
Charitable Giving After Tax Reform
Tax reform changes to the standard deduction
and itemized deductions may affect your ability
to obtain an income tax benefit from charitable
giving. Projecting how you'll be affected by
these changes while there's still time to take
action is important.

Income tax benefit of charitable giving

If you itemize deductions on your federal
income tax return, you can generally deduct
your gifts to qualified charities. However, many
itemized deductions have been eliminated or
restricted, and the standard deduction has
substantially increased. You can generally
choose to take the standard deduction or to
itemize deductions. As a result of the changes,
far fewer taxpayers will be able to reduce their
taxes by itemizing deductions.

Taxpayers whose total itemized deductions
other than charitable contributions would be
less than the standard deduction (including
adjustments for being blind or age 65 or older)
effectively have less of a tax savings incentive
to make charitable gifts. For example, assume
that a married couple, both age 65, have total
itemized deductions (other than charitable
contributions) of $15,000. They would have a
standard deduction of $27,000 in 2019. The
couple would effectively receive no tax savings
for the first $12,000 of charitable contributions
they make. Even with a $12,000 charitable
deduction, total itemized deductions of $27,000
would not exceed their standard deduction.

Taxpayers whose total itemized deductions
other than charitable contributions equal or
exceed the standard deduction (including
adjustments for being blind or age 65 or older)
generally receive a tax benefit from charitable
contributions equal to the income taxes saved.
For example, assume that a married couple,
both age 65, have total itemized deductions
(other than charitable contributions) of $30,000.
They would be entitled to a standard deduction
of $27,000 in 2019. If they are in the 24%
income tax bracket and make a charitable
contribution of $10,000, they would reduce their
income taxes by $2,400 ($10,000 charitable
deduction x 24% tax rate).

However, the amount of your income tax
charitable deduction may be limited to certain
percentages of your adjusted gross income
(AGI). For example, your deduction for gifts of
cash to public charities is generally limited to
60% of your AGI for the year, and other gifts to
charity are typically limited to 30% or 20% of
your AGI. Charitable deductions that exceed
the AGI limits may generally be carried over
and deducted over the next five years, subject
to the income percentage limits in those years.

Year-end tax planning

When making charitable gifts during the year,
you should consider them as part of your
year-end tax planning. Typically, you have a
certain amount of control over the timing of
income and expenses. You generally want to
time your recognition of income so that it will be
taxed at the lowest rate possible, and to time
your deductible expenses so they can be
claimed in years when you are in a higher tax
bracket.

For example, if you expect that you will be in a
higher tax bracket next year, it may make
sense to wait and make the charitable
contribution in January so you can take the
deduction next year when the deduction results
in a greater tax benefit. Or you might shift the
charitable contribution, along with other
itemized deductions, into a year when your
itemized deductions would be greater than the
standard deduction amount. And if the income
percentage limits above are a concern in one
year, you might consider ways to shift income
into that year or shift deductions out of that
year, so that a larger charitable deduction is
available for that year. A tax professional can
help you evaluate your individual tax situation.

Qualified charitable distribution (QCD)

If you are age 70½ or older, you can make
tax-free charitable donations directly from your
IRAs (other than SEP and SIMPLE IRAs) to a
qualified charity. The distribution must be one
that would otherwise be taxable to you. You
can exclude up to $100,000 of these QCDs
from your gross income each year. And if you
file a joint return, your spouse (if 70½ or older)
can exclude an additional $100,000 of QCDs.

You cannot deduct QCDs as a charitable
contribution because the QCD is excluded from
your gross income. In order to get a tax benefit
from your charitable contribution without this
special rule, you would have to itemize
deductions, and your charitable deduction could
be limited by the percentage of AGI limitations.
QCDs may allow you to claim the standard
deduction and exclude the QCD from income.

QCDs count toward satisfying any required
minimum distributions (RMDs) that you would
otherwise have to receive from your IRA, just
as if you had received an actual distribution
from the plan.

Caution: Your QCD cannot be made to a
private foundation, donor-advised fund, or
supporting organization. Further, the gift cannot
be made in exchange for a charitable gift
annuity or to a charitable remainder trust.

Some of the recent changes
to the standard deduction
and itemized deductions
may affect your ability to
obtain an income tax benefit
from your charitable
contributions. Incorporating
charitable giving into your
year-end tax planning may
be even more important
now. If you are age 70½ or
older and have a traditional
IRA, you may wish to
consider a qualified
charitable distribution.
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