Productive Donor Relations
(Why people give you money)

By
Morton C. Blackwell
February 2004
(modified September 17, 2007)

Donors make possible almost everything you do. You can't save the world if you can't
pay the rent.

You can ask for money in many ways: face-to-face, by mail, by phone, on TV, in space
advertising, and now on the internet. Just to make the basic presentation of the

techniques of asking for money would take two weeks.

This presentation is not about how to ask for money; it is about your all-important
relations with your donors.

Yes, you have to ask for money. The Bible has it right: "Ask and ye shall receive." You
would make a fatal mistake if you failed to ask properly and often enough for

contributions.

But just asking for money, time and again, would become counter-productive quickly for
you. That alienates donors.

Your basic principle in relations with your donors:
You must do more than just ask for money

Your goal in relations with your donors should be:
Get them to make additional gifts for many years, preferably for the rest of
their lives, and to give larger gifts. You achieve this by becoming as
personal as possible with your donors -- personal as to you and personal as
to your individual donors.

Most people tend to give to people rather than to organizations.

(Here I distribute but don't yet explain LI's Donor Performance Table and Count of
Donors by Giving Year.)

Every year, LI revenue from donors who first gave through direct mail is greater than the
cumulative amount of our direct mail prospect donations over the years.



Just because people are wealthy doesn't mean they will ever give you a contribution. The
people most likely to give you a gift are those who have given to your organization
before.

Next most likely are those who have given to conservative organizations like yours.

Third most likely are those who give to conservative causes but have never yet given to
groups like yours.

Whether or not they have money to give, some people never make contributions, no
matter who asks them.

Preference counts for little or nothing. Intensity of preference is what motivates people
to take actions.

When you grow to have more than a few donors, fewer than half of the people who give
once to your organization will ever give a second gift. Your success in establishing
personal relationships with your donors will determine whether or not they make
additional gifts and larger gifts.

(Here I explain both the Leadership Institute's Donor Performance Table and its Count of
Donors By Giving Year.)

You must create close personal ties wherever possible with your donors and work hard to
strengthen those personal ties at every opportunity.

Poor personal relationships result in little future revenue for you; strong personal
relationships lead to much money in the future.

The first step: Prompt and generous thanks are absolutely vital for successful, continued
relationships.

Many groups don't thank donors at all, or they send thanks very late, or they send
impersonal thanks, or they don't show donors how their donations make a difference, or
they contact donors only to ask for more money. These groups ruin their relationships
with their donors.

Thanks for every gift should always be very prompt and in writing. Written thanks
should be personalized, not pre-printed receipts. They should specify the amount of the
gift.

Handwritten thank you notes from the organization's leader or a staff member are more
powerful than typewritten letters of thanks, but they are not practicable as a group

develops a large number of donors.

You should send all donors their letters of thanks within 48 hours of receipt of their gifts.



Additional thanks by phone build stronger relationships.

Telemarketers selling goods and services and those who ask for contributions aggravate
most people. But just after they have contributed to you, your donors almost always will
take a call from you. Then they appreciate your personal thanks, enjoy your call, and
tend to remember what you tell them.

Thanks by personal visits to donors build the strongest relationships.

Like most other things you do, thanking donors takes time, talent, and money, all of
which you have in limited amounts. Thanks are an investment; make those investments
where they will produce the most for you.

Prioritize your thanks. There is in the business world a useful saying that you get 80% of
your business revenue from 20% of your customers. In fundraising, you may get 90% of
your revenue from 10% of your donors.

Small donors should get a personal letter.

Major donors should get highly personal letters, phone calls, and then visits which are
purely for the purpose of giving thanks.

Donors in the middle range should get personal letters and phone calls of thanks.

All forms of thanks should give donors the credit for the good that is being done. Don't
brag about what you and your staff do; brag about what the donor accomplishes through
you.

To the extent you can do it, make each donor feel like a personal friend and fellow team
member. In practice, you will become personal friends with many of your donors.
Donors tend to give big gifts to their churches, for example, because of their personal
relationship with church leaders, not because they are members of the denomination.

All forms of thanks should tell donors specific things which are being accomplished with
their money. Use both stories and numbers to describe these accomplishments.

Donors respond to both stories and numbers, but they usually show more interest in
stories. Most important, they visualize and remember the stories.

Small donors often become large donors. Treat all your donors well.
When you know or if you can discover that a person who has given a small gift has the
ability to make very large gifts, treat that donor especially well. If such donors don't

upgrade after a reasonable period, then treat them according to the size of their gifts.

Blackwell's Rule of Donor Communications;



The majority of times you contact your donors in a year, do not ask for money.

This will surely set you apart in donors' minds from other groups to which they have
given. Donors lose interest in groups which always and only ask them for money.

Ask yourself these questions: Do you want your donors curious and interested each time
you contact them? Or do you want them to feel dread and fear each time they hear from
you, knowing you're always going to ask for money?

Donor communications which neither ask for money nor are your first thanks to a donor
for a most recent gift are called informational communications. They build stronger ties
between the donors and your organization. These can be mailings, phone calls, and face-
to-face visits.

Twenty-two types of informational communications which build intensity of donors in
favor of your group:

1. Letters of thanks from beneficiaries of programs made possible by the
donor's gifts

2. Extra letters of personal thanks from key members of your staff -- sent to
those who give very large gifts

3. Personal letters from staff members, including photos of weddings,
vacations, staff's children etc.

4. A mailing of an interesting newspaper clipping, accompanied by a signed,
explanatory note (perhaps just: "Thought this would interest you.") or a short
letter.

5. A mailing of a publication or an exciting news release produced by your
organization

6. A mailing of a regular newsletter written specifically for donors or a

"Leadership Memo." These could be monthly, quarterly, or semi-annual.

Such communications should consistently credit the donor with your
accomplishments. Again, don't brag about what you do; brag about what the
donor is making possible. Among other items, each newsletter can feature a
story, including a photo, about a single donor. That shows all your donors
how much you appreciate them.

7. A mailed or phoned notice of a forthcoming TV or radio appearance of
special interest



10.

11.

12.
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A mailed copy of a recent, interesting speech

A mailed announcement that your organization has achieved something
special with the donor's help. Examples: a victory of some sort; setting an
important record; some proof that your opposition is getting worried about
your success

A mailed copy of your group's annual report which describes all the previous
year's accomplishments. Remember to credit donors with your progress.

A mailed copy of your group's schedule of future events

A mailed or phoned (usually mailed) invitation to an event. Every
Leadership Institute donor gets at least one invitation to come to visit an LI
training school near where he or she lives, even if we know the donor is an
invalid and can't get out of bed. People like to be invited, even if they can't
attend. When we can arrange it, donors really like to eat pizza with our
students at one of our schools.

An invitation to participate in a telephone conference call with a prominent
guest speaker

A mailed survey of donors' opinions about what they think should be the
priorities of your organization

A copy of your group's annual financial audit. Send it only to major donors
whom you know would be interested in it.

Christmas cards
Individualized birthday cards

Sympathy cards (or, for major donors, flowers) for the death of a family
member

Informational emails, which can include text of useful newspaper articles

Personal cover notes to specific donors when you send them something in
which you know they are specially interested, even about topics which don't
relate to your organization's mission. If a major donor enjoys raising
beautiful roses, send him or her a magazine article you find about roses.
That shows you are thinking about that donor and proves you two have a
personal relationship.



21.

22.

Some groups have success with special donor communications unique to
their organization. Some examples:

I happen to be a beekeeper. One year my bees produced a lot of
honey, so in December, as a Christmas gift, I sent jars of honey and a
letter about my hobby and my thanks to the 200 largest donors to the
Leadership Institute.

The response was immense. Eighty donors sent me notes or letters of
thanks for the honey. Then many of those donors dramatically
increased the size and frequency of their gifts to my organization.

One lady, who had earlier given us one single gift of $500, sent me a
check for $10,000 and a note which read, "We really enjoyed your
honey."

I decided to send honey each year to significant donors, who look
forward now to jars of honey each December. In 2003, LI sent jars of
honey and a chatty, personal letter from me to more than 12,000
donors.

By the way, my first 200 jars of honey went out in standard Mason
jars, the type usually used for home canning, with two-piece tops, a
metal disk and a metal ring. I still send all the honey out in that old
kind of Mason jar. Why? It would be simpler to use the kind of jars
most store-bought honey comes in. But the Mason jars are -- more
personal.

Another conservative group, Young Americans' Foundation, sends its
donors each December a beautifully printed annual calendar, with
pictures of Ronald Reagan and his family and of the Reagan's
California ranch, which the group has purchased.

Another group, Freedom Alliance, headed by Oliver North, a graduate
of the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, invites its donors each year
to travel with him as a group to the annual Army-Navy football game.

Some unique gift or event, whether or not it relates directly to your
group's mission, becomes a memorable "signature" which sticks in
your donors' minds and strengthens your personal relationship with
them.

Last, but very important: Ask donors what most excites them about your
program and activities, or ask them what the three things you do which are
most important to them. Then listen carefully. Good fundraisers are all
good listeners. Listening starts the information flowing from them to you



and gets them to think and say very positive thoughts about your
organization.

Often you will send out identical information to large numbers of your donors. Even
though it is a mass communication, you can make it more personal when you use the
word "you." Never write "all of you." That's impersonal.

Here are three good, general determinants of long-term success with your donors:

1. The more interesting things your donors know about you and your
program, the closer they will feel to you and your program.

2. The more one of your donors knows you are thinking personally about
him or her, the closer he or she will feel to you and your program.
3. Often donors respond more to how you act toward them than to what you

do programmatically.

The greater the total amount of money a donor gives you each year, the greater number of
informational contacts you should invest in that donor and the more personal those
contacts should be. Telephone calls are more personal than mailings; visits more
personal than calls.

You'll find that some donors really like to talk to you. Be careful not to let such people
monopolize your time.

Over the course of a year, strive to make with each donor at least two or three times more
informational communications than asks for money.

Some informational communications contain a means to make a gift, but they don't ask
for money. Putting a wallet-flap envelope inside your newsletter enables donors to send
you additional donations but doesn't count as an ask for money.

A strong personal relationship with your donors requires that you learn as much as
possible about them.

You should have good records of each donor's contribution record to your group --
amounts given, dates of gifts and the nature of the appeal which resulted in each gift.
This is best done on computer, because no one can hold all this information in his head.

For this purpose, the Leadership Institute uses computer software from a company called
Raisers Edge. Several other companies offer analogous software.

Your software should accommodate an unlimited amount of additional information about
each contact you or your staff have with each donor, things you learn from
correspondence, phone calls, visits with the donor, and research.



Here are things you should know about Mrs. Donor:

how to spell her name

the title/salutation she prefers

her spouse's, children's and grandchildren's names
her full, correct address, phone number, email

if she has one, her company's name and her title

the date of her first gift to you

the dates and amounts of each of her gifts

the total amount she has given to you over time
the types of appeals to which she responds

is she actively involved in what you do

does she respond to telephone appeals

what are her strongest programmatic interests
what are her strongest dislikes

is she a potential major donor

how she acquired her wealth

does she donate stock

has she put your organization in her will

does she have a gift-making, charitable foundation

If she has a foundation:

0 does she also give personal gifts

0 what's her foundation's fiscal year

0 does the foundation have application deadlines

0 does the foundation permit more than one application per

organization per year

0 what does her foundation's required annual IRS Form 990 say
about her foundation, including size of assets, total of annual
giving, size of gifts, types of recipients of her foundation's gifts

0 does her foundation have a grant application form
0 does her foundation have restrictions or special programs

In addition to what donors tell you, you can often learn more about them from computer
and library searches. Some commercial services can provide additional, publicly
available financial information about many donors.



Many successful organizations set up what are called "giving clubs" at levels defined by
the amounts of each donor's annual giving or defined by their types of giving. For a
donor, membership in such a giving club is an additional personal affiliation with your
organization.

The Leadership Institute has the following "giving clubs:
The Leadership Council -- $10,000 or more per year
The Liberty Club -- $5,000 to $9,999
The President's Circle -- $1,000 to $4,999 per year
Leadership Mentors -- people who make contributions each month

Edmund Burke Society -- people who inform us they have put LI in their
wills or made LI the beneficiary of various
planned giving techniques such as trusts of
different types

Each giving club offers specific benefits to its members. Such benefits may include:
special newsletters, perhaps quarterly, uniquely for club members; conference calls with
prominent speakers, special events; attractive, personalized certificates of membership or
personalized plaques; special recognition lapel pins; or inclusion in a listing of all club
members on a special plaque displayed in your national office.

The higher the level of giving required, the more numerous and the greater the benefits of
the club's membership.

Just being a member of a giving club increases many donors' feeling of personal ties to
your organization.

Many groups call all their donors "members," which in most cases probably helps the
donors feel a part of the groups to which they contribute.

In building personal relationships, a successful organization soon grows so big that its
leader simply cannot manage personal relationships with all the donors who require
personal attention. Then development staffers will have to take responsibility for most
personal contacts with many of your donors.

Heritage Foundation, one of the most financially successful conservative groups,
addressed this problem almost from the outset by having their chief fundraiser, John von
Cannon, establish personal relationships with as many donors as possible. An ask from
Mr. von Cannon can therefore often have as much weight as an ask from Heritage
president Dr. Ed Feulner.



Over the years, von Cannon has visited donors much more frequently than has Dr.
Feulner. Now, for many donors, their personal Heritage tie is mainly with von Cannon,
freeing Dr. Feulner for other duties. However, with the very biggest donors, Fuelner
establishes personal ties as well. And all donors understand that the Heritage president is
not a just a figurehead.

This structure works well, of course, only if the head of the organization is able to keep
his chief fundraiser on staff for a great many years. Dr. Feulner and Mr. von Cannon are
a rare, long-term team.

In this era of fairly rapid turnover of development officers in most groups, the head of
any group would be wise to establish close ties with as many major donors as possible.

The fewer the changes in a donor's key personal contact with your organization, the better
-- and the smaller the chance that the donor will encounter someone he likes less than he
like the earlier key contact.

Many organizations strengthen personal ties with major donors by recruiting them to join
their groups' governing boards. This often prompts generous annual giving and some
very large gifts. Major donors often have very good business sense which can benefit the
organization. Some can and will influence their wealthy peers to contribute to the
organization.

On the other hand, a major donor who is a board member sometimes gets into feuds with
other board members or with the head of the group, insists on courses of action of
marginal importance to the group's mission, is susceptible outside influences who might
want to affect adversely what the group does, or angrily threatens to take his marbles and
go home if everything isn't done exactly the way he wants it done.

Such internal disputes greatly disrupt an organization.

Major donors tend to be more problematic on the boards of public policy organizations
than they do on the boards of social service or cultural charities. I suggest extreme
caution in considering a major donor for board membership in a public policy
organization.

As often as you can, get donors personally involved in what you do. Attendance at an
organization's events builds stronger relations with all donors present. Successful groups
understand this well.

Personal involvement builds intensity favorable to the group. Here's a list of ways in
which donors can participate personally in groups they support:

0 meet your staff
0 go on a donor visit with you
0 participate in a program or an event of yours



0 participate in a video you produce

0 be asked for advice on any matter

0 write letters to their friends about the services you perform
0 ask their friends to send you donations

0 give a speech in behalf of your group

0 visit your office site or headquarters

After each such participation, graciously thank the donor.

One almost universally successful way to sustain and increase donors' giving is to get
them to visit your offices.

In such visits, donors meet the staff, who roll out the red carpet enthusiastically and
gratefully. All staff should show that they clearly understand that the donors make
possible all that the group does. The personal experience of such a visit sticks in a
donor's mind. Now he or she understands from that personal experience more about your
group than about many others.

A donor who had in 1997 given the Leadership Institute $10,000 but had given nothing
since, visited our building in 2000. LI staff and I spent a lot of quality time with him.
We explained what we achieve with donors' gifts. We gave him a first class tour of our
facilities. At the end of his visit, and without our even asking for a contribution, this
donor left us a check for $500,000.

Promptly respond to each phone call, note or letter from your donors, even comments
they write on contribution forms.

Never forget one central fact of donor relations: They usually stop giving to you when
they think you have treated them inefficiently or badly. You know what happens to
businesses when they don't treat their customers well enough to motivate them to come
back.

You must provide for your donors a steady stream of new information about what they
are accomplishing through you. Old news loses its appeal and can become boring, which
is deadly for you.

But remember that they gave to you for specific reasons: your group's mission and how
you present your group to them, and how they view their personal relationship to your

group.

Those who make repeated gifts come to know you and your organization. Many, many
groups solicit them. Think about why they decided to give to you and not to most other
groups that solicit them. For some reason or set of reasons, they like you and your
organization.



Therefore, be very cautious about changing what you do, changing how your
communications look, changing your style of writing, changing the look of your materials
and, most important, chanfing the nature of your mission. In this case, familiarity does
not breed contempt, it builds good donor relations.

Conservative donors usually give to several organizations. They will sometimes ask for
your opinion of specific other groups.

Do not try to convince such donors that yours is the only good group. It isn't, and donors
know that. Praise other groups for the good that they do and are trying to do. Criticism

of other good groups will not make donors think better of you.

Mention the unique things you do, the things your group does especially well, and the
constructive ways your group works with other good groups.

When you learn that your donors contribute to other groups, thank them for keeping your
group on their priority list for donations.

In summary, your organization's long term financial success depends on how successfully
you form and strengthen personal relationships with your donors.

If you enjoy contacts with interesting people, you will find this work a great pleasure.



