
Property of Dan Allenby Page 1 

 

2012 Survey of Annual Giving Programs 
By Dan Allenby 

 

 

About The Survey 

 

A survey of 262 annual giving programs was completed in March 2012 to identify 

common characteristics, trends, and strategic priorities in the field of annual giving.  The 

online survey consisted of 25 questions.  Responses were collected from annual giving 

professionals who are actively employed at nonprofit organizations.  In some cases, 

answers are based on estimates and opinions.   

 

Since this was the first year of the survey, there was a limited amount of longitudinal 

data collected.  However, the survey does establish several baseline characteristics and 

metrics for future comparison.  Follow-up surveys, to be conducted annually, will 

gradually yield more longitudinal data.   

 

 
 

Participating organizations were divided into six groups representing various sectors of 

the nonprofit industry:  Education (Public and Private), Arts & Culture, Health, Human 

Services, and Environment.  With a majority of the responding organizations identifying 

themselves as educational (87%), it’s likely that the survey provides a more accurate 

depiction of this sector.  See page 8 for a partial list of organizations that participated in 

the survey. 
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Staff & Organization  

 

The demographic profile of the responder population suggests some common traits of 

people who work in the field of annual giving.  The following characteristics are most 

significant: 

 

• Gender – 72% women, 28% men   

• Average age – 39 years 

• Average experience in annual giving – 8 years 

• Have been in current position for more than one year – 71% 

• View annual giving as a possible career – 70% 

 

Additionally, responder data also suggests some common organizational traits of annual 

giving programs.  The following characteristics are most significant:  

 

• Average number of dedicated annual giving staff – 3.7 

• Largest number of dedicated annual giving staff – 20  

• Annual giving staff positions that are currently filled – 91% 

• Operate with budgets less than $100,000 (excluding salaries) – 64% 

• Most common title of an annual giving program head – “Director”  
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Trends – Donor Counts, Revenue, and Solicitation Channels 

 

Against the backdrop of a slow economy and an increasingly competitive philanthropic 

landscape, the survey suggests some recent trends for two primary metrics in annual 

giving:  donor counts and cash revenue. 

 

Recognizing that fiscal years and metrics vary across organizations, the survey sought 

only to identify the relative change (i.e., increase, decrease) for each metric in the most 

recently completed fiscal year, as compared to the previous fiscal year.   

 

 
 

As illustrated, the majority of responders (62%) indicated that their organizations 

experienced an increase in donor counts in the most recent fiscal year.  Of the 

remaining institutions, 28% experienced a decrease in donor counts and 11% indicated 

no change compared to the prior year.   

 

This is an encouraging statistic given that donor count declines have been reported by a 

number of different organizations dating back to before the start of the recession.  For 

example:  In its 2011 Index of National Fundraising Performance, Blackbaud Inc. 

reported six consecutive years of year-over-year donor count declines across the 

nonprofit sector (excluding education.)  The Council for Aid to Education reported 

similar declines in alumni gift participation rates for educational institutions in its 2011 

reports. 
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An equally encouraging statistic is that most annual giving programs (69%) reported 

raising more revenue in the most recently completed fiscal year compared to the 

previous fiscal year.  Of the remaining institutions, 19% reported raising less revenue 

and 12% reported no change.  Also of note is that that 71% of programs reported that 

they do not apply a dollar limit or gift cap when defining “annual giving revenue.”  To 

reiterate, most programs do not limit the size of gifts that can be credited to their 

annual giving efforts.     

 

 

 

 

The survey also collected data related to the effectiveness and frequency of various 

solicitation efforts and channels.  Of particular note:  

 

• 15% of solicited prospects made a gift in the most recently completed year 

• Direct mail appeals accounted for the largest source of donors at most 

organizations (60%) as well as the largest source of annual giving revenue at 

most organizations (73%) 

• The average number of direct mail appeals sent last year was 4.3, with some 

programs sending as many as 14 direct mail appeals to a single prospect  

• The average number of email appeals sent last year was 5.3, with some 

programs sending as many as 20 email solicitations to a single prospect 

• Last year, 10% of programs acquired more donors and gift revenue online than 

through direct mail or call center solicitations  
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Strategic Priorities 

 

Responders were asked to review a list of 14 programs and tactics and rate their relative 

strategic importance in the most recently completed fiscal year.  These ratings are based 

solely on responder opinions.  No substantive data were collected regarding the overall 

productivity of any one program compared to another.   

 

It is interesting to note that direct mail is viewed as the top strategic priority for annual 

giving programs, with 94% citing it as important/very important (i.e., higher than was 

true for any other metric), and the majority of programs reporting it as the primary 

driver of revenue and donors in the most recently completed fiscal year.   

 

Board giving and staff outreach were also cited as highly important.  Additionally, 

events, volunteers, call centers, email, and gift societies all scored above average on the 

scale of importance.  In contrast, texting, international outreach, and predictive 

modeling received the lowest scores.   

 

 

  Very Important Important 
Moderately 

Important 

Not 

Important 

Call Center 42% 19% 14% 25% 

Direct Mail 80% 14% 5% 1% 

Email 31% 36% 22% 11% 

Texting 0% 2% 3% 94% 

Staff Outreach 46% 24% 16% 13% 

Social Media 8% 24% 41% 28% 

Events 20% 33% 30% 17% 

Board Giving 53% 23% 13% 11% 

Volunteers 33% 25% 20% 22% 

Gift Society 39% 30% 14% 17% 

Loyalty Society 18% 26% 16% 40% 

Recurring Gifts 13% 22% 34% 30% 

Predictive Modeling 4% 12% 23% 61% 

International Outreach 3% 8% 22% 68% 
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Summary of Key Findings 

 

In its first year, the 2012 Survey of Annual Giving Programs provides data about the 

common characteristics, trends, and priorities within the field of annual giving while 

setting a benchmark for future analyses of the industry.  Customized analysis and 

benchmarking reports for specific sectors or peer groups is available upon request.   

 

The following is a summary of key findings for this study: 

 

• Annual Giving is an industry made up primarily of mid-career women with 

significant experience in the field 

• Most annual giving programs have relatively few staff members and modest 

budgets; however, a significant number enjoy significant resources and are led 

by senior level managers 

• Annual Giving is a relatively stable field with a low position-vacancy rate, and 

with the majority of active staff viewing annual giving as a potential long-term 

career 

• Most organizations experienced an increase in both annual giving revenue and 

donors in their most recent year 

• Direct mail is highly relevant and the primary driver of both donors and revenue 

for most annual giving programs   

• At some organizations, online giving outperforms direct mail and call centers for 

the acquisition of donors and generation of revenue 

• Email is generally viewed as more important than call centers 

• Personal outreach by staff, volunteer engagement, and board giving are seen as 

higher strategic priorities than any marketing program or tactic, with the 

exception of direct mail  

• Despite the fact that many competitive industries have adopted new media and 

new technology (e.g., social media, texting) as strategic priorities, they remain 

relatively low priorities in the field of annual giving  

 

The next survey of annual giving programs is planned for spring of 2013. 

 

 

For more information about this study or to request a customized report or annual 

giving program review, please contact Dan Allenby at annualgifts@gmail.com or visit 

http://annualgivingnetwork.com  
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Participating Organizations – partial list 
 

Agnes Scott College North Carolina State University 

American Textile History Museum OACS Foundation 

Atlanta International School Ohio Wesleyan University 

Boston College High School OHSU Foundation 

Boston University Otis College of Art and Design 

Cal State Fullerton Prospect Sierra School 

California Lutheran University Rhode Island College Alumni Association 

California State University, Los Angeles Ripon College 

California State University, Chico Rogers Park Montessori School 

Caltech Rush University Medical Center 

Canisius College Saint Mary's College High School 

Central Washington University Schoolcraft College 

Chatham University Seattle Pacific University 

Children's Cancer Association Seton Hill University 

Christ Church Episcopal School Sherman College of Chiropractic 

Cincinnati Country Day School Solar Energy International 

Colby College Spring Arbor University 

College of Saint Benedict St. Albans School 

College of Saint Elizabeth St. Margaret's Episcopal School 

Colorado State University St. Mary's Catholic Center 

Covenant Health System Foundation St. Paul's School for Girls 

De La Salle High School Stuart Country Day School of the Sacred Heart 

Dominican University SUNY Adirondack Foundation 

Dubuque Mercy Health Foundation SUNY Cortland 

Eastern Washington University Terry College of Business, University of Georgia 

Emerson College Thacher School 

Episcopal High School The Webb Schools 

Fairfield University Thunderbird School of Global Management 

Fairview Foundation Tilburg University 

Fisk University Union Gospel Mission 

Fondation de l'Ecole Polytechnique University of Arizona Foundation 

Georgia State University University of California, Los Angeles 

Girl Scouts of San Jacinto Council University of Delaware 

Harvard Medical School University of Detroit Mercy 

Holderness School University of Illinois at Chicago 

Holton-Arms School University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 

Iowa State University Foundation University of Maryland, Baltimore County 

Jacksonville State University University of New England 

James Madison University University of Portland 

Kent State University Pacific Lutheran University 

Lake Forest College Penn Medicine 

Langston University Portland Community College Foundation 

Lawrence Academy Portland State University 

Lawrence University University School of Nashville 

LDS Philanthropies Valparaiso University 

Loyola High School Walsh University 

Macalester College Washington College 

Malden Catholic High School Westmont College 

Manchester College Wheeler School 

Marshall University Foundation William Mtichell College of Law 

Michigan Technological University William Penn Charter School 

Milton Academy Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution 

Minnesota Medical Foundation Xaverian Brothers High School 

 


