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Are Big Foot and Major Gifts 
Mere Legends? 
Three Strategies to Set Up A 
Strong Individual Giving 
Program

Type in the chat where you are joining us from!
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A little housekeepingé

Feel free to ask questions! 

Use the Questions chat box to ask your questions. 

We will have a Q&A session at the end of the presentation.

Weôre recording this webinar! 

All registrants will receive an email containing a link to the 

recorded webinar AND a ton of other resources! 
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Barbara has thirty years of annual fund, major gifts, and campaign fundraising experience at major non-profit organizations 
including Harvard University, the National Trust for Historic Preservation, Oxford University in England, and the American Red 

Cross. Her consulting firm, Windmill Hill Consulting, helps non-profit organizations peel back the layers and develop a profitable 
fundraising strategy to build more effective donor relationships and catapult their revenue.
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ARE BIG FOOT AND 
MAJOR GIFTS MERE 
LEGENDS?



Nice to Meet You

Å30 year career as a fundraiser, earning 

my stripes at big shops like Harvard, 

American Red Cross, National Trust for 

Historic Preservation

ÅCFRE, AFP Master Trainer, Past President, 

AFP Washington Area Metro Chapter, 

Advisory Panel, Rogare, The Fundraising 

Think Tank

ÅTailored 1:1 consulting on startups, major 

gifts, campaigns, assessments/studies, 

CEO/CDO coaching, and board training.



Legend or Reality?



What matters 

to donors and 

how that 

affects their 

giving

How to build 

an individual 

fundraising 

strategy that 

focuses on 

increasing 

donor retention

What 
Weõll 
Learn 
Todayé

Ways to create 

engagement to 

inspire 

sustained (and 

increased)

giving



2021 contributions: $484.85 billion by source 

Source: GivingUSA2022 Annual Report

(in billions of dollars ðall figures are rounded)



Not everyone 
will become 
your (major) 

donor

Truth #1:



Why Do Donors Give?

11 Source: 2016 U.S. Trust® Study of High Net Worth Philanthropy 
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Why Do Donors Stop Giving?
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12 Source: 2014 Bank of America Study of High Net Worth Philanthropy



Philanthropy is a òsocial actó using 
the mechanisms of FAMILY 
bondingñwe create a òsynthetic 
familyó with other donors.

Charitable giving is rewarding (like 

receiving money) 

But uniquely involves oxytocin-rich 
social attachment brain regions (used 

in maternal and romantic love)

The Science 
Behind Giving

Source: Dr. Russell James, òPlanned Giving and the Mindó



The Link Between Charity, Happiness, & Health

Source: The Paradox of Generosity, Christian Smith & Hilary Davidson

ÅPeople who made a 

philanthropic gift were 43% 

more likely to say they were 

ñvery happyò compared to 

those who did not make a gift.

ÅSimilarly, volunteers were 

42% more likely to say they 

felt ñvery happy.ò While non-

volunteers stated they were 

ñnot happy at all.ò

ÅDonors were 25% more likely to 

say their health was ñexcellentò or 

ñvery goodò while non-donors were 

twice as likely to say their health 

was ñpoor or fair.ò



Who Knows You?

Annual donors 

Networks of Boards

Volunteers Social Media Followers

Newsletter Subscribers

Event Attendees



Itõs About TheirValues

About our mission

That youõve 
remembered what Iõve 
done and what Iõve 

said

Values

Respect

Trust

Leadership

Investment

What you achieved with 
my money

Why I made the right 
decision to support 

you

That you value me

Youõll ask how I want 
you to communicate 

with me

That you know why I give 

and what I care about

Why we need your 

money

What we believe

Why we think you 

should support us

How you can support 

us

Our new approach

How great we are

Weõre in the news/on 

Facebook/Twitteré



Taboo Words



Retention and 
Upgrading Set 
the Stage for 

Growth

Truth #2:



Limited 
Staff 
Bandwidth

19



Constantly Going But Not Making Progress



%



And itõs getting worseé

Source://bloomerang.co/blog/the-state-of-donor-retention-in-one-image/:  
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Weõre Always 
Looking for 
Our Unicorn 
Donors
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You Probably 
Already Know Who 
Your Major Donors 

Are or Can Be



Whatôs 
the right 
cadence? 

2023



At least 4 to 6 solicitations/year

AND throughout the year, create meaning for your donors through communications that 

show they made a difference

Personal ñthank youôsò with 
stories of impact and results

Celebrate your donorsðfeature 
profiles in your e-newsletters

Share video updates 
about your programs

Offer periodic 
webinars with CEO

In-person visits by 
staff/executive 

leadership

Research reports

Invitation 
to events

Invitation to 
volunteer,

Donor Surveys



Regular Multi-Channel Fundraising Builds Donor 
Engagement

PrintñDirect 

Mail 

and Newsletters

E-communications 
Mobile / Online

E-newsletters, 

e-appeals, videos

In Person
Site visits, 1:1 

meetings, cultivation 

events

Social Media
Facebook, Instagram, 

Google all accept 

donations

Your story from the perspective of your audienceõs values and whatõs important 

to them.



Create a Ladder for Upgrades

28

Annual Donors

Major Donors

Middle  
Donors

Under the radar but worth 

the attention



Middle Donors are your Major Gift Pipeline

Organizations 
WITHOUTa mid-level 
giving program

0.2%-1.2% 
of donors in the 
database migrate 
to major gifts

Organizations 
WITHa mid-level 
giving program

3%-3.5% 
3%-3.5% of donors in 

the database migrate 
to major gifts.

Source: Veritus Group



ÅRegular updates through print and e-mail

ÅThought Leadership events

ÅSite visits

ÅGiving Circles or Societies create instant recognition

ÅMaterials reinforce synthetic family

ÅñAnalogò preferredðprint, phone, in-person

Deep Substance

Consistent Branding and 
Messaging

Communication Style Matters

Hallmarks of a Mid-Level Program

Personal Stewardship
ÅImpact Reports, Updates

ÅThese donors want to know you òseeó them



Prioritize Your Donors

ÅLargest over their lifetime 
as donors
ÅLongest donors
ÅLower-level donors who 

have deeper capacity

ÅLargest New donors

ÅPotential capacity

ÅPassion for organization

ÅLength of giving
ÅCumulative Giving to you
ÅScreened capacity

1.
Current Donors

2.
New Donors

3.
Lapsed Donors



Who Are Your Major Donors?



Your Major Donors Areé

Access

Belief

Capacity

�{ Does this person have a relationship to you or 
other board members, staff, donors, others 
related to you?

�{ Does this person genuinely care about your 
mission?

�{ Is this person historically philanthropic toward 
similar causes?

�{ Does this person have the financial ability and/or 
networks of those who can support you at a 
significant level? 


