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Ethics Examples by Category 
 

 

Donor Transparency & Integrity 

• Your top donor gives you a gift in February and asks you to receipt it for the previous 
December 31 

• A donor with significant financial potential asks you to take Aunt Tillie’s house with all its 
furnishings and he will later make a big gift to your organization. The house is unrelated 
to your mission. 

• You’ve been working for years to close a gift with a major donor, who has approved the 
paperwork and everything. Yet in the last few months, you’ve noticed that the donor is 
becoming easily confused, doesn’t remember everything and is writing checks to people 
without anyone overseeing her finances. All you need is the final signature on a trust 
document that you know she wants to do. 

• A family wants to provide tax-deductible funding through a family foundation for their 
child’s various expenses at a nonprofit boarding facility. In order to accommodate the 
donor, the nonprofit devises a fund with such narrowly restricted criteria as to make the 
fund applicable only to the family’s child. 

• A donor is enthusiastic about making a gift to you, yet you know that his children don’t 
think he should make the gift because his resources are diminishing and they are 
concerned he won’t have enough to live on. He keeps insisting on giving you a check. 

• A long-standing donor wants to make a gift that you know they no longer have the 
mental capacity to make, yet to decline it would alienate the donor, causing them to take 
your organization out of their estate plans. 

People in Positions of Power 

• Your boss or your board chair insists you take a gift that you know is not in the best 
interest of the organization, because they’re sure that over time the donor will make a 
much more significant gift to the organization 

• One of the senior leadership staff members in your organization wants to make a gift to 
her own division, so she can spend it on things that are not in the budget. 

• One of your board members wants to give you a piece of brownfield land, 
acknowledging that it will need clean-up before it can be sold. He offers to make a 
modest gift of cash to help your organization to do the clean-up and expects a tax 
receipt showing the potential market value of the land plus his cash gift. 

• Your CEO had gotten a painting for your facility as a gift from the artist. Now, she wants 
to purchase another piece for your organization from the same artist that has 
significantly less value, and take the original painting for her own home. 



• You are about to launch a capital campaign for $10 Million to build a new building, a new 
initiative just being planned. Three years ago, you were given a bequest for $2 Million to 
support your programs. Your campaign chair insists you count that toward the new gal, 
since the building will support your programs. 

Financial Pressures & Organizational Dynamics 

• After a donor dies, your finance committee wants to alter the designation of that donor’s 
endowment. After all, now that he’s dead and had no family, what does it matter how we 
use the funds? 

• Your biggest donor wants to give you stock in her privately-held company, asking you to 
verbally promise to sell it back to her at half of the value she had placed on it.  

• Your organization is facing financial difficulties – not for the first time. Your board 
decides that the funds that were given to create a permanent endowment can be 
invaded because the organization’s future is at risk.  

• You have a goal to keep your cost-per-dollar raised ratio below 40 cents. To do that, you 
leave out the salary and benefits of your gift and data processor as well as the cost of 
mailing gift acknowledgements, since they don’t really go toward raising money. 

• You have an alumni participation goal to meet, which you have no trouble doing if you 
exclude any part-time or graduate students. 

• Funder provided $150,000 to support purchase of specialized equipment for a planned 
facility expansion, as detailed in nonprofit’s proposal. The expansion didn’t happen, but 
nonprofit used the funds for other purposes. Nevertheless, development staff were told 
to list equipment bought in prior years for final report to funder. 

• Donor offered a challenge grant of $1 Million for a specific purpose, provided nonprofit 
raises an equal amount for that purpose. To meet the challenge, nonprofit counted 
monies raised before the challenge grant offer. Further, the previously raised monies 
were not specifically for said purpose. Donors of previous raised monies were not 
informed their gifts were applied to subsequent challenge grant. 

• One of your donors gave an endowment to spin off $1,000 per year for a specific 
purpose. Unfortunately, this year’s market returns dropped in value and the earnings 
were only $800. Because she doesn’t want to have to tell the donor that your 
investments didn’t do well, your boss wants you to do a stewardship report telling the 
donor that $1,000 went to help the program, even though that wasn’t the case. 

Clarity of Roles 

• One of your program chairs wants to divert restricted donor funds from the original 
purpose to something else, without letting the donor know. After all, it’s still going to 
benefit the same people. His boss is ok with the idea, for the same reason. 

• You’ve become good friends with a donor over the years, getting together outside of 
work-related visits and building a relationship that is not related to the institution for 
which you work. They want to put you in their will. 

• One of your most active volunteers asks your organization to give her a tax receipt for 
the monetary equivalent of the hours she works as a volunteer for you. 

• A carpenter does a huge project for you gratis, asking you to receipt his services at the 
rate he would normally charge. 



Resources: Ethical Fundraising 

 

Association of Fundraising Professionals: https://afpglobal.org/afp-vision-mission-and-guiding-
principles 

• Code of Ethical Standards (short and long versions) 

• Donor Bill of Rights 

Association of Fundraising Professionals – Northern New England Chapter (VT, NH, ME): 
https://afp-nne.org 

NH & VT Council of Charitable Gift Planners (part of the National Association of Charitable Gift 
Planners: https://nhvtgiftplanners.org/ 

Maine Planned Giving Council: http://www.mpgc.org/ 

Certified Fund Raising Executive International: https://www.cfre.org/ 

NH Dept of Justice Resource page: https://www.doj.nh.gov/charitable-trusts/index.htm 

Nonprofit Next: https://www.nonprofitnext.org/ 

National Council of Nonprofits: https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/ 

Publications: 

• Asking. Panas, Jerold 

• Fundraising Realities. Landsdowne, David 

• Ethics for Fundraisers. Anderson, Albert 

• Ethics in Fundraising: Putting Values into Practice. Briscoe, Marianne G., Editor 

• Think Like a Donor. Olson, Wayne; White Trout Press 2009 

 

Maryann LaCroix Lindberg, CFRE, President, Philanthropy Resource Group, 
maryann@PhilanthropyResource.org, 603-354-3300, https://www.PhilanthropyResource.org. 

 

Eric Russell, Eric Owen Russell Well-Being Coaching, https://www.ericowenrussell.com/ 
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