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What are the characteristics of nonprofit organizations that 

consistently meet or surpass their philanthropic goals? Why do some 

institutions experience steady, solid gains in fundraising totals over the 

long term while others struggle to maintain the status quo? Former 

Marts & Lundy senior consultant Charles W. Sizemore began looking 

at these questions from the perspective of some of the firm’s most 

successful clients—those whose development enterprises are stamped 

with excellence. His qualitative analysis, primarily of colleges and 

universities, led him to conclude that those institutions best positioned 

to attract philanthropic support have created an organization-wide 

atmosphere that fosters a “culture of philanthropy.” This report 

explores the foundation for such a culture. 
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The governing board takes responsibility for and leadership 
of annual giving and capital giving programs.

The governing board takes responsibility for and leadership of the annual giving 

and capital giving programs. The trustees’ role in fundraising is clearly outlined in 

advance of their decision to serve on the board. “The most successful organizations,” 

according to Sizemore, “are those that state outright that board members are 

expected to do more than sit and offer their counsel a few times a year. They are 

expected to give generously to the institution, to help raise funds by identifying, 

cultivating, and soliciting prospective donors, and to become ambassadors for their 

institutions in whatever circles they travel.” It’s also critical for governing boards to 

take ownership of fundraising initiatives, working closely with development staff to 

meet institutional priorities.

The Head of School is active in development and uses every 
opportunity to inform internal and external constituents. 

The Head of School is active in the development effort and uses every opportunity to 

inform internal and external constituents of how important all levels of philanthropy 

are to the organization. This includes soliciting top prospective donors, participating 

in cultivation events, meeting with key constituent groups, calling on foundation 

directors or corporate CEOs whose companies might be willing to make gifts in kind, 

producing “white papers” to address institutional priorities and plans, writing articles 

for the alumni magazine and other publications, and so forth. The chief executive 

must also serve as the internal spokesperson for philanthropy, rallying diverse staff 

and departments to get involved.
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It’s not just the Head of School and development staff who 
need to be excited and involved.

Thus, it’s not just the Head of School and development staff who need to be excited 

and involved, but the whole campus community—especially with a capital funds 

campaign. The degree to which the Head is able to generate enthusiasm on campus 

and set an example through his or her own actions will give the campaign a boost 

among other administrators and staff, division heads, and teachers.

For schools entering into a campaign, the Head should plan to spend a considerable 

amount of his or her time on fundraising matters. If it’s the school’s first-ever capital 

funds campaign, the time demands will likely be at least one-third of his or her 

time; with the institution’s second or third campaign, the demands might be less if 

the constituency has been adequately cultivated and a tradition of giving has been 

established.

The institution is open and frank in describing its dependence 
on philanthropy.

The institution is open and frank in describing its dependence on philanthropy, as 

manifested in its governing board meetings, publications, constituency gatherings, 

and personal visits with prospective donors. The need for philanthropic support 

can’t be a secret shared only among “insiders.” Notes Sizemore: “I know of too many 

institutions that don’t talk about the need; they brush it under the rug or keep it 

compartmentalized, as if it’s the result of fiscal instability or mismanagement. The 

Head, the finance committee, some board members, they all know about it, but 

they don’t dare tell anyone else. The reality is the more an institution talks with its 

constituents about its absolute dependence on philanthropy, the more it sets the 

expectation among them that they need to help in this area.”

Sizemore calls on nonprofits to communicate regularly about their sources of revenue 

and how they spend their money. “It’s important to let people see the reality of the 

institution’s financial picture and to show them that you’ve earned the right to raise 

annual funds or conduct a capital campaign by virtue of being a good steward of the 

funds entrusted to you,” Sizemore adds.
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The development staff is proactive in explaining funding 
priorities to external constituencies. 

The development staff is proactive in explaining funding priorities to external 

constituencies. Many not-for-profits, especially those in the nascent stages of 

fundraising, limit their actions to direct mail initiatives and foundation grant 

proposals instead of meeting face-to-face with donors and prospective donors. 

“Successful philanthropy,” Sizemore says, “includes a systematic plan for getting out 

there and encouraging current donors to consider increasing the size of their gifts 

and asking potential donors to consider the institution in their philanthropic plans. 

Lots of places don’t make a habit of building personal bonds with their constituents.” 

Fundraising goals are not determined solely by adding up institutional priorities, 

but depend more so on the nature of the institution’s relationship with its donors. 

Sizemore suggests that development officers make between 15 and 20 calls per 

month to foster relationships with donors.

Administration and staff recognize the integral nature of 
fundraising in generating revenue. 

Administration and staff recognize the integral nature of fundraising in generating 

revenue and are willing to support the activities of the development staff. So many 

prospects to visit, so few people to get everything done. That’s a typical scenario 

among nonprofits, many of which build a prospective donor base that exceeds 

the face-to-face-visit capacity of the Head, development staff, and volunteers. The 

solution? Involve other administrators and staff (and, in a university setting, faculty) 

so that a commitment to the philanthropic process infuses the entire institution. 

And staff can do more than solicit gifts—they can also take part in cultivating 

prospects (a simple luncheon meeting can go a long way) and helping with follow-up 

communications. For example, college faculty members can acknowledge gifts that 

will benefit their respective departments by writing personal thank-you notes and 

visiting with donors.



A Marts & Lundy Special Report

Advancement staff are recognized as important contributors to 
the life of the institution and are accorded appropriate respect.

Advancement staff are recognized as important contributors to the life of the 

institution and are accorded appropriate respect. The book title “Men are from Mars, 

Women are from Venus” aptly describes the differences in many institutions between 

faculty or program staff and development staff: They often have different agendas 

and orientations—and they speak different languages. Even worse, those charged 

with day-to-day programmatic responsibilities—athletic directors, division heads, and 

faculty, theater directors, etc.—sometimes send the message (subtly and overtly) 

that development staff “settled” for lesser positions, or that fundraising is a less-than-

honorable profession.

“Many administrators and faculty don’t fully appreciate the contribution made to the 

institution by the development staff,” Sizemore explains. “As a result, development 

officers are perceived as glad-handers and back-slappers, as schmoozers, rather 

than consummate professionals who are every bit as qualified for their roles as 

administrators and faculty are for theirs. Properly put, development officers are 

responsible for matching institutional priorities with donor interests and passions. I 

think of them as facilitators of philanthropy.”

Sizemore believes that as other staff members work and interact with the 

development office—recognizing that a need they have can best be met through 

philanthropy—stereotypes will be broken down and under appreciation will yield to 

mutual admiration. “People then begin to see what development officers do, how they 

do it, and what the results can be.”
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These are the characteristics of nonprofit organizations poised to meet 

their philanthropic potential. Collectively they form a template for all 

not-for-profits seeking to attract the support necessary to live out their 

mission boldly, confidently—and fully.

Start the conversation early about expectations for 
engagement and giving. 

Start the conversation early about expectations for engagement and giving. The 

most successful institutions go one step further. “These are the places that begin 

pointing out the importance of philanthropy even before the first day students arrive 

on campus,” Sizemore says. Parents are told as part of the admission and orientation 

processes that giving is part of the expectation of their relationship with the school. 

This is spelled out unambiguously, including participation in an annual fund, an 

annual gala or event, and the possibility of a campaign, if one is on the horizon.  Even 

the welcoming address can be the start of laying a foundational message that can 

be built on for many years to come, setting the subliminal expectation that when 

students graduate they are expected to give back.  Some institutions strategically 

solicit gifts from graduating seniors, securing modest, multiyear pledges that lay the 

groundwork for a lifetime of giving.
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