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Where Are
My Donors?

With fewer Americans giving to charity, some
nonprofits are planning for an uncertain future.

By NICOLE WALLACE

HE NATURE CONSERVANCY, which runs one

of the nonprofit world’s largest and most so-

phisticated development operations, reliably

raises more than a half-billion dollars annu-

ally. Yet not long ago, its research unearthed
anumber that highlighted a looming threat: Data
showed the average age of a new direct-mail donor
to the Nature Conservancy was 69.

This figure, which had gone up signifi-
cantly over the past decade, prompted a lot of
soul-searching. If today’s new donor is that old,
officials wondered, where will the money come
from 15 or 20 years from now?

The environmental group is working hard to
answer that question, investing heavily in digital
fundraising efforts. It’s one of a handful of orga-
nizations coming to grips with a
fundamental weakness in philan-

they're like the proverbial frog in the pot of water
slowing heating up to a boil. They may not realize
the danger until it’s too late.

Big Gifts, Big Problems

What can fundraisers do? Many nonprofits
have responded with a sharpened focused on ma-
jor gifts, but that may only make matters worse by
increasing their dependence on a small number of
donors.

Jewish federations today rely on 30 to 40 per-
cent as many gifts as they did in the early 1970s,
Jack Wertheimer writes in “Giving Jewish,” a re-
port published by the Avi Chai Foundation. Many
factors led to this, says Wertheimer, a professor of
American Jewish history at the Jewish Theologi-
cal Seminary. But it is at least partly the result of

“pragmatic, hard-nosed deci-
sions” made by Jewish federations

thropy overlooked amid the cele- themselves.
bration of giving’s recent boom. SPECI AI_ REPO RT “They have decided that it’s just

Even as “Giving USA” has re-

not worth their while to invest the

ported record charitable fundrais-

ing three years in a row, the share

of Americans who donate to charity is falling. In
2014, the latest year for which data is available, 56
percent of American households made a charita-
ble donation. In 2000, that number was 10 per-
centage points higher, according to the Indiana
University Lilly Family School of Family.

That trend holds true no matter how the
numbers are sliced. Giving declined across every
age group and every income and education level.
Perhaps most frightening: The share of giving
dropped most among 51- to 60-year-olds, who are
often bedrock donors.

It’s clear that traditional fundraising tactics are
faltering, says Dave Strauss, the Nature Conser-
vancy'’s director for global membership. Many
groups recognize this, but they often don’t know
how to change course and don’t have the money to
experiment. Facing enormous pressure to produce
big-dollar results today, they put aside concerns
about tomorrow. Their narrowing base of support
may cause them some pain now, Strauss says, but

time of personnel in raising small

sums of money from individual
donors, that their resources are better spent in try-
ing to cultivate the big givers,” says Wertheimer.

It’s not just Jewish federations that find them-
selves leaning heavily on wealthier donors. A
Chronicle analysis of Internal Revenue Service
tax data found that gifts from households earning
$200,000 or more in 2015 accounted for 52 percent
of all itemized donations. In the early 2000s, that
figure was consistently in the 30s.

When the software company Blackblaud ana-
lyzed 2015 fundraising data from 1,042 nonprofits,
the results were even more stark. It found that 20
percent of households gave 83 percent of dona-
tions. And 1 percent of households accounted for a
staggering 49 percent of contributions.

Eroding Donor Base

Focusing on larger gifts is working — at least
for now. From 2010 to 2015, the amount of money

Continued on Page 10
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Dig Deeper

An exclusive Chronicle online interactive
database explores the numbers, showing
the decline in donors across ages, income,
education, marital status, and more.

philanthropy.com/Disappearing

Continued from Page 9

the organizations in the Blackbaud study raised
increased almost 42 percent even as the number
of households contributing dropped 7 percent.
Based on the breathless news reports about eight-
and nine-figure gifts, philanthropy has a lot to be
excited about.

But some experts warn that the eroding donor
base will curtail megagifts in the long run. Such
contributions are often the culmination of many
years, if not decades, of giving to an organization.
Fewer donors making small gifts today could
mean a lost generation of major donors down the
line.

“It’s easy to feel overly optimistic about the big
headlines we've seen,” says Jeff Martin, senior
consultant at EAB, a company that tracks trends
in higher education. “When you look at the pipe-
line, I'm not sure that same success will carry into
the future, at least without a profound change in
direction and strategy.”

Martin says nonprofits relying on big gifts face
amore immediate danger: a hit to unrestricted
income, as major gifts are much more likely than
small and midsize donations to come with strings
attached. He thinks the impact of fewer new
donors entering the giving pipeline will first be felt
in midlevel giving. “This is something I'm not sure

The share of Amercans giving to charlty has declined ...
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advancement leaders have fully grappled with.”

It's shortsighted to neglect small-dollar donors,
younger supporters, and alumni of color, says
Matthew Lambert, vice president for university
advancement at William & Mary. He and his col-
leagues have seen the consequences. Sometimes
alumni will pop up on the development team'’s
radar only after they sell a business or receive an
inheritance. Staff will do their best to meet with
the alumni, engage them, and ask for a donation.

“Nine times out of ten, what the person will say
is, ‘Where have you been the last 25 years?’” Lam-
bert says. “They do often make a gift, but it tends
to be something more of a token gift.”

Many chief fundraisers have no incentive to
focus on small donors, Lambert says. Increasingly
short tenures mean they may be around for only
one campaign, if that. They’re judged by how
much money they bring in now, Lambert says. The
future is someone else’s problem.

“When you don't feel responsibility for the
campaign that will follow and the one that follows
that, it’s much easier to make a decision that
you're going to focus on dollars,” Lambert says.
“That’s what gets the headlines. That’s what presi-
dents and boards want to hear and see.”

A Reckoning

As philanthropic power concentrates at the top,
the potential threat extends beyond dollars and
cents, argues Don Hasseltine, a senior consul-
tant at the Aspen Leadership Group, a recruiting
firm, and former vice president for development
at Brown University. The support that each donor
offers becomes harder to replace, and suddenly
three or four of them are defining the direction of
an institution.

If current trends continue, Hasseltine says, he
can imagine a time 20 or 30 years from now when
donors routinely demand to pick chief executives
or professors in exchange for a large gift. The
unfolding scandal about the influence the Charles
Koch Foundation wields at George Mason Univer-
sity, with allegations that donors were involved in
faculty hiring, suggests that pressure is already
felt. “The choices of those nonprofits is to either go
out of business or play the game.”

Mark Rovner, a longtime fundraising con-
sultant, says the nonprofit world has been here
before. Direct mail, he notes, started in the early
1970s as a way to democratize fundraising and
counterbalance the influence of wealthy philan-
thropists. “We’re coming back to the era of the
swaggering major donor because we all have short
attention spans.”

Rovner’s theory: Midlevel donors — people
who make gifts of at least $500 or $1,000 — are the
new base of the giving pyramid. He argues that
midlevel giving is where authentic relationships
with an organization start. It makes financial
sense for charities to invest in those relationships,
given their higher retention rate compared with
small-dollar donors. There should be opportuni-
ties for people to give $20 or $50 gifts, he says, but
fundraisers need to think about those supporters
as “warm leads” who with the right cultivation
might become middle donors.

Rovner acknowledges that a focus on gifts
of $500 or more doesn’t fully square with direct
mail’s democratic ideals, but he doesn’t apologize.
“I'd rather have 100,000 upper-middle-class peo-
ple than six billionaires.”

The nonprofit world has only started to reckon
with its narrowing base of support. Fundraisers

Continued on Page 12
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Why Are Fewer Americans
Giving to Charity?

No one knows for sure what’s causing the
decline in giving, but here’s what might be
behind it:

ECONOMIC SWINGS

Wealth is increasingly concentrated in
the hands of a few, while the middle class
struggles after years of stagnant wages. The
Great Recession took a toll; for many Amer-
icans, discretionary income only recently
returned to 2007 levels. Some experts hope
that the post-election surge in contributions
signals a return to normal giving patterns,
but time will tell.

DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES

Generation X is smaller than the baby
boom generation that preceded it and
millennials who came after it. That means
the number of people turning 50 and enter-
ing their prime giving years is down and will
remain low for at least the next decade.

Also: Many organizations do a poor job
cultivating donors of color, a problem in a
country growing more racially diverse.

‘NEW’ PHILANTHROPY

People have more ways to support a
cause than their parents and grandparents
did, says Susan Raymond, chief innovation
officer at Edmundite Missions, a social-ser-
vice charity. (She also serves as senior coun-
sel at the fundraising consultancy Changing
Our World.) People who care about the
environment, for instance, can install solar
panels on their homes, drive hybrid cars, buy
eco-friendly products, or invest in companies
that produce clean energy. “You are not less
committed to the environment because of
that,” she says. “You, in fact, may be more
committed.”

Also: Crowdfunding, in which money is
often earmarked for individuals rather than
charities, is growing in popularity.

RELIGION'S LOOSENING GRIP

Research shows that those affiliated with
a religion are more likely to contribute to
charities — both religious and secular —
than people who are not religious. But the
percentage of Americans who attend worship
services or claim affiliation is in decline.

— NICOLE WALLACE

IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD

THEO STROOMER, FOR THE CHRONICLE

Door-to-door canvassers, such as Jessie Johnnes, have won large numbers of monthly donors
for Rocky Mountain PBS and other public broadcasters across the country.

Continued from Page 10
are throwing a bunch of ideas against the wall,
hoping some will stick.

Some groups think it’s critical to attract more
people who look like their existing supporters.
Other organizations want to attract new types of
people. Technology and data are critical to some
efforts, while others are reintroducing the human
element — in-person contact — to low-dollar
fundraising.

Job one, though, is tightening the fundraising
basics. It might seem obvious, but at a time when
fewer people are giving, charities need to hold on
to the donors they have.

“A generation ago, nobody cared that you lost
a third of your donors, because you just went
and fished and you
got some more,” says
Chuck Longfield, chief
scientist at Blackbaud.
Not so today, he says
Nonprofits have to do
a better job stewarding
donors and keeping
them in the fold.

Securing monthly
donors has helped
some nonprofits
improve retention rates. A new study by the
fundraising-software company Classy found
that recurring donors give 440 percent more to a
charity over their lifetimes than those who make
donations one at a time.

The approach is particularly well-suited to the
young people likely to replace aging direct-mar-
keting donors. “This is the Netflix generation,”
Longfield says. “‘Just put it on my credit card and
charge me $10 or $20 a month.””

Public broadcasting has embraced monthly
giving. It’s provided a predictable source of in-
come, which in turn has given stations breathing
room to test new fundraising techniques, such as
neighborhood canvassing. In the last four years,
door-to-door canvassers at 14 organizations have
recruited 320,000 new supporters. More than 60

Just 1 percent of
households accounted for
almost half of donations.

percent of the revenue is from monthly donations.
(See Page 16.)

The canvassers often persuade PBS lovers to
make the leap to becoming a donor, says Dan
Stencel, vice president for membership at Rocky
Mountain Public Media. “Having somebody there
at the door to give them that last encouragement
has been a great benefit,” he says. “It’s developed
into a major piece of our donor-acquisition strat-
egy.”

The key to fundraising success today is multiple
sources of revenue, says Michal Heiplik, a devel-
opment official at WGBH in Boston and executive
director of the Contributor Development Part-
nership, a group of public broadcasters that share
fundraising information. Nonprofits need to be
flexible and willing to
experiment, he says.
And they must pull the
plug on fundraising
efforts — old or new —
that aren’t working.

When a vendor
pitches a new fund-
raising idea, Heiplik’s
response is simple, he
says. “Hey, we're ab-
solutely willing to test
it, but expect us to be really ruthless in evaluating
the data.”

Door-to-door fundraising has been more
successful for public broadcasters than street
canvassing because neighborhood and real-estate
data helps them carefully target potential donors.

The same reliance on data is at work in the
Nature Conservancy'’s efforts to attract new sup-
porters online in large numbers. The group uses
amix of search-engine, display, and social-media
advertising, and it has created a way to track how
the ad purchases helped propel giving.

Examining different types of advertising in
combination is critical, says Strauss, the organi-
zation’s director of global membership. Display
advertising — the banner ads that run on the top

Continued on Page 14
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Continued from Page 12

or on the sides of websites — is important to raise
potential donors’ awareness about the Nature
Conservancy, but very few people click on them
directly to make a gift.

“If you're only looking at display and revenue
generated from display, you wouldn't do display,”
Strauss explains.

The way the Nature Conservancy tracks how ad
sources contribute to giving is complicated and
expensive. Strauss says many organizations won't
be able to attract large numbers of new donors
online until the fundraising industry as a whole
figures out a reliable way to track the impact of
digital advertisements. He says that work is a
number-one priority for small-dollar fundraising
in the next five years.

Right now, he says, “very few organizations are
driving digital-acquisition programs, truly driving
them.”

Calling All Donors

Other nonprofits are casting their nets wide to
expand their universe of supporters.

William & Mary is in the thick of a $1 billion
capital campaign. Apart from its monetary target,

the college has also set goals to get alumni more

involved and to win gifts from 40 percent of all un-

dergraduate alumni. These are designed to build
the base of support for future campaigns.

One strategy: William & Mary has recruited
1,000 “ambassadors,” volunteers who each agree
to stay in touch with 10 classmates to share uni-
versity news, invite to events, and ask for gifts.

Class ambassadors are a way for donors to
interact with a large institution on “a very human
scale,” Lambert says, something he believes is
particularly important to millennials.

As the country becomes more racially and

ethnically diverse, the Sierra Club is doing more to

reach out to Latinos. It started by asking potential
supporters what issues they care about and what
services they want. The environmental group has
reached donors of color through its peer-to-peer
fundraising efforts, and it’s thinking how it can
help chapters make their hikes more attractive to
families, which would make them a better fit for
many Latinos.

The effort isn’t bringing in large amounts of
money now, but it’s critical to securing the orga-
nization’s future, says Mary Nemerov, the Sierra
Club’s chief advancement officer. She’s convinced

Continued on Page 17

How to Counter the Decline in Donors

Giving in the United States is changing. The
share of Americans who contribute to charity is
dropping. In 2000, 66 percent of households made
donations, but by 2014, that figure was just 56 per-
cent. The decreases were across the board, regard-
less of donors’ age, income, or level of education.

That makes for volatile fundraising, says Mark
Rovner, a longtime consultant and founding prin-
cipal of Sea Change Strategies. Nonprofits, he says,
have to be adaptable.

“Whatever worked 10 years ago might or
might not work today,” Rovner says. “And what-
ever works today might or might not work in five
years.”

How should fundraisers continue to bring in
the money their organizations need? Experts
shared the following advice:

EXPERIMENT — AND EVALUATE.

Nonprofits need to test new fundraising
approaches, says Michal Heiplik, an official at
WGBH and executive director of the Contribu-
tor Development Partnership, a group of public
broadcasters who share fundraising information.
“Programs that usually do well are those that
are doing a little bit of everything and are ex-
tremely flexible in the way they budget and
fundraise.”

Just as important, he says, groups need to
carefully evaluate those tests. It’s not enough
to just look at the dollars that come in, Heiplik
explains. Organizations must also examine costs.
“Net income is the king.”

Fundraisers should also scrutinize long-

standing fundraising efforts. “Don’t be afraid
to discontinue things,” he says. “Just because
we’'ve done them for 10 years doesn’t mean we
should do it this year. Let the data make the
decision.”

DEMONSTRATE IMPACT.

Donors want to know their gifts make a differ-
ence.

But it can be tricky to explain how a $25 do-
nation matters, especially at a large institution.
William & Mary College talks about the collective
power of gifts of $250 or less — almost $3
million last year.

“That’s a different proposition than saying
to someone, ‘Your $25 specifically paid for this
five-minute segment of this course that's taught
on Mondays,"” says Matthew Lambert, vice pres-
ident for university advancement.

TAKE A LONG VIEW.

With a smaller share of Americans giving,
attracting new donors is expensive. That makes
it all the more important for a nonprofit to per-
suade its supporters to keep contributing.

Yet when nonprofits evaluate sources of new
donors — maybe a direct-mail list or advertise-
ments on a social-media network — they often
focus exclusively on first-year results, says Chuck
Longfield, chief scientist at the fundraising soft-

G.J. MCCARTHY/UCONN FOUNDATION

PINNING DOWN DONATIONS
The UConn Foundation seeks gifts for the
university cancer center at a basketball game.

ware company Blackbaud.

To make an informed decision, he says,
groups need to look at how many supporters
gave again in years two and three. “If you got a
great response rate in your first year and nobody
came back the second year, that list was horri-
ble.”

TRACK PASSION.

Determining which supporters love an orga-
nization can help fundraisers spend their time
and budget on donors most likely to have a long
relationship with the charity, Longfield says.

It’s easy for major-gift officers to assess
potential donors’ interest through phone calls or
in-person visits. With a little creativity, he says,
fundraisers can suss out their most enthusiastic
direct-marketing supporters as well.

For example, if a group calls new donors to
say thank you, many won’t answer or will try to
get off the phone quickly. The people who talk
at length about the organization’s work are sig-
naling their love of the nonprofit, Longfield says.
The same goes for donors who write answers
to open-ended questions on surveys or who,
when moving, call to give a charity their new
address.

Fundraisers can take steps to build stronger
ties with those donors, Longfield advises. He
says tracking can be as simple as a field in the
database where fundraisers can rate a donor’s
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GOING TO THE DONORS

THEO STROOMER, FOR THE CHRONICLE

Public broadcasters carefully analyze data to decide where to send canvassers. Their target: middle-class and upper-mid-
dle-class neighborhoods with enough density to keep the solicitors busy.

Knock, Knock: Fundraising Goes Door-to-Door

UBLIC BROADCASTING has figured out
away to net one of fundraising’s most
elusive quarries: new, relatively young
donors.

Borrowing an idea from politics, sta-
tions in 14 cities are sending canvassers door-
to-door in carefully chosen neighborhoods.
Instead of trolling for votes, the paid solicitors
askresidents to become monthly donors.

In seven years, the stations have brought in
320,000 new donors. More than 60 percent of
the revenue comes from recurring gifts, and
the organizations are retaining those donors
at an annual rate of more than 80 percent.

The average age of those signing up is 45 to 55,
roughly 10 years younger than the broadcast-
ers’ typical supporters.

“It’s a program that has really changed our
membership approach here at Rocky Moun-
tain PBS and has brought donors into the fold
who probably would not have been interested
in giving to the station had we not chosen to go
to them,” says Dan Stencel, vice president for
membership at the Colorado organization that
pioneered the technique.

‘Darthoard Approach’

Door-to-door fundraising is expensive, es-
pecially the investment required the first year.
What makes it successful is the laserlike focus
on monthly donations and the high retention
rate of those donors, says Michal Heiplik,
executive director of the Contributor Develop-

ment Partnership, a group of public broadcast-
ers that share fundraising data and ideas.

The canvassing has grown more sophisti-
cated over time. “When we started doing this,
it was more a dartboard approach,” Heiplik
says. “Let’s just pick a neighborhood and see
how it works.”

Now the stations, working in conjunction
with the Contributor Development Part-
nership, analyze data to determine which
neighborhoods are the best hunting grounds.
Broadcasters aim for middle- and upper-mid-
dle-class neighborhoods. Density is also
important. Stations often send teams of four
or five canvassers to areas with roughly 400
homes within walking distance. Each day,
canvassers get maps that show which doors to
knock on. Homes of existing donors are also
marked. Fundraisers leave a thank-you flyer
on those doorknobs.

The partnership is exploring ways advanced
number-crunching could improve each can-
vassing pitch by informing decisions about
suggested gift amounts, the conversational
approach, and images to show prospects.

“I'm not ready to claim victory or defeat” on
that early work, Heiplik says. But he’s excited
about the data that canvassers can collect
themselves. Meeting donors in person, they
can record their approximate ages, wheth-
er they have children or grandchildren, the
model car they drive, and other demographic
clues.

Such firsthand observations might well

trump sophisticated analysis of commercial
data, Heiplik says. “If they walk up and they
see an NPR bumper sticker on that car, you

know what that conversation will be about.”

In-Person Persuasion

Rocky Mountain PBS says the conversa-
tions are key to the higher retention rates for
monthly donors who come in through can-
vassing because the solicitors are so good at
persuading donors to give from bank accounts
rather than credit cards. That means the sta-
tion pays less in fees, spends less time chasing
new credit-card information, and loses fewer
supporters it can’t track down when they get
new cards.

Explaining those benefits is more effec-
tively done in person than in a written appeal,
Stencel says. Canvassers can easily make clear
the savings for the station.

When Rocky Mountain first started can-
vassing, the group feared the results might
falter over time. But last year’s results were
the best yet. Canvassers brought in 9,670 new
donors, 35 percent of whom made recurring
contributions.

The group does not solicit current donors,
but it is considering canvassing visits to sup-
porters who haven'’t given in more than a year.

“If these fundraisers are so great at pitching
sustaining members,” he muses, “then why
not have them go to a warm prospect to join on
as a monthly donor?” — NICOLE WALLACE

16

june 2018

THE CHRONICLE OF PHILANTHROPY
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that nonprofits with primarily white donor bases
need to engage more supporters of color if they
want to be financially healthy 15 or 20 years from
now. “I'm actually surprised I don’t hear more
directors of development talking about it.”
Edmundite Missions is betting on the increas-
ing desire of Americans to drive social change in
new ways. In November, the social-service group
started Kitchens in Selma, a
catering and food business
that provides job training.
Its bacon pecan brittle is a
customer favorite.
Edmundite is carefully
collecting data about the en-
terprise’s customers, who so
far don’t overlap very much
with the organization’s crit-
ical direct-mail donors. As a
result, the venture is reach-
ing a new audience without supplanting longtime
supporters.

Fighting Back

For the University of Connecticut, the disap-
pearing American donor isn't an abstract prob-
lem. Its annual fund has been shedding 2,000
donors a year. But UConn is fighting back with a
host of changes that combine many of the strate-
gies others are testing.

The UConn Foundation shut down the office of
annual giving. The digital-engagement team took
over those responsibilities; some of the annual
giving staff were reassigned, and two positions
were eliminated. Instead of automatically asking
alumni to support the school from which they
graduated, the university is now trying to learn
what inspires them to give and ask them to sup-
port that.

The shift comes with risk, as annual giving’s
primary goal was to raise unrestricted dollars. But
it was a necessary change, says Josh Newton, chief

BLAZING TRAILS

executive of the UConn Foundation.

“We didn’t have a choice,” he says. “The world
around us was changing.”

The university also cut back 70 percent on tele-
phone fundraising, calling only donors who have
made a gift by phone in the previous five years. It
invested the savings in a technology platform that
tracks how alumni interact with the university’s
social-media accounts. Fundraisers can then use

that to tailor appeals to po-

tential donors’ passions.
Take the university’s six-

year-old human-rights ma-

“The World arﬂu“d IS  jor With onlya handtul of
Was changing.”

recent graduates, it doesn’t
have a built-in fundraising
base. Butif hundreds on
social media like, share, or
comment on a post about a
student who did a summer
internship documenting
human-rights abuses, fundraisers have a natural
foothold, Newton says.

“They’ve shown their interest,” he says. “If I so-
licited them for 10 years for the law school dean’s
fund and they never gave, well, maybe they’ll give
to the Human Rights Institute.”

Other UConn efforts are more low-tech and
have a human touch. Fundraisers set up tables at
basketball games to seek support for programs
like its efforts to help veterans or the university
cancer center. A cash-register campaign at the
bookstore raised money for the student emergen-
cy fund.

Too many annual-fund campaigns ask donors
to give without telling them how their money
will be spent, Newton says. UConn’s experiments
aim to appeal to donors’ passions and bring more
alumni into the fold.

They're all designed with an eye toward the
future, he says. “The $10 donor who doesn'’t give
— who becomes successful and could make the
$10 million gift — is not even going to be in our
pipeline two decades from now.”

SIERRA CLUB

The Sierra Club is helping chapters make their hikes and outings more inclusive as part of the
group’s push to expand its donor base to include younger supporters and people of color.
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