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Dear friends, 

Thank	you	for	your	interest	in	our	2021	report	on	Qualified	Charitable	Distributions	(QCDs).	We	look	forward	
to	sharing	our	latest	research	and	insights	with	you.	

In	the	last	few	years,	FreeWill	has	worked	with	more	than	500	nonprofit	organizations	to	simplify	major	giving	
for	gift	officers	and	donors	alike.	Our	free,	warm,	and	intuitive	online	tools	have	helped	nearly	250,000	people	
commit	$2.5	billion	to	great	causes.	Along	the	way,	we	have	learned	a	lot	about	what	helps	people	give,	as	
well	as	how	simple,	straightforward	tools	can	transform	the	fundraising	process	for	nonprofits	and	broaden	
their	impact.

Two	years	after	launching	our	QCD	Tool	alongside	the	first	edition	of	this	report,	it’s	clearer	than	ever	that	by	
providing	easy	ways	to	give,	nonprofits	can	eradicate	both	the	unnecessary	barriers	donors	find	in	making	
QCDs	and	the	barriers	organizations	encounter	in	building	a	relationship	with	them.

With	the	COVID-19	pandemic	and	passage	of	the	CARES	Act	eliminating	Required	Minimum	Distributions	
from	IRA	accounts,	we	know	that	2020	may	have	felt	like	a	particularly	tough	year	for	raising	these	types	of	
gifts.	Many	organizations	weren’t	sure	whether	to	continue	marketing	QCDs	at	all.	However,	we	were	excited	
and surprised when we crunched the numbers and found that QCDs actually increased in 2020 — in both 

size	and	number	of	donations.	And	with	a	greater	awareness	of	QCDs,	recent	tax	changes,	and	an	aging	
demographic,	we	know	that	2021	will	be	an	even	bigger	year	for	development	professionals	who	want	to	
cultivate	these	major	gifts.	

Over	the	last	two	years,	we’ve	learned	a	lot	from	our	nonprofit	partners	and	how	they	use	our	QCD	Tool.	
We’re	excited	to	share	our	research	and	insights	with	you,	as	well	as	the	recommendations	we’re	making	as	
a	consequence.	We	hope	this	report	will	help	you	and	your	organizations	improve	your	fundraising	strategies	
around	QCDs	and	build	stronger	donor	relationships.	

We’d	love	to	hear	your	thoughts	on	our	findings,	and	thank	you	for	reading.

Patrick	Schmitt 
Co-CEO,	FreeWill 
February 2020

INTRODUCTION
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ABOUT THIS REPORT This	is	the	third	edition	of	FreeWill’s	Report	on	
Qualified	Charitable	Distributions	from	IRAs.	

It was created by the FreeWill Team in response to 

the	sector-wide	surge	in	2018	in	giving	via	QCDs	
from	Individual	Retirement	Accounts	(IRAs)	and	
continued	growth	through	2021.

Our	research	is	comprised	of	conversations	
and	qualitative	survey	results	from	more	than	
200	nonprofit	professionals,	detailing	their	
individual	experiences	with	Qualified	Charitable	
Distributions.	

Nearly	half	of	respondents	for	this	year’s	survey	
came from organizations with $1 million to $10 

million	in	total	annual	revenue,	and	held	roles	
focused	on	a	combination	of	planned,	major,	and	
annual	giving.

We’ve	also	included	analyses	of	QCD	gifts	made	
on the FreeWill platform in 2019 and 2020 to 

provide	further	insights	on	this	giving	vehicle.	You	
can download the 2020 edition of the report here.	

We welcome all feedback, which can be shared 

with	Patrick	Schmitt	at	Patrick@FreeWill.com.
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THE BASICS OF QCDS

WHAT IS A QUALIFIED CHARITABLE 
DISTRIBUTION?

A	Qualified	Charitable	Distribution,	also	known	as	an	“IRA	Charitable	
Rollover	Gift,”	is	money	a	donor	can	transfer	directly	from	their	
traditional	IRA	account	to	a	501(c)(3)	charity.	This	is	one	of	the	most	
tax	efficient	ways	for	older	donors	to	make	charitable	gifts.	This 

is because making a QCD lowers a donor’s taxable income as 

opposed to increasing their itemized deductions, which most donors 

no	longer	take	when	filing	taxes.	

Donors	can	give	any	amount	up	to	$100,000	a	year	from	their	
IRAs	as	a	QCD.	They’re	allowed	to	give	these	gifts	year	after	year,	
providing	nonprofits	with	a	tremendous	opportunity	to	steward	QCD	
donors	into	annual	givers.

WHAT IS A TRADITIONAL IRA? A	traditional	Individual	Retirement	Account	allows	people	to	
contribute	pre-tax	dollars	to	an	account	where	the	money	is	put	in	
investments	and	grows	over	time.	IRA holders are only taxed when 

taking the money out of the account — never when money is going 

in. When	they	do	take	it	out	after	retirement,	withdrawals	are	taxed	
at	the	individual’s	current	income	tax	rate.	So	giving	a	tax-free	QCD	
from	this	account	can	keep	their	overall	income	taxes	down	while	
meeting	their	Required	Minimum	Distributions	(more	on	this	below)	
and	making	a	charitable	impact.
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WHO CAN MAKE A QCD? Anyone	70.5	years	of	age	or	older	can	give	a	tax-free	QCD	from	a	
traditional	IRA	account.	However,	they	may	not	be	as	incentivized	
to	do	so	until	they	are	at	least	72	—	the	age	that	an	IRA	holder	is	
required	by	law	to	start	withdrawing	a	set	amount	of	money	from	
their	account	each	year.	This	amount	is	called	a	Required	Minimum	
Distribution	(RMD).	

On	average,	the	nonprofits	we	surveyed	reported	that	43%	of	the	
prospects	in	their	marketing	databases	were	over	the	age	of	70,	
highlighting	a	huge	opportunity	to	start	educating	donors	on	QCDs.

Furthermore,	there	are	currently	10,000	Baby	Boomers	turning	70	
every	day.	This	makes	70	to	80-year-olds	the	fastest	growing	age	
bracket	in	the	US	—	the	same	age	bracket	that	is	eligible	for	QCDs.	
America’s	largest	and	most	affluent	generation,	people	over	65	
collectively	hold	more	than	$5	trillion	in	their	retirement	accounts.	The	
large	dollar	amounts	that	they	give	reflect	this.	

As	this	age	group	continues	to	grow	dramatically	over	the	next	ten	
years,	nonprofits	will	have	unprecedented	opportunities	to	attract	
valuable	new	donors.

Note: Donors cannot make QCDs from 401(k)s. They can give these 

gifts from Roth IRAs, but these accounts are already tax-free and 

donors will not see the same tax benefits. 

43%
of prospects in respondents’ 

marketing databases were over 

70 years old
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WHAT’S THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 
RMDS?

If	IRA	holders	don’t	withdraw	the	full	amount	of	their	Required	
Minimum	Distributions,	they	face	a	large	tax	penalty	of	50%	of	
the	RMD	amount.	This	provides	them	with	an	incentive	to	either	
withdraw	those	amounts	(increasing	their	taxable	income),	or	to	
donate	them	as	QCDs.	In	fact,	QCDs	were	first	introduced	in	2006	
with	the	dual	goal	to	increase	charitable	giving	and	help	older	
taxpayers	meet	their	RMDs	without	increasing	their	taxes.	

For	those	that	don’t	need	the	money	from	their	IRAs	just	yet	and	don’t	
want	to	pay	more	in	taxes,	donating	their	RMDs	is	their	best	option.	

Additionally,	for	the	small	group	between	the	ages	of	70.5	and	72	(no	
RMDs,	but	eligible	to	make	QCDs),	QCDs	are	still	a	better	gift	than	
cash.	These	gifts:

• Always	come	from	pre-tax	dollars	(up	to	$100,000	per	year);

• Will	reduce	your	donor’s	overall	taxable	IRA	balance;	and

• Will	reduce	your	donor’s	future	RMDs.

This	means	that	there	is	a	clearly	defined	and	very	large	group	of	
people	—	those	over	70.5	with	traditional	IRAs	—	who	will	benefit	
from	making	QCDs.	
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TAX BENEFITS FOR QCD DONORS With	recent	tax	changes,	QCDs	are	now	the	only	way	for	many	
donors	over	70.5	to	see	meaningful	tax	benefits	from	their	charitable	
contributions.

The Tax	Cuts	and	Jobs	Act	of	2017	(TCJA)	nearly	doubled	the	
previous	standard	deduction	for	tax	years	2018	through	2025.	It	went	
from	$7,900	for	an	individual	over	65	in	2017	to	$13,600	in	2018.	
The	TCJA	also	capped	the	itemized	deduction	for	state	and	local	taxes	
(SALT)	at	$10,000	per	year.

Now,	most	taxpayers	see	a	bigger	tax	break	from	taking	standard	
deductions	than	they	do	from	itemizing	deductions	(like	charitable	
contributions).	This	led	to	a	huge	drop	in	the	number	of	taxpayers	
itemizing deductions, falling from around 30%	to	10%	after	the	2018	
tax	year.

But	when	traditional	IRA	holders	give	QCDs	instead	of	cash,	those	
gifts	don’t	get	itemized.	Instead,	they	get	deducted	from	their	overall	
taxable	income.	If	they’re	72	or	older,	then	they	count	towards	their	
RMDs	as	well.	This	is	why	QCDs	are	the	single	best	way	for	many	
older	donors	to	give.

In	the	example	on	the	following	page,	we	show	what	happens	when	
a	75-year-old	couple	makes	a	donation	with	and	without	QCDs.	If	the	
couple makes a charitable contribution as a QCD instead of cash, they 

will	save	$2,200	in	taxes	while	still	having	the	same	donor	impact.“ 
QCDs get deducted 

from	overall	income	
instead of getting 

itemized	as	a	tax	
deduction. 
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Example: Federal income tax for a couple giving with and without QCDs in 2021*

WITHOUT A QCD

Adjusted	Gross	Income	(AGI) $150,000	($60,000	in	RMDs)
$140,000	($60,000	in	RMDs	minus	
$10,000	in	QCDs,	which	doesn’t	

count	toward	AGI)

$27,800

$122,200

$10,000	(via	cash)

$18,975 $16,775

Standard	deduction	($25,100	plus	
$1,350	each	for	being	over	65)

Federal	taxable	income	
(AGI	minus	standard	deduction)

Total charitable contributions

Federal	tax

WITH A QCD

$27,800

$112,200

$10,000	(via	QCD)

*Married couple over the age of 75 filing jointly

$2,200
saved in taxes by giving a gift 

from their IRA instead of cash
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THE VALUE OF QCDS FOR 
NONPROFITS

QCDs	aren’t	just	great	for	donors.	They	also	benefit	nonprofits	in	two	
very	significant	ways.	

1. QCD gifts are larger than cash because they inspire the 

“generosity effect.”

When people feel wealthy, they act charitably and give	more.	
Asking	for	gifts	out	of	stocks,	IRAs,	retirement	accounts,	and	
other	financial	assets	reminds	donors	of	their	wealth	—	and	
they	give	significantly	more	than	they	do	when	asked	for	cash	
donations.	This	is	because	they	make	relative	comparisons.	
$10,000 coming out of their assets feels like a smaller percentage 

of their total wealth than $10,000 coming out of their checking or 

savings	account.

2. QCDs are perfect for recurring annual gifts.

For	IRA	holders	72	or	older	who	have	to	take	RMDs,	but	don’t	
need	the	extra	cash,	QCDs	are	the	best	way	to	give.	And	because	
this	is	an	annual	requirement,	your	nonprofit	can	secure	this	gift	
year	after	year.	In	2020,	more	than	53%	of	QCDs	came	from	
previous	QCD	donors.

THE PROCESS FOR MAKING A QCD The most common way to make a QCD is for donors to submit 

a	request	to	their	IRA	custodian,	such	as	Fidelity,	Vanguard,	or	
Charles	Schwab.	The	custodian	then	sends	the	money	directly	to	the	
requested	nonprofit.	However,	this	is	significantly	more	challenging	
than	it	sounds.	We	go	in-depth	on	this	problem	on	page	20	of	this	
report.

53%
of QCDs came from previous 

QCD donors in 2020
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NEW LEGISLATION & THE IMPACT ON QCDS

LOOKING BACK: THE CARES ACT In	Spring	of	2020,	the	U.S.	Congress	passed	the	CARES	Act	
(Coronavirus	Aid,	Relief,	and	Economic	Security	Act)	to	provide	
Americans	relief	during	the	COVID-19	pandemic.	

It	included	a	few	provisions	that	impacted	charitable	donations,	
including	one	very	significant	change	for	IRA	holders:	the	CARES	Act	
suspended	Required	Minimum	Distributions	for	2020.	

This	meant	that	anyone	with	a	traditional	IRA	did	not	have	to	remove	
funds	from	their	IRA	last	year.	Usually,	RMDs	are	the	biggest	incentive	
for	IRA	holders	to	give	gifts	as	QCDs	instead	of	cash.	Since	they	were	
suspended,	many	nonprofits	chose	to	stop	marketing	these	gifts	
altogether.		

This	had	a	negative	impact	for	nonprofits	The	less	organizations	
marketed	QCDs	last	year,	the	fewer	gifts	they	received	on	average.	
And	while	only	14%	of	nonprofits	reported	not	marketing	QCDs	to	
their	donors	in	2019,	this	number	jumped	to	57%	of	organizations	last	
year.	Despite	QCDs	still	being	a	tax-savvy	way	to	give	and	generally	
larger than cash gifts, many organizations missed out on these gifts in 

2020.

With	RMDs	back	on	for	2021,	nonprofits	have	a	huge	opportunity	to	
increase	their	outreach	and	capture	both	new	RMD-takers	and	renew	
their	previous	QCD	givers.

“ 
The less organizations 

marketed QCDs in 

2020, the fewer gifts 

they	received.
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IN THE PRESENT: THE SECURE ACT 

Because	of	the	CARES	Act,	the	SECURE	Act	had	
less	of	an	impact	on	QCDs	in	2020	than	previously	
expected.	Passed	in	December	2019,	the	SECURE	
Act	pushed	back	the	age	that	IRA	owners	had	to	
start	taking	RMDs	from	70.5	to	72.	

Since	RMDs	were	suspended	in	2020,	anyone	who	
would	have	been	newly	required	to	start	taking	
them	last	year	(a	very	small	group)	will	now	join	
everyone	72	or	older	in	taking	RMDs	in	2021.	

The	SECURE	Act	also	removed	the	age	cap	for	IRA	
contributions	and	reduced	QCD	maximums	as	a	
result.

Before	2020,	individuals	could	not	make	
contributions	to	a	traditional	IRA	during	and	after	
the	year	in	which	they	turned	70.5.	Now,	IRA	
owners are able to make contributions regardless 

of	their	age.	

However,	if	an	individual	makes	an	IRA	
contribution	after	70.5,	the	QCD	maximum	for	
their first	gift	is	reduced	by	the	total	amount	of	IRA	
contributions	in	the	years	since	they	turned	70.5.	

This	change	won’t	have	a	huge	impact	on	
nonprofits.	The	ability	to	continue	contributing	to	
IRAs	will	result	in	more	funds	in	IRAs	overall,	so	it	
will	most	likely	increase	the	average	size	of	QCDs	
going	forward.	

But	given	the	IRA	contribution	limit	of	$7,000	per	
year	and	the	limited	time	for	those	investments	to	
grow,	this	will	be	a	fairly	small	effect.	

The	decrease	in	QCD	maximums	due	to	post-
70.5	contributions	should	also	have	relatively	
small	effects,	albeit	negative.	It	will	only	affect	
donors who are continuing to contribute to their 

IRAs.	Since	most	of	this	group	is	retired	and	this	
allowance	is	still	new,	this	will	be	a	very	small	
portion	of	any	donor	base.

Example: IRA contributions and limits to QCDs for donors over 70.5 in 2020

$7,000

2021 $5,000

$12,000	is	a	tax-deductible	gift	(matches	previous	
post-70.5	IRA	contributions).	$38,000	counts	against	

donor's	RMD	and	lowers	income	as	a	QCD.
2022

2023

2020

Year IRA	contribution Gift	from	IRA Tax	consequence

$0

$0

$50,000

$50,000

$0

$0

All	$50,000	counts	against	donor's	RMD	and	lowers	
income	as	a	QCD.

—

—
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LOOKING FORWARD: LEGISLATION 
IN CONGRESS IN 2021

A	coalition	of	nearly	50	national	nonprofits	is	working	together	in	
2021	to	bolster	support	for	a	bill	called	the	Legacy	IRA	Act.	If	passed,	
this	legislation	would	allow	individuals	over	65	to	fund	life	income	
gifts	(gift	annuities	or	charitable	trusts)	from	their	traditional	IRA	
accounts.	

These	types	of	gifts	provide	the	donor	with	a	secure	income	for	life.	
After	the	donor	passes	away,	the	remaining	amount	is	used	by	the	
charity	for	their	mission.	Donors	would	be	able	to	gain	the	satisfaction	
of making a gift from their retirement account, making an immediate 

impact,	while	retaining	the	security	of	their	income.	

The	act	could	also	potentially	increase	the	amount	donors	can	give	
as	QCDs	annually	from	$100,000	to	$130,000.	A	modified	form	of	
the	Legacy	IRA	Act	was	included	in	a	larger	bipartisan	retirement	
proposal	in	the	US	House	of	Representatives	that	would	also	allow	
these	tax-free	gifts	to	come	from	401(k),	403(b),	SEPs,	and	most	
other	retirement	plans.	Both	of	these	provisions	would	mean	donors	
could	have	a	greater	impact	and	nonprofits	would	have	more	funds	to	
continue	their	important	work.	

With	an	estimated	$5	trillion	held	in	the	IRA	accounts	of	individuals	
over	65,	nonprofits	are	estimated	to	see	overall	giving	increase	by	$1	
billion	if	this	bill	becomes	law.

For more information about the bill or on how your organization can 

support this bill, please contact Emily Horowitz at American Heart 

Association at emily.horowitz@heart.org.

“ 
Nonprofits	could	see	
overall	giving	increase	
by $1 billion if this bill 

becomes	law.
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INSIGHTS & ANALYSIS: THE DATA ON QCDS IN 2020

GIFT SIZE

Despite the fact that donors did not need to meet 

their	Required	Minimum	Distributions	with	a	
QCD	in	2020,	many	of	them	stepped	up	and	gave	
bigger	gifts	anyway.	Among	organizations	with	$1	
million	to	$10	million	in	total	revenue,	the	reported	
average	size	of	a	QCD	was	$10,747	in	2020,	up	
47%	from	our	2019	survey	analysis.	

When	looking	at	the	total	average	gift	amount	
across	organizations	of	all	sizes,	there	was	a	3%	
decrease	from	the	prior	year.	

The	total	average	gift	size	was	$7,604	in	2020	
—	$300	less	than	the	2019	average	of	$7,900.	
This	was	primarily	driven	by	the	decreases	in	
organizations with more than $10 million in total 

annual	revenue.	On	the	FreeWill	QCD	Tool,	we	also	
saw	a	17%	drop	in	average	gift	size	from	2019	to	
2020.	

However,	these	decreases	may	be	explained	by	
the	fact	that	the	total	number	of	gifts	given	via	

the	FreeWill	Tool	and	those	received	by	larger	
organizations	actually	increased.	As	more	donors	
of	varying	wealth	give	gifts	and	the	giving	pool	
widens,	the	size	of	gifts	tends	to	average	out	
smaller.

Mostly,	QCD	gift	sizes	remained	the	same,	with	
more	than	40%	of	nonprofits	reporting	no	change.
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GIFT COUNT & DONOR GROWTH

Over	the	last	few	years,	nonprofits	have	seen	a	
huge surge in the number of QCD gifts coming into 

their	organizations.	From	2017	to	2019,	survey	
respondents	reported	a	2.9X	increase	in	gifts.

In	2020,	the	surge	in	QCD	giving	started	to	slow	
down.	While	organizations	of	every	size	(except	
those	between	$1	to	$10	million	in	revenue)	
received	more	gifts	on	average	than	in	2019,	the	
percent	increase	in	average	gift	count	was	lower	
than	in	prior	years.	

While	there	may	have	been	fewer	donors	giving	
to	mid-level	organizations,	many	of	those	donors	
were	brand	new	to	QCDs.	

Nonprofits	reported	that	30%	of	QCDs	came	from	
people who were entirely new donors to their 

organization	in	2020	—	up	from	only	9%	in	2019.	
And	47%	(up	from	42%)	were	from	first-time	QCD	
donors.

If	nonprofits	can	effectively	steward	and	engage	
these new QCD donors in 2021, they will set 

themselves	up	for	success	with	years	of	repeat	
giving.

When asked what they thought had impacted 

giving	via	QCDs	in	2020,	most	nonprofit	
professionals	actually	reported	a	positive	
association.	Despite	the	CARES	Act	suspending	
RMDs,	which	may	have	affected	donors’	incentive	
to	give	gifts	as	a	QCD,	only	19%	selected	this	as	
having	a	negative	impact.	32%	and	26%	said	that	
increased	donor	awareness	of	QCDs	and	recent	tax	
changes,	respectively,	had	a	positive	impact	on	the	
number	of	gifts	they	received.

However,	when	we	analyzed	the	data	to	find	the	
true key factors contributing to fewer QCD gifts, 

one	thing	had	a	greater	impact	than	anything	else:	
marketing.
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THE IMPACT OF QCD MARKETING 2020	was	an	extremely	challenging	year	for	
nonprofit	organizations	as	they	lost	crucial	
fundraising	revenue	and	laid	off	staff	in	the	face	of	
the	COVID-19	pandemic.	

Placing	this	context	alongside	the	suspension	
of	Required	Minimum	Distributions,	it’s	not	
surprising	that	the	majority	of	organizations	chose	
to	stop	marketing	QCD	gifts	altogether.	Much	of	
fundraising last year was focused on getting as 

much	cash	into	the	door	as	quickly	as	possible,	
even	if	it	meant	holding	off	on	fundraising	other,	
potentially	larger	(and	slower-to-process)	gifts.

However,	nonprofits	that	chose	to	market	QCDs	at	
least	twice	in	2020	were	1.4	times	more	likely	to	
receive	a	gift	than	those	that	didn’t	market	QCDs	
at	all.	

They	also	received	39%	more	gifts	on	average.	
And	every	single	respondent	who	said	their	
organization marketed QCDs four or more times 

reported	receiving	at	least	ten	gifts	last	year	—	
the	vast	majority	receiving	more	than	25	gifts	on	
average.

1.4X
more likely to receive gifts when 

marketing QCDs at least twice
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While	nonprofit	professionals	can’t	go	back	to	
2020 and focus on these large, annual gifts, they 

are	taking	this	lesson	into	2021.	

67%	of	nonprofits	plan	on	increasing	their	
marketing	communications	on	QCDs	this	year.	

The	three	most	common	ways	for	nonprofits	to	
market QCDs are through emails, website pages, 

and direct mail, such as letters, brochures, and 

postcards.	

By	educating	donors	on	the	benefits	of	QCDs	over	
cash and impact they could make with gifts from 

their	IRAs,	nonprofits	have	a	huge	potential	to	get	
more	of	these	gifts,	and	cultivate	repeat	donors.	

Remember	—	more	than	50%	of	QCDs	come	from	
previous	QCD	donors	because	these	gifts	are	
useful	for	meeting	RMDs	year	after	year.	
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3 NEW INSIGHTS: LOCATION, 
CAUSES, & BENEFICIARIES

In	the	past	few	years,	we’ve	partnered	with	more	than	300	nonprofits	
to	implement	our	QCD	Tool.	This	has	allowed	us	to	collect	interesting	
insights	on	donor	demographics	and	giving	tendencies.

QCD	donors	giving	via	our	tool	varied	dramatically	by	region.	While	
donors	in	the	West	and	Southeast	gave	the	largest	numbers	of	QCDs,	
donors	in	the	Northeast	and	Southeast	gave	the	greatest	amounts.	

Unsurprisingly, the greatest amount and number of gifts came from 

donors in California — the state with the largest and one of the most 

wealthy	populations.	23%	of	all	gifts	on	our	platform	came	from	
donors	in	California.	In	the	sheer	dollar	amount	of	gifts	given,	New	
York	and	Texas	followed	closely	behind	the	Golden	State.

Most	of	the	QCD	dollars	from	the	West	were	given	to	humanitarian	
organizations, while QCDs to educational institutions primarily came 

from	the	Southeast.	

Like	2019,	higher	education	received	the	most	money,	making	up	
more	than	30%	of	all	QCD	dollars	on	our	platform.	19%	went	to	
humanitarian	causes	and	8%	went	to	health-related	causes,	reflecting	
a	broader	pattern	in	giving	last	year	as	donors	tried	to	give	where	the	
pandemic	created	the	most	need.

California

STATE
% OF DOLLARS 
GIVEN IN 2020

17.8%

New	York 14.6%

Texas 10.5%

Ohio 7.5%

Illinois 7.1%
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CHALLENGES FOR NONPROFITS & DONORS

Nonprofit	professionals	face	a	myriad	of	challenges	
when	it	comes	to	fundraising	more	QCD	gifts.	
From	tracking	donors	to	marketing	effectively	to	
assigning	responsibility	for	QCDs,	we’ll	go	over	our	
recommendations	for	how	to	solve	these	issues	in	
the	next	section	on	page	22.

Marketing

The	single	biggest	challenge	facing	nonprofits	
with	QCDs	is	that	they	don’t	know	how	to	market	
them	effectively.	Analyzing	survey	responses	and	
conversations	with	partners,	we’ve	identified	the	
three	primary	issues	within	marketing:	

1.	 Nonprofits	don’t	know	how	to	identify	which	of	
their prospects are eligible to make QCDs, so 

they	can’t	send	them	QCD-specific	appeals;

2.	 They face barriers when trying to get 

fundraising asks for QCDs into already full 

communications	calendars;	and

3.	 They struggle with educating donors on why 

QCDs	are	better	than	cash	gifts.

These	issues	mean	that	nonprofits	are	missing	out	
on crucial opportunities to engage and educate 

their	donors	on	the	benefits	of	QCDs	—	and	they’re	
not tapping into one of the fastest growing areas of 

philanthropy.

Tracking & attributing gifts

Even	when	nonprofits	do	market	QCDs	and	get	
these gifts, they struggle with being able to track 

who	the	gifts	are	coming	from.	

While	down	from	previous	years,	44%	of	
organizations	still	report	that	they	receive	checks	
from	IRA	custodians	without	any	notation	that	it	
is a QCD gift, and without any information on the 

donor.	

In	some	cases,	gift	officers	are	able	to	follow	up	
with	custodians	to	get	this	vital	information.	But	
this	is	a	time-consuming,	inefficient	process.	

Even	more	frustratingly,	some	organizations	have	
told	us	that	custodians	refuse	to	share	donor	data.	
This	has	unfortunate	consequences.	

44%
of checks from IRA custodians 

lack donor info



2021 REPORT QUALIFIED CHARITABLE DISTRIBUTIONS FROM IRAS 20

For donors, it means they can go unthanked for 

their	large	gifts	and,	if	they’re	a	new	donor,	they	
might	not	hear	from	the	nonprofit	ever	again.	This	
will	discourage	them	from	making	another	gift.	It	
also	prevents	them	from	indicating	how	charities	
should	use	the	gifts.	This	can	be	a	particular	
challenge for large organizations like hospitals or 

universities	where	donors	are	often	keen	to	see	
money	support	areas	of	a	nonprofit	that	are	closest	
to	their	heart.	

For	gift	officers,	a	lack	of	information	prevents	
them	from	building	donor	relationships.	Most	of	
the gift planning teams we spoke to were acutely 

aware	that	donors	can	give	QCDs	every	year.	It	
is	a	core	tenet	of	development	work	that	a	donor	
who	has	given	once	is	more	likely	to	give	again,	
provided	the	organization	thanks	and	stewards	
them.

Donor confusion

With less marketing and a frustrating process 

for	making	QCDs,	it’s	not	surprising	that	36%	of	
nonprofits	report	that	donors	are	confused	about	
how	to	make	this	type	of	gift.

Even	though	QCDs	are	the	most	tax-efficient	way	
for	older	donors	to	give,	very	few	of	them	have	

a	robust	understanding	of	the	process.	At	estate	
planning	sessions	with	donors,	planned	giving	
officers	say	that	as	high	as	75%	of	questions	are	
about	QCDs.	

Donors generally make QCDs by submitting 

a	request	to	their	IRA	custodian,	which	then	
sends	money	directly	to	the	requested	nonprofit.	
However,	each	IRA	custodian	has	a	different	
process	for	making	a	gift	—	many	of	them	quite	
arduous.	This	puts	organizations	in	a	poor	position	
to	help	donors.

On	average,	it	can	take	donors	more	than	an	hour	
to	make	a	QCD.	

First	they	have	to	find	the	correct	forms	from	their	
IRA	custodians	(average	of	25	minutes),	then	they	
have	to	find	the	right	nonprofit	information,	fill	out	
the	forms,	and	mail	them.	

If	they	have	to	get	on	the	phone	with	their	IRA	
custodian	(often	being	put	on	hold	multiple	times),	
then	they’ll	spend	even	longer	on	the	already	
hours-long	process.	
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Furthermore, donors who are new to the process 

run	a	particular	risk	that	is	unique	to	QCDs.	These	
gifts	only	count	toward	the	current	tax	year	if	(for	
most	donors)	the	distributions	are	processed	by	
the	IRA	custodian	before	midnight	on	December	
31st	of	that	calendar	year.	

If your donors are unaware of this and intend to 

meet	their	RMDs	with	an	end-of-year	gift,	then	
they	may	risk	paying	a	large	tax	penalty	if	the	
money	doesn’t	come	out	of	their	account	in	time.

Nonprofit operations

While	a	less	common	challenge	than	the	first	
three	above,	nonprofits	often	still	struggle	
with identifying who on their teams should be 

responsible	for	fundraising	QCDs.	Nearly	30%	of		
organizations	said	they	hadn’t	figured	this	out	yet.

Along	with	this,	small	nonprofit	teams	generally	
mean	less	bandwidth	for	educating	themselves	on	
complex	(and	often	major)	gifts.	

This	lack	of	internal	education	on	the	value	of	
QCDs for both organizations and donors can lead 

to:

• Prioritizing	cash	gifts	over	QCDs	from	eligible	
donors	(and	missing	out	on	repeat,	major	gifts	
in	the	process)

• Less	marketing	and	promotion	via	emails	and	
website

• No,	or	very	little,	staff	support	for	fundraising,	
tracking, and stewarding QCD donors

These	issues	exacerbate	all	of	the	problems	
above.	In	the	following	section,	we	provide	
our	recommendations	for	how	to	solve	these	
challenges.

1 hour
to find and fill out the right QCD 
forms as a donor



2021 REPORT QUALIFIED CHARITABLE DISTRIBUTIONS FROM IRAS 22

RECOMMENDATIONS: HOW TO GET MORE QCDS IN 2021

1. 
MASTER QCD MARKETING & DONOR 
EDUCATION

Nonprofits	report	that	the	single	greatest	reason	they	get	more	QCD	
gifts	is	increased	donor	awareness.	And	after	a	tough	2020,	two-
thirds	of	survey	respondents	said	they’re	ready	to	do	more	QCD	
marketing	this	year.

The biggest challenges they face with marketing are identifying the 

right prospects, getting fundraising asks into packed calendars, and 

educating	donors	properly.	Fortunately,	there	are	a	couple	ways	your	
organization	can	knock	out	all	of	these	problems	at	once.	

1. Include QCDs in your mass fundraising appeals. 

Instead of a targeted email, you can present QCDs as one of 

three	ways	to	give	in	a	regular	fundraising	email,	or	include	this	
language	in	a	postscript:

If you’re 70.5 or older, you can join your fellow [ORG NAME] 
supporters who make tax-free gifts from their IRAs once a 

year. Learn how you can save money while ensuring [MISSION 
STATEMENT].

This	will	allow	you	to	get	your	QCD	appeal	into	jam-packed	
calendars	without	disrupting	other	communications.	And	if	you	
don’t	know	who	your	older	donors	are,	this	is	an	easy	way	to	
reach	them	without	alienating	younger	donors.

In	this	postscript	or	email	section,	you’ll	link	to	a	web	page	
with	more	information	on	QCDs	(we’ll	go	over	the	educational	
component	below).	When	possible,	you	should	also	try	to	track	
the	individuals	who	click	through	on	the	email	link,	and	tag	them	
in	your	database	as	potential	QCD	prospects.	The	supporters	that	
click	through	on	IRA-specific	70+	language	will	most	likely	be	the	
ones	eligible	for	these	gifts.
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2. Send a survey to all your supporters or 

donors.

A	survey is a low lift, easy way to collect 

information on who your supporters or donors 

are,	and	what	their	giving	capacity	is.	They	also	
help	cultivate	donors,	showing	them	that	you	
care	about	their	interests	and	insights.

If your organization already sends annual 

surveys,	ask	them	to	include	a	question,	
such	as:	“Are	you	over	70.5	and	interested	in	
learning	more	about	tax-free	ways	to	give?”	

If	you	feel	that	asking	about	age	is	too	sensitive,	
you	could	also	simply	ask	if	they	have	an	IRA,	
and	mark	that	in	your	database.	Your	next	step	
would be to segment these respondents into 

lists	in	your	CRM,	and	send	them	educational	
information	about	QCDs	and	the	tax	benefits	
that	come	with	these	gifts.

When it comes to educating your potential 

QCD	donors,	remember	that	they’re	much	more	
confused	than	you	think	they	are	—	even	more	
so	with	new	changes	from	the	CARES	Act	and	
SECURE	Act.	

On	your	webpage	or	in	QCD	emails	sent	to	a	
targeted audience, you should make all the details 

as	clear	and	uncomplicated	as	possible.

Include:

• Easy-to-understand	information	about	what	
QCDs are

• An	outline	of	the	tax	benefits	for	QCDs	vs	cash	
gifts

• Step-by-step	instructions	for	making	a	QCD

• FAQs	about	recent	legislation	or	more	complex	
aspects	of	QCDs	(such	as	the	maximum	gift	
sizes	after	making	new	IRA	contributions)	

For	donors	that	have	already	made	QCD	gifts,	it’s	
also	incredibly	important	that	you	re-engage	them	
at	the	right	time.	More	than	half	of	all	QCD	gifts	in	
2020	came	from	previous	QCD	donors.	Since	these	
donors	have	to	take	RMDs	each	year,	the	ones	that	
have	made	QCD	gifts	previously	are	extremely	
likely	to	consider	making	another.	

You	should	develop	relationships	with	your	QCD	
donors, thanking them for their gifts and keeping 

them	informed	about	the	impact	of	their	donations.	

We	also	recommend	that	you	send	reminders	six	
weeks	before	a	donor’s	“QCD-versary”	(the	date	of	
their	previous	donation)	to	re-engage	them	in	the	
giving	process.	

Once	a	donor	has	made	more	than	one	QCD,	
gift	officers	should	start	a	conversation	to	see	
whether they are willing to consider naming the 

organization	as	a	partial	or	full	beneficiary	of	the	
IRA	account.
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2. 
MAKE IT EASIER TO GIVE AND TRACK 
GIFTS

Right	after	marketing,	donor	confusion	and	tracking	donor	information	
are	two	of	the	biggest	challenges	nonprofits	face	in	getting	more	
gifts.	

To	solve	this,	you’ll	need	to	create	easy	ways	to	guide	donors	through	
the	giving	process.	We’ve	found	that	52%	of	trackable	QCDs	originate	
directly	from	a	nonprofit’s	website	versus	a	link	in	an	email.	

This means your donors are heading to your site, knowing they want 

to	make	a	gift	(either	knowing	they	want	to	give	a	QCD,	or	deciding	
to	do	so	after	seeing	this	option	on	a	donate	page).	For	you	to	actually	
capture	these	potential	donors,	you’ll	need	to	make	it	easy	for	them	to	
give,	and	to	notify	you	of	their	gifts.	

One	way	to	do	this	is	to	create	a	QCD	giving	page	on	your	website	
with	a	form	to	collect	your	donor’s	contact	information,	gift	size,	and	
what	IRA	custodian	they’re	using.	

When they complete the form, send them an email, a PDF, or simply 

to	another	page	where	they	can	get	the	right	forms	for	the	IRA	
custodian	they	selected	as	well	as	complete	instructions	for	filling	
out	the	forms	and	mailing	them	in.	This	will	let	you	know	every	time	
someone	intends	to	give	a	QCD	gift	and	you’ll	be	able	to	immediately	
thank	them.	

Plus,	if	you	don’t	receive	the	gift,	you’ll	be	able	to	follow	up	with	the	
donor to check in on the process and see if they need help completing 

their	forms.

Investing	in	and	building	these	processes	will	decrease	donor	friction	
and	increase	the	number	of	gifts	you	receive.	

(Full disclosure: FreeWill has developed a digital portal that interfaces 

with each of the top IRA custodians to make QCD giving much easier 

for donors, while providing perfect information to nonprofits.)

52%
of QCDs on FreeWill originate 

from a website, and not an email
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3. 
GET SMART & ORGANIZED 
INTERNALLY

Even	after	years	of	upticks	in	QCD	giving,	many	nonprofits	still	
struggle	with	assigning	responsibility	for	these	gifts,	or	gift	officers	
have	trouble	convincing	higher-ups	that	they’re	important.	

2021 is a crucial moment to approach QCDs in a smarter way and 

work	across	departments	within	your	organization	to	improve	giving	
overall.	

If	you’re	the	QCD	advocate	at	your	nonprofit,	educate	your	team	on	
why	QCDs	are	better	than	cash	gifts.	While	the	responsibility	for	
fundraising	QCDs	should	generally	fall	on	major	giving,	teams	and	
departments should be in close contact and work together to identify 

prospects	and	the	most	effective	ways	for	them	to	give.	This	will	help	
everyone	raise	more	funds	for	their	organization.	

For	example,	if	a	planned	giving	officer	knows	a	donor	who	is	72,	
has	an	IRA,	and	already	made	a	bequest	commitment	in	their	will,	
they	could	refer	this	person	to	the	gift	officer	in	charge	of	QCDs	
or	add	them	to	a	QCD	marketing	list.	And	the	MGO	fundraising	
QCDs could send their prospects more information on how to make 

their	organization	a	beneficiary	in	their	will	or	on	their	IRA	account.	
Organizations	should	also	consider	training	gift	officers	to	ask	donors	
if	they	want	to	make	their	gift	through	“cash,	IRA,	or	stock”	to	get	the	
conversation	going	about	these	tax-savvy,	more	effective	gifts.

Taking these steps now will allow organizations to increase the size 

and	quantity	of	their	QCDs	and	other	gifts	in	2021	and	beyond.

FreeWill	has	built	an	intuitive,	customizable	platform	to	help	donors	make	Qualified	Charitable	
Distributions	directly	from	their	IRAs.	

This	tool	integrates	with	the	official	forms	and	process	of	the	top	IRA	custodians	and	empowers	
donors	to	give	to	the	programs	of	their	choice,	while	giving	all	the	necessary	data	and	information	
to	gift	officers.	

To	request	a	demo,	go	to	FreeWill.com/nonprofits.

NEED HELP?
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ABOUT FREEWILL FreeWill	is	a	social	venture	which	was	founded	at	Stanford	University	
in	2016,	dedicated	to	innovation	in	planned	giving,	philanthropy,	
and	estate	planning.	FreeWill	is	based	in	the	US,	with	a	team	of	85+	
engineers,	lawyers,	designers,	and	fundraising	experts	who	find	joy	in	
supporting	nonprofits	doing	amazing	work.	

To	date,	FreeWill	has	generated	more	than	$2.5	billion	in	new	gifts	for	
thousands	of	nonprofit	organizations.	The	influential	original	research 

on how technology and demographics are changing philanthropy by 

FreeWill	co-founders	Jenny	Xia	Spradling	and	Patrick	Schmitt	was	
published	in	the	Stanford	Social	Innovation	Review.	FreeWill’s	work	
has since been featured in The	New	York	Times, The Chronicle of 

Philanthropy, Forbes,	and	dozens	of	other	media	outlets.	FreeWill’s	
co-founders	were	named	“Top	50	Philanthropists”	by	Town	&	Country	
in	2019.


