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If there’s one thing that tugs at the nation’s heartstrings—
and wallets—it’s supporting the troops. 
Just remember, not all nonprofits are created equal.

By Jennifer Peters

xperts estimate 
that there are 
anywhere from 
40,000 to 65,000 
tax-exempt 
charitable groups 
that support 
the troops, both 

veterans and those currently serving, 
and that these organizations bring 
in millions—possibly billions—of 
dollars for service members and their 
families. Some of these groups are 
outright frauds, however.

In August 2014, for instance, 
ProPublica and the Daily Beast 
reported that Move America Forward, 
an organization that claimed to be 
raising money to send care packages 
to troops overseas, had used other 
groups’ photos and press to drum 
up donations; worse, a significant 
percentage of the money raised went 
to Tea Party politicians.

Daniel Borochoff of CharityWatch, 
a nonprofit watchdog group, says 
the Purple Heart Service Foundation 
spent a lot of money helping the 
group’s officers lead lives of luxury. 
“They would schedule meetings or 
ceremonies in Hawaii or Korea,” he 
tells us, which provided the executives 
with a nice vacation. The PHSF also 
spent $685,000 on “advertising” 
with the Washington Redskins, but, 
according to Borochoff, “They bought 
box seats at the games, and not for 
the soldiers, but for the [charity’s 
employees to use].”

Another problem Borochoff has 
run into is “creative accounting.” 
Certain percentages of solicitation 
expenses can be listed as educational 

First Lady Michelle Obama and Dr. Jill Biden  

stand with children of fallen service members from 

TAPS’s 20th annual Good Grief Camp.
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Figure out what kind of help 
you need.
“People often think of reaching out to 
the nonprofit sector for help before 
they consider the official services 
provided by the government,” Holmes 
says. “While the VA has gotten a bad 
rap in recent years, there are good 
hospitals and services out there that 
you may have overlooked.” Find out 
what services you’re entitled to before 
you go outside the system. 

One service that Holmes cites as 
both being able to help you assess 
your needs and provide help is Vets  
Prevail (VetsPrevail.org), an online 
resource from the for-profit sector 
offered by the Department of Vet-
erans Affairs. There are interactive 
tools and peer coaches that provide 
completely anonymous help at a 
fraction of the cost of face-to-face 

Iraq and Afghanistan 
Veterans of America 
IAVA.org
While it’s come under fire recently 
for being too big or flashy, it’s had a 
lot of success in getting vet-friendly 
legislation passed in its ten years of 
service. It also provides assistance 
to vets who need help getting 
reacclimated to civilian life.

Swords to Plowshares
Swords-to-Plowshares.org
This small, 40-year-old, San 
Francisco–based organization 
provides some of the most-needed 
services to veterans: lawyers familiar 
with the military justice system, help 
navigating the VA claims department, 
housing assistance, and job training 
and placement.

No Greater Sacrifice
NoGreaterSacrifice.org
NGS focuses on survivors of fallen 
soldiers, providing scholarships for 
higher education to service members’ 
children. In 2013, NGS provided more 

Devin Holmes of Warrior Gateway (WarriorGateway.org), a 
Yelp!-type site for the veterans community, provided tips on 
finding the group that can best meet one’s individual needs.

Our experts helped us assemble this list of vet-centric nonprofits that are worthy of your  
tax-deductible contributions.

than $800,000 in scholarships, and 
aims to provide $1.65 billion in future 
aid to the more than 50,000 children 
of deceased service members.

The Semper Fi Fund
SemperFiFund.org
It was founded in 2004 by a group of 
Marine Corps spouses, and provides 
an assortment of assistance programs 
to post-9/11 service members and 
their families. Since its inception, the 
group has provided more than $99 
million in assistance to more than 
13,000 military families.

The Tragedy Assistance 
Program for Survivors 
TAPS.org
Since 1994, TAPS has provided 
counseling and assistance to families 
grieving the loss of loved ones in the 
armed services. It hosts Good Grief 
Camps for surviving children, created 
a peer-support network for military 
members, and provides resources for 
caregivers and journalists on proper 
treatment of the grieving.

mental-health treatment. 

Think of yourself as a person 
first. 
The organization best positioned to 
help you may not be a veteran-specific 
group. Holmes recalls a military wife 
who called him asking if he knew of an 
organization that could help her family 
pay their rent that month; he referred 
her to the local Salvation Army, which 
was able to provide the assistance she 
needed.

Ask for anecdotes.
While nonprofit watchdogs rely on tax 
filings to rate a group’s effectiveness, 
the best source of information is the 
community they serve. Ask friends 
and fellow service members about the 
organizations they’ve worked with 
successfully.

Veteran/motivational speaker J. R. Martinez  
(left) and Uber Cofounder and CEO Travis Kalanick 
at IAVA’s 2014 Heroes Gala

Former Marine Corps bomb technician  
Brian Meyer with his wife, Jessica, during a golf  
tournament to benefit the Semper Fi Fund
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costs, so “if they release ads or 
send out messages asking people 
to volunteer or pray for the troops, 
they’re allowed to expense portions 
of those costs as ‘educational 
programming,’ ” he explains. Plus, 
there are in-kind goods that are 
useless to the recipients. “One group 
gave out what it said was $18 million 
in calling cards to soldiers, but they 
weren’t really calling cards—they 
were cards that allowed you to call a 
number to get sports scores, but first 
you had to listen to some ads. And 
that was listed as a ‘program expense’ 
by the charity.”

Outright scams and creative 
accounting aren’t the only problems. 
In 2013, the Center for Investigative 
Reporting, in a partnership with the 
Tampa Bay Times, dug up the dirt on 
the 50 worst charities in America, six 
of which were supposedly supporting 
the troops. (You can check out the 
list and the full series of articles at 
TampaBay.com/americas-worst-
charities.) A number of nonprofits 
made the list because of the amount 
of money they paid to professional 
solicitors, with one of the worst 
offenders paying nearly 90 percent 
of the money brought in to the 
fund-raisers. Sandra Miniutti of 
Charity Navigator, another nonprofit 
watchdog group, tells us, “We’ve seen 
charities where the telemarketing 
firm is keeping 90, 95 cents of every 
dollar collected. There have even 
been instances where they’ve kept 
more than they’ve collected, keeping 
everything they collect and then 
charging a fee.

“If you knew they were doing that,” 
she continues, “you would never give 
them money over the phone, but the 
law only requires the telemarketers to 
disclose the percentage if the donor 
asks. Obviously they’re not going to 
lead with that.”

Both Miniutti and Borochoff note 
that charities that work with these 
fund-raising firms will often say that 
even if the solicitors keep 99 cents on  
the dollar, the one penny left “is a 
penny we didn’t have.” According to  
Giving USA and the Chronicle of Phi - 
lanthropy, however, charitable dona-
tions have been stagnant at about two  
percent of the gross domestic prod - 
uct for more than four decades. Mini - 
utti says, “Essentially, that means that 
the extra money that went to the tele - 
marketing firms is money that could  
have gone to a more efficient charity 
and been spent on a charitable prog-
ram. It’s really a waste of resources.”

Overhead is an important issue for 
charities. All the watchdog groups 
agree that 25 percent is a reasonable 
amount to be spending on basic costs, 
including salaries, fund-raising, and 
office space; and it should be no more 
than 35 percent. A higher percentage 
is a red flag in most instances, though 
Miniutti believes that smaller, newer 
nonprofits should be cut some slack. 
“New organizations may have the 
best intentions, but they may not have 
the skills and experience to provide 
services as efficiently or effectively as 
a larger group would,” she says. “But 
we want innovation in the sector, so 
if somebody finds there’s a service 
lacking that could really benefit our 
troops, then I think it’s great for a 
charity to step up to provide it.”

Miniutti sympathizes with people 
who want to donate, but says due 
diligence is required. “One of the 
problems we often see in this sector 
is that this is an issue that really tugs 
at the heartstrings,” she continues. 
“Who doesn’t want to help America’s 
heroes?... But there’s a misconception 
that just because an organization is  
a ‘charity’ that it’s doing good things. 
On the national level, the IRS is in 
charge of the nonprofit sector, but 
they will tell you themselves that 
they’re underfunded in that area  
and they’re not able to police millions 
of charities.”

With so many potential pitfalls, find - 
ing a nonprofit worthy of your dona-
tion is no easy task, but transparency 
is paramount. First, look at its website 
and see how much information is 
there. Is the organization sharing its tax 
returns and financial statements? Does 
it give a clear picture of its mis sion? If it 
can’t or won’t tell you what you need to 
know, look elsewhere. As for judging a 
group’s impact, ask for anecdotes from 
people who’ve been helped by the 
charity, or look at social media to see 
what users are saying about it.

Miniutti advises making a plan in 
advance. While most nonprofits get 
more than half of all their donations in 
the period between Thanksgiving and 
New Year’s, funds are needed year-
round. “Start the year off by figuring 
out what your priorities are and pick 
maybe three charities that do the kind 
of work you want to support,” Miniutti 
says. “Then set up automatic monthly 
donations—maybe $10 a month for 
each charity. It makes it easier to avoid 
knee-jerk reactions to solicitors’ pleas 
if you know where your money is 
going for the rest of the year.”
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