
 “ general ”  charitable motives for 
leaving a bequest. They fi nd evidence 
that both altruism and affi nity with the 
cause / empathy have a role to play in 
this context. They also identifi ed that 
pledgers were signifi cantly more 
concerned that the organization be 
performing well and delivering them 
(as donors) a high quality of service. 
The authors stress this latter aspect of 
their study, as bequest pledgers were 
found to be signifi cantly more 
demanding of the organization they 
were supporting in almost every 
respect. Pledgers demand a 
differentiated standard of care and 
pay particular attention to the 
communications they receive. In 
addition,  Sargeant  et al.  (2006a,   b)  
highlight a number of  “ specifi c ”  
motives for leaving a charitable 
bequest, such as a lack of family need, 
the avoidance or reduction of tax, a 
need to live on, and  “ spite ”  (i.e. some 
individuals felt aggrieved at the way 
they had been treated by relatives 
and sought to ensure that their 
wealth would not be left to them 
after their passing). 
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 Of particular interest to educational 
institutions may be the motive of 
reciprocity, or the need to give 
something back, which has also been 
highlighted by  Sargeant and Hilton 
(2005) . The authors demonstrate that 
reciprocity is a stronger motive in the 
context of bequests than it is in 
lifetime giving. Many donors appear to 
want to  “ pay back ”  an organization 
for services that have been provided 
to themselves or a loved one and a 
bequest offers a particularly suitable 
vehicle for those who may lack the 
cash to do so in their lifetime. The 
reciprocity motive has particular 
resonance in the context of educational 
giving where many alumni may be 
moved to give in this way, perhaps 
out of a sense of gratitude for their 
success and a desire to give others the 
same opportunity ( Schervish, 2000a,   b   ). 

  Sargeant  et al.  (2006b)  found that 
the need to  “ live on ”  was a highly 
signifi cant motive for bequest giving 
while  Curasi  et al.  (2003, p. 372)  
describe the desire for immortality 
as one of  “ the strongest and least 
malleable of human motives shaping 
the later adult years. ”  In a similar 
vein, it has been noted that the last 
will and testament plays a vital role 
in fi xing the deceased ’ s identity within 
the minds of survivors ( Unruh, 1983 ). 
It is possible that individuals seek to 
manage how they will be remembered 
through leaving a bequest to mark 
their affi liation with a particular cause 
or organization. It is possible, for 
example, that a bequest to a church 
will situate someone as a committed 
Christian, while a bequest to an 
educational institution may 
memorialize the donor as a member 
of the intelligentsia or as a college 
graduate. 

 There is also evidence that being 
remembered by posterity may be 
especially important to wealthy or 
super-wealthy individuals. In her study 
of wealthy consumers,  Hirschman 
(1990)  discusses the concept of 
 “ secular immortality, ”  which, she 
argues, is obtained when  “ superlative 
or supranormal achievements in some 
realm of social endeavour culminate in 
legendary status ”  ( Hirschman, 1990, 
p. 31 ). In order to achieve secular 
immortality, a bequest can be 
deliberately designed to manage how 
an individual is remembered by 
succeeding generations and society 
at large. This may be of particular 
relevance to educational institutions, 
who can memorialize their donors 
with naming opportunities on 
buildings, academic posts, or notable 
research projects. 

 The sociology literature suggests 
that the related concept of generativity 
may have much to offer bequest 
fundraisers.  Kotre (1996)  defi nes it as 
 “ a desire to invest one ’ s substance in 
forms of life and work that will 
outlive the self ”  and makes the 
distinction between biological 
generativity (conceiving and bearing 
children) and cultural generativity (the 
passing on of values). As  Rubinstein’s 
(1996)  study of childless women 
found, the latter can be a particularly 
powerful motive. The author found 
that the feeling that there was no-one 
to leave a bequest to, or no point in 
doing so, led to feelings of sadness or 
despair. It therefore appears that the 
desire to leave a bequest is deeply 
ingrained in the human psyche. 

 Interestingly, it appears as though 
middle age is a particularly critical 
time. Both  McAdams  et al.  (1997)  and 
 Kotre (1996)  describe this period as 



 Claire Routley, Adrian Sargeant and Wendy Scaife 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL ADVANCEMENT. VOL.7 NO.3 193–201
© 2007 PALGRAVE MACMILLAN LTD. ISSN 1744–6503 $30.00

198

 “ highly generative. ”  As individuals 
move into this stage of their lifecycle, 
it becomes increasingly important for 
them to develop an anticipated ending 
for their life story, which  “ ties together 
the beginning and middle to affi rm 
unity, purpose and direction in life 
over time ”  ( McAdams, 1996, p. 309 ). 
As individuals move through middle 
age and beyond,  “ they begin to defi ne 
themselves in terms of those things, 
people and ideas they leave behind ”  
( McAdams, 1996, p. 312 ). While 
generativity expresses a concern for 
forthcoming generations, at the same 
time it is also  “ me-centered, ”  focusing 
on how the individual can extend their 
sense of self forwards in time. While 
the link between generativity and 
leaving a charitable bequest has yet to 
be researched in great depth, it is 
possible that generativity may be a key 
motive for bequest giving. It could also 
be particularly important in the 
decision to leave a charitable bequest 
to an educational institution since 
when offering a gift of this nature, not 
only is a donor achieving a form of 
symbolic bequest, but they are directly 
providing for forthcoming generations, 
a key feature of generativity. 

 A further key motive would be 
a positive outcome from what 
psychologists refer to as the process 
of reminiscence. Old age, with its 
increasing awareness of approaching 
death, has been posited as a time when 
people become increasingly self-aware 
( Butler, 1963 ). This increased self-
awareness could be driven, at least 
in part, by the life-review, a process 
described by theorists such as  Butler 
(1963, p. 66)  as  “ a naturally 
occurring, universal mental process 
characterized by the progressive return 
to consciousness of past experiences. ”  

According to  Butler (1963, p. 69) , the 
life-review can result in a substantial 
re-organization of the personality. It is 
possible that the process of making a 
will could act as a trigger for the life-
review process; indeed, it is likely that 
considering the distribution of assets 
and treasured possessions would 
trigger reminiscence about the people, 
places, and processes involved in their 
accumulation, including time spent at 
various educational institutions. It is 
possible that the people, places, and 
organizations that feature positively in 
this process of reminiscence could 
become benefi ciaries of an individual ’ s 
estate. In effect, gratitude for a positive 
experience becomes a motive for 
a bequest, whether or not an 
individual feels the need to formally 
 “ reciprocate ”  referred to earlier. 

 Finally, no discussion of bequest 
motives would be complete without 
a consideration of estate tax. While 
many organizations promote bequest 
giving as a tax reduction strategy, the 
academic evidence for this motivation 
is mixed and many writers and 
professionals now see the issue of tax 
as a rationale for opening a dialogue 
with a donor, rather than a motive for 
giving  per se  ( Sargeant and Radcliffe, 
2007 ). Researchers such as  Barthold 
and Plotnick (1984) ,  Clotfelter (1985) , 
and  Auten and Joulfaian (1996)    have 
identifi ed some incentive effects of 
inheritance tax on charitable giving, 
but in the United States, it still appears 
that nearly two-thirds of the elderly 
for whom estate tax may loom as 
a potential burden are not making 
transfers that would substantially 
reduce their estate taxes and hence the 
net-of-tax bequest received by their 
heirs ( Poterba, 2001 ). This is highly 
signifi cant since it suggests that while 
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bequests may appear altruistic in 
nature, individuals may derive more 
utility from the amount they are able 
to leave than from the amount their 
heirs can consume ( Blinder, 1974 ; 
 Hurd, 1989 ). Economists refer to this 
as the bequest motive, and recent 
work by  Kopczuk and Lupton (2005)  
indicates that individuals motivated in 
this way will spend on average 25 
percent less on personal outlays than 
the balance of the population. This 
work is highly relevant to fundraisers 
since it suggests that individuals with 
a bequest motive may well appear as 
lower value donors on a database. The 
egoistic driver of the bequest motive 
is also something that could form a 
component of a solicitation campaign.   

 Conclusions and Advice 
for Practitioners 
 Bequest fundraising offers huge 
opportunities for educational 
institutions, who, like other nonprofi t 
organizations, could benefi t 
signifi cantly from the forthcoming 
wealth transfer. In order to take full 
advantage of these opportunities, 
however, educational institutions must 
be aware of the complex and multi-
faceted motivations of potential 
bequest donors and be able to adapt 
their bequest marketing strategies 
accordingly. 

 It would appear that a range of 
individuals from across the donor base 
may be receptive to the bequest giving 
message, and that bequest giving 
messages should not be restricted to 
donors with a particular demographic 
or giving profi le. There may be 
particular opportunities in bequest 
appeals to alumni and their loved 
ones, who may wish to reciprocate for 

their educational opportunities. The 
fi nding that those with a bequest 
motive spend 18 – 25 percent less than 
those without such a motive implies 
that many potential bequest givers will 
be at the lower end of a fundraising 
database by value. When one considers 
that many potential legators are likely 
to asset rich – cash poor, the utility of 
maintaining some form of dialogue 
with low or even negative value 
supporters, is clear. 

 In addition to appealing to a donor ’ s 
altruistic motivations, fundraisers 
should be aware that egoistic 
motivations also appear to be 
important in the bequest giving 
decision. Individuals should be 
encouraged to give because of the real 
and tangible difference that they 
themselves could make. Encouraging 
giving to general funds is unlikely to 
be an optimal strategy. The literature 
suggests that organizations would fare 
better asking for funding for a specifi c 
purpose, or offering alternatives that 
the donor could select between for 
themselves. It will also be important to 
provide excellent standards of donor 
care and communication to bequest 
pledgers in order to reinforce their 
importance to the organization and 
the difference they can make. 

 Similarly, being remembered 
positively by loved ones and, indeed, 
by posterity for leaving a bequest 
appears to be important for some 
groups of donors. The positioning of 
the bequest gift is therefore key as is 
the aftercare that could be provided to 
a legator ’ s descendants. Indeed, there 
may be considerable scope here for a 
charity to add genuine value to the 
pledger relationship through a range of 
remembrance vehicles. It may also be 
possible for charities to integrate this 
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knowledge into promotional material 
and to trigger this positive process 
of remembrance through family 
discussion and the sharing of 
experiences and priorities. 

 The literature has highlighted the 
role of story telling and reminiscence 
as part of the process of life review. 
Since this process is a natural part of 
aging, charities may wish to investigate 
ways in which they could utilize story 
telling and reminiscence. At a very 
simple level, this may mean engaging 
in a dialogue with donors and 
encouraging them to pass on their 
stories to the organization. It might 
also mean the facilitation of 
storytelling to a pledger ’ s family or 
friends. In this way, the bequest gift 
could become an expression of self and 
bolster feelings of self-esteem, worth, 
and achievement.       
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