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Coughlin

Managing the Forces of Inertia on Donor 
Relations Programs
By J. Kay Coughlin

Inertia infuses bureaucracies as both a positive and negative force. Routines, 
which depend on momentum, assure that bureaucracies are efficient and use 
the fewest resources possible to carry out a function. Inertia, however, can 
reduce effectiveness if the value of processes is not frequently reviewed against 
the strategy or outcomes sought. These laws of bureaucratic function influence 
donor relations and stewardship activities and can become enshrined or part of 
tradition, without review and revision. Cherished underperforming programs 
(CUPs) are an example of inertia at work in nonprofit organizations. A case study 
of managing a CUP (a printed donor list) is presented with tools for identifying 
CUPs and managing their review and subsequent action.

Content:

•	 Defining inertia in nonprofit organizations
•	 Recognizing the signs of inertia in donor relations and stewardship 

activities
•	 Building the case for managing inertia in donor relations and stewardship
•	 Applying the inertia checklist to a cherished underperforming program (CUP)
•	 Turning CUPs into high-performing programs

Glossary:

•	 Inertia: A neutral feature of bureaucratic organizations, which refers to 
the tendency for practices and modes of thought or action to persist, 
regardless of their utility, efficiency or effectiveness

•	 Cherished underperforming program (CUP): Programs or activities that 
no longer serve the purposes for which they were originally intended, but 
which persist for a variety of reasons related to inertia

Introduction

Donor	relations	and	stewardship	practices	are	critical	to	the	success	of	
nonprofit	organizations.	As	with	every	business	practice,	regardless	of	
industry,	these	activities	are	subject	to	organizational	or	bureaucratic	
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Emlen

Intentional Stewardship: A Model for Internal 
Organizational Assessment
By Julia S. Emlen

On the way to making decisions about whether, how, whom and when to measure 
the effect of our donor relations and stewardship activities on the philanthropy of 
our prospects and donors and to discern their satisfaction with their experience 
with a nonprofit organization, we first must understand the organization 
that we will be testing. Intentional stewardship provides us with a model for 
understanding how our donor relations and stewardship activities might 
resonate with a code of ethics such as the Donor Bill of Rights; help us engage in 
processes that are efficient, adequate and appropriate to promote the highest 
level of philanthropy; and ensure that we can identify the data points related 
to successful stewardship as reflected in donor behavior. The latter can provide 
us with the information from which we might conduct formal measurement of 
donor relations and stewardship outcomes. Information and processes described 
in this article assume that donor relations and stewardship activities seek to 
promote the highest level of philanthropy among an organization’s donors and 
prospects. It is suggested that having a model describing levels of donor relations 
and stewardship accomplishments within which assessment findings can be 
distributed to ascertain the level of intentional stewardship can help improve 
donor relations and stewardship outcomes. With a tool to formulate actions or 
remedies, staff development and staff satisfaction may be enhanced. Donor 
relations and stewardship activities discussed reflect the elements of the practice 
outlined by the Association of Donor Relations Professionals (ADRP): compliance 
management, acknowledgment, recognition and engagement. 

Glossary:

•	 Intentional Stewardship Model: A three-stage model of donor relations 
and stewardship that supports activities which promote the highest level 
of philanthropy; comply with the statements of the Donor Bill of Rights; 
are efficient and effective; and can be connected to behaviors that result 
from outcome-focused advancement programming. Levels of intentional 
stewardship include intentional stewardship; sustainable stewardship; 
and reactive stewardship.
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O’Hara

Surveys as a Measure of the Donor 
Experience (D/X) in the Promotion of the 
Organization’s Mission
By Roberta O’Hara

A happy and satisfied customer is more likely than a dissatisfied customer to 
purchase a product or frequent a restaurant again. The same can be said for 
donors and the missions of nonprofit organizations. Having the opportunity 
to voice an opinion about one’s philanthropic experience with an organization 
may encourage further giving in support of the mission. This article reviews the 
modern shift in customer relations to emphasize a positive customer experience 
and addresses how this is similar to the work of donor relations. It considers 
the origins of surveying and its increased use within the contemporary for-
profit sector. A means to create donor-centricity in an organization as a way to 
support the mission is offered, as well as instructional information on surveying 
benefactors.

Content:

•	 Examining the shift in customer relations
•	 Applying lessons from the for-profit world
•	 Developing donor-centricity in an organization
•	 Using surveys to acquire benefactor feedback
•	 Designing an artful survey

Glossary:

•	 B/F or Benefactor Feedback: Information coming directly from 
benefactors about their satisfaction with an organization. Comments, 
positive and negative, can be gathered in multiple ways, including 
surveys, emails, donor visits, phone calls and more. 

•	 C/X or Customer Experience: The holistic result of a transaction between 
a for-profit organization and a customer over the course of their 
relationship. All points of the contact in the experience continuum (from 
before to after purchase) are included, such as marketing, direct contact, 
word-of-mouth news, feedback, etc. 
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Manner-McLarty

Developing Evidence-based Practice 
within Donor Relations and Stewardship
By Anne Manner-McLarty

The evidence-based practice model has been applied in a number of fields, 
including health sciences, human resources, management and governmental 
policymaking. Evidence-based practice is characterized by the synthesis of 
knowledge coming from an expert practitioner; the values and preferences of the 
constituent, in this case the donor; and evidence provided by research from the 
field of practice. This article explores the translation of this model for the purposes 
of donor relations and stewardship practice, considers current impediments to 
realizing a model of this sort, and provides an overview of applicable research 
methods that could be used to build a library of research evidence appropriate to 
donor relations and stewardship. The author calls for an iterative design process 
for donor relations and stewardship programs and the open sharing of research 
findings as an ethical obligation of the nonprofit industry.

This article points to the need for sufficient relevant research to advance 
donor relations and stewardship as an evidence-based practice. This research 
should focus on the efficacy of donor recognition and stewardship strategies 
in motivating donor support and the efficiency with which those strategies are 
carried out. Evidence-based practice within donor relations and stewardship 
would use research to inform the design of the programs organizations use to 
attract, motivate and retain donors. 

Content:

•	 Evidence-based practice in terms of donor relations and stewardship
•	 Factors impeding the development of evidence-based practice
•	 The importance of sharing of evidence within the nonprofit sector
•	 Creating a framework for evidence-based practice
•	 Research and evaluation terminology and methods
•	 The role of program evaluation in an iterative design process

Glossary:

•	 Evidence-based Practice: Combining best evidence found in relevant 
research that has been conducted using sound methodology with the 
practical expertise of the professional and the values, expectations, 
concerns and preferences of the donor or group of donors. (Derived 
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An Interview with Mark Koenig

Layering Multiple Measurement Methods to 
Build the Donor Pipeline
An interview with Mark Koenig

In an effort to learn from the experience of those already conducting substantial 
research with implications for donor relations and stewardship, editors Julia Emlen 
and Anne Manner-McLarty turned to practitioners in the field and were led to Mark 
Koenig, assistant vice president for advancement services at the Oregon State 
University Foundation. For nearly a decade, Koenig’s team has been building a series 
of scoring mechanisms that layer affinity, enthusiasm and capacity scores to identify a 
pipeline of the most likely donors. Emlen and Manner-McLarty interviewed Koenig and 
studied a number of his presentations to understand how the resulting engagement 
model works and the lessons learned from applying a model like this over time. His 
experience highlights the importance of having data analysts on the team to convert 
qualitative feedback into a meaningful scoring system and modify the system to an 
open-ended set of circumstances.

Clarifying What to Measure

Oregon	State	University	Foundation	(Oregon	State)	developed	a	
comprehensive	metric-based	model	for	both	the	university	foundation	
and	alumni	association.	The	model	aims	to	assess	relationship	
strength	using	both	affinity	and	enthusiasm,	cross-reference	these	
measures	with	giving	capacity,	and	predict	stakeholders’	propensity	
for	meaningful	contact	with	the	university.	Meaningful	contact	is	
loosely	defined	as	engagement,	and	at	Oregon	State	this	means	active	
participation,	volunteerism	or	giving	within	a	current	fiscal	year.	
Research	at	Oregon	State	showed	that	25	percent	of	campaign	dollars	
were	received	from	just	2.2	percent	of	donors,	and	those	donors	were	
also	volunteers.	Based	on	those	findings,	Oregon	State	decided	to	
increase	volunteer	opportunities,	create	and	improve	their	engagement	
activities,	and	measure	the	relative	effect	of	engagement	on	future	
giving.	They	have	created	a	dynamic	tool	that	monitors	the	volume	of	
engagement	activities	and	correlates	the	impact	of	specific	activities	on	
individuals	and	groups	of	donors.
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An Interview with David Palmer

Donor Research Drives Greater Emphasis 
on Donor Relations and Stewardship
An interview with David Palmer

Editors Julia Emlen and Anne Manner-McLarty requested an interview with David 
Palmer, vice president of advancement at the University of Toronto, following his 
keynote presentation to the inaugural gathering of the ADRP Toronto regional 
conference in 2015. Palmer focused on the critical role stewardship plays in creating 
relationships that result in seven-figure philanthropic gifts. His findings are based on 
research conducted with several of the largest Canadian and U.S. public universities. 
The questions asked by phone are interspersed with content from the slides used in 
Palmer’s ADRP presentation.

What has led you to emphasize donor relations and stewardship at 
the University of Toronto?

Those	of	us	in	the	business	of	campaigning	and	responsible	for	driving	
bottom	line	fundraising	know	that	stewardship	is	the	most	important	
factor	in	attracting	major	gifts.	In	practice,	we’d	always	realized	the	
importance	of	connecting	lead	donors	and	volunteers	to	the	mission	
of	the	institution.	As	data	came	along	on	repeated	giving,	it	supported	
this	conclusion.	For	instance,	giving	by	volunteers,	especially	those	
in	positions	of	authority	or	high	levels	of	involvement,	is	higher	by	
many	factors	of	magnitude	compared	to	donors	who	are	not	engaged	
in	volunteer	activities.

Over	time,	we	identified	a	cycle	of	engagement	that	shows	a	clear	
pattern	beginning	with	passive	awareness	and	culminating	in	a	level	
of	deep	involvement	that	reflects	a	concern	for	the	institution	and	
how	it	is	moving	to	realize	its	goals	and	objectives.	Well-managed	
stewardship	is	the	means	by	which	donors	become	more	engaged.	
Stewardship	moves	our	donors	along	this	continuum.


