
What are key Life Stages and Mapping to Charitable Giving? 
The major stages of life often bring unique priorities, challenges, and opportunities, which 
can shape how individuals approach charitable giving. As people progress through these 
stages, their capacity for generosity and the causes they choose to support often evolve, 
reflecting their personal values, financial circumstances, and life experiences. Below is an 
overview of the major life stages and how charitable giving may change within each: 

 

1. Early Adulthood (Ages 20–35) 

• Description: 

o This stage is often marked by personal and professional growth, including 
starting a career, building financial independence, and forming relationships. 
Many individuals are focused on paying off student loans, saving for the 
future, and establishing their identity. 

• Charitable Giving Needs and Desires: 

o Exploration of Causes: Young adults may begin exploring causes that 
resonate with their values, such as environmental sustainability, social justice, 
or education. 

o Volunteerism: With limited financial resources, many prioritize giving their 
time and skills through volunteering. 

o Small, Impactful Donations: Donations may be modest but meaningful, 
often directed toward local or grassroots organizations. 

o Digital Giving: Young adults are likely to engage in online giving campaigns, 
crowdfunding, or social media-driven charitable efforts. 

• Evolving Desires: 

o As they gain financial stability, they may start contributing to causes that align 
with their long-term values or personal experiences. 

 

2. Midlife (Ages 35–50) 

• Description: 
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o This stage is often characterized by career advancement, raising a family, and 
managing financial responsibilities such as mortgages, education savings, and 
retirement planning. 

• Charitable Giving Needs and Desires: 

o Family-Oriented Giving: Many individuals focus on causes that benefit 
children, education, or family well-being, such as schools, youth programs, or 
healthcare initiatives. 

o Community Involvement: Midlife donors often support local organizations, 
religious institutions, or community projects that directly impact their 
neighborhoods. 

o Teaching Generosity: Parents may involve their children in charitable 
activities to instill values of giving and service. 

o Strategic Giving: With increased income, individuals may begin to give more 
strategically, exploring tax-efficient options like donor-advised funds or 
workplace giving programs. 

• Evolving Desires: 

o As financial stability grows, individuals may start thinking about creating a 
legacy through larger gifts or planned giving. 

 

3. Peak Earning Years (Ages 50–65) 

• Description: 

o This stage often represents the height of financial security, with individuals 
reaching the peak of their careers, paying off major debts, and preparing for 
retirement. It’s also a time of reflection on personal values and legacy. 

• Charitable Giving Needs and Desires: 

o Legacy Planning: Many individuals begin incorporating charitable giving into 
their estate plans, such as through bequests, charitable trusts, or naming 
charities as beneficiaries of retirement accounts. 
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o Philanthropic Goals: With greater financial resources, donors may make 
larger contributions to causes they are passionate about, such as 
endowments, scholarships, or capital campaigns. 

o Tax-Efficient Giving: Donors often explore tax-advantaged strategies, such 
as donating appreciated assets, setting up charitable remainder trusts, or 
using donor-advised funds. 

o Focus on Impact: Individuals may prioritize organizations or initiatives where 
they can see measurable results and long-term impact. 

• Evolving Desires: 

o As retirement approaches, individuals may shift their focus to ensuring their 
giving aligns with their legacy and long-term goals. 

 

4. Retirement and Later Years (Ages 65+) 

• Description: 

o Retirement often brings more time for reflection, volunteering, and engaging 
with causes that align with one’s life experiences and values. Financial 
priorities may shift to managing retirement income and planning for the 
transfer of wealth. 

• Charitable Giving Needs and Desires: 

o Planned Giving: Many retirees focus on planned giving strategies, such as 
charitable gift annuities, charitable lead trusts, or leaving bequests in their 
wills. 

o IRA Charitable Rollovers: Individuals aged 70½ or older can make tax-free 
charitable contributions directly from their IRAs, satisfying required minimum 
distributions (RMDs). 

o Time and Expertise: With more free time, retirees often engage in volunteer 
work, serve on nonprofit boards, or mentor younger generations. 

o Faith-Based Giving: Many retirees prioritize giving to religious institutions or 
faith-based organizations that have been meaningful throughout their lives. 
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o Family Legacy: Donors may involve their children and grandchildren in their 
giving decisions, fostering a multigenerational culture of philanthropy. 

• Evolving Desires: 

o As individuals reflect on their legacy, they may focus on causes that have had 
a personal impact on their lives, such as healthcare, education, or community 
development. 

 

5. Across All Life Stages: Common Themes 

• Personal Connection: At every stage, individuals are more likely to give to causes 
that resonate with their personal experiences, values, or relationships. 

• Faith and Spirituality: For many, faith plays a central role in charitable giving, 
guiding their decisions and priorities throughout life. 

• Desire for Impact: Donors at all stages want to know their contributions are making 
a difference, whether through small, immediate impacts or long-term, transformative 
change. 

 

How Charitable Giving Evolves Over Time 

• From Small Acts to Strategic Giving: Early in life, giving may be small and 
spontaneous, but as financial resources grow, individuals often adopt more strategic 
approaches, such as planned giving or major gifts. 

• From Local to Global Impact: Younger donors may focus on local causes, while 
older donors may expand their giving to include national or global initiatives. 

• From Individual to Family Giving: As individuals start families, they often involve 
their children in giving, creating a shared legacy of generosity. 

• From Immediate Needs to Legacy Planning: Early giving may focus on addressing 
immediate needs, while later giving often emphasizes creating a lasting legacy 
through planned gifts or endowments. 

 

Conclusion 
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Charitable giving is a lifelong journey that evolves with each stage of life. From small acts of 
generosity in early adulthood to strategic legacy planning in retirement, the motivations and 
methods of giving reflect an individual’s values, priorities, and financial circumstances. By 
understanding how needs and desires change over time, individuals can create a thoughtful 
and impactful giving plan that grows with them, ensuring their generosity leaves a lasting 
legacy for their family, community, and the causes they care about most. 
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