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Their last gift was yours to win. Their next gift is yours to lose.

Whatever you have done to earn today’s donation, it’s what you do next – and how quickly you do  
it - that determines the likelihood of additional, bigger gifts. If you don’t steward this relationship, 
who will?

Professional fundraisers are familiar with various versions of “the donor pyramid,” with supporters 
and prospects at the base, small or occasional donors at the next level, loyal and transition givers 
above them, and major and planned donors at the top. Professional salespeople work a funnel 
not unlike the donor pyramid, developing a relationship from suspect to prospect to sampler to 
customer to client to evangelist. These are static diagrams of what should be a constantly evolving 
relationship.

In both cases, progress is optimal, status quo is a minimal expectation, and backsliding is 
expensive, wasteful, and potential grounds for termination. The key to maintaining and improving 
these relationships is good stewardship: You have to care about each donor and you have to show 
it, as personally as possible and as respectfully as possible. At most levels of the donor pyramid, 
sheer numbers prohibit you from maintaining an intimate, personal relationship with each donor, so 
how do you stay in touch in a meaningful and welcome manner?

It begins with a plan. I typically recommend that my clients develop a tiered stewardship matrix that 
matches their response type to the donor’s gift size (or, for those with the research resources, giving 
capacity) and donor level on the pyramid. 

The Donor Pyramid is a simple way of analyzing your pool of potential and existing donors. 
As donors move up the pyramid, both their engagement and lifetime value should increase. 
Organizations can use the pyramid to focus on areas of weakness and to develop a 
fundraising strategy that meets the donor’s need at each level.
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At a minimum, the plan should provide slots for the following communications:
•  Timely gift acknowledgment (mailed 24-48 hours from receipt of gift)
•  Handwritten thank you card (typically reserved for larger gifts, but APPRECIATED at all 

giving levels)
•  Thank you phone call
•  Welcome packet for new donors
• Informative Newsletter of updates
•  Courtesy giving receipt for their taxes

Keeping these communications personal and respectful requires the greatest 
communication skill of all: listening. Donors will tell you what most interests them if you pay 
attention to which appeal drove them to action. They will tell you how they like to communicate and 
how often. Do you hear their story in the data, or are you too busy telling yours in ask after ask? 

I ask my clients to prioritize the purpose of each stewardship 
communication in terms of three A’s:  Acknowledgement, 
Affinity, and Accountability. Timely acknowledgement 
of each gift shows donors that we appreciate them and 
desire a relationship. A welcome packet reminds the donor 
of our affinity for a cause – our shared vision and dreams 
for the future. Accountability is detailed in our newsletters 
and updates, which show not only that we have been 
good stewards of the donor’s gifts, but also how those 
gifts have been accountable for progress in our shared 
cause. Acknowledgement, affinity, and accountability are 
cyclical, repeating steps on the spiral staircase that moves 
us up through the donor pyramid.

A matrix can help match the response type to gift size and donor type, thereby 
appropriately acknowledging each donor’s contribution. 
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A well designed and executed stewardship 
program demonstrates acknowledgement, 
affinity, and accountability to your donors.
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While there is a good case for communicating with donors using the same channel through which 
they donated (phone, email, mail), don’t confuse their sense of convenience with their sense of 
propriety – there are compelling reasons for communicating on paper.  

Most importantly, a well-executed acknowledgement, thank-you card, or receipt demonstrates a 
formal valuing of the donor’s gift, and introduces a tactile element to the relationship. (Merchandise 
package designers have known for years that if they can get someone to touch a product in-store, 
the chances of a sale increase dramatically). 

You might say we have a bias for direct mail because we are in the business, but it would be more 
accurate to say we are in the business because we have a bias for direct mail – at C.I. Partners 
Direct, we have seen it’s power to connect with donors for decades.

Donor stewardship is the process of turning a single or occasional gift into a long-term 
relationship, and great relationships are built on great communication. Most of all, donors 
want to know they have been heard. They are listening, and they need to hear acknowledgement, 
affinity, and accountability. 
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