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The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) is a place that fuels creativity, ignites 
minds, and provides inspiration. Through its extraordinary exhibitions and 
collection of modern and contemporary art, MoMA is dedicated to the 
conversation between the past and the present, the established and the 
experimental. 
 
Founded in 1929 as an educational institution, The Museum of Modern Art is dedicated to 
being the foremost museum of modern art in the world. 
 
Through the leadership of its Trustees and staff, The Museum of Modern Art manifests this 
commitment by establishing, preserving, and documenting a permanent collection of the 
highest order that reflects the vitality, complexity and unfolding patterns of modern and 
contemporary art; by presenting exhibitions and educational programs of unparalleled 
significance; by sustaining a library, archives, and conservation laboratory that are 
recognised as international centres of research; and by supporting scholarship and 
publications of preeminent intellectual merit. 
 
Central to The Museum of Modern Art's mission is the encouragement of an ever-deeper 
understanding and enjoyment of modern and contemporary art by the diverse local, 
national, and international audiences that it serves.  
 
Members and friends may support The Museum of Modern Art in a number of ways. The 
most common forms of giving are outright gifts of cash and securities, but there are other 
types of assets that may be donated as well and planned giving options that have favorable 
financial and tax benefits. 
 

Objectives 

Emmett Watson joined MoMA, from his post at Columbia University, in 1997 – at which 
time the Museum had no department for Planned Giving. From its very beginning, planned 
gifts have helped to sustain the Museum. In fact, a bequest of works of modern art from 
Lillie P. Bliss in 1931 formed the basis of MoMA's renowned collection. With Emmett’s 
appointment it was acknowledged that a strategic department, with efficient systems and 
dedicated staffing, was required to harness the untapped potential for Planned Giving, and 
ensure the Museum's stability and future success.  
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Target Groups 

Whilst MoMA do target individuals for Planned Giving, others often self-identify through 
website inquiries, replies from planned giving mailings, phone inquiries from donors and on-
going cultivation of members, donors and affiliate groups. There is strong empirical 
evidence at a variety of institutions that existing donors, particularly those whose support 
have been recurrent and continuous, are the best candidates for planned gifts.  
 
The narrowest definition of planned gifts would include bequests and “split interest” gifts, 
charitable remainder trusts, charitable gift annuities and the like. For those gifts the 
prospects tend to be 55 and over. At MoMA, however, they took a larger view of planned 
giving, which is why Planned Giving subsequently played in integral role in the $952 million 
capital that concluded in 2006. This campaign was announced in 1998 and ended officially in 
2006. The original goal was $650 million but it was raised several times during the 
campaign. Campaign gifts for the most part are six, seven-figure and larger commitments, 
typically secured with five-year pledge agreements and often involving complex tax and 
estate planning techniques.  The Office of Planned Giving working with the General Counsel 
and senior staff codified and advised on virtually every transaction.  
 

Process 

Each of the curatorial departments (there are seven) has a collecting committee. MoMA 
seek to inform these departments as best they can, and The Planned Giving Department has 
regularly conducted educational seminars on tax and estate planning techniques, which has 
been a fertile source for new leads that has led to many new major and planned 
gifts. MoMA recruited prominent trust and estates attorneys for a lawyers committee they 
created in 1998, which they called the “Planned Giving Advisory Committee”. The steering 
committee of this group was formed from a small group of attorneys that represent 
MoMA’s trustees and other significant donors. 
 
It is very difficult, if not impossible, to make projections of income for budgeting purpose on 
an annual basis because two-thirds of planned gifts (in dollar value) are from estates or 
qualified plan accounts contingent on the death of the donor. Charitable remainder trusts 
and annuities being irrevocable and subject to present value analysis are slightly easier to 
measure. Even if one knows what we call the “expectancy”, the dollar amount of the gift, its 
receipt is dependent on life expectancy of the testator but also the time it takes to 
administer the estate. MoMA keeps track of the dollar amount of planned gifts in the 
pipeline, both expectancies with dollar amounts and charitable trusts managed outside the 
Museum, where their interest is irrevocable. The 2014 value of planned gifts carried on the 
internal tracking system stood at $324,197,415. The figure in reality is a great deal higher 
than that as only about one-third of bequest received at most institutions are known of 
before receipt of a “notice of probate” or other formal communication from a lawyer or 
trustee. 
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Although planned gifts are hard to project, it is obviously important for the organisation to 
have a system for monitoring the income from each fundraising stream, with targets set for 
individual team members. At MoMA, each staffer had a portfolio of major donors that they 
had to renew and upgrade. 
 
Donors can sometimes have very specific ideas about how they wish their bequest to be 
used, however, over time the priorities of an organisation will inevitably shift and funds may 
be needed more urgently elsewhere. When providing testamentary language to donors, 
who might wish to restrict the use to a specific purpose, it is wise to include “precatory 
language”, which is to say a provision for an alternative use for the funds if either the 
purpose no longer is relevant or the amount is insufficient to support the activity.  
 
When Emmett arrived at MoMA in 1997, almost 85% of the endowment was 
unrestricted.  At Columbia almost the opposite was true. America’s great, private research 
universities have been at the campaign fund raising business for many more years than 
private museums such as MoMA.  It is rare that a seven or eight-figure gift is designated for 
general purpose. Emmett considers that over time, for museums like MoMA, as they 
become more aggressive and sophisticated about their development programs, larger 
portions of their endowment will carry restrictions. 
 
Smaller bequests and split interest gifts by their nature tend to be designated for general 
purposes meaning unrestricted as to use.  When gifts get well into the six and seven-figure 
range and larger they are often restricted as to use either a named endowment or “bricks 
and mortar” such as naming a gallery or a building.  One successful program at Columbia 
was the annual fund endowment.  A dilemma found by most universities is the challenge of 
replacing a sizeable annual major gift when an alumnus dies without an estate 
provision. The annual fund endowment run through the reunion program suggested alumni 
for a 40th or 50th reunion “endow” their annual gift.  Say, as an example, an alumnus had 
regularly given $10,000 per year; he or she would make a planned gift or bequest provision 
for no less that $200,000, thus “capitalising” the $10,000 at a 5% rate. Given the low 
interest rate environment today a rate of 4% ($250,000 bequest) or even 3% ($333,333) 
might be the more realistic figure. 
 

Outcomes 

This is now a well established and highly successful fundraising stream for the Museum, 
with six schemes for planned giving alone, offering prospective donors a variety of options 
and alternatives. This variety enables the Museum to develop relationships with donors that 
suit their needs and wishes as best possible – the more options and alternatives that you 
are able to give the better the chance to secure a sizeable gift. 
 
Private gifts and grants exclusive of campaign giving was under $20 million in 1995 when 
Glenn Lowry became director; they now run in the range of $45 million. The great majority 
of planned gifts as well as larger outright gifts, major gifts and campaign gifts, grow out of 
MoMA’s existing donor base. In recent years, MoMA has had a base of 150,000 members 
and donors (compared to approximately 30,000 in 1995). Visitors to MoMA were 900,000 
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annually and now over 3,000,000. The endowment value in 1997 when Emmett arrived at 
MoMA was $120 million and is now $950 million. Through working with the Finance 
department each year, a projection of income was made, a goal set and prospects assigned. 
Emmett can proudly say that during his eighteen-year tenure at MoMA they always met and 
exceeded goal. 
 
The primary motive for donors making planned gifts is a desire to assist MoMA in advancing 
its mission, to help people understand the art of our time. Emmett Watson says that, 
through many years of experience, he found that in general the best prospects were either 
avid collectors or highly committed to the study of modern and contemporary art. The 
exception to the avid collector was the philanthropist whose primary interest was education 
and research. MoMA was founded in 1929 as an educational institution because at the time 
modernism was not universally appreciated. Since then, MoMA has always kept education 
and research as a key part of its mission.   
 

Key points for effective practice 

Of course planned and major gifts have many tax advantages under U.S. tax, including the 
income tax charitable deduction, avoidance of capital gains tax and the unlimited gift and 
estate tax deduction. However, whilst the tax code does make it possible for a donor to 
make a larger gift, tax savings alone do not cause a donor to be generous. 
 
Here is an example: a modest but consistent donor of $1,000 a year aged 72 wants to 
support the campaign; they owe stock valued at $100,000 with an historical cost basis of 
$50,000 and set up a MoMA annuity paying them 6%. The $6,000 income is paid in quarterly 
instalments with $2,109 being tax-free, $2,109 capital gain and balance ordinary 
income.  When they make the gift they can claim a charitable deduction of $38,810.  The 
increased cash flow produced by the gift allows them to upgrade their membership from 
$1,000 to $2,500 benefactor level. 
 

Conclusions and recommendations 

When it comes to starting a planned giving program, no institution is too small. Be sure to 
have sample bequest language available should a donor or member want to include your 
institution. Be sure that all communications carry a check-off box stating, “I have included 
(name of institution) in my will or trust” or “I’d like information about including (name of 
institution) in my will or trust” or “I’d like information about making a planned gift to (name 
of institution)”.  If you cannot afford a full-time planned giving officer at a minimum have 
one person assigned for part of their time to track expectancies, reply to inquiries and 
connect to the trusts and estates bar. 
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At MoMA, every development officer, even the several in planned giving, had a portfolio of 
relationships and had to be sure each gift was renewed or increased. Meeting or exceeding 
fiscal year goals was always a top priority for Emmett, and consequently they never fell 
short of a projected goal.  Of course, during the credit crisis of 2008-9, a mid-year re-
evaluation was required, which resulted in a downward adjustment. However, Emmett says 
that they took pride in the fact that MoMA was unique among New York not-for-profits in 
making no redundancies. There was a salary and hiring freeze and senior staff took a cut but 
they redoubled personal visits, reassured staff and donors and came back to strong results 
along with the recovery of the economy. 
 
Emmett Watson stresses the importance of creating personal connections with prospective 
donors and always tells younger staff working on major and planned gifts “It is the ultimate 
face-to-face, one-on-one kind of business. If a staffer not is seeing the donors, getting to 
know them and building enduring relationships then it is unlikely that a sizeable gift will ever 
be consummated”. Whether it is lunches, private tours, afternoon tea, or helping the 
collector find a conservator, all of this cultivation and stewardship is key to the process of 
securing significant or lifetime gifts that drive capital campaigns.  
 
In addition to this, it is prudent to be sensitive and remember that, for people to make these 
types of gifts, it requires them to consider their own mortality. Of course, everyone is 
different and if a donor has approached the organisation then this is most likely something 
they are prepared for. Emmett Watson feels that for some, himself included, it gives 
comfort to know that their heirs, charitable and non-charitable, will be well taken care of 
under their estate plan. He says, “We often joked with donors both at Columbia and here at 
MoMA that once a life income arrangement such as a charitable remainder trust or gift 
annuity is established, the resulting feeling of well-being can extend the donor’s life 
expectancy by years. Of course, it is just a bit of a joke with not a shred of empirical 
evidence but for a contrarian like me beating the actuarial tables is yet another reason to 
stave off the inevitable”.  

 

About CultureHive 

This case study was produced as part of CultureHive, a free knowledge hub where you can 
discover and share best practice in cultural marketing and fundraising.  Visit culturehive.co.uk for 
more great resources. 
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