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Why do people give?

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of Fundraising: 
Adapting to Changing Philanthropic Realities. Denver, 
CO: Academic Impressions. p. 68.

A key to understanding why 
people give is finding the 
intersection between the wants 
and needs of the organization and 
the wants and needs of its donors.



Why do people give?

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of Fundraising: 
Adapting to Changing Philanthropic Realities. Denver, 
CO: Academic Impressions. p. 184.

Appreciation - what an institution has 
done for them or a loved one. 

Affiliation - makes them feel as if they 
(including their time and talent) matter to 
that institution.

Agency – the institution’s ability to make 
significant, sustained contributions to 
community and/or society.

Accountability – how an institution 
expends its resources, keeps its 
commitments, and manages adversity.



Why do people give?

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of 
Fundraising: Adapting to Changing 
Philanthropic Realities. Denver, CO: 
Academic Impressions. p. 17.

Philanthropy is evolving. While 
donors still give based on 
personal loyalty and 
connection to an organization 
(the “true believer”; donors are 
increasingly focused on the 
impacts created as result of 
their giving (the 
“entrepreneurial donor”).



Four Precepts for Individual Donor Acquisition

1. Elicit much more than you solicit. Interview your donors to discover what they most want 
to accomplish with their lives, then discuss where, when, and how your organization could 
actualize their most altruistic ambitions. 

2. Show more, tell less. Stop telling, touting, and bragging about what your institution has 
done and start showing donors what it is doing in all its gritty glory. Their eyes will always be 
far more persuasive than your words. 

3. Make better use of volunteer talent; time and treasure will follow. It’s no compliment to 
be wanted for your money, but it’s a huge compliment to be sought for your unique talent and 
to be trusted with a tough assignment that will allow you to apply it. 

4. Document how donors can give through, not just give to, your organization. Donors 
are not interested in keeping your organization in existence if it is not getting better at 
delivering on its mission promise, so flip the script and start the dialogue with the greater 
societal impact your organization could achieve with their targeted investments. 

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of Fundraising: Adapting to Changing                           
Philanthropic Realities. Denver, CO: Academic Impressions. p. 208



Elicit more than 
you solicit

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of 
Fundraising: Adapting to Changing 
Philanthropic Realities. Denver, CO: Academic 
Impressions. p. 146.

Donors are not interested in 
keeping your organization in 
existence if it is not getting 
better at delivering on its 
mission promise; flip the script 
and start the dialogue with the 
greater societal impact your 
organization could achieve with 
their targeted investments.



Make better use of volunteer (and staff) talent . . .  
time and treasure will follow

Volunteer Recruitment and Management
Ample amounts of data show that greater attention to this function produces, among other 
things, improved donor retention and more significant, sustainable fundraising results. 
Volunteers give ten times more than passive donors over the course of their giving lives and 
twice as much each year, which suggests the importance of showing people how they can 
lend their time and talent (not just hounding them for their money) and how, with more 
energetic and adept attention to these functions, administrators could build stronger cultures 
and more relevant institutions.

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of Fundraising: Adapting to 
Changing Philanthropic Realities. Denver, CO: Academic 
Impressions. p. 82.



Make better use of volunteer (and staff) talent . . .  
time and treasure will follow
True customization of constituent engagement also means providing donors with the level of 
engagement they want – not what institutions assume they want. We know, for instance, that 
institutions benefit the most from deeply engaging volunteers in:

• The contribution of exceptional talent (including high-level skills and wisdom born of considerable 
experience in demanding fields) for which most institutions could not afford to pay.

• The power of their example in attracting other skilled volunteers and inspiring younger colleagues.

• The fact that their financial contributions equal twice as much each year and ten times more in 
their lifetimes than passive contributors (if they were philanthropic before taking on a volunteer 
role).

• The powerful third-party endorsement that their deep affiliation represents, which gives confidence 
to other donors and constituents, both current and prospective.

For these and other reasons, institutional leaders seek to plug their most impressive volunteers into 
the most consequential roles or engage them as actively and deeply as possible.

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of Fundraising: Adapting to Changing 
Philanthropic Realities. Denver, CO: Academic Impressions. pp. 166 – 67.



Show more, tell less

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of Fundraising: 
Adapting to Changing Philanthropic Realities.
Denver, CO: Academic Impressions. pp. 58-59.

Institutions that secure the most 
private support don’t ask for 
anything; they negotiate a value 
exchange. As a result, they don’t 
have to fawn, whine, wheedle, 
cajole, humor, acquiesce, or 
ingratiate themselves with 
potential investors. They 
negotiate from a position of 
relative strength and hold up 
their portion of the bargain . . . 



Show more, tell less

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of 
Fundraising: Adapting to Changing Philanthropic 
Realities. Denver, CO: Academic Impressions. p. 34.

. . . various studies have shown that 
fundraising success is much less 
likely to be achieved by the bold 
askers, who (at the worst) act like 
“posturing peacocks,” and much 
more so by the “curious 
chameleons” who listen respectfully 
and adapt their language and 
approach to the passions and 
personalities of various donors.



Document how donors can give through, not just to, 
your organization

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of Fundraising: Adapting to Changing 
Philanthropic Realities. Denver, CO: Academic Impressions. p. 65.



Document how donors can give through, not just to, 
your organization

Langley, James M. (2020) The Future of Fundraising: Adapting to Changing 
Philanthropic Realities. Denver, CO: Academic Impressions. p. 65.



How to Talk to your Donors/Potential Donors: 
Relationship and Stewardship Strategies 

In just a few minutes, a lot can be learned about donor motivations, and once motivations are better 
understood, stewardship activities can be more effectively customized to reinforce donors’ reasons 
for giving. And, with a few questions, your institution can leave these donors feeling much more 
valued and appreciated.

 Can you tell us why you made this gift? What was the impetus for it?

 Was it a fond memory (of your organization, or an experience with your organization)?

 Was it something that resonated with your personal values?

 Was it given out of appreciation for something we have done or something that you hoped we would do?

 How does it correspond to what you consider to be your highest philanthropic priorities?

 What issues or causes are most important to you?

 What are their overall philanthropic priorities and where does our organization rank? To which institution 
or nonprofit organization do you contribute most of their time, talent, and treasure?

 Which organization has done the best job of stewarding their gifts?
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