Deepening Donor Relationships Through Donor Acknowledgement
Acknowledgement and recognition is critical in the cultivation of donors.  In fact, it’s usually the first step in getting the next gift.  Timely and personal acknowledgement of a donor’s gift builds trust with that donor and lets them know you are doing your job.
In Donor Centered Fundraising, Penelope Burk says there are 3 simple steps to raising more money.  “A donor needs to know

1. that the gift was received…and you were pleased to get it.

2. that the gift was ‘set to work’ as intended.

3. that the project or program to which the gift was directed had the desired effect.”

She suggests that a simple acknowledgement can satisfy the first two needs immediately.  The third can be addressed over time through a combination of communications with the donors.

A common principle in guiding acknowledgement is that the size of the gift should guide the type of Thank You as well as who should do the thanking.

Why you should thank your donor 7 times and how to do it.  Veteran Fundraiser Jerry Panas says we should find a way to thank a donor 7 times.  He believes (as do I) that we need to make sure donors know how much we appreciate them and their generosity.  The 7 Thanks don’t have to be elaborate or expensive – just sincere.

The initial Thank You should be timely.  Your quick response to a donor’s gift lets them know that you did in fact receive their gift and that you are glad to have it.  Ideally, you should get an initial Thank You letter out within 48 hours of receiving a gift.  There’s nothing worse for a donor than waiting weeks or months for a gift acknowledgement. 

Subsequent Thank Yous may be spread out over several weeks or months.  Letting a little time go by between Thank Yous shows the donor that you haven’t forgotten about them.  And, it helps you build a relationship.

Ideas for the 7 Thank Yous:

· Computer-generated letter

· Hand-written note card

· Phone call

· Email

· Call or note from the Executive Director

· Call or note from a Board member

· Call or note from another staff member (NOT a Fundraiser)

· Note from a client

· Photograph of your organization in action
· Written update about the use of the donor’s gift

Levels of Acknowledgement. Working on the principle that the size of the gift should determine the level of acknowledgement, consider these 9 Levels of Acknowledgement:

	Level
	Action
	Level of Interaction

	1
	Computer-generated letter or receipt
	Very impersonal.  Minimal effort required.

	2
	Computer-generated letter or receipt along with more meaningful information
	Information sharing.

	3
	Computer-generated letter or receipt along with more meaningful information.

Personal thanks from Fundraising staff
	Personal interaction with staff.

	4
	Computer-generated letter or receipt along with more meaningful information.

Personal thanks from Fundraising staff

Personal thanks from ED or CEO
	High-level staff personal interaction.

	5
	Computer-generated letter or receipt along with more meaningful information.

Personal thanks from Fundraising staff

Personal thanks from ED or CEO

Personal thanks from Board member
	High-level volunteer personal interaction.

	6
	Computer-generated letter or receipt along with more meaningful information.

Personal thanks from Fundraising staff

Personal thanks from ED or CEO

Personal thanks from Board member
Thanks from non-Development staff

Personal attention from Development staff
	High-touch attention and cultivation


Notice that each level builds on the last.  Three additional levels to consider are

	7  Memorial/Honorarium Gifts
	Combination of thanking the donor and notifying the appropriate recipient

	8  Monthly Gifts
	Donor-focused Thank You based on repeat gifts

	9  Planned Gifts
	Donor-focused Thank You for future gift


Written Acknowledgement Plan. A written Donor Acknowledgement Plan can help you stay organized, make sure each donor is thanked appropriately, and provide ways for all staff and Board to participate in acknowledging the organization’s donors. 

3 great ways to engage your Board in donor acknowledgement.   Board members often want to help you, but they are unsure how they can help.  Here are 3 great ways to involve them.

· Ask Board members to write Thank You notes, especially to donors they know.  A personal note from a peer or friend is a powerful acknowledgement for a donor.

· Ask Board members to make Thank You calls to donors.  Provide them with a script and just a few names to call (maybe 3 or 4).  Give them a target date to complete the calls (i.e., within the next 2 weeks).  And ask them to respond back to you when they are done with any comments the donor made or any observations they have.  Make a call with them if they are apprehensive about getting started.
· Ask Board members to act as a host or hostess to a specific donor at a Thank You event.  The Board member can provide one-on-one attention to a special donor and can introduce him to other Board members or donors at the event.  A trained Board member can effectively cultivate a donor and glean valuable information about the donor’s attitude toward your organization.
Freshen up your Thank You letters!  Too often, organizations continue to use the same old tired Thank You letter month after month and year after year.  Changing your letter text regularly lets your donor know you are paying attention and not on autopilot.  Here are some ideas for freshening up your letter.
· Change your general letter monthly to reflect the season or time of year and how it affects your organization’s services.

· Use the word “you” in the first sentence.

· Keep the letter short.

· Make sure to include the name, phone number, and email of a specific person who the donor can contact with questions.

· Invite the donor to visit your facility to see firsthand the work you are doing.

· Use the donor’s name and address, not “dear friend.”
· Reference the gift and how it will be used.

· Make sure there are no spelling or grammatical errors.
Master the power of the Thank You Call.  One of the most powerful tools you have is on your desk.  Making a Thank You call to a donor can be another powerful way to say thanks.  It says to the donor that you took time to pick up the phone and call them.  Not many organizations do this these days, so your donors might be shocked!  Here’s an easy script for a Thank You call:
1. Say the donor’s name and then identify yourself and your organization.

“Mrs. Smith?  This is Sandy Rees from the Save the Universe Foundation.”

Your donor is likely to be suspicious.  They probably think you are about to ask them for something.

2. Tell them why you are calling.

“We got your check in the mail today and I’m calling to say Thank You.”


You’ll probably hear relief and surprise in the donor’s voice.

3. pause.  
Don’t say anything.  The donor will likely gush about how great your organization is or why they made the gift.  You may want to make a note of their reasoning, especially if they indicate a favorite program or feature of your organization.
4. Invite the donor to share information with you.

“Is there anything you’d like me to relay to our Executive Director for you?”

Often, the donor will be floored that you want to know what they think and that their comments will go all the way to the top.  Of course, you are obligated to actually share their comments with your ED!  Assure the donor you will pass their comments on.

5. Thank the donor again.

“Thank you so much for taking a minute to talk with me.  And thanks again for supporting our work.”

That’s it!  Call is done.  These calls usually only take 3 or 4 minutes and will pay off big!
Stewarding your donor with a 39 cent stamp (and a hand written note). Did you ever have the experience of receiving a gift as a child and then being nagged by your Mother about sending a Thank You note?  Your Mother was on to something!  Hand-written letters and notes are a novelty these days.  A personally written note on your organization’s stationery is a great way to let the donor know how much you appreciate them.  
Creative ways to involve your program staff in thanking your donor.  Consider using these techniques for involving other staff in the acknowledgement process.
· Ask program staff to write a note or letter to the donor to let them know how their gift is being used.  “Front-line” stories are exactly what donors want to hear!

· At a staff meeting, pass a card around and ask everyone to sign it along with a one line thank you message. Send the card to the donor.

· Ask staff to provide tours to donors when they visit.

Specific Recognition. 
Some people want to be recognized and some don’t.  You have to know your donor well enough to know what would be meaningful to them. Corporate donors tend to want any recognition they can get, while individual donors usually do not want a big fuss made over them.
Here are some things to keep in mind when recognizing donors.
· Keep it simple and inexpensive.
· Recognize corporate donors in their offices.

· Make sure the recognition is meaningful to the donor.

· Make sure you have spelled the donor’s name right and used the right name.
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