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As gifts from individuals, corporations, and foundations inch upward slowly in an 

economy struggling to recover from the recent recession, charitable nonprofit 

organizations face great challenges to fulfill their missions with tight budgets and 

increasing demands for services. There has never been a more urgent time for 

nonprofits to rethink their fundraising process and relationship management with 

donors. Recently, donor retention has received a great deal of attention from 

fundraisers as increasingly more organizations realize it is a cost-effective strategy to 

keep the organization balanced and healthy. 

The purpose of the study was to examine the practice of stewardship and its 

relationship with donor retention in the fundraising process among nonprofits with 

diverse missions in the United States.  

Conducting a mail survey of a random sample of 700 fundraising members of the 

Association of Fundraising Professionals (AFP), this study explored the time spent on 

each step in the ROPES Model of the fundraising process, namely, research, 

objectives, programming, evaluation, and stewardship. Even though the study found 
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that time allotment differs from the norm recommendations, it still supports the tested 

theory that the fundraising process involves strategic management rather than simple 

solicitation. 

In addition, the study examined and compared stewardship practices of the four 

elements of reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship nurturing with annual 

giving donors and major gift donors. Results showed that nonprofits represented in AFP 

are above the midpoint of the scale in their practice of stewardship with both types of 

donors, but they practice stewardship significantly more with major gift donors, as 

perceived by their fundraisers. This study also found that most AFP organizations spend 

great effort on retaining donors and regard donor retention as one of the highest 

priorities of fundraising. Finally, the study identified a positive and significant relationship 

between the practice of stewardship and donor retention.  

Findings provide meaningful and practical implications for fundraising practices 

and donor retention management. The study also contributed to the body of knowledge 

on fundraising, increasing understanding of the ROPES Model, stewardship practices, 

and nonprofit-donor relationships. 
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CHAPTER 1 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 During the recent economic recession, giving to charitable organizations in the 

United States dropped 7% in 2008, which was the largest decline on record since 1956, 

when Giving USA started estimating giving statistics (Chiu, 2011). Gifts from wealthy 

American donors plummeted by an average of 35% from 2007 to 2009, according to a 

study by Bank of America Merrill Lynch and the Center on Philanthropy at Indiana 

University (Blum, 2010). After experiencing record declines in giving in 2008 and 2009, 

charitable nonprofits continue to face fundraising challenges due to the slow recovering 

economy (Giving USA Foundation, 2011). Contributions from the 50 wealthiest donors 

on The Chronicle of Philanthropy’s annual list still hit a new low of only $3.3 billion in 

2010 (Mento & Preston, 2010). Giving from foundations and corporations also shrank 

during and after the recession. According to a Chronicle 2010 survey of the180 largest 

corporations in the United States, big businesses said their donations in cash would not 

reach the amount they gave before the recession in the upcoming years (Frazier & 

Lopez-Rivera, 2011). In general, gifts from individuals, foundations, and corporations 

increased very slowly in the aftermath of this economic recession. 

Financial difficulties cause large numbers of charitable organizations, particularly 

the smaller entities (expenditures below $3 million), to struggle for securing funds for 

survival with tight operating budgets (Nonprofit Fundraising Study, 2011). 65% 

nonprofits in the survey reported a plan for increases in demand of funds for operating 

services in 2012, however, the amount of donations send out an obvious signal of 

aggressive competition in donor acquisition. In addition, most organizations didn’t plan 

to increase staffing levels or extending operating hours (Nonprofit Fundraising Study, 
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2011). Hence, within the changing charitable donation environment, many nonprofits 

need to rethink their management strategies and differentiate their own advantages in 

fundraising practices (Naskrent & Siebelt, 2011). Merely acquiring new donors at 

growing costs is not a wise way for increasing gifts; moreover, a sustainable donor base 

with a high donor retention rate is becoming more and more important for the healthy 

development of charitable organizations (Bennett & Gabriel, 2003). In the aftermath of 

the recession, with worldwide unstable economies, retention of previous donors is more 

critical than ever as many charitable organizations witness a decrease in valuable 

previous donors due to lack of cultivation and wastes of a substantial proportion of 

fundraising expenditures (Association of Fundraising Professionals, 2008b).  

Adrian Sargeant, a professor of Fundraising at the Center on Philanthropy at 

Indiana University, conducted a series of studies on fundraising from a marketing 

relationships perspective. He pointed out that charities should pay more attention to the 

loyalty of donors due to the significant loss of previous donors and donation (Sargeant & 

Woodliffe, 2007). Established by the Association of Fundraising Professionals (AFP) 

and the Center on Nonprofits and Philanthropy at the Urban Institute, the Fundraising 

Effectiveness Project (FEP) conducts research on fundraising effectiveness and “helps 

nonprofit organizations measure, compare, and maximize their annual growth in giving” 

(Fundraising Effectiveness Project, 2011). FEP reported “for every $5.35 that 

organizations gained in gift dollars in 2010, approximately $5.54 was lost in donor 

attrition” (p.8). The effort and budget spent on new donor acquisition did bring a growth 

rate of 58.6% in gains; however, the losses from downgraded and lapsed donors, who 

gave less or did not gave in the current year, results in a loss ratio of 56.9% in 2010. 
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Data collected by AFP suggested that the rate of donor retention in the U.S. is very low, 

with a mean rate of only 26% for initial cash giving (Levis, 2008). These statistics just 

given suggest that U.S. fundraisers need to align their strategies with economic reality 

and strategically focus resources on donor retention to ensure the well-being of their 

organizations in the years ahead.  

Due to this practical problem in nonprofit sector, there is an increasing necessity 

for investigation on variables influencing donor retention both theoretically and 

empirically (Kristoffersen & Sigh, 2004). Traditionally, both practitioners and academic 

researchers have focused on membership or the motivation for giving (Sargeant, 2008). 

However, the economic recession prompts a new and urgent question for investigation: 

Why do donors stop giving? It is quite different to answer why donors are motived to 

give the first time than to understand their motivation to keep up supporting a certain 

organization over time (Bussel & Forbes, 2006; Sargeant, 2008). Some possible 

answers reported in trade publications include donors not knowing where their money 

goes, and what the charity is trying to achieve (Hall, 2006). Donors may also dislike the 

way the charity treats and communicates with them. Penelope Burk (as cited in Hall, 

2006), president of Cygnus Applied Research, a Chicago fundraising consulting firm, 

said, “Our donor-centered research determined that over 70% of donors say that the 

value of their first gift is considerably less than they could have made at that time. One 

reason is ‘not familiar enough yet with the charity to give more’” (p.1). A qualitative study 

conducted by Nathan and Hallam (2009) also found that poor communication strategies 

and failure to meet expectations pushed donors away. Donor reported several issues 

regarding fundraising practices: (1) inappropriate thanks, (2) over-solicitation, (3) 
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receiving inappropriate communications, and (4) not receiving recognition for long-term 

support (Nathan & Hallam, 2009). 

The key to donor retention goes back to good relationship management practices 

(Caldwell, 2012). Practitioners commonly agree that identification, cultivation, and 

maintenance of relationships with donors are key to building donor loyalty and 

generating gift dollars (Sargeant, 2002). As nonprofit consultants Tom Ahern and 

Simone Joyaux (2008) said, “Don’t spend your time raising money. Don’t look for new 

solicitations. Instead, nurture relationships. Effective fund development starts and ends 

there” (p.134). The core question, then, is: How can charitable organizations build and 

maintain strong relationships with donors? Increasingly fundraisers realize that effective 

stewardship is one of the most effective ways to “reduce donor attrition, increase 

revenue, decrease costs, decrease cost per dollar raised, and move more donors up 

the pyramid” (Metrick, 2005, p. 29). Fundraisers steward their donors by sending thank-

you letters, communicating effectively on how they use their gifts, and cultivating long-

term relationships (Mento, 2009). As Katya Andresen (as cited in West, 2010), chief 

operating officer of Network for Good in Maryland, said, “Today’s supporters 

increasingly expect engagement that makes them seen, heard, and involved, both 

online and off” (paragraph 5).  

This study adopts the ROPES process model of fundraising (Kelly, 1998, 2011), 

with its five steps of research, objectives, programming, evaluation, and stewardship. 

The fifth step of stewardship practice includes four elements: reciprocity, responsibility 

(including responsible gift use), reporting, and relationship nurturing. Stewardship is 

also a cultivation or maintenance strategy in the public relations theory of relationship 
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management (Hon & Grunig, 1999). Previous studies have proved that effective 

nonprofit-donor relationships management through stewardship practices plays a 

positive role on securing major gifts and donor retention in planned giving programs 

(Waters, 2009; Caldwell, 2012). With increasing cultivation on annual giving donors, it 

also requires an examination on relationship management and its impact on donor 

retention for both types of donors (Waters, 2009; Naskrent & Siebelt, 2011).  

The study examines the amount of time fundraisers invest in the five steps of the 

fundraising process, with a concentration on maintaining and enhancing relationships 

with previous donors through the practice of stewardship. It hypothesizes that 

stewardship practice is highly practiced in nonprofit organizations. In addition, this study 

explores other influencing factors of charitable organizations on the stewardship 

strategies and donor retention rates. Therefore, such an analysis requires taking the 

view of professional fundraisers to assess their organizations’ fundraising practices and 

provide information on donor retention rates.  

Through analyses of the relationship between stewardship practices and donor 

retention rates, this study provides useful guidance for fundraisers to effectively manage 

donor relations and increase donor retention with strategic communication and effective 

relationships management. One major academic contribution is that findings test the 

conceptualization of stewardship. Adopted from public relations (Kelly, 2001b), 

enhancing the ROPES model also adds to the body of knowledge of public relations. 

Furthermore, the study, for the first time, relates stewardship practices to donor 

retention for both annual giving donors and major gift donors with scientific evidences.  
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter starts with a general overview of fundraising in nonprofit sector, 

followed by discussion on the main concepts of fundraising practice. The chapter also 

includes a description of ROPES model with a focus on stewardship practices. In 

addition, the donor retention and donor loyalty concepts are explained. Finally, this 

chapter concludes with research questions and hypotheses that direct the study. 

Nonprofit Sector and Fundraising in the United States 

America’s nonprofit sector plays an important role in the economy and society of 

the United States. Even during this economically challenging time, Americans – 

individuals, corporations, and foundations -- still donated an amount of $290.89 billion in 

2010, which is about 2% of the gross domestic product in the U.S.A (Giving USA 

Foundation, 2011; Gross domestic product, 2011).  

Currently, there are an estimated 1.57 million tax-exempt nonprofit organizations 

registered with the U.S. Internal Revenue Service according to the National Center for 

Charitable Statistics (2011). Among them, 61% are charitable organizations with the 

501 (3) status, which are eligible to receive tax-deductible gifts. The Urban Institute 

(2009) divides those diverse charitable nonprofits into the following categories: (1) Arts, 

culture, and humanities (10.9%) (2) Education (18.3%) (3) Environment and animals 

(4.4%) (4) Health (12.2%) (5) Human services (33.7%) (6) International and foreign 

affairs (2.0%) (7) Public and social benefit (12.1%) (8) Religion-related (6.5%). Even 

though religious charitable organizations are small in number, they receive the largest 

proportion (34.6%) of the total charitable donations of $290.89 billion in 2010, compared 
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to charitable organizations with other missions (Giving USA, 2011). Education division 

takes 14.3% of the rest, followed by gifts to foundations (11.3%).  

It is not surprising that education achieves high revenues because of its 

sophistication on fundraising. Education employs the most full-time fundraisers and 

Council for Advancement and Support of Education (CASE) conducts a large amount of 

research on educational fundraising (Kelly, 2002). To advance the understanding of 

overall nonprofit organizations and their fundraising practices, there is a need to 

conduct research on nonprofits with different missions other than education. As 

explained further in Chapter 3, this study chose members in the AFP as the sample to 

cover as diverse organizations as possible.   

Giving back to society has been a long-time characteristic of U.S. culture since 

colonial times. However, there was no formal fundraising practiced until the early 1900s 

(Kelly, 1998). With the development of expertise in fundraising, “the Era of Staff 

Fundraisers” began in 1964, which brought about professionalism to this field. Many 

scholars and practitioners relate fundraising to philanthropy in general. Tempel (2003) 

defined fundraising as a “servant to philanthropy” (p. 19). Burnett (2002) promoted the 

concept of “relationship fundraising” by stating it as “a donor-based approach to the 

business of raising money” (p. 1). Adopting a marketing point of view, Adrian Sargeant 

(2001a) described relationship fundraising as “an approach to the management of the 

process of donor exchange that is based on the long-term value that can accrue to both 

parties” (p. 26). However, Kelly (1998) argued that marketing is different from 

fundraising for three main reasons:  

First, in market exchanges, the benefits only impact those who are involved, but in 
philanthropic exchanges some of the benefits spill over into society; Secondly, 
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marketing is concerned with consumer publics, but donors and consumers are not 
synonymous for all charitable organizations; Thirdly, marketers’ purposes is to 
generate sales by changing an organization’s products and services, but the 
acknowledged role of the fundraiser is to support an organization’s program 
services by generating gifts (p. 12).  

 
Fundraising, therefore, is to carry out the organization’s mission by managing 

donor relationships. Kelly (1998) defined fundraising practice as a specialization of 

public relations with a focus on nonprofit-donor relationships in a more comprehensive 

and functional way: “the management of relationships between a charitable organization 

and its donor publics” (p. 8). This study adopts the public relations perspective to 

understand the process of fundraising.  

Fundraisers usually classify fundraising programs into two categories. The annual 

giving program is the fundamental fundraising program in every charitable organization. 

It raises money to cover daily services and operation expenses through regular 

programs every year. Annual giving tries to attract a large number of new donors and 

retain current donors (Kelly, 1988).  

Different from annual giving, the major gifts program requires more time and effort 

to personalize appeals to individual donors (Kelly, 1988). There is no universal guideline 

that indicates what gifts are considered as a major gift because they depend on different 

organizations. At the basic level, there is no difference in the application of ROPES 

model for annual giving program and major gift program. However, there are differences 

between the two in terms of time spent on each step and tactics on the four elements of 

stewardship (Kelly, 2001).  

ROPES 

Even in the aftermath of economic recession, fundraising still needs effective and 

systematic management more than ever before. Derived from a public relations model 
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by Jerry Hendrix (1995), Kelly (1998) conceptualized a fundraising process called 

ROPES, with five steps: research, objectives, programming, evaluation, and 

stewardship. The model is both descriptive and normative, describing what the 

fundraising process is like and how it should be practiced. A national survey conducted 

in 2001 provided evidence that ROPES is a valid description of the fundraising process 

(Kelly, 2001a). It is applicable to both annual giving and major gifts programs and 

encompasses gifts from the three donor types: individuals, corporations, and 

foundations. The final step of stewardship makes the model a circular loop for ongoing 

relationship management with donors (Kelly, 2001b). 

Research 

The first step in the ROPES process, research, is the most important step in the 

process (Kelly, 1998). In fundraising, a solid research can direct where energies and 

resources should be invested in and minimize risks for decision making (Tempel, Seiler, 

& Aldrich, 2010). Research in fundraising provides fundraisers an overview of an 

organization’s goal, the knowledge of future opportunities, and the way to communicate 

with donors. It requires practitioners to design research, gather data and analyze them. 

Many charitable organizations now provide sufficient resources to carry out research 

properly and continuously. Kelly (2001a) suggested that fundraisers spend 20% of their 

time on research, as shown in Figure 2-1. The basic methods for fundraising research 

include both qualitative and quantitative methods, such as environmental scanning, 

focus groups, and surveys (Burnett, 2002). Additionally, fundraisers usually have many 

in-house databases and records for secondary research (Kelly, 1998). 

Unlike many practitioners who study donors’ motivation as the first step, Kelly 

(1998) suggested that research should start on the organization, providing a chance for 
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fundraisers to know their organization thoroughly and establish goals to support the 

organization’s mission. Understanding the opportunity is the second element in 

fundraising research. It is essential to research each opportunity during an economic 

challenging time. Then the final research aims at donor publics by segmenting them into 

annual giving donors and major gift donors, who should be matched to the organization 

and the opportunity. The more fundraisers know about donors and prospective donors, 

the more likely they can build quality relationships and accurately structure fundraising 

(Burnett, 2002).  

Objectives 

With research findings, fundraisers can move to the second step in the process to 

set objectives that are relevant, attainable, and measurable (Kelly, 1998). Objectives 

provide direction to programs, give guidance for implementation, and set up the criteria 

for evaluation (Broom, 2009). Objectives should be consistent with the general mission 

and goals of the organization (Brody & Goodman, 1988). Therefore, the objectives for 

each fundraising campaign should align with the organization’s main mission. 

Within the context of the organization, fundraisers need to develop specific action 

plans, which can be combinations of process and outcome objectives (Lindahl, 2010). 

As shown in Figure 2 -1, this step, which takes about 15% of time, involves with 

formulating output or impact objectives. Output objectives deal with programing 

production and efforts (Hendrix, 1995). Usually fundraisers use output objectives for the 

purpose of cultivation. Impact objectives, on the other hand, focus on the effects of 

fundraising on donor publics. According to communication theory, effects consist of 

cognitions (awareness, accuracy, and understanding), attitudes, and behavior. In the 

fundraising arena, repeat behavior is the most important effect because previous donors 



 

22 

are more likely to make another gift than nondonors and it costs much less to raise 

repeat gifts than new gifts (Kelly, 2001a).  

Programming 

Taking 30% amount of time, programming is divided into two parts: planning and 

implementing (Kelly, 1998). It is vital to the organization’s long-term relationships with 

donors that fundraisers take time to develop a coherent fundraising plan with an eye on 

the big picture (Bray, 2010). Strategic planning results in a written fundraising plan, 

which includes a list of objectives, an outline of strategies and tactics, a description of 

activities and tasks, an estimation of budgets for both annual giving and major gifts, 

research findings evaluation plans, and plans for stewardships (Kelly, 1998).  

Next, implementation can be further parted into two sub-categories: 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). As Gaffney (1996) noted, it can take 12 to 

18 months before a given donor relationship produces any gifts. Kelly (2001a) reported 

results of an AFP survey of its members that showed fundraisers spend a great portion 

of their time on building relationships. Similar to personal relationships building, 

nonprofit-donor relations can be cultivated through informing donors of programs and 

involving them in the organization’s work through a two-way communication (Kelly, 

2001a). Solicitation becomes easier with good preparation and cultivation. According to 

Greenfield (1991), “Asking is simple; there are only three ways: by mail, by telephone, 

or in person” (p.14). Online fundraising receives increasing attention recent days. 

Fundraisers need to choose appropriate techniques to communicate with donors in the 

two primary programs. 
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Evaluation 

The next step in ROPES theory is evaluation. Dose the programming lead to the 

accomplishment of all objectives? Too often the evaluation of fundraising is simplified to 

the amount of dollars received in a given year, and it determines the performance 

quality and salary of fundraisers’ work (Mesch & Rooney, 2008). Fundraisers may easily 

ignore the mission of the organization and the long process necessary for raising major 

gifts (Waters, 2007). In terms of ethics, fundraising should never be evaluated by dollar 

totals.  

Taking up 15% of time, evaluation should be conducted throughout the whole 

process of fundraising (Kelly, 1998). Effective evaluation happens at three stages. In the 

planning stage, preparation evaluation checks the background information used for the 

program and tests the message content (Broom, 2009). During implementation, it is 

necessary to monitor programming and make sure it stays on track. If anything goes 

wrong, fundraisers can change programming within the big context. After completing 

programming, the last evaluation stage takes place to measure whether both output and 

impact objectives are achieved (Kelly, 2001a). By analyzing the success or failure of the 

campaign, fundraisers can document their contribution to the organizations’ success. 

Stewardship 

If cultivation is relationships building before solicitation, stewardship is: The mirror 

image of cultivation taking place after “the ask.” Kelly (2001b) pointed out that “ It is 

easier to keep a friend than to make a new one” (p. 279). The last step of stewardship 

focuses on nonprofit-donor relations, and accounts for 20% of the amount of time spent 

on the ROPES process. Rosso (1996) labeled stewardship as “trust, responsibility, 

liability, accountability, integrity, faith, and guardianship” (p. 145). According to 
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Greenfield (1991), the purpose of stewardship in fundraising is to “establish the means 

for continued communication that will help to preserve their interest and attention to the 

organization” (p.148). Emlen (2007) defined stewardship as “the obligation an 

organization assumes when it pursues and accepts the philanthropy of those who 

respond to its mission and core values” (p. 2). According to Quinn and Emlen (2005), 

the Council for Advancement and Support of Education (CASE) consider stewardship 

as a duty of the organization for its continued existence: 

To survive and flourish, an institution must engage a large group of enthusiasts 
who are passionately committed to supporting its mission with their wealth, 
wisdom, and work. That passion is based on a relationship between the individual 
and the institution that must be sustained. Relationships built between individuals 
and the institution are made permanent through a program of recognition, 
engagement, and communication that encourages regular involvement and giving 
to the highest priorities of the institution (p. 1).   
 
How donors are treated after they make gifts builds an essential link between their 

donors and the recipient organizations, which makes the fundraising process continual 

and ethical. By conducting all elements of stewardship, fundraisers are not only 

expressing appreciation for donors’ gifts, but also cultivating those donors for their 

future donations. That is why it is the second most important step in the process and 

very necessary for all relationship management (Kelly, 2001a). To manage stewardship 

effectively, Emlen (2007) pointed out that fundraisers should follow eight key behaviors 

among donors in terms of a good stewardship program: giving regularly, giving to 

priorities, giving in usable ways, giving to capacity, feeling recognized, agreeing to 

participate, spreading the message, and bringing others along. In Penelope Burk’s 

(2003) book Donor-Centered fundraising: A donor-based approach to the business of 

raising money, she points out that if the charitable organization satisfies donor 
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requirements for acknowledgment and communication, the result will be an increase in 

donor retention. However, these two approaches are either organization-centered or 

donor-centered. This study takes the position of a mix-motive approach. Donating 

money fulfills the donor’s self-interests, as well as their altruism to the common good 

through the mission presented by the given charitable organization (Kelly, 1998).  

Four elements of stewardship: Stewardship consists of four elements: 

reciprocity, responsibility, reporting and relationship nurturing. The “Donor Bill of Rights” 

(2010) mentions the access to information and the right to receive appropriate 

acknowledgement, which are key components of stewardship. First, studies show that 

reciprocity is a universal moral code across all cultures and societies (Gouldner, 1960). 

It is an expected behavior for organizations to express reciprocity after receiving gifts 

from donors. Basically, it includes the expression of appreciation from the organization 

and acknowledgment of its publics (Waters, 2009). The most common act of 

appreciation is saying “thank you” to the donor. A handwritten and personalized thank 

you note needs to be sincere and timely. Expression of thanks shows mutual respects, 

maintains social balance and encourages further helping (Kelly, 2001a). When it comes 

to recognition, the organization should form appropriate benefits or gift levels for donors 

based on the size of the gift. For annual gifts, personalized letters produce higher gift 

values (Burk, 2003). VIP privileges to exhibits, parking, and events are appropriate for 

major gifts donors (Kelly, 1998). Some other public recognition can include named gift 

opportunities and admittance into gift clubs or societies (Alexander & Carlson, 2005). 

However, fundraisers should be very careful regarding donor’s preference. In some 

cultures, it will make donors uncomfortable if the organizations praise donors for their 
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good deed in public. Therefore, private recognition should be used instead (Fredricks, 

2009).   

Grounded in systems theory, the concept of responsibility means that charitable 

organizations do not exist in isolation; rather, they are part of the society and have a 

duty to act in a socially responsible way and use the gift for the donor’s intended 

purpose (Kelly, 2001a). No matter annual giving or major gifts, organizations should use 

the gifts to enhance their mission with a respect for the donor’s intention (Burk, 2003). 

Since annual gifts are usually unrestricted, they are more frequently misused than major 

gifts, which are commonly restricted in purpose. Few donors would like their gifts to be 

used for administrative salaries and utility bills. Therefore, this element has both legal 

and ethical implications for fundraising. The “Donor Bill of Rights” proposes that donors 

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

given” (AFP, 1993).  

The third element in stewardship is reporting, demanding charitable organizations 

to be accountable. Accountability is the degree of public confidence in the organization’s 

integral and effective performance (Kelly, 2001a). Fundraisers need to inform donors of 

how well program services are implemented after utilizing their gifts. Some common 

tactics include organizations’ annual report and newsletters, meetings, and 

conversations via telephone or online social media. Fundraisers should also 

demonstrate financial accountability by providing IRS 990 tax forms (Waters, 2009). 

Donors should be informed with updates on how gifts are used and what benefits their 

gifts bring. Reporting standards issued by CASE (2009) provide good guidance for 

educational institutions to be held at significantly higher levels of accountability. The 
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newest edition contains revisions to the reporting standards special for campaigns in 

order to recognize the importance of all donors, the value of all gifts, and the efforts of 

all staff fundraisers. For example, planned gifts must be accurately explained in the 

reports and all contributors should be recognized. 

Relationship nurturing, the fourth element of stewardship, is critical to the 

organization’s success because investment in relationships can be beneficial in the long 

run. This is particularly very true when organizations are facing economic challenges. 

Without building relationships ahead of time, it is hard or even impossible to ask for help 

when needed. Relationship nurturing creates perceptions among donors of care, 

appreciation, and respect for their interest and involvement (Worley & Little, 2002). 

Previous donors are more likely to give again than nondonors and it costs less to 

cultivate previous donors than to solicit new donors (Kelly, 1998). Kelly (2001a) 

suggested that the most effective way to nurture relationships is as simple as 

recognizing the importance of prospective donors and keep them in mind when making 

any decisions. Rather than contacting with donors only for solicitation, fundraisers 

should listen to donors’ needs and communicate with them at other times as well (Kelly, 

1998). Communication strategies and tactics used are presented in many practical trade 

journals. Consultant Laura Fredricks (2009) suggested that fundraisers should keep 

donors close with newsletters and e-mail messages and record donor information and 

conversations in databases in order to maintain effective communication and 

relationships. 

Stewardship and Nonprofit-Donor Relationships 

Stewardship is a critical strategy to recognize “the value of previously established 

relationships to future public relations efforts” (Hon & Grunig, 1999, p.17). Charitable 
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organizations’ relationships with donor publics include several dimensions based on the 

conceptualization of organization-public relationship dimensions (Hon & Grunig, 1999). 

Four commonly used dimensions are control mutuality, trust, satisfaction, and 

commitment. Control mutuality refers to the power sharing between two parties within a 

relationship. Trust is “one party’s level of confidence in and willingness to open oneself 

to the other party” (p.3), which includes integrity, dependability, and competence items. 

Satisfaction is the extent to which one party favors the other because they form positive 

expectations about the relationship. Commitment has been defined as “the extent to 

which one party believes and feels that the relationship is worth spending energy to 

maintain and promote” (Hon & Grunig, 1999, p. 20). Previous studies have linked and 

tested the relationship between stewardship practices and relationship management in 

both academic and practical fields. 

By analyzing the lack of success in the Coaches vs. Cancer campaign, Worley 

and Little (2001) illustrated the importance of two-way communication and the necessity 

of stewardship in any fundraising campaign. This study tested the effectiveness of 

Kelly’s (1998) stewardship to the public relations process and eight-step public relations 

model (situation analysis, publics, objectives, strategies, tactics, timetable, budget, and 

evaluation) in the Coaches vs. Cancer campaign. The campaign focused mainly on 

developing new donors. Neither adequate appreciation nor recognition was dedicated to 

previous donors. In addition, the campaign failed to identify donors’ expectations and 

developed a purely promotional approach for solicitation with no nurturing of 

relationships. In general, the Coaches vs. Cancer campaign did not reach its goal due 

to the lack of stewardship in fundraising. 



 

29 

Besides the case study, previous literature also tested the theory of Hon and 

Grunig’s (1999) organization-public relationships model and Kelly’s (1998) stewardship 

elements. Waters (2007) conducted a survey among staff fundraisers at three Northern 

California hospitals and found that they rated all dimensions of nonprofit-donor 

relationships and elements of stewardship positively. Both annual giving and major gift 

donors’ perspectives were examined and donors rated commitment as the most 

favorable relationship dimension, followed by trust, satisfaction, and control mutuality. 

Fundraisers had higher scores on all four elements of stewardship than did donors. 

Waters’ (2009) study on stewardship among annual giving and major gifts donors in the 

hospitals revealed that focusing on responsibility can help strengthen trust feeling in the 

nonprofit-donor relationships. And nurturing relationships over a long period of time can 

turn out to be an even stronger method of developing trust. 

Interested in the museum sector, Dell (2009) advanced the study of stewardship 

by finding that senior fundraisers at American Association of Museums (AAM)-

accredited museums practiced stewardship above the midpoint on a nine-point scale 

and a significantly positive correlation between the practice of stewardship and the 

quality of relationships with annual giving and major gift donors, as perceived by 

fundraisers. Similar to Waters’ (2007) study, AAM-accredited museums practiced 

stewardship more and had higher quality relationships with major gift donors than with 

annual giving donors.  

Dell’s (2009) study did not find a significant relationship between the practice of 

stewardship and the amount of gifts raised by the organization. The finding was not 

surprising, as Kelly (1998) stated that fundraising is not about money but about 
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relationships. In addition, O’Neil (2007) found that strong relationships with charities 

were not significantly related with the amount of money raised, but high quality of 

nonprofit-donor relationships were associated with years of support, willingness to 

continue donating, and likeness to recommend that others donate. 

In the practical fundraising field, practitioners also conduct research to explore the 

nonprofit-donor relations. The Cygnus research team developed a donor-centered 

fundraising approach based on large donor databases (Burk, 2003). According to its 

findings, Burk believed that practicing stewardship is a way to show respect through 

meaningful communication and, “It is not something you do at certain intervals in your 

relationship with donors, nor is it a momentary thing. It is pervasive. In essence, the 

thank you is the ask. It’s as simple as that” (Burk, 2003). During the economically 

challenging time, many fundraising practitioners noticed that nonprofits depended on 

donors more than ever (West, 2010). Charitable organizations find that they may get 

through the challenging times “by treating donors less like bankers and more like 

generous family members” (West, 2010). The process of making friends with donors 

generates beneficial relationships and creates a win-win zone for nonprofits and donors. 

As Emlen (2007) pointed out: 

Intentional stewardship begins with a definition of philanthropy as the synergistic 
relationship between those with resources and organizations with programs and 
access to beneficiaries. Stewardship is no longer an end-stage activity in 
fundraising but a contract between philanthropists and nonprofit organizations to 
work together for the common good. Stewardship, therefore, is managed as the 
intention of the organization” (p. 77). 
 

Donor Retention and Donor Loyalty 

Most charitable organizations experience relatively large proportional losses of 

donors between the first and second gift (Sargeant & Jay, 2004). Some surveys show 
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that up to 50% of recruited donors never give a second gift. After that, organizations 

continue to lose 30% of their previous donors every year. The regular attrition rate is 

near 20% per year. During the economic recession and its aftermath, organizations 

suffered even a higher loss ratio of 55.9% in 2007 and 56.9% in 2010, due to the 

decrease of individual, corporation, and foundation donors (FEP, 2011). Therefore, 

donor retention deserves more attention from fundraisers in order to hold the number of 

donors who stop giving to a minimum and to reduce the cost and effort for the 

organization to continually seek new donors (Sargeant, 2001b). 

One aspect illustrates the importance of donor retention from a relationship 

marketing perspective. Relationship marketing focuses on customer retention and 

development (Berry, 1983). Customer retention means to build and maintain a lasting 

relationship with a customer, which happens between market transactions as a non-

coincidental sequence (Royce, 1971). Adopting this approach into nonprofit sector, 

Sargeant (2001a) believed that donors’ lifetime value is at the core of relationship 

fundraising, which is “a measure of the total net worth to an organization of its 

relationship with a particular donor” (p. 28). Organizations should encourage fundraisers 

to build long-term relationships with donors. If organizations distribute higher budgets 

for enhancing loyalty, the effect of increasing donor loyalty by 10% would increase the 

lifetime value of the fundraising database by up to 200% (Sargeant & Jay, 2004).  

Sargeant (2004) thought that donor retention is all about donor loyalty, which 

describes the relationships between charitable organizations and donors from several 

drivers: satisfaction, commitment, and trust. Donor loyalty is a key factor for long-term 

successful fundraising. It builds nonprofit-donor relationships based on mutual respect, 
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openness of information, and continuous cultivation. It provides an opportunity for 

donors to get involved and gives them a sense of participation that ensures the success 

of stewardship. Budget allocation for stewardship practices, although sometimes difficult 

to justify in the short-term, has a significant long-term impact on overall fundraising 

(Grace, 2005). Worth (2002) said that if stewardship practice were effective, donor 

loyalty and trust would rise. The Association of Donor Relations Professionals (2010) 

defines donor relations as follows:  

Donor relations is the comprehensive effort of any nonprofit that seeks 
philanthropic support to ensure that donors experience high-quality interactions 
with the organization that foster long-term engagement and investment 
(paragraph 1). 
 
The efforts to build donor relations consist of four elements: gift acceptance and 

management, acknowledgment, donor recognition (including events), and reporting, 

which cover some elements in Kelly’s (1998) stewardship practices. Effective execution 

of the four elements together supports donor acquisition and retention (Association of 

Donor Relations Professionals, 2010). A study conducted in New Hampshire institution 

found out a high correlation between donor retention rate and major gifts. Major gifts 

donors had a consistent giving history before they made the first gift of $50,000 or more. 

A strong relationship management strategy on donor loyalty can bring significant 

increase on revenue (Caldwell, 2012). 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Based on the issues and literature reviewed, the following research questions and 

hypotheses form the basis of the study. The research not only examines the ROPES 

process, but also the extent to which the four elements of stewardship are practiced. 
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RQ1: To what extent do staff fundraisers practice each step of the ROPES 
process of fundraising for annual giving programs and major gifts 
programs? 

 
RQ1a: To what extent do staff fundraisers practice research for annual giving 

programs and major gifts programs? 
 
RQ1b: To what extent do staff fundraisers practice objectives for annual giving 

programs and major gifts programs? 
 
RQ1c: To what extent do staff fundraisers practice programming for annual 

giving programs and major gifts programs? 
 
RQ1d: To what extent do staff fundraisers practice evaluation for annual giving 

programs and major gifts programs? 

 
RQ1e: To what extent do staff fundraisers practice stewardship for annual giving 

programs and major gifts programs? 
 

Waters’ (2007, 2009) and Dell’s (2009) studies found that nonprofit organizations 

practice stewardship more in relationships with major gift donors than with annual giving 

donors. The following hypotheses are proposed to compare the practice of stewardship 

and its four elements with annual giving donors and major gift donors. 

H1: Compared to stewardship practices with annual giving donors, fundraisers 
practice stewardship significantly more with major gift donors.  

 
H1a: Compared to the practice of reciprocity with annual giving donors, 

fundraisers practice reciprocity significantly more with major gift donors. 
 
H1b: Compared to the practice of responsibility with annual giving donors, 

fundraisers practice responsibility significantly more with major gift donors. 
  
H1c: Compared to the practice of reporting with annual giving donors, fundraisers 

practice reporting significantly more with major gift donors. 
 
H1d: Compared to the practice of relationship nurturing with annual giving 

donors, fundraisers practice relationship nurturing significantly more with 
major gift donors. 

 
Even though few previous studies examine the relationship between stewardship 

and donor retention, literature indicates that the increase of relationship management 
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on stewardship practices will retain more donors. Therefore, the following research 

questions are proposed based on fundraising theory and the common notion that 

previous donors who receive stewards from nonprofit organizations are more likely to 

give in the future than non-donors who are not cultivated by organizations. 

RQ2: To what extent is there a relationship between the practice of stewardship 
and donor retention rates? 
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Figure 2-1.  ROPES process model of public relations & fundraising (reprinted by 
permission from Kelly, Kathleen. 2011. Unpublished class handout, PUR 3801—
Public Relations Strategy, University of Florida.)  
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

This study investigates the extent to which fundraisers practice the ROPES 

process model and its four elements of stewardship. It also examines the relationship 

between stewardship practices and donor retention. Survey research method is chosen 

for this study because of the large number of the population and its dispersed 

distribution. A survey “attempts to explain what exists at the moment and describe why 

situations exists” (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011, p.185).   

In order to cover a wide geographic area at a reasonable cost and to provide a 

high degree of privacy for participants, a mail survey was used. Mail surveys are better 

than other methods when researchers need to study a group of highly specialized 

participants (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011). Another advantage of the mail survey is that it 

allows participants to answer questions at their own convenient time with a sense of 

privacy and provide unbiased answers without any personal contact.  

Response rate refers to the proportion of surveys that are successfully collected 

from the sample. For mail surveys, the response rate is usually under 40% (Wimmer & 

Dominick, 2011). Fox, Crask, and Kim (1989) suggested several tactics to increase mail 

survey response rates: university sponsorship to increase credibility, a cover letter to 

explain the purpose of the study and offer contact information, personalized mailing for 

each participant, stamped return postage to provide ease of response, and follow-up 

postcards or letters ten days to two weeks after the survey has been mailed. 

Population 

The population defined for this study is members of the Association of Fundraising 

Professionals (AFP). Founded in 1960, AFP has been “the professional association of 
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individuals and organizations that generate philanthropic support for a wide variety of 

charitable institutions” with a mission to “promote stewardship, donor trust and effective 

and ethical fundraising” (AFP, n.d.). 

According to AFP’s (n.d.) statement on its website, there are more than 30,000 

members from 222 chapters in this association, which represent a diverse population of 

fundraisers in different types of charitable organizations all around the world—with 

missions ranging from arts to education to health to religion. Mainly there are five 

categories of AFP membership type: (1) active members who have at least one year of 

experience as fundraising professionals and spend at least a quarter of their time on 

fundraising-related activities; (2) introductory members who are newly employed in the 

field, full-time students, executive directors who spend less than 25% of their time on 

fundraising, and volunteers; (3) associate members who are engaged in fields related to 

fundraising; (4) business memberships for those who work in for-profit organizations; 

and (5) “web only” membership for strategic alliance partners like the UK’s Institute of 

Fundraising, Fundraising Institute of Australia, and the Fundraising Institute of New 

Zealand. 

This study was interested in only the first AFP membership type: active members. 

Based on findings of a previous study, consultants needed to be removed from this 

study as they practice little stewardship due to their multiple clients and the nature of 

their work (Kelly, 2001a). The focus of this study was on U.S. fundraising, so active 

members with international addresses needed to be deleted. Finally, members who 

were missing organizational affiliation in their contact information needed to be removed 

from the sample to help ensure that participants currently are employed by a charitable 
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organization. Therefore, only active AFP members who are working in the United States 

as full-time staff fundraisers were selected for the study. 

The researcher contacted the person in charge of research programs at AFP, 

invited the association’s participation, and submitted a research proposal that included 

selection criteria for the sample. AFP agreed to participate. 

Screening of AFP’s entire database revealed that 18,018 members fit the sample 

requirements. To achieve 95% confidence level, the researcher requested that a 

random sample of 800 members be drawn from the qualified population. Using an 

online table of random numbers, the researcher generated a starting point by computer, 

number 145, and instructed AFP’s information technology department to select every 

22nd name and rotate its screened database until the sample consisted of 800 

fundraisers. The final sample list was generated in the beginning of December 2011 to 

make sure it contained the most updated and recent information. The list was supposed 

to contain names, titles, organizational affiliations, and mailing addresses of the 800 

selected members. Due to missing information of some cases, only 700 fundraisers 

from the generated sample were used for the mail survey. 

Survey Design 

The questionnaire was designed in five parts with 17 questions adopted and 

modified from Water’s (2009) and Dell’s (2009) studies. A complete copy of the 

questionnaire can be found in Appendix A. 

The first part asks several questions about the nonprofit organization where the 

fundraiser works. If the organization is affiliated with a national/international 

organization, participants were asked to fill in the questionnaire based on information 

from his or her own division. Participants were asked to report the organization’s 
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mission according to the categories used by Giving USA (2011), the governance of the 

organization, the number of employees, the number of staff fundraisers, the age of the 

fundraising program as determined by the number of years the organization has 

employed at least one full-time fundraising professional, the total amount of private gifts 

received by the organization in its last fiscal year, and the percentage of the 

organization’s total revenue represented by private gifts in the last fiscal year. Nominal 

and ratio measures were used.  

In the second part, to determine the extent to which fundraisers practice the 

ROPES process model, participants were asked to fill in a percentage between 0% and 

100% for the amount of time fundraising staff spend on each step in the ROPES model 

for both annual giving programs and major gift programs: research, objectives, 

programming, evaluation, and stewardship. Programming was divided into its two major 

elements, planning and implementing, and participants were instructed that percentages 

for the six items should total 100%. Different from previous studies, which did not define 

time, this study instructed participants to think of time in terms of full-time effort and not 

as duration of the step. Instructions gave the following example: “implementing 

programming from start to end dates may cover 6 months of a 12-month campaign but 

represent less than 50% of the full-time effort spent on the entire campaign.” 

The third part of the questionnaire dealt with donor retention rates for both annual 

giving programs and major gifts programs. Participants were asked to recall the donor 

retention rates for their organization’s last fiscal year and the fiscal year three years 

previous and to estimate what the rates will be for the current fiscal year. The rate of 

donor retention was defined as the percentage of donors from the previous fiscal year 
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who gave again the next fiscal year. Instructions gave details on calculating retention 

rates, an example, and limitations of the definition. The three open-ended items were 

measured on a ratio scale. A fourth item, which was closed-ended and measured on 

both nominal and ordinal scales, asked participants to select one of five responses that 

best describes their organization’s current efforts to retain donors. The five responses 

ranged from “Donor retention receives minimal attention in fundraising” to “The entire 

fundraising strategy is based on high donor retention rates.” 

In the fourth part, participants were asked to report their stewardship practices with 

both annual giving donors and major gift donors. Using a nine-point Likert scale in which 

1 equals “Strongly Disagree” and 9 equals “Strongly Agree,” participants were instructed 

to indicate their agreement with 16 items that measured, with four items each, the four 

elements of stewardship: reciprocity, reporting, responsibility, and relationship nurturing. 

For example, an item measuring reciprocity was: “The organization always sends thank-

you letters for gifts.” The 16 items were randomized and some were reversed in wording 

to avoid response set. Interval measurement was used. 

The fifth and last part of the questionnaire collected demographic information on 

participants by asking their gender, age, and race. Additional questions asked about 

current position, years spent in the current position, and years of fundraising 

experience. Nominal and ratio measures were used. 

Data Collection 

After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board of the University of 

Florida in January 2012, the researcher conducted a pre-test by using a convenience 

sample. Seven fundraisers were recruited from one university foundation and one 

human service organization. Five of the fundraisers are female and the other two are 
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male. Their positions range from member of the fundraising staff to director of 

fundraising. The seven pre-test participants, who were not members of the study’s 

sample, completed the questionnaire and provided suggestions on wording and format 

via individual phone interviews. 

The survey packages were compiled in January 2012. The questionnaire and 

informed consent document were printed on two-sided 11 × 17 inches white paper in a 

booklet format and folded to fit #10 carrier envelopes. The two documents can be found 

in Appendix A and Appendix B, respectively. To enhance legitimacy and increase the 

response rate, cover letters were printed on University of Florida Department of Public 

Relations letterhead and personalized. The first names of all recipients were checked 

online through organizational websites to determine gender for appropriate social titles. 

Using the mail merge function in Microsoft Word, the researcher personalized the social 

title, name, organizational title, organization, and address for each member in the 

sample. In addition, the researcher personally signed all letters. A copy of the cover 

letter can be found in Appendix C. 

Due to the popularity and ease of online surveys, the researcher included a link to 

an online version of the questionnaire in each cover letter as an option to the mail 

survey. The online questionnaire was created with Qualtrics software. It must be noted 

here that AFP declined to provide e-mail addresses of its members in accordance with 

association policy, which required the researcher to administer the survey by mail. 

Including the link to the online survey in the mailed cover letter gave sample members a 

choice of ways to participate while adhering to AFP’s policy. 
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The personalized cover letter, consent document, and questionnaire were inserted 

in a #10 carrier envelope that featured the University of Florida’s logo. The packet also 

included a stamped #9 reply envelope with the researcher’s address printed on it for 

participants to return their completed questionnaire. Packets were mailed via United 

States Postal Service to 700 members of the sample on January 16, 2012. A postcard 

printed on white cardstock was mailed seven days later to remind sample members to 

complete the questionnaire. The postcard’s content can be found in Appendix D. 

Data Analysis 

The researcher coded all responses by assigning a case number, numeric value, 

description, and label to each answer to all closed-ended items. Open-ended responses 

were entered as the value given. After entering all values into the Statistical Package for 

the Social Sciences (SPSS®), the researcher cleaned the data by checking missing 

values and correcting all errors. Five reverse items regarding stewardship practice were 

recoded and rewritten to ensure the positive and consistent direction of all responses. 

SPSS® was employed to analyze the data, test the hypotheses, and answer the 

research questions. Before describing the results, the following paragraphs explain what 

data were examined for each research question and hypotheses and describe the 

statistical procedures used. 

The first research question required analysis of the amount of time in terms of full-

time effort spent on each step of the ROPES process for both annual giving programs 

and major gifts programs. Data from part two of the questionnaire was used. To answer 

research questions 1a, 1b, 1c, 1d, and 1e, mean percentage scores were calculated to 

determine the average time spent on each step by all participants. For question 1c, it 

was necessary to combine the time percentages spent on planning and implementing to 
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get the mean score for the programming step. Standard deviations were also provided 

to determine the extent to which the data varied from the mean value. Mean scores 

were used to compare time percentages of the two programs of annual giving and major 

gifts. 

For the first hypothesis and its four-subset hypotheses, data from part four of the 

questionnaire was used. Eight indexes were created to determine the extent to which 

stewardship and its four elements are practiced by charitable organizations, four 

indexes for annual giving donors and four indexes for major gift donors. To form the 

stewardship element indexes, responses to the four items measuring each of the four 

variables – reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship nurturing – were 

computed into a mean score. Means and standard deviations for individual items were 

calculated and presented for basic description. The four stewardship element indexes 

were combined to form an overall stewardship index, one each for annual giving donors 

and major gift donors. Reliability of each index was computed to indicate consistency 

and property of the scales.  

Following the 95% rule for determining significance, two-tailed, paired sample t-

tests were used to test the first hypothesis and its sub-set hypotheses. Previous studies 

showed that fundraisers practice all four elements of stewardship significantly more with 

major gift donors than with annual giving donors.  

To answer research question two, data from part three of the questionnaire were 

used. Mean scores of donor retention rates were calculated for both primary programs 

for each of the three years measured: the organization’s last fiscal year, fiscal year 

three years previous, and current fiscal year. The six donor retention mean scores were 



 

44 

used for description; however, only the annual giving and major gift donor retention 

mean scores for the last fiscal year were used for analysis. Multivariate analysis of 

variance (MANOVA) was employed to examine the possibility that organization 

characteristics, such as mission, governance, and size, have a significant impact on 

donor retention rates. Pearson’s correlations were computed to determine if there is a 

relationship between the practice of stewardship and donor retention rates for the last 

year.  All four stewardship element indexes and the two overall stewardship indexes 

were tested to determine correlations. 

Data collected from part five were analyzed through MANOVA tests to determine if 

participants’ current positions or race make a difference on their practice of stewardship. 

An independent t-test was employed to see whether or not women and men practice 

stewardship differently. Pearson’s correlation coefficients were computed to determine if 

there is a relationship between stewardship practices and years of fundraising 

experience. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

This chapter provides the results of the study. It first reports the survey’s response 

rate and describes the demographics of participants, comparing their organizations’ 

characteristics with AFP’s membership to support generalization of the study’s findings.  

It then answers the research questions and tests the hypotheses as proposed in 

Chapter 2.  

Participants 

Of the 700 mailed questionnaire packets, 22 were returned due to invalid or 

changed addresses of sample members. Unable to find the right address for 

replacement reduced the sample size to 678. Among all responses, 107 fundraisers 

returned the questionnaire back via mail and 88 fundraisers completed the survey 

online, adding up to a total of 195 responses and a response rate of 28.76%. However, 

half of the online participants dropped off in the middle of the questionnaire and left 

many missing values. After data cleaning, 138 completed questionnaires were used for 

analysis, reducing the response rate to 20.35%. .  

USPS cancellation stamps on return envelopes and responses regarding 

individual demographics and organizational characteristics given by participants indicate 

that they are representative of the population selected for this study. The sample has 

similar proportions of gender, race, and geographical distribution as AFP’s membership. 

Charitable organizations of all mission types and sizes are represented in the sample. 

Similarities allow generalization of the study’s results to active fundraising members in 

AFP and their organizational employers.  
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Presented in Table 4-1, among the 138 participants, 71.5% (n = 98) are female, 

close to the proportion of 74% women in AFP. Participants’ ages ranged from 25 to 66 

with a mean of 47 years old (M = 47.30, SD = 10.84). The majority of participants are 

Caucasian with a percentage of 94.1% (n = 128), but 1.5% of the participants identified 

themselves as African American, 2.2% as Asian American, 0.7% as Native American, 

and 1.5% as Hispanic. In terms of their current position, 45.7% of the participants were 

the head of fundraising in their organizations; 16.7% were the executive director of the 

organization; 15.9% were senior fundraising managers; 15.9% were fundraising staff 

members, and 5.8% said they held other positions, such as vice president or 

development director. Among all participants, the years they spent in their current 

position ranged from 4 months to 29 years, with a mode of 1 year and an average of 5.5 

years (M = 5.52, SD = 5.68). Years of experience in fundraising ranged from 2 years to 

38 years, with an average of 14 years of fundraising experience (M = 14.07, SD = 8.50). 

In terms of participants’ organizations, 33.3% of the fundraisers identified the 

primary mission of their organization as human services. The second largest group is 

organizations with the mission of education (25.4%), followed by health (19.6%). The 

remaining 21.7% of organizations represents the following missions in descending 

order: arts, culture and humanities (7.2%), public-society benefit (4.3%), 

environmental/animals (3.6%), foundations (2.9%), religion (2.2%), and international 

affairs (1.4%). Comparing this distribution to the proportion of subsectors represented 

by all AFP members, the sample closely matches the population, although education 

and health missions are higher in proportion in this sample. 
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Regarding the organization’s governance, 55.8% of participants described their 

organizations as independent local organizations, followed by 10.9% chapter or affiliate 

of a national organization and another 10.9% independent national organizations. Of the 

remaining participants, 7.2% reported that their organizations are government-affiliated, 

2.2% worked for a national organization with chapters or affiliates, and 13.0% other 

governance, such as an international organization, state organization, and university 

affiliated foundation or library.  

The total amount of private gifts received by the participants’ organizations in their 

last fiscal year ranged from just $34 to $ 300 million, with a median of $900,000. 

Analysis showed that participants represent both small and large organizations with 

total revenues for the last fiscal year ranging from $3,400 to $5.83 billion, with a median 

of $5,335,714. The largest proportion of participants (36.5%) were employed at 

organizations with an annual revenue from $1 million to $10 million in the last fiscal 

year, followed by those at organization with revenue of $10 million to $100 million 

(25.4%) and $100,000 to $1 million (19.8%). About 14.3% participants were employed 

at large organizations with an annual revenue of $100 million or more. Only 2.4% of the 

participating fundraisers worked at organizations with an annual revenue of $25,000 or 

less, and 1.6% worked at organizations with between $25,000 and $100,000 in annual 

revenue.  

The total number of the organization’s employees represented another measure of 

organizational size. About 39.9% of participants’ organizations employ fewer than 50 

employees, and 37.7% have 50 to 500 employees. The rest of the organizations 

(22.5%) employ more than 500 people.   
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Among these organizations, the number of fundraising staff employed ranged from 

1 to 300 with a median of 3 and a mean of 11 (SD = 37.09); with 82.8% employing less 

than 10 people in their fundraising departments. Due to the diversity of the sample, the 

length of time the organization had employed at least one full-time fundraiser ranged 

from less than 1 year to 140 years with a median of 15 years and a mean of 19 (SD = 

18.55). In other words, the study’s sample represented charitable organizations that 

were just starting their internal fundraising function as well as those with a very long 

history of staff fundraising. However, attesting to the relative newness of fundraising as 

a staff function, about 70% of the nonprofits represented in this study have employed 

full-time staff fundraisers for less than 25 years. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Research Question 1 

RQ1: To what extent do staff fundraisers practice each step of the ROPES 

process of fundraising for annual giving programs and major gifts programs? To answer 

RQ1 and its subset questions, two indexes were created to provide the percentage of 

time spent on each step of the ROPES process for both annual giving and major gifts 

programs. Mean percentage scores and standard deviations of responses on the five 

steps for the two indexes are presented in Table 4-2. 

RQ1 asks to what extent do staff fundraisers practice research for annual giving 

programs and major gifts programs. Kelly (2001a) suggested that fundraisers should 

spend 20% of their time conducting research in the ROPES process. Responses from 

this study ranged from 2% to 48%. Results showed that organizations’ fundraising 

staffs, on average, spend just 9.16% (SD = 7.82) of their time on research for the 

annual giving program but 16.20% (SD = 12.83) of their time on research for the major 
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gifts program. Averaging both programs’ means, fundraisers represented in this study 

devote only 12.57% (SD = 8.28) of their time to the research step, which is substantially 

less than the theoretical norm of 20%. 

For RQ1b, the responses of time spent on objectives ranged from 0% to 25%. 

Kelly (2008) asserted that fundraisers should spend 15% of their time on formulating 

objectives. Fundraisers in this AFP study reported an average of 10.37% (SD = 5.15) on 

this item for the combined programs, with almost the same proportions for both annual 

giving (M = 10.07%, SD = 6.38) and major gifts (M = 10.21%, SD = 5.18). 

The programming step was divided into planning and implementing for more 

detailed analysis. The norms Kelly (2001a) established hold that fundraisers should 

spend 30% of their time on programming, equally divided between planning (15%) and 

implementing (15%). Results from this study showed that the time participants and other 

fundraising staff members spend on planning range from 0% to 63% and on 

implementing from 0% to 85%. For the annual giving program, the means of percentage 

of time spent on planning was 20.09% (SD = 12.39) and 31.10% (SD = 16.77) on 

implementing, for a total of 50.99% of time spent on the programming step – slightly 

more than one-half of the entire fundraising process. Participants reported lower mean 

percentages for the major gifts program: 17.06% (SD = 9.30) of time spent on planning 

and 25.34% (SD = 15.65) spent on implementing. Combining both elements and both 

programs, fundraisers represented in this study spend, on average, 46.53% (SD = 

16.21) of their time on the programming step, which is considerably higher than the 

theoretical norm of 30%. 
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In answer to RQ1d, the responses on time spent on the evaluation step ranged 

from 0% to 25%. Evaluation takes 10.14% (SD = 7.27) of fundraisers’ time for annual 

giving programs and 8.36% (SD = 4.90) for major gifts programs. Combined, evaluation 

commands a mean of 9.03% (SD = 4.51) of fundraisers’ time, which is considerably less 

than Kelly’s (2001a) recommended 15%. 

Turning to RQ1e regarding the stewardship step, this study’s findings closely 

match the recommended norm. Fundraisers represented in this study spend, on 

average, 21.50% (SD = 12.25) of their time on stewardship for the combined programs 

of annual giving and major gifts, as compared to the 20% norm. This study’s responses 

ranged from 0% to 55% and showed that fundraisers spend more time on stewardship 

practices for major gifts programs (M = 22.87%, SD = 13.41) than they do for annual 

giving programs (M = 19.52%, SD = 12.76).  

As discussed in Chapter 2, two previous studies gathered data on time spent on 

the five steps of the ROPES process model: Kelly (2001a), who conducted a telephone 

survey of AFP members with a Ph.D. degree, and Dell (2009), who conducted a mail 

survey with the senior fundraisers of museums accredited by AAM. As the current study 

is only the third time that the ROPES model has been tested in quantitative research, it 

is fitting to create a table to present and compare results from previous studies and this 

study. See Table 4-3. It should be noted that comparing mean scores across 

populations should be approached with caution. Also, Kelly’s (2001a) statistics, which 

were reported in a chapter of a practitioner-oriented book (Greenfield, 2001), include 

only one decimal rather than the two expected in scholarly publications. 
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Starting with the first step, fundraisers in the current study spend 12.85% of their 

time on research, less than the Ph.D. participants in Kelly’s (2001a) study (14.5%) and 

a little more than the museum fundraisers in Dell’s (2009) study (10.35%). However, all 

three studies showed that time spent on the research step is less than the suggested 

norm of 20%. In addition, this study found that fundraisers spend 10.25% of their time 

on setting objectives, less than findings in both Kelly’s (13.8%) and Dell’s (11.02) 

studies. All three percentages are less than the norm of 15%. For the programming step, 

Dell’s study found the highest percentage of time spent on programming among the 

three studies, 48.70%. The current study revealed that AFP staff fundraisers spend 

46.53% of their time on programming, which is about 7% more than Kelly’s result 

(39.3%) and 16.5% more than the recommended norm (30%). Furthermore, all three 

studies showed a lower percentage of time spent on evaluation than the norm of 15%. 

Kelly found that fundraisers with a Ph.D. degree spend about 11.5% of their time on 

evaluation, whereas this study got an average percentage of 9.25%, followed by the 

lowest average time of 8.26% in Dell’s study. Lastly but importantly, time spent on the 

stewardship step showed a consistent pattern throughout the three studies and had 

percentages that closely matched the theoretical norm of 20%. 

Addressing the entire research question, RQ1, similar to previous studies, this 

study revealed that fundraisers spend the largest proportion of their time on 

programming, followed by stewardship. Whereas the amount of time spent on 

stewardship closely aligns with findings of previous studies and the theoretical norm of 

the ROPES process model of fundraising, the amount of time spent on the 

programming step is higher than that of one previous study and greatly exceeds the 
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recommended norm. Due to the high percentage of time spent on programming, the 

three steps of research, objectives, and evaluation are lower than prescribed. On the 

other hand, this study provides evidence that fundraisers spend about 40% of the time 

they devote to programming on planning programming, as opposed to implementing it.  

In terms of differences between annual giving and major gifts programs, fundraisers 

spent more time on research and stewardship for major gifts programs than they do for 

annual giving programs. Even though the time spent on four of the five steps varied 

from previous studies and the recommended norms, the results of this study support 

Kelly’s (e.g., 1998, 2001a) theory and provide evidence that fundraising is a systematic 

process that entails management of each step in the ROPES model rather than simply 

the act of solicitation of donors. 

Hypothesis 1 

Hypothesis 1 and its subset hypotheses were tested to determine if fundraisers 

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

donors. Ten indexes were created, four each to present practices of the four 

stewardship elements of reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship nurturing 

with annual giving donors and major gift donors and two indexes of overall stewardship 

with the two donor publics. Results of analyses are presented in Table 4-4, which shows 

mean scores and standard deviations of measurement items, stewardship element 

indexes, and overall stewardship indexes, as well as the Cronbach’s alpha measure of 

reliability for each index. 

Hypothesis 1a 

H1a: Compared to the practice of reciprocity with annual giving donors, 

fundraisers practice reciprocity significantly more with major gift donors. Starting with 
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the important issue of reliability, as shown in Table 4-4, the Cronbach’s alpha for the 

reciprocity index is .34 for annual giving donors and .43 for major gift donors. The alpha 

likely is low due to the fact that all four items measuring the variable were modified 

somewhat from those used by Waters (2007, 2009). About 31% of the items measuring 

stewardship practices were original to the study, which could also be a reason for the 

relatively low levels of reliability of six of the eight stewardship element indexes. 

Normally, a Cronbach’s alpha of .70 or higher indicates acceptable reliability (Schmitt, 

1996). The responsibility indexes achieved this standard, as did the two indexes of 

overall stewardship with annual giving donors and major gift donors. Analysis showed 

that deleting any item would not substantially improve the reliability of any of the 10 

indexes; therefore, all items were kept for analyses regarding stewardship practices. 

According to Schmitt (1996), when a measure has meaningful content coverage and 

original items, it may not be a major impediment to use the measure even though it has 

low reliability.  

Most participants provided responses for both annual giving and major gifts 

programs, but because some organizations only have one of the primary programs, 

some respondents gave only partial answers, which reduced the compared responses 

from 138 to 122. This reduction in sample also likely contributed to low reliability of most 

indexes. 

Returning to the stewardship element of reciprocity, as shown in Table 4-4, the 

mean score of the reciprocity index for annual giving donors is 8.21 (SD = 1.24), 

whereas the mean score of the reciprocity index for major gift donors is 8.50 (SD = .81). 

A two-tailed, paired sample t-test found that there is a significant difference between the 
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two mean scores (t = -3.94, df = 121, p < .001). Analysis revealed that, from the 

perspective of fundraisers, they and their organizations are above the midpoint of the 

scale when practicing reciprocity with both annual giving donors and major gift donors. 

Analysis further showed that AFP fundraisers practice reciprocity to a significantly 

greater extent with major gift donors than with annual giving donors. H1a is supported.  

Details regarding responses to each item measuring reciprocity provide greater 

understanding of reciprocity practices. Mean scores for the item on the organization 

acknowledging gifts in a timely manner are higher for major gift donors (M = 8.50, SD = 

.81) than for annual giving donors (M = 8.21, SD = 1.24). There is a significant 

difference between the two mean scores (t = -4.03, df = 121, p < .001). The other three 

items measuring reciprocity revealed differences between stewardship of the two donor 

publics, but the differences are not statistically significant. 

Mean scores for the item on the organization always sending thank-you letters are 

higher for major gift donors (M = 8.74, SD = .91) than for annual giving donors (M = 

8.64, SD = 1.09).. For the item on the organization being sincere when it thanks donors 

for their gifts, AFP fundraisers provided a higher mean score for major gift donors (M = 

8.67, SD = .92) than for annual giving donors (M = 8.52, SD = 1.10). Finally, responses 

to the item on the organization recognizing donors as friends because of their previous 

gifts resulted in mean scores of 8.13 (SD = 1.29) for major gift donors and 7.92 (SD = 

1.40) for annual giving donors.  

Hypothesis 1b 

H1b: Compared to the practice of responsibility with annual giving donors, 

fundraisers practice responsibility significantly more with major gift donors. As 

mentioned earlier, the four items measuring the variable of responsibility produced 
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acceptable levels of reliability with alphas of .70 for the annual giving donors index and 

.71 for the major gift donors index.  

The mean score for the annual giving donors responsibility index is 7.95 (SD = 

1.04), lower than the score for the major gift donors index (M = 8.19, SD = .95). A two-

tailed, paired sample t-test showed a significant difference between the two mean 

scores (t = -5.18, df = 120, p < .001). Analysis revealed that, from the perspective of 

fundraisers, they and their organizations are above the midpoint of the scale when 

practicing responsibility with both annual giving donors and major gift donors. Analysis 

further showed that AFP fundraisers practice responsibility to a significantly greater 

extent with major gift donors than with annual giving donors. H1b is supported. 

Again, details regarding responses to each item provide greater understanding of 

responsibility practices. Mean scores for the item on the organization considering 

donors when deciding how to use their gifts are higher for major gift donors (M = 7.50, 

SD = 1.97) than for annual giving donors (M = 6.92, SD = 2.22). The difference between 

the two mean scores is statistically significant (t = -.4.51, df = 120, p < .001). The other 

three items measuring responsibility revealed differences between stewardship of the 

two donor publics, but the differences are not statistically significant. 

The mean scores for the item on the organization acting ethically in its dealings 

with donors are higher for annual giving donors (M = 8.73, SD = .65) than for major gift 

donors (M = 8. 60, SD = .1.02).  Mean scores on the item measuring donors’ confidence 

in the organization using their gifts wisely is 7.79 (SD = 1.34) for annual giving donors 

and 7.95 (SD = 1.28) for major gift donors. The similar item on the organization valuing 
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donors’ intent when using gifts generated a mean score of 8.37 (SD = 1.44) for annual 

giving donors and 8.71 (SD = .83) for major gift donors.  

Hypothesis 1c 

H1c: Compared to the practice of reporting with annual giving donors, fundraisers 

practice reporting significantly more with major gift donors. The four items measuring 

the variable of reporting produced reliability with alphas of .59 for the annual giving 

donors index and .46 for the major gift donors index. 

As shown in Table 4-4, the mean score of the reporting element index for annual 

giving donors is 7.34 (SD = 1.30), as compared to 7.63 (SD = 1.12) for major gift 

donors. A two-tailed, paired sample t-test revealed that there is statistically significance 

between the mean scores of the two indexes (t = -5.17, df = 118, p < .001). In other 

words, according to fundraisers, the practice of reporting is above average in their 

nonprofits’ relationships with both annual giving donors and major gift donors, but 

reporting is practiced significantly more with the latter donor public. Therefore, H1c also 

is supported. 

Analysis of responses to individual items provides more detail about the practice of 

reporting. Mean scores of the item on the organization telling donors how it has used 

their gifts is higher for major gift donors (M = 7.74, SD = 1.51) than for annual giving 

donors (M = 7.02, SD = 1.89). Paired sample t-tests found that the difference is 

statistically significant (t = -5.40, df = 121, p < .001). The other three items measuring 

reporting revealed differences between stewardship of the two donor publics, but the 

differences are not statistically significant. 

Results showed that AFP fundraisers perceive above average agreement on the 

item regarding the organization informing donors about its fundraising practices, with a 
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mean score of 6.70 (SD = 1.73) for annual giving donors and 6.97 (SD = 1.75) for major 

gift donors. Mean scores of the item on the organization’s annual report detailing how 

much money was raised in that year are similar for both annual giving donors (M = 7.55, 

SD = 2.48) and major gift donors (M = 7.58, SD = 2.46). Among four items measuring 

reporting practice, the item got the highest mean scores dealing with the organization 

providing access to its IRS Form 990. Nonprofit organizations with an annual revenue of 

more than $5,000 must report their income, expenses, and other financial information to 

the IRS on the Form 990 and, by law, make it accessible to interested parties. Mean 

scores on this item are 8.09 (SD = 1.74) for annual giving donors and 8.25 (SD = 1.59) 

for major gifts donors. 

Hypothesis 1d 

H1d: Compared to the practice of relationship nurturing with annual giving donors, 

fundraisers practice relationship nurturing significantly more with major gift donors. As 

presented in Table 4.4, Cronbach’s alphas are .56 for annual giving donors index and 

.44 for major gift donors index. Mean scores for relationship nurturing with major gift 

donors (7.55, SD = 1.16) are greater than those for annual giving donors (7.31, SD = 

1.21). A paired sample t-test revealed that the mean scores significantly differ (t = -3.18, 

df = 119, p < .001). Though still above average, mean scores of relationship nurturing 

with both types of donors are lower than means of the other three stewardship 

elements. Regardless, findings show that AFP fundraisers practice relationship 

nurturing with major gift donors significantly more than they do with annual giving 

donors. H1d is supported. 

Analyses of individual items enrich understanding of relationship nurturing. The 

item on the organization being more concerned with its relationships with donors than 
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with its fiscal health (originally reversed) generated a higher mean score for major gift 

donors (M = 7.04, SD = 2.25) than for annual giving donors (M = 6.55, SD = 2.36). The 

difference between the two mean scores is significant (t = -3.61, df = 120, p < .001). The 

other three items measuring relationship nurturing revealed differences between 

stewardship of the two donor publics, but the differences are not statistically significant. 

The item receiving the lowest levels of agreement from participants was on donors 

hearing from the organization at times other than when it is soliciting for gifts (originally 

reversed). Mean scores on the item for annual giving donors is 6.96 (SD = 2.04) and 

7.01 (SD = 2.38) for major gift donors. 

Mean scores for the item on organizations regularly communicating with donors is 

similarly greater for major gift donors (M = 7.65, SD = 1.57) than for annual giving 

donors (M = 7.52, SD = 1.56). The last item of relationship nurturing assessed the 

extent to which fundraisers and their organizations invite donors to participate in special 

events held by the organization. Again, mean scores showed that major gift donors are 

more likely to be invited to special events (M =8.52, SD = 1.18) than annual giving 

donors (M = 8.24, SD = 1.29).  

As mentioned earlier, two overall stewardship indexes were created, one each for 

annual giving donors and major gift donors. Both indexes have relatively high reliability, 

with a Cronbach’s alpha of .78 for annual giving donors and .79 for major gift donors. 

The mean score of overall stewardship practices with annual giving donors is 7.73 (SD 

= .78), and the mean score with major gift donors is 7.98 (SD = .74). A two-tailed, paired 

sample t-test showed that there is a significant difference between the two mean scores 

(t = -6.01, df = 115, p < .001). Addressing the entire hypothesis, similar to previous 
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studies, this study revealed that fundraisers practice stewardship significantly more with 

major gift donors than with annual giving donors. The overall hypothesis is supported. 

Independent sample t-test showed that there were no differences of stewardship 

practices between men and women. In addition, the current position of participants and 

their race did not differentiate them on the practice of stewardship. Lastly, years in their 

current position, years of fundraising experience, and participants’ age had no statistical 

relationship with their practice of stewardship. 

Research Question 2 

RQ2: To what extent is there a relationship between the practice of stewardship 

and donor retention rates? To answer research question 2, donor retention rates for the 

annual giving program and the major gifts program for three different fiscal years were 

measured and analyzed. Participants were asked to recollect the donor retention rates 

for annual giving and major gifts for their organization’s last fiscal year and its fiscal year 

three years previous to the last fiscal year. They also were asked to estimate the donor 

retention rate for both programs for their organization’s current fiscal year. The rate of 

donor retention was defined as the percentage of donors from the previous fiscal year 

who gave again the next fiscal year. Results of the analyses are presented in Table 4-5.  

The donor retention rate for the organization’s last fiscal year is, on average, 

63.77% (SD = 21.23) for the annual giving program and 65.66% (SD = 25.13) for the 

major gifts program. Responses ranged from 4% to 100%. The donor retention rate for 

the fiscal year three years previous to the last is, on average, 58.77% (SD = 21.04) for 

annual giving and 60.05% (SD = 24.09) for major gifts. The two sets of statistics 

suggest that donor retention rates increased during the three-year period. However, 

expectations indicate little growth in the immediate future. Participants estimated that 
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donor retention rates for their organization’s current fiscal year would be about the same 

as those for the last fiscal year, both for the annual giving program (M = 64.21%, SD = 

22.38) and for the major gifts program (M = 64.46%, SD = 27.21). 

The combined donor retention rate for the last fiscal year is approximately 64.71%, 

and the combined rate predicted for the current year is 64.33%. Both rates are lower 

than the 70% “repeat” donor retention rate for 2009-2010 found by AFP and the Urban 

Institute (2011) in their survey of 2,377 representatives of U.S. nonprofits. Differences 

may be the result of differences in sample size, or it may be that charitable 

organizations represented in this study are not as effective at retaining donors than 

other organizations. 

It should be noted that recalling donor retention rates for their organization’s fiscal 

year three years previous to the last fiscal year was problematic for some participants, 

and 52 participants did not provide data for that year. Several explained that they could 

not “recall” the rates because they did not work for the organization at the time. In 

hindsight, the question should have been modified to account for fundraisers who are 

relatively new to their jobs. Because of this problem with the older year and the fact that 

figures for the current year are predictions, only retention rates for the last fiscal year 

were used for further analyses.  

As described in Chapter 3, one closed-ended item was created to measure 

organizations’ current efforts to retain donors. Participants were instructed to circle the 

one response of the five offered that they believed best described their organization’s 

efforts. The plurality of participants, 50.7%, selected the fourth response: “Donor 

retention is among the highest fundraising priorities.” Only 7.4% of the fundraisers 
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reported that donor retention receives minimal attention in fundraising, and just 5.1% 

said that seeking new donors takes precedence over retaining past donors – the first 

and second responses, respectively. 

The researcher coded the ordered responses from 1 to 5 and computed the mean 

score for the item. Analysis produced a mean score of 3.54 (SD = 1.02), which places 

the typical respondent between the fourth response given above and the third response: 

“Efforts to retain donors have greatly increased in the last four years, since the 

recession started.” Findings suggest that organizations represented in this study 

increased their donor retention efforts to cope with the recent recession and its 

aftermath and currently give retention of donors high priority. 

Considering different charitable organizations’ characteristics, Pearson’s 

correlation coefficients showed there is no relationship between the overall donor 

retention rate of the last fiscal year and the amount of private gifts or the amount of total 

revenue; nor are the donor retention rates related to the number of fundraisers 

employed or the age of the fundraising function (i.e., the number of years the 

organization has employed at least one full-time fundraising professional). MANOVA 

tests revealed that there are no statistical differences in donor retention rates among 

organizations with different missions, governance, and employee numbers. 

Turning to stewardship, results from Pearson’s correlation tests revealed a 

moderate statistically significant correlation (r = .27, p < .01) between the practice of 

stewardship with annual giving donors and the donor retention rate for the annual giving 

program for the last fiscal year. A stronger and significant correlation (r = .37, p < .01) 

was found between the practice of stewardship with major gift donors and the donor 
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retention rate for the major gifts program for the last fiscal year.  These results indicate 

that with the increasing practice of stewardship with annual giving donors, donor 

retention rates for annual giving programs are likely to be higher. It is also true that 

when organizations practice more stewardship with major gift donors, the donor 

retention rates for major gifts programs are likely to be higher.  

Additional analyses also found that the practice of responsibility with annual giving 

donors is significantly correlated with the annual giving donor retention rate for the last 

fiscal year (r = .25, p < .01). This means that the more nonprofits act responsibly toward 

annual giving donors, including responsible use of their gifts, the more likely the donor 

retention rate for annual giving will be higher. In addition, reporting practiced with major 

gift donors is positively correlated with the major gifts donor retention rate for the last 

fiscal year (r = .29, p < .01). Similar to annual giving, the stewardship element that has a 

correlation with the major gifts donor retention rate for the last fiscal year is the practice 

of responsibility (r = .36, p < .01). Although moderate in degree, these significant and 

positive correlations indicate that donor retention rates are higher when charitable 

organizations practice more reciprocity, reporting, and responsibility with major gift 

donors. 

The answer to research question 2 is that nonprofit organizations’ practice of 

stewardship with annual giving donors and major gift donors is positively related to the 

donor retention rates of annual giving programs and major gifts programs, respectively.  
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Table 4-1.  Demographics and characteristics of participants and their organizations 

Variable Number Percentage 

 \Mean \SD 
Gender   
Male 39 28.5% 
Female 98 71.5% 
   
Ethnicity   
African American 2 1.5% 
Asian American 3 2.2% 
Caucasian 128 94.1% 
Hispanic American 2 1.5% 
Native American 1 0.7% 
   
Age Mean = 47.30  SD = 10.84 
   
Current position   
Head of fundraising 63 45.7% 
Executive director of the organization 23 16.7% 
Senior fundraising manager 22 15.9% 
Fundraising staff member 22 15.9% 
Other 8 5.8% 
   
Years in current position Mean = 5.52  SD = 5.68 
   
Years of fundraising experience Mean = 14.07  SD = 8.50 
   
Organization’s mission   
Arts, Culture, and Humanities 10 67.2% 
Education 35 25.4% 
Environment/Animals 5 3.6% 
Foundations 4 2.9% 
Human Services 46 33.3% 
Health 27 19.6% 
Public-Society Benefit 6 4.3% 
International Affairs 2 1.4% 
Religion 3 2.2% 
   
Organization’s governance   
Independent local organization 77 55.8% 
Chapter/affiliate of national organization 15 10.9% 
Independent national organization 15 10.9% 
National organization with chapters/affiliates 3 2.2% 
Government-affiliated organization 10 7.2% 
Other 18 13.0% 
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Table 4-1.  Continued 

Variable Number Percentage 
 \Mean \SD 

Total number of all employees   
Fewer than 50 employees 55 39.9% 
50-350 employees 45 32.6% 
351-500 employees 7 5.1% 
More than 500 employees 31 22.5% 
   
Number of fundraisers M = 11 SD = 37.09 
   
Years of employing fundraisers M = 19 SD = 18.55 
   
(n = 138)   
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Table 4-2.  Mean percentages of time spent on steps of the ROPES process 

Step Current study  
Mean% (SD) 
Annual Giving Programs 

Current study  
Mean% (SD) 
Major Gifts Programs 

Theoretical 
Norm% 
(Kelly, 2001a) 

Research 9.16 (7.82) 16.20 (12.83) 20 
Objectives 10.07 (6.38) 10.21 (5.18) 15 
Programming (51.19 Total) (42.40 Total) (30 Total) 
           Planning     20.09 (12.39)     17.06 (9.30)    15 
           Implementing     31.10 (16.77)     25.34 (15.65)    15 
Evaluation 10.14 (7.27) 8.36 (4.90) 15 
Stewardship 19.52 (12.76) 22.87 (13.41) 20 
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Table 4-3.  ROPES Model: Findings of three studies  
 

Step 2001 AFP 
(Kelly, 2001a) 
Mean% (SD) 
N = 101 

2009 AAM 
(Dell, 2009) 
Mean% (SD) 
N = 144 

2012 AFP 
(Current Study) 
Mean% (SD) 
N = 138 

Norm 
(Kelly,2001a) 
Mean%  

Research 14.5 (9.2) 10.35 (6.20) 12.57 (8.28) 20 

Objectives 13.8 (7.6) 11.02 (9.05) 10.37 (5.15) 15 

Programming 39.3 (16.2) 48.70 (--) 46.53 (16.21) 30 

      Planning --     20.31 (10.12)     18.76 (9.62)     15 

      Implementing --     28.39 (14.64)     27.77 (14.46)     15 

Evaluation 11.5 (7.0) 8.26 (14.64) 9.03 (4.51) 15 

Stewardship 20.9 (13.8) 21.70 (15.18) 21.50 (12.25) 20 
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Table 4-4.  Mean scores on stewardship and its elements 

Item Annual Giving Donors 
Mean (SD) 

Major Gift Donors 
Mean (SD) 

Reciprocity   
The organization acknowledges gifts in a 
timely manner. 

8.21 (1.24) 8.50 (.81) 

The organization always sends thank-
you letters to donors for their gifts. 

8.64 (1.09) 8.74 (.91) 

The organization is sincere when it 
thanks donors for their contributions. 
(Originally reversed) 

8.52 (1.10) 8.67 (.92) 

Because of their previous gifts, the 
organization recognizes donors as 
friends. 

7.92 (1.40) 8.13 (1.29) 

   
Reciprocity indexes 8.32 (.70) 8.51 (.60) 
Cronbach’s alpha .34 .43 
   
Responsibility   
The organization acts ethically in its 
dealings with donors. 

8.73 (.65) 8.60 (1.02) 

The organization considers its donors 
when deciding how to use gifts. 

6.92 (2.22) 7.50 (1.97) 

Donors have confidence that the 
organization will use their gifts wisely. 

7.79 (1.34) 7.95 (1.28) 

The organization values donor intent 
when using gifts. (Originally reversed) 

8.37 (1.44) 8.71 (.83) 

   
Responsibility indexes 7.95 (1.04) 8.19 (.95) 
Cronbach’s alpha .70 .71 
   
Reporting   
The organization informs donors about 
its fundraising practices. 

6.70 (1.73) 6.97 (1.75) 

The organization tells donors how it has 
used their gifts. 

7.02 (1.89) 7.74 (1.51) 

The organization’s annual report details 
how much money was raised in that 
year. 

7.55 (2.48) 7.58 (2.46) 

The organization provides donors with 
access to its IRS Form 990. (Originally 
reversed) 

8.09 (1.74) 8.25 (1.59) 

   
Reporting indexes 7.34 (1.30) 7.63 (1.12) 
Cronbach’s alpha .59 .46 
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Table 4-4.  Continued 

Item Annual Giving Donors 
Mean (SD) 

Major Gift Donors 
Mean (SD) 

Relationship nurturing   
Donors hear from the organization not 
only when it is soliciting for gifts. 
(Originally reversed) 

6.96 (2.04) 7.01 (2.38) 

The organization is more concerned with 
its relationships with donors than with its 
fiscal health. (Originally reversed) 

6.55 (2.36) 7.04 (2.25) 

The organization regularly communicates 
with donors. 

7.52 (1.56) 7.65 (1.57) 

The organization invites donors to 
participate in special events that it holds. 

8.24 (1.29) 8.52 (1.18) 

   
Relationship nurturing Indexes 7.31 (1.21) 7.55 (1.16) 
Cronbach’s alpha .56 .44 
   
Overall stewardship indexes 7.73 (.78) 7.98 (.74) 
Cronbach’s alpha .78 .79 
   
(n = 138)   

 



 

69 

Table 4-5.  Donor retention rates 

Years Annual giving programs 
Donor retention rate 
Mean% (SD) n 

Major gifts programs 
Donor retention rate 
Mean% (SD) n 

Last fiscal year 
Three years previous 

63.77 (21.23) n=115 
58.77 (21.04) n=105 

65.66 (25.13) n=97 
60.05 (24.09) n=86 

Current fiscal year 64.21 (22.38) n=100 64.46 (27.21) n=88 
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSION 

Using a survey of a random sample of members of AFP, the purpose of this study 

was to advance the understanding of fundraising practice by analyzing the time spent 

on each step in the ROPES process model and measuring the practice of stewardship 

and its four elements. The study compared stewardship practices with annual giving 

donors and major gift donors. It also examined donor retention rates and their 

relationship to the practice of stewardship with annual giving donors and major gift 

donors. 

ROPES Model 

Responses from AFP fundraisers revealed that the percentage of time spent on 

the research step in the ROPES model of the fundraising process is more than the 

percentage of time reported by AAM senior fundraisers (Dell, 2009), but less than 

Kelly’s (2001a) results collected from AFP members with Ph.D. degrees. Analysis 

showed that fundraisers spend far less time on conducting research than the 

recommended norm, especially for annual giving programs. This underutilization of 

research is likely to result in incomplete and possibly flawed understanding of the 

organization, situation/opportunity, and publics. It also hampers meaningful 

segmentation of publics and communication effectiveness. Even though annual giving 

donors contribute a relatively small percentage of the dollars raised by a charitable 

organization, research and analysis can increase the program’s effectiveness and 

identify donors who are capable of making a major gift in the future. Detailed and 

efficient data collection on donors is essential to building a sustainable donor database. 

Research on the organization can identity strengths and weakness in its fundraising 
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efforts. In addition, more research on the situation/opportunity can identify trends and 

changes in the nonprofit sector and philanthropy and give organizations a greater 

advantage in fundraising effectively in their environments. 

Percentages of time spent on objectives and evaluation found in this study are 

also low, which is consistent with findings of the two previous studies on ROPES. 

Without clear objectives, the whole program or campaign likely will lack focus and 

direction. It will cause troubles during the programming step, due to a lack of guidance. 

Formulating objectives pulls all parts of fundraising together with a big picture of goal 

attainment and planned action. Spending insufficient time on formulating objectives 

could be one reason for the low degree of evaluation, because, to go beyond counting 

dollar totals, evaluation is dependent on having set objectives to determine at the 

conclusion of programming whether or not the fundraising department has met its 

objectives. Evaluation provides valuable assessment of programming as a whole. 

Through effective evaluation, organizations can identify weakness in their fundraising 

and figure out new strategies for future improvement. With increasing watchdogs’ 

inspection of nonprofits’ performance, self-evaluation of gift usage is also necessary to 

uphold the accountability of the organization.  

This study found that AFP fundraisers spend the largest proportion of time in the 

fundraising process on programming, in both annual giving programs and major gifts 

programs. The percentage was the largest among the three ROPES studies. One 

possible reason for this high percentage may be that, despite instructions, respondents 

thought of time in terms of duration of the step, rather than effort. On the other hand, 

consistently high percentages far greater than the theoretical norm, may mean that the 
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ROPES model underestimates the amount of time fundraisers need to spend on 

programming. Regardless, findings showed that planning and implementing activities for 

programming receive the most attention from AFP fundraisers.  

Unlike the other steps, the time fundraisers spend on stewardship adheres closely 

to Kelly’s (2001a) recommended percentage in both previous studies and the current 

study. This supports her theory that the ROPES model is both descriptive and 

normative. Interestingly, this study found that compared to major gift donors, annual 

giving donors receive almost the same percentage of time of stewardship. AFP 

fundraisers practice stewardship to maintain quality relationships with both types of 

donors in the fundraising process. There was no significant variation among different 

types of charitable organizations (i.e., mission). The stewardship step is the foundation 

for maintaining relationships, retaining donors, reducing costs, and increasing gifts.  

Regardless of differences of time allotment on four of the five steps, effective 

fundraising management requires fundraisers to conduct research on their 

organizations, the situation/opportunity, and donor publics related to both; set 

measurable objectives; efficiently plan and implement programming; evaluate the 

results; and steward donors to maintain relationships. It is an on-going process in a 

continuous loop.    

Stewardship and its Elements 

This study measured the practice of stewardship among fundraisers in AFP 

representing different nonprofit organizations across the United States. Findings show 

that stewardship practices are valued by AFP fundraisers, although the degree varied. 

All types of nonprofits accept stewardship as a strategic part of the fundraising process 

and practice it at a relatively high level. AFP members’ commitment to stewardship 
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emphasizes its importance to improving fundraising effectiveness. The four elements of 

stewardship provide meaningful and practical details to help organizations better 

understand their relationships with donors. 

Results showed that there is significant difference between practices of 

stewardship with annual giving donors and major gift donors. Major gift donors donate 

substantially more money per gift to the organization than annual giving donors do. 

Therefore, fundraisers spend more time and effort to build and cultivate relationships 

with major gift donors. Organizations should pay more attention to the practice of 

stewardship with annual giving donors, however, in order to retain previous donors and 

explore their prospects. To achieve this balance, it is necessary for organizations to 

appreciate and recognize donors’ contributions appropriately, act ethically and 

responsibly, report the gift use regularly, and maintain relationships through effective 

communication. 

Reciprocity 

Reciprocity is the most practiced of the four elements of stewardship. Through 

acts of appreciation and recognition, organizations express their gratitude for donors’ 

gifts. Similar to the other elements, reciprocity is practiced significantly more with major 

gift donors than with annual giving donors. The difference is not only about the amount 

of effort spent on reciprocity but also the way to reciprocity is practiced. 

Research and effective communication increase the effectiveness of 

acknowledgement practices (Kelly, 1998). Choosing an appropriate time to thank 

donors is a great matter to future relationship building. Major gifts received from long-

time cultivated donors certainly deserve timely acknowledgement from nonprofit 

organizations. However, fundraisers practice less timely reciprocity with annual giving 
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donors. Many donors usually feel negative about acknowledgement long after the 

contribution. They take it as a hint for a new solicitation (Nathan & Hallam, 2009). 

Therefore, time management on acknowledgement of gifts is essential in the fundraising 

process. Secondly, annual giving donors often receive requests through mass mailings. 

The difficulty to personally communicate with annual giving donors increases their 

detached feelings toward the organization. Although the difference of nature between 

annual giving donors and major gift donors is understandable, fundraisers should strive 

to increase effective communication and management with annual giving donors, who 

could be prospects for future major gifts. Their word-of-mouth support of the 

organization can also attract new donors.  

Responsibility 

Even in times of tight budgets, high demands for services, and an economically 

challenging environment, it is still nonprofit organizations’ responsibility to use donors’ 

gifts in consideration of both the organization’s mission and donors’ intended interests. 

It is ethical fundraising behaviors that hold the accountability of nonprofits as a whole. 

Results of this study show that nonprofits are above average on the practice of 

responsibility with both types of donors, but significantly more with major gift donors.  

The item on whether the organization considers its donors when deciding how to 

use gifts revealed a significant difference between annual giving donors and major gift 

donors. Usually the uses of major gifts are restricted in purpose before receipt. To honor 

their gifts and assure future donors, fundraisers are cautious about the appropriate use 

of major gifts for the organization’s well-being in the long term. However, when using 

annual giving gifts, fundraisers are more likely to step into ethical problems, as annual 

giving gifts usually are unrestricted and flexible in their use. Annual giving dollars are 
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sometimes misused to pay for such expenses as administrative salaries, which is not 

the interest and intention of donors. This could be the reason for different practices of 

responsibility with annual giving donors and major gift donors. For long-term 

development, fundraisers must keep explicit and implicit promises to meet donors’ 

expectations. It is important to listen to both types of donors and take their concerns into 

account when making decisions on gift use. 

Reporting 

At the basic level of reporting, nonprofit organizations need to keep donors 

informed of their gift’s use. Only through transparent and ethical fundraising behaviors, 

can organizations gain trust and commitment from donors (Hall, 2006). Results of this 

study show that nonprofit organizations represented in AFP are above average in 

reporting to both annual giving donors and major gift donors. 

Any nonprofit organization with an income of more than $5,000 must complete and 

submit the IRS Form 990. It is a legal requirement that helps nonprofits be accountable 

to donors and other stakeholders. Besides the information about the use of donors’ 

gifts, it is also necessary to inform donors of the organization’s fundraising results and 

other financial data. Organizations need to confirm that gifts have been used in the way 

that was promised to donors in previous communications. It is not difficult to compile 

annual reports of the organization’s finances and send them to donors. Practitioners 

suggest that placing the information on the organization’s website is another easy way 

to report to donors.  

Both annual giving donors and major gift donors, according to this study, receive 

an above average level of reporting about how organizations use their gifts. However, 

there is a significant difference of reporting gift use between the two types of donors. 
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The necessity to retain current donors keeps fundraisers informing donors to meet their 

needs. Through effective reporting, organizations demonstrate a continued intention to 

cultivate major gift donors and maintain relationships with them. A possible reason for 

the higher level of reporting is that organizations usually agree to fulfill certain 

obligations outlined in the written proposal before receiving a major gift. Reporting to 

major gift donors about the use of gifts can be one of the requirements stated in the 

proposal.  

Regardless of quasi contractual agreements, transparency to annual giving donors 

is as important as it is to major gift donors. Fundraisers should keep in mind that there 

are also media reports available to publics besides the organization’s own annual 

reports. Donors can feel unsatisfied or detached if they do not hear from the 

organization. Things become even worse when donors are unimpressed or even 

offended by media reports that organizations have large financial reserves or spend 

their money on unnecessary expenses. The best way to prevent such reports from 

pushing donors away is to use gifts by ethically adhering to both the organization’s 

mission and donors’ needs. Only if both types of donors understand how their gifts help 

the organization to fulfill its mission through services, can they have favorable attitudes, 

develop high trust and loyalty, and donate again to the organization.  

Relationship nurturing 

Fundraising is not only about how much money is raised, but more about 

relationship building and nurturing in the process. Organizations may be tempted to 

invest sparingly in this element, which seems to have no direct impact on raising gifts. 

Holding events and communicating with donors at regular intervals require time and 

money. It is the element of relationship nurturing that advances organizations’ goals and 
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keeps the whole fundraising process consistent for future development. This study 

reveals that nonprofit organizations represented in AFP are above average in practicing 

relationship nurturing with their donors; however, the element is relatively low in 

comparison to the other three stewardship elements.  

Relationship nurturing is dependent on continuous communication with donors. 

Communication with donors only when soliciting gifts irritates donors and diminishes the 

relationship. In this study, fundraisers are above average in communicating with donors 

regularly for reasons other than solicitation. Organizations recognize both types of 

donors as valuable sources of funding. Major gift donors provide the largest proportion 

of money to organizations; hence, they receive more communication than annual giving 

donors. However, the difference not only exists in how much communication the two 

groups receive, but also the method of communication. Major gift donors receive more 

interpersonal communication, whereas annual giving donors are treated more like 

customers with few personal contacts from fundraisers. Nonprofits should strive to 

improve their strategic communication with annual giving donors.  

Relationship nurturing also depends on involvement, which ranges from 

participation in special events to participation in the organization’s operations and 

decision making. Major gift donors often serve as members of committees or boards. 

The more positive interaction organizations have with major gift donors, the more likely 

they will donate again in the future. To involve the much larger number of annual giving 

donors, nonprofits rely on volunteer opportunities and special events. The popularity of 

social media also provides new platforms for engaging a large number of annual giving 

donors. Relationship nurturing with both types of donors plays an important role in the 
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fundraising process. As mentioned in Chapter 1, effective fundraising starts and ends 

with nurturing relationships (Joyaux, 2008). If private gifts are the blood that keeps the 

organization continuing to fulfill its mission through services, then relationship nurturing 

with donors represents the stem cells that keep the organization fresh and healthy with 

reliable and consistent funding.  

Donor Retention 

As presented in Chapter 2, the overall donor retention rate in 2009-2010 was a 

median of 41% and the repeat donor retention rate was 70%, according to AFP and the 

Urban Institute’s (2011) fundraising effectiveness survey report. The current study only 

measured the repeat donor retention rate, or the percentage of donors from the 

previous fiscal year who gave again in the next fiscal year. The average donor retention 

rate for the organization’s last fiscal year that was reported by AFP fundraisers is 

64.7%, combining rates for both annual giving programs and major gift programs. This 

study’s rate is lower, as pointed out in Chapter 4. One possible reason for the lower rate 

is the small sample size of this study. Another reason might be that some participants 

may have overlooked or misunderstood the instructions for the item measuring this 

variable. They might have provided the overall donor retention rate instead of the repeat 

donor retention rate.  

This study found that the combined donor retention rate was 59.4% three years 

previous to the last fiscal year, which indicates an increased effort to improve donor 

retention since the Great Recession. AFP fundraisers also were confident in predicting 

a combined donor retention rate of 64.3% for the current fiscal year, a rate almost 

identical to the one for the past fiscal year. Overall, these findings suggest an increase 

of donor retention during recent years, which corresponds with the greater emphasis 
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placed on its importance by such fundraising associations as AFP and CASE. However, 

the flat rate predicted for the current fiscal year may indicate that growth will slow in the 

near future. 

As the U.S. economy slowly recovers from the recent recession, nonprofit 

organizations will continue to face tight operating budgets and reduced revenue. Under 

such circumstances, retaining previous donors becomes more cost efficient and 

effective to help organizations stay balanced. This study found no significant differences 

between large and small nonprofits in terms of their donor retention rates and current 

efforts to retain donors. The importance of donor retention is widespread and accepted 

by all sizes of organizations in the nonprofit sector (Sargeant, 2008). Results show that 

almost one-half of AFP fundraisers believe that, in their organizations, donor retention is 

among the highest fundraising priorities. Based on the mean score, AFP fundraisers 

hold the belief just given and also believe that they and their organizations have greatly 

increased efforts to retain donors during the last four years, since the economic 

recession began. Donor retention is a tangible benchmark for formulating fundraising 

objectives, evaluating fundraising programming, and assessing fundraising 

effectiveness.  

Stewardship Practices and Donor Retention 

Practitioner literature asserts that building donor loyalty is the basis for retaining 

donors. Fundraisers commonly accept that the practice of stewardship is an effective 

way to build donors’ trust, commitment, satisfaction, and involvement in nonprofits. This 

study linked communication strategy with donor behavior, specifically repeat giving. 

Results show that stewardship practice is significantly related to donor retention of both 
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annual giving donors and major gifts donors. The more fundraisers practice the four 

elements of stewardship, the more likely previous donors will be retained.  

Sincere and timely acknowledgement and recognition of donors are simple yet 

effective ways to encourage repeat giving and future gifts. Nonprofits can send 

personalized thank-you notes to donors, acknowledge them in weekly newsletters, 

either paper or online, and even hold special events to recognize their contributions 

(Hall, 2006; Burk, 2003). External communication tactics, such as press releases, are 

also effective if donors agree to public recognition. From donors’ perspectives, 

appropriate recognition makes them feel worthy and more supportive of the 

organization. Therefore, donors are likely to fulfill their own interests by donating again 

in the near future. For a short period of time, there may be no direct impact on 

fundraising results; however, in the long term, this strategy pays valuable dividends.  

Being responsible and ethical in the fundraising process is the basic expectation 

from donors. It is another useful relationship strategy to build trust. When deciding how 

to use gifts, organizations should take donors’ intention and interests into account. 

Understanding their motives to give is important for attracting gifts in the first place, but 

it is also essential to bringing donors back by fulfilling their expectations of the 

organization as being socially responsible. This is why organizations should adopt a 

mix-motive approach to their fundraising management and ensure that donors’ priorities 

are considered in decision making. Ethical fundraising holds the organization 

accountable to donors and other stakeholders. It gives donors greater confidence in 

inviting their friends to engage with and make contributions to the organization. 
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This study’s results show that there is a significant and positive correlation 

between the practice of reporting and donor retention. Reporting involves standards, 

system management, and informing methods for fiscal accountability and transparency. 

It is imperative that nonprofits inform donors about their fundraising practices, the use of 

gifts, and other financial data. Besides the IRS Form 990, access to annual reports with 

financial information helps donors better understand the organization. If reporting meets 

the expectations and requirements of donors, they are more likely to be satisfied with 

the organization. Nonprofits have a greater chance to retain donors if donors have high 

levels of satisfaction with the organization’s performance. 

Rather than a simple communication strategy, the element of relationship nurturing 

concerns the overall effectiveness of relationship management. Fundraising is more 

than just raising money; the function is responsible for building and maintaining reliable, 

high quality relationships with donors. Diversified communication strategies designed for 

donors at different levels serve as to maintain established relationships with donors. 

Through relationship nurturing, organizations combine communication with donor 

involvement, which increases probability of high donor retention.  

Implications for the Practice 

With the slow recovery of the U.S. economy, nonprofit organizations are in a 

challenging era in which to raise and secure funding. Facing such fiscal stress, it is 

more urgent than ever to better understand and effectively manage the fundraising 

process.    

The findings of this study show that nonprofit organizations represented in AFP 

are above average in their practice of stewardship, and their donor retention rates have 

increased in recent years. Still, this study identified several areas in which nonprofits 
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could improve, namely greater effort spent on research, formulation of objectives, and 

execution of evaluation in the fundraising process. Fundraisers spend only about 13% 

of their time on research, 7% less than Kelly (2001a) recommended. As discussed in 

Chapter 2, research is the first and most important step in the fundraising process 

(Kelly, 1998). Without conducting research, nonprofits carry out fundraising in a “hit-or-

miss” manner. Solid research is the key to effectiveness. Spending effort on researching 

the organization, situation/opportunity, and publics can save time and money throughout 

the whole process. Also the time spent on the objectives and evaluation steps are less 

than the normative recommendations. Objectives give guidance and direction in the 

management of fundraising. Internal and external evaluation provides organizations with 

valuable data to better shape current and future campaigns and allows fundraising to 

measure and document its contributions to attainment of the organization’s goals and 

advancement of its mission.  

To build a sustainable base of donors requires changes in communication 

strategy, especially stewardship practices. This study provides evidence that the 

practice of reciprocity, responsibility, reporting, and relationship nurturing are all 

positively related to donor retention. The findings are practical and applicable to 

nonprofits and their fundraisers who value donor relationships as equally or more 

important as money raised. A critical factor in donor retention management is the 

practice of reciprocity. Nonprofits and their fundraisers should demonstrate their 

gratitude to donors for their gifts in appropriate, timely, and sincere acts of appreciation 

and recognition. Tactics may include phone calls, e-mails, and personal visits. Multiple 

organizational representatives should be involved in expressing gratitude, such as 
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senior managers, board members, and program services staff. Organizations can 

recognize donors on donor walls or in newsletters, annual reports, as well as online.  

Organizations also need to use gifts in a responsible and ethical way by 

considering donors’ intention for giving. Increasing the practice of reporting by informing 

donors of gift use and financial information could also enhance the quality of 

communication with donors, improve relationships with them, and increase donor 

retention. In addition, taking more efforts to build and maintain mutually beneficial 

relationships with donors through continuing communication in times other than 

solicitation would likely increase donors’ sense of trust and loyalty. Listen to their 

thoughts and interests and offer more choices to make them feel valued. Doing so could 

retain donors who will be reliable sources of support for the organization in the future. It 

is understandable that donors decrease their gifts when they have financial challenges. 

Offering non-financial support options can keep donors who may lapse within the 

organization’s fold.   

Another opportunity for nonprofits and their fundraisers is to increase stewardship 

practices with annual giving donors. The significant difference between stewardship 

practices with annual giving and major gift donors presents opportunities for 

organizations to manage their interactions and improve their relationships with annual 

giving donors. Though gifts from annual giving donors are smaller than major gifts, 

these gifts represent consistent and reliable sources of unrestricted support. It is 

especially important for nonprofits to have a healthy balance in finance during 

economically challenging times. Less than desirable stewardship for annual giving 

donors may lead to increases in donor attrition. Organizations need to strengthen 
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relationships with annual giving donors with more interpersonal and open 

communication.   

Because of the crucial role of stewardship practices, organizations may consider 

establishing a separate stewardship office within the fundraising department to manage 

this important step in the fundraising process. Another recommendation is to leverage 

and integrate stewardship with the organization’s public relations or communications 

department. Ensuring the consistency of internal and external messages can increase 

the organization’s credibility and enhance relationship management. Many strategic 

communication tools from public relations also can contribute to effective nonprofit-

donor relationships management.  

Impact on Fundraising and Public Relations Theory 

This study examined Kelly’s (1998) ROPES process model of fundraising with a 

comparison between annual giving programs and major gifts programs. The findings 

validate Kelly’s model and theory that fundraising is more than soliciting money; it 

involves strategic management of relations with donors through the five steps of 

research, objectives, programming, evaluation, and stewardship.  

Findings document the current importance the nonprofit sector places on retaining 

donors, which provides empirical, scientific support for practitioners’ efforts to increase 

donor retention. Adapting Water’s (2007) stewardship items and adding new items, this 

study also measured stewardship practices and the concepts of four stewardship 

elements among diverse organizations from a more general population than previous 

studies. The new items provide valid indicators to examine the four elements of 

stewardship in future research. Furthermore, the study establishes for the first time a 

positive and substantial relationship between the practice of stewardship and donor 
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retention. This relationship strengthens the theory by providing practical reasons for 

application to the practice. Reflecting the assessment from Sargeant (2004), this study 

relates effective communication strategy to the highly desired and easily measured 

outcome of of donor retention. Therefore, the study offers practical recommendations 

without neglecting the theoretical approach to managing donor retention. 

Limitations of the Study 

By examining different types of nonprofit organizations from a general population, 

this study advances the body of knowledge about the fundraising process and the 

practice of stewardship. In addition, for the first time, it explored the relationship 

between stewardship practices and donor retention rates. Although the results validate 

the theories and increase understanding, several limitations need to be pointed out. 

The first concern is the generalizability of the study’s findings. Even though the 

study randomly selected fundraisers who are members of AFP and represent nonprofits 

with different missions and other organizational characteristics, its low response rate 

and resulting small sample of participants raises concerns about generalizing findings to 

all 31,000 AFP members. Yet the sample did not differ greatly from the AFP population. 

Regardless, a higher response rate and larger sample size would have increased 

confidence in generalizing findings. The researcher likely could have increased the 

response rate by sending a second survey packet and another reminder postcard. 

However, administering questionnaires by mail, which AFP required, entails high costs 

for printing and postage. Due to financial limitations, as well as time constraints, the 

researcher was unable to add another wave of mailings. 

In terms of data collection procedures, the length of the questionnaire, four pages, 

and the complexity of some measurement items  may have resulted in another 
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limitation. As reported in Chapter 3, a fairly substantial portion of AFP members who 

chose to respond to the online survey failed to complete the questionnaire and had to 

be removed from the responding sample. Certainly, the item measuring donor retention 

rates for the fiscal year three years previous to the last fiscal year created problems for 

some participants, as reported in Chapter 4. Answering multiple questions about both 

the annual giving program and the major gifts program may have confused participants 

and prevented other AFP fundraisers from participating. Future studies should consider 

reducing their scope of inquiry and the number and complexity of measurement items.  

Regarding donor retention, the study contained only one item to measure 

fundraisers’ beliefs about their organizations’ current efforts to retain donors. Multiple 

items measuring the variable would have provided richer and  more statistically powerful 

results. Donor retention rates also are the core of donor loyalty, which is part of 

relationship maintenance with donors. Therefore, measuring donor loyalty would have 

provided greater understanding of factors influencing donor retention.  

The reliability of the stewardship indexes created for the study ranged in 

Cronbach’s alpha values from 34 to .79, which are relatively low. Although alphas for 

the responsibility element indexes and the overall stewardship indexes for the annual 

giving program and the major gifts program were above .70 and acceptable, alphas for 

the other six stewardship element indexes are below .70 and lower than those in 

Waters’ (2007, 2010) study on stewardship. Low reliability can be considered 

acceptable for indexes that have not been tested extensively; however, values found in 

this study suggest a need to improve the measurement of the reciprocity, reporting, and 

relationship nurturing variables. On the other hand, more studies with large samples 
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such as those in Waters’ study may demonstrate high reliability for the indexes and 

provide support for current measurement. 

Another limitation of this study regarding measurement of stewardship is that all 

responses are from fundraisers’ perspectives. It is possible that fundraisers misjudge 

their stewardship practices with donors. A coorientation study of perceptions from both 

donors and fundraisers may provide a more complete and accurate understanding of 

the relationships between a nonprofit organization and its donors.  

This study compares the practice of stewardship between donors to the two 

primary fundraising programs: annual giving and major gifts. However, there are 

multiple other ways that donors can be segmented. For example, capital campaigns and 

planned giving are considered additional, separate programs by many fundraising 

practitioners. The nature of planned gifts (i.e., gifts of assets made through estate plans) 

may differentiate donors of such gifts and stewardship practice employed for them. 

Also, a more detailed classification of donor publics within annual giving and major gift 

programs may reveal that the practice of stewardship differs for individual, corporate, 

and foundation donors. Future studies that distinguish between the three primary 

sources of gifts may provide more comprehensive understanding of stewardship with 

different types of donors. 

Finally, this study is limited in the sophistication of its data analysis. Findings rely 

primarily on bi-variate analysis, although some multi-variate analyses were used to 

determine differences among variables. More sophisticated tools, such as multiple 

regression, should be used in future research. The method used for this study, a survey, 

is appropriate for gathering quantitative data from a large and dispersed population; 
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however, it is not the optimal method for determining causal effects. Future studies 

should employ experiments to examine the relationship between stewardship practices 

and donor retention rates.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

This final section recaps, expands, and adds to suggestions for future research 

already given. To better understand fundraising practices in nonprofit organizations, 

larger samples of participants are needed to generalize findings. As mentioned in the 

previous section, studies examining both fundraisers’ and donors’ perceptions would 

provide more accurate and comprehensive understanding of stewardship practices. The 

use of the coorientation measurement model could reveal misinterpretation of the 

organizations’ stewardship practices perceived by fundraisers and identify strengths and 

weaknesses in stewardship practices from donors’ perceptions. Getting access to such 

databases is difficult but would provide valuable insights from both sides of the nonprofit 

– donor relationship. In addition, independent t-test can be employed to analyze data 

more powerfully. 

New and modified measurement items of stewardship practices created for this 

study resulted in low reliability for six of the ten indexes. The previous study by Waters 

(2007, 2010) showed that similar measurement items produced more reliable scales. 

This discrepancy provides opportunities for future researchers to test and refine items to 

measure the four elements of stewardship. Developing consistently reliable indexes 

would advance the theory of stewardship in particular and fundraising practice in 

general. 

Even though this study found no relationships between donor retention and 

organizational characteristics, future studies should continue to explore differences in 
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donor retention among organizations with different characteristics, such as size, the 

number of staff fundraisers employed, and the age of the fundraising function.  

To facilitate data collection, this study only required fundraisers to report the 

repeat donor retention rate (i.e., the percentage of donors from the previous fiscal year 

who gave again the next fiscal year). The rate is limited to donors who give in two 

consecutive years and does not account for other situations, such as recovery of lapsed 

donors who continue to give after more than one year. Future studies should examine 

additional donor retention rates, such as lapsed donor retention and overall donor 

retention, to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of retention of donors. In 

addition, donor acquisition rates (i.e., the percentage of new donors who made their first 

gift to the organization) and average cost per dollar raised also are meaningful 

measurements of fundraising practices. Longitudinal studies that examine practice of 

the four stewardship elements and donor retention rates for multiple fiscal years would 

provide in-depth results to better understand the relationships between the variables, 

although such studies require substantial time and money.  

As the practice of stewardship is an effective strategy for nonprofit-donor 

relationship management, future research on the quality of relationships with annual 

giving donors and major gift donors would provide greater understanding of how 

stewardship practices enhance nonprofit-donor relations and donor loyalty.  Data 

collection and analysis of relationship variables, such as satisfaction and trust, and 

donor retention rates also would enhance effective fundraising management in practice 

and advance theory building in public relations. Relationship management scholars 

have long sought to go beyond the impact of relationship variables on publics’ attitudes 
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and behavioral intentions to establish the variables’ impact on publics’ actual behavior. 

Studies dealing with retention of donors could provide the important linkage between 

relationship quality and enacted behavior of publics. 

As this study, as well as previous studies, provides evidence that there are 

differences in stewardship practices between annual giving donors and major gift 

donors, it is possible that significant differences also exist among other donor groups. 

As mentioned earlier, due to the nature of their gifts and timing of the gift’s receipt, 

stewardship for planned giving donors may differ from that for major gift donors in 

general. Also, the way organizations practice stewardship with individuals may differ 

from the ways they steward corporation and foundation donors. Studies using other 

segmentation of donors would provide insightful information on stewardship practices 

with donors of all types. 

In conclusion, this study identifies that there are rich opportunities for research in 

the practice of fundraising and the management of nonprofit–donor relations. More 

studies are needed and welcomed to describe and explain the important function of the 

nonprofit sector. 
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APPENDIX A 
QUESTIONNAIRE 

Fundraising Practices and Donor Retention 

 
This questionnaire will take about 10 minutes to complete. It is important that you answer every 

item. Your confidentiality and that of your organization are guaranteed.  

 

Please answer the following questions/items based on the organization where you currently work. 

If your organization is affiliated with a national/larger organization, please focus on your own 

division. 

 

1. Identify the primary mission of your organization by circling one of the following categories: 

     a. Arts, Culture, and Humanities                 b. Education                             c. Environment/Animals 

     d. Foundations                                             e. Human Services                   f. Health  

     g. Public-Society Benefit                             h. International Affairs             i. Religion  

     j. Other (specify): ___________________   

  

2. Of the following categories, which one best describes your organization’s governance? 

 a. Independent local organization b. Chapter/affiliate of national organization 

 c. Independent national organization d. National organization with 

chapters/affiliates 

 e. Government-affiliated organization e. Other (specify): 

_______________________    

 

3. In your best estimate, what is the total number of all employees in your organization?  

    a. Fewer than 50 employees                                          b. 50-350 employees    

    c. 351-500 employees                                                   d. More than 500 employees 

 

4. How many staff members are employed in the fundraising department in your organization? (Fill 

in the blank.)   _____________ fundraising staff members 

 

5. Approximately how many years has your organization employed at least one full-time fundraising  

    professional?  _____________ years 

 

6. What was the total amount of private gifts received by your organization in its last fiscal year?    

     $__________________________                                    

7. Private gifts represented approximately what percentage of your organization’s total revenue in its 

last fiscal year?  

__________________% 
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8. The next series of items deal with steps in the process of raising gifts. Please estimate the percentage 

of time you or other members of your organization’s fundraising staff collectively spend on each step, 

first for the Annual Giving Program and then for Major Gifts. Please think of time in terms of full-

time effort, not as duration of the step. For example, implementing programming from start to end 

dates may cover 6 months of a 12-month campaign but represent less than 50% of the full-time effort 

spent on the entire campaign. Your answers should total 100% for each program. 

 

Steps                              Annual Giving Program                       Major Gifts Program 

Research                                   ________%                                        ________% 

Objectives                                 ________%                                        ________% 

Programming  

               Planning                          ________%                                        ________% 

               Implementing                  ________%                                        ________% 

Evaluation                                  ________%                                        ________% 

Stewardship                               ________%                                        ________% 

                                                         100%                                                   100% 

 
The following questions deal with donor retention. In this questionnaire, the rate of donor retention 

refers to the percentage of donors from the previous fiscal year who gave again the next fiscal year. 

The percent is calculated by dividing the number of repeat donors by the total number of the previous 

year’s donors (new & repeat). For example, if 66 of 100 donors in FY2010 also made a gift in FY2011, 

the donor retention rate for FY2011 is 66%. The definition is limited to giving in two consecutive 

years; it does not account for past donors who give after a lapse of more than one year. 

 

9. To your best recollection, what was the donor retention rate for both your organization’s last fiscal 

year and its fiscal year three years previous to the last fiscal year? Also, in your best estimation, what 

will be the donor retention rate for the current fiscal year? Please provide rates for both the Annual 

Giving and Major Gifts Programs. 

     Donor Retention Rate                          Donor Retention Rate 

                                 Annual Giving Program                            Major Gifts Program 

     a. Last fiscal year                      ________%                                         ________% 

     b. Three years previous             ________%                                         ________%      

     c. Current fiscal year                 ________%                                         ________% 

 

10. Of the following responses, please circle the one that you believe best describes your 

organization’s current efforts to retain donors. 

a. Donor retention receives minimal attention in fundraising. 

 b. Seeking new donors takes precedence over retaining past donors. 

 c. Efforts to retain donors have greatly increased in the last four years, since the recession started. 

 d. Donor retention is among the highest fundraising priorities. 

 e. The entire fundraising strategy is based on high donor retention rates. 
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11. For each of the statements below, please give your view of how your organization deals with its 

donors – both annual giving donors (left side of page) and major gift donors (right side of page). 

Please circle the number that best represents your response from the 9-point scale provided, where 1 

equals strongly disagree (SD) and 9 equals strongly agree (SA). Donors include individuals, 

corporations, and foundations.  

    SD = Strongly Disagree  SA = Strongly Agree 

 

 

 

 

 

<continued next page> 

Fundraising Practices with 

ANNUAL GIVING DONORS 

 Fundraising Practices with 

MAJOR GIFT DONORS 

SD                                         SA  SD                                       SA 

1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 
The organization acknowledges gifts in a 

timely manner. 
1   2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 

1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 
The organization informs donors about its 

fundraising practices. 
1   2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 

1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 
The organization acts ethically in its dealings 

with donors. 
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 for gifts. 
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 to donors for their gifts. 
1   2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 

1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 
The organization tells 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 considers its donors when 

deciding how to use 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 health 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 is not sincere when it 

thanks donors for their contributions. 
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 wisely. 
1   2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 

1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 
The organization regularly communicates 

with donors. 
1   2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 

1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 
Because of their previous gifts, the 

organization recognizes donors as friends. 
1   2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 

1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 
The organization does not provide donors 

with access to its IRS Form 990. 
1   2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 

1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 
The organization ignores donor intent when 

using gifts. 
1   2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 

1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 
The organization invites donors to participate 

in special events that it holds. 
1   2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9 
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The final set of questions concern you. For the following items, please circle one answer or fill in the 

blank based on your individual demographic information. 

 

12. Which one of the following responses best describes your current position? 

a. Head of fundraising   b. Executive director of the organization 

c. Senior fundraising manager  d. Fundraising staff member 

e. Other (Specify): __________________ 

 

13. How many years have you been in your current position at your organization? 

____________ years 

 

14. How many years of experience do you have in fundraising?  ____________ years 

 

15. What is your gender?        a. Male      b. Female 

 

16. What is your age?  _______________ 

 

17. What is your race? 

      a. African American                                  b. Asian American  

      c. Caucasian                                              d. Hispanic American  

      e. Native American (includes Native Alaskan, Hawaiian, and other Pacific Islanders) 

 

That completes the questionnaire. If you have any comments or additional information about 

fundraising practices and donor retention, please write them here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thanks for your participation! 

 

Please return your completed questionnaire in the enclosed self-addressed, stamped envelope by 

January 27, 2012, to: 

Haishi Cui 

Graduate Division 

P. O. Box 118400 

University of Florida 

Gainesville, FL 32611-8400 
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APPENDIX B  
INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

Protocol Title: Fundraising Practices and Donor Retention. 

Purpose of this study: To research the fundraising practices of U.S. charitable organizations 
and donor retention. 

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 four sections including questions about your organization’s 
characteristics, donor retention, fundraising practices and your individual demographics.  

Time required: 10 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. 

Voluntary participation: Participation in this study is voluntary. There is no penalty for not 
participating. You have the right to withdraw from this study at any time without consequence. 

Whom to contact if you have questions about the study: 

Haishi Cui, Graduate Student, Department of Public Relations, College of Journalism and 
Communications, University of Florida, (352) 871-2309, haishicui@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. 

 
Signature of Participant                                                                                 Date 

 
Signature of Researcher                                                                                Date  
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APPEDIX C 
COVER LETTER 

January 12, 2012 

(FIRST NAME) (LAST NAME) 

(TITLE) 

(ORGANIZATION) 

(ADDRESS) 

(CITY), (STATE) (ZIP CODE) 

 

Dear Mr./Ms. (Last name): 

I am writing to ask you to participate in a research study on fundraising that will advance the body of 

knowledge in the field. I am a graduate student in the College of Journalism and Communications at 

the University of Florida and currently conducting research to complete my thesis. 

The purpose of the thesis study is to examine the fundraising practices of U.S. charitable 

organizations and donor retention. 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 provided by the Association of 

Fundraising Professionals (AFP), of which you are a member. Your participation is extremely 

important and valuable as the sample is small in number but representative of all types of charitable 

organizations.  

The survey will take approximately 10 minutes to complete. Your answers will be used for statistical 

purposes only and will remain completely confidential. 

If you agree to participate in this study, please read and sign the enclosed informed consent 

document, which details the purpose of the research. Please return the signed document and the 

completed questionnaire to me by January 27, 2012, using the self-addressed, stamped return 

envelope provided. 

If you have any questions, please contact me at (352) 871-2309 or haishicui@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, 

 

Haishi Cui 

 

P.S. If you prefer to complete the questionnaire online, please e-mail me at haishicui@ufl.edu with 

your e-mail address, and I will send you a hyperlink to the survey: http://goo.gl/tMLWr (case 

sensitive). 

Enclosures: Consent form, Survey questionnaire, Self-addressed return envelope

mailto:haishicui@ufl.edu
http://goo.gl/tMLWr
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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 
minutes to do so and mail it back to me in the envelope that was provided. If you prefer 
to do it online, please go to the link: http://goo.gl/tMLWr (case sensitive). Please contact 
me at (352) 871-2309 or haishicui@ufl.edu if you have any questions. 

Thank you in advance, 

Haishi Cui 

University of Florida  
 

http://goo.gl/tMLWr
mailto:haishicui@ufl.edu
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