
The Understanding Giving  
Research Project 



My Philosophy 
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My Perspective 

• Multidisciplinary approach and diverse background: 

– President and CEO for three not-for-profits. 

– President and CEO of one charitable foundation. 

– Director of Development for two national not-for-profits. 

– Vice President and Director of Strategic Planning for two 
national not-for-profits. 

– Commercial lender and financial analyst for two national 
banks. 

– Member of 15 governance boards. 

– Consultant to diverse clients for the past eleven years. 
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About the Understanding Giving Project 

Research 

Public 
Awareness 

Education 



Research Methodology 

Telephone survey 

Review of campaigns 

Focus Groups 

Review of existing donor studies 



 Survey Methodology 

As part of a larger study, we …. 
• Conducted 700 surveys of the general public 

throughout the state 
– Surveyed evenly  

across five regions 
– Gathered data by:  

• age 
• gender 
• minority status  
• Colorado native 
• college attainment  
• household income 
• itemized taxes 
• political affiliation 

 

 
 

 



Research Finding 

Why Donors 
Give 



Top Four Reasons for Donating                     
to a Specific Charity 

Belief in the 
mission 

Impacts a 
friend or family 

member 

Perceived need 
Trust in the 

organization 



Coloradoans Perceive the Need (Page 2) 



General Reasons for Donating (Page 3) 



Truism of Financial Development 

People don’t give for tax 
benefits or because it is 
the logical thing to do, 
they give because of 

emotion and passion. 
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Research This Answer by Gift Amount 

Methodology Largest  Meaningful Small Web-based 

Personal Visit 
 

 
 
 

Telephone  
 
 

Sampling  
 
 

E-Survey  
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Questions For Your Key Donors 

1. What is most compelling to you about our mission? 
 

2. Which of our programs have the most impact? 
 

3. What is the main reason you support us? 
 

4. What are your critical issues/priorities and how  can we partner 
with you to address them? 

 

5. What are the key characteristics of nonprofit organizations that 
you invest in? 

 

6. Who else do you support? 
 

7. What is the gift that you are most proud of? 



Research Finding 

The Need to 
Generate Belief 
in Your Mission 



Reasons for Donating to a Specific Charity 
(Page 4) 



Prior Experience is a Key Driver 

Have given a gift before. 

Had a 
positive 
personal 

experience 

Know 
someone 

who could 
benefit from 

their 
services 

Have 
volunteered 

for the 
organization 



 
 
 
 
 
 

“Your organization’s 
vision should fuel 
motivation and 
ignite passion.” 

 
Jerold Panas 
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Create A 
Clear 

Case for 
Support 
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Who you are, what 
you are trying to 

accomplish and why. 

Your organization’s 
unique 

characteristics. 

Your track record of 
impact and success. 

Your short-term and 
long-term objectives 

for more impact. 

Reasons why a 
person should invest 
and the benefits that 

will result. 



Research Finding 

Colorado 
Donors Are 

Becoming More 
Skeptical 



24% 

31% 

20% 

23% 

31% 

18% 

52% 

44% 

63% 

49% 

60% 

55% 

13% 

16% 

6% 

14% 

6% 

14% 

4% 

1% 

4% 

5% 

5% 

8% 

8% 

7% 

9% 

9% 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Total

West

North

Denver

Central

South

Beliefs about Charities:  
by Region (Page 5) 

"Most charities are honest and ethical in their 
use of donations" 

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree Somewhat Disagree

Strongly Disagree Don't Know/NA



Research Finding 

The Importance 
of Being 

Trustworthy 
and Efficient 



Trust Ranks #1 (Page 6) 



Establishing Trust 

83% of respondents listed trust in 
the organization as their number 
one reason for contributing. 
 

How do you establish 
trust with donors? 

 
Colorado Generosity Project Survey 2011 



Important Considerations 

Trust in the organization 

Good personal 
experience 

Track 
record 

of 
success 

Provides clear 
understanding 

of how gift  
was used 

Well-managed 
and effective 

Organization makes  
me feel like I am 

solving a problem 

Being 
transparent 



Documenting Efficiency 

93% of respondents indicated they 
wanted  to know the organization 
was well-managed and effective. 
 

How does your 
organization document 

efficiency? 
Colorado Generosity Project Survey 2011 



Documenting Efficiency 
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Sharing the ratio 
of overhead 

expense  

Having 
structures and 

policies in place 

Demonstrating a 
solid financial 

position 

Low ratio of 
fundraising 
expenses 

Documenting 
measurable 

results 
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Sharing Facts About Your Efficiency 

FAQ 
How many people work for HALO? 
HALO proudly operates with 2 full-time employees, multiple interns, 
and hundreds of volunteers. Our many volunteers help us keep our 
overhead costs low. 
 
How do you assure that funding gets to the homes?  
Our international policies include an in-depth application process 
and multiple site visits.  
 
How much of the funding is spent on the children? 
HALO is proud to be an 80/20 organization, in which more than 80% 
of our funding goes directly to the programs we support 



Research Finding 

The Need Must 
Be Perceived 



The Need Must Be Perceived (Page 7) 



Truism of Financial Development 

Donors give to what they 
can easily understand. 
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SAVE-A-LIFE -- There are over 9,000 people who 
have tested HIV+ at the clinic but are not yet 
receiving ARV medications. What can one person 
do in the face of this overwhelming number? For 
a mere 50 cents per day ($183 a year), you can 
make a huge difference in one person’s life by 
financing their ARV drugs.  
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The Prospectus 

• Describes a great 
opportunity. 

• Identifies what is 
necessary for success. 

• Invites investment.  

• Describes the potential 
return. 



The Business Plan 

• Describes a great 
opportunity. 

• Identifies what is 
necessary for success. 

• Invites investment.  

• Describes the potential 
return. 



The Strategic Plan 

• Describes a great 
opportunity. 

• Identifies what is 
necessary for success. 

• Invites investment.  

• Describes the potential 
return. 



Research Finding 

The Need to 
Document 
Impact and 

Measureable 
Results 



Impact Matters (Page 8) 



Translation of Measurable Results 

The ability to document measurable 
results is the most likely influence for 
repeat giving and increased contributions 
over time. 
 

There is an increased emphasis on 
nonprofits that can best demonstrate 
that their work has transparent and 
measureable results. 

 Cygnus Donor Survey: Where Philanthropy is Headed in 2010 



Truism of Financial Development 

Donors give to institutions 
and programs that are 

already successful. 
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Measurable Results and Track Record 
(Page 9) 
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Bethphage Success Story 



Red Cross Success Story 
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Linking Military 

Families During an 

Emergency  

 
Red Cross workers use advanced 

communications technologies to link 

service members with their families. 

Our Emergency Communications 

Center quickly and efficiently obtains 

the required information and sends 

emergency communication messages 

to service members of every branch 

of service wherever in the world they 

happen to be.  

http://www.redcross.org/find-help/military-families/emergency-communication-services
http://www.redcross.org/find-help/military-families/emergency-communication-services
http://www.redcross.org/find-help/military-families/emergency-communication-services
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Facts and Figures 
In 2011 HNS helped: 
•20,350 individuals with a total of 43,448 services  

•Assisted 12,974 people with a total of 5,916 food baskets  

•Helped 781 households with utility assistance  

•Assisted 672 homeless individuals with 2,294 shelter nights  

•Issued 1,216 prescription vouchers  

•Assisted 28 people with special medical assistance to ease cost of long-term 

illness  

•Helped 25 families attend financial classes  

•Gave 484 back-to-school gift cards to eligible children  

•Did 1,039 homeless intakes  

•Helped 2,538 families with clothing and house hold items  

http://honservice.org/


Research Finding 

Current 
Demographic 

Trends in Giving 



Individuals Are Typically the Focus (Page 10) 

73% 

14% 

5% 
8% 

All Charities 

Individuals Grants Corporations Bequests

Giving USA 2011 



2011 Giving USA Trends 

• According to Giving USA, total giving 
increased 3.9% in 2011.  

– Individual giving increased slightly and accounted 
for 73% of total giving.  

– Family foundations accounted for another 7% of 
total giving. 

– Bequests increased sharply, up 12.2%, and 
accounted for another 8% of total giving.  

– Together, these accounted for 88% of total giving. 

 



Donors Want to Know the Impact 

Understanding Giving 2011  

Shift to Local 
Charities 

More Giving 
to 

Community 
Foundations 

Increased 
Giving to 
Charities 
Who Can 

Demonstrate 
Results  



Women Make Most 
Decisions 

Women give more on 
average than men 

 Almost twice as much! 

Married couples give 
more money than non-

partnered donors 

If women are not 
making the giving 
decisions alone, 

couples are making the 
decisions jointly 

Messaging needs to 
acknowledge and 

respect these factors 



Discussion Question 

 
How do you reach out 

to women donors? 



Younger Donors Changing the 
Landscape of Charitable Giving 

– Give to fewer organizations, but develop strong 
loyalty to those they do support. 

• Givers under 35 support 5 or fewer organizations, while 
givers over 65 support an average of 16 or more 
organizations. 

 

– Place high demands on the organizations they 
support: 

• Looking for a strong case for support. 

• More likely to restrict the use of their gifts. 
 



A Look at the Millennial Donors Study 

• 10% were giving 
$1,000 or more 

 

• Average single 
largest gift of $150 

 

• Value personal 
contact over high-
tech approaches. 
 

93% Give to Charity 



 

 
Who is your next donor?  



65+ Head of 
Household  

= 
Net Worth 47 
times greater 

than those 35 or 
younger 

Source: Pew Research Center 

The Wealth Gap 

Age 65 

Age 35 



Focus on Older Donors 

• According to the 2010 Heart of 
the Donor study, organizations 
should focus their attention on 
seniors and  baby boomers for 
the highest near-term results. 

 

• The 70 year old donor gives three 
times as much on average than 
the 25 year old donor. 



Research Finding 

Technology 
Matters More 
Now Than Ever 



Technology and Donations (Page 11) 



Websites Matter More Than Ever 

Passing the Torch Study 

Site should be 
attractive, highly 

searchable 

Include 
interactive 

capability, blogs 

Provide links to 
statistics 

Highlight 
measurable 

results  

A Facebook 
presence is a 

must 



Websites Are Not Always Focused on  
Relationship Building  

Advancing Philanthropy November/December 2010 

 

Only 43% include a description of the 
nonprofit’s goals and objectives 

 

Only 4% state on their home page how 
they use donations 

On 17% of the sites, people were unable 
to find where they could make a donation 



Essential Ingredient: Mission Statement/Purpose 



Essential Ingredient: Description of                         
What the Organizations Does 



Essential Ingredient: Opportunity to Give 



Essential Ingredient: Invitation to Volunteer 



Essential Ingredient: Personal Stories/Photos 



Essential Ingredient: Contact Information 



Essential Ingredient: Email Newsletter Signup 



Essential Ingredient: News and Events Section 



Essential Ingredient: Examples of How Gifts Are Used 



Essential Ingredient: Information on Future Plans 



Essential Ingredient: Link to Annual Reports 



Essential Ingredient: Easy to Navigate 



Research Finding 

Ways to Retain 
Donors 



Truism of Financial Development 

An organization’s largest 
donors are their best 
prospects for future gifts. 
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Retention Rates Are Falling (Page 12) 



Retention Rates 

Overall donor retention was 41% in 2010 

New donor retention was only 27% in 2010 

Repeat donor retention was 70% in 2010 



What Donors Say About Retention 
• According to the Heart of the Donor study, 75% of 

respondents gave the following three reasons for 
giving to the same organization multiple times: 

 

 “The organization explained its 
specific mission to me” 

“The organization made me feel 
that my gift really made a 
difference” 

“The organization told me exactly 
what my gift helped accomplish” 



What Donors Say About Retention 

• According to a recent article in the Chronicle of 
Philanthropy, many donors stop giving because they 
hate the way charities approach them for money. 

 

– Most charities do not communicate with them in 
a meaningful way about how their gift was used. 

 

– More that 90% said that “none” of “hardly any” 
charities contacted them without asking for 
money. 

 



Ways to Retain Your Existing Donors 

Send a timely thank you letter 

Personalize your thank you letter 

Share stories that demonstrate 
impact 

Don’t just ask, but inform 

Have face-to-face visits 

According to the Philanthropy Journal – April 2011 



Research Finding 

The Impact of 
Volunteering 



Truism of Financial Development 

Involved donors provide 
the most significant gifts. 
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Impact of Volunteer Involvement 

“Volunteering time is an important 
reason for supporting that 
organization.”  
 

• Higher levels of volunteering correspond 
with higher giving levels. 

 

• Volunteers are more likely to give 
charitable donations, both to the 
organizations where they volunteer and 
in general. 



According to the 2010 Study of High Net Worth Philanthropy  

Number of Hours The Volunteered (Page 13) 



Volunteer Concepts 

 

 

Think 
Creatively 

About Roles 

Be Selective—
Top Prospects 

First 

Make Their 
Experience 
Rewarding 

View Every 
Volunteer as a 
Gift Prospect 

Treat 
Volunteers as 
Professionals 

Long List of 
Volunteer 

Opportunities 



Research Finding 

 

Engaging Your 
Board in 

Fundraising 



Discussion Question 

How would you rank your board in terms of how 
engaged they are in fundraising? 

 

1  2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Completely 
Disengaged 

Completely 
Engaged 
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You Are Not Alone!  (Page 14) 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Fundraising

Community Relations

Recruitment

Strategy

Monitor Performance

CEO Evaluation

CEO Support

Legal/Ethical Oversight

Financial Oversight

Mission

A /B C or Below

Source: BoardSource Nonprofit Governance Index 2010  



Why Isn’t My Board More Involved in 
Fundraising? 

The 

Three 

Main 

Reasons 
 

They lack commitment to the 
organization 

They are afraid of fundraising 

They are not properly motivated 
and engaged 
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Reason # 1: They Lack Commitment to 
the Organization 

Techniques to strengthen board member 
commitment to the organization: 

1. Recruit board members with strong 
commitment. 

2. Get the board to touch and feel the mission. 

3. Engage them in a meaningful planning 
process. 

4. Develop a case for support that is bold, 
compelling and easy to promote. 
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Recruit for Commitment 
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Look for direct or 
strong indirect 

connections 

Recruit for donor 
characteristics 

Clearly define 
expectations and 
time allocation 

Utilize a board 
member 

commitment form 

Encourage a 
leadership-level 

gift early 



Feeling the Mission 

Share 
inspiring 
stories at 

each board 
meeting 

Provide 
tours of 

programs 
and 

services 

Encourage 
board 

members to 
meet the 

people 
served 
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Position Your Board to                     
Have the Most Impact! 

Planning for the 
Future  

50% 

Recruit 
Strong 

Leadership 

5% 

Establish 
Effective 

Policy 

10% 

Engage in 
Fundraising 

25% 

Ensure 
Alignment 

10% 
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Plan for the Future 
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Articulate a 
better world 

Clarify the 
future role 

of the 
organization 

Identify key 
partners 

Involve key 
constituents 

List the 
essential 
resources 



Reason #2: They Are Afraid of 
Fundraising 

Techniques to help board members reduce 
their fear of being engaged in fundraising: 

5. Remove the mystery associated with fundraising. 

6. Provide them with training and resources. 

7. Utilize the right approach to fundraising that 
produces results. 

8. Develop a team approach to fundraising. 
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Give Your Board the Blessing of 
Professional Training 

Devote time during 
each board meeting. 

Hire a professional 
trainer to support 
them. 

Have them partner 
with your Development 
Director. 
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Put Board Members in Position       
to Succeed, Not Fail 

Let board members 
start in comfortable 
roles. 

Position board 
members as advocates. 

Partner with them on 
calls. 

Help them become 
story tellers. 
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The Right 
Formula 
for 
Success 

Success 

The Right Board of 
Directors and Staff 

The Right Strategy 
and Approach 

The Right Case 
for Support 
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Develop a 
Team 

Approach 
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Donor 

Board 
Member 

A 

Executive 
Director 

Development  

Director 

Program 
Staff 

Volunteer 

Board 
Member 

B 



Reason #3: They Are Not Properly 
Motivated and Engaged 

Techniques for properly motivating and 
engaging board members: 

9. Establish a culture that encourages and 
celebrates engagement in fundraising. 

10. Identify roles that are non-threatening. 

11. Allow your board members to select their own 
roles in fundraising. 

12. Invest your resources where they will produce 
the most return. 
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Celebrating Board Member Engagement 

Have board members share their success stories 

Clarify the connection of philanthropy to          
programs and services 

Move fundraising up on the agenda 
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Have a Variety or Roles 

Board 
members all 

bring 
different 

talents and 
interests 

Providing 
options for 

engagement 
is essential 

Let them 
know about 

available 
resources 
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Are Planning and Development 
Worth the Investment? 

 
You tell me……………… 

 

At your organization… 
 

• How many of the program services you 
currently offer generate a 400% return for 
your association? 
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Contact Information 
 



Research Finding 

 

Other Trends                
in Giving 



Approximate Amount of Last Gift 
(Page 15) 



Types of Organizations Receiving Gifts 
(Page 16) 



Method of Donating (Page 17) 



Total Value of Annual Donations 
(Page 18) 



Number of Charities You Supported 
(Page 19) 


