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The most ambitious philanthropists I know have an optimistic vision of the future and their own 

ability to make a difference. They find meaning in life through community and believe that as a 

society, we have an opportunity to make communities stronger and the human condition better.  

Moreover, they believe in the capacity to look at problems and imbalances in the world and 

imagine a way to improve the circumstances and outcome.   

To me, this is a wonderful description of the philanthropic passion I see in today’s young 

technology entrepreneurs and venture capitalists and investors. They are motivated to drive 

progress and social change through innovation and the intellectual and financial gifts they have 

to share.   

Meanwhile, many Baby Boomers view retirement as an opportunity to more actively engage in 

the movement of conscious giving for social change.  The latest study* Merrill Lynch conducted 

with Age Wave found that retirees who are philanthropically engaged have a strong sense of 

purpose, high self-esteem and are healthier and happier. Imagine the influence and potential 

impact of a generation defined by the social changes they created during their youth and can 

make in retirement. 

With the holidays upon us, giving activity is picking up as it always does. Last year, a record 

total of $358 billion was given by individuals to charitable organizations in the U.S., 

demonstrating a generous response to societal needs and, presumably, optimism for a better 

world.  Of total individual giving in 2014, one-third occurred in December, and 12 percent in the 

last 48 hours of the year.  Is it any wonder that nonprofit organizations dedicate considerable 

resources appealing to donors and campaigning for funds during this time.  

While there are many reasons for giving at year-end, it reinforces the myth that philanthropists 

are simply wealthy donors motivated to give primarily for tax reasons.  It perpetuates the notion 

that what’s given to charity is whatever is left over, after everything else, either at the end of the 

year or end of life.   It suggests the prevalence of unplanned giving, the kind that occurs 

randomly and spontaneously, depending on one’s mood and whoever is asking.  Or it reflects the 

habitual giving of the past, with little or no engagement beyond writing a check and checking a 

box. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/keithbanks1?trk=pulse-det-athr_prof-art_hdr
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And importantly, it diminishes the powerful effect of strategic, proactive and sustained year-

round philanthropy on donors, the organizations and causes they support and ultimately the 

community of beneficiaries. 

I regularly consult with wealthy individuals and their families about how to maximize their 

financial resources and potential.   Many have known from an early age that their wealth, time 

and talents can be a positive force for good. Others are still searching for meaning and purpose in 

their lives. 

Based on these conversations, research and everything science reveals about human behavior, I 

am convinced that most people give back because they have a deep need that’s bigger than any 

tax write-off, to connect with others and the world beyond themselves. They give because they 

genuinely want to make a difference, and their generosity and impact grows when their giving is 

planned with clear intent and purpose. 

Gratitude is not a seasonal phenomenon.  It is a conscious choice we can make every day. 

Mastering it requires discipline and practice, but when we do this, it can lead to a better, brighter, 

more optimistic future. The holiday season is a good time to start practicing everyday gratitude, 

if you don’t already.  Count your blessings. Focus on what you have and what you have to share 

with others, however big or small. 

*You can view Giving in Retirement: America’s Longevity Bonus report 

atwww.ml.com/retirementstudy  
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