Relationship Based Fundraising For Boards
Why it’s time to focus on people, not pocketbooks
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Fundraising is transactional
“But I need my board to fundraise!” – it’s a pretty oft-heard lament from nonprofit directors; and while it’s
true that you do need the board to help move the organization toward sustainability, this doesn’t
necessarily mean convincing them to cold-call 20 people to ask for donations. We need to think longer-term
when it comes to our money. We can turn redirect our boards (and our organizations) by focusing on fund
development rather than fundraising. Fundraising is transactional. Fund development is relational. And
relationships are where nonprofits find word-of-mouth advertising, a volunteer pool, potential board
members, partnerships, and yes – even money. In fundraising, we focus on “us” – the organization – on
what we need or want. Fund development, on the other hand, rightly puts donors at the center of
attention.
There are steps that can be taken toward becoming donor-centric. Perhaps the most important is that
organizational leadership must be committed to facilitating the culture shift that is necessary to becoming a
donor-centric organization. This means not just allowing staff the time it takes to cultivate relationships,
but making relationship-building part of the job description. It means prioritizing time as an organization
to relationship-building. For example, one nonprofit reported that work was stopped for a few hours so
that staff could conduct a “thank you marathon” (without an “ask”) just to let donors know they’re
appreciated. While that yielded some donations, asking for money was not the purpose.

“What’s the role of the board chair in fund development?
Leadership. Together, the board chair and executive director draw the board’s attention to all its roles, including fund
development.”
(Joyaux, Simone. “Involving Your Board Members in Fund Development.” Joyaux Associates. Web.
http://www.simonejoyaux.com/downloads/involvingboardinfund_development.pdf)

Boards are part of our organizational leadership and should also model donor-centrism. Utilizing titlespecific job descriptions and a memorandum of agreement that clearly outlines expectations for the board,
especially when it comes to their role in fund development and giving themselves, is a critical piece that is
too frequently skipped when on-boarding new board members. As well, being diligent about setting aside
time to reach out to donors is just as important for the board as it is for staff. I know of an organization
whose board members regularly sign thank you and congratulatory letters and make very brief phone calls
to its donor base. This takes very little time and is a standard part of the monthly board meeting but it has
huge impact in terms of relationship building because people feel important and special when someone on
“the board” reaches out to them personally.
Our boards should also have a hand in creating the fund development plan. Afterall, we often already
include them in strategic planning so they know the process. And who knows our financials better than
board members? With the right outside facilitation, board members can help evaluate the current donorcentric culture and provide strategic direction about cultivating donor relationships.
Building relationships and becoming a donor-centric organization take time and an all-hands-on-deck
mentality. It’s time well-spent, however; how you make people feel about their giving is what will set your
organization apart from others. Because they are invested in your organization and believe in your
mission, your board is a perfect place to start working on relationship-building versus revenue reporting.
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Take the first step at your next board meeting by presenting Simone Joyaux’s Donor-Centric Pledge and
watch the discussion unfold!

Indiana Nonprofit Resource Network provides affordable, accessible, and high quality training and custom
consulting services such as board retreats. Visit http://www.inrn.org for more information.
You may freely copy and distribute this document, but please give us credit.
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