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TIPS FROM CAROL WARE GATES & WYLIE THOMAS
Discussed June 24, 2009

Opening Doors to Major & Planned Gifts

Cultivation, Solicitation & Stewardship

I. Cultivation/ Solicitation
A. There is no perfect formula for cultivation. This is the most personalized part of development work and requires significant time and planning to get it right.

B. Know your audience – take the time to do your homework and discover what you can in advance of your early conversations.  It will help you understand the story that you should be sharing and the ways that you might best engage someone in your work.

C. People give to people – often the best thing you can do in a cultivation/ solicitation process is to use the people in your world well.

1. Donors feel confident investing in strong leadership. Be sure to get your leader’s vision out there and to build their trust and relationship with that person.

2. Use volunteers well. There is huge impact in knowing that someone you know and/or trust has chosen to invest in a particular project or institution. Don’t underestimate the power of sharing the names of those who are already supporting you in overcoming boundaries that you don’t even know are there with potential new donors. Think about where your existing donors and volunteers might be willing to make contacts on your behalf.

3. Frontline fundraisers have to be passionate about what they are doing. One of the most important things you can do as a volunteer or a paid fundraiser is to be able to articulate the things that YOU care about in an organization and the reasons why you are doing what you are doing. People respond when they know that you care deeply about something.

D. Be sure you know your tools and use them strategically.

1. In addition to the people in your world, be conscious of various modes of outreach (materials, mail, electronic, phone), appropriate timing, etc. Build a strategic outline of how they all might come into play in your outreach.

E. People invest in success – always have a positive story to tell even if your underlying message is one of urgency and/or need.

1. Especially in a down economy, you will get a battery of questions about whether you are suffering. Everyone is, but you have to find the upside to that story.  Have you seen your loyal donors staying with you?  Have you seen your number of gifts increasing even though your dollars are down? You should always truthfully acknowledge challenges, but it is critical to emphasize that you are focused on finding solutions and putting strategies in place to deal with these issues.

F. One of the places where people often fail in good cultivation is carefully recognizing the balance of time you are spending in cultivation versus solicitation. People tend to err in two ways:

1. Moving too quickly to a solicitation.  Be sensitive to the fact that an engaged prospect is more likely to be a long-time, generous donor. Give time for the relationship to develop and to find where each potential donor’s interests lie.

2. Staying too long in cultivation.  Be thoughtful about moving to make a request in a reasonable period of time.  While relationship building is critical, potential donors will lose interest if they feel they are perpetually being talked to without being asked.

3. A good balance between the two often involves talking openly with a potential donor early in the process about their philanthropic goals and priorities – sharing that you hope over time they will engage with you as donors as well as volunteers, asking them about their philanthropic interests, etc.

G. Good follow up is ABSOLUTLEY critical.

1. I heard an expert pose a question in a recent conference: “Is it better for the health of your fundraising program to focus on engaging as many people as possible to grow your base of supporters or to work qualitatively with just a few?”  His response:  there is no set answer to this, but it is important to recognize that you have to be thoughtful about your own ability to meaningfully respond to people. You also have to be very thoughtful about setting expectations with potential donors about what comes next or you run the risk of closing doors.

H. The best fundraising is not about asking for dollars.  It is asking people to invest in a place, a program, people, or an impact.  It is a partnership that gives people who care about your mission for whatever reason the opportunity to recognize their own interests as well as to help you with yours.  Good cultivation is about discovering that motivation. Good solicitation is about finding ways to realize it.
II. Stewardship

A. In an economy that is challenging donors and nonprofits, good stewardship is the most critical time and resource investment that you can make in the health of your fundraising program.

1. Stewardship=retention

2. Your best donors in a challenging economy are those who have given to you in the past.

B. Stewardship is often viewed as the final stage in a relationship and thus is sometimes given less attention/value than activities that are labeled “cultivation” or “solicitation”.   Nothing could be further from the truth. A good stewardship program often seamlessly evolves into cultivation for the next gift and turns interactions with friends and supporters into one long, qualitative discussion about achieving a bigger vision together over many years.

C. The heart of stewardship is a good communication plan.

1. Decide on your core messages and use them to “brand” the story you are telling to your donors.

2. Keep sight of the fact that though donors are motivated by helping your organization, 9 times out of 10 their overarching goal is to make an impact on a broader social level.  Make sure you are not just talking about the impact of your donor’s support on your organization. The real story to tell is the impact that your organization is having in the world as a result of their generosity.

D. It is challenging to balance the personalization of a comprehensive individualized stewardship plan with the efficiency of broad-based stewardship.

1. Remember that good stewardship across your broad base of supporters is what often translates later into donors making the decision to maintain and increase their giving.

2. Know your audience.  Spend time making decisions about what level of donor you consider to be at the heart of your outreach and tailor your outreach accordingly.

3. Take the time to develop systems. Create a matrix that matches your tools with your levels of giving and calibrate your time and financial investments in stewardship with that matrix in mind.

4. Don’t underestimate the value of small touches (a quick personal e-mail, a note attached to an article of interest, etc.). They tend to be low-cost, low-resource touches that remind donors that you are still out there and thinking of them.

Notes compliments of Wylie Thomas, School of Nursing, University of Pennsylvania, June 2009
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