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In an economic climate when arts organizations are facing government funding cuts 

reaching as high as 62%, the importance of private gifts has never been greater. For 

organizations to survive and fulfill their missions, a diverse, committed group of donors must 

provide support. Now, more than ever, it is important to understand the fundraising process and 

how it affects relationships with donors.  

The purpose of the study was to examine the practice of stewardship by museums 

accredited by the American Association of Museums. This elite group of organizations is 

comprised of 774 museums of varying disciplines, sizes, and budgets. All have undergone a 

rigorous accreditation process, recognizing them as the leaders in their field.  

Administered to a random sample of 400 senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums, 

the mail questionnaire sought to answer several research questions. First, the study examined the 

practice of the stewardship elements of reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship 

nurturing with annual giving donors and major gift donors. In addition, it identified the quality of 

accredited museums’ relationships with both types of donors by asking senior fundraisers to 

provide their perceptions of donors’ trust of, satisfaction in, and commitment to the 
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organizations. Bivariate analysis was used to identify whether there is a relationship between the 

practice of stewardship and the quality of accredited museums’ relationships with donors. 

Finally, the study determined the extent to which ethical behavior is included in the stewardship 

practices of accredited museums and whether there is a relationship between the amount of 

private gifts received by accredited museums and the practice of stewardship.  

As the 144 respondents did not differ substantially from the population, the results of the 

study are generalizable to the entire population of AAM-accredited museums with fundraisers on 

staff. These findings revealed that accredited museums are above the midpoint of the scale in 

their practice of stewardship, and the quality of donors’ relationships with the organizations, as 

perceived by fundraisers, is above the midpoint as well. The study identified a positive 

relationship between the two, with analysis yielding a strong and statistically significant 

correlation between the practice of stewardship and the perceived quality of relationships with 

annual giving donors and major gift donors. However, results revealed that accredited museums 

practice stewardship significantly more with major gift donors than with annual giving donors, 

and the perceived quality of relationships with major gift donors is significantly higher as well.  

Other notable findings include the absence of a relationship between the practice of 

stewardship and the amount of private gifts raised by the organizations. Also, the study 

determined that accredited museums are highly ethical and incorporate ethical behavior into the 

practice of stewardship more than average.  

The study contributes to the practice of fundraising by providing ways in which fundraisers 

can improve the quality of relationships with donors. Additional contributions include the 

advancement of knowledge about fundraising, the ROPES model, and relationship management 

theory through the examination of a previously unstudied population. 
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CHAPTER 1 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

Since America’s first museum was established in 1773 in Charleston, SC, this country’s 

museums have strived to educate publics and preserve and display society’s most treasured 

cultural, historical, and artistic artifacts. To fulfill this mission, museums rely upon five key 

resources: collections, ideas, community support, energy, and money (Lord, n.d.). To operate, 

museums spend an average of $46.51 per visitor, yet the average charge for admission is only 

$2.25 (Association of Art Museum Directors, 2001). This disparity between the cost of 

operations and average admission fee highlights the critical role of fundraising in fulfilling 

museums’ missions. Foundation grants, corporate contributions, and gifts from individuals allow 

museums to ensure that their collections and programs are accessible to all members of society.  

Recent cutbacks in government funding have increased museums’ reliance on 

philanthropic support and fundraising. For more than a decade, museums across the nation have 

faced the issue of economic survival (Moore, 1994). Although state appropriations to arts 

agencies, which include museums, have steadily increased to $359.6 million during the past four 

years, the level of funding has not returned to amounts allocated prior to 2001 (National 

Assembly of State Arts Agencies, 2008). Arts agencies in some states continue to suffer 

substantial budget cuts. For example in 2008, state funding in Illinois decreased by 23.2%, and 

agencies in Florida saw a 61.9% reduction. 

The ramifications of these funding decreases are becoming apparent to staff members and 

visitors to the nation’s museums. In September 2008, four months ahead of schedule, the Florida 

Museum of Natural History closed its Discovery Room, an activity space where visitors learned 

about Florida's natural habitats through games and interactive displays (Crabbe, 2008). The 

Denver Art Museum’s film series and the staff position charged with overseeing the program 
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were eliminated in July 2008 (Roberts, 2008). The nation’s largest museums also have been 

affected. In 2003, the American Natural History Museum cut 200 staff positions through attrition 

(Pogrebin, 2003).  

Financial circumstances have shifted greater attention to fundraising. On average, gifts 

from individuals, corporations, and foundations account for 35 to 40% of an arts organization’s 

total revenue each year (Levy, 1999). In comparison, other types of nonprofits rely on private 

gifts for an average of only 15% of their annual revenue. Gifts to museums typically have paid 

for projects like educational programming or exhibitions (Ambrose & Paine, 1993). Such 

projects are central to museums’ missions and emphasize fundraising’s importance to 

museums—an importance that has intensified in an era of reduced government funding. 

Exacerbating the problem, the U.S. economy is suffering one of its worst financial crises in 

history, and experts have predicted that donations to all types of nonprofits will decrease during 

the next few years (Gose, Wasley, & Wilhelm, 2008). 

Clearly, fundraising for American museums must be as effective as possible in the years 

ahead if museums are to thrive. Studies that would help these valuable organizations improve 

their fundraising effectiveness are needed. Knowledge gained from theory and research would 

inform fundraising practice and provide guidance to museum managers. 

To date, museum fundraisers, as well as fundraisers for other types of nonprofits, largely 

have carried out their responsibilities based on their own experience or the experiences of others, 

without the benefit of scholarly knowledge. The lack of an academic home for fundraising and 

limited research on the subject are two likely reasons for this experiential approach. Kelly’s 

(1998, 2001b, 2002) ROPES model of the fundraising process offers a theoretical approach to 

raising gifts—an approach designed to maximize effectiveness. As indicated by the acronym that 
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names it, the process starts with Research and proceeds through the steps of Objectives, 

Programming, Evaluation, and Stewardship.  

The theory is both descriptive and normative, meaning it describes how fundraising is 

practiced by some organizations and how it should be practiced by all. In particular, the 

stewardship step provides a formula for continual fundraising success that is grounded in a 

principle given “almost the status of law” by practitioners: The best prospects for future gifts are 

previous donors (Kelly, 1998, p. 369). Stewardship, consisting of the four progressive elements 

of reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship nurturing, ensures that the fundraising 

process is cyclical and results in long-term relationships with donors, on whom the nonprofit 

organization is dependant for future success. Stewardship also prescribes ethical behavior; 

embedded in the fifth step are such important issues as social responsibility, accountability, and 

transparency. 

This paper proposes a study on museum fundraising, specifically the stewardship practices 

of museums accredited by the American Association of Museums. Studying this group of 

institutions, which have passed comprehensive examination by peers and representatives of the 

professional organization, provides valuable insight into the extent and quality of stewardship as 

carried out by the most highly regarded museums in the country. The findings establish a 

benchmark of stewardship practice against which fundraisers for all U.S. museums can measure 

their efforts. Results also provide museum fundraisers with scientific evidence on which to base 

decisions regarding the process of raising gifts. Overall, the study will help fundraisers make 

more informed decisions and improve the effectiveness of fundraising for the nation’s museums.  

The proposed study also has a scholarly impact. Information gained from the research 

advances knowledge about the fundraising process through an in-depth examination of the little-
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researched step of stewardship. Application of the four elements of stewardship are described 

using scientific data for the first time, thereby testing Kelly’s (1998) conceptualization of 

stewardship. Through analyses of the relationship between stewardship practice and indicators of 

fundraising effectiveness, the proposed study produces scientific evidence for the first time that 

stewardship is related to the quality of the organization’s relationships with donors. These 

potential findings strengthen and enhance the ROPES model. As the model has been adopted for 

public relations (Kelly, 2001b), the study adds to the body of knowledge of public relations, as 

well as that of fundraising. Furthermore, by measuring relationship dimensions, the study 

contributes to theory building on relationship management.  
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

America’s nonprofit sector plays a significant role in the economic and social landscape of 

the country. Between 1998 and 2002, the sector’s spending totaled 11 to 12% of the country’s 

gross domestic product (Government Accountability Office, 2005), and in 2006, its assets totaled 

$2.97 trillion (Urban Institute, 2006). An undeniable element of the success of nonprofits is 

fundraising. Commonly misconstrued as simply the act of raising money, fundraising has a 

purpose that is increasingly recognized as relationship-focused. Kelly (1998) defines fundraising 

as “the management of relationships between a charitable organization and its donor publics” (p. 

8). These donor publics include individuals, corporations, and foundations. 

Fundraisers are people who are responsible for obtaining private gifts for charitable 

organizations (Kelly, 1998). “They encourage compassion and provide millions of people with a 

practical means of direct involvement in solving the problems and serving the needs of others” 

(Burnett, 2002, p. 18). In many nonprofits, fundraising activities are carried out by volunteers, 

but for the purposes of this study, fundraisers will be defined as “those people who are paid to 

manage donor relationships, thereby helping charitable organizations obtain private gifts” (Kelly, 

1998, p. 7). According to Kelly, fundraising has evolved into a high-demand occupation of 

80,000 or more full-time practitioners, the majority of whom are staff employees of nonprofits. 

By limiting the definition to only fundraisers who are paid, the study presents a more accurate 

and reliable picture of the people responsible for the organizational function of fundraising and 

their practices. 

Since fundraising is a relatively new field of study, there continues to be debate among 

scholars and practitioners about whether a marketing or public relations perspective is the 

appropriate approach to study the function. The importance of identifying a perspective should 
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not be overlooked, because the theories developed and the research conducted draw from and are 

placed in the context of that academic discipline’s body of knowledge. To an outsider, marketing 

and public relations might seem similar, but a closer examination of their purposes reveals a 

number of areas of differentiation. 

Adrian Sargeant (1999), a British professor who currently holds an endowed chair in 

fundraising at the Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University, takes the marketing perspective. 

Though he does not put forth his own definition of marketing or fundraising in his 1999 book, 

Sargeant does provide two definitions of marketing through which he views fundraising. The 

first is by the Chartered Institute of Marketing (2008) in the U.K., which defines marketing as 

“the management process responsible for identifying, anticipating and satisfying customer 

requirements profitably” (paragraph 13). The second definition, which is from Kotler and Fox 

(1985), is more descriptive: 

Marketing is the analysis, planning, implementation and control of carefully formulated 
programs designed to bring about voluntary exchanges of values with target markets for 
the purpose of achieving organizational objectives. It relies heavily on designing the 
organisation’s offerings in terms of the target market’s needs and desires and on using 
effective pricing, communication and distribution to inform, motivate and service the 
markets. (p. 7) 

Based on these definitions, Sargeant (1999) describes the process of “targeting” potential 

donors for recruitment and existing donors for development. Sargeant’s marketing perspective 

focuses more on persuading potential donors that the mission of the organization is worthy of 

their support rather than on developing mutually beneficial relationships between the nonprofit 

organization and potential donors who are already interested in the mission of the organization. 

Kelly (1998) asserts that fundraising is not marketing for three reasons. The first is that 

marketing’s public is consumers; fundraising’s public is donors; and the two are not 

synonymous. Secondly, the fundraiser’s role is to support the organization’s mission by 
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managing donor relationships that generate funds to carry out the mission. This contrasts with 

marketing’s purpose of increasing sales, which can often come at the cost of changing the 

organization’s products or services. One of Broce’s (1986) cardinal principles of fundraising 

states that “the kinds of support needed determine the kinds of fundraising programs” (p. 19). 

His principle supports Kelly’s (1998) case that fundraisers should not change an organization’s 

mission simply because they can raise money more easily for certain purposes; fundraising must 

be mission driven. Finally, fundraising is not marketing, because the benefits of philanthropic 

donations do not just impact those who are involved in the exchange; the benefits reach other 

members of society. In a market exchange, the benefits impact only those who are involved. 

Contradicting the marketing approach, Kelly (1991) identifies fundraising as a 

specialization of public relations. The idea that fundraising is part of the function of public 

relations is also held by Cutlip, Center, and Broom (2000), the scholars whose definition of 

public relations is among the most widely used within the field. They define public relations as 

the “management function that identifies, establishes, and maintains mutually beneficial 

relationships between an organization and the various publics on whom its success depends” (p. 

4). This study takes a theory from the public relations perspective to advance knowledge and 

understanding of fundraising.  

Donor Publics 

Fundraisers build relationships with and acquire gifts from three donor publics: 

individuals, corporations, and foundations. Although these publics are different in a number of 

ways, they all follow the mixed-motive model of giving, which explains that donors decide to 

give for both altruistic and self-interested reasons (Kelly, 1998). According to Kelly, donors give 

because “giving is a customary, admired, expected, and even legally required behavior in our 

society” (p. 43).  
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Individuals 

Of the three donor publics, individuals are responsible for the largest number of gifts given 

and the most money contributed to nonprofit organizations. According to Giving USA (cited in 

Hall, 2008), individuals accounted for 88% of the money donated to charitable organizations in 

2007, an estimated $252.2 billion including charitable bequests. Sixty seven percent of all U.S. 

households gave at least $25 to a charitable organization in 2002 (Center on Philanthropy, 2006), 

but “a minority of individuals provide the majority of gift dollars” (Kelly, 1998, p. 615).  

 Planned giving is one method by which donors give to nonprofit organizations. Kelly 

(1998) defines planned giving as the “managed effort by charitable organizations to generate 

gifts of assets from individuals through the use of estate and financial planning vehicles” (p. 

502). Organizations do not usually benefit financially from these gifts until after the death of the 

donor. According to Giving USA (cited in Hall, 2008), charitable bequests, a vehicle of planned 

giving by which donors make gifts through their wills, constituted $23.2 billion of the total 

amount given by individuals in 2007. Unrestricted planned gifts, or gifts that are made without 

restrictions to specific use, are common (Kelly, 1998). These gifts often are used to increase the 

size of the recipient organization’s endowment, or financial assets.  

Corporations 

Corporations contributed an estimated $15.7 billion to nonprofits in 2007 (Giving USA, 

cited in Hall, 2008). The leading beneficiaries of corporations are often education, health, and 

human services organizations (Mixer, 1993). Arts organizations are also strongly supported by 

this donor public.  

Like individuals and foundations, corporations follow the mixed-motive model of giving in 

which donors give for reasons that are both altruistic and self-interested (Kelly, 1998). The 

premise of the model was supported in a study conducted by the Committee Encouraging 
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Corporate Philanthropy (2007), which asked 105 companies in 10 different industries to identify 

the motivation for each philanthropic contribution the company made in the past year. 

Respondents identified charitable motivation—giving for altruistic purposes—as the motivation 

for 44% of corporate grants. Forty six percent of contributions were attributed to strategic 

motivation, defined as “proactive gifts that are simultaneously important to the long-term success 

of the business and which serve a critical community need” (p. 27). Ten percent of contributions 

were made for commercial reasons—when benefits to the company were the primary incentive 

for contributing.  

Corporations contribute to nonprofit organizations in three forms: cash directly from the 

company, non-cash gifts of products, and cash grants from a foundation established by the 

corporation (CECP, 2007). Direct cash contributions, defined as “corporate giving from either 

headquarters or regional offices” (p. 39), accounted for between 43 to 46% of total corporate 

contributions in 2005 and 2006. Funds donated as part of employee matching gift programs are 

included in this percentage. A number of companies have introduced employee matching gift 

programs as a benefit for employees and a way for corporations to direct philanthropic dollars to 

organizations that are important to a key stakeholder, employees. According to CECP, matching 

gifts accounted for 9.1% of total giving by corporations in 2006. The second form of corporate 

contributions is non-cash gifts, donated products or pro bono services (p. 39). This form of 

contributions is most common among corporations in the manufacturing industry, accounting for 

more than one-third of total contributions. Corporate foundation contributions, the third form, 

will be addressed later in this literature review. 

Foundations 

Now numbering more than 72,000 (Foundation Center, 2008b), foundations are 

“established as a nonprofit corporation or a charitable trust, with a principal purpose of making 
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grants to unrelated organizations or institutions or to individuals for scientific, educational, 

cultural, religious, or other charitable purposes” (Foundation Center, 2008c). More than 29,500 

foundations hold assets of more than $1 million (Foundation Center, 2008b). Gifts from this third 

type of donor public are commonly called grants. According to the Foundation Center (2008b), 

foundations gave approximately $42.9 billion in grants in 2007, an increase of 10% from the 

previous year. There are four types of foundations: independent, corporate, community, and 

operating (Kelly, 1998).  

Independent foundations account for 89% of foundations and 70% of total giving by 

foundations (Foundation Center, 2008b). Also known as family foundations, independent 

foundations rely on one source, such as an individual or family, for funds (Kelly, 1998). In 2007, 

these foundations gave an estimated $30.9 billion in grants (Foundation Center, 2008b). 

As explained earlier, corporations not only give directly to nonprofit organizations, many 

establish corporate foundations. Establishing a foundation provides corporations with the 

opportunity to reduce tax liability by contributing more money during profitable years and less 

money during less profitable years (Kelly, 1998). A company can also benefit by donating 

appreciated property to its foundation to avoid paying capital-gains taxes. Establishing a 

corporate foundation is especially beneficial for international companies, because corporations 

cannot make tax-deductable gifts to organizations overseas, but foundations can. By establishing 

a foundation, a company can enjoy tax benefits in the U.S. while still contributing money to 

other countries where it does business. In 2007, corporate foundations gave an estimated $4.4 

billion in grants (Foundation Center, 2008b). 

Community foundations are created to serve a specific geographic region or community 

(Kelly, 1998). Although they numbered only 717 in 2006, community foundations gave an 
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estimated $4.1 billion in grants the following year (Foundation Center, 2008b). Because these 

foundations receive at least one-third of their annual income from multiple donors, they are the 

only type of foundation that is considered to be a public charity by law (Kelly, 1998). This 

exempts them from the five-percent-minimum payout that is legally required of independent, 

corporate, and operating foundations. In other words, all foundations except community 

foundations must give grants or spend money on administrative expenses that are equal to 5% of 

the market value of their assets each year.  

Operating foundations are the fourth type of foundation. Because the differentiating 

characteristic of these foundations is that they use their resources to conduct their own program 

services, these foundations usually are not practical prospects for nonprofit organizations seeking 

to raise money (Kelly, 1998).  

Relationship Dimensions 

Organizations’ relationships with donor publics consist of a number of dimensions. In an 

effort to establish standards for measuring perceptions of relationships, Hon and Grunig (1999) 

conceptualized six relationship dimensions, three of which are trust, satisfaction, and 

commitment. Trust, “one party’s level of confidence in and willingness to open oneself to the 

other party” (p. 3), is comprised of integrity, dependability, and competence. Satisfaction is the 

“extent to which each party feels favorably toward the other because positive expectations about 

the relationship are reinforced” (p. 3). In a satisfying relationship, the positive aspects of the 

relationship outweigh the negative aspects. The extent to which each organization or person 

deems that the relationship is valuable and should be supported or maintained is called 

commitment. Continuance commitment and affective commitment comprise the commitment 

dimension. Continuance commitment refers to a course of action, while affective commitment is 

the emotional attachment a party has to the relationship. 
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ROPES 

The selected public relations theory describing the process of fundraising asserts that the 

process progresses through the completion of five steps: research, objectives, programming, 

evaluation, and stewardship, as shown in Figure 2-1 (Kelly, 1998). Known more commonly by 

the acronym ROPES, the model is conceptualized as descriptive and normative, describing how 

fundraising is practiced and how it should be practiced. It addresses both annual giving and 

major gift programs, and its description of the fundraising process is applicable to individual, 

corporate, and foundation donors. Although Kelly states that the process can be followed by 

organizations of all sizes and missions, the operationalization of the steps is affected by the 

number of prospective donors and previous donors with whom the organization is establishing 

and building relationships. This fundraising process is derived from ROPE, a public relations 

model by Jerry Hendrix (1995), which does not include the stewardship step. It is through the 

proposal and interpretation of the final step that Kelly reveals a mature model that is cyclical in 

nature and accounts for ongoing relationships with publics (Kelly, 2001b).  

Research 

The fundraising process begins with research, deemed the most important step in the five-

step theory (Kelly, 1998). As shown in Figure 1, Kelly (2008) recommends that fundraising staff 

spend about 20% of their time conducting research. Broom and Dozier (1990) define research as 

the “controlled, objective, and systematic gathering of information for the purposes of describing 

and understanding” (p. 4). To gain a comprehensive understanding of the fundraising opportunity 

and what will be required in the future to accomplish the organization’s goals, practitioners must 

research the organization they are representing, the opportunity to match funding with the needs 

of the organization and the wishes of the donor, and the publics with whom they will be 

communicating (Kelly, 1998).  
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Researching an organization’s history, finances, and past fundraising efforts will provide 

fundraisers with an understanding of the organization’s needs and its strengths and weaknesses. 

This research leads fundraisers to assess the opportunity, where an organization’s interest and a 

donor’s interest coincide. Cutlip et al. (1985) provide another purpose for research that is 

“checking out assumptions about publics and public relations consequences” (p. 202). By 

researching the publics with whom the fundraiser will be communicating, the appeal can be 

made more personal and more effective. A variety of formal and informal methods, including 

secondary analyses, online surveys, mail surveys, telephone interviews, focus groups, 

communication audits, and content analyses are available for fundraisers’ use. Research using 

these methods is essential when defining the problem or opportunity and providing baselines for 

the evaluation of the process (Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 2000).  

The impact of research is not overstated when Kelly (1998) writes that, “Effective, 

efficient, and ethical fundraising demands that prospective donors be matched to the organization 

and the opportunity—which can only be accomplished through research” (p. 406).  

Objectives 

Research findings are used to complete the second step of the fundraising process, setting 

measurable objectives. These objectives should be derived from the fundraising department’s 

goals, and the department’s goals should be formulated to support the organization’s goals 

(Kelly, 1998). Because the organization’s goals are set to advance the mission of the 

organization, there is a direct connection between the objectives set by the fundraising 

department and the mission of the organization. This connection assures that the mission of the 

organization has been advanced if all of the objectives are met. This connection also establishes 

that the ROPES model is based in the philosophy of management by objectives, a phrase first 

used by Peter Drucker (1977) to propose that “every job in the company must be directed toward 
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the objectives of the whole organization if the overall goals are the be achieved” (p. 351). 

Management by objectives also asserts that the work will be evaluated by whether these 

objectives were completed (Kelly, 1998). 

Focusing on the desired results of the fundraising strategies through the identification of 

objectives provides direction for the planning process, guidance for practitioners, and criteria for 

evaluation (Broom & Dozier, 1990). As shown in Figure 1, fundraising staff should spend 15% 

of their time formulating objectives. These objectives are the “specific knowledge, opinion, and 

behavioral outcomes to be achieved for each well-defined target public” (Cutlip et al., 2000, p. 

376). Stylistically, each objective possesses five parts, including “an infinitive verb, a single 

outcome stated as receiver of the verb’s action, the magnitude of the action expressed in 

quantifiable terms, the targeted public, and a target date or time frame for achieving the 

outcome” (Kelly, 2001b, p. 287).  

Objectives can either measure output or impact. Output objectives concern a specific tactic 

or work to be completed by the fundraising staff (Kelly, 1998). These objectives are considered a 

weak measure of the effectiveness of the function, because they do not take into account the 

effects of fundraising. Impact objectives measure the tactics’ effects on the “awareness, 

accuracy, understanding, agreement, behavior, and repeat behavior” of the target publics (p. 

415).  

Programming 

Figure 1 indicates that fundraising staff should spend 30% of their time on programming, 

the most of any step in the fundraising process. During the completion of this step, the 

fundraising staff’s time is divided equally between planning and implementation (Kelly, 1998). 

The first half of the step results in a formal written plan. This plan will consist of a summary of 

the completed research, a list of the objectives, and an outline of strategies and tactics. The plan 
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should also include a budget, evaluation plans, and a list of intended stewardship tactics. Once 

the written plan has been reviewed and approved by senior management, programming can be 

implemented.  

Implementation deals with both cultivation and solicitation. Cultivation is the “process of 

gaining the prospect’s attention, winning this person’s active interest, and culminating in his or 

her partnership through sharing of time and resources,” (Pendleton, 1981, p. 94). There are a 

number of tactics that can assist in building and maintaining relationships with prospective and 

past donors alike, including providing the prospective donor with the organization’s publications, 

visiting the prospective donor, or occasionally calling to ask how he or she is doing or to give an 

update about the organization (Rosso, 1996). By engaging in these activities, fundraisers can 

increase the prospective donor’s knowledge about and involvement with the organization and its 

needs and how these align with the prospective donor’s interests and abilities to provide support, 

better preparing him or her for future solicitation. The importance of cultivation is stated in 

Broce’s (1986) eighth cardinal principle of fundraising that “cultivation is the key to successful 

solicitation” (p. 24).  

Solicitation is the request for the gift using tactics that are largely determined by the size of 

the gift being requested (Kelly, 1998). Though solicitation is often the focus of practitioner 

literature, it represents only a small portion of the fundraising process in comparison to the time 

that fundraising staff should spend on cultivation, research, formulating objectives, evaluation, 

and stewardship. Fundraising consultant Fisher Howe (1991) confirmed this when he said that “it 

is proverbial that the success of fund raising is 90% in prospect identification, research, 

cultivation, and preparation and 10% in the asking” (p. 81). Solicitation and cultivation are 
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carried out through tactics in the two primary fundraising programs: annual giving and major 

gifts. 

Annual giving and major gifts: Although an annual giving program is the “basic 

fundraising program” (Kelly, 1998, p. 455), a fundraising department is “incomplete” (p. 475) 

without the ability to raise major gifts. At the principle level, there is no difference in the 

application of ROPES for annual giving and major gift donors, but there are differences in the 

way that tactics are carried out to follow these principles.  

Annual giving programs are the “lifeblood” (p. 101) of most charitable organizations 

(Greenfield, 1999). These programs raise money to pay for daily programs and services and 

operating expenses. Because the need for funding for these expenses arises each year, annual 

giving programs are repeated, a characteristic that differentiates annual giving programs from 

major gift requests (Kelly, 1998). Other characteristics of annual gifts are that they are typically 

unrestricted in use and a donor’s income is the primary source for the gift.  

According to Greenfield (1999), the objectives for annual giving programs are to attract 

new donors, retain current donors, and maximize the results of the tactics used. Because 

fundraising departments are trying to appeal to a large number and diverse population of people, 

more personalized appeals, which are typically used to solicit major gifts, are usually too costly 

and time consuming to employ.  

Figure 2 identifies the hierarchy of fundraising tactics and the two primary fundraising 

programs, annual giving and major gifts. The hierarchy is structured to include the most personal 

level of communication, interpersonal communication, at the top of the hierarchy and the least 

personal level, mass communication, at the bottom. The tactics shown in Figure 2-2 are not 

solely limited to use in the fundraising program under which it is listed; rather this figure 
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identifies the programs in which the tactics are most likely to be used and the communication 

level the tactics employ. 

As shown in Figure 2-2, the tactics primarily used in annual giving programs occur at the 

controlled media and mass media levels of communication with little personalization for each 

donor. Tactics communicated through controlled media convey a message through channels that 

are managed by the organization, and mass media is when messages are communicated through 

channels that are not managed by the organization. These tactics include but are not limited to 

special events, publications, and paid advertisements. Direct mail is the most commonly applied 

tactic in annual giving (Greenfield, 1999). Online tactics, such as e-mails, Web sites, and the 

utilization of Facebook, are becoming increasingly popular as well. In 2006, the amount raised 

online by members of the Philanthropy 400, the 400 U.S.-based nonprofit organizations that raise 

the most money, equaled $1.2 billion (Barton, 2007). The focus of each of these tactics and the 

main way in which annual giving donors are cultivated is through the distribution of information 

(Kelly, 1998). 

Tactics for raising major gifts are far more personal, because fewer individuals, 

corporations, and foundations are able to contribute major gifts and the larger gift amount 

requires personal interaction. Organizations vary in the amount of money they consider to be a 

major gift. These gifts are most often restricted for specific purposes and come from donors who 

have given in the past (Kelly, 1998). The sources for major gifts are donors’ income and assets. 

Almost always, gifts from corporations and foundations are large enough to be considered major 

gifts. 

As indicated in Figure 2-2, the level of communication most often used to build 

relationships with prospective donors and maintain relationships with past donors, as well as 
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solicit major gifts, is interpersonal communication. Encompassing personal letters and face-to-

face and telephone conversations, interpersonal communication occurs when fundraising staff 

has direct, personal contact with the donor. Major gift donors are primarily cultivated through 

involvement with the organization and its programs (Kelly, 1998). Dunlop (2002) believes it is 

the “amount and character of the initiatives that it takes with the individuals it addresses” (p. 99) 

that differentiates the tactics used for major gift programs from those used in annual giving 

programs. 

In Rosso’s (1996) description of the face-to-face solicitation sequence for major gift 

donors, the first decision that must be made is who will ask the prospective donor for the gift. 

This might be the chief executive officer of the organization, the fundraising director, the 

fundraising officer with whom the prospective donor has had the most contact, a trustee, or a 

small group of these people. Arrangements for a meeting should be finalized once this decision 

has been made. Because of past cultivation efforts by the fundraising staff, the request for a 

meeting should signal the donor that an appeal for a gift will be made. At the meeting, the 

solicitor should begin with dialogue about the organization, its programs, and its needs. Finally, 

the solicitor should confidently ask the prospective donor to consider making a gift and silently 

wait for the donor’s response. Once the prospective donor gives an indication of approval or 

disproval, the representatives of the organization who are at the meeting should respond with 

gratitude and appreciation for the donor’s time or promise of support. 

Evaluation 

Evaluation, the fourth step in the fundraising process, adds “objective feedback on program 

impact to the subjective assessments and informal research now used to judge program 

effectiveness” (Broom & Dozier, 1990, p. 73). As indicated in Figure 2-1, evaluation should be 

conducted throughout the fundraising process and total 15% of the time spent by fundraising 
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staff. This ensures that there is enough time to change flawed programming that would decrease 

results (Kelly, 1998). By measuring effectiveness and efficiency throughout the fundraising 

process, process evaluation can save both time and money and increase the likelihood for 

accomplishing the objectives set by the fundraising department. 

Program evaluation occurs once programming is completed. Without this evaluation, it is 

impossible to determine whether programming realized its full potential or even succeeded at all. 

Evaluation should be based on the fulfillment of the objects set before programming began. 

According to Kelly (1998), the most basic evaluation of effectiveness is the measurement of 

fundraising’s impact on the organization. As discussed previously, the connection between the 

fundraising department’s objectives and the organization’s goals allows fundraising staff to 

measure the programming’s contribution to the advancement of the organization’s mission 

through the completion of fundraising department objectives.  

In fundraising, many people evaluate the success of the process by the amount of money 

raised, but this method is flawed and misleading. Simply evaluating success based upon the 

amount of money raised ignores the extent to which the gift helps to alleviate the organization’s 

needs or achieve its goals, as well as such other factors as the delay of time between cultivating 

major gift donors and actually receiving their gifts (Kelly, 1998). Furthermore, evaluating 

success by the amount of money raised only measures donor giving behavior, not any other 

effect of programming, such as understanding or attitudes.  

Details of the evaluation’s findings should be distributed to fundraising staff to “increase 

understanding of and appreciation for fund raising’s contribution” (Kelly, 1998, p. 432), as well 

as improve the staff’s awareness and understanding of the programming’s strengths, weaknesses, 
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successes, and failures. By understanding what was and was not successful, fundraising staff will 

increase the effectiveness of future efforts. 

Stewardship 

The fifth step in the fundraising process is stewardship. Traditionally, stewardship was 

viewed as responsible gift use that aligned with donors’ expectations; however, recent thought 

from the field has evolved and expanded this definition to include a greater focus on 

relationships (Grace, 1991).  

The escalating prominence of stewardship has generated an effort to fully define the step 

and describe its use and benefits in fundraising. Theisen and Jackson (2002) provide a general 

definition, advocating that stewardship is “maintaining a close, ongoing relationship with 

donors” (p. 244). Worth (2002) notes that stewardship is not just a continuance or maintenance 

of a relationship, rather it is when a donor’s relationship with the institution “expands and 

deepens over time” (p. 8). Rosso’s (1996) value-based description of stewardship labels the step 

as “trust, responsibility, liability, accountability, integrity, faith, and guardianship” (p. 145). 

Kelly (2001b) explains the step with the simple, yet true notion that “it is easier to keep a friend 

than to make a new friend” (p. 279) and the deeper examination of the four elements she 

conceptualized as comprising stewardship: reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship 

nurturing.  

Prior to the 1990s, stewardship was a “neglected activity” in fundraising departments 

across the nation (Worth, 2002, p. 16). During the past decade and a half, stewardship has 

become a priority in many development departments (Worth, 2002) and, as Kelly (2008) 

theorizes, should account for 20% of the time spent on the fundraising process (see Figure 2-1). 

Practitioners’ increasing realization of the importance of stewardship is evident in the amount of 

scholarly and practitioner literature advocating the practice. Its inclusion in the “Donor Bill of 
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Rights” (1993), developed by the Association of Fundraising Professionals, the Association for 

Healthcare Philanthropy, the Council for Advancement and Support of Education, and the 

Giving Institute, legitimizes and solidifies its place in the fundraising process. This document 

declares 10 rights donors have during the fundraising process. It includes notions of openness 

and access to information about the organization and the right to receive “appropriate 

acknowledgement and recognition,” all of which are key components of stewardship. Both 

practitioners and scholars stress its importance. Theisen and Jackson (2002) consider stewardship 

to be “imperative” to the future of fundraising, and Kelly considers it to be “critical to successful 

fundraising” (Kelly, 2002).  

Stewardship carries with it ethical implications as well. Kelly (2001b) says that the 

progressive completion of its four elements “promotes ethical behavior” and insists that 

stewardship is essential for ethical fundraising (p. 283). Rosso (1996) calls stewardship the 

“conscience of philanthropy” that focuses nonprofit organizations on responsible and ethical 

action (p. 145). As stated earlier, Rosso incorporates multiple values in his description of 

stewardship, including the ethical components of trust, responsibility, and accountability. Along 

with the organization’s mission and a fundraiser’s personal integrity, high character and quality 

relationships with colleagues, donors, volunteers, and the community are value commitments of 

fundraisers (Fischer, 2000). 

By completing the elements of stewardship, fundraisers are not only caring for the donors’ 

gifts but also preparing the donors for their next contribution. Donors are much more likely to 

give if their initial gift has been stewarded properly. Fredricks (2001) and Worth (2003) explain 

the role of stewardship in terms of a previous action by saying that stewardship is a type of 

cultivation. This step in the fundraising process makes the model cyclical, creating an “essential 
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loop back to the beginning of the process for new efforts” (Kelly, 1998, p. 433). Stewardship 

consists of the four progressive elements of reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship 

nurturing (Kelly, 1998). 

Elements of stewardship: The expression of gratitude is the first element of stewardship. 

Termed “reciprocity,” this gratitude should be manifested through acts of appreciation and 

recognition (Kelly, 1998). The expression of appreciation is obligatory for the organization, but 

it is also required to maintain balance in the relationship between the organization and the donor. 

This balance builds respect and trust, deepening the donor’s relationship with the organization 

and its mission. It is this first element of stewardship that sets the foundation for responsibility 

and reporting, and provides for the continuance of the relationship. The most common act of 

appreciation is saying “thank you” to the donor. Donors cannot be thanked too often (Fredricks, 

2001). How an organization shows its gratitude should be dependent upon the size of the gift and 

the purpose for which it is given (Kelly, 1998). Although each gift is important and should be 

acknowledged by the organization, special consideration should be given to how this 

appreciation is shown. As discussed in the section about the hierarchy of fundraising tactics, the 

larger the gift, the more personalized the act of appreciation should be. Handwritten letters or a 

small token related to the donor’s interest are two examples of appropriate acts of appreciation 

for the donation of major gifts (Kelly, 1998). Though tactics used to express gratitude might vary 

from one donor type to another, expressions of thanks should always be communicated in a 

timely manner to show the utmost respect for donors and their support. 

Recognition is the second means of carrying out reciprocity. When choosing how to 

recognize a donor, the most important consideration is the donor’s preference for recognition. 

Fredricks (2001) notes that while this may seem like common sense, organizations sometimes 
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overlook the donor’s preference and might make errors that damage the donor’s relationship with 

the organization. It is for this reason that fundraisers should know whether specific donors prefer 

private or public recognition. Private recognition includes sending periodic news and updates 

about the organization to the donor or including the donor on VIP lists for events. Simply 

addressing letters or e-mails to the donor by name as opposed to using a generic salutation can 

also serve as recognition of the relationship between the donor and the organization. 

For donors who prefer public recognition, the element is often used as an incentive for 

giving (Kelly, 1998). Whether it is a donor’s desire to gain acceptance into a group of people or 

to preserve their legacy through a naming opportunity, recognition can serve as a powerful tool 

for fundraisers. Admittance into gift clubs or societies is one way for recognition to stimulate 

annual giving from donors (Alexander & Carlson, 2005). Having different levels of donors 

provides recognition while presenting an unspoken challenge to lower level donors to increase 

their gifts. By providing benefits such as subscriptions to monthly publications from the 

organization or invitations to events, nonprofit organizations are able to keep these donors 

informed and invested in the organization throughout the year, thereby increasing the probability 

that donors will renew their memberships or even donate more the following year. It is not 

unlikely that members of these gift clubs or societies will make another donation throughout the 

year. Greenfield (1999) suggests keeping an internal record of cumulative giving totals so that 

donors may be recognized for all of their contributions. Other forms of public recognition range 

from printing the names of donors in the organization’s publications to naming buildings or staff 

positions after the donor.  

Responsibility is the second element of stewardship. By its most simple definition, 

“responsibility requires that organizations keep their word” (Kelly, 2001b, p. 285). Through its 
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actions, an organization must demonstrate that it is “worthy” (p. 285) of the support of the donor. 

The concept of this element is grounded in systems theory, which asserts that organizations do 

not exist in isolation; rather, organizations are part of a larger environment in which 

interdependencies with publics and other organizations exist. Because of these 

interdependencies, organizations and members of the fundraising staff have a duty to act in a 

socially responsible manner and to ensure that the donor’s intended use for the gift is carried out 

by the organization. 

At the highest level, responsibility encompasses recipient organizations’ social 

responsibility to act as “good citizens” (Kelly, 2001b, p. 285). When accepting a gift, it is the 

responsibility of the fundraising staff to ensure that the organization is not just accepting the gift 

because it was offered, but that the gift will be used to advance the organization’s mission in a 

manner that is congruent with the donor’s intent for the gift. 

Responsibility to the donor lies in the organization’s duty to use the gift for the purpose for 

which it was given. This particular aspect of responsibility has legal and ethical implications, as 

donors and their descendants have options for legal recourse if the contribution is used in a 

manner that is different from the terms initially agreed upon by both parties. Because annual gifts 

are often unrestricted and almost never negotiated, these gifts are more commonly misused than 

major gifts. The Donors’ Bill of Rights (AFP, 1993) addresses responsibility when it proposes 

that donors have the right “to be assured their gifts will be used for the purposes for which they 

were given.”  

Keeping donor publics informed through reporting is the third element of stewardship. 

Essentially, reporting requires that an organization “keep publics informed about developments 

related to the opportunity or problem for which support was sought” (Kelly, 2001b, p. 285). 
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Common tactics used for reporting include an organization’s annual report or newsletter, 

conversations on the telephone, and face-to-face meetings. At a minimum, donors should receive 

yearly updates about the economic performance of their gift if it is invested or information about 

the tangible benefits the gift has provided (Fredricks, 2001). Reporting increases favorable 

attitudes toward the organization, building a donor’s trust and confidence. By keeping donors 

informed and engaged through this practice, which Dove, Martin, Wilson, Bonk, and Beggs 

(2002) call “valuable and irreplaceable” (p. 176), fundraisers provide an environment in which 

fundraising can flourish. 

Relationship nurturing, the last element of stewardship, occurs when a fundraiser 

acknowledges that the support a donor has given has assisted in the realization of the 

organization’s mission, and he or she keeps the donor in the organization’s thoughts throughout 

the year. Donors should not just hear from the organization when it is asking for the next gift, but 

fundraisers should make an effort to keep in touch with the donor and maintain the relationship 

(Kelly, 1998). This element is “crucial,” because past donors can be even more important in 

future funding (Kelly, 2002). Previous donors are more likely than nondonors to give to the 

organization, and the cost of securing a donation from a previous donor is considerably less than 

the cost of cultivating and soliciting a new donor (Kelly, 1998). The effort that practitioners take 

to nurture the organization’s relationship with the donor can not only increase the donor’s 

satisfaction with the organization but also provide benefits that outlast that of the original gift.  

Sargeant and Jay (2004) suggest that fundraisers should evaluate donors not only by 

looking at past giving but also by calculating a donor’s lifetime value to the organization. This 

calculation represents “how much a donor will be worth to an organization over the duration of 

the relationship” (p. 161). Understanding a donor’s lifetime value offers a number of benefits, 
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including knowledge that can contribute to the development of relationship nurturing strategies 

and tactics that can maximize the value of the donor to the organization. This calculation also 

encourages fundraising staff to view interactions with a donor as part of a long-term relationship.  

Results from a 2000 study by Kelly (2001a) support her assertion that ROPES is a valid 

depiction of the fundraising process. For the study, a telephone survey was used to gather 

responses from members of the Association of Fundraising Professionals (AFP) who held 

Ph.D.s. AFP is the largest professional association for fundraisers for all types of nonprofit 

organizations. Though the sample for the study was not representative of all fundraisers or all 

members of AFP, Kelly’s findings were limited to AFP members who hold Ph.D. degrees, she 

hypothesized that they were relevant to all fundraisers. Respondents were instructed to estimate 

the percentage of time they spent on each of the ROPES steps, with the total equaling 100%. 

Major findings of the study indicated that respondents or members of their fundraising staff 

spend 14% of their time on research, 14% on formulating objectives, 39% on programming, 11% 

on evaluation, and 21% on stewardship. Though these findings indicate that practitioners spend 

more time on programming and less time on research and evaluation than suggested in the 

theoretical norms, results support the principle that fundraising follows a systematic process and 

is more than solicitation. 

Recently, Waters (2007) conducted a study that examined the elements of stewardship, 

which he termed cultivation strategies, and the elements’ impact on both donors’ and 

fundraisers’ evaluations of the nonprofit-donor relationship. The study found that the two types 

of donors (annual giving and major gifts) and the fundraising staff at the three Northern 

California nonprofit hospitals that were surveyed rated all of Kelly’s (1998) stewardship 
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elements positively. Of the elements measured, reciprocity had the strongest effect on the 

relationship for both annual giving donors and major gift donors. 

Differences between the three groups occurred in answers about the relationship 

dimensions of trust, commitment, satisfaction, and control mutuality (Waters, 2007). In the case 

of each hospital, fundraising staff evaluated each of the dimensions of the relationship as 

stronger than donors evaluated them to be. Donors responded that the most favorable dimension 

of the relationship was commitment, followed by trust, satisfaction, and control mutuality.  

Although Waters’ (2007) study examined different populations and additional variables 

than the study presented in this thesis, it provided guidance in the development of items that 

measure fundraisers’ views about the elements of stewardship, as well as provided evidence that 

fulfilling the elements affects evaluations of the nonprofit-donor relationship. 

Museum Fundraising 

Beginning in the 1980s, there was a new emphasis placed on museums to generate their 

own sources of revenue as opposed to relying on government funding (Moore, 1994).  Private 

gifts have played a large part in this initiative, and gifts are now central to operation. In 2006, 

American arts and culture institutions, defined as libraries, museums, and public broadcasting, 

benefited from more than $2.5 billion in private donations (Barton & Schwinn, 2007).  

Though private support and the presence of museums are now strong, establishing 

museums in the United States was a slow process. In 1773, the Charleston Museum gradually 

began collecting artifacts (Alexander, 1979). It was almost 100 years later before the United 

States gained truly credible institutions with the founding of the American Museum of Natural 

History, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Shortly 

afterward, Alexander notes that it was the invention of the automobile that provided travel 

opportunities for Americans, leading to the advent and popularity of historic home museums.  
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During the 1900s, museums became ubiquitous, and people began to ask exactly how the 

institutions should be defined. The importance of education and the display of objects exhibited 

during this time helped to form the current definition (Alexander, 1979). According to the federal 

government, a museum is a “public or private nonprofit agency or institution organized on a 

permanent basis for essentially educational or aesthetic purposes, which, utilizing a professional 

staff, owns or utilizes tangible objects, cares for them, and exhibits them to the public on a 

regular basis” (American Association of Museums, “What is a museum?” n.d.). The most recent 

estimate suggests that institutions that match this description number approximately 17,500 

(AAM, “Museum FAQ,” n.d.). In the United States, there are approximately 865 million visits to 

museums each year.  

Kelly’s (1998) ROPES theory is congruent with much of the museum fundraising 

literature. Genoways and Ireland (2003) also echo Kelly’s (1998) emphasis on building and 

maintaining relationships by stating that “development is really about relationships with people” 

(p. 121). Reinforcing the assertion that fundraising is more than simply solicitation, practitioners 

Lord and Lord (1997) note that “successful fundraising is three-quarters planning, one-quarter 

execution” (p. 182). Genoways and Ireland (2003) also identify a “five-step approach to 

donations” (p. 128), consisting of identification, introduction, cultivation, solicitation, and 

appreciation. Not only does this model closely parallel ROPES, but it also supports Kelly’s 

(1998) recognition of stewardship as a step in the fundraising process.  

Regarding stewardship, Lord and Lord (1997) acknowledge that it is “vital for the museum 

to acknowledge donors in a suitable way” (p. 183). Genoways and Ireland (2003) also advocate 

the importance of the step, writing “after the donation has been received, formal 

acknowledgment and a show of appreciation in appropriate form are absolutely critical” (p. 129). 
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Anecdotal evidence suggests that appreciation and recognition are shown through a variety of 

strategies and tactics, such as naming opportunities, plaques, and displays of donor names in 

museum lobbies or on special boards. Museums also use tactics like thank-you notes and 

telephone calls to express appreciation. 

Another example of stewardship in the museum field is the use of gift clubs and societies. 

In the past, these clubs were primarily used to build support among wealthy donors (Lord & 

Lord, 1997). Now, gift-level structures that range from small to large sums have provided the 

opportunity for a diverse population of people to become involved. These clubs typically offer 

tangible benefits, such as free or reduced admission to events, discounts at museum stores, and 

subscriptions to a newsletter, as incentives to join.   

In recent years, there has been an effort to encourage discussion and understanding among 

museums about the best practices of fundraising. In 2002, AAM distributed Guidelines for 

Museums on Developing and Managing Individual Donor Support, a document outlining several 

general principles and guidelines for handling donor relationships. Advocating transparency, 

responsibility to the donor, and appropriate recognition, the document brought fundraising issues 

to the forefront of museums’ consciousness. Still, there has never been a study examining the 

extent to which stewardship elements are fulfilled by these museums. 

Research Questions 

Based on the literature reviewed, five research questions and seven subset questions were 

posed that seek to describe the stewardship practices of museums accredited by AAM. In 

answering the following question, the research not only determines the extent to which 

stewardship is practiced, but also the degrees to which each of its four elements are 

implemented. This research contributes to the body of knowledge as there have been few studies 
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on the practice of stewardship and none on its four elements or stewardship practice by members 

of this population.  

• RQ1: To what extent do museums accredited by the American Association of Museums 
(AAM) practice stewardship? 

• RQ1a: To what extent do AAM-accredited museums practice reciprocity? 

• RQ1b: To what extent do AAM-accredited museums practice responsibility? 

• RQ1c: To what extent do AAM-accredited museums practice reporting? 

• RQ1d: To what extent do AAM-accredited museums practice relationship 
nurturing? 

The relationship between the ethical practice of fundraising and carrying out stewardship 

has been raised in the literature. Also, as conceptualized in the ROPES model, organizational 

responsibility and accountability are embedded in the stewardship step. While scholarly literature 

espouses the ethical virtues of practicing stewardship, there have been no studies that examine 

the extent to which stewardship activities include ethical components.  

• RQ2: To what extent are activities identified with ethical behavior included in the 
stewardship practices of AAM-accredited museums? 

By determining if there is a relationship between the stewardship practices of AAM-

accredited museums and the amount of money these museums raise, researchers can better 

understand the outcomes of stewardship. The relationship between stewardship and money raised 

has not been examined in previous studies. The following research question is based upon 

fundraising theory and the widely accepted notion that previous donors give more and give more 

frequently if the organization implements stewardship practices (Fredricks, 2001).  

• RQ3: To what extent is there a relationship between the practice of stewardship and the 
amount of money raised by AAM-accredited museums during the past year? 

Though data about the amount of money raised by museums provides some insight into the 

outcomes of stewardship implementation, the greatest value of the step is maintaining high-
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quality relationships with donors, who are the most viable prospects for future gifts. Using three 

of Hon and Grunig’s (1999) relationship dimensions, the following research questions seek to 

measure the quality of the organizations’ relationships with donors. 

• RQ4: To what extent do senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums perceive that 
relationships with donors are of high quality? 

• RQ4a: To what extent do senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums perceive 
that donors trust the organization? 

• RQ4b: To what extent do senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums perceive 
that donors are satisfied with the organization? 

• RQ4c: To what extent do senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums perceive 
that donors are committed to the organization? 

Data on relationship dimensions will be used to analyze the relationship between 

stewardship practice and the perceived quality of the museums’ relationships with their donors.  

Relationship quality provides a second indicator of fundraising effectiveness, one that is 

theoretically richer than the amount of money raised.  By answering the following question, the 

study contributes to both the body of knowledge about fundraising and expands knowledge on 

the public relations theory of relationship management. 

• RQ5: To what extent is there a relationship between the practice of stewardship and the 
quality of museum-donor relationships? 
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Figure 2-1. ROPES process model of fundraising. 

(Used with permission of K.S. Kelly, personal communication, October 15, 2008) 
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    Impact 

Programming 30% 
    Planning 
 Strategies 
 Tactics 
    Implementing 
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 Solicitation 

  Stewardship 20% 
   Reciprocity 
   Responsibility 
   Reporting 
   Relationship Nurturing 

  Evaluation 15% 
    Preparation 
    Process 
 Tactics 
 Objectives 
    Program  
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I. Interpersonal Communication 
• Major Gifts Programs 

a. Face-to-Face Conversations 
b. Telephone Conversations 
c. Personal Letters 
 

II. Controlled Media Communication 
•    Annual Giving Programs 

a.    Direct Mail 
b.    Special Events 
c.    Publications (Newsletters, Brochures, and Flyers) 
d.    Internet (Web sites, E-mail, and Blogs) 
e.    Paid Advertisements 
 

III. Mass Media (Uncontrolled) Communication 
•    Annual Giving Programs 

a.    Editorials and Op-Ed Pieces 
b.    News Releases and Story Placements 

__________________________________________________________ 
Figure 2-2. Hierarchy of fundraising tactics by three levels of communication and two primary 

programs. 

(Modified from Kelly, K.S. (1998). Effective fund-raising management. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates. ) 
 
NOTE: 
Interpersonal: Direct communication between people 
Controlled Media: Mediated communication through channels controlled by the organization 
Mass Media: Mediated communication through uncontrolled channels (e.g., newspapers, 
television, and radio) 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHOD 

This study researches the practice of the four stewardship elements by fundraising staff at 

museums accredited by the AAM, the inclusion of ethical behavior in stewardship activities, and 

the average amount of money raised by accredited museums. It also studies the extent to which 

senior fundraisers perceive that their organization’s relationships with donors exhibit three 

relationship dimensions, and whether there is a relationship between the practice of stewardship 

and high quality relationships with donors. Because the population studied is large and 

geographically dispersed and quantitative data were desired to answer the research questions, a 

survey was deemed the most suitable research method for this study. A survey is a “system for 

collecting information from or about people to describe, compare, or explain their knowledge, 

attitudes, and behavior” (Fink, 2003).  

Surveys are the most commonly used research method in public relations (Stacks, 2002). 

Mail surveys offer a number of advantages, including a greater degree of privacy for respondents 

and the ability to efficiently survey respondents who are located in a number of geographic 

regions (Bickman & Rog, 1998). Additionally, mail surveys allow respondents to answer 

questions at times that are convenient for them. The use of other types of survey administration, 

such as telephone interviews, could impede the collection of thoughtful responses from 

participants.  

The response rate is the “proportion of people, households, or institutions that are selected 

for a study from whom or about which data are successfully collected” (Bourque & Fielder, 

2003, p. 245). There are a number of tactics suggested by Bourque and Fielder that have the 

potential to increase the response rate. In addition to the survey instrument, researchers should 

provide a cover letter explaining the purpose of the study, offer their contact information, stress 
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the importance of the study, and explain how the responses will be used. Including a return 

envelope that is stamped and addressed to the researchers provides a way for members of the 

sample to respond without incurring any costs. Personalizing the mailings also increase the 

response rate. Finally, the “surest way” (p. 159), to increase response rates is to follow up the 

initial survey with a letter, postcard, or phone call ten days to two weeks after the survey has 

been mailed. 

Population 

The population of interest is the senior fundraisers at all museums accredited by the AAM. 

One of the highest distinctions of quality a museum can achieve is to be awarded AAM 

accreditation. The association is the only organization that represents the entire range of 

museums, which consist of “art, history, science, military and maritime, and youth museums, as 

well as aquariums, zoos, botanical gardens, arboretums, historic sites, and science and 

technology centers” (AAM, “About AAM,” n.d.). Since 1906, AAM has brought museums 

together to develop standards and best practices and to share knowledge. The organization 

currently represents more than 3,000 institutions and more than 15,000 museum employees and 

volunteers. 

AAM began the accreditation program in 1971, to recognize “museums’ commitment to 

excellence, accountability, high professional standards, and continued institutional 

improvement” (AAM, “A higher standard,” n.d.). The number of museums that are currently 

AAM-accredited is 774. To qualify for accreditation, a museum must meet a variety of criteria, 

some of which include having the financial resources to operate efficiently, being educational in 

nature, and using and interpreting objects or a site for presentation to the general public (AAM, 

2004). Museums of different disciplines, governing structures, and budgets can receive 

accredited status. Because of these differences, there is no single standard by which all museums 
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are measured, but all of the museums undergo the same rigorous accreditation process. The two 

questions guiding the process are how well the museum achieves its mission and how well the 

museum’s practices meet the standards and best practices appropriate to its situation.  

Museums apply for the opportunity to undergo an accreditation review process, beginning 

first with the preparation stage (AAM, “About the accreditation process,” n.d.). During this 

stage, museum professionals determine the museum’s readiness to participate in the process and 

speak with AAM staff about their intentions. If staff members believe that they are ready to 

advance in the process, the museum submits an official application form. Professionals at the 

museum then conduct a year-long self-study to assess the museum’s mission and goals and 

whether they are being fulfilled. Once the self-study is complete, the AAM conducts an 

accreditation commission review. During this stage, a commission comprised of seven or nine 

senior museum officials reviews the self-study and determines how to proceed (AAM, “About 

the accreditation commission,” n.d.). If the commission grants interim approval of accreditation 

for the museum, the process advances to a site visit conducted by two peer reviewers. This visit 

allows the reviewers to check the accuracy of the self-study by observing the museum and 

gathering new information. Upon the conclusion of their visit, the peer reviewers write a report 

explaining their experiences. Finally, the accreditation commission reviews all of the reports and 

makes a final determination that results in one of four decisions: grant accreditation, table the 

decision, deny the museum accreditation, or defer the decision. If accredited, museums enjoy the 

benefits of increased credibility and recognition within the field (AAM, “Benefits of AAM 

accreditation,” n.d.). 

A variety of different disciplines are represented in the 774 museums that are currently 

accredited. Art museums and centers are the most well-represented, making up 42% of museums 
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accredited by the association (AAM, 2008). History museums make up 24% of the accredited 

museums. Historic houses/sites are 8%; general museums, 8%; natural history museums, 8%; 

science/technology museums, 3%; specialized museums, 2%; and arboretums/ botanical gardens, 

2%. Zoological parks and children’s/youth museums comprise 1% each. Nature centers and 

aquariums each account for less than 1% of accredited museums.   

By accrediting museums with a variety of operating budgets, the AAM is eliminating the 

myth that an institution must have a large operating budget to be considered a leader. Seventeen 

percent of accredited museums operate on budgets of $500,000 or less (AAM, 2008). Forty nine 

percent have budgets between $500,000 and $3 million. A quarter of museums operate with 

budgets of $3,000,001 to $14.9 million. Only 9% of accredited museums have an annual budget 

of more than $15 million. 

The number of staff members employed by a museum may have an impact on the extent to 

which an organization participates in stewardship activities. Having multiple paid fundraisers on 

staff can increase the time available for fundraisers to employ stewardship tactics, as well as the 

amount of money raised. AAM does not supply figures for the number of fundraisers employed 

by accredited institutions, but it does give statistics for the number of all staff members. Half of 

accredited museums are in the smallest range, employing 30 people or fewer (AAM, 2008). 

Twenty four percent of museums have 31 to 100 staff members. Seven percent have 101 to 200 

staff members. Only 5% of museums employ more than 200 people. It should be noted that 32 of 

the 774 museums have not reported the number of staff members.  

The varying disciplines, budgets, and staff sizes make accredited museums a somewhat 

complex population for study. Though some of the accredited museums have served as members 

of samples for studies about educational programs or attendance, museum fundraisers have never 
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served as the population for a study about stewardship. By studying this population, this research 

advances the body of knowledge about the fundraising function of museums and the 

implementation of stewardship. 

Sample 

From the AAM Web site (“List of accredited museums,” n.d.), the researcher obtained a 

list of the names of the 774 AAM-accredited museums. To assemble the final sampling frame, 

the researcher visited the Web sites of each of the museums to gather the name, title, and mailing 

address for the senior fundraiser at each museum. If a staff fundraiser was not listed on the Web 

site, the researcher e-mailed the general information address listed on the Web site and inquired 

about whether the museum employed a senior fundraiser and the fundraiser’s contact 

information. If a general e-mail address was not listed or the museum did not reply to the e-mail, 

the researcher called the museum. If staff members at the museums answered that the 

organization did not have a person responsible for the fundraising function, the museum was 

removed from the sampling frame. If a name and contact information was given, the museum 

was kept in the final sampling frame. The final sampling frame consisted of 450 senior 

fundraisers. 

From this sampling frame, 400 members of the population were randomly chosen for 

study. Using a table of random numbers, the researcher determined a starting point for the 

selection of the sample and then, rotating through the list of the qualified population, selected 

every second name until the sample consisted of 400 senior museum fundraisers. A sample of 

400 provides a 95% confidence level for the study’s findings (Stacks, 2002).  
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Instrument Design 

The data-gathering instrument, consisting of three sections, was organized in a manner 

similar to Waters’ (2007) study. A complete copy of the questionnaire is located in Appendix A. 

The following is a summary of the contents of the questionnaire.  

General questions about the AAM-accredited museum for which the fundraisers worked 

comprised the first part of the questionnaire. Respondents were asked to answer closed-ended 

questions about the discipline of the museum, the number of staff members in the entire 

organization, and the size of the organization’s budget. These questions were measured on 

nominal or ordinal scales. Open-ended items asked for the number of staff members employed in 

the fundraising department and the total amount of private gifts the organization received during 

the previous year. These questions were measured using a ratio scale. 

The second part of the questionnaire dealt with the overall ROPES process of fundraising. 

To determine the extent to which museum fundraisers follow the process model, participants 

were asked to fill in a percentage between 0% and 100% for the amount of time they or others on 

their fundraising staff spend on each of the steps of Research, Objectives, Programming – broken 

down by planning and implementation, Evaluation, and Stewardship. It was explained that the 

total for the six items should equal 100%. 

The third part asked respondents to evaluate their stewardship practices and views of the 

organization’s relationships with annual giving donors and with major gift donors. Respondents 

were asked the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with 31 statements, which used a nine-

point Likert scale with answers ranging from “Strongly Disagree” (1) to “Strongly Agree” (9), 

providing an interval scale for responses. The 31 statements measured the four elements of 

stewardship, with four items for each element, and three relationship dimensions, with five items 

for each dimension. 
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Addressing stewardship first, the four variables measured were reciprocity, responsibility, 

reporting, and relationship nurturing. The variables were operationalized into 16 measurement 

items. Of the 16 items, two were adopted unchanged from Waters’ (2007) study, eight were 

modified from items used by Waters, and six were developed for this study. In other words, 

37.5% of the items were original. Of the four items that measured each stewardship element, 

three items worded positively toward the AAM-accredited museums and one reversed, except for 

relationship nurturing, which had two positive and two negative items. An example of an item 

measuring reciprocity was: “Donors are confident that the organization appreciates their gifts.” The 

stewardship variables and the 16 items used to measure them are presented in chapter 4, in tables that 

report the results of the study. 

Intermingled with the stewardship items were items measuring the three relationship 

dimensions of trust, satisfaction, and commitment. The variables and the 15 items used to 

measure them are presented in tables in chapter 4. The relationship dimension items originated as 

suggestions by Hon and Grunig (1999), which Waters (2007) used in his study. All 15 items 

were adopted unchanged for this study. An example of an item measuring trust is: “Donors feel 

confident about the organization’s ability to accomplish its mission.” Of the five items measuring 

each relationship dimension, four were worded positively toward the accredited museums and one 

was reversed.  

The final part of the questionnaire was comprised of questions measuring six demographic 

variables, one item for each variable. Senior fundraisers were asked to identify their gender, age, 

and race. The section also included items asking about respondents’ professional experience. 

They were asked to identify the number of years they have spent in their current position, the 

number of years of fundraising experience they have, and the highest level of formal education 

they have completed. Five of the six questions were closed-ended, with the variables measured 
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on nominal or ordinal scales. The question regarding years of fundraising experience was open-

ended, thereby using a ratio scale. 

Data Collection 

After receiving approval of the study from the university’s Institutional Review Board in 

December 2008, the researcher conducted a pre-test with senior fundraisers at four museums. All 

of the pre-test respondents were female, but their ages varied considerably. Three of the 

respondents were employed at AAM-accredited museums, but the fourth was not. Chosen using 

a convenience sample, the four respondents completed the questionnaire and participated in a 

phone interview when they were asked to identify any items that were difficult to answer or 

confusing. 

The survey packets were compiled in December 2008. The survey and informed consent 

document were printed on the front and back of 8½ x 11 in., white paper. Copies of the 

questionnaire and informed consent document are presented in Appendix A and Appendix B, 

respectively. 

The cover letters were printed on University of Florida Department of Public Relations 

letterhead. The researcher determined that printing the cover letters on letterhead from the 

university would increase the likelihood that fundraisers would identify the survey as legitimate, 

increasing the response rate. Using the mail merge function in Microsoft Word, the researcher 

personalized the cover letter for each member of the sample. Each cover letter also was 

personally signed by the researcher. A copy of the cover letter can be found in Appendix C.  

The personalized cover letter and copies of the informed consent document and 

questionnaire were inserted in a #10 carrier envelope. Also included in the envelope was a self-

addressed, stamped #9 reply envelope for respondents to return completed surveys to the 

researcher.  
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The questionnaires were mailed first-class via United States Postal Service to members of 

the sample in January 2009. A postcard printed on white, 50 lb. cardstock reminding members of 

the sample to complete the questionnaire was mailed seven days later. A copy of the postcard’s 

text is located in Appendix D. The cover letter, a note at the end of the questionnaire, and the 

postcard requested that participants complete the questionnaire and return it and the informed 

consent document to the researcher by a date that was approximately two weeks after the initial 

mailing. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

This chapter presents the results of the study. To begin, descriptions of the respondents’ 

demographics are given, showing how respondents’ organizations compare to the overall 

population of senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums. The chapter then describes the 

procedures used to analyze the data collected and answer the research questions posed in chapter 

2. Findings are organized by the research question and reported.  

Respondents 

Of the 400 questionnaires mailed, one was returned because of an invalid address. The 

researcher was unable to find a different address for the museum, reducing the sample size to 

399. A total of 144 senior fundraisers, each representing a single accredited museum, completed 

and returned useable questionnaires, yielding a response rate of 36%. 

Responses to demographic and organizational questions indicate that the respondents and 

the organizations they represent do not differ significantly from the population selected for study, 

allowing results to be generalized to fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums. 

Of the 144 respondents, 78.5% were female. Caucasians comprised 93.1% of respondents, 

but there were respondents who identified themselves as Hispanic/Latino (1.4%), African 

American/Black (0.7%), or Asian (0.7%). Generally, respondents were well-educated, with 

51.4% holding a bachelor’s degree as their highest level of completed education, 38.2% holding 

a master’s degree, and 2.1% with a doctorate. Their reported years of experience in fundraising 

ranged from less than one year to 32 years, with a median and average of 15 years of experience 

(M = 15.18, SD = 8.59).  

Mirroring discipline representation among accredited museums, senior fundraisers at art 

museums/centers comprised the largest segment of respondents at 45.1% (as reported in chapter 
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3, art museums/centers account for 42% of AAM-accredited museums). The second largest 

group, 16.7%, represented history museums, which also is the second largest group of accredited 

museums. Fundraisers at historic houses/sites accounted for 10.4% of respondents, followed by 

those at natural history museums (6.9%) and at general museums (5.6%). The remaining 15.3% 

of respondents represented the following disciplines in descending order:  science and 

technology museums (3.5%), specialized museums (3.5%), arboretums/botanical gardens (3.5%), 

zoological parks (2.8%), nature centers (0.7%) and children’s/youth museums (0.7%). The only 

discipline not represented in the study is aquariums, which is of minor concern as less than 1% of 

accredited museums are aquariums.  

Respondents represented both small and large museums, although the proportion of 

smaller museums is notably less than their proportion among AAM-accredited museums – 

logically because they are less likely to have fundraisers on staff.  For example, as reported in 

chapter 3, 17% of accredited museums have annual operating budgets of $500,000 or less, but 

only 6.3 % of the fundraisers participating in this study worked at such small museums.  The 

largest portion of this study’s respondents (38.2%) were employed at museums with an annual 

budget of more than $5 million, followed by those at museums with an annual budget of $1 

million to $3 million (25%) and $3 million to $5 million (20.1%). Only 16.7% of the 

participating fundraisers worked at museums with annual budgets of $1 million or less. 

A different measure of size, number of staff members employed, yielded similar findings. 

Whereas half (50%) of accredited museums employ 30 or fewer people, about one-third (36.8%) 

of the fundraisers participating in this study worked at these smaller museums. Yet this study’s 

respondents were spread somewhat evenly across museums of all sizes. In addition to the 
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percentage just reported, 38.2% of the respondents worked at museums employing 31 to 100 

staff members and 24.3% worked at museums employing 101 or more staff members.  

Although comparative statistics on all AAM-accredited museums do not exist, this study’s 

respondents reported that the number of staff members employed in their fundraising 

departments ranged from 1 to 58, with a median of 3.25 staff members. The amount of private 

gifts received by their organizations in the past year ranged from $178 to $85 million, with a 

median of $1.2 million in private support. 

Data Analysis 

The responses were coded by the researcher, who assigned a numeric value to each 

possible answer to all closed-ended items. Responses to open-ended questions were entered as 

the value given. All values were then entered into SPSS©. After entering responses, the 

researcher cleaned the data, confirming where there were missing values in the questionnaires 

and correcting all errors in data entry. Before analyzing the data, responses to items that were 

reverse worded in the questionnaire were changed to ensure the consistent, positive direction of 

all responses. Not all respondents answered each item measuring each variable. The number of 

responses for individual items ranged from 125 to 144. 

The first research question and four subset questions sought to determine the extent to 

which stewardship and its elements are practiced by AAM-accredited museums. To answer 

research questions 1a, 1b, 1c, and 1d, eight indexes were created. Four of the indexes quantified 

the stewardship elements of reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship nurturing as 

practiced with annual giving donors. The other four indexes quantified the same stewardship 

elements as practiced with major gift donors. To form each stewardship element index, the 

responses to the four items measuring each variable were averaged. Standard deviations for each 
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of the means were noted to determine how closely the responses were grouped to the mean, and 

reliability was tested. 

Analysis revealed that the reliability of the two indexes dealing with the element of 

responsibility, as practiced with annual giving donors and major gift donors, could be 

substantially improved by removing one of the four items. The item, which was stated in reverse 

was, “The organization uses gifts where needed, regardless of donors’ preferences.” The item 

was removed, and the means, standard deviations, and alphas of the two indexes were 

recalculated. The revised indexes were used in all subsequent analysis.  

Two-tailed, paired sample t-tests were used to determine whether there is a significant 

difference between the practice of each stewardship element with annual giving donors and 

major gift donors. This test and others followed the 95% rule for determining significance.  

Research question 1 required the creation of two more indexes to represent the overall 

practice of stewardship with annual giving donors and major gift donors. To create the 

stewardship index for annual giving donors, the scores on the annual giving donor reciprocity, 

responsibility, reporting, and relationship nurturing indexes were summed and averaged. The 

process was duplicated with the major gift donor indexes to create the stewardship index for 

major gift donors. Again, a two-tailed, paired sample t-test was conducted to determine if there is 

a statistically significant difference between the two types of donors, and reliability was tested. 

Research question 2 sought to determine the extent to which activities identified with 

ethical behavior are included in the stewardship practices of accredited museums. Two dummy 

variables comprised of responses to six stewardship items were created to answer the research 

question. The six items measured the variables of responsibility and reporting, two stewardship 

elements strongly related to the ethical practice of fundraising. By summing and calculating the 



 

58 

means of the scores on the six items, two indexes measuring ethical activities with annual giving 

donors and major gift donors were created. To determine if there is a difference between the 

ethical activities in stewardship practices with annual giving donors and major gift donors, a 

two-tailed, paired sample t-test was conducted. 

The third research question proposed an examination of whether there is a relationship 

between the practice of stewardship and the amount of money raised by accredited museums 

during the past year. To answer this question, the researcher referenced the open-ended item 

asking respondents how much their organization received in private gifts during the past year and 

the annual giving donor and major gift donor stewardship indexes created to answer research 

question 1. A Pearson’s correlation test was conducted to determine if there is a relationship 

between the extent to which stewardship is practiced and the amount of money raised. The 

researcher also conducted a Pearson’s correlation test to see if there is a connection between the 

amount of money raised by accredited museums and the percentage of time spent on 

stewardship. 

The statistical processes used to answer research question 4 were similar to analyses used 

to answer the first research question. The fourth question sought to determine the extent to which 

senior fundraisers perceive that their relationships with donors are high quality. Before 

answering the broader question about the quality of donors’ relationships with the organization, 

individual relationship dimensions were analyzed.  

Fundraisers’ perceptions of the presence of trust, satisfaction, and commitment in 

relationships with annual giving donors and major gift donors were measured by creating six 

indexes. To create these indexes, the responses to the items measuring each variable were 

averaged and standard deviations were calculated.  
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The reliability of the indexes was tested, revealing that the deletion of one item from the 

commitment indexes (annual giving donors and major gift donors) would substantially improve 

their reliability. The researcher deleted the item that was stated in reverse as “It is not apparent to 

donors that the organization wants to maintain a relationship with them.” The mean scores and 

standard deviations were recalculated to reflect the change. Two-tailed, paired t-tests were used 

to determine if there is a significant difference between the quality of each of the three 

relationship dimensions as they related to annual giving donors and major gift donors.  

To answer research question 4, two indexes were created to quantify the quality of the 

organizations’ overall relationships with annual giving donors and major gift donors. The annual 

giving donor overall relationship index was created by averaging the means of the trust, 

satisfaction, and commitment indexes. The process was duplicated for major gift donors. To 

determine if there were any differences between the quality of the organization’s overall 

relationships with annual giving donors and major gift donors, a two-tailed, paired sample t-test 

was implemented. 

Research question five sought to determine if there is a relationship between the practice of 

stewardship and the quality of relationships AAM-accredited museums have with their donors. 

The indexes created to answer research questions one and four were analyzed again to answer 

question five. To determine if there was a relationship between the two sets of variables, a 

Pearson’s correlation test was conducted. The test calculated the degree of correlation between 

the annual giving donor stewardship index and the annual giving donor overall relationship 

index. The same test was also conducted with the two major donor indexes.  
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Research Question 1 And Subset Questions 

Research Question 1a 

RQ1a: To what extent do AAM-accredited museums practice reciprocity? To answer 

RQ1a, two indexes were created to measure AAM-accredited museums’ practices of reciprocity 

with annual giving donors and major gift donors. The mean scores and standard deviations of 

responses on the four items and for the two indexes are presented in Table 4-1. 

As shown in Table 4-1, the mean score of the reciprocity index for annual giving donors is 

8.17 (SD = .97), whereas the mean score for the reciprocity index for major gift donors is slightly 

higher, 8.34 (SD = .96). A two-tailed, paired sample t-test revealed a significant difference 

between the two mean scores (t = -4.36, df = 143, p <.001). In other words, analysis reveled that, 

according to their senior fundraisers, accredited museums are above the midpoint of the scale in 

their practice of reciprocity with both annual giving donors and major gift donors, but they 

practice reciprocity significantly more with major gift donors. Because respondents’ answers 

were above the midpoint of the scale, they are considered above average.  

Cronbach’s alpha for the reciprocity index for annual giving donors is .55. For the index 

for major gift donors, Cronbach’s alpha is .47. The alphas for the two reciprocity indexes are 

probably low because the items used to measure the variable are modified items or original to 

this study. Three of the items were modified from Waters’ (2007) study, and one item was 

entirely new. Though not ideal, relatively low levels of reliability are not uncommon when using 

indicators that have not been tested previously, keeping in mind that 37.5% of the items used to 

measure stewardship were original to this study, and 50% were modified from Waters’ (2007) 

study. Bowers and Courtwright (1984) assert that alphas as low as .60 are acceptable for indexes 

that include original items.  
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Responses to individual items revealed greater detail about the reciprocity practices of 

accredited museums. Mean scores for the item about whether donors are confident that the 

organization appreciates their gifts are higher for major gift donors (M = 8.39, SD = 0.90) than 

annual giving donors (M = 8.04, SD = 1.06).  The difference between the two mean scores was 

significant (t = -5.91, df = 135, p <.001). This means that although senior museum fundraisers 

believe donors are above average in their confidence that the organization appreciates their gifts, 

they perceive major gift donors to be significantly more confident of the organization’s 

appreciation than annual giving donors.  

The mean score for the item measuring whether AAM-accredited museums recognize 

major gift donors as friends is 8.23 (SD = 1.51). For senior fundraisers’ perspectives about 

annual giving donors, the mean score for the item measuring the same statement is lower (M = 

7.92, SD = 1.47), with a difference between the two that is significant (t = -3.933, df = 140, p 

<.001). In other words, according to senior fundraisers, AAM-accredited museums are 

significantly more likely to recognize major gift donors as friends than they are to recognize 

annual giving donors as friends, but they are above average in recognizing both types of donors 

as friends.  

For the item measuring whether AAM-accredited museums acknowledge annual giving 

donors’ gifts in a timely and appropriate manner, the mean score is 7.89 (SD = 2.17). The mean 

score for major gift donors is 7.97 (SD = 2.22). This means that senior fundraisers perceive that 

AAM-accredited museums are above average in acknowledging gifts in a timely and appropriate 

manner. The mean scores for the items measuring whether accredited museums always send 

thank-you letters for gifts are 8.78 (SD = .90) for annual giving donors and 8.72 (SD = 1.25) for 

major gift donors. In other words, senior fundraisers perceive that accredited museums are above 
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average in sending thank-you letters for gifts from both types of donors. Analysis of these items 

revealed that AAM-accredited museums are above average in acknowledging gifts in a timely 

and appropriate manner and always sending thank-you notes for gifts, but there is not a 

significant difference in the extent to which the museums practice these actions with annual 

giving donors in comparison to major gift donors.  

Answering research question 1a, museums accredited by the American Association of 

Museums are above average in the practice of reciprocity, but they practice reciprocity 

significantly more with major gift donors than with annual giving donors.  

Research Question 1b 

RQ1b: To what extent do AAM-accredited museums practice responsibility? To answer 

research question 1b, additional indexes were created. As shown in Table 4-1, the mean score for 

the annual giving donor responsibility index is 7.79 (SD = 1.12). The major gift donor 

responsibility index is higher at 8.03 (SD = 1.13). Cronbach’s alphas for the indexes are .73 and 

.79 respectively. After a two-tailed, paired sample t-test, the difference between the mean scores 

of the two indexes was found to be statistically significant (t = -5.15, df = 143, p <.001). This 

means that, according to senior fundraisers, the practice of responsibility is above average in 

AAM-accredited museums’ relationships with major gift donors and annual giving donors, but 

responsibility is practiced significantly more in relationships with major gift donors.  

Analyses of individual items provide more specific details about accredited museums’ 

practice of responsibility. Results show that the mean score of the item measuring how confident 

annual giving donors are that their gifts will be used economically and efficiently is 7.90 (SD = 

1.15). The mean score is higher for major gift donors at 8.10 (SD = 1.14). According to a two-

tailed, paired sample t-test, the difference between the mean scores of the two items is 

statistically significant (t = -3.60, df = 140, p <.001). These results mean that senior fundraisers 
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perceive that both annual giving and major gift donors are above average in their confidence that 

accredited museums are using their gifts economically and efficiently, but major gift donors are 

significantly more confident. 

Responses from another item measuring the extent to which it is apparent to annual giving 

donors that accredited museums adhere to the highest ethical standards yielded a mean score of 

7.98 (SD = 1.27). The mean score for senior fundraisers’ perspectives about major gift donors is 

higher (M = 8.16, SD = 1.37). The difference between the mean scores for senior fundraisers’ 

perspectives about annual giving donors and major gift donors is statistically significant (t = -

3.31, df = 141, p <.001). In other words, according to fundraisers, annual giving donors and 

major gift donors are above average in their confidence that AAM-accredited museums adhere to 

the highest ethical standards, but major gift donors are more confident. Regardless of the 

disparity between the two groups, the mean of responses to this item were the highest of any item 

measuring responsibility, indicating that fundraisers believe both annual giving donors and major 

gift donors are very confident that accredited museums practice the highest standards of ethics. 

For the items measuring the extent to which AAM-accredited museums take the concerns of 

annual giving donors and other stakeholders into account when making decisions, the mean score is 

7.46 (SD = 1.68). The mean score for major gift donors is 7.81 (SD = 1.55). The difference between 

the two mean scores is statistically significant (t = -3.67, df = 140, p <.001). In other words, 

according to senior fundraisers, AAM-accredited museums are above average in taking donors’ and 

other stakeholders’ concerns into account, but they are more likely to take major gift donors’ 

concerns into account than annual giving donors’ concerns.  

The answer to research question 1b is that senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums 

perceive that accredited museums are above average in the practice of responsibility, but they 
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practice responsibility significantly more in their relationships with major gift donors than in 

their relationships with annual giving donors.  

Research Question 1c 

RQ1c: To what extent do AAM-accredited museums practice reporting? This research 

question sought to determine the extent to which museums reported to annual giving donors and 

major gift donors. The mean score for the annual giving donor reporting index is above average 

at 7.30 (SD = 1.55). For the major gift donor reporting index, the mean score is higher, 7.66 (SD 

= 1.41). The difference between the mean scores is statistically significant (t = -7.29, df = 143, p 

<.001), according to a two-tailed, paired sample t-test. This means that senior fundraisers 

perceive that accredited museums are above average in their practice of reporting to both annual 

giving donors and major gift donors, but they report to major gift donors significantly more than 

to annual giving donors.  

Yielding moderately reliable alphas, the two indexes measuring the practice of reporting 

among AAM-accredited museums produced alphas of .62 for the annual giving donor reporting 

index and .55 for the major gift donor reporting index. Analysis revealed that the reliability of 

the reporting indexes could not be significantly strengthened by deleting any of the items.  

Responses to two of the items revealed that major gift donors receive more information 

than annual giving donors about the uses of their gifts and the state of the organization’s 

finances. For the item measuring the extent to which accredited museums inform major gift 

donors about the state of the organization’s finances, the mean score is 7.36 (SD = 1.88). The 

mean score is lower for reporting about the organization’s finances to annual giving donors 

(M=6.69, SD = 2.13). According to a two-tailed, paired sample t-test, the difference between the 

two mean scores is statistically significant (t = -6.72, df = 142, p <.001). This means that senior 

fundraisers perceive that accredited museums are above average in their reporting to both types 
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of donors about the state of their organization’s finances, but they perceive museums’ reporting 

about the organizations’ finances to major gift donors to be greater.  

The mean score for the item measuring the extent to which accredited museums tell annual 

giving donors how their gifts were used is 7.13 (SD = 2.39), and for major gift donors, the mean 

score is higher at 7.75 (SD = 2.18). A two-tailed paired sample t-test revealed that the difference 

between the two mean scores is statistically significant (t = -4.93, df = 141, p <.001), meaning 

that although accredited museums are above average in telling both types of donors how their 

gifts are used, they tell major gift donors significantly more than annual giving donors, according 

to senior fundraisers. 

The IRS Form 990, a form reporting a nonprofit’s income to the IRS, must be completed 

by nonprofit organizations with a yearly income of more than $25,000. The mean scores for the 

item measuring how easy it is for donors to obtain this form is 8.0 (SD = 1.78) for annual giving 

donors and 8.06 (SD = 1.77) for major gift donors. This means that, according to senior 

fundraisers, AAM-accredited museums are above average in making it easy for both types of 

donors to obtain their Form 990s. Analysis revealed that, according to senior fundraisers, there is 

s no significant difference between annual giving donors and major gift donors in their ease of 

access to accredited museums’ Form 990s.  

The mean scores for the item measuring whether AAM-accredited museums’ annual 

reports details how much money is raised is 7.47 (SD = 2.67) for annual giving donors and 7.48 

(SD = 2.64) for major gift donors. This means that senior fundraisers perceive that accredited 

museums are above average in including how much money they raise in their annual reports. 

Analysis of the results revealed no significant difference between the mean scores for senior 

fundraisers’ perspectives of annual giving donors and major gift donors in regard to this item. 
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The answer to research question 1c, then, is senior fundraisers perceive that AAM-

accredited museums are above average in the practice of reporting with both annual giving and 

major gift donors. However, the museums practice the stewardship element of reporting with 

major gift donors more so than with annual giving donors.  

Research Question 1d 

RQ1d: To what extent do AAM-accredited museums practice relationship nurturing? 

Responses to the four items measuring relationship nurturing with annual giving donors 

produced an index mean score of 7.09 (SD = 1.33). The mean score of the major gift donor 

relationship nurturing index is 7.64 (SD = 1.26). When analyzed using a two-tailed, paired 

sample t-test, it was revealed that the mean scores of the two indexes are significantly different (t 

= -8.85, df = 143, p <.001). Findings of the analysis show that, according to their fundraisers, 

accredited museums are above average in the practice relationship nurturing with annual giving 

donors and major gift donors, but the museums practice relationship nurturing more with major 

gift donors. Though still above average for both groups of donors, the means of the relationship 

nurturing indexes were lower than indexes of the other three stewardship elements. 

The two indexes measuring relationship nurturing were moderately reliable, both 

surpassing Bowers’ and Courtwrights’ (1989) Cronbach’s alpha requirement of .60 for indexes 

that include original items. Cronbach’s alpha value for the major gift donor relationship 

nurturing index is .64. The reliability of the annual giving donor relationship index is slightly 

lower with a Cronbach’s alpha value of .62. Analysis revealed that deleting items from the scale 

would not significantly improve the reliability of the indexes. Comprised of one item adopted 

from Waters’ (2007) study and two items that were modified, the annual giving donor 

relationship nurturing index and the major gift donor relationship nurturing index had the highest 

Cronbach’s alphas of the indexes measuring stewardship elements. This is probably because 
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these items have been tested numerous times; only one item from the indexes was original to this 

study.  

Keeping donors involved and engaged in the organization is an effective way to nurture 

relationships. The mean score for the item measuring the extent to which accredited museums 

welcome donor involvement with annual giving donors is 7.37 (SD = 1.54). The mean score was 

higher for the major gift donor item (M = 7.95, SD = 1.22). The difference between the two 

means is statistically significant (t = -6.20, df = 142, p <.001). Analysis of these results produces 

the conclusions that senior fundraisers perceive accredited museums are above average in 

welcoming involvement in the organization from annual giving donors and major gift donors, but 

the museums welcome involvement from major gift donors more.  

Personalized attention is a key aspect of relationship nurturing. Mean scores for the items 

measuring the extent to which accredited museums give personalized attention is 8.28 (SD = 

1.21) for major gift donors and 6.99 (SD = 1.71) for annual giving donors. The difference 

between the two means is statistically significant (t = -9.65, df = 143, p <.001). In other words, 

senior fundraisers perceive that accredited museums are above average in giving both types of 

donors personalized attention, but they give significantly more personalized attention to major 

gift donors.  

Receiving the lowest levels of agreement from respondents was the statement (originally 

reversed) that “The organization is more concerned with its relationships with donors than with its 

fiscal well-being.” The mean score for this item when measuring relationship nurturing with 

annual giving donors is 6.58 (SD = 2.18). The mean score when measuring relationship nurturing 

with major gift donors is 6.77 (SD = 2.31). Although these means were the lowest of all the 

items measuring the practice of stewardship elements, senior fundraisers’ responses indicate that 
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accredited museums are still above average in their concern of relationships with both types of 

donors.  

Continued communication with donors is a way to nurture relationships with them. The 

mean score for the item stating that annual giving donors do not only hear from the organization 

when it is soliciting gifts is 7.39 (SD = 2.26). For major gift donors, the mean score is 7.51 (SD = 

2.22). This means that, according to senior fundraisers, AAM-accredited museums are above 

average in communicating with annual giving donors and major gift donors at times other than 

solicitation. Further analysis revealed that there is no significant difference between annual 

giving donors and major gift donors in regard to the amount that accredited museums 

communicate with them during times other than solicitation. 

In answer to research question 1d, senior fundraisers perceive that AAM-accredited 

museums are above average in the practice of relationship nurturing in relationships with annual 

giving donors and major gift donors, but the museums practice relationship nurturing 

significantly more with major gift donors.  

Research Question 1 

RQ1: To what extent do museums accredited by the American Association of Museums 

(AAM) practice stewardship? Comprised of the indexes of each element of stewardship, an 

annual giving donor and a major gift donor stewardship indexes were created to evaluate AAM-

accredited museums’ overall stewardship practices. The mean score for the annual giving donor 

stewardship index is 7.59 (SD = .98). The mean score for the major gift donor stewardship index 

is higher at 7.92 (SD = .92). A two-tailed, paired sample t-test revealed that there is a significant 

difference between the two mean scores (t = - 9.73, df = 143, p <.001). This means that senior 

fundraisers perceive that museums accredited by the American Association of Museums are 

above average in the practice of stewardship, but their stewardship with major gift donors is 
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significantly greater. The indexes measuring the practice of stewardship have strong reliability 

with a Cronbach’s alpha of .78 for the annual giving donor stewardship index and .77 for the 

major gift donor stewardship index.  

Reciprocity is the variable with the highest means for both annual giving donors (M = 

8.17, SD = 0.97) and major gift donors (M = 8.34, SD = 0.96), indicating that accredited 

museums practice this element more than the other three that comprise stewardship. For annual 

giving donors (M = 7.09, SD = 7.64) and major gift donors (M = 7.66, SD = 1.26), the 

relationship nurturing index had the lowest means of all the indexes measuring stewardship. 

Though still above average, accredited museums’ practices of relationship nurturing with donors 

falls short of the extent to which reciprocity, responsibility, and reporting are practiced, 

according to senior fundraisers.  

Answering research question 1, then, senior fundraisers perceive that museums accredited 

by the American Association of Museums are above average in their practice of stewardship with 

annual giving donors and major gift donors, but they practice stewardship more with major gift 

donors.  

Research Question 2 

RQ2: To what extent are activities identified with ethical behavior included in the 

stewardship practices of AAM-accredited museums? To answer research question 2, two dummy 

variables—one for annual giving donors and one for major gift donors—were assembled. 

Comprised of senior fundraisers’ responses to six items, each index measured the extent to which 

ethical behavior is included in the stewardship practices of accredited museums. The results can 

be found in Table 4-2.  

The mean score for the annual giving donor ethics index is 7.54 (SD = 1.17). The mean 

score for the major gift donor ethics index is higher, 7.88 (SD = 1.07). A two-tailed, paired 
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sample t-test revealed that the difference between the mean scores is significant (t = -8.75, df = 

143, p <.001). This means that AAM-accredited museums are above average in their practice of 

activities identified with ethical behavior with annual giving donors and major gift donors, but 

they practice these ethical activities more with major gift donors. Cronbach’s alpha for the 

annual giving donor ethics index is .73. The reliability of the major gift donor ethics index is 

slightly lower at .70. These alphas represent indexes with very high reliability. 

Examples of activities identified with ethical behavior include informing donors about the 

organization’s finances and the uses of their gifts. Results for these items, reported previously, 

show that senior fundraisers for accredited museums perceive their organizations as above 

average in reporting to major gift donors, with a mean score of 7.36 (SD = 1.88). The mean score 

for annual giving donors is 6.69 (SD = 2.13). The difference between the two mean scores is 

statistically significant, meaning that, according to senior fundraisers, AAM-accredited museums 

report about their organizations’ finances to major gift donors significantly more than to annual 

giving donors. Though both items are above average, the mean scores are the lowest of any items 

that comprise the ethics indexes.  

For the item measuring the extent to which accredited museums tell annual giving donors 

how their gifts were used, the mean score is 7.13 (SD = 2.39). The mean score for major gift 

donors is 7.75 (SD = 2.18). The difference between the two mean scores is statistically 

significant (t = -4.93, df = 141, p <.001), according to a two-tailed, paired sample t-test. This 

means that accredited museums are above average in telling annual giving donors and major gift 

donors how their gifts are used, but they tell major gift donors significantly more than annual 

giving donors. 
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Providing a copy of the IRS Form 990 to donors demonstrates transparency, as well as 

accountability. Results show that, according to fundraisers, AAM-accredited museums provide 

both types of donors with a copy of the form with relative ease. The mean score for the item 

measuring the ease with which annual giving donors can obtain a copy of the Form 990 is 8.0 

(SD = 1.78). The mean score for the item asking about major gift donors is 8.06 (SD = 1.77). In 

other words, accredited museums are above average in providing donors with access to a copy of 

their IRS Form 990.  

Each of the activities just described form donors’ perceptions of the organization and its 

practices. The mean score for the item measuring fundraisers’ views of how apparent it is to 

annual giving donors that their organization adheres to the highest ethical standards is 7.98 (SD = 

1.27). The mean score is higher for the item measuring activities associated with ethical behavior 

in relationships with major gift donors (M = 8.16, SD = 1.37). The difference between the two 

means is statistically significant (t = -3.31, df = 141, p <.001), according to a two-tailed, paired 

sample t-test. This means that, according to senior fundraisers, both types of donors are above 

average in their confidence that AAM-accredited museums adhere to the highest ethical 

standards, but major gift donors are more confident than annual giving donors.  

Using gift economically and efficiently are important ethical behaviors that should be 

included in the stewardship practices of accredited museums. For the item measuring how 

confident donors are that their gifts will be used economically and efficiently, the mean score is 

7.90 (SD = 1.15) for annual giving donors. For major gift donors, the mean score is 8.10 (SD = 

1.14). A two-tailed, paired sample t-test showed a statistically significant difference between the 

mean scores of the two items (t = -3.60, df = 140, p <.001). In other words, senior fundraisers 
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perceive that both types of donors are above average in their confidence that their gifts are being 

used economically and efficiently, but major gift donors are significantly more confident. 

The mean score for the item measuring the extent to which AAM-accredited museums take 

the concerns of donors and other stakeholders into account when making decisions is 7.46 (SD = 

1.68) for annual giving donors and 7.81 (SD = 1.55) for major gift donors. A two-tailed, paired 

sample t-test revealed a statistically significant difference between the mean scores (t = -3.67, df 

= 140, p <.001). This means that, according to senior fundraisers, AAM-accredited museums are 

above average in taking donors’ and other stakeholders’ concerns into account. Still, major gift 

donors’ concerns are more likely to be taken into account.   

The answer to research question 2 is that museums accredited by the American Association 

of Museums are above average in their inclusion of activities associated with ethical behavior in 

their stewardship practices with annual giving donors and major gift donors, but the 

organizations include more ethically associated activities in relationships with major gift donors.  

Research Question 3 

RQ3: To what extent is there a relationship between the practice of stewardship and the 

amount of money raised by AAM-accredited museums during the past year? As previously 

reported, the amount of private gifts raised by AAM-accredited museums in the year before the 

study ranged from $178 to $85 million, with a median of $1.2 million. Bivariate analysis using a 

Pearson’s correlation test revealed that there is not a statistically significant relationship between 

the amount of private gifts received by these organizations and the practice of stewardship with 

annual giving donors (r = .11, p >.05) or major gift donors (r = .12, p >.05). A museum’s above-

average practice of stewardship does not necessarily translate into receiving more private gifts, 

and the opposite is true as well.  
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Initially these findings seem to signal the dismissal of stewardship as a factor in the 

amount of money raised, but one must consider that this study does not allow for a multi-year 

comparison of stewardship and gifts raised at each individual organization. Multi-year, in-depth 

studies of a sample of museums are needed to determine if changes in an organization’s practice 

of stewardship impacts the amount of money raised. Such studies may produce results different 

from those of this study.  

Answering research question 3, then, there is no relationship between the practice of 

stewardship and the amount of private gifts raised in the last year, but additional studies should 

be conducted before definitive conclusions can be made.  

Research Question 4 And Subset Questions 

Research Question 4a 

RQ4a: To what extent do senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums perceive that 

donors trust the organization? To answer research question 4a, two indexes measuring the 

perceived levels of trust held by annual giving donors and major gift donors were created. As 

shown in Table 4-3, the mean score for the annual giving donor trust index is 7.76 (SD = .95). 

The major gift donor mean score is 8.04 (SD = .94). There is a significant difference between the 

two mean scores, according to a two-tailed, paired sample t-test (t = -7.56, df = 143, p <.001). 

Analysis shows that senior fundraisers perceive that annual giving donors and major gift donors 

have above-average levels of trust in AAM-accredited museums, but that major gift donors have 

significantly more trust than annual giving donors. The indexes are moderately reliable with a 

Cronbach’s alpha value of .63 for the annual giving donor index and .70 for the major gift donor 

index.  

Keeping promises to donors is the most basic aspect of building trust. For the item 

measuring the extent to which AAM-accredited museums keep promises with annual giving 
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donors, the mean score is 8.22 (SD = 1.06). The mean score for the item measuring the extent to 

which accredited museums keep promises to major gift donors is higher at 8.32 (SD = 1.05). 

This means that, according to senior fundraisers, AAM-accredited museums are above average in 

keeping promises made to both types of donors. No significant difference was found between the 

extent to which accredited museums keep promises to annual giving donors and the extent to 

which they keep promises to major gift donors. 

When a donor feels respected, they are more likely to open up to an organization. The 

mean score of the item measuring the extent to which senior fundraisers respect annual giving 

donors is 8.53 (SD = .88). The mean score for major gift donors is slightly higher at 8.65 (SD = 

.75). This means that senior fundraisers perceive that AAM-accredited museums are above 

average in their respect for both annual giving donors and major gift donors. Analysis revealed 

that there is not a significant difference between the mean scores for items measuring senior 

fundraisers’ perceptions of the respect that accredited museums have for annual giving donors 

and the respect they have for major gift donors.  

When donors are respected, it follows that an organization will take their opinions into 

account. The mean score for the item measuring the extent to which AAM-accredited museums 

take major gift donors’ opinions into account when making decisions is 7.43 (SD = 1.25). For 

annual giving donors, the mean score is lower (M = 6.51, SD = 1.57). The difference between 

the mean scores for annual giving donors and major gift donors is statistically significant (t = -

8.48, df = 139, p <.001). In other words, senior fundraisers perceive that AAM-accredited 

museums are above average in taking both types of donors’ opinions into account when making 

decisions, but they consider major gift donors’ opinions significantly more.  
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Believing that accredited museums can accomplish what they set out to do shows a level of 

trust. The mean score for the item measuring the level of confidence that annual giving donors 

have that accredited museums will accomplish their missions is 7.99 (SD = 1.16). For major gift 

donors, the mean score is higher (M = 8.19, SD = 1.06). The difference between the two means 

is statistically significant (t = -3.48, df = 141, p <.001). This means that senior fundraisers 

believe that both types of donors are above average in their confidence that AAM-accredited 

museums will accomplish their missions, but their responses indicate that major gift donors are 

more confident.  

When it comes to specific goals and objectives, though, the mean scores are lower. For the 

item measuring senior fundraisers’ perceptions of annual giving donors’ confidence that AAM-

accredited museums will accomplish their goals and objectives, the mean score is 7.50 (SD = 

2.29). The mean scores measuring senior fundraisers’ perceptions of major gift donors’ 

confidence in the same issue is higher at 7.54 (SD = 2.31). This means that senior fundraisers 

perceive that annual giving donors and major gift donors are both above average in their 

confidence that AAM-accredited museums can accomplish their goals and objectives. Analysis 

showed that there is no significant difference between major donors’ confidence and annual 

donors’ confidence in accredited museums’ abilities to accomplish their goals and objectives.  

Analysis of the results revealed that the answer to research question 4a is that senior 

fundraisers perceive that annual giving donors and major gift donors are above average in their 

level of trust in AAM-accredited museums, but major gift donors have significantly more trust.  

Research Question 4b 

RQ4b: To what extent do senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums perceive that 

donors are satisfied with the organization? This question sought to answer the extent to which 

donors are satisfied in their relationships with AAM-accredited museums. To answer the 
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research question, two indexes were created. The mean score of the annual giving donor 

satisfaction index is 7.90 (SD = .87), and the mean score of the major gift donor satisfaction 

index is 8.04 (SD = .92). There is a statistically significant difference between the two mean 

scores, as indicated by a two-tailed paired sample t-test (t = -3.54, df = 143, p <.001). In other 

words, senior fundraisers perceive that annual giving donors and major gift donors to AAM-

accredited museums are above average in their satisfaction of their relationships with the 

museums, but major gift donors are significantly more satisfied. High reliability is important 

when forming indexes, and both indexes measuring satisfaction are moderately reliable. 

Cronbach’s alpha for the annual giving donor satisfaction index is .69, and the alpha for the 

major gift donor satisfaction index is even higher at .74.  

The mean scores for the item measuring the extent to which annual giving donors enjoy 

dealing with AAM-accredited museums is 8.08 (SD = 1.01). The mean score for major gift 

donors is also above average at 8.28 (SD = 1.01). A two-tailed, paired sample t-test revealed no 

significant difference between the extent to which annual giving donors and major gift donors 

enjoy dealing with accredited museums. These results mean both types of donors are above 

average in their enjoyment of dealing with AAM-accredited museums, according to senior 

fundraisers. That does not mean that the relationship between donors and accredited museums is 

one-sided. The mean score is 8.26 (SD = 1.12) for the item measuring the extent to which senior 

fundraisers perceive that annual giving donors view their relationships with accredited museums 

as mutually beneficial to both parties. The mean score for responses for major gift donors is 8.26 

(SD = 1.28). A two-tailed, paired sample t-test showed a significant difference between the mean 

scores for annual giving donors and major gift donors (t = 6.54, df = 138, p <.001). This means 

that senior fundraisers perceive that both annual giving and major gift donors are above average 
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in viewing their relationships with AAM-accredited museums as beneficial to both parties, but 

senior fundraisers perceive that major gift donors hold that view significantly more than annual 

giving donors. 

The mean score for the item measuring the extent to which annual giving donors are happy 

with their interactions with AAM-accredited museums is 7.82 (SD = 1.07). For major gift 

donors, the mean score is 7.98 (SD = 1.08). In other words, senior fundraisers perceive that both 

annual giving donors and major gift donors are above average in their happiness with their 

interactions with AAM-accredited museums. Looking more broadly at the extent to which 

donors are pleased with their relationships with accredited museums, the mean score for annual 

giving donors is 7.63 (SD = 1.13). The mean score for major gift donors is 7.99 (SD = .99). This 

means that senior fundraisers perceive that both types of donors are above average in the level 

that they are pleased with their relationships with AAM-accredited museums. Analysis revealed 

that there are no significant differences between senior fundraisers’ perceptions of annual giving 

donors and major gift donors for the extent to which donors are happy with accredited museums 

or the extent to which they are pleased with their relationships with accredited museums. 

Also measuring satisfaction was the item, which was originally reversed, stating that 

AAM-accredited museums satisfy the needs of donors. For annual giving donors, the mean score 

is 7.70 (SD = 1.91), and the mean score for major gift donors is 7.69 (SD = 2.01). According to 

senior fundraisers, accredited museums are above average in satisfying the needs of both annual 

giving donors and major gift donors. No significant difference was found between annual giving 

donors and major gift donors for this item. 

The answer to research question 4b is that senior fundraisers perceive above-average levels 

of satisfaction with their organizations in relationships with both annual giving and major gift 
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donors, but major gift donors were perceived to be more significantly more satisfied with their 

relationships with accredited museums.  

Research Question 4c 

RQ4c: To what extent do senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums perceive that 

donors are committed to the organization? This question sought to determine the extent to which 

donors are committed to AAM-accredited museums. To answer this question, two indexes 

originally comprised of five items each were created. Analysis revealed that removing an item 

would significantly strengthen the indexes’ reliability to Cronbach’s alphas of .74 for the annual 

giving donors commitment index and .78 for the major gift donors commitment index.  

After these adjustments, the mean score of the annual giving donor commitment index was 

calculated as 7.40 (SD = 1.06). The mean score for the major gift donor commitment index is 

7.82 (SD = .10). Conducting a two-tailed, paired sample t-test, the difference between the two 

means was found to be statistically significant (t = -5.29, df = 141, p <.001). This means that 

senior fundraisers believe that annual giving donors and major gift donors are above average in 

their commitment to AAM-accredited museums, but major gift donors are significantly more 

committed.  

One benefit of committed donors is that they are involved with the organization for long 

periods of time, providing a foundation of support and stability. The mean score for the item 

measuring the extent to which donors know that AAM-accredited museums are trying to 

maintain long-term commitments with them is 7.31 (SD = 1.51) for annual giving donors and 

7.85 (SD = 1.20) for major gift donors. There is a significant difference between the two mean 

scores (t = -4.52, df = 141, p <.001). These results mean that senior fundraisers perceive that 

both annual giving donors and major gift donors are above average in their awareness that AAM-
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accredited museums are trying to maintain a long-term commitment with them, but major gift 

donors are more aware. 

Though there is not true competition for private gifts among nonprofit organizations, 

donors’ dedication or loyalty to one organization over another is indicative of high levels of 

commitment. For the items measuring donors’ commitment to AAM-accredited museums over 

other nonprofit organizations, the mean score for annual giving donors is 7.07 (SD = 1.31), and 

the mean score for major gift donors is 7.43 (SD = 1.31). The difference between the two mean 

scores is statistically significant (t = -3.94, df = 135, p <.001). In other words, senior fundraisers 

perceive that annual giving donors and major gift donors are above average in their commitment 

to AAM-accredited museums above other nonprofit organizations, but major gift donors are 

significantly more committed. 

The mean score for the item measuring whether annual giving donors would rather have a 

relationship with AAM-accredited museums than not is 7.64 (SD = 1.34). For major gift donors, 

the mean score is 7.98 (SD = 1.30). A two-tailed, paired sample t-test reveled that there is a 

significant difference between the two mean scores (t = -3.55, df = 141, p <.001). This means 

that senior fundraisers perceive that annual giving donors and major gift donors are above 

average in their belief that they would rather have a relationship with AAM-accredited museums 

than not, but major gift donors hold this belief more.  

The mean score for the item measuring the extent to which there is a long-lasting bond 

between annual giving donors and accredited museums is 7.53 (SD = 1.41). The mean score for 

major gift donors is 7.99 (SD = 1.34). Analysis revealed that there is a statistically significant 

difference between the two mean scores (t = -4.09, df = 141, p <.001). In other words, senior 
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fundraisers perceive above-average long-lasting bonds with annual giving donors and major gift 

donors, but more so with major gift donors.  

The answer to research question 4c is that senior fundraisers perceive that annual giving 

donors and major gift donors are above average in their level of commitment to AAM-accredited 

museums, but major gift donors are significantly more committed than annual giving donors.  

Research Question 4 

RQ4: To what extent do senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums believe that 

relationships with donors are of high quality? To answer research question 4, the three indexes 

measuring the relationship dimensions of satisfaction, trust, and commitment with annual giving 

donors and the three indexes measuring the same relationship dimensions with major gift donors 

were each added to create two indexes measuring the quality of AAM-accredited museums’ 

relationships with annual giving donors and major gift donors. The mean score for the annual 

giving donor overall relationship index is 7.69 (SD = .83). For the major gift donor overall 

relationship index, the mean score is 7.97 (SD = .87). A two-tailed, paired sample t-test revealed 

that the difference between the means of the relationship dimensions for annual giving donors 

and major gift donors is statistically significant (t = -8.85, df = 143, p <.001). In other words, 

senior fundraisers perceive that annual giving donors and major gift donors both have 

relationships with AAM-accredited museums that are above average in quality, but the quality of 

major gift donors’ relationships with accredited museums is better than annual giving donors’.  

The reliability for the annual giving donor overall relationship index is very strong with a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .83. For the major donor relationship dimension index, the reliability is even 

stronger with an alpha of .90.  

Of the indexes measuring relationship dimensions, satisfaction has the highest mean for 

major gift donors (M = 8.04, SD = 0.92) and annual giving donors (M = 7.90, SD = 0.87). These 
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results indicate that senior fundraisers perceive that donors to accredited museums are very 

satisfied with their relationships with the organizations.  

The answer to research question 4 is that senior fundraisers perceive that AAM-accredited 

museums have relationships with annual giving donors and major gift donors that are above 

average in quality, but the quality of relationships with major gift donors is significantly greater.  

Research Question 5 

RQ5: To what extent is there a relationship between the practice of stewardship and the 

quality of museum-donor relationships? Answering this research question required the 

comparison of the stewardship indexes and the relationship dimension indexes that were created 

to answer previous research questions. In summary of previous discussion, the mean score of the 

annual giving donor stewardship index is 7.59 (SD = .98), and the major gift donor stewardship 

index is 7.92 (SD = .92). The mean score of the annual giving donor overall relationship index is 

7.69 (SD = .83). The mean score of the major gift donor overall relationship index is higher 7.97 

(SD = .87). 

The reliability of the four indexes is strong. Cronbach’s alpha for the stewardship indexes 

is .78 for annual giving donors and .77 for major gift donors. Cronbach’s alpha for the annual 

donor overall relationship index is .83. The alpha for the major gift donor overall relationship 

index is .90.  

Results from a Pearson correlation test showed a strong, statistically significant correlation 

(R = .79, p < .01) between the practice of stewardship and the perception of the quality of 

relationships with annual giving donors. R2 =  .62, meaning the practice of stewardship explains 

62% of the variance in quality of relationships with annual giving donors. An even stronger 

correlation (R = .81, p < .01) was found between the practice of stewardship and the perception 

of the quality of relationships with major gift donors (R2 =  .66). These results indicate that with 
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the increased practice of stewardship comes higher quality relationships with both annual giving 

donors and major gift donors. The opposite is true as well; when an organization practices less 

stewardship, the quality of the organization’s relationships with both types of donors likely 

suffers.  

The answer to research question 5 is that there is a strong and significant relationship 

between the practice of stewardship and the quality of AAM-accredited museums’ relationships 

with annual giving donors and major gift donors.  

ROPES Model 

In addition to the findings that were analyzed and interpreted to answer the research 

questions, the study posed a multi-part question about the amount of time that senior fundraisers 

or members of their staff spend on each step of the ROPES process of fundraising. Using an 

open-ended format, respondents were asked to give a percentage of time spent on conducting 

formative research, formulating objectives, planning programming, implementing programming, 

evaluating efforts, and practicing stewardship.  

This study represents only the second time that the ROPES process has been measured in 

quantitative research. It is recalled from chapter 2 that in 2000, Kelly (2001a) conducted a 

telephone survey of members of the Association of Fundraising Professionals (AFP) who held 

Ph.D.s., which measured ROPES using a similar open-ended question. The study found that, on 

average, fundraisers spend 14.3% of their time on research, 13.8% on objectives, 39.3% on 

programming, 11.5% on evaluation, and 20.9% on stewardship. 

The findings from this thesis study are presented in Table 4-4, and are somewhat similar to 

those of Kelly (2001a) and the norms she established. It is recalled from chapter 2 that the 

ROPES model dictates that fundraisers should spend 20% of their time conducting research 

(Kelly, 2008). Senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums reported that they or a member of 
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their staff spend an average of 10.35% of their time conducting research (SD = 6.20), an amount 

considerably less than that reported by Kelly’s AFP members. Responses ranged from 0% to 

30%.  

Kelly asserted that fundraisers should spend 15% of their time forming objectives (Kelly, 

2008). Museum fundraisers spend an average of 11.02% of their time on formulating objectives, 

although there is large variation in their responses (SD = 9.05). For this item, the responses 

ranged from 0% to 65%.  

To gain a more detailed understanding of time spent on the programming step, it was 

divided into planning and implementing for this study. Kelly’s model states that fundraisers 

should spend 15% of their time on planning and 15% on implementation (Kelly, 2008). Results 

showed that respondents spent an average of 20.31% of their time planning programming (SD = 

10.12) and 28.39% implementing programming (SD = 14.64), which totals 48.70% spent on 

programming. Senior fundraisers’ responses for the percentage of time spent on planning ranged 

from 2% to 50%. For implementation, the responses ranged from 0% to 80%.  

Determining success of fundraising efforts through evaluation takes 8.26% of the 

fundraisers’ time (SD = 5.19), a percentage that is considerably less that Kelly’s recommended 

20%. The practice of stewardship commands 21.70% (SD = 15.18) of senior fundraisers’ time, a 

mean score extremely close to Kelly’s finding. The responses for the percentage of time spent on 

evaluation ranged from 0% to 25%. The reported time spent on stewardship ranged from 0% to 

80%.  

The results support Kelly’s theory that fundraising involves much more than the act of 

solicitation; it follows a systematic process captured in the ROPES model, although time spent 

on individual steps appears to vary among different populations. 
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It should be noted that the high percentage of time respondents reported for the practice of 

stewardship could have been biased by the questionnaire’s obvious emphasis on stewardship and 

continuing relationships with donors. The researcher tried to avoid this bias by placing the 

ROPES items at the beginning of the questionnaire, before respondents would answer questions 

about their museums’ relationships with donors, but the research method used allows 

respondents to answer items in the order in which they choose. 
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Table 4-1. Mean scores on stewardship and its elements for annual giving and major gift donors 
Item      Annual giving donors   Major gift donors 

 mean (SD)   mean (SD) 
Reciprocity 
The organization acknowledges gifts in a 7.89 (2.17)   7.97 (2.22) 
  timely and appropriate manner.  
  (Originally reversed)   
Donors are confident that the organization 8.04 (1.06)   8.39 ( .90) 
  appreciates their gifts. 
The organization always sends thank-you 8.78 ( .90)   8.72 (1.25) 
  letters for gifts. 
Because of their past giving, donors are  7.92 (1.47)   8.23 (1.51) 
  recognized as  friends by the organization. 
 
Reciprocity indexes    8.17 (  .97)   8.34 ( .96) 
Cronbach’s alpha      .55      .47 
 
Responsibility 
Donors have confidence that the organization 7.90 (1.15)   8.10 (1.14) 
  will use their gifts economically and  
  efficiently. 
Organizational decision making takes into 7.46 (1.68)   7.81 (1.55) 
  account the concerns of donors and other  
  stakeholders. 
It is apparent to donors that the organization 7.98 (1.27)   8.16 (1.37) 
  adheres to the highest ethical standards. 
 
Responsibility indexes    7.79 (1.12)   8.03 (1.13) 
Cronbach’s alpha      .73      .79 
 
Reporting 
The organization informs donors about its  6.69 (2.13)   7.36 (1.88) 
  finances.    
 
Donors can easily obtain the organization’s 8.0   (1.78)   8.06 (1.77) 
  most recent IRS Form 990. 
The organization tells donors how it has  7.13 (2.39)   7.75 (2.18) 
  used their gifts. (Originally reversed)   
The organization’s annual report details how 7.46 (2.67)   7.48 (2.64) 
  much money was raised in that year. 
 
Reporting indexes    7.30 (1.55)   7.66 (1.41) 
Cronbach’s alpha      .62      .53 
 
Relationship Nurturing 
The organization welcomes donors’   7.37 (1.54)   7.95 (1.22) 
  involvement.    
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Table 4-1. Continued. 
Item      Annual giving donors   Major gift donors 

mean (SD)   mean (SD) 
The organization is more concerned with 6.58 (2.17)   6.77 (2.31) 
  its relationships with donors than with  
  its fiscal well-being. (Originally reversed) 
Donors do not only hear from the   7.39 (2.26)   7.51 (2.22) 
  organization when it is soliciting gifts.   
  (Originally reversed) 
Donors receive personalized attention   6.88 (1.71)   8.28 (1.21) 
  from the organization.   
 
Relationship nurturing indexes   7.09 (1.33)   7.64 (1.26) 
Cronbach’s alpha      .62      .64 
 
Overall stewardship indexes   7.59 (  .98)   7.92 (  .92) 
Cronbach’s alpha      .78      .77 

 
(N = 144) 
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Table 4-2. Mean scores on ethical activities in stewardship for annual giving and major gift 
donors 

Item      Annual giving donors  Major gift donors 
      mean (SD)   mean (SD)  
The organization informs donors about its 6.69 (2.13)   7.36 (1.88) 
  finances. 
The organization tells donors how it has used  7.13 (2.39)   7.75 (2.18) 
  their gifts. (Originally reversed) 
Organizational decision making takes into 7.46 (1.68)   7.81 (1.55) 
  account the concerns of donors and other  
  stakeholders. 
Donors can easily obtain the organization’s 8.0   (1.78)   8.06 (1.77) 
  most recent IRS Form 990. 
It is apparent to donors that the organization 7.98 (1.27)   8.16 (1.37) 
  adheres to the highest ethical standards. 
Donors have confidence that the organization 7.90 (1.15)   8.10 (1.14) 
  will use their gifts economically and  
  efficiently. 
 
Ethics indexes     7.54 (1.17)   7.88 (1.07) 
Cronbach’s alpha      .73      .70 
 
(N=144) 
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Table 4-3. Mean scores for relationship dimensions for annual giving and major gift donors 
Item      Annual giving donors  Major gift donors 
      mean (SD)   mean (SD)  
Trust 
Donors believe that the organization takes 6.51 (1.57)   7.43 (1.25) 
  their opinions into account when making  
  decisions. 
Donors feel confident about the organization’s 7.99 (1.16)   8.19 (1.06) 
  ability to accomplish its mission. 
The organization respects its donors.  8.53 (  .88)   8.65 (  .75) 
Donors believe that the organization has the 7.50 (2.29)   7.54 (2.31) 
  ability to meet its goals and objectives.  
  (Originally reversed) 
The organization can be relied upon to keep  8.22 (1.06)   8.32 (1.05) 
  its promises.   
 
Trust indexes     7.76 (  .95)   8.04 (  .94) 
Cronbach’s alpha       .63      .70 
 
Satisfaction 
Most donors enjoy dealing with the  8.08 (1.01)   8.28 (  .96) 
  organization. 
Most donors are happy with their interactions 7.82 (1.07)   7.98 (1.08) 
  with the organization. 
Generally speaking, donors are pleased with  7.63 (1.13)   7.99 (  .99) 
  the relationship the organization has  
  established with them. 
The organization satisfies the needs of its 7.70 (1.91)   7.70 (2.01) 
  donors. (Originally reversed)  
Both the organization and its donors benefit 8.26 (1.12)   8.26 (1.28) 
  from the relationship. 
 
Satisfaction indexes    7.90 (  .87)   8.04 (  .92) 
Cronbach’s alpha      .69      .74 
 
Commitment 
It is apparent to donors that the organization 7.31 (1.51)   7.85 (1.20) 
  is trying to maintain a long-term commitment  
  with them. 
Compared to other nonprofit organizations, 7.07 (1.36)   7.43 (1.31) 
  donors value their relationship with this  
  organization more. 
Donors would rather have a relationship with 7.64 (1.34)   7.98 (1.30) 
  this organization than not.   
There is a long-lasting bond between the  7.53 (1.41)   7.99 (1.34) 
  organization and its donors. 
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Table 4-3. Continued. 
Item      Annual giving donors  Major gift donors 
      mean (SD)   mean (SD)  
Commitment indexes    7.40 (1.06)   7.82 (1.01) 
Cronbach’s alpha      .74      .63 
 
Overall relationship indexes   7.69 (  .83)   7.97 (  .87) 
Cronbach’s alpha      .83      .90 
 
(N=144)  
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Table 4-4. Mean percentages of time spent on steps of the ROPES fundraising process 
Variable   This Study    Theoretical 

 Mean % (SD)    Norm % 
 N =144    (Kelly, 1998) 

Research   10.35 (  6.20)    20 
Objectives   11.02 (  9.05)    15 
Programming   48.70 Total    30 

Planning  20.31 (10.12)    -- 
Implementing  28.39 (14.64)    -- 

Evaluation     8.26 (  5.19)    15 
Stewardship   21.70 (15.18)    20 
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study was to advance understanding of the stewardship step of Kelly’s 

(1998) ROPES model by studying a random sample of senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited 

museums. Specifically, the study sought to answer research questions about the extent to which 

stewardship and each of its elements are practiced by the museums, the extent to which ethical 

behaviors are included in the stewardship practices of accredited museums, and whether there is 

a relationship between the practice of stewardship and the amount of money raised. The study 

also measured the extent to which senior fundraisers believe relationships with donors are of 

high quality, and whether there is a relationship between the practice of stewardship and the 

quality of donors’ relationships with the organization.  

The Practice of Stewardship and its Elements 

AAM-accredited museums’ status as an elite group of leaders in their field that have 

undergone a thorough investigation of their fundraising processes could be a reason that they 

practice stewardship to a high degree. The museums studied follow the best practices of the 

fundraising profession, and how the organizations conduct the fundraising process factors into 

the accreditation decision. If non-accredited museums were to be studied, there is a strong 

possibility that the results would vary, because non-accredited museums do not have the same 

professional oversight and regulation. By practicing stewardship at such a high level, accredited 

museums also validate the fundraising step itself. The group’s recognition and apparent 

commitment to stewardship supports the assertion that stewardship is practical and effective in 

helping fundraising departments meet objectives and achieve goals.  

The difference found between the practice of stewardship with annual giving donors and 

major gift donors is significant. For most museums, the large number of annual giving donors 
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and the high cost of many methods of communication prevent highly personalized 

communication with all donors. This difference is not only practical; it makes theoretical sense 

as well. Major gift donors give more money than annual giving donors to the organization; 

therefore, more is required on the part of the organization to balance relationships with major gift 

donors. To keep this balance, organizations show appreciation and recognize donors, act 

responsibly, report about the status of the gifts and their uses, and build on the relationships 

through continued communication. 

Reciprocity 

The findings reveal that reciprocity is the stewardship element practiced most among 

AAM-accredited museums. Carried out through acts of appreciation and recognition, reciprocity 

is an important part of continuing organizations’ relationships with annual giving donors and 

major gift donors after gifts are made. Similar to other findings that will be explored, reciprocity 

is practiced significantly less with annual giving donors than major gift donors. The variation is 

not only indicative of how much reciprocity is practiced but also how it is practiced.  

Recognition, a key part of reciprocity, can be carried out publicly or privately, but at its 

most basic, recognition requires that fundraisers know a donor on a personal level. Findings 

show that major gift donors are recognized as friends more than annual giving donors. Inherent 

in major gift giving is a much longer cultivation process, allowing time for rapport and feelings 

of friendship to grow between fundraisers and donors. Less personal are appeals to annual giving 

donors, who often receive requests through the mail. Because the relationship with annual giving 

donors is more detached, it is understandable that the results reveal this difference between the 

practice of reciprocity with the two types of donors. Although the difference is understandable, 

fundraisers still should seek to increase more meaningful communication with annual giving 

donors, because the best prospects for future gifts are previous donors. It is the annual giving 
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donors who might one day increase their giving and become major gift donors. Their word-of-

mouth support of the organization could also attract new donors.  

Responsibility 

At the most basic level, responsibility requires that an organization keeps its promises to 

donors, honoring their intentions for the gift. Closely associated with the ethical practice of 

fundraising, responsibility also encompasses social responsibility, recognizing the need for 

accountability to society as a whole. Results showed that AAM-accredited museums understand 

the importance of responsibility, because the organizations are above average in their practice of 

responsibility with both types of donors. As in the practice of other stewardship elements, 

analysis revealed that AAM-accredited museums practice responsibility with major gift donors 

significantly more than with annual giving donors. This was somewhat disturbing, because one 

would think that there would be one standard of responsibility applied to all gifts, without a 

distinction between the two types of donors.  

One of the significant differences was found in the responses to the statement that the 

organization took donors’ concerns into account. Results showing that major gift donors’ 

concerns were taken into account more than annual giving donors reveal an understandable value 

placed upon major gift donors by senior fundraisers. While it is important that the concerns of 

major gift donors are taken into account, accredited museums should place a greater importance 

on listening to and considering annual giving donors’ concerns. Most donors who voice unease 

are acting with the best interest of the organization at heart. These publics provide an outside 

perspective of the organization and can be valuable in providing accountability not only to 

donors but also to society. 

Donors’ concerns are often about how gifts are spent, especially during times of economic 

unease and budgetary restraints. According to respondents, it was significantly more apparent to 
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major gift donors than annual giving donors that gifts were used economically and efficiently. 

The difference could be explained by exploring the uses of restricted dollars and unrestricted 

dollars. Typically given by annual giving donors, unrestricted dollars are often used to pay for 

administrative and fundraising costs. The details about how each gift is spent are rarely shared 

with the donor. Compared with major gifts, that are often restricted and require a detailed 

summary of expenditures, annual gifts are more likely to be misused because of the flexibility of 

gift use given to organizations. The disparity might also be the result of differences in reporting 

to the two types of donors.  

Reporting  

Reporting, which is essentially keeping donors informed, builds confidence and trust in the 

organization. It is essential for the transparent governance of organizations and for the practice of 

ethical fundraising. According to the results, AAM-accredited museums were above the 

midpoint of the scale in reporting to both annual giving donors and major gift donors, meaning 

that they are above average in this aspect. 

The higher level of reporting to major gift donors is indicative of several factors. First are 

fundraisers’ understandings that the best prospects for future gifts are previous donors. Keeping 

major gift donors informed through effective reporting demonstrates a continued interest in 

donors and the desire to deepen the organizations’ relationships with them, possibly leading to 

additional gifts in the future. Secondly, reporting to major gift donors is often a contractual 

requirement to receive the gift. Large gifts are often accompanied by legally binding contracts 

outlining certain obligations that must be fulfilled by the organization. Reporting to donors about 

the uses of gifts is often a requirement stated in the contracts.  

Whether reporting is obligatory or not, results showed that accredited museums are above 

average at telling major gift donors and annual giving donors how their gifts are used. A 
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significant difference did exist between reporting gift use to the two types of donors. Major gifts 

donors were more likely than annual giving donors to be told how their gift was used. As 

discussed previously, this could be the result of legal requirements or the hesitance to tell annual 

giving donors that their gifts paid for administrative costs instead of a more exciting, visible 

project. Informing donors about how their gifts are used is an essential part of building trust. If 

donors understand how their gift helped the organization, they are more likely to have favorable 

attitudes about the organization and give again.  

Reporting should not just include information about the use of donors’ gifts but also 

information about the organization as a whole. Although respondents perceive accredited 

museums as above average in their reporting about their organizations’ finances, there is still 

room for improvement with major gift donors and annual giving donors. Easy to compile, 

information about the organization’s finances could be placed in the annual report or on the Web 

site. Reporting about the organization and the uses of donors’ gifts advances the fundraising 

process by making it more ethical and effective. 

Relationship Nurturing 

Concentrating on relationships—not just money raised—demonstrates an advanced 

understanding of the fundraising process and its goals. By focusing on developing and deepening 

relationships with donors through the element of relationship nurturing, the fundraising process 

becomes cyclical (Kelly, 1998). The continuance of the relationship is the renewal of the 

cultivation process, because the best prospects for future gifts are past donors. Results showed 

that AAM-accredited museums are engaged in relationship nurturing with donors more than an 

average organization.  

Part of deepening these relationships is continuing communication with donors even when 

the organization is not soliciting gifts. At accredited museums, senior fundraisers and their staff 
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are better than an average organization at communicating with donors at times other than 

solicitation. Results show that major gift donors and annual giving donors receive 

communication from the organization when it is not soliciting gifts. Fundraisers recognize both 

groups as important; major gift donors provide the largest amount of dollars to an organization, 

and annual giving donors provide a consistent and reliable source of funding.  

Organizations do not only communicate with major gift donors more, but they 

communicate in different ways. As explained in chapter 2, major gift donors receive more 

personalized communication from organizations than annual giving donors, an assertion that the 

results of this study support. This is probably because of their smaller numbers and larger 

contributions.  

This communication often comes with a donor’s increased involvement with the 

organization. According to the results, all donors are encouraged to participate, but major gift 

donors are encouraged more. They are often asked to speak at events or serve on committees and 

boards.  

While involving major gift donors in the organization and the decision-making process 

about the usage of their gifts is important, it is also imperative that the organization remain 

autonomous, not changing its mission or key goals merely to receive a donor’s gift. 

Organizations should encourage all donors to be involved with the organization, because the 

more that they are involved and informed about the organization, the more likely they are to give 

again. To involve annual giving donors, organizations could invite them to special events or 

giver them free admission, encouraging them to attend more.  

Ethical Fundraising 

A number of scholars and practitioners have identified stewardship’s close ties to ethics. 

Kelly (2001b) asserted that for the fundraising process to be ethical, it must include stewardship. 
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Rosso (1996) even used the ethical components of trust, responsibility, and accountability when 

defining stewardship. In setting out to examine the extent to which ethical behavior is included in 

the stewardship practices of accredited museums, the study found that activities associated with 

ethical behavior are very present in stewardship practices with major gift donors and annual 

giving donors. The high figures reflect that AAM-accredited museums are part of an elite group 

committed to ethical practices. Criteria for accreditation include requirements that an 

organization follow best practices if it is to be accredited. If a study were conducted using non-

accredited museums as the population, it would likely produce results that were not as positive.  

Key activities identified with ethical behavior include reporting to donors about the 

organizations’ finances and informing them about the uses of their gifts. Embracing open 

practices, senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums indicated that they conducted these 

activities more than the average organization would. Demonstrating transparency and a 

commitment to reporting, these practices exhibit an organization’s willingness to be accountable 

for its actions. An organization operating under policies of secrecy provides an environment 

where unethical actions are more likely to take place. By making the commitment to 

transparency, an organization aligns itself with opportunities for success and provides the most 

positive conditions in which relationships with donors can develop. 

Also indicative of transparency is the level of ease in accessing an organization’s IRS 

Form 990. Completed yearly by nonprofit organizations with an income of more than $25,000, 

the form must be distributed to anyone who requests a copy. Senior fundraisers’ responses 

revealed that accessing a copy of the form was easy for annual giving donors and major gift 

donors. One proactive initiative to make the form even more accessible to donors is to provide a 
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copy on the organizations’ Web site. This action shows an exceptional level of transparency, 

increasing donors’ trust in the organization.  

One of the negative findings of the study was a difference between ethical behaviors in the 

stewardship practices with the two donor types. Different ethical standards for relationships with 

different types of donors are problematic, because it exposes an organizational belief that ethical 

behavior is flexible. This flexibility could lead to ethical dilemmas and have a negative effect on 

donors’ attitudes toward the organization, which is exactly what the results indicate. Analysis 

revealed that it is more apparent to major gift donors that the organization adheres to the highest 

ethical standards. To inform donors about the ethical standards of organizations, organizations 

could use yearly notes to donors, entries on the organizations’ Web sites, or articles in 

organizations’ newsletters to clarify and explain the ethical standards in a manner that would 

increase donors’ trust in the organization.  

Stewardship and Private Gifts 

Raising money to support the mission of a charitable organization is the fundamental 

charge of fundraising, and fundraisers are always interested in ways they can increase the 

amount of money raised. According to the results, stewardship is not an activity that will directly 

increase private gifts. Bivariate analysis revealed that there is no relationship between the 

practice of stewardship and the amount of money raised by AAM-accredited museums during 

the past year.  

But before the existence of a relationship between the practice of stewardship and the 

amount of private gifts an organization receives can be completely discredited, it should be 

examined further. It is possible that an in-depth, multi-year study conducted to research 

variations in the stewardship practices of a few organizations would provide different insight into 

stewardship’s relationship with the amount of money raised. Comparing an organization to itself 
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over a period of several years, determining increases and decreases in the practice of stewardship 

and amounts of money raised, could produce different results than the ones presented in this 

paper.  

It should also be noted that there are a number of ways to evaluate the amount of private 

gifts raised. Just because an organization received a substantial amount of money, it does not 

mean that the organization’s fundraising is effective. This study measured indiscriminate dollars, 

but private gifts can also be grouped by the amount of money that supported the mission of the 

organization or the amount of money that came from repeat donors. Continuity of donors may be 

a better measure of tangible rewards for practicing stewardship than indiscriminate dollars raised 

during one year because of the long-term implications. This is a subject that needs further 

research before definitive conclusions can be made.  

Though the study’s findings offer a significant contribution to the field and to public 

relations theory, the results should be approached with a thoughtful mind to the true purpose of 

fundraising. According to Kelly (1998), “Fund raising is the management of relationships 

between a charitable organization and its donor publics” (p. 8). Although a correlation between 

the practice of stewardship and the amount of money raised was not found in this study, that does 

not mean that the practice of stewardship has no positive outcomes. The relationship between the 

practice of stewardship and the quality of relationships with donors will be explored in depth 

later in this chapter. 

Relationship Quality 

There is no success for museums if there is not a committed, involved, and diverse base of 

donors supporting the organization in its pursuit of fulfilling its mission. Keeping strong, high 

quality relationships with donors is what ensures longevity and prosperity. Three of Hon and 

Grunig’s (1999) relationship dimensions of trust, satisfaction, and commitment are variables that 
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measure the quality of relationships. Analysis revealed that, according to senior fundraisers, 

these dimensions are present at high levels in AAM-accredited museums’ relationships with both 

annual giving donors and major gift donors. Senior fundraisers’ perspectives that the 

organization’s relationships with major gift donors are of a higher quality than relationships with 

annual giving donors could be explained by the different amounts of communication and 

involvement that the two donor types have with accredited museums. As previous results show, 

major gift donors have more communication and involvement with the organization. Through 

effective communication, organizations increase the trust that donors have in the organization, 

the satisfaction that they have with the organization, and the commitment that that have to the 

organization. 

Trust 

Comprised of integrity, dependability, and competence, trust in the organization must be 

present to have high-quality relationships with donors. Giving private gifts to organizations is a 

choice, and if donors do not trust an organization, giving is not a choice that they will likely 

make. According to senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited museums, annual giving donors and 

major gift donors have high levels of trust in the organizations. Trust develops from the belief 

that the organization respects its donors, keeps its promises, and can accomplish its mission, 

goals, and objectives.  

Respecting donors is essential in the formation of high-quality relationships that include 

trust, because a donor must feel valued and admired before trusting an organization. Analysis 

reveled that accredited museums highly respect both annual giving donors and major gift donors. 

The item measuring respect for donors received the highest mean scores of any item in the 

questionnaire, showing that it is a common attitude present in relationships with donors at AAM-

accredited museums.  
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Another way that an organization can establish high levels of trust is simply by fulfilling 

the promises it has made to donors. Results show that accredited museums are above average in 

their fulfillment of promises made to annual giving donors and major gift donors. This is a basic 

aspect of trust, because if an organization does not keep its word, a donor is unlikely to believe 

anything else it has to say. If broken promises are about the donor’s gift, it is very likely that 

levels of trust will decrease, negatively affecting the donor’s satisfaction with and commitment 

to the relationship. Because donors would be likely to share their experience with others, broken 

trust could not only cost the organization future donations from that donor but also donations 

from others.  

Indicative of high levels of trust are donors’ beliefs that an organization can accomplish its 

mission and short-term goals and objectives. Analysis revealed that although senior fundraisers 

perceived that both donor types had above-average levels of confidence that the organization 

could accomplish its mission and meet its goals and objectives, they were much less confident 

about the latter. These findings reveal a weakness in AAM-accredited museums’ relationships 

with donors. If donors are not as confident in the organization’s ability to accomplish specific, 

short-term goals, there is a need for more communication with donors to show how it is 

progressing and what it is doing to accomplish the goals and objectives. Media through which 

these updates could come include a blog, a monthly or bi-monthly newsletter, or the organization 

Web site. Any extra steps that the organization takes to increase levels of trust are also likely to 

increase donors’ satisfaction with the relationship. 

Satisfaction 

According to Hon and Grunig (1999), satisfaction is the “extent to which each party feels 

favorably toward the other because positive expectations about the relationship are reinforced” 

(p. 3). As presented in the literature review, a satisfying relationship is one in which the positives 
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outweigh the negatives. Analysis of this study’s results shows that, according to senior 

fundraisers, major gift donors’ and annual giving donors’ relationships with AAM-accredited 

museums are very satisfying. These high levels of satisfaction show that donors’ positive 

expectations about the relationships with the organizations are being reinforced, because they 

enjoy dealing with the organization and consider the relationship to be mutually beneficial. 

Results show that, according to senior fundraisers, annual giving donors and major gift 

donors find enjoyment in dealing with the organization. Contrary to what some might believe, 

most donors do not find giving to be a burden. Rather, it is an opportunity to invest in something 

that they are passionate about. This is supported by the findings that major gift donors and 

annual giving donors view their relationships with accredited museums as mutually beneficial. 

Through the support of private gifts, organizations can fulfill their missions and accomplish 

goals and objectives while the donors find joy in supporting an organization with a mission they 

want to see fulfilled. When donors have high levels of satisfaction with the organization, they are 

also more likely to be committed to seeing it succeed. 

Commitment  

Commitment is the recognition on the part of the donor or organization that the 

relationship is important and should continue to be nurtured. Committed donors have an interest 

and an investment in seeing the organization accomplish its mission, goals, and objectives. The 

findings reveal that, according to senior fundraisers, annual giving donors and major gift donors 

have high levels of commitment to accredited museums, which likely contributes to the 

organizations’ successes. Without the continuous support of a wide range of donors, accredited 

museums would not be capable of the excellence for which they are recognized.  

Short-term commitment does very little to advance the mission of an organization. 

Focusing on the long term provides fundraising departments with an established vision of the 
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future, allowing them to make wise decisions about relationships with donors. Analysis revealed 

that it is more apparent to major gift donors than annual giving donors that the organization is 

trying to maintain a long-term commitment with them, according to senior fundraisers’ 

perceptions. Although it is still above average, this number could be improved by increasing 

communication with annual giving donors and informing them about the progress of long-term 

projects.  

Donors are generous people who are likely to give to multiple organizations. Results show 

that major gift donors and annual giving donors are likely to value their relationships with 

accredited museums more than their relationships with other charitable organizations. Though 

there is not a win-lose competition for dollars among nonprofit organizations, the added interest 

and investment in the organization often encourages committed donors to make additional gifts 

or gifts of a greater amount. 

Stewardship and Relationship Quality 

One of the more significant findings of the study was the positive relationship between the 

practice of stewardship and the quality of organizations’ relationships with donors. Pearson’s 

correlation tests revealed strong relationships between the practice of stewardship and the quality 

of relationships with both annual giving donors and major gift donors. Although measured only 

through the view of senior fundraisers, representing just the organization’s side of the 

relationship, findings show that the higher the practice of reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, 

and relationship nurturing, the more donors trust, are satisfied with, and are committed to the 

organization. The reverse also holds. Although causation was not analyzed, results strongly 

suggest that the more a charitable nonprofit organization practices stewardship, the higher the 

quality of its relationships with donors will be.  
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The results are important, because they contribute to the practice of fundraising and public 

relations theory. The findings provide fundraisers with an empirically supported prescription to 

improve the quality of relationships with both types of donors. This practical information has the 

potential to positively impact the way fundraisers carry out the definition of their function, “the 

management of relationships between a charitable organization and its donor publics” (Kelly, 

1998, p. 8).  

The findings also contribute to public relations theory by deepening the understanding of 

stewardship. Adding to Waters’ (2007) findings that reciprocity, reporting, responsibility, and 

relationship nurturing had the highest mean scores for both major gift donors and annual giving 

donors, this study shows that the elements are widely practiced among senior fundraiser at 

AAM-accredited museums. In addition, the study supported his findings that the elements of 

stewardship are practiced more with major gift donors than annual giving donors.  

These findings should encourage the widespread implementation of the appreciation and 

recognition of donors, responsible gift use and socially responsible behavior, reporting about 

donors’ gifts and the organizations finances, and the nurturing of relationships between donors 

and the organizations. The findings also offer a significant contribution to fundraising theory by 

supporting Kelly’s (1998) assertion that without the elements of stewardship, fundraising would 

be incomplete. Without the practice of reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship 

nurturing, the quality of relationships with donors would likely be very low, failing to realize the 

purpose of fundraising, effectively managing relationships between donors and a nonprofit 

organization. 

ROPES Model 

As this was only the second time that the ROPES model has been measured in qualitative 

research, the results are especially significant in understanding how the model is practiced. 
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Analysis revealed that the percentage of time spent on some steps in the ROPES model is 

substantially different that the percentage of time that Kelly (2008) recommends. The results 

showed that senior fundraisers at accredited museums conduct research far less than 

recommended. This lack of research is likely preventing accredited museums from taking 

advantage of all of their opportunities and achieving the greatest possible level of success. 

Increased research could identify new prospects or ways to connect with previous donors. 

Additionally, more research could identify strengths and weaknesses of an organization’s 

fundraising process.  

The study found similar differences in the time spent formulating objectives and 

conducting evaluation. These lower percentages are troubling, because without objectives, an 

organization’s plan for the fundraising process has no specified outcome. This could lead to a 

waste of resources and time. The lower percentage of time spent on evaluation does not provide 

organizations with the opportunity to evaluate the success or failure of certain tactics or the 

fundraising process as a whole. If organizations are able to evaluate the fundraising process, they 

will gain useful information for future improvement. It is possible that the two percentages are 

related. Evaluation is often conducted by determining if organizations fulfilled the objectives that 

were put forth. Because organizations are spending less time on forming objectives, it is likely 

that they do not know what to evaluate. The results also showed a large percentage of time spent 

on programming, which is comprised of planning and implementing.  

It is of interest that the percentage of time that senior fundraisers at AAM-accredited 

museums report that they practice stewardship is within a few percentage points of Kelly’s 

(2008) suggested time allotment. This supports her assertions, giving credibility to the claim that 

the theory is both descriptive and normative.  
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Implications for the Practice 

There has never been a more urgent time to understand fundraising and explore ways to 

make it more effective. Museums across the nation are cutting budgets, programs, and staff 

members. Through layoffs and attrition, the Philadelphia Museums of Art is eliminating 30 staff 

positions (Itzkoff, 2009). It is joined by countless others, such as the High Museum of Art 

eliminating 7% of its workforce and the Detroit Institute of Arts laying off 20% of its employees. 

With the state of the economy devastating museums’ endowments and prompting sweeping 

funding cuts from the government, museums must rely on their own means to raise the money 

needed to fulfill their missions.  

For some museums, there is not enough private support to survive. On February 28, 2009, 

the Las Vegas Art Museum closed its doors, citing its heavy reliance on rapidly declining private 

funding as the reason (Peterson, 2009). According to the former executive director, Alex Codlin, 

it is a problem that museums across the nation are facing. In an article published by the Las 

Vegas Sun, he commented that other museums are likely staying open because they have “more 

established donors or bigger endowments” (paragraph 11). 

Building an established base of donors is precisely what stewardship is about. This study 

provides evidence that the practice of reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship 

nurturing is correlated with the quality of relationships with donors. For enlightened fundraisers, 

who understand fundraising is about building relationships and not just raising money, the 

findings are practical and applicable. Senior fundraisers should increase the practices of 

appreciation and recognition through actions such as sending thank-you letters or displaying 

donors names on recognition walls or in annual reports. By using gifts economically and 

efficiently, they would act in a responsible manner. Increasing the amount and type of reporting 

by telling donors about the organizations’ finances and the uses of their gifts through outlets such 
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as annual reports and Web sites would also enhance the quality of relationships with donors. 

Finally, taking the time and effort to nurture relationships with donors by welcoming their 

involvement and continuing communication in times other than solicitation would increase 

donors’ trust, satisfaction, and commitment, building a base of donors who are likely to 

consistently support the organization in the future.  

The findings’ revelation that AAM-accredited museums are above average in their practice 

of stewardship and their quality of relationships with donors reflects positively on the 

fundraising practices of respondents. Still, the study identified areas in which AAM-accredited 

museums could improve, namely in the practice of stewardship with annual giving donors. The 

significant difference between annual giving donors and major gift donors in every index 

indicates an opportunity for museums to improve the interactions with, and subsequently the 

relationships with, annual giving donors. 

As discussed in chapter 2, annual giving donors are the “lifeblood” (p. 101) of charitable 

organizations (Greenfield, 1999). Though gifts from major gift donors contribute substantially to 

the fulfillment of organizations’ missions, it is annual donors that can be counted upon to support 

organizations throughout the years. Consistent support from a broad base of donors is especially 

important during times of economic turmoil. Additionally, if senior fundraisers choose to focus 

on major gift donors instead of building a broad base of donors, Congress could revoke special 

privileges, such as tax exemptions, that are given to nonprofit organizations 

Another opportunity for improvement for accredited museums is in the area of research. 

Senior fundraisers reported that they or a member of their staff spent only 10.35% of their time 

on research, half of the 20% that Kelly (2008) recommends. By failing to conduct more research, 

accredited museums are undoubtedly missing opportunities to build bonds with prospective 
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donors and strengthen bonds with previous donors. As discussed in chapter 2, research is the 

most important step in the fundraising process (Kelly, 1998). According to Kelly, research can 

reveal whether the opportunity fits with the prospective donors’ interests, which is essential for 

the process to be ethical. Fundraisers should research their organization, the opportunity they are 

provided with, and the publics with whom they will be communicating.  

Also, senior fundraisers reported that they form objectives and conduct evaluation less than 

Kelly (2008) recommends. Objectives play an essential role in guiding the remainder of the 

fundraising process. As discussed in chapter 2, they provide direction when planning, offering 

guidance for fundraisers and criteria for evaluation (Broom & Dozier, 1990). Evaluation is 

another step in which senior fundraisers should improve their practices. Evaluation provides 

organizations with ways in which they can improve their practices, becoming more effective or 

efficient. Conducting internal and external evaluation would provide organization with useful 

information that could impact future efforts.  

Impact on Fundraising and Public Relations Theory 

The study’s most significant contributions are from the examination of Kelly’s (1998) 

ROPES model of fundraising, a model about which there are few published studies. Adapting 

Waters’ (2007) items and testing new items, the study contributes to future research by providing 

new items measuring the practice of the four stewardship elements.  

The findings validate Kelly’s model, showing that there is a relationship between the 

practice of stewardship and the quality of organizations’ relationships with donors. These 

findings are foundational, allowing future studies to build upon them and investigate the model 

with other research questions. Additionally, the study provides descriptions of the practice of 

stewardship and the quality of donors’ relationships with organizations that are part of a 

previously unstudied population. 
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The study also contributes to the advancement of relationship management theory. 

Studying three of Hon and Grunig’s (1999) relationship dimensions, it validates the existence of 

trust, satisfaction, and commitment in relationships with donors. Furthermore, it establishes a 

positive correlation between the practice of stewardship and the presence of these outcomes in 

organizations’ relationships with donors. The contributions of the study undoubtedly advance the 

understanding of the ROPES model, relationship management theory, and the population 

studied, but they also provide a foundation on which future studies may ground research. 

Limitations of the Study 

By examining a little-researched population and subject, this study has successfully 

addressed a number of deficiencies in the body of knowledge about stewardship and the quality 

of museums’ relationships with donors. Still, it has several limitations that should be 

acknowledged. 

Although the study’s findings could be generalized because the respondents did not differ 

significantly from the population, the response rate was only 36%. A higher response rate would 

have provided more confidence in the generalization of the findings. It is likely that the response 

rate could have been higher were it not for the budgetary constraints of conducting a study of this 

type and magnitude. The utilization of mail questionnaires necessitated high costs in the areas of 

printing and postage. Was it not for the additional costs that would have been incurred by the 

researcher, added waves of reminder postcards would have been sent to members of the sample, 

likely increasing the response rate. 

The low reliability of some indicators also revealed a limitation of the study and a need to 

improve the measurement of some variables, such as responsibility and commitment. Showing a 

wide range of reliability, the 20 indexes created for the study had Cronbach’s alpha values 

ranging from .47 to .90. This variation is not unusual given that many of the indexes had not 
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been tested previously. The removal of items to strengthen the reliability of the responsibility 

and commitment indexes was not ideal, but proved to be a necessity. 

The study examines the practices of stewardship and the quality of relationships with 

annual giving donors and major gift donors. In light of the significant differences between the 

two groups, there is the possibility that significant differences also exist among other groups as 

well. Planned giving donors are a type of major donor, but factors such as the nature of the gift 

and the timing of its receipt may impact the donors’ relationships with organizations in ways that 

differ from major gift donors. Also, differences could exist between the way stewardship is 

practiced with individuals and the way it is practiced with corporate and foundation donors. 

Studying these groups could have given a more comprehensive account of accredited museums’ 

relationships with donors of all types. 

The study’s chosen population of AAM-accredited museums only represents a fraction of 

museums across the nation. Though this limited population provided an excellent opportunity for 

foundational research, it is composed of museums that have all undergone the rigorous 

accreditation process. Because of this, the museums have similar standards and practices. A 

study including non-accredited museums would provide a more comprehensive description of 

the practices of the field as a whole, looking not only at the elite but also at struggling museums. 

Additionally, the sampling frame only included museums that employed a senior fundraiser, 

which was about half of all accredited museums.  

Another limitation inherent in the design of the study was the reliance on the perspective of 

the fundraiser to judge stewardship practice and relationships with donors. With a study using 

this design, there is the possibility that senior fundraisers misjudge relationships with donors. 

Ideally, a coorientation study of sample populations of donors and the senior fundraisers would 
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have been conducted. This would have provided a more accurate description of the relationships 

between AAM-accredited museums and their donors. This type of study would require a 

significant amount of time, resources, and cooperation from a number of accredited museums, 

most of which were not available for this study.  

Finally, the inability to show causal relationships among variables weakens the 

conclusions one is able to draw from the results. Although survey research allows for the 

formation of correlations, it cannot be determined with certainty that these correlations equate to 

causal relationships. To arrive at these conclusions, one must conduct an experiment, a difficult 

if not impossible task when dealing with this subject matter and population. The alternative is to 

conduct multi-variate analysis.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

The process of preparing for and conducting this study has given rise to numerous 

suggestions for future research. Many of these suggestions are meant to build upon the 

conclusions of the study, and all present studies that would contribute to the body of knowledge 

about fundraising, stewardship, and the quality of organizations’ relationships with donors. 

Building directly upon this study, one could form focus groups comprised of 8 to 12 respondents 

to explore why respondents answered the items the way that they did. This type of research 

would provide insight into respondents’ reasoning and possibly illuminate aspects of the subject 

matter that researchers have not previously identified. This research method would be 

particularly effective, because there are few published studies about stewardship. 

To achieve an understanding of the field in its entirely, researchers could also study 

museums that are not accredited by the AAM. The results of a study examining a population of 

non-accredited museums could be compared with results from the study presented in this paper. 
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The results would reveal any differences between the two groups’ practices of stewardship and 

quality of relationships with donors. 

As mentioned in the previous section, studying the donors and not just relying on 

fundraisers’ perceptions of the relationships would provide a more comprehensive description of 

accredited museums’ relationships with donors. The use of a coorientation study similar to the 

study conducted by Waters (2007) would reveal the possibility of inaccurate views from 

fundraisers who misinterpret the organizations’ practice of stewardship or quality of 

relationships with donors. For future researchers with the time and money, this study could 

provide insightful data about both sides of the relationship. 

The findings of third research question necessitate further study to determine if there is a 

relationship between the practice of stewardship and the amount of money raised by 

organizations. Although the study presented in this paper contributes to the body of knowledge 

about a possible relationship between the practice of stewardship and the amount of private gifts 

received, there are deficiencies in the conclusions, leaving other avenues of research open. As 

stated in the results section, a multi-year, in-depth study looking at variations in the practice of 

stewardship and the possible relationship with the amount of money raised by individual 

museums could produce data with the depth and breadth to answer this question conclusively. 

Researchers could also study the amount of money raised from donors who have given before or 

the amount of money raised that supports the mission of the organization.  

One of the limitations of the study was the use of indexes that had low reliability. Though 

disappointing, the low reliability of some items is not surprising as many of the items were 

modified from previous studies, testing some items for the first time. This provides opportunities 

for future researchers to build upon the items used in this study and develop and test new items 
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to measure reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship nurturing. Developing reliable 

items to measure the elements of stewardship would advance the study of the fundraising in 

general and stewardship in particular, providing countless contributions to the field and 

simultaneously building theory. 

Future researchers could also conduct an experiment to study the causal effects of 

stewardship elements on intention to give or probability of repeat giving. Researchers could 

provide a sample of students with pretend currency. The researchers could recreate tactics used 

in the practice of stewardship to see how this impacts the sample’s intention to give, their 

probability of giving, or even the amount of money they give.  

There is also an opportunity for researchers to conduct studies using more sophisticated 

analyses, for example, conducting multiple regression analysis of stewardship elements on 

relationship quality. Conducting more in-depth analyses provides researchers with a better 

understanding of the results.  

Another contribution to theory building would be a study of planned giving donors. 

Although these donors are a type of major gift donor, there are unique circumstances affecting 

their relationship with the organizations receiving their gifts. Chief among these is the delayed 

reception of the gift. Using surveys, focus groups, or an in-depth interviews, future researchers 

could determine if the unique conditions surrounding the gifts of planned giving donors impact 

the practice of stewardship and the quality of relationships. The study could also be conducted 

with corporate and foundation donors.  

Lastly, variables and indicators used in the study could be applied to studies of other 

populations. The field of fundraising is broad, and there is a need for information about 

fundraising at all types of charitable organizations, including universities, hospitals, churches, 
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and human services organizations. Research-based contributions to knowledge about stewardship 

and the quality of charitable organizations’ relationships with donors would not only strengthen 

fundraising practice but also its theory. 
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APPENDIX A 
QUESTIONNAIRE 

This questionnaire should take about 15 minutes to complete. It is important that you answer every 
item. Your confidentiality and that of your organization are guaranteed. Throughout the 
questionnaire, your organization, whether it is an art museum, history museum, aquarium, zoo, or 
any other type of institution, will be referred to as an organization.  
 
 
Please answer the following questions based upon the organization where you work.  
 
1. Classify the primary discipline of your organization. (check one) 
          ___ Art museums and center ___ History museum 
          ___ Historic houses/site ___ General museum 
          ___ Natural history museum ___ Science/technology museum 
          ___ Specialized museum ___ Arboretums/ botanical garden 
          ___ Zoological park ___ Children’s/youth museum 
          ___ Nature center ___ Aquarium 
 
2. How many staff members are employed in the fundraising department of your organization?  
          _________________ 
 
3. In your best estimate, how many total staff members are employed by the entire organization? 
(circle one) 

a. 30 staff members or less b.   31 – 100 staff members 
c. 101 – 200 staff members d.   201 staff members or more 

 
4. In your best estimate, how much did your organization receive in private gifts the year before this 
one? 
         $___________ 
 
5. In your best estimate, what is the annual budget for the organization? (circle one) 

a. $500,000 or less b.   $500,000.01 to $1,000,000 
c.   $1,000,000.01 to $3,000,000 d.   $3,000,000.01 to $5,000,000 
e.   $5,000,000.01 or more 

 
6. The following are steps associated with raising gifts. Please estimate the percentage of time that 
you or others on your fundraising staff spend on each of these steps. Your answers should total 
100%.  
 
Research  _____% 
Objectives  _____% 
Programming  
 Planning _____% 
 Implementing _____% 
Evaluation  _____% 
Stewardship  _____% 
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7. For each of the statements below, please evaluate your view of the organization’s relationships with annual giving donors on the left 
side and major gift donors on the right side. Please circle the number that best represents your response from the 9-point scale provided, 
where 1 equals strongly disagree and 9 equals strongly agree. Donors include individuals, corporations, and foundations. Annual giving 
donors include members. 

Your view of the organization’s 
relationships with 

ANNUAL GIVING DONORS 

 Your view of the organization’s 
relationships with 

MAJOR GIFT DONORS 
SD                                   SA  SD                                   SA 
1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Most donors enjoy dealing with the 

organization. 
1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 It is apparent to donors that the 
organization is trying to maintain a 
long-term commitment with them. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization welcomes donors’ 
involvement. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization informs donors 
about its finances. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization does not 
acknowledge gifts in a timely and 
appropriate manner. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Most donors are happy with their 
interactions with the organization. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Donors believe that the organization 
takes their opinions into account 
when making decisions. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Generally speaking, donors are 
pleased with the relationship the 
organization has established with 
them. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Donors feel confident about the 
organization’s ability to accomplish 
its mission. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 
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1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Donors can easily obtain the 
organization’s most recent IRS 
Form 990.  

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Compared to other nonprofit 
organizations, donors value their 
relationship with this organization 
more. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization respects its donors. 1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 
1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Donors are confident that the 

organization appreciates their gifts. 
1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization is more concerned 
with its fiscal well-being than with 
its relationships with donors. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization always sends 
thank-you letters for gifts. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Donors would rather have a 
relationship with this organization 
than not. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Donors believe that the organization 
does not have the ability to meet its 
goals and objectives. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 It is not apparent to donors that the 
organization wants to maintain a 
relationship with them. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization fails to satisfy the 
needs of its donors. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Because of their past giving, donors 
are recognized as friends by the 
organization. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization uses gifts where 
needed, regardless of donors’ 
preferences. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 
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1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 There is a long-lasting bond 
between the organization and its 
donors. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization does not tell 
donors how it has used their gifts. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization’s annual report 
details how much money was raised 
in that year. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Donors have confidence that the 
organization will use their gifts 
economically and efficiently.  

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 The organization can be relied upon 
to keep its promises. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Both the organization and its donors 
benefit from the relationship. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Organizational decision making 
takes into account the concerns of 
donors and other stakeholders. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Donors only hear from the 
organization when it is soliciting 
gifts. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 Donors receive personalized 
attention from the organization. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 It is apparent to donors that the 
organization adheres to the highest 
ethical standards. 

1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9 
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Please circle one answer to the following questions based on your personal demographic 
information. 
 
8. What is your gender?      Male             Female 
 
9. What is your age? 

a. 29 years old or younger   b.   30 – 39 years old    
c.   40 – 49 years old    d.   50 – 59 years old      
e.   60 years old or older 

 
10. What is your race? 

a. African-American/ Black   b.   Asian 
c.   Caucasian     d.   Hispanic/ Latino 
e. Native American    f.   Other__________ 

 
11. How long have you been in your current position at the organization? 

a. Less than 1 year    b.    1 – 4 years 
c.   5 – 10 years    d.   11 – 15 years 
e.   More than 15 years 

 
12. How many years of experience do you have in fundraising? 
 _______________ years  
 
13. What is the highest level of formal education you have completed?  

a. High school    b.   Some college 
c.   Bachelor’s degree    d.    Master’s degree 

 e.   Doctoral degree 
 

 
Thank you for your participation. 

 
 
The following space is for any comments or additional information about the fundraising practices of 
your organization that you would like to offer. Confidentiality is guaranteed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please return your completed questionnaire and the consent form in the enclosed self-addressed, 
stamped envelope by January 16, 2009, to: 
 

Courtney Dell 
2338 NW 38th Ave. 

Apartment 104 
Gainesville, FL 32605
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APPENDIX B 
INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 

I am a graduate student in the Department of Journalism and Communications at the University 
of Florida, conducting research under the supervision of Dr. Kathleen Kelly, APR. The purpose 
of this study is to research the stewardship practices of museums and the organizations’ 
relationships with donors. Participation in the study is completely voluntary. To participate, 
please read the following information about the project and complete the enclosed questionnaire. 
Then, place the completed survey in the self-addressed, stamped envelope and mail it back to the 
researcher. 

Thank you, 

 

Courtney Dell 

University of Florida Master’s Candidate 

Protocol Title: Stewarding Culture and Donors: A Study of Stewardship in the Fundraising 
Practices of U.S. Accredited Museums 

Please read this consent document carefully before deciding to participate in this study. 

Purpose of the research study: The purpose of this study is to evaluate the stewardship 
practices of museums and the organizations’ relationships with donors. 

What you will be asked to do in the study: Upon reading the description about the study and 
agreeing to participate, you will be asked to complete the enclosed questionnaire. The 
questionnaire consists of three sets of questions: (1) questions about your organization’s 
relationship with donors, (2) questions about your organization’s characteristics, and (3) 
questions about your individual demographics. Your name and contact information nor your 
organization’s name are being asked for.  

Time required: 10-15 minutes 

Risks and benefits: There are no anticipated physical, psychological, or economic risks 
involved with this study. There are no direct benefits to you for participating in this study; 
however, your participation in the study will increase knowledge about effective fundraising. 

Compensation: There is no financial compensation for participating in this research. 

Confidentiality: Neither your name or contact information will be collected for the study. Your 
responses are anonymous, and neither you nor your organization will be linked to your 
responses. The data will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law.  
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Voluntary participation: Participation in this study is voluntary. There is no penalty for not 
participating. You do not have to answer any question that you do not wish to answer. 

Right to withdraw: You have the right to withdraw from this study at anytime without 
consequence. 

Whom to contact if you have questions about the study: 

Courtney Dell, Master’s candidate, Department of Public Relations, College of Journalism and 
Communications, University of Florida, 205-602-8097, courtneymoore@ufl.edu 

Dr. Kathleen S. Kelly, Professor, Department of Public Relations, College of Journalism and 
Communications, University of Florida, 352-392-9359, kskelly@jou.ufl.edu 

Whom to contact about your rights as a research participant in the study:  

Institutional Review Board Office, University of Florida, Box 112250, Gainesville, FL 32611; 
(352) 392-0433, irb2@ufl.edu 

Agreement: By signing the line below and completing the following questionnaire, I 
acknowledge that I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily agree to participate in 
the procedure, and I have received a copy of this description.  

 

 

Signature of Participant       Date 

 

 

Signature of Principal Investigator      Date 
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APPENDIX C  
COVER LETTER 

January 2, 2009 
 
(FIRST NAME) (LAST NAME) 
(MUSEUM) 
(ADDRESS) 
(CITY), (STATE) (ZIP CODE) 
 
 
Dear (INSERT FUNDRAISER’S NAME),  
 
I am writing to ask you to participate in a study about fundraising to advance our body of knowledge. 
I am a student at the University of Florida, pursuing a master’s degree in mass communication, and I 
am currently conducting research to complete my thesis.  
 
The purpose of the thesis study is to evaluate the fundraising practices of organizations and the 
organizations’ relationships with donors. If you choose to participate in the study, your answers will 
be combined with other fundraisers’ answers to provide more information about the fundraising 
process. 
 
You were randomly selected to participate in this study from a list of accredited museums, because 
you have been identified as the senior fundraiser for your organization. All organizations being 
studied are accredited by the American Association of Museums. Your response is extremely 
important and valuable as the sample is smaller than the total number of all of the organizations. In 
other words, you represent more than just your organization in this elite group. 
 
The survey will take approximately 15 minutes to complete. Your answers will be used for statistical 
purposes and will remain strictly confidential.  
 
If you decide to participate in these efforts, please read and sign the enclosed informed consent 
document, which details the purpose of the study. Please return the signed document and the 
completed questionnaire to me by January 16, using the self-addressed, stamped return envelope 
provided.  
 
If you have any questions about the study, please contact me at (205) 602-8097 or 
courtneymoore@ufl.edu. You may also contact my thesis advisor, Dr. Kathleen Kelly, by calling 
(352) 392-9359 or e-mailing her at kskelly@jou.ufl.edu. Also, if you would like to receive a 
summary of this study’s findings, please send a business card along with your completed 
questionnaire. Thank you for your time and help.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Courtney M. Dell 
University of Florida Master’s Candidate 
 
Enclosures: Survey questionnaire, Consent document, Self-addressed, stamped envelope 
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APPENDIX D 
POSTCARD REMINDER 

You recently received a questionnaire about the fundraising practices of your organization. If 
you have not yet completed the questionnaire, please take a few moments to do so and return it 
to me in the envelope that was provided. Your answers will be kept confidential. If you have any 
questions, please contact me at (205) 602-8097 or courtneymoore@ufl.edu.  
 
Thank you in advance, 
 
 
 
Courtney Dell 
University of Florida Master’s Candidate 
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