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INTRODUCTION
Fundraising has a major problem facing its sustainability, and it has
nothing to do with the charitable tax deduction, with the transfer
of wealth, or with the new generation of donors—the millennials. It
has everything to do with donor retention. Average donor retention
rates for first time donors hover at a dismal less than 30% rate,
according to Blackbaud’s 2013 donorCentrics™ Annual Report on
Higher Education Alumni Giving. Yet, fundraisers don’t spend a great
deal of time and energy on the problem and its solution. Instead,
acquisition budgets rise with great abandon as the hunt continues
for new donors to replace awful attrition rates. The answer is simple.
According to Chuck Longfield at Blackbaud Analytics, acquisition
costs seven times as much as retention. It is more cost effective to
keep the donors an organization has than to chase new ones. Donor
relations provides the answer to the donor retention problem. A
well-executed, strategic, forward-thinking program will cure the ails
of hemorrhaging donors and accomplish even more.
Donor relations is the key to successful fundraising. Without
comprehensive donor relations efforts, our donors will not give
again and fundraising will grind to a halt. As many learned in the
recent economic recession, cutting donor relations programs is the
exact wrong idea. When budgets are tight and times are tough,
institutions should rely more than ever on their donor relations
professional to help lead the way to success.
Donor relations as a profession within fundraising has faced a
dynamic shift over the past ten years. As the profession has evolved,
so has the description, scope and nature of the duties of donor
relations. In their groundbreaking document, Donor Relations and
Stewardship Defined, (http://www.adrp.net/assets/documents/
adrpdefinitionsexpanded.pdf), the Association of Donor Relations
Professionals (ADRP) built a great foundational definition of donor
relations. This book strives to take that definition further, to expand
on the theory behind strategic proactive donor relations, and to
further define and explain the four pillars of donor relations, their
architecture, and their role in the overall fundraising operation of an
organization.

14
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THE MINDSET NEEDED FOR SUCCESSFUL DONOR RELATIONS

There is a great deal of research from Penelope Burk and
others that suggests that a donor should be thanked seven
times for every gift. That does not equate to seven formulary
letters sent in succession; that means a robust donor
relations program in order to ensure retention. It is rare to
hear a donor say that they feel overly thanked. The opposite
is often true, and it is a fact that directly hampers retention
in organizations; one of the top reasons that donors stop
giving to organizations is because they are asked too often
and not thanked enough. In organizations worldwide, there
should be an arms race to see how donors can best be
treated in order to improve the startlingly low retention
rates. However, conferences and professional development
are consistently filled with information on how to ask a
donor for their gift and how to close a deal. Is it because
gratitude is an expected given? Or because it’s tough to
measure an essential, non-revenue part of the relationship
that is often overlooked? Is it a fundamental error in our
performance metrics that are ruled by donors and dollars,
not retention and gratitude? These are all questions that
leadership must ask when building a fundraising culture
at their organization. The mantra should be simple: if it
doesn’t benefit the donor, we don’t do it.
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DONOR RELATIONS:
AN OVERVIEW

Engagement

Recognition

Stewardship and
Impact Reporting

Acknowledgments

Below is a diagram of donor relations. It is used to help explain
the four pillars of donor relations in a visual manner. It is profound
in its simplicity but represents a good vision for the basis of the
profession.

DONOR RELATIONS

The goal of a donor relations operation is to retain current donors
and keep them engaged with our institutions. If that is successful,
the savings is great and their value and longevity grows. Given the
current state of donor retention (less than 30% in the first year and
less than 20% from three to five years, according to Blackbaud’s 2013
donorCentrics™ Annual Report on Higher Education Alumni Giving),
organizations can no longer overlook the need for a quality donor
relations program that retains donors. It is seven times more costly
to obtain a new donor than to keep the one that the institution has,
so investing in your donor relations team makes fiscal sense. In the
past five years, donor relations has been one of the fastest growing
professions in advancement.

16
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DONOR RELATIONS

Acknowledgment

Stewardship and
Impact Reporting

Recognition

Engagement

RETENTION

Growth

Influence

As you can see from the diagram, donor relations is an umbrellalike term that encompasses four main functions, or pillars, of the
philosophical basis for donor relations:


Acknowledgement



Stewardship & Impact Reporting



Donor Recognition



Engagement

Stewardship and Donor Relations:
Synonyms?
In the past the terms stewardship and donor relations were used
synonymously. Many offices of donor relations still have the term
stewardship attached to their titles, but the vestiges of the past
are not quick to change in academia. The major difference is that
stewardship is tied to the gift the donor gives; one cannot steward
a donor, only their giving. But an organization can engage, cultivate,
and relate to donors, with stewardship being one part of the overall
donor relations strategy.
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This is a vital distinction that cannot be overstated. Using the terms
incorrectly blurs the clear divides of the work and can lead to
confusion and error. If donor relations is proactive, then it must also
be said that stewardship is reactive. Stewardship is the activity that
takes place after the gift is received. Donor relations encompasses
so much more, both in anticipation of the gift and in preparation for
a long-term relationship that must be nurtured in order for positive
philanthropy to occur.

DONOR RELATIONS

STEWARDSHIP

Donor Relations


Involves engaging, cultivating, and relating to donors



Encompasses the work both in anticipation of the gift and
in preparation for a long-term relationship that must be
nurtured in order for positive philanthropy to occur



Proactive in nature

Stewardship


Tied to the gift the donor gives



Activity that takes place after the gift is received



Includes financial reporting on how the gift is being spent



Reactive in nature

18
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Donor Relations: Shifting Trends in
Reporting Structures
One of the other remnants of the past that remains is the reporting
structure. Historically, most donor relations professionals reported
to the advancement services or operations side of the fundraising
house. In the past five years, reporting to the fundraising or major
gifts side of the house as a best practice across institutions has
emerged. This shift signals a trend toward the center, noting that
donor relations and good fundraising go hand in hand.
In addition, donor relations has an increasing presence at major
gift meetings and through prospect management. In the past,
stewardship needed access to data and financial information, thus
making it a perfect fit for advancement services, but the shift toward
the frontline is occurring en masse while still keeping donor relations
inextricably linked to the data and finance side of the operation.
More rapid change is ahead. As organizations venture to raise more
and more funding, like a billion dollars in one year, donor relations
will have more and more opportunities to thrive and flourish. Donor
relations remains an integral part of the fundraising landscape,
whether peers and practitioners choose to acknowledge it or not.
As the future unfolds, even more importance will be placed on the
personal efforts and engagement that donor relations provides.
And donor relations professionals must rise to the greater strategic
challenge. Putting donors at the center of our efforts, and not just
their gifts, building intentional and strategic programs of strong and
metric-based efforts—these things are driving fundraising forward.
As donor relations evolves as a profession, one of the questions I
field most often is how to transform a reactive checkers-playing
donor relations shop into a proactive chess-playing donor relations
shop. And therein lies the great divide. A proactive donor relations
professional has so many more choices than a reactive one does;
being reactive only allows for one path. If you always have your
head down, producing results as you have in the past, you have no
options to look ahead to the future and become strategic about
your work. If you’re always doing the same work over and over, how
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can you be innovative? It requires huge discipline and planning to
truly become proactive and strategic but there is no better time
than now to start.
For me it begins with an assessment of the program, a cold, hard
look at where the donor relations shop spends its time and how
donors benefit from time used. Are there particular processes
that are laborious and tedious? Is there waste happening? Have
you surveyed or obtained feedback from you donors to ensure
you are building a program they will appreciate and desire, or are
you operating off of assumptions? You see, it’s a lot like checkers
and chess. Checkers is a short–term, limited game with predictable
outcomes. This would be your reactive donor relations shop. Chess is
a strategic long game, with unpredictable twists and turns that can
have long-term results and a vision that is multiple steps ahead. The
two are not interchangeable. Our donors deserve chess champions.
The second step after assessing your current program is to obtain
feedback from your donors on your current activities and evaluate
what is successful and what is losing the game. After that it’s time to
look to other programs you admire, or those that are proactive and
strategic, to find out what they do in order to become successful.
It boils down to choice; they will tell you. Like in checkers, if you
only have one type of playing piece you are limited. In chess, you
have a wide variety, which gives you great choice. Deft moves can
be made and game plans switched throughout the game of chess
that open up new paths to victory. Can you say this about your
donor relations program? Do you have choices of a wide variety of
effective activities? If you don’t, now is the time for change.
After you find new ideas and a new direction for your game plan, it’s
time to bring it to your leadership to gain their buy-in and support.
This step is crucial. Once you have their buy-in, your field of play
opens greatly to the possibilities of strategy. Then it’s all about the
implementation from there. Checkmate.

20
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PILLAR #1:
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
“We must find time to stop and thank the people
who make a difference in our lives.”
- John F. Kennedy
Thanking a donor for their contributions to an organization is the
basis and groundwork of the donor relations profession. It’s a simple
act, really. Expressing gratitude is not just good manners; it is also
good business. Donors who feel appreciated are more likely to give
again and support our causes. Thanking donors to an organization
does not need to be overly complex. However, at large decentralized
institutions, it can become nightmarish.
The work of acknowledgment begins long before the gift is ever
received. Many high-performing organizations have robust gift
acceptance policies and through diligence of these policies, can
avoid many troublesome situations that can emerge. But what
should a gift acceptance policy include? The possibilities are
seemingly endless. See Appendix A for more information on what a
solid gift acceptance policy should consist of.

Acknowledgements vs. Gift Receipts
It should be noted that an acknowledgement and a gift receipt are
two distinct things. A receipt is a systematized document prepared
in a mechanical and transactional way that allows the donor to use
it for tax or other business purposes. It should have language of
gratitude on it, but it does not supplant or replace a proper thank
you letter. An acknowledgement is the letter of gratitude that should
immediately follow the gift receipt. Think of it this way, you’re at a
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restaurant and you get the bill for dinner, you pay it and are left
with a receipt. It may have nice language on it like “thanks for your
business” or “see you soon” but it is a receipt for a transaction,
and people keep it for their records. At its core it is a receipt for a
transaction, and in no way is it meant to supplant a proper thank
you letter or email. That being said, receipts should be graphically
pleasing and well-branded. If this is the one thing your donors keep
from their donations, your organization will want it to be branded
and have visual impact along with pertinent information.

Gift Receipts
A well-executed gift receipt doesn’t have to be overly complicated,
but it does have to be clear, direct and responsible. Receipts don’t
need to overwhelm with information. Keep it simple. A good receipt
has a message of gratitude, clear tax information and the Donor Bill
of Rights on the back. Something to remind donors we have their
best interests at heart at all times.

22
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Sample Gift Receipt
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KEY RECEIPTING CONSIDERATIONS
Do:
Consider a receipt’s purpose. It is a tax document and a quick way
to let the donor know the institution has received their gift. It should
leave the fundraising office within 24-48 hours of the receipt of the
gift, no exceptions.
Do Not:
Do not include a BRE or another ask in with the receipt; that’s tacky.
Give donors room to breathe before your re-solicit them.
Do:
Receipt responsibly. If someone has set up a reoccurring or monthly
gift, do not send them a receipt in the mail every time. One at the end
of the calendar year is sufficient. A digital receipt is also completely
acceptable. Provide your donors the option to receive their receipts
digitally, should they like to.

Acknowledgments
An acknowledgment is a thank-you note, albeit on nice stationery
with an official seal most of the time. Thank you notes should NEVER
have the donation amounts listed in them. The core reason that a
thank you note and receipt should never be combined comes from
the old Emily Post ideals my mother instilled in me. For example,
when one receives a gift, the thank you note should NOT read:
Dear Grandmother,
I just received your birthday present and am thrilled. The blonde,
blue-eyed Cabbage Patch doll, currently valued at $49.99 retail, is
great, and I am sure I will play with it and think of you. Thank you
for thinking of me.
Love,
Suzy
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Doesn’t sound quite right, does it? That’s because it’s not! Note, it
also does not sound appropriate in the note to ask for another gift
This example speaks for itself, but how many times has a donor
received a receipt or thank you letter from a philanthropic
organization with another ask? It is sad, and sounds desperate;
don’t do it.
Dear Grandmother,
I just received your birthday present and am thrilled. The blonde,
blue-eyed Cabbage Patch doll, currently valued at $49.99 retail, is
great, and I am sure I will play with it and think of you. Thank you
for thinking of me.
Grandmother, I also have a great need for some Rainbow Brite dolls,
something I know you understand and are passionate about.
Love,
Suzy

Acknowledgements need to be structured in a way that benefits
both the organization and the donor. It makes absolutely no sense
for the CEO or president to be hand signing 5,000 letters a year. It
dilutes the gravitas of the position and causes extraordinary and
unnecessary amounts of work for the donor relations professional
responsible for writing acknowledgments. Acknowledgments
should be regimented and their signatories should be directly
related to that amount of the gift and the importance of the donor
or volunteer. Ideally, acknowledgments should consume less than
15% of a full-time employee’s responsibilities. They should be almost
as systematic as receipts with an additional layer of personalization.
Donors understand that at their basic level, most acknowledgments
are not only ghost written, but are also the function of templates.

26
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Acknowledgments should be regimented and their signatories
should be directly related to that amount of the gift and the
importance of the donor or volunteer.
In optimal form and function, the numbers should be manageable. I
usually recommend the following charts to my clients to help them
better level their acknowledgment systems. This is an easy way to
level the program for optimal success. By using a giving pyramid
report, the data speaks for itself and aids in the delineation process.

Pres

300
or Less

VP

700
or Less

DOD

1200
or Less

Card or Form

A Gagillion

WHO SIGNS THE LETTER?

HOW MANY SHOULD I WRITE
A YEAR?

As you can see from the charts, the prioritization is based on the
donor pyramid. This helps gauge the importance of the donor and
the letter. It is imperative that the letter be prompt, timely, and
meaningful. If it isn’t, the letter will not be as effective.
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In order to have an optimal effect on donor retention, donors
want to receive their acknowledgment within two weeks of
their gift.
That’s from the moment they mail their check or hit the submit
button and does not account for mailing time, gift processing, etc.
This means that the organization has between 72 hours and a week
to turn around an acknowledgment. Any more than that and the
donor feels as though their gift is unimportant and one in a series of
many that the institution receives daily.

What happens if a trustee or other important volunteer sends
in a gift at the $500 level but the presidential or CEO level at
the organization only signs acknowledgements for gifts at a
$5,000+ level?
A proper acknowledgment policy is imperative here as well.
The donor should be thanked by the position with the most
gravitas, so exceptions must be made in order to ensure that the
acknowledgment process adapts. Every five years in a campaign,
these charts should be re-examined to ensure that the gift levels
meet the needs of the organization and the donor.
Letters should be brief and concise. Ideally they should be eight to ten
sentences in length and convey both appreciation and impact of the
charitable contribution. While personal address information should

28
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be accurate and maintained to ensure the lack of mistakes, the body
paragraphs of the letter do not need to be rife with customizations,
as this will slow draft time and, thus, final delivery to the donor. You
can see a sample acknowledgment letter in Appendix B.
Technology should be used at every turn to expedite the letterwriting process. In an optimal fundraising operation, templates for
leadership acknowledgments should be refreshed quarterly, with no
more than a year span between major overhaul of letter templates.
In order to handle multiple designations and letter templates, many
paragraphs can be loaded into the letter module of many databases
so that letters can be automatically generated then reviewed and
tweaked by the donor relations professional responsible for their
production. A hallmark of a good program is the tracking and
maintenance of these letters and their turnaround time from drafting
to mailing. Again, timing here is imperative. If the letter is beautifully
customized and meaningful, yet arrives a month after their gift was
received by the institution, the impact of the acknowledgment is
lost.
The reverse can be true as well. The acknowledgment can come
quickly, but if it is the same letter from the president that the donor
received four months ago for their last gift and spells their name
wrong or there is an error in the designation, it can do irreparable
damage. Thus, the perilous journey of the acknowledgment writer
reveals itself. A keen attention to detail, well thought out and
informative contact reports from fundraisers, and a timely delivery
all combine for the optimal acknowledgment program.
Acknowledgments are the foundation of a solid donor relations
program. If an institution cannot turn around timely, meaningful and
accurate acknowledgments, other donor relations efforts may fall
on deaf ears. It is important that the acknowledgment process be
one of the first processes examined when looking at the health of
the donor relations program.
It is imperative to note here that the acknowledgment process
can vary at organizations based on size and complexity. However
it is by no means a replacement for personal acknowledgment
from the department, fundraiser, or individual responsible for the
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relationship. It should supplement these efforts. It is a safety net
and a notable practice to ensure that leadership is aware of gifts at
higher levels and that donors have a measure of appreciation from
the administration.
Because institutions so often get it wrong, donors—now more than
ever—are giving small test gifts to see how an organization will treat
them. Send them just a receipt and the institution can plan on being
ignored by them the next time around. EVERY gift, no matter the
amount, deserves a thank you, no matter the form, in addition to
their receipt. Donors are clear in their opinions on this topic. Send a
receipt because they need it for accounting and record keeping but
they also expect a thank you.
At higher levels, the interesting fact is that they don’t mind a
template letter. They don’t expect campus presidents to handwrite
all of their notes, and they are savvy enough to know donor relations
professionals write them anyway. A quick, personalized hello or thank
you jotted at the bottom of the template letter by the signatory is
meaningful and desired. This is what they want and what they need.
Frankly, as much as we toil over our letters and stress over their
wording and length, the tragic truth remains; they end up in the
trash. I’m still looking for the donor who keeps all my handwritten
acknowledgment template letters in a carved box next to his or her
bed and rereads them nightly. It just doesn’t happen in the real world,
but they all keep the receipts. Spend some more time and energy
there to make sure they convey information in a meaningful and
responsible way. Receipts are focused on a particular transaction or
gift, while acknowledgments are focused on the donor.
A donor expects two things after making a gift before they are
willing to make another gift to the same organization: a sincere
thank you and an accounting of how their money was spent and
its impact, which is stewardship, pillar number two. Without these
two foundations of donor relations, the relationship house of
philanthropy and philanthropist will crumble.

30
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PILLAR #2:
STEWARDSHIP AND
IMPACT REPORTING
“Money is only unused power. The real purpose
of wealth, after food, clothing and shelter, is
philanthropy.”
- Leon Levy
The primary purpose of donor relations stems from the need to
inform donors of the usage and investment of their philanthropic
giving. This is stewardship. Stewardship pertains to the gift that the
donor has entrusted the institution with. Whether it be a gift to an
endowment, a restricted or capital fund, or unrestricted monies, the
donor expects a level of accountability and transparency from the
organization. Thus, stewardship is not only the right thing to do, but
is inextricable from the philanthropic process.
Stewardship can take many forms within the larger scope of donor
relations, and its origin for many institutions comes from the need
to tell donors how their donated funds are performing and who
is receiving the earnings from those original gifts. This is just the
beginning of the world of stewardship possibilities.
There are two types of stewardship:


Financial stewardship



Impact or purpose/narrative stewardship
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The principles of both types are basic; inform the donor of the
impact of their donation and demonstrate absolute financial
transparency. Financial transparency is one of the most important
things an organization can do to ensure repeat donations and to
help build donor trust. If a donor is unsure of how their money is
spent, they will be less likely to continue donating to the institution.

Financial Stewardship
On at least an annual basis, a donor should expect to receive a
complete accounting of their donated funds. If they have given an
endowed fund, they should receive, at a minimum, an accounting of
the principal balance, the amount the fund has generated in interest
according to the organization’s investment policies (which should
be made available publicly in writing and clear to understand), and
the amount of money that was spent each year. You should also
include information on the performance of the overall endowment
of the institution as well. This information should be easily readable
and digestible by the general public. Some donors, like those in the
financial industry, may want more information and may be able to
understand complex investment strategies and jargon. As a rule, try
to keep this jargon to a minimum. This is the basic information that
is best practice to include. An organization can always report more,
but reporting less is a dangerous habit that can lead a donor to form
ideas of mistrust and regret.
The financial reporting can also be mandated in the gift agreement.
These are binding documents that have grave consequences when
they are ignored. In most cases, the donor’s expectation of the
organization is that the funds be spent all the way down with no
leftover at the end of every year. Funds should not be hoarded or
hidden in case of rainy days. In the fundraising world, in order to
make the case to the donor, it is always pouring.

What kind of message does it send to a philanthropist when
an institution does not spend all of their funding yet returns to
them the next year to ask for more?
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A basic tenant of the donor relations profession is the stewardship of
these funds entrusted to an organization’s care. It is the responsibility
of the donor relations professional to ensure that the funds are
spent according to the policies set forth by administration and the
gift agreement and, if there is an exception, that the institution
communicate it proactively and clearly to the donor. There is no grey
area or margin for error here. It must be done every time, every year,
and thoroughly. If this requires a fund audit annually, a less than fun
exercise, then it must be done. This requires a diligent steward. The
donor relations professional should be meticulous in their pursuit
of the spending and allocation and send up large red flags when
this is not taking place, including working with both academic and
fundraising leadership to ensure that this takes place in a timely
manner.
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Sample Financial Report

Rollins College
The Rollins Fox Endowed Scholarship

Value of Funds

FINANCIAL SUMMARY
as of May 31, 2007

Market Value
Total value of your fund,
including additions and
appreciation

Market Value
$1,000,000

Available Financial Aid
The income available to be
spent during the 2006-07
academic year according to
the purpose of your fund.

Available Financial Aid
$5,000

Gifts and other endowment additions earn a spending distribution at the annual rate
of 4.5% in the fiscal year of investment. Each fiscal year thereafter, the spending
distribution is increased by an annual rate of 3%. Annual spending, in dollars, will
never fall below 3.5% or exceed 5.5% of the beginning fair market value of the
endowment.
If you have any questions about this financial information, please contact Wendy Gasparri (407.646.2331),
Director of Advancement Services.

1000 Holt Avenue, Box 2756

Winter Park, Florida 32789
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Impact Reporting
The first step is obtaining the information; the second is
translating that information to the donor in a clear and
transparent manner.
The second part of stewardship is the narrative impact report
that should complement the financial reporting. This is where the
organization tells the donor the story about the impact of their
philanthropy on the institution. In its essence, it sounds simple, but
depending on the donor, the gift and the purpose, can be quite
complex. Far too often, institutions in academe do an adequate job
with the financial portion of stewardship but wind up lacking in the
impact department. This stems partially from the complex nature of
the organizations and the lack of central resources for information.
With financials it usually comes from one accounting office. The
impact of gifts can be spread far and wide across campuses and
across the globe. The first step is obtaining the information; the
second is translating that information to the donor in a clear and
transparent manner.
There are many sources for narrative information at most
institutions. This information should be tracked down with due
diligence and reported back to the donor. This narrative reporting
of exactly how the money was spent and the impact of these funds
on the organization as a whole cannot be overstated. From video
storytelling, to slick narrative pieces with highly designed structures
and images, the point remains the same. Donors will not give again
until they know the impact of their giving. Some organizations
are doing a wonderful job of this; others are stuck in a quagmire
of red tape and missing answers to pertinent questions. It is the
responsibility of donor relations to see that donors can clearly see
that they have left their mark on the institution.
Compiling this information is by no means an easy task. I commonly
recommend that for every 1,000 funds, a FTE be deligated to
manage the workload. So, if there are 3,500 funds, 3 FTE’s are
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needed to manage the financial and narrative workload. Information
on these funds and their use can live in many places. It can be stored
in the designation or funding model of a database or in a product
tied to or that overlays the database. It should not be kept in a series
of word documents, in an outdated excel spreadsheet on someone’s
desktop, or in a series of sticky notes in a file. Donor stewardship,
along with acknowledgments is the systematized, almost rote or
mechanical ways that donors are informed. There should be a plan,
a process, and a methodology for stewarding every type of fund
that the organization raises money for. In an ideal, predominantly
proactive donor relations operation, the plan would be in place for
stewardship of funds before they are brought into the institution.
This involves having donor relations at the major gift and fundraising
priority meetings, a crucial step in a shop of best practices. If donor
relations is involved in the beginning, plans for stewardship can be
constructed before the close of the gift so that the fundraiser and
the donor know what to expect.
Finally, the most often overlooked area of stewardship reporting is
unrestricted giving. Far too often, our institutions do not tell annual
fund donors or those donors who have given to unrestricted funds
that go to “areas of greatest need” what their donations were spent
on. Yes, sometimes it’s unglamorous. Yes, it helps keep the lights on.
But donors need to know this information. There are many ways to
tell the story of unrestricted giving and its impact on an institution,
from charts telling how the monies were spent, to pieces that show
a day in the life of a beneficiary and how at each and every turn,
their life was supported by private funds. Demonstrating this impact
is not easy, but it can be the most rewarding type of stewardship
that reaches the most constituents. It is imperative, as organizations
move forward in the changing donor landscape of increased
accountability and decreasing retention rates, that these stories are
prioritized. It is no longer enough for annual funds to send letters
and appeals about how much the monies are needed to fill the gap.
Organizations must demonstrate the impact of these gap funds
on the organization as a whole. This requires donor relations and
fundraising professionals to concentrate on all areas of the donor
pyramid of gifts, rather than focusing on the top of the pyramid.
Being mindful that today’s annual fund donors are tomorrow’s
trustees, organizations must be keen to this side of stewardship and
reporting to ensure optimal success and donor retention.
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Top donors, those who give generously to an institution, may have
multiple areas that they support. These areas may be diverse and
have specific needs that are difficult to place elsewhere in the
reporting process. It is, therefore, optimal that the donor relations
professional have a plan in place to produce a small number of very
custom reports for donors at the very top level. These reports may
come in many different formats, and their construction process is
a moot point. What is essential is that there be a final product that
spans the philanthropic efforts of the donor. They should be able to
view the impact that their funds have had on a larger scale, while
still receiving information that applies individually to their specific
funds. The balance between information overload and responsible
reporting can at times be a delicate one.

It is important to note that none of these reporting
responsibilities is optional. If an organization accepts a gift,
they must steward it properly as well.
Until every donor receives a proper measure of gratitude for their
giving and a report that documents what the organization has done
with their monies and the impact those donations has had on the
institution, there can be no further progress. It is essential that every
donor have the two bedrock fundamentals of donor relations before
moving on to other forms of engagement. Far too often, there are
unfortunate consequences because this is not fully understood.
Donor relations is a combination of art and science. In fundraising
there are many things that can be systematized and many things
that are almost instinctual and are much harder to train or teach.
If acknowledgments and stewardship are the science of donor
relations, then it can be said that recognition and engagement are
the art of donor relations. While recognition and engagement may
not always be scientific, their importance should not be diminished.
In fact, when recognition goes wrong, it can be just as detrimental
to a fundraising operation as not having appropriate gift acceptance
policies in place. Stewardship and acknowledgment are prescribed,
systematic, and can be readily quantified and executed. Donor
recognition and engagement are not as easy to describe, quantify,
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or execute. This does not mean that they are not just as important;
it just means that the top performing donor relations professionals
have to work harder to ensure they are performed effectively.

ELITE DONORS

Elite or mega donors may require a custom stewardship
or engagement plan in order to keep track of the many
efforts necessary to engage them with their philanthropy.
Top donor stewardship plans are a new and emerging
area of donor relations. It is something that leadership is
requesting from donor relations professionals on a regular
basis. The execution of these plans is something that is
requiring a great deal of additional resources from donor
relations professionals and is stretching bandwidth. It is
important to note here that those shops that are executing
this well are also allotting appropriate amounts of FTE
staffing and budgeting in order to handle these new
developments. However, it is also important to point out
that much like the first pillar, if stewardship in the form
of narrative and financial reporting is not to a level that
is automatic and rote, then there is no point in requiring
donor relations professionals to take on a new activity
when their foundation is crumbling beneath the feet of the
organization.
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Sample Narrative Scholarship Report

The Rollins Fox Endowed Scholarship
Hometown: Winter Park, Florida
Major:

Biology

Minor:

Chinese

Career Goals/Graduate Study:
In veterinary school, working toward my DVM, and then having a
successful practice caring for animals in a rural area.

Tar Foxy
2006-07 Recipient
Class of 2011

Extracurricular Activities:
Baseball
Phi Beta Kappa
Beta Gamma Sigma
Brushing Magazine

Community Service:
Every Thursday I feed the homeless downtown, but mostly I talk to them,
hear their stories and let them know there's someone who cares about
them. In return they share their stories with me and help me to understand
how blessed we both truly are.

Tar says…
Thanks so much for your scholarship support. Without your help, I would
still be lost in the forest.

1000 Holt Avenue, Box 2756

Winter Park, Florida 32789
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Sample Impact Report: Annual Fund or
Unrestricted Donors
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PILLAR #3:
RECOGNITION
“Appreciation is a wonderful thing. It makes what
is excellent in others belong to us as well. ”
- Voltaire
Recognition has changed drastically in the past ten years, especially
as the profession has expanded and evolved. Closets full of
tchotchkes, printed lists of donors, generously sized brass plaques,
multi layered giving societies, and static donor walls were previously
the norm. Now the world of donor recognition has expanded and
evolved to encompass much more than a press release and a token
of appreciation. Donor recognition is one of the fastest changing
pillars in the donor relations profession—with programs devising
ever more creative ways to recognize donors both publicly and
privately.
Components of good donor recognition can include but are not
limited to the following:


Naming opportunities



Permanent or physical recognition



Recognition societies



Public recognition
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Naming Opportunities
Your naming policy and guidelines should include the following:


Minimum 50% funding before naming



Morality/Ethics clause



Renovation/Demolition clause



Term of naming clause



Rebranding clause



Committee on names if needed

GREAT Examples:


Indiana University: http://policies.iu.edu/policies/
categories/administration-operations/institutionalnaming/institutional-naming-policy.shtml



University of Washington: http://www.washington.edu/
admin/rules/policies/BRG/RP6.html
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Permanent or Physical Recognition
Donor walls and permanent recognition displays have their place on
our campuses, but today it is difficult to recommend placing a static,
bronze masterpiece at an organization. Instead, institutions should
look towards a mixed use, modern space that incorporates a touch
screen or digital display so that the space can morph into a center, or
hub, for all kinds of recognition opportunities. Engraving something
in stone is very difficult (and expensive) to change. Make sure that
there are naming and recognition policies in place that protect both
the institution and the donor. There have been countless stories of
the need to remove a name because of the actions of donors that,
at times, can be embarrassing.
The need for proper documentation and naming policies is one that
often goes overlooked on campuses. Cataloging named spaces that
exist should be executed promptly and thoroughly. After renovations
are made and a plaque goes missing, it’s too late. Donors who have
agreed to public and permanent recognition will want to see that
recognition displayed on site. If it goes missing there will be many
tough questions that need answering. There are many technology
solutions to help track permanent recognition, but this is also a
great project for student workers or interns.

50

Academic Impressions | The 4 Pillars of Donor Relations

The Importance of Getting Physical
Recognition Right

Academic Impressions | The 4 Pillars of Donor Relations

51

Recognition Societies
Recognition is often thought to revolve around a central feature of
an organization, a giving society. I am unsure where giving societies
originated, or whose brilliant idea they were, but at times in my
career, I have wanted to hunt that person down and give them a
“thank you” present from me. In most instances, giving societies
are overused and ineffective, but they can be implemented in a way
that helps recognize and honor donors. Let it be clearly stated here
that giving societies, just like all other forms of recognition are not
silver bullets, responsible for correcting a number of donor relations
maladies. I once arrived at an institution to find nineteen giving
societies in place, with no clear direction, documentation, or benefits
of membership. By the time I left my position, only four solid giving
societies with effective plans of implementation remained.
My friend Debbie Meyers, senior director of donor relations and
stewardship at the University of Maryland, says this about giving
societies, “An effective recognition society can be one of the
strongest, most useful tools in a donor relations toolbox. But
like a hammer that can either help build a masterpiece or bang
someone’s thumb, a recognition society is just an instrument. Make
your recognition programs work for you, not cause you more work.”
She couldn’t be more spot-on. I fully believe that giving societies,
better termed as recognition societies, have their appropriate place
in the donor relations pillars; however, they should not consume the
program nor be the only appropriate recognition touch points.
To be clear, clubs are efforts that exhibit exclusionary behavior;
recognition societies should be inclusive. Our donors deserve to be
valued and included in the things we do to recognize and thank
them. There are four types of recognition societies I believe every
organization should try to have, depending on their donor base and
needs for recognition:


Annual Giving



Consecutive Donor



Planned Giving



Gumulative Giving
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KEY RECOGNITION SOCIETIES

ANNUAL GIVING
LEADERSHIP SOCIETY
for meeting a
giving threshold to
unrestricted giving
annually

CONSECUTIVE/
CONSISTENT DONOR
SOCIETY
for giving consistently
or consecutively to
your organization
regardless of amount
and designation

PLANNED GIVING
SOCIETY

CUMULATIVE LIFETIME
GIVING SOCIETY

for making an ultimate
commitment that, upon
the time of a donor’s
demise, the institution
will benefit from

for giving lifetime
totals that have hit a
certain mark or notable
milestone; this can
be inclusive of all of
a donor’s gifts to the
organization

Recognition and giving societies are best used to build donor
retention and to recognize philanthropic behaviors. They should not
be used to supplant proper acknowledgment and stewardship and
are by no means able to replace proper engagement opportunities.
They can include all three of the other pillars of donor relations,
but are not mutually exclusive. A donor can be a member of all of
your societies at one time if they meet the qualifications. Try not
to publicize “benefits” and other incentives for donors to “join.”
Instead, it’s a feeling of reward and recognition for certain behaviors.
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Guidelines for Inclusion in a Recognition Society
I strongly encourage donor relations programs always to consider
the following guidelines for inclusion:


Soft credit, including matching gifts. After all, it’s because
of something the donor did to help make the gift possible;
who cares what account it comes out of?



Revocable and irrevocable planned gifts



Consecutive giving on an annual calendar, not fiscal year
basis, for all donors



For cumulative giving, will you count only cash in the door
or pledges too? (I can tell you from experience, that once
the donor executes the gift agreement, the gift is as good
as cash to them, and they feel the desire to be rewarded at
the appropriate level.)



Corporations and foundations should always be included
where appropriate, leaving vehicles like donor-advised
funds out of the mix.



Comulative giving society guideline—10x the minimum to
name a fund is a good beginning level. Less chaeapens the
society

Recognition Tactics
Regardless of the size or type of your institution, your guidelines will
need to be consistent with your campus culture and organizational
leadership dynamic. There are many possibilities to include in
recognition, and some of them will be specific and unique to the
culture and tradition of your institution. They may also depend
completely on the type of donor and their needs. Here are some
samples of possible recognition and giving society benefits:
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Events
•

Invitations to special recognition events

•

Invitations to an induction event into the society

•

Unique educational experiences or programs (these
are great for planned giving)

•

VIP seating at events and recognition of a donors
presence at those events

Communications
•

Enhanced communications

•

Communications specific to the group

•

Access to communication before others in the general
community

Gifts
•

Lapel pins or other identifications of “membership”
(Yes *gasp* I mentioned a token item, but many donors
like them in these specific instances—to wear as a
demonstration of their inclusion. Some folks love a car
decal)

•

The ability to remain anonymous at all times

Intentionally absent from this list:


Parking passes



Athletic tickets

Try to avoid specific promises that donors will come to expect. You
never know when access to these items will change or be modified
by an institution, leaving you with tons of printed materials that
can’t be used.
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Market and brand your recognition/giving societies, but do not let
them consume you. Don’t create one if there is not a clearly defined
purpose or goal and knowledge that this vehicle will work for
the organization’s donors. Keep it simple. What’s wrong with just
stewarding them well without a fancy name and logo? How many
societies does the organization need and how many are sustainable?
Are there tangible benefits for each?
If the institution delves into giving societies, make sure the donor
relations office has the time and resources to support them. If you
are at a large decentralized organization, you will want to ensure
that one unit isn’t giving away the farm while another gives paltry
benefits at the same level. Thus, the importance of a cohesive donor
relations effort cannot be overemphasized here; the coordination is
an effort unto itself, ensuring that the donor experience is seamless
and rewarding.

Public Recognition
Donors are increasingly reticent to accept many forms of public
celebration of their philanthropy. However, for those who do wish
public exposure, the way in which that exposure is handled is
imperative to the program’s effectiveness.

Antiquated Approaches to Recognition
GIFT GIVING
For years, organizations have been giving thank-you gifts to
donors. In 2012, professionals at Yale released a study (http://www.
sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167487012000530)
that
proves what many of us have known for years, thank-you gifts can
have a counter effect, reducing the amount of gifts given to an
organization.
This study lambasts a practice that is frustrating and demonstrative
of the fact that we often assume we know what our donors want
and need without actually asking them. Gifts are often used by
fundraisers as cultivation efforts, with donor relations sending an
extensive array of items emblazoned with the organization’s image.
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Countless hours of donor relations staff time and efforts and many
thousands of dollars are consumed by this practice of tchotchkegiving. The question remains: with what impact? Where else could
this time and effort, not to mention monetary resources, go? What
else could the professional be doing with their time and monetary
resources to move a relationship forward?
If you must give gifts to your donors, here are some things that can
move a relationship forward:


Custom photo books are always a fabulous effort and well
worth the time. I have seen wonderful gifts of student or
alumni artwork of buildings or scenes of physical campus
spaces or elsewhere. Remember to tie the mission to the
item.



Notecards featuring artwork from constituents or
beneficiaries can work well, but by all means, please avoid
notecards with meaningless or purposeless images.

Note, there is a distinct difference between being on the leading
edge of coffee mugs and providing excellent donor recognition.
If you are determined to give your donors a physical gift, make it
as personal as possible. There is nothing worse than seeing items
collect dust. After all, how many paperweights does someone need?

There is nothing worse than seeing items collect dust. After all,
how many paperweights does someone need?
HONOR ROLLS AND PRINTED LISTS OF RECOGNITION

Honor rolls of donors have no useful purpose. They provide
opportunities to make costly mistakes, they are a huge waste
of human resources, time, and money, and they are otherwise
foolish.
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One of the leftover practices from a bygone era of donor relations
is the honor roll of donors. There has not been any public report I
have seen of a donor who gave an organization a million dollar gift
because their name was in a textual list of donors in a print piece or
online. Honor rolls of donors have no useful purpose. They provide
opportunities to make costly mistakes, they are a huge waste of
human resources, time, and money, and they are otherwise foolish.
Donors want handwritten notes from students. They want to meet
those who benefit from their philanthropy. They don’t care about
an honor roll; only administrators do. A list of names does not tell a
story. If an image is worth a thousand words, a donor honor roll is
silence.
If your institution took the time and effort that goes into producing
honor rolls, and pooled those resources instead into a piece on the
impact of a gift, the story behind the gift, and the story behind the
donor, then it would be much more effective in recognizing the
people behind the gift. Those people and their stories are what truly
make philanthropy possible.
Many institutions have moved away from honor rolls for a variety of
reasons. In every example, they have saved money, staff time, and
other countless hours of grief. Every time, the honor rolls went away
without a complaint. In their place, institutions have been able to
build robust and meaningful donor relations programs, with tangible
ROI and with storytelling that is meaningful to donors.
I have seen honor rolls used effectively in some restricted cases. For
instance, when there is a new organization looking to build its donor
base or when people are in competition for a class or group gift,
they can be useful. Sometimes, with live crowd funding campaigns,
they can be effectively posted on a website to build momentum for
the initiative. However, in a modern donor relations landscape, their
place is diminishing in rapid order. It seems that many shops spend
inordinate amounts of time on the honor rolls when their efforts
could best be used elsewhere.
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PILLAR #4:
ENGAGEMENT
When eating a fruit, think of the person who
planted the tree.
- Vietnamese Proverb

“Gratitude is not only the greatest of virtues but
the parent of all others.”
- Cicero

It is imperative that before an engagement plan is built, an
organization determines its unique donor needs. Most donors’
needs fall into three simplified areas:


Access



Information



Experiences

It can be said that at a certain point of wealth, donors can and do have
access to purchase anything they desire, including items with your
organization’s logo on them. However, like the classic Mastercard
commercials, they’re looking for the priceless, the inextricable, the
experience that moves them closer to their philanthropy. This often
occurs when a donor is allowed the opportunity to meet a person
associated with their benevolence. This is the height of donor
engagement and experience.
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Access, Information, and
Experiences Defined
Access usually is defined as insider access to leadership, those
who benefit from their philanthropy, and other access on campus.
Information means that donors want information before they read
about it in the news. They want to be treated as a valued partner
and insider. Finally, experiences are things that money simply
cannot buy: a hardhat tour, a screening of a movie, a moment on the
field before a game, or a chance to participate in a ceremony that
otherwise would not be attainable without their relationship with
the institution.
Donor engagement is probably the most difficult part of donor
relations to measure, execute, realize, and strategize for. But the
return on proper donor engagement is priceless. Great donor
engagement boils down to storytelling. Telling the story of private
philanthropic support is not only powerful; it also motivates retention
and increases in support.
Here are some of the natural areas in which a donor can have
increased engagement with their giving:


Impact - Has the donor’s impact on the institution been
clearly demonstrated to them?
•

One of the ways we can demonstrate impact is by
demonstrating in concrete proportions the effect of
their philanthropy. But don’t forget that donors give to
us in time, talent, and treasure; don’t omit recognizing
and engaging them for the good work they have done
on our behalf. What does this look like? Perhaps a
unique report, a meaningful photo book, demonstrating
a timeline of their impact on your institution, or even
bringing back generations of beneficiaries to discuss
the lasting effect they have had on lives in both small
and large ways.

•

Who is the key person to deliver this message of impact?
Does it always have to be the CEO or president? Not
necessarily. Sometimes, the greatest demonstration
of impact can come from a peer, another volunteer, a
donor, or a recipient of philanthropy.
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Volunteerism - Has the donor been asked to volunteer, serve
on a board or committee, or engage in the philanthropic
process in other ways as a volunteer?
•

What are some of the ways in which a donor can
volunteer? These should be focused and direct
opportunities that have an immediate result. Remember,
not all donors have a desire to sit on a board or
committee, and some may already be overcommitted
in the community.

•

Involving a philanthropist in thanking others is a magical
opportunity to engage them with their philanthropy.

•

Having them host a parlor meeting or mission-critical
meeting at their organization or place of business is a
wonderful way to engage them.

•

Ask them to mentor a member of your staff or another
volunteer.

•

Ask them to host or participate in a focus group for a
new idea or marketing strategy.

•

Ask a donor to come in and speak to your staff on their
professional journey or a topic of relevance from their
daily work.

Events - Has the donor been invited to the appropriate
events, been given exclusive opportunities to engage, and/
or had an event built specifically to address their needs or
highlight their program’s impact on the organization?
•

These events don’t always have to include cocktails
and passed nibbles.

•

Events should have a critical moment when the donor
or donors can see their philanthropy in action and can
see the mission clearly demonstrated in a tangible way.

•

Many successful events now include interactive
components; ground breakings and ribbon cuttings
are bygone remnants of bad donor experiences. Want
to wow your donors? Involve them in the process of
changing a life or underlining your mission.
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•

At all costs, events should allow some of your
philanthropic supporters the time and opportunity to
tell their story and hear the stories of others.

•

Events aren’t a magic bullet for engagement but they
can bring together a group of people with common
core values. What about placing the donor who has
given the longest consecutively to your organization at
a lead donor’s table? I bet they have more in common
and shared passions that are, at first, indiscernible.

Influence - Has the donor been allowed a guest lecture?
Have they been given the ability to speak or represent the
organization or its interests elsewhere? Has the donor been
sought out for advice?
•

Advice- One of the best ways to engage donors is to
ask for their advice or feedback.

•

This is also a brilliant technique for obtaining a hardto-get visit or contact point. When we engage donors
by asking them for their advice, they become more
invested in the project or institution and become
emotionally involved. By no means am I suggesting
that the donor take the reins completely, I’m simply
talking about engaging them in a thought process and
seeking them out for their unique talents and skills.

•

When is the last time you had a donor speak at your
board meetings or volunteer trainings about their
history and relationship with your organization?

•

Have you invited them to speak at one of your industry
conferences or professional development sessions?
Their real world experiences are valuable for everyone
and give a keen insight into their experiences as a
donor and professional.
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Access - Do they have access to the president/CEO and
other important senior officials of the institution? Do they
have someone to call in order to get direct access?
•

We must not forget that this access also leads to
increased transparency. This transparency is, at its
core, an engagement and good donor relations tactic.
There shouldn’t be a show put on every time leadership
interacts with a philanthropist. This dangerous habit
leaves an organization open to increased scrutiny.

•

What if the donor doesn’t want access to the top, but
instead wants access to a notable figure or living legacy
of your organization’s work? Grant it! Many long-term
supporters have seen change at the top, but certain
team and staff members haven’t changed in quite a
while. We need to ensure that the relationship is one
the donor wants, not the one we want to provide for
them.

Personal Visits - Do they get visits from staff, volunteers,
and others to express gratitude for their philanthropic
support?
•

At a certain point, donors know that they should be
meeting with the employees of your institution on
a regular basis. The question is: who does the donor
most want to interact with on a personal level?

•

What about having visits with other volunteers and
supporters, those who share similar missions and
priorities and can tell the same stories?

•

Who is most beloved at your organization? It may be
a wake-up call for some leadership and a hard pill to
swallow that they might not be number one on the
donor’s beloved list. Are we putting the people they
want to see in front of them? Take the unexpected person
on the visit with you; not only will the donor appreciate
but the other party will too. Not all philanthropic bonds
of support were formed with leadership.
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Beneficiaries are tops here. If you can connect a
donor with the person that directly benefits from their
giving, then the most valuable bonds are formed. The
relationship becomes tangible and not transactional;
true impact and gratitude surface.

Donor engagement allows for creativity, proactive strategy, and
real influence to come into play for the donor relations staff. We
need to match our donors’ desires for gratitude, accountability, and
recognition with our offerings. That’s a donor focused program. It’s
difficult to make an individual fit into a system that wasn’t built for
them. We have to stop thinking about our donors transactionally and
start thinking of them as round, dynamic, and diverse populations of
people who are engaged with our organizations.

What I see a great deal of is donor relations work that relies
on process and policy and not necessarily to the highest
philanthropic aim.
Donors tell us, time and time again, that they want three things;
access, information, and experiences. How do we provide them with
the memorable? How do we demonstrate for them the impact of
their philanthropy on our organizations? In some cases it can be
easily accomplished. In other cases we have the opportunity to
stretch our skills considerably.
When I want to convey this message to leadership, I usually ask
them to close their eyes and remember when they were really
grateful at a certain time and place. Usually they can recall it vividly.
Then translate that to your donors. What do we do to go above and
beyond, to surprise and delight them?
Many of you are probably thinking that donor engagement is just for
the donors at the top of the pyramid, but nothing could be further
from the truth. It is vital that donor relations think about all aspects of
the donor pyramid and how to engage donors at myriad levels. How
do you involve a $25 donor in their philanthropy the way a donor of
$25 million is engaged? Some of the same techniques can be used to
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have a donor fully embrace your mission and become involved in the
greater philanthropic community of your organization. Engagement
can be simplified into connecting donors’ support with the mission
of the organization. Some donors do this in person; others support
actively and passively in the community, on social media, and by
bringing others into the fold and encouraging them to support your
organization.

ENGAGEMENT = CONNECTING DONOR SUPPORT WITH YOUR MISSION

4 ways that donors engage:

1

In person


2

Support within the community


3

Support on social media


4

Bringing other donors in and encouraging their
support

Where engagement leads:


Stronger donor relationship



Donor retention
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How do we move someone’s motivations and desire to enhance,
increase, or spread their giving to others? There are many
motivations for support:

Image from Hope Consulting, May, 2010

Our end goal must be to move them through engagement
experiences to bring them closer to their philanthropy. Donors who
experience their giving first-hand have higher retention rates and
influence others to join them in their philanthropy. Once they become
advocates and not just monetary supporters, their philanthropy
becomes even more enlightened and responsive. Once we meet
and exceed their expectations for their preferences of engagement,
the true relationship becomes enlightened. This may not be a linear
process for your donors or your organization. The fundraising cycle
is supposed to be pretty and cyclical—just like all of the charts
in the books tell us it should—but the reality is that when people
are involved, the exception becomes the rule. Philanthropy is not
defined by one gift or generous activity, it is a series of behaviors
that contribute time, talent, and treasure to further a common good.

“May you never forget that behind each and every gift,
regardless of the amount, lies a human soul, a giving soul,
someone who vies to make a difference...”
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SHAKING THE
SNOWGLOBE: HOW
TO IMPLEMENT THE
CHANGES YOU’VE
JUST READ ABOUT
Change is the only constant. The nonprofit world seems to be in a
hesitant state of maintenance, a vast veil of denial that holds it back
from true progress. We seem to be an industry steeped and mired
in tradition, often for no other reason than “we’ve always done it
that way.” As a change agent in my chosen career, it can often be
maddening to explain to people that not only are we behind, but we
avoid change at a detriment to ourselves and the causes we serve.
When I first started my career, I was a big proponent of the rocking
the boat and ripping-the-band-aid-off type of change management.
These approaches work, but they will also force you to become
more comfortable with the guest chairs in human resources and
senior leadership offices than anyone really needs.
So over the past few years I have replaced the shock and awe
technique with one I call shaking the snow globe. With this
approach, much like a snow globe, all of the buildings stay the same
but the environment around it changes. This approach to change
management is much less scary to those who abhor change the
way many nonprofits do. Here are some of my guidelines for how to
effect change in a daily, sustainable way that provides a much more
successful result.
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Find Your Cheerleaders
This is especially important when your idea is new to an organization
and buy-in is crucial. Identify your key influencers; find those who
are of a similar mindset and have them help you do the tricky work
of presenting an idea. With a chorus of well-placed yeses, it goes
over much more smoothly.

The Truth Hurts
When you point out the need for change, there are several reactions:


Defensiveness



Stupor



Hurt feelings



Rage

You have to be prepared for all of these and prepared to let the dust
settle before moving forward. It’s perfectly acceptable to tell the
truth all of the time; I’ve learned the key is in the art of the delivery.
Some people need a wake up via cold water on the face, others
need to hit the snooze button a few times before they’re vertical.
Either way, the truth will come. Can you be patient enough for the
epiphanies?

Feedback and Evidence Is Vital to
Success
Especially if the feedback comes from donors, get your rubber
duckies in a row before you present upward. Remember, evidence
and benchmarking are vital to success.
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Empirical Evidence Doesn’t Hurt
Do your homework, and have the facts easily at hand. For senior
leadership, make some pretty charts and graphs. Be as data-driven
as possible.

Don’t Argue with Crazy
Seriously. Understand that, with some folks, you have to bless and
release. Or, as they say in the South, “bless your heart.” Some people
will never be on board with a new idea, even if it helps them. And
that’s ok; let that go. Arguing with crazy makes you look bad, and no
one wants to pick on the kid that just can’t help it. Now, if the crazy
is at the top of the food chain, that’s another story.

Don’t Accept “No” from a Person
Who Could Never Have Given You a
“Yes” Anyway
After banging your head against a desk for a while, you’ll realize that
it hurts. You’ll end up with a concussion and, hopefully, the realization
that you own the responsibility to make it better, to effect change,
and to help others see the way.
When the only answer you get is “no,” try to find someone who
CAN give you a “yes.” Is IT telling you that automating something is
impossible? Have you asked your peer institutions? Have you asked
the software company? Sometimes a “no” comes from ignorance of
the possibilities, sometimes it comes from a “that’s above my pay
grade” mentality, and sometimes it comes from folks who just don’t
know what’s possible or probable.
If you try and fail, that’s better than settling for “we’ve always done
it that way.” Failing upward is an art form. How can you practice the
art if you don’t try? As a culture, nonprofits are generally behind and
always playing catch up. How do we rectify this without change?
We can’t. Calculated risk-taking should be more encouraged and
appreciated, but it starts with every one of us.
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APPENDIX A: WHAT TO INCLUDE
IN A GIFT ACCEPTANCE POLICY
Here is a sample table of contents from a well-written gift
acceptance policy. Samples can also be found on websites such as
www.supportingadvancement.com and www.fundsvcs.org.


Gift Acceptance Policy Overview



Gift Acceptance Committee



Outright Gifts





•

Assignment of Income

•

Cash, Checks, and Credit Cards

•

Securities: Privately Traded Stock

•

Securities: Publicly Traded Stock

•

Publicly Traded Bonds

•

Mutual Funds

•

Partnership Interests

Real Property
•

Tangible Personal Property

•

Intellectual Property

•

Life Insurance

•

Retirement Plan Distributions

Matching Gifts
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Partial Interest Gifts
•

Gift Subject to Life Estate or a Remainder Interest in a
Home or Farm

•

Transfer of an Undivided Interest in an Asset

•

Bargain Sales / Deep Discounts

•

Oil, Gas, Water, and Mineral Interests

•

Timber

•

Qualified Conservation Contributions

Split-Interest Gifts
•

Charitable Remainder Trusts

•

Charitable Gift Annuity

•

Pooled Income Fund

•

Charitable Lead Trust

Deferred Gifts
•

Bequests

•

Life Insurance Beneficiary Designations

•

Retirement Plan Beneficiary Designations

•

Payable-on-Death / Transfer-on-Death Forms

Commitments
•

Pledges

•

Statements of Intent

72



Academic Impressions | The 4 Pillars of Donor Relations

Gifts with Associated Benefits
•

Overview of Gifts with Associated Benefits

•

Auction Procedures

•

Estate Processing Procedures



Donor Bill of Rights



National Committee on Planned Giving: Model Standards
of Practice

These policies and procedures are vital to have in place BEFORE an
organization is in discussion with a donor about their philanthropic
giving. It is important that there is no scrambling to create a policy
based on a listserv question. It is strategic to have these policies
in place and adeptly reviewed and re-reviewed by counsel in a
yearly or other regular interval. A member of the donor relations
staff should be present at these discussions in addition to staff from
accounting, staff from advancement services, or others responsible
for recording and receipting gifts for the institution.

Gift Documentation Procedures
In addition to robust gift acceptance policies, the wise institution will
have policies and procedures relating to gift documentation. The best
operations have templates for gift agreements or memorandums of
understanding that protect the organization as well as the donor.
Proper gift documentation can help avoid many messy situations
where donor intent, change of procedures, and the ever-changing
landscape of nonprofits are concerned. In addition to documenting
how a gift will be used, income spent, and other intricacies, proper
gift documentation can include recognition opportunities and
requisite stewardship as a result of the donor’s generosity.
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The gift documentation handbook serves as a resource for
advancement staff as they work with donors to accept, structure,
and administer charitable contributions to the organization. Below
is a table of contents for a proper gift documentation handbook.
Samples can be found at www.donorrelationsguru.com as well as
elsewhere on fundraising resource websites.


Gift Documentation Handbook Purpose and Use



Contacts



Gift Documentation Guidelines



Process for Gift Documentation



Endowed Fund Minimum Giving Levels



Tips for Structuring Need-Based Scholarship Funds



Endowed Fund Agreement Template



Sample Endowed Fund Agreement



Expendable Fund Agreement Template



Capital Fund Agreement Template



Preference Language for Fund Agreements
•

Need-Based Scholarships

•

Fellowships

•

Library Funds

•

Undergraduate Research Funds

•

Discretionary Funds

•

Professorships

74



Academic Impressions | The 4 Pillars of Donor Relations

Special Circumstances
•

Bequest Commitment

•

Planned Gift Vehicle Commitment

•

Donor Advised Fund Language

•

Matching Gift Language

•

Binding Obligation

•

Future Consideration for Capital Projects

•

Gifts of Art



Letter of Intent Template



Sample Cover Letters

Crucial Clauses
It should be noted here that every template gift agreement should,
at minimum, have the following clauses of protection:

NAMING LANGUAGE
Example:
In appreciation of and in reliance on DonorTitleandLastName’s/
theDonorLastNames’ gift of $X, the university would be
honored to name SpecificDescriptionOfSpaceInBuilding
by a mutually-agreed-upon name/to be known as Name.
Consistent with university policy, this name will remain on the
room for the duration of the life of the building and will not be
given a different name that replaces or supplements this one.
The Name space will be designated as such by appropriately
designed and placed signage, consistent with the overall
building signage program and with language approved
by Donor. DonorTitleandLastName/TheDonorLastNames
grant/s the university full and complete rights to use the
name selected for all purposes related to XYZ University.
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AN OUT CLAUSE
You will want an out clause in case the area of support no longer exists
at the organization. A good example of this would be a department
of home economics. What happens when this department no longer
exists?
Example:
If, in the future, a space usage change or renovations
materially affect the naming in this agreement, or other
unforeseen circumstances exist (as determined in good
faith by the Board of Trustees after recommendation by the
President or the Provost), the university reserves the right to
amend its obligation under this agreement and, in such case,
(i) the university will first consult with the donor/s or his/her
spouse or children of the deceased donors, if feasible, and
(ii) the donor/s will have no further obligation to make any
further then-remaining unpaid pledge payments.

COMINGLING/MERGING CLAUSE
What happens if the fund is set up and it does not meet the minimum
threshold of donations? Can it be comingled with other funds or
does it just sit unspent?
Examples of clauses for comingling/merging or for non-minimum
contributions:
If, [number years] after the date of this agreement, the
gift value of the fund is less than the university–mandated
minimum as of the date of this agreement to establish
a named endowed fund, the fund will be merged with an
endowed fund at the university whose purpose university
leadership deems to be most consistent with the donor’s/s’
intention.
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The University will manage the gift in accordance with its
policies and procedures. For investment purposes, the gift
may be co-invested or pooled with other similarly invested
assets of the University. The University acknowledges that
it is exempt from Federal income taxes under Section 501
of the Internal Revenue Code, and contributions to it are
deductible for Federal income tax purposes under Section
170 of such Code. Unless otherwise restricted by the gift
agreement, the organization may expend so much of the
endowment fund as it deems prudent.
The ____ Fund will be established upon receipt by the
University of a minimum of $____. If such minimum amount
is not received by ____, then in its discretion the University,
after consultation with the donor if available, will transfer
the gift (including all earnings, income and proceeds) to
an expendable fund and use it for a purpose that most
closely matches the Donor’s original intent or if none can
be determined, in the best interests of the University, in
each case as may be determined by any of the University’s
President, Vice President of Institutional Advancement,
Chief Financial Officer or General Counsel (each, a “Key
Executive”) in his/her discretion. Additional contributions
may be made to The ____ Fund by any other party.

NON-EXISTENT PURPOSE CLAUSE
Example:
Unforeseen circumstances may alter or remove the
subject area or the fund purpose of this fundtype from the
university’s mission. In such an event, university leadership
will direct its principal and income to areas it deems to be
the most consistent with the donor’s/s’ wishes.
If, in the opinion of any Key Executive, the use of the gift for
these purposes is no longer necessary, practical or effective,
or if performance of this Agreement is no longer possible,
practical or advantageous, the University is authorized to
use the gift (including all earnings, income and proceeds)
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for a purpose that most closely matches the Donor’s original
intent or if none can be determined, in the best interests of
the University, in each case as may be determined by any
Key Executive in his/her discretion after consultation with
the Donor to the extent practicable.

MORALITY CLAUSE
What happens when one of your lead donors behaves in a way that
disparages the institution? This includes not only financial or other
crimes, but also questionable business practices or other grey areas.
Is there a way for the institution to end the business relationship
without having to go to the attorney general?
Example:
“If at any time the donor or his or her name may compromise
the public trust or the reputation of the institution, including
acts of moral turpitude, the institution with the approval of
the board of trustees has the right to remove the name or
return the gift.”
Having these clauses in place is vital for when the unexpected
happens. It is no longer good enough to stick your head in the sand
and refuse to admit that this is also the face of philanthropy and that
these situations do occur.
Crucial in this process is the office of donor relations—especially
when it comes to naming policies, stewardship requisites and fund
restrictions. Are the donor’s preferences legal? Is the requisite
stewardship executable and in line with staffing and budget? It is
much easier to consider these circumstances in advance than to
have to deal with them once the gift is closed. It makes for very
awkward conversations, takes away the joy of true philanthropy,
and can lead to the danger of potential lawsuits and slow pledge
payments.
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APPENDIX B: SAMPLES OF
CREATIVE COMMUNICATIONS
WITH DONORS
CONTENTS
New Donor Booklet
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Sample First-time Donor Postcard

93

Valentine’s Card		

95

Storytelling with a Donor Centered Invitation

97

A Recipe and a Message

99
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New Donor Booklet
This new donor booklet is a great effort toward the welcoming of
the first time donor. It sets expectations and has a wonderful warm
tone. It’s clear that there was a great deal of effort put in the piece,
and the look and feel is timeless and classic.
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Sample First-time Donor Postcard
The Carolina Fund first time donor postcard is a warm way to
welcome a donor into the giving family. It allows the donor to
experience a bit of whimsy, and it communicates to them the joy of
accomplishing a first!
It highlights them and offers a print pushing to digital approach.
In addition, it allows the donor to engage further with a custom
visit to the institution on their time. This is very donor focused and
effective.
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Valentine’s Card
The Valentine’s Day card is wonderful for married alumni donors
who met on campus. It provides a creative touch, is designed by a
student, and reminds them about social media.
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Storytelling with a Donor Centered Invitation
Events aren’t always donor centered, but communications like this
one are.
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A Recipe and a Message
The recipe card is a great way to engage a donor without discussing
giving. It also engages the spouse of the CEO or president in a family
community and provides a softer touch and value. It’s a wonderful
refrigerator communication and something that can be redone with
other holidays and reasons.
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APPENDIX C: DATA-DRIVEN
DONOR RELATIONS
For me, the beginning always lies in the data—something that, for
many people, is an afterthought, a measure of ROI instead of the
driving factor for their strategy. Data should be at the beginning and
at the core of everything we do. Far too often, donor relations folks
shy away from data and metrics.
One of the first questions I ask my clients is, “What do your LYBUNT
and SYBUNT reports tell us about your constituencies?” I often get
blank stares; then, inevitably, someone attempts to tell me and
define what a LYBUNT or SYBUNT is. I know what they are, and I
know why these reports were once deemed important and useful,
but what these reports fail to allow us to see is any connection or
depth about the constituent except for their ability to write a check
or enter credit card numbers.
When I ask people to tell me how many reports they send, how many
letters they write, and how many scholarship funds they steward, I
find that these answers, for most professionals, are burned into their
memories. But if I dig below the surface, the ground becomes much
less stable.

How many donors of ten or more consecutive years do you
have? How many donors are in your giving societies? What
is your current retention rate from year one to two, from year
two to three?
I am often met with blank stares and replies of, “should I know that?”
If you don’t know some basic numbers and analyze what they mean
for you and your program, how can you build an effective strategy?

100

Academic Impressions | The 4 Pillars of Donor Relations

Here is a short list of reports you can pull so you can analyze the
data and determine how it affects your strategy, or have you even
considered some of these items? I recommend all of these reports
be pulled and that you look at the last 5 fiscal and calendar years.


Giving pyramid report - How many donors do you have
at each level? Does your report look like a pyramid, a
sombrero, an hourglass, a witch’s hat or a space needle?
There are strategies for each shape in order to build back
to that pyramid shape we all desire.



Consecutive donor report - How many donors do you have
giving consecutively for five, ten, fifteen, twenty or more
years? These are great people who are under cared for and
who make wonderful planned giving prospects. A note here
for your data team: pull by calendar year, not fiscal; most
of these donors don’t know or care about our calendars or
fiscal years.



First-time donor report - How many first-time donors did
you have last year? What did you do for them?



Donor retention report - What is your retention rate from
year one to two? Two to three? Where is your drop off?
How do you help?



Giving medium report - Break out your donors by the
method in which they give: How many give online, via
direct mail, or through phonathon? Target your stewardship
in their preferred medium of communication.



Email address report - Find out how many people with
email addresses you have. If the raw percentage is under
50%, you have work to do. If it’s over 75%, you’re my hero.



Event attendance report - People who attend events are
engaged and 80% more likely to give! Who are these folks?
Are our events strategic? Or are we just getting the same
folks over and over? There are some people who will attend
the opening if there’s free food.
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For those of you in higher education, there are three
essential reports:
•

Married alumni report - Pull a list of your married
alumni. Sounds simple, but have you done it?

•

Multiple degree report - Pull a list of folks who have
earned more than one degree from your institution.

•

Undergrad vs. grad giving-history report - Pull a list
of those who have undergraduate degrees vs graduate
degrees with their giving histories. This one will astonish
you!
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APPENDIX D: FIRST-TIME
DONORS
We talk a great deal about impressions on my blog. I often discuss
how we are judged, whether we like it or not. I believe it is imperative
that you build and implement a first-time donor program for your
organization. Most organizations have a 30% retention rate for their
first-time donors. This is simply unacceptable. Two critical questions
I encourage you to ask your colleagues:
1.

What is your donor retention rate?

2.

What are you doing to improve it?

If you moved the needle on first-time donor retention 5% or
10%, it would mean a great deal monetarily to your organization.
In addition, it is a measurable way to tell if your donor relations
program is performing well. If your retention rate is less than 60%,
you’ve got work to do. Imagine if you were a restaurant and only 3
out of 10 of your customers returned after their first meal. You’d be
out of business within months.
The first step is to do something. So what can we do? Here are
examples of a first-time donor program that in three years has
increased retention from 48% to 72%. This has impacted many
dollars and hundreds of donors each year.
In addition to their regular receipt and acknowledgment based on
gift level and giving medium, donors also receive the following:
1.

Donor postcard - sent within thirty days of their first gift.

2.

Personal phone call - Within the next quarter or so, they receive
a phone call from a student, volunteer, administrator, or staff
member thanking them for their gift and specifically recognizing
them as a first-time donor.
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3.

Handwritten note - Then, the next quarter, they receive a
handwritten note from a student through a weeklong thank-adonor program.

4.

Impact piece - Finally, a month before the anniversary of their
first gift, they receive a final impact piece telling how their
money was used, and they get a soft ask for this year’s gift.
It is all coordinated, and it all mentions their first gift being
meaningful to the institution. This should be done regardless of
the amount of the gift.

You could replace any of these pieces with a creative video or touch,
maybe a link to resources on your webpage. We also feature one or
two first-time donors each year in publications and online. The great
thing about first-time donor programs is that you only have to print
or design these things once. After all, there is only one first gift!
It is crucial we show that their first gift was meaningful and had an
impact on our organization. Here’s what we don’t do:


Send tchotchkes or window decals



Add them to a giving society



Ask them again for a gift the month after they give

Many first-time donors view their gift as a test to see how you
will treat them. I once heard a donor tell a story about when he
first started giving. He sent out ten, $1,000 checks and didn’t
give again to the organizations that didn’t write to him or
treat him well. He is now giving millions to the organizations
that did.
It’s true that we want every donor to feel special and wonderful
about giving. That’s one of the aims of donor relations. But this firsttime group needs special attention when they give their money and
trust to us for the first time.
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APPENDIX E: WHEN YOU HAVE A
DONOR RELATIONS “TEAM” OF
ONE
Many of you have completed this book and are thinking, ‘I’m a donor
relations shop of one person; how will I ever do it all?’ For you, I have
these thoughts:
Be Nimble - Being a small or one-person shop makes you nimble
and agile. You have more freedom to implement new ideas and
react quickly, meeting changing donor needs without reinventing
the wheel and causing a systematic and bureaucratic shift.
Be creative - When I had zero budget, no advocates, and no seat
at the table, necessity was the mother of all invention. This began
my love affair with technology, I was always looking for better,
faster, cheaper, simply out of necessity and the drive to change my
workload
Become an expert time manager - When I was a one-person shop, I
was much more effective with my time. It was calendared, organized,
and transparent. Meetings with my department (myself) were quick
and effective. I often lost arguments with myself, but that’s another
story for another day. Now, I am often torn between attending a
meeting (and believe me I’m happy to be invited) that becomes a
time suck and implementing my strategies.
Remember bigger isn’t always better - Take giving societies for
example. Just because you have twenty of them, doesn’t mean they
have meaning or benefit to your donors. Usually, on a compact team,
your peers and leadership are more accessible; take advantage of
this by seeking out their opinions and time.
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Instead of implementing all of your takeaways now, improve one
thing, do it well, turn it into great, and then move on to the next.
Easy victories are still victories. I’ll take a quick win over the status
quo every day of the year. Find what you can improve and get to
work, saving the large battles and epic epic wars for later; otherwise,
you get bogged down.
And finally, for those of you who are, like me, blessed to have
staff, take time to appreciate it (even when everyone calls in sick).
And reach out to share and lend a hand to those who don’t have
writers, editors, events people, coordinators and assistant directors.
Share your resources and help teach the way. Someone did that for
me when I first started, and I’m still grateful for the development
community that is so willing to help.
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APPENDIX F: DONOR EVENT
MANAGEMENT 101
Name Tags - In 2014 there is no excuse for a handwritten name
tag. EVER. There are Dymo name tag printers, Brother label makers,
and portable wireless printers. Simple, cheap, effective ways for you
never to use a sharpie for name tags again. We now print nametags
straight from our iPads to our wireless nametag printers.
Beverages - I have NEVER had a drop of alcohol at an event I was
working or volunteering. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had plenty after,
but never during. And, for that matter, I usually don’t eat unless
seated with guests. That’s what tastings are for. If a crisis or medical
event were to occur, I want a clear head and the ability to transport
someone and meet their needs. If you need to appear like you are
drinking, have a tonic or ginger ale with lime.
Request an extra room - If I am doing a seated dinner or other
formal event, I always negotiate a complimentary, private room from
the hotel or space. If something happens, you will need somewhere
private to be able to take a guest so they aren’t publicly embarrassed.
Having thought ahead about a place to rest is priceless.
Be prepared - Being prepared is necessary. I always have the
following with me:


Sewing kit



Safety pins



Bobby pins



Stain remover



First aid kit



Hairspray



Cuff links



Pony tail holders

Academic Impressions | The 4 Pillars of Donor Relations

107

Believe me, I have rescued many million dollar donors’ evenings with
one of these items and amazed them in the process.
Invest in the meal - I spend good money on food, sometimes
sacrificing flowers or other items because the food is memorable,
especially in certain crowds. When you plan the food, you should
always have a tasting. Any caterer that won’t let you isn’t a good
caterer. The food may sound delicious, and the photos of it may be
grand, but what is the actual eating process going to look like for
your guests? Will it be awkward? Will the dipping sauce drip on my
new Versace? I don’t know any society lady that wants spinach or
poppy seeds in her expensive veneers.
Staffing - If you are responsible for the entire event, don’t work
registration. Staff your event wisely. Do you have someone on staff
with a low-energy personality? Don’t have him or her serve as a
greeter. Put them somewhere useful, but don’t let him or her be
the first or last impression of your event. When staffing your event,
make sure to communicate your expectations to your volunteers
and follow through.
Invest in communication devices - Buy good walkie talkies/
radios with the neat secret service headsets. You won’t regret it.
Don’t forget to give one to the venue and the caterer for clear
communication. Then train your volunteers to find someone with
a radio for questions or situations. Amazingly helpful, and discreet,
even in small venues. And you get to look like a spy talking into
your lapel or wrist. Ha! You can co-purchase with the team that does
commencement and share. They will really appreciate it.
Don’t forget the star - For your president, CEO, host, whoever is
your key person, have a tray made with dinner and some fresh fruit
to go. Most of them don’t eat; they are busy with the schmooze and
presentation and will really appreciate your thoughtfulness.
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Don’t let your decor go to waste! - We spend good money on
flowers. I order a bunch of poly vinyl vases (at a dollar a piece!) and
have the florist arrange them so at the end of the night I can treat
some of the ladies to beautiful take-home flowers! MUCH better
than a silly tchotchke. I am strongly opposed to giveaways, but if
you have to do one, think edible—like a chocolate die cast of your
logo or symbol. Or you can do what I do now: take half of your
budget for gifts and give it to your general scholarship fund. How
will you let donors know? The next year you can have the student
who received the money from your event speak. Donor relations full
circle moment... And your attendees will love it!
Stop printing - Stop wasting money on printed programs, menu
cards, scrolls of honor, and table place cards. Go green, invest in
technology, and wow your attendees. I invested in tablets/iPads and
place two on each table or on cocktail tables with the slide show of
program, menu, and notes about forgoing the favor, etc. You can
reuse them, and at the end of the night, you aren’t throwing away
money on printing. And it is so green! Take it a step further and buy
individual gobos with company logos to project onto their tables,
so they know where to sit, You can even project individual names on
totables to prevent those pesky name card swappers; hard to move
yourself if your name is projected on a table.
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APPENDIX G: THE 110% CLUB:
REWARDING GREAT DONOR
BEHAVIOR
How do we reward great donor behavior?
In our daily lives with donors, we have many segments of people to
recognize, and they are growing by the minute. Many of us have built
programs that recognize first-time donors, loyalty or consecutive
donors, mid-level donors and donors of all shapes and sizes. Some
of the main goals of donor relations are to build retention and to
encourage good philanthropic behavior in the future, so how do we
expand that theory? I am always trying to find new giving patterns
and groups to recognize, and I think I have stumbled across a new
segment that needs recognition and encouragement.
Here is your new segment of the future: The 110% club! Okay, I’m
surely not advocating a new giving society or club; we have plenty
of those. But I am, instead, advocating recognizing a positive
behavior and letting the donor know you noticed it. Here’s how it
works. Last year Ms. Donor gave you $100. This year, when she gave
her gift, she gave you $110 or $125—ncreasing her gift. We want her
to know that her increase didn’t go unnoticed and we appreciate the
extra resources. She has given us 110%. An increase in her gift and
a behavior that indicates to us that she is more engaged and we’ve
done something right.
How do we build this program? What does the recognition look like?
Have your data folks pull a list of people who increased their gifts
by 10% or 25% last year. We need to know the size of population
we’re dealing with here. Remember, data drives your strategy at all
times. Then, have your data team pull this report for you weekly,
with current fiscal year donors. This list should be a tickler for you.
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Let’s share this information with fundraisers and build a plan
surrounding recognition for these folks. Is it a phone call? Email?
Video about going that extra mile? Keep it simple because we don’t
want to overwhelm ourselves, but this segment must be noticed.
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APPENDIX H: DONOR SURVEYS
When building a donor relations program or revamping a stale
or staid program, it is always best to use empirical evidence
over anecdotal evidence. But how does one gather this type of
information? The most effective way is to directly ask those who
support our organizations. Doing a comprehensive donor feedback
project is one of the most valuable things an organization can do.
This usually can accompany an audit of all current operations and
efforts, but it can also stand alone.
It is essential that we know our donors’ motivations, desires, and
needs from our institution. It’s not good enough to just say, “Well we
have these offerings because we’ve always had them and because
we think this is what they want.” Instead, ask the questions directly.
You can do a comprehensive feedback mechanism and then compile
the results in order to source or resource a program, or you can do
unique onetime feedback initiatives.
Some of those may include:


SurveyMonkey/Online surveying following an event or new
initiative, not just to those who participated, but also to
those who didn’t—what motivated them not to?



A survey included with your endowment or annual reports—
asking them if the information was clear, if there is more
they need from you, who else should receive this in the
future, and if you can send it digitally in PDF from now on.



A small focus group of donors and volunteers—perhaps
over lunch to talk about how they feel your organization
treats them after they give. Make sure this group includes a
sample of your donors, not just major givers.



Phone calls to spot-check how things are going, informal
yet informative.
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Regardless of the scope and shape of the feedback, the important
part is not relying on the status quo for success. Complacency is an
evil enemy. How do we transform our donor relationships? We start
with the donors.
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APPENDIX I: IS YOUR ONLINE
GIVING SITE DONOR FRIENDLY?
How difficult do you make it for someone to give you money?
In the world of “mobile first,” Amazon one-click, deliver-the-nextday customer satisfaction, institutions often don’t think about what
the online giving experience is like for their donors. I’m not talking
about your “give now” button or your homepage design, but rather
the design of your actual giving page mechanism and the experience
your donors have when attempting to make an online gift.
So I must ask you if you have looked at your online giving statistics
lately.


Do you know what percentage of your donors give online?



Have you tried making a gift online to your own organization
recently?



Have you checked out your giving website on your
smartphone?



What is your abandon rate on your giving site (How many
people click on your site, attempt to fill out your form, and
then leave without making a gift)? Some abandonment
rates are above 50%; if this is the case for you, it means
your organization is hemorrhaging dollars and donors.

The design of your giving site and its functionality have a direct
impact on your bottom line. Have you invested in them recently?

We have to let the donor experience drive our giving sites, not
our cumbersome internal processes that make things difficult.
This process should be filled with joy and ease for the end user,
not headaches and frustration.
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This is especially critical because your online donors make larger
gifts than individuals who donate through the mail. Need more
proof of the power of online gifts? Check out the annual report from
Blackbaud.
To get you thinking, here is a brief checklist of five items from the
donor’s perspective that make a real difference:
1.

How long does the site take me to complete? If you make
the site long and cumbersome—with many boxes, required
information, and such—you are killing your closure rates. In
addition, leave your development jargon off of this page. If I am
a donor, how do I know what a “constituent” means to you?

2.

Can I make a pledge and pay a pledge online? If not, why? This
should be easy; if I am allowed to pledge online, my gift will be
larger. I should be able to make a promise to you and then make
payments on my philanthropic promise.

3.

Can I give using my iPhone, iPad, Droid or BlackBerry? What
does your site look like on a smaller screen? Remember that if
you send me an email appeal and call to action, I will probably
open it on my mobile device and act right away. If you make that
difficult and I can’t complete the transaction from my device,
you’ve lost my money. You MUST think mobile first. If your fields
are too small, how will I be able to complete them on my tablet?

4.

How quickly can I enter my payment information? Remember
that I don’t have to give you a blood sample and my firstborn
child in order for you to process my credit card. The information
can be minimal, especially once I give you my CVV code. Don’t
make me answer sixty questions just because you want more
data.
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Can I give you a LARGE amount online? Please ensure that
I can. I may need some airline miles, and paying my $50,000
pledge online will help me get elite status. I’ve seen this happen,
and I’ve seen organizations that won’t let a donor give large
gifts online—or that limit the type of card I can use. Don’t cut
off American Express just because it costs more; it may be my
card of choice, especially for large gifts, and if you stop me from
using it, you are killing my donation amount. Remember that
most Amex’s don’t have limits, and business donors will use
them more often.

These five key considerations are just the tip of the online giving
iceberg. I review sites for institutions all the time and am happy to
say I have helped many rebuild with stunning success.
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APPENDIX J: SOCIAL MEDIA
Social media is just like a cocktail party where everyone is invited.
You have the wallflowers, the listeners, the conversation starters,
and those who contribute content. This great mix is the human
experience of interaction, just in a virtual arena and medium.
Remember your first party? It was scary at first, but once you figured
it out and gave it the old college try (irony intended), it wasn’t so
bad after all; pretty soon you were the one doing keg stands and
Jell-O shots, or um, maybe that’s just me.
Regardless, if you aren’t building a social media strategy just like
you do a development strategy, you are missing out on a free way
to engage with your constituents and to make them feel valuable
and thanked. Regardless of the platform, meeting donors where
they are comfortable is the first step. Then, shut up and listen for a
while. The worst use of social media is pages that are full of news
and announcements. You can and already do that on your website.
Social media is not a place to regurgitate your press releases and
announcements in abbreviated form. It’s about a conversation; and
you know what? It’s NOT about you.
Social media is a place to interact, to share, to converse, like at the
open bar of a networking event. It’s not about what you want to say;
it’s about what others are saying about you and how you can join
the dialogue. What does this mean for us as fundraisers? It means
that social media isn’t an afterthought, something you tack onto
your communication plans. Social media is integrated in everything
we do, how we communicate with our donors, and how we live
together with them supporting a common mission in a public space.
It’s not the solution to all of your woes or a magic bullet, and it
isn’t going to generate millions in cash overnight. What it will do is
allow your constituents to understand you, know you are listening
and responding in their preferred medium, and slow for an open
exchange of ideas.
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Don’t restrict or censor your social media. But what you MUST do is
capture the information you glean from your participants. Recently,
I did a live demonstration of some of the free aggregate capabilities
of LinkedIn. I showed intensely valuable data on my connections
while the room full of stunned folks scribbled notes. The information
that I presented shouldn’t have been a surprise to this room.
LinkedIn is one of the most valuable tools that is untapped by
research departments industry wide. The first thing I do upon
returning home from a conference with a stack of business cards,
besides writing a handwritten note to everyone, is to add these new
connections to my LinkedIn profile using one of the man apps that
allow me to do this for free. That way, when people call me, like the
two recruiters looking to hire yesterday, I have these folks at my
virtual fingertips for referrals.
Ask your research department if they are updating employment
information using social media, if the answer is no, ask why not?
LinkedIn is 97% accurate and the employment data in our central
databases is about 40-50% accurate. Which would you rather have?
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APPENDIX K: BEING DELIBERATE
ABOUT NAMING OPPORTUNITIES
It is vital that within cataloguing the current named spaces at your
institution, that there also be a vision for the future, with appropriate
pricing, space considerations, and if appropriate, term limitations
on named spaces. There can be mathematical calculations that
enhance the ability to objectively determine the intrinsic value of a
named space.

Calculating the Value of a Named
Space
1.

Take into consideration the cost of renovation/replacement
value of the building/space and divide it by the square footage
of the building. This gives the price per square foot, which you
then multiply by the square footage of the entire space, which
results in the Base Naming Cost.

2.

Multiply the Base Naming Cost by a Utility Factor and a Location
Factor.


A Utility Factor is an assigned value based on the use of
the space.
•

Office Spaces = .75 Utility Factor

•

Teaching Spaces = 1 Utility Factor

•

Dean/Conference Spaces = 1.5 Utility Factor

•

Common Spaces (Auditoriums, Floors) = 2 Utility
Factor
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A Location Factor is an assigned value based on the
location of the space. This varies based on the building and
the traffic that flows through the building/space.
•

A floor in a building with mostly offices = .75 Location
Factor

•

Second floor of a main campus building = 1.5 Location
Factor

•

First Floor of a main campus building = 2 Location
Factor

The value derived from the Base Naming Cost multiplied by the
Utility Factor and the Location Factor produces a computed
value that may be rounded up or down depending on other
factors such as fundraising priorities, economy, donor, etc.

Example
Admissions welcome center auditorium costs $1 million to renovate
with the square footage of the building being 20,024. The cost per
square footage of the building is roughly $50. The square footage
of the auditorium is 3,230.
What is the value of the space?
Using the calculation above, the base naming cost for the auditorium
is $161,500 (or $161,306, unrounded). Multiply the base naming cost
by a utility factor of 2 and a location factor of 2. The computed value
is $646,000, which can be rounded up or down.
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APPENDIX L: CORPORATE AND
FOUNDATION DONOR RELATIONS
The basic premise to my corps and founds philosophy is a simple
one: steward them the same way you steward individual donors, just
in an enhanced manner. Corps and founds are not nameless faceless
entities. A corporation or foundation is made up of people. Plain
and simple. We steward people; we can steward corps and founds
in much the same way. You need not reinvent the wheel here. Many
of the programs you have in place for individuals will, with minor
tweaks, work well for corps and founds.
Here are some examples:
Acknowledgements - Always write acknowledgments to the grant
maker, Also, keep in mind that handwritten notes to your contact at
the corp go a long way as well. It’s a relationship, just like any other,
that needs to be nurtured.
Invitations - Invite corps and founds into your giving societies,
especially cumulative ones. We did this with the Chevalier society at
NYU Poly and the folks just loved attending events and being around
our high net worth individuals. I received so many expressions of
gratitude for not making them buy a table, building loyalty and
appreciation.
Communicate impact - Offer real impact of their giving. Not just in
the required grant reporting and annual reports, but in real life. Have
them meet students that benefit from their support, have lunch with
faculty that are leaders in their field, etc.
Provide access - Provide them unique access opportunities.
Corporations are always looking for unique event space at low
costs, and your organizations and campuses are full of them. Make
sure that your office or the events office is connected to their office
of events and planning. It will be an invaluable relationship and
mutually beneficial. Offer your leaders or faculty as facilitators or
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speakers for their retreats or meetings. This is expertise they would
otherwise have to pay top dollar for, and they will be most grateful
for your thoughtfulness.
Visit them - Have a sit down chat, especially if you are new, about
the ways and names of those who should be recognized and how
they would best like the recognition. Perhaps you have been sending
invitations to people who no longer work there or have been ignoring
their branding. This is a place where attention to detail is paramount
and can build strong bridges to the future.
Tap into their expertise - Corporations embrace innovation and
technology at a far more rapid and encompassing way than we do.
Think of digitizing your invitation and RSVP process, especially for
this population. If you send the CEO paper invites, they will get lost
in a stack of thousands, and for that matter, executive assistants rule
the earth. Be nice, know that they control your fate, and embrace it.
Remember the people - Finally, remember that corps and founds
are made up of individual people. As such, they have different
needs, cultures, personalities, and methods. Adapt and change with
each one in order to best meet their needs.
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APPENDIX M: THOUGHTS ON
THE PROFESSION OF DONOR
RELATIONS
I often hear the following: “I work in donor relations, so I don’t
have a seat at the table?” Or, “No one treats me as a fundraising
professional.” Is this something you perceive because it is true? If it
is true, what have you done about it lately?
Know your role - It is equally important to both know your role
and know how you fit into the overall fundraising operation and
picture. If you don’t understand how important and essential donor
relations is, how are you going to communicate that to others? Can
you define donor relations and stewardship? Do you know the key
components of each and the difference between the two? If you
don’t, how do you expect anyone else to?
Act like a professional - As my friend Paige says, “Don’t bring your
lunch into work in a Victoria’s Secret bag and expect to be taken
seriously.” I love this statement because it sums up a great deal
about donor relations as a profession; if we want a seat at the table,
we MUST look and act like we belong.
Be a Swiss Army knife - You must be indispensable. One time, my
parents flew to NYC to visit, and my dad went to perform a simple
fix in my apartment. But because his trusty Swiss Army knife had
been confiscated at the airport thanks to the TSA, he found himself
at a loss; he was missing his “go to” solution. You MUST be your
leadership’s go to solution when they are in a pinch.
Be a strategic thinker - Donor relations is no longer the reactionary
field it once was; now we must take the role of leading the
organization’s strategy with its constituents in partnership with
leadership. If you don’t have a strategic plan for donor relations at
your organization, you are behind the curve. Remember, we are all
swimming in the same philanthropic ocean, and if I do it better, then
the current flows my way. Perform a stewardship audit, benchmark
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best practices and next practices, attend a conference, host a
regional gathering of others in the field, and hire a consultant to
give you an outside perspective. The key here is- Do Something!
Your leadership will respect you and thank you for it, and it shows
initiative. It is no longer good enough to just keep to the status quo
and keep your head down and not make waves.
Say NO - It is perfectly acceptable for you to set boundaries with
your program, as long as you have backup for your decisions. In our
profession, we are in the business of people pleasing. It is time to
stand up and be noticed; while you are like a Swiss Army knife, you
also have specific functions, skills, and talent areas, and should focus
on those. This would all be clear to your colleagues and leadership
if you had that strategic plan.
Prioritize - You can’t be everything to everyone, and if you have to
make a decision as to who to say no to, ask your leadership to help
you prioritize. This will garner you respect across your shop; a savvy
professional knows when to ask for help, and leaders respect and
admire that.
One of the key factors I look for in a great donor relations professional
is that somewhat elusive “attitude of gratitude.” I find that it is very
difficult for someone who isn’t grateful and thankful in their daily
lives to be a wonderful fit in donor relations. You have to be a giver,
full of gratitude, and be able to find ways to share that with others.
Donors innately sense this. They know when the thank is sincere
and when there is an ulterior motive. Gratitude is a lifestyle, and
one I’m proud to carry with me wherever I go. How do we as donor
relations professionals make this gratitude infectious? Transmitting
this to others is just as important to our career as metrics and
numbers, plans and strategy. What will you do today to have others
understand that, for many people, that moment of sincere gratitude
is like a moment of warm sunshine after a long winter.
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APPENDIX N: BEST OF THE
WORST FUNDRAISING JARGON


Implementing strategic initiatives: We’re actually going to
do what we wrote in the plan, not just make it up as we go
or settle for “we’ve always done it that way”



Maximizing resources: Let’s try not to spend wads of cash
on silly things like paperweights; maybe the best use of our
data team’s time isn’t stuffing envelopes



Integrated, cross-channel fundraising strategies that are
holistic, scalable: Let’s put together a plan that involves
all kinds of donors, not just the big ones at the top of the
pyramid. Let’s talk to them in a variety of ways. Let’s think
about it before we do it...



Variable data: [author’s note: read this one slowly] Mail
Merge. Yup, you just paid someone thousands for a fancy
mail merge... How about we train, feed, and appreciate
our support staff? Maybe we can give them new titles like
variable data managers?



Multi-channel integrated approach: We’re gonna talk
to folks over the phone, in person, through the mail, and
digitally. All different ways throughout the year. Fancy huh?



Leverage: Your boss has given you permission and you
didn’t have to beg forgiveness



Data-driven: Let’s pull the list before we order quantities?
Or perhaps we should actually use the database? Your
choice.



Actionable customer mindsets: Aha! Brilliant! Let’s ask
people what they want before we build an entire program
around them. Then once we know what they want, let’s do
it.
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Feedback mechanism: Survey. Focus group. Asking their
opinion. Seriously.



Move the dial on comprehensive risk-taking: Push people
to innovate, applaud new ideas, and not settle for “we’ve
always done it this way.” Get boss’ buy-in... Make sure no
one died as a result of new thank-you note. Repeat.



Prism of donor expectations: What do these folks want?
Oh, you mean people are different and have different
needs? Insert slap head sound and “doh!” here.



Key performance measures: Were you successful? Did the
good guys win? Have you entered your contact reports?
Can you look me in the eye when your direct deposit is
posted?



High-water standard: Otherwise known as best practices.



Reorganization: Someone’s not meeting their key
performance measures, so let’s change the whole division
around so we can work around them and they can keep
their job. This is nonprofit; we don’t fire folks. We just give
them new titles like special assistant or advisor... Snarky eh?



Benchmarking: What is someone else doing that I can
steal for the price of a phone call, a glass of wine, a Google
search, or a well-written email? Can you say “CTRL + F and
Replace”?
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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
“Only Hope was left within her unbreakable
house, she remained under the lip of the jar, and
did not fly away.”
- Hesiod
Fifteen years ago this May, I graduated from college. I didn’t have
a clue what I wanted to be when I grew up, didn’t know where I
wanted to go, or how to get there. My dad, in his infinite wisdom,
made me sit down and write up a list of short-term, mid-term and
long-term goals. I did so faithfully, including such things as owning
season tickets and finding my true calling or vocation. One distinct
goal I remember vividly is that I had a goal to become a published
author. Today, as you read this book, I have realized a lifelong goal.
I may not be the first female NFL referee (my chosen profession
when I was 9) but I have achieved a dream. It feels fantastic. I did not
get here alone nor have I done this alone; does anyone?
I would like to thank everyone along the way and am fearful I will
leave someone out. If I do, please accept my sincere apologies and
a bag of Jelly Bellies to ease the hurt.
When I entered the field of fundraising, I was blessed to work for
the best VP and mentor a young lady could have asked for. Cynthia
Wood is a steel magnolia, an amazing leader and a woman I hope
I can be a smidge like as I grow in this profession. Erin Hodge also
shaped me into the leader I am. Her compassion and tolerance was
stunning. These two ladies helped steer my career in a valuable
direction and took more than a few chances on me even when
it seemed that the chips were down. They sent me to my first
conference where I met Ellen Monsees, Paige Eubanks-Barrow and
Angie Joens, three women I can call friends and mentors. These
women made my career have meaning, and continue to inspire
me in countless ways. Seeing them present helped me to explore
another possibility for my career; I was bitten early by the speaking
bug and it remains a true passion.
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Maureen Donnelly took a shot on a young sassy professional and
gave me my first big speaking break, I haven’t looked back since.
Mary Solomons came into my life when I served on the board of
the Association of Donor Relations Professionals (ADRP), an
organization that helped shape me and I helped shape it. ADRP
honored me with a volunteer award in 2011 and granted me great
mentors and friends like Lisa Honan who grounds me and believes in
me, and always knows just when to call. My friendship with Debbie
Meyers extends boundaries of time and reason, and I’m honored to
call her my editor-in-chief among other things. Debbie introduced
me to my future leader, VP, mentor, and friend: Dawn B Duncan and
I were a force to be reckoned with and a dynamic duo. She made me
aspire to be more, taught me how to have fun at work, and gave me
self-confidence I never had before.
There’s a special place in my heart for Jenny Jones, my current
leader, friend, and mentor. She gave me a reason to “come home”
and a daily reminder of the type of woman I aspire to be. There are
countless others who I call friend, resource, and mentor. From coast
to coast, near and far, these people come in and out of my life like
the ebb and flow of a tide but their impact never fully recedes. I have
learned a great deal along the way about how not to be in leadership
and fundraising and I’m grateful, too, for the bad examples whose
names I’ll spare you but who are numerous.
Finally, a portion of the sale from each and every one of these
books goes to support the Wester Family Endowed Scholarship
at the University of South Carolina. I established this scholarship
in 2012 to honor my parents’ 50th wedding anniversary. There is
nothing I couldn’t do, couldn’t be, and couldn’t dream about without
my mother and father. They inspire me to dream big dreams, stay
grounded in reality, and always do so with good humor and tolerance
for the unique woman I am. Early in my life, my mother started my
career in donor relations by teaching me the value and importance
of writing thank-you notes; my attitude of gratitude comes directly
from her. She, along with my father, have guided me through good
times and bad, from city to city, and across the years. They taught
me to value hard work, dedication, inspiration, and the honor and
bond of a commitment. They instilled in me a sound moral compass
that is necessary and valuable in this profession and have always
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supported me, even when I fell down. I can’t be who I am without
them, and I can’t express in words what they mean to me. They are
my biggest fans and my best critics. To this day they remain the only
people in my life who have never broken a promise to me. I promise
them, to be better than I ever imagined and to keep setting goals
and fulfilling dreams. They have loved me unconditionally since I was
born and have embraced me in ways unimaginable. A girl couldn’t
ask for more. I am who I am, and I desire to be more because of
Norma S. Wester and William E. Wester.

SUSTAINING THE
QUALITY OF
YOUR DONOR
RELATIONSHIPS
If you are to be as successful as possible in capturing the attention
of new prospects, raising the philanthropic sights of existing ones,
and enhancing the credibility of, and appreciation for, your school/
college, you will have to do more than manage your prospects. You
will have to manage the stream of communication going to and
coming back from them. The larger your school/college, the greater
this challenge because you will have more people representing
you (assistant deans, faculty, multiple advancement staff, etc.) in
the field and interacting with your prospects and key constituents.
If those representatives are not working from a common base of
information, or not required to record their interactions with key
prospects, you increase the chances of diluting the impact on those
whose time, talent, and treasure you are working so hard to secure.
To make this point more vividly, imagine if:


Some development representatives, including those
working for you or supporting your efforts in central
development, were describing your purposes and strategic
objectives in inaccurate or ineffective ways



A highly promising prospect heard about one of your
initiatives, became intrigued by it, and asked a DO for more
information about it, but had to wait weeks and weeks to
hear back



An important prospect said she was interested in
supporting your school/college but was in the middle of a
business transition or personal crisis and asked to not be
contacted by the college for the next six months, only to
receive multiple calls days after making that request

Fundraising has a major problem facing its
sustainability, and it has nothing to do with the
charitable tax deduction, with the transfer of wealth,
or with the new generation of donors—the millennials.
It has everything to do with donor retention.

Average donor retention rates for first time donors hover at a dismal
less than 30% rate. Yet a focus on acquisition cannot be the whole
solution—not when studies reveal that donor acquisition costs seven
times as much as retention. It’s more cost effective to keep the donors
an organization has than to chase new ones.
A well-executed, strategic donor relations program is key to
successful fundraising. In this book, Lynne Wester of Donor Relations
Guru® helps you rethink donor relations practices and offers specific
tips for more powerful acknowledgements, stewardship and impact
reporting, recognition, and donor engagement. Included are a
dozen examples of creative communications with donors from real
institutions – and 30 pages of appendices offering specific advice on
everything from what to include in a gift acceptance policy to donor
event management.
Get this comprehensive guide to donor relations for your shop today,
and transform the way you steward, recognize, and engage your
donors.
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