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More Than a Buzzword

Welcome to another issue of Donor-Centric. We produce and
send this resource out to friends in the non-profit sector with
the hope that you’ll find it useful and stimulating.

Over time we try to address many of the challenges you’re
facing. In this issue, however, we’re talking about the subject
that first gave this newsletter its name. Being “Donor-Centric”
has become one of the great “buzzwords” in recent years., but

that does not mean that the idea is fully understood or, more
importantly, actually applied.

Clarity is the first step. Our Five Question Test and Simone
Joyaux’s Donor-Centric Pledge are offered up as a yardstick for
you to evaluate your own organization. As always, if we can be
of further help, call us!

A 5 Question Test of Your Donor-Centricity

B

eing “donor-centric” is now part of the standard
vocabulary of non-profit leadership. There’s a lot of
conversation about it in the sector, and a general sense
of agreement that it’s a key factor in successful fundraising
today. There are lots of online resources sharing fresh ideas,
and stories of great successes.

It’s an old adage that if you want to know what’s really
important to a person, have a look through their checkbook.
What they say is important to them is one thing, but what
they’re actually willing to invest in tells the true story.

We offer here a short test you can apply to see whether your
organization is actually donor-centric, or still just talking
about it.

A commitment to keeping donors at your core is going
to require funding. Dedicated salaries (see question 1),
communications and education will all cost money.

But does all this talk mean that non-profits are doing it? Some
are. Many, however, espouse the ideal but on closer inspection
have not really managed the paradigm shift yet.

This is also a good test for finding out what are the real
priorities of an organization. You might say that you’re donorcentric, and it might even be part of your published mission
statement or core values. But how is it reflected in your
operations budget?

The 5 Telling Questions:

3. Does the Design of Our Systems Reflect Our
Commitment to Being Donor-Centric?

1. Does Our Organizational Chart Reflect Our
Commitment to Being Donor-Centric?
Take a few moments to look over the positions on your
current org chart — just the titles alone can be very revealing.
How far down the hierarchical tree do you have to go before
you find someone whose primary role is concerned with
delivering donor experience?
The truth is it’s not uncommon in the non-profit world for
there to be NO person dedicated to donors at all. That’s not
to say there’s no interaction going on with donors — there
may well be a support line, and a system of follow-up and
development — but, for all those involved, it represents just
one task among many.

Not only is it vital to have positions that are intentionally
focused on donor relations, but there also needs to be some
inverting of the organizational chart to get those positions up
into the echelons of real authority. You have a CEO and maybe
a CFO, what about a “CDO” (Chief Donor Officer)?
When someone who is empowered to make decisions is
giving their full attention to donor relations, you’re on the
road to calling yourself donor-centric.

2. Does Our Budget Reflect Our Commitment to Being
Donor-Centric?
Or to put it less diplomatically, “Is our money where our
mouth is?”

Being donor-centric means ALWAYS promptly acknowledging
gifts, and reporting back to donors on the impact of their
giving. This requires a system. Your organization may have
other systems too, but this one has to trump everything else.
Seth Godin tells about a time early in his career when he was
leading a team of 40 people building a series of products that
all had to be ready to ship in the Christmas selling season. The
company was embattled, and if his team failed to meet their
objectives by even a single day, it would mean the end.

Seth figured out the “critical path” — the basic tasks that had
to be completed to meet their deadline. Once he had that, his
solution was hardboiled: “I went out and got some buttons —
green and red. The deal was simple, if you were on the critical
path you wore a green button. Everyone else wore red. When a
red button meets a green button, the simple question is asked.
‘How can I help?’ The President will get coffee for the illustrator
if it saves the illustrator three minutes. In other words, the red
button people never get to pull rank or interrupt a green button
person.”
Well, that was a desperate situation that called for desperate
measures, but it’s also a lesson in how efficient you can get
when you’re willing to strip everything down to the absolute
priorities.

We suggest that you start seeing anyone in your organization
who’s dealing with a donor as a “green button” person.

Continued on Page 4

The Donor-Centric Pledge

We [fill in the name of your nonprofit organization here], believe…
1.

That donors are essential to the success of our mission.

3.

That no one “owes” us a gift just because our mission is worthy.

2.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

That gifts are not “cash transactions.” Donors are not merely a bunch of interchangeable, easily
replaceable credit cards, checkbooks and wallets.

That any person who chooses to become our donor has enormous potential to assist the mission.

That having a program for developing a relationship with that donor is how organizations tap that
enormous potential.
That we waste that potential when donors are not promptly thanked.

That “lifetime value of a donor” is the best (though often overlooked) way to evaluate “return on
investment” in fundraising.

That donors are more important than donations. Those who currently make small gifts are just as
interesting to us as those who currently make large gifts.
That acquiring first-time donors is easy but keeping those donors is hard.

10. That many first-time gifts are no more than “impulse purchases” or “first dates.”
11. That we’ll have to work harder for the second gift than we did for the first.

12. That a prerequisite for above-average donor retention is a well-planned donor-centric
communications program that begins with a welcome.
13. That donors want to have faith in us, and that it’s our fault if they don’t.

14. That donors want to make a difference in the world -- and that our mission is one of many means to
that end.
15. That donors are investors. They invest in doing good. They expect their investment to prosper, or
they’ll invest somewhere else.
16. That we earn the donor’s trust by reporting on our accomplishments and efficiency.

17. That individual donors respond to our appeals for personal reasons we can only guess at.

18. That asking a donor why she or he gave a first gift to us will likely lead to an amazingly revealing
conversation.

19. That fundraising serves the donors’ emotional needs as much as it serves the organization’s financial
needs.
20. That we are in the “feel good” business. Donors feel good when they help make the world a better
place.
21. That a prime goal of fundraising communications is to satisfy basic
human needs such as the donor’s need to feel important and
worthwhile.
22. That the donor’s perspective defines what is a “major” gift.

23. That every first gift can open a door to an entirely new world
for the donor, through participation in our cause.

© Ahern and Joyaux. (Used by permission.) From Keep Your Donors: The Guide
to Better Communications and Stronger Relationships, by Tom Ahern and
Simone Joyaux (John Wiley & Company Publishers, November 2007)
For more excellent resources visit: www.aherncomm.com and
www.simonejoyaux.com

A 5 Question Test... (Cont’d from page 2)
4. Do Our Communications Reflect Our Commitment to
Being Donor-Centric?

should approach donors. Those imperatives and my adaptations
for the non-profit world are:

The language you use in everything from big organizational
purpose statements down to personalized letters and cards,
and everything in between, needs to be turned “outward”. The
tendency in non-profits is to proclaim our own awesomeness
… “Look at the great work we’re doing. Come help us meet our
important goals.” That’s the polar opposite of being donor-centric.

1. “A customer is the most important person ever in this office
in person or by mail.” What if we were to make that read: A
donor is the most important person ever in contact with
this organization.

Let every mailing, every brochure,
every published story put the donor
center-stage: “It’s your giving that is
making the difference.”
It also means that your
communications need to make
participation easy for donors;
offer them choices on where and
when to give. And do all you can to
personalize and customize their
journey with you. (We can help
you do this very affordably with
technology like VDP — Variable
Data Printing.)

2. “A customer is not dependent on us. We are dependent on
him.” How about: Donors do not need us. We need them.

RESOURCES FOR DIGGING DEEPER
SEEING THROUGH
A DONOR’S EYES
by Tom Ahern

...How to Make a Persuasive Case for Everything
from Your Annual Drive
to Your Planned Giving
Program to Your Capital
Campaign

3. “A customer is not an interruption of
our work. He is the purpose of it.” How
about: Contact with donors is not
an interruption of our work. Donors
make our work possible.
4. “A customer is not someone to argue
or match wits with. Nobody ever won an
argument with a customer.” How about:
Donors are not people from whom we
demand support. No organization is
entitled to its donors’ money.

5. “A customer is a person who brings us
his wants. It is our job to handle them
profitably to him and ourselves.” How
Emerson & Church Publishers
5. Does Our Organizational
about: Donors bring us their resources
Available from amazon.com
Culture Reflect Our Commitment
and philanthropic desires. It is our
to Being Donor-Centric?
job to use those resources and meet
those philanthropic desires efficiently,
Everyone in your organization, from
effectively, and as we have promised.”
top to bottom, needs to understand the centrality of your
donors to your mission. They should identify every way that
Perhaps statements like those could be posted up in your
their role, directly or indirectly, impacts your donors.
organization — prominently, where everyone can see them?
Do your field personnel think about donors? When they do,
So, to sum up: In this article we’ve given you 5 cut-to-the-chase
you’ll have a stream of stories flowing back from them to be
questions that you can use to evaluate just how donor-centric
conveyed to those who’ve given to make their work possible.
you really are … not in theory and ideals only, but in action.
Start by answering the questions very honestly yourself, and
That kind of culture is priceless. Build it!
then gather your team to share your thoughts and get their
Tony Poderis uses L.L. Bean as a model to teach the
input as well. Your organization will grow and experience the
importance of organizational culture for those wanting to
power of a more engaged and energized donor base.
become truly donor-centric. He writes:
“Few companies have higher customer loyalty than L.L. Bean.
Visit the headquarters of the catalog merchandiser and you
will find a poster stating five customer imperatives displayed
throughout the building. We in the non-profit world would do
well to adapt Bean’s five customer imperatives to reflect how we
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GRC DIRECT IS NOW OFFERING

PERSONALIZED WORKSHOPS FOR EVERYONE
Available workshop topics are as follows

Direct Mail Production 101
Fundraising with Newsletters
End of Year Appeals
Membership On Boarding and Retention
WE ARE HAPPY TO TAILOR OUR WORKSHOPS
TO YOUR NEEDS SO CALL US TODAY!
Call 540.428.7000 and ask for Sherene
or email Sherene@grcdirect.com

