Annual giving vs giving annuaﬂy

Annual glvmg guru Boh Burdensks suggests some ways to rmprove your program.

time-honored component of fundraising programs at

schools, colleges and universities in the US is the annual

giving program. In many ways the “front deor of philanthro-
py,” the annual giving program is how alumni, parents and friends
often make their first gifts to an institution.

Usually some combination of direct mail, telephane solicitation,
personal visits and increasing use of email and web-based appeals, an
annugl giving program s the way that many institutions idenrify the
prospects that “raise their hands” and demonstrate their interest in
an institetion’s educarional work and vision.

As the name suggests, annual giving programs don’t simply seek to
maximize tozal funds raised each year, they seek to develop annual
givers. And with good reason. Stanford University recently discov-
ered that 75% of its $1 million donors were first donors to the
Stanford Fund annual giving program.

Likewise, the University of Michigan discovered that two-thirds of
its $10,000+ doners had a nine-year (or langer) giving history before
they ever made a S-figure gift to the universiry.

Many donors who remember institutions via their estate after their
death weren't bir donors to the school during their liferime, but
many were loval donors.

Every day after lunch T go looking for a can of Coca-Cola 1o give
me the lift that gets me through the afterncon. I'm nor sure if [ real-
ly need one every day or not, but it’s long been a habit. ! just do it

What makes Coca-Cola a valuable company isn't all of its batrling
plants around the world, or irs secret recipe. What makes the com-
pany valuable is the fact thar someone can calculare just how much
I and all of the other loyal Coke drinkers are worth in furwre con-
sumed Coca-Cola,

It’s a good lessen for your annual giving program. In some ways, our
approach o “annual giving” is often a contradiction. While we strive
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to encourage donors to make consistent annual gifts to our institu-
tions, our goals, measures and merhods often focus on single, imme-
diate gifts instead of the effecrive development of an engoing giving
behavior. We have a deadline for this year, and a goal for this year,
and we don't always think enough abour whar happens after that.

Annual giving directors are often motivated — and evaluared - by
short-term goals, yer ironically, it's their success ar teaching long-
term behavior thar will make their annual giving program great.
How do you use the annual giving program to teach your donors ro
give annually? Here are some thoughts:

1. Understand your donor retention numbers. The most
successful annual giving directors know that they’ll hir their big
number fundraising goal if they hit the lictle numbers first. And
that includes their donor retention rate. Most programs spend an
awful lot of money on acquiring new donors, anly to have the
majority walk right our the door.

In the US, colleges and universities typically lose two-thirds of
their firsi-time donors the following year, and for orher rypes of
organisations it’s often worse. Only by understanding your retenrion
numbers wiil you understand clearly why it’s so important to improve
them,

2. Make a case that's worth supporting every year. It'’s
easy to throw every urgent argumenr at a prospect about why they
ought to make a gift to your school right now. It’s mere difficuls to
articulate the need for annual gift suppore. I don't think our
schools, colleges and universities should be suggesting that they're
always about to close up shop without immediate help.

The College of St. Katherine in Minnesota sent a successful annu-
al giving appeal that invited prospects to “Celebrate a Grear St.
Kate.” It wasn't the college’s birthday, and the college wasn't in any
trouble ~ it was simply asking people to “raise their hands” and show
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their love for the College of St. Kate through their annual gifc. It
not a charitable gift request as much as it's abourt a philanthropic state-
ment of support. 1e's an important reason why many American educa-
tienal institurions enjoy such fundraising success.

Peaple are more likely to support a good university that aspires 1o
become a great university. Excite them with your ambitions instead
of alarming them with doom and gloom. The donors thar “raise their
hands" are the ones that will seay.

3. Avoid making premium items a habit. In conrrast o
other types of nonprofit organisations, schools, colleges and univer-
sities enjoy the lwxury of some built-in prospect audiences. For
those organisations not so lucky ro have alumni, incentives and pre-
miums can help to motivare a first gift, and can help idenrify just
who their interested constituents are. {In the US, public television
stations are famous for offering music CDs, coffee mugs, canvas bags
and all sorts of other things as incentives to potential donoss.)

Be carcful not to train new donors, however, chat their giving
should always be on the basis of what “compensation” they receive
in recurn. Offering gift premiums will help boost your gift response
rate, but they may nat (by themselves) effectively reach rhe alumni
giving habit we're lovking for. Think straregically about how you
convert these premium lovers into true philanthropic lovers of your
organisation and its educational work.

4. Show your donors they're in a relationship with your
organisation. Annual giving directors are often puiley of focus-
ing on donor transactions to the neglect of denor relationships.

For sany donors, annual gifts reflect a desire to he identified as a
supporter of your organisation. If they don’t “feel the love" in
return, they’re likely to find someone else to identify with.

“The only time I ever hear from that organisation is when they're
asking me for money” is the complaint that's often heard, and if it's
their perception, it's your reality. Email and the interner have liber-
ared stewardship efforts previously limited by printing, postage, and
function budgers.

The University of California now emails a quarterly briefing to
annual giving donors from the chancellor with informarion about
the latest campus news, how gifts are being pur to good use, and a
reminder of just how much the university loves them.

5. Facilitate ongoing gift support. One US university was
alarmed to find chat most of its lapséd donors considered themselves
to be current donors when they actually hadn’t given in several vears.

Smart annual giving programs have paid attention to giving fre-
quency for a long time, but new anline giving tools can help 1o facil-
itare ongoing, recurring gifts to your organisation more easily than
ever. Donors who make smaller, regular gifts to your institution will
typically give more, and give tonger, than the most loyal once-a-year
centributors.

Plenty of gifts don't get made each year because of lost pledge cards
and unanswered phone calls. One strategy for increasing donor loy-
alty is to help donors more easily make their gifts — again and again.

Stanford University is just one of an increasing number of US col-
leges and universities that easily allow donors to set up recurring gifts
via an online giving page. If your gift-receiving processes are pre-
dominately paper partial, be careful that your donors’ n;vmg meth-
ods are changing while your gift receiving methods aren't. 1342
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