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“Capital campaigns are built on vision, mission, and
dreams—all strong motivators for people to give.” 2

The conundrum is that, while giving begins with
emotion, it also involves thought—for the small gift,
and even more so, for the substantial gift. 

Donors feel good about giving when both emotion and
logic say their gift will be used wisely for important
work. They are more likely to reach that conclusion
when we have “all our ducks in a row”:

• mission and programs are well-conceived 
and delivered;

• organization is well-governed, fiscally strong, 
well-managed; 

• long-term affordability has been objectively 
determined and documented; and

• plans have been thoroughly vetted.

Campaign readiness3

We may hear campaign readiness and think, 
“Are we ever ready, we have this huge and urgent
need.” More must be done to ensure campaign
success. We want several areas of readiness:

Institutional readiness 

Our organization has a clear rationale for its
programs, a history of accomplishment, and
a good reputation.

Our volunteer and staff leaders have a visionary,
thorough, and working strategic plan.

Our planning process has thoroughly
documented the post-campaign affordability
of the project.

Our volunteer and staff leaders have
experience in fundraising and have each
made a financial contribution to the effort 
in addition to their regular annual gift.

Our internal constituents are in full support
of the project and all board members have
financially contributed to the capital project,
in addition to their annual gift for operations. 

Project readiness

We have carved out a project for the campaign that is
the best option for our mission and organization at
this time and place.

We have done the in depth research and planning to
ensure that our project is defensible and compelling.    

We have a business plan to show how we will accomplish
our project and sustain its regular operations.  

Market readiness

We have realistically identified our donor prospects.
Our donor prospects do not include lists of
individuals and organizations of who “could” or
“should” give. 

We have evidence that we have a sufficient number
of qualified donor prospects who like our vision and
project and are ready to assist.

We are aware of the other capital campaigns in the
community, the current economic environment, and
have determined the market is able to absorb our
campaign goal. 

We want to enter our capital campaign prepared for
success. Our volunteer and staff leaders deserve this
much. We have a lot on the line. We have the chance
to tell our story to a larger and influential audience.
Our organization’s image and reputation will be
enhanced by a successful campaign while an
unsuccessful campaign may lay doubt. 

Helpful formulas
There are some helpful fundraising rules of thumb.

• 80% of gifts will come from 20% of prospects. 
In recent years, the ratio seems to be approaching 
90% of the total from 10% of the donors with 
campaigns taking more time.  

• The top ten (10) gifts will total 50% of the 
campaign goal. For example, a $1,000,000 
campaign will plan for lead gifts totaling $500,000:

$1,000,000 Campaign Pyramid 4

One $100,000 gift
Four $50,000 gifts for a total of $300,000
Ten $25,000 gifts for a total of $550,000
Twenty $10,000 gifts for a total of $750,000
Thirty $5,000 gifts for a total of $900,000
One hundred $1,000 gifts for a total of $1,000,000

• Identify at least three prospects for each gift 
received; often more for the top gifts. 

We can use the gift pyramid like the one above to
further test our case with a silent phase for the
campaign. Historically, agencies have often gone
public once they achieve 50% of the goal, preferably
with the top ten gifts. Recent lean economic
conditions have wisely led many agencies to go public
only once they achieve 75% or more. This test phase
gives the opportunity to adjust a goal—up or down—
depending on what is experienced in this early phase. 

If you are ready for a campaign, congratulations.
You’ve done an amazing job!

Shoring up organizational readiness
If not, work on the areas of readiness that are
lacking. Board-building activities are
beneficial. We might consider outside help.
Many communities have technical assistance
programs for strategic planning and
organizational development. Or we might
hire professional consultants. Consultants
offer services like the ones below or can

custom make services to meet specific needs:

• development audits that check the status of 
development function;

• feasibility studies that test the campaign’s case for 
support5 along with the size of the goal; and

• campaign counsel to assist with campaign 
planning and implementation.

Campaign leadership 6

In its online tutorial, Capital Quest discusses the
importance of campaign leadership. Campaign leaders set
campaign strategies, steer the campaign, and ask for gifts. 

The best campaign leaders will believe in the
organization’s mission. They will be proud of how 

the organization serves the community. They demonstrate
this publicly with “leadership” gifts—an amount that will
impress other potential leaders. 

Boards will provide leadership with cultivation events and
their own gifts. Prospective donors like to hear,

“100% of our board members made gifts to the
campaign.” 

A Campaign Cabinet or Steering Committee 
will manage the campaign day-to-day, meeting
frequently to keep the campaign on track.
Subcommittees handle different phases of the

campaign or different constituencies. 

After you reach your goal 
It’s not over when we reach our goal. Campaign gifts are
often paid over multiple years. A process to track pledges
is necessary, reminding donors that it’s time for their next
payment. We also want to let donors know how their
investment is working. This can start with a timely thank
you and other communication over time. They deserve to
know about our progress. Best yet, involve them in the
organization in a meaningful way.

Due diligence in institutional readiness, campaign
planning, execution and follow through is worth all the
effort. The organization will be operating at a higher
level. It will not only have the funds to advance its
mission, but also, better processes, solid plans, committed
donors, and proven leaders. 
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is one that “raises a
specific amount of
money within a
defined period to
meet the varied
asset building
needs of the
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Hank Rosso

Case for support
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identifies and synthesizes
why your nonprofit is
worthy of support

A good ask
An in-person visit from the
right person, at the right
time, for the right project.
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