
Relationship Fundraising: 
Where do we go from here?



Centre for Sustainable Philanthropy

• The Centre for Sustainable Philanthropy is the only 

academic centre focused on growing philanthropy in a 

sustainable way, by enhancing the quality of the 

experience for the donor or philanthropist.



Rogare – fundraising think tank

• Rogare is the engine that turns academic ideas into actionable 
information for fundraisers, by pulling together academic and 
practitioner branches of the profession.

• We aim to change the way fundraisers use theory and 
evidence to tackle the biggest challenges facing their 
profession.



‘Critical Fundraising’

• Critical Fundraising is a concerted attempt to critically 
and constructively evaluate issues and provide practical 
solutions to them.

• Our objective is to use the lens of Critical Fundraising to 
achieve a paradigm shift in the way the fundraising 
sector interprets the concepts that lie at its heart and 
meets the challenges that confront it.



‘Critical fundraising’

• Under-researched
Topics where there is simply not enough reliable data to inform 
current practice. Our aim is to find out what research does exists 
and suggest how this could be used by practitioners.

• ‘Under-thought’
Topics where the arguments, discussions and debates lack 
cohesion, substance and/or internal logic. These are likely to be 
characterised by the same rhetorical arguments being trotted out 
time and again (from within the sector as well as without) but little 
progress actually being made.



Relationship fundraising

• Principles outlined by Ken Burnett in 1992

• Dominant mode of thought

• But little agreement about what a 
relational approach means practical

• Review and ‘refashion’



The project
pursuant.com/relationshipfundraising

• Volume 1 – review of theory from 
relationship marketing

• Volume 2 – review of theory from 

social psychology 

• Volume 3 – trends and challenges 

identified by practitioners      

• Volume 4 – summary report



Jay Love 
Relationship Marketing

@JayBarclayLove



“ Everything we know about how to build 

a good relationship as a parent or friend  

we can apply to fundraising. 
“

www.pursuant.com/relationshipfundraising



EXPANSION

EXPLORATION

AWARENESS

COMMITMENT

Stage 1

Stage 2

Stage 3

Stage 4

Stages of Relationship Fundraising  

Dissolution



Choose one’s partner carefully

Structure the partnership carefully

Devote genuine time and resources to 

developing the relationship

Maintain open lines of communication

Establish and maintain trust between 

the parties.

What does one need to develop a 

successful relationship?  



How do you do this when…

Trying to establish relationships 

with people who may not desire 

a relationship with you?



Donors give through us, 

not to us!



“ I feel I support them in spite of them.  

It’s not them I support, it's the cause.
“

Anonymous donor 



“ Not all relationships are important to all 

companies all the time … some marketing 

is best handled as transaction marketing.
“

Gummesson (1994)



Transactional 

Fundraising vs.
Relational

Fundraising 

Single Sales

Immediate ROI

Short-term

Purchase

Little Emphasis

FOCUS

KEY MEASURES

TIMESCALE

ORIENTATION

CUSTOMER SERVICE

Customer Retention

Lifetime Value

Long-term

Relationship

Major Emphasis

www.pursuant.com/relationshipfundraising



Most relationships are an exchange.



When to use transactional or relational?

Transactional 

Fundraising 

Relational

Fundraising 



The Fundraising Pendulum

Transactional 

Focus on beneficiary 

Meeting low level needs of donor

(Early stage of giving)  

Relationship 

Focus on donor

Meeting high level needs of donor 

(Later stages of giving – after 5 meaningful gifts)





Rachel Muir, CFRE
The early relationship stages 

@RachelMuir



Make an impression

Invite them to share 

contact information for 

something they value

Stage 1

AWARENESS

www.pursuant.com/relationshipfundraising



What will inspire a 

donor at this stage?



Stage 2

Invest in Immersive 

experiences 

Conduct Donor Surveys 

Offer Donors Choice 

Move from Intrusion to 

Invitation

EXPLORATION

www.pursuant.com/relationshipfundraising



Invest in Immersive Experiences 



Bring beneficiary needs to donor.



Pictures are good. Video is better.



Offer 
Donors
Choices

1 Satisfy them by giving 
them control

2 Don’t ask on 1st Date

3 First prove value of 
communications



Botton 

Village  

Submit

I want to be removed from your list

I only want updates not appeals

Write to me only at Christmas 

I want back editions of the newsletter

I’d like a copy of the video of what 

it’s like to live at Botton Village  

I want back editions of the newsletter

I want to come take a tour 

50%
Response Rate
on year end appeal!



Intrusion Invitation
Move from



Conduct Donor Surveys Early 











What will inspire a donor at this stage?



Adrian Sargeant, PhD
Deepening the relationship 

@AdrianSargeant



Satisfaction is driven first by the attracted target 
but then by the fulfillment of donors’ needs.

Shift from “how attractive you are” to “what 
needs this relationship can mean for them”. 

Deepening the Relationship



Satisfaction is first driven by fulfillment of 
donors’ lower level needs but then transition to 
be fulfilled by donors’ higher level needs;

• connectedness 

• growth 

• self-actualization

• self-fulfillment

Satisfaction of what …?



Source: Tom Ahern

© Tom Ahern 2013



How great the ORGANIZATION is = $4,470 in gifts

© Tom Ahern 2013

How great the DONOR is = $49,600 in gifts

Source: Tom Ahern











• “people can always feel better if others 
important to them see them in the same way 
they see themselves…”

• “both partners reveal themselves, and seek 
and express validation of each other’s 
attributes” (Reis and Shaver 1988, 369). 

Self Verification Theory





‘For the clever 

fundraiser, the point 

of research is NOT 

the information…but 

the 

PARTICIPATION!’ 



• Katz and Beach (2000) tell us that people are 
most likely to seek partners who give them 
both verification and enhancement, and that 
in the absence of the latter, they seek the 
former. 

• So how can fundraisers can stretch their 
donors’ imagination about just how good a 
human being they can be? 

Self Enhancement Theory





The giving of money is not experienced by the 
donor as a ‘loss’ or an ‘investment’’ any more. 
The action of giving money, as the theory 
predicts, should make the individual feel 
stronger because of the closer connectivity they 
experience with others

Identity Fusion



• Should not thank for the donor’s generosity 
per se – but rather - celebrate shared success

Thank You







Questions?



Thank you!
pursuant.com/relationshipfundraising

Ian MacQuillin Director, Rogare @rogareFTT
Ian.macquillin@plymouth.ac.uk

Jay Love, Founder, Bloomerang @JayBarclayLove
Jay.love@bloomerang.co

Rachel Muir, VP Training Pursuant  @RachelMuir
Rachel.muir@pursuant.com 

Adrian Sargeant, PhD @ArdianSargeant
Adrian.sargeant@Plymouth.ac.uk


