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Dear Friends,

One of the primary mandates of the Boston Foundation, of all community foundations, is to promote
philanthropy in the regions they serve. While helping donors make gifts during their lifetimes has become
a major part of the Boston Foundation’s work, charitable bequests continue to provide the permanent
funds needed to address the most critical issues we face as a community.  

These are the funds that have given the Boston Foundation the resources to make early investments in
some of Boston's most innovative ideas and institutions—from the development of the Longwood Medical
Area to the cleanup of Boston Harbor to the launching of WGBH-TV, City Year and numerous other
nonprofits. Today, these permanent resources allow us to invest in Pilot Schools, be a major partner in 
the largest workforce development initiative in Boston’s history, tackle the area’s shortage of housing 
and respond to other urgent needs. 

The importance of the kind of these permanent flexible funds is the reason that community foundations
and nonprofit organizations across the country paid close attention to a 1999 report—by Paul G. Schervish
and John J. Havens of Boston College’s Center on Wealth and Philanthropy—predicting that we were
about to witness the largest intergenerational transfer of wealth in American history. Their report estimates
that by the year 2055, some $41 trillion will change hands as Americans transfer the fortunes they have
amassed over the last five decades, with $6 trillion directly going to charities. 

Schervish and Havens have developed a methodology that allows them to produce wealth transfer 
estimates for large metropolitan areas. This report reflects their findings for Greater Boston, which they
were asked to prepare by the Boston Foundation.  

Their model estimates that from 2001 through 2055, Boston area households will transfer about $1.25 
trillion. While a large percentage of those funds will be left to heirs, the total in charitable bequests is
projected at $172 billion. Another $187 billion in gifts will be made during the lifetimes of donors. If these
estimates prove to be accurate, the potential exists for tremendous growth in this area’s philanthropic and
nonprofit sectors over the next 50 years. 

And, because the research predicts that the wealth transfer is likely to take place in Greater Boston some-
what earlier than it will in the rest of the country, due to the older age of wealth holders here, this area may
have the opportunity to provide national leadership in handling this important shift of resources. 

The Boston Foundation will always serve as a partner in philanthropy by working closely with donors and
advisors interested in exploring planned and legacy gifts. We will also continue our Endowment Partners
Program, which makes the Boston Foundation’s gift planning resources available to other nonprofits, help-
ing them to build their own endowments—a critically important factor in their future stability.  

No doubt, this report will prompt a fascinating debate, not only about its predictions, but its relevance to the
nonprofit and philanthropic sectors. In releasing this report, it is our goal to stimulate this debate and encour-
age an ongoing conversation that will deepen our understanding of the nonprofit sector in Greater Boston
and the region—and, ultimately, strengthen it. We welcome your participation in this conversation.

Sincerely, 

Paul S. Grogan
President and CEO
The Boston Foundation
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Estimates of the much anticipated ‘wealth transfer’ in
this country have been a topic of conversation in the
nonprofit and financial worlds for years—and the
numbers are staggering. By the year 2055, some $41
trillion will change hands as Americans pass their
accumulated assets from one generation to the next. It
is the largest intergenerational transfer of wealth in the
history of the United States and not all of these
resources will be passed on to heirs; even the most
modest projections anticipate that about $6 trillion will
be donated to charitable organizations.

Over the past 50 years in America, a small minority of
the population has amassed the kinds of fortunes
previously limited to monarchs and industrial
magnates—and, barring a national or global catastro-
phe, this growth in wealth is expected to continue for
the next 50 years. Increasing numbers of Americans
will be achieving and even exceeding their financial
goals and doing so at younger and younger ages.

The implications for philanthropy are so promising
that there is talk of a “golden age”—a time when more
individuals and families than ever before will have the
means not only to meet their own material needs, but
to use their wealth for far deeper purposes, including
improving the world their children will inherit and
inhabit.

What kind of impact will this great wealth transfer
have on the Greater Boston area? How might it affect
the area’s philanthropic and nonprofit sectors? Is there
a way to prepare for this phenomenon that will
enhance the potential for personal satisfaction on the
part of wealth holders—and benefit the community as
a whole? 

To answer these questions and better understand the
dimensions of the wealth transfer for Greater Boston,
the Boston Foundation turned to Paul G. Schervish and
John J. Havens, researchers at Boston College’s Center
on Wealth and Philanthropy—and authors of the
groundbreaking wealth transfer study of 1999. Titled

“Millionaires and the Millennium: New Estimates for
the Forthcoming Wealth Transfer and the Prospects for
a Golden Age of Philanthropy,” the report presented a
detailed portrait of the expected wealth transfer for the
country as a whole over the next five decades. 

Five years after their original report, Mr. Schervish and
Mr. Havens developed a methodology that allows
them to produce wealth transfer estimates for states
and large metropolitan areas. This report reflects their
findings for the Greater Boston area, which, for the
purposes of this report, is defined as seven Massachu-
setts counties: Bristol, Essex, Middlesex, Norfolk,
Plymouth, Suffolk and Worcester, plus the town of
Holland in Hampden county.

It offers two sets of estimates for households in the
Greater Boston area—a baseline of current wealth and
the projected wealth transfer. The baseline estimates
the distribution of wealth by age of head of household
in 2005, providing a helpful foundation for under-
standing the dimensions of wealth in Greater Boston.
The second set of estimates represents the expected
wealth transfer and the potential distribution of that
transfer among government, heirs, charity and estate
settlement costs. 

A very conservative (2 percent) annual rate of growth
is used throughout this report. (See Figure 3 on page 9
and Table 6 in the back of this report for wealth trans-
fer estimates based on 3 percent and 4 percent annual
rates of growth and other relevant statistics.)

The bottom line is that the total wealth of the two
million households in the Greater Boston area amount
to just under $1 trillion (in 2005 constant dollars),
making households in this area wealthier on average
than those in the rest of the nation. Especially striking
is the median household wealth, which is nearly twice
that of the rest of the nation. There are also proportion-
ately more millionaires in Greater Boston than in the
United States as a whole. And, household wealth in
Greater Boston is more highly concentrated among

I.
Executive Summary
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older residents, which means that the expected wealth
transfer will happen here before the rest of the country.

As far as the transfer is concerned, some $172 billion
will be bequeathed to charities, with most charitable
bequests generated by a very small proportion of
estates. In addition to charitable requests, about $187
billion will be donated to charitable causes during the
lifetimes of household members. The anticipated total
is $359 billion donated to charities. 

Whether these figures will lead to a “golden age of
philanthropy” remains to be seen, but it behooves the
philanthropic and nonprofit sectors to study these
scenarios and plan carefully and quickly for the future.

Summary of Findings

Wealth Distribution

Throughout this document, household wealth is
defined as household “net worth,” or the market value
of all assets owned by household members minus
debt. All dollars are measured in 2005 constant 
(inflation adjusted) dollars, which means that the
values presented here represent 2005 buying power.
For example, a transfer of $200,000 to an heir in 2055
will have the same 2005 buying power as a transfer of
$200,000 in 2005, although by 2055, the $200,000 will
have a nominal value closer to $1 million.

Distribution of Household Wealth 
by Net Worth 

In 2001, the total wealth of the two million households
in Greater Boston area amounted to just under $1 
trillion (in 2005 constant dollars). This means that
Greater Boston’s households are substantially wealth-
ier than the national average. 

Specifically, Greater Boston households were
$100,000—or 25 percent—wealthier, on average, than
households in the rest of the nation. The average net
worth of Greater Boston households is $498,000, while
the average nationally is just $397,000. 

Even more dramatic is the difference in median house-
hold wealth—which for Greater Boston is $172,000,
nearly twice that of the nation’s households, at $89,000.

There are proportionately more millionaires in 
Greater Boston than in the United States as a whole—
8.5 percent of households as compared with 6.7 percent
nationally.

What is Net Worth?
Household wealth is defined as household net worth
for this report, or the market value of all assets
owned by members of households minus all debt.
Dollars are measured in 2005 constant (inflation
adjusted) dollars, which represent 2005 buying
power.
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FIGURE 1

Distribution of Household Wealth, 2001
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Why is the distribution of wealth important?

Examining the distribution of wealth is important to
the nonprofit and philanthropic communities for three
reasons. First, combined with the rates of growth in
household wealth, it determines the amount of wealth
that will be transferred at the death of the household-
ers, a considerable portion of which will go to charity. 

Only among the very wealthy do Greater Boston house-
holds have a slightly smaller fraction of total wealth
than households in the nation, suggesting that the very
wealthiest of the wealthy tend to live elsewhere.

Second, wealthy individuals tend to distribute a far
larger portion of their estates to charitable bequests—
and so the fact that Greater Boston has a much higher
proportion of wealthy households than the rest of the
country has major implications for charitable giving
over the next 50 years.

Third, on average the more wealthy a household is, the
more it also contributes in the form of yearly giving
while its household members are alive. 

Distribution of Household Wealth by Age

Household wealth in the Greater Boston area is more
highly concentrated among older residents than it is in
the rest of the nation. The largest difference is among
households whose heads are between 60 and 79 years
of age. In Greater Boston, such households had an
average net worth of $875,000 in 2001 as compared
with $638,000 for households in the nation. Similarly,
households whose heads were age 80 or older owned 8
percent of the wealth in Greater Boston as compared
with 5 percent nationally.

Why is the distribution of wealth by age
important?

The fact that Greater Boston’s wealth is concentrated
among older residents means that the area will begin
to experience the anticipated wealth transfer some-
what earlier than most other places in the country. 
This means that Boston’s nonprofit and philanthropic
communities have the opportunity not only to be a
bellwether for the rest of the country, but to be a
national leader in exploring ways to maximize the
impact of these projected resources both on wealth
holders and the recipients of their generosity.

In 2005, 11 people in the Greater Boston area made
the Forbes 400 list of the wealthiest Americans. The
combined net worth of these 11 residents is $35.25
billion dollars. Although each is very wealthy, their
combined wealth is only a small fraction of the total
personal wealth of all the residents in the Greater
Boston area.

Boston Nation

9.3%
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Note: The share of millionaires is as a percent of all households with positive wealth.
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Percent of Households Headed by Millionaires
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Wealth Transfer Estimates

Final Estate Value and Distribution

Estimates for the anticipated wealth transfer, nation-
ally and in Greater Boston, are based on the value of
final estates (which is an estate without a surviving
spouse), and historical patterns of the distribution of
estates.

In Greater Boston, more than 1.6 million final estates
will occur during the 55-year period from 2001 to 2055.
Of those estates:

■ More than 1 million of the final decedents (deceased
persons) will be women;

■ Some 612,000 will be men; and

■ 22,000 will involve two spouses who die in the same
year.

These final estates will be valued at $1.25 trillion (2005
dollars) at the time of death—assuming an annual
long-term growth rate of 2 percent. If historical
patterns hold, $47 billion will be distributed for estate
fees, $297 billion will go to the government in the form
of estate taxes, $739 billion will go to heirs and $172
billion will be donated to charities.

Most of the potential charitable bequests (52 percent)
will be generated by a very small percentage of estates
(just 0.5 percent) with assets of $20 million or more.

This proportion of charitable bequests is large for two
reasons:
■ Final estates valued at $20 million or more account

for 20 percent of the $1.254 trillion in total wealth
transfer in Greater Boston; and

■ On average, estates of $20 million or more give the
largest fraction (38 percent) of their value to charity
as compared with 8 percent for estates of lesser
value.

Lifetime Giving and Charitable Bequests

In addition to charitable bequests, of course, many
individuals and families will make generous contribu-
tions to charity during their lifetimes (referred to here
as “lifetime giving”). 

In fact, this report projects that individuals and fami-
lies in Greater Boston’s 2.008 million households will
contribute $187 billion to charitable causes before their
deaths as well as the $172 billion in anticipated charita-
ble bequests during the 55-year period—for a total of
$359 billion.

Millionaire households, as a group, possess the 
greatest capacity for charitable giving and, based on
historical patterns and projections, will contribute the
greatest amount of charitable giving during the next 
55 years. Higher rates of growth in wealth increase 
the potential for charitable giving for these millionaires
faster than for less wealthy households.
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During the earlier years of the 55-year period, lifetime
giving will exceed charitable bequests, but as the full
55-year period approaches, charitable bequests will
exceed lifetime giving.

The Timing of the Transfer

In every age group considered for this study, average
household wealth is higher in Greater Boston than it is
in the nation, but the differences are particularly strik-
ing when the age of heads of households is considered. 

Greater Boston households headed by individuals 60
years of age and older (28 percent of Greater Boston
households) have an average of $786,000 in net worth
as compared with $592,000 for heads of households
nationally. 

This is a significant finding, since it means that the
wealth transfer of the 21st century will take place in
Greater Boston before many other places in the rest of
the country. With Greater Boston’s charitable giving
from both lifetime gifts and charitable bequests
projected at $359 billion from 2001 to 2055, the poten-
tial exists for tremendous growth in the area’s philan-
thropic and nonprofit sectors over the next 50 years.
And, because the wealth transfer is likely to take place
in Greater Boston earlier than it will in much of the rest
of the country, due to the older age of wealth holders,
this area has the opportunity to provide national lead-
ership in planning and handling this important shift of
resources.
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What is the Significance of the Wealth
Transfer for Greater Boston?
There is no doubt that the enormous intergenerational
transfer of wealth which will take place over the next
five decades will have a profound impact on Greater
Boston’s charitable giving through charitable bequests.
And the underlying growth in wealth will have a great
effect on lifetime giving as well.

But two important questions remain. First is it possible
to increase the level of charitable giving (both in the
form of bequests and lifetime giving) even beyond the
levels that are projected? And with a substantial
amount of the transfer also going to the heirs of
wealthy individuals—will the personal windfall that
accrues to these heirs spawn additional charitable
giving by them? In other words, will these heirs use
their wealth primarily to benefit themselves and their
immediate families—marking a new era of excessive
materialism and consumption—or will they look for
deeper satisfactions? If they do seek something deeper,
will it take the form of philanthropy? When historians
look back on the next 50 years, will it be seen as a
“golden age of philanthropy,” not just because of those
who are currently wealthy, but because of the philan-
thropic choices made by their heirs as well?

The answers to these questions may be found in the
ways that community foundations, nonprofit organiza-
tions and financial institutions prepare for the wealth
transfer. If they take the opportunity to develop more
sophisticated and dynamic approaches to fundraising,
working closely with donors and their financial advi-
sors to maximize the potential for charitable impact, the
outcome could be even greater than this report projects. 

Remember that the estimates in this report are
extremely conservative (based on a modest 2 percent
long-term growth)—and they assume that wealthy
individuals and families will not become even more
charitably inclined than they have been in the past. 

History reflects a promising scenario. A distinctive trait
of wealth holders in all time periods and places is that
they enjoy the fullest range of choice in determining

II.
Analysis

and fulfilling their own destinies and those of their
families and even communities. 

Since increasing numbers of Americans are approach-
ing, achieving, or even exceeding their financial goals
with respect to the provision of their material needs,
wealth can become a powerful tool for achieving the
deeper purposes of life. 

Venture Philanthropy and 
Donor Advised Funds
In recent years, many changes have taken place on the
supply (or donor) side of philanthropy and on the
demand (or beneficiary and fundraising) side. The last
10 years or so have witnessed the rise of a far more
participatory and engaged approach to charitable
involvement than in the past, sometimes referred to as
‘venture philanthropy’, with donors becoming actively
involved in the charitable organizations they support. 

Some donors are taking an entrepreneurial approach to
their philanthropy, making it not only a key ingredient
in their financial planning but central to their entire
approach to living. This often takes the form of serving
on a board or even the staff of a nonprofit organiza-
tion—and sometimes results in changing the practices
of the nonprofit organization itself.

Donor Advised Funds, which today are offered not
only by community foundations but also by major
investment firms, allow wealthy individuals and their
families to run what amounts to their own private
foundations without the administrative hassles or
paperwork, giving donors the opportunity to partici-
pate more fully in their philanthropy. 

This means that the idea of a ‘family foundation,’ once
available only to the wealthiest of Americans—like the
Rockefellers and Carnegies—can be extended to many
more families, with parents passing their values and
interests to the next generation and encouraging their
children to develop charitable interests of their own. 

11A  G o l d e n  A g e  o f  P h i l a n t h r o p y ?



Planned and Legacy Giving and the Rise of
Professional Fundraising
On the ‘demand’ side, fundraising has become far
more professional and sophisticated than at any other
time in history, based on the understanding that a
golden age of philanthropy will not happen as a natu-
ral byproduct of the growth in wealth. It will emerge
as the result of an unprecedented growth in the quality
and quantity of fundraising. 

Large community foundations like the Boston Founda-
tion are working closely with donors and their finan-
cial advisors to help wealthy people maximize their
charitable giving while they are alive—for the benefit
of their community—and beyond their lifetimes
through planned and legacy giving. 

There is no question that the great wealth transfer is a
tremendous opportunity for Greater Boston’s nonprofit
charitable organizations to assist donors and their legal
and financial advisors in making larger and more
important charitable contributions. 

For larger nonprofit organizations, including hospitals
and higher education institutions, fundraising is
moving beyond the geographical boundaries of
Greater Boston and extending its reach to warmer
climates where the wealthy spend the winter months.
As wealth continues to increase among older wealthy
individuals and families in Massachusetts, more
second homes will be purchased in warmer climates,
and more charities will no doubt create satellite
fundraising offices in those vacation spots. Increas-
ingly, development officers will be thinking creatively
about how to keep ‘snowbirds’ engaged in the well-
being of the Greater Boston community. 

Large community foundations and nonprofit organiza-
tions with development staffs have a distinct advan-
tage not only in securing funds for current charitable
purposes, but in encouraging charitable bequests
through sophisticated approaches to gift planning,
such as charitable lead and remainder trusts, charitable
gift annuities and pooled income funds. 

The smallest nonprofits are at a serious disadvantage—
since they often have an executive director who also
serves as their primary development officer, raising
funds while simultaneously trying to run the day-to-
day activities of the organization. Small agencies might
benefit from joining forces when it comes to strategic

fundraising or taking the leap and hiring a full-time
fundraiser, even if resources are tight. 

Another solution is to develop more active boards that
can play a primary fundraising role and make the
connection with potential donors around a dynamic
and well-expressed organizational mission. 

Charitable organizations should be mindful of the fact
that wealth and megawealth are concentrated within a
small percentage of Greater Boston’s population. Seek-
ing relationships with those individuals and their
financial advisors could yield tremendous—but not
necessarily immediate—results.

There are steps nonprofits can take today to capitalize
on this unique opportunity. They can educate donors
about their options for leaving assets to their preferred
organizations through wills or other long-term vehicles,
such as charitable remainder trusts. They can also join
community-wide efforts that promote philanthropy. 

The New Philanthropy
Today, partially as a result of increasing wealth and 
the nonprofit sector’s awareness of the wealth transfer,
changes are taking place in philanthropy—both for the
donor and the nonprofit organizations seeking their
resources. These changes constitute what Paul
Schervish calls the “new physics of philanthropy,” a 
set of forces that have to do with the money, meaning,
motives and decision-making models of donors. 

For Schervish, the new physics entails an innovative
way of thinking, feeling and acting in regard to philan-
thropy. In the new physics, wealth holders seek out
greater charitable giving, move their giving toward
profound lifetime involvements, purposefully limit the
amount left to their heirs and approach their philan-
thropy with an entrepreneurial disposition. Increasingly,
they are making philanthropy a key ingredient of the
financial morality they observe and impart to their chil-
dren—and see charitable giving as a way to achieve
happiness for themselves, their families and others.

A golden age of philanthropy? It is possible, but it
won’t happen without the thoughtful involvement of
people on the supply and demand side of the equation.
This report is designed to stimulate debate and creativ-
ity as the great wealth transfer of the 21st century
continues to build and—along with it—the potential
transformation of individual and community lives.
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13A  G o l d e n  A g e  o f  P h i l a n t h r o p y ?

Guide to Tables

Tables 1, 2 and 3

The distribution of household wealth (TABLE 1) and the distribution of household wealth by age of head of
household (TABLE 3) are important to describe the current distribution of wealth in the Greater Boston area—this
information is not available from any other source. TABLE 2 shows distribution of household wealth only for
those households with positive wealth. About 9.3 percent of households in Greater Boston have negative wealth,
as opposed to 10.4 percent nationwide.  

Table 4

TABLE 4 give the details of the estimated wealth transfer in the growth scenario used for this report (two
percent), and provides these estimates by the size of the categories of final estates. 

Table 5

TABLE 5 lists information on the value of final estates, charitable bequests and lifetime giving for categories of
current wealth—which is useful for targeting fundraising based on current levels of wealth—and provides esti-
mates of capacity for giving by current wealth groups.   

Table 6

TABLE 6 summarizes pertinent information from the other tables and gives estimates for higher rates of long-
term growth, including 3 percent and 4 percent.
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