
How to Celebrate an Award 
with Donors and Prospects 



Using Good News to Encourage 
Donations 
Your institution just got some good news—maybe your 
U.S. News & World Report college ranking improved, 
an English professor’s novel made The New York Times 
best-seller list, your new student center won an award for 
sustainable architecture, or an alumna won a Nobel Prize. 
Prestigious awards and exciting news announcements 
are a great opportunity for advancement teams to reach 
out to donors and prospects. If you handle the situation 
correctly, awards and good news can encourage 
donations and engage new segments of your alumni 
base. Here’s how to get started: 

1. Do a Quick Big-Picture 
Assessment 

Before you act on a recent award, it’s important to make 
sure your programming enhances rather than detracts 
from your existing annual giving and major giving 
strategies. A hasty, or poorly thought-out response could 
encourage donors to give now and not later or give 
less than they were intending to. To that end, consider 
awards or big-ticket news items as a way to develop your 
donor pipeline alongside existing efforts. Your reliable 
donors may engage, but the right strategy will reach 
new prospects and then fold them into your existing 
stewardship and outreach strategies. 

2. Segment Your Annual Giving 
Prospects 

Some prospects are going to be more interested in your 
news than others. For the strongest participation and 
donation totals, sub-segment your prospects based on 
their connection or affinity to the news you’re going to 
share. While it’s tempting to stay in sync with the news 
cycle and quickly blast out a general announcement to 
all alumni, taking the time to strategically target those 
with a special interest will result in better return on 

investment. You still can send out a general interest 
message, but reserve it for the sub-segment of alumni 
who have less affinity for your institution, or a lower 
likelihood of donating. 

3. Schedule the Right Major Gifts 
Meetings 

Each major gifts team has donors they turn to time and 
time again. These folks have given before and are often 
easy to schedule meetings with. When exciting news hits, 
it’s tempting to schedule meetings with your most reliable 
donors. However, your face time is better invested with 
emerging major gifts prospects—especially those who 
have a special affinity for the news. Sometimes a face-to-
face conversation with an exciting update can expedite a 
new partnership that wouldn’t have been possible before. 
Awards and good news are a great tool for deepening 
new relationships, uncovering new sources of funding, 
and developing a major gifts pipeline. 

4. Plan a Multichannel Outreach 
Strategy 

Spread news of your award or recognition through 
multiple outreach channels. An integrated, multichannel 
outreach increases the odds that your message will reach 
prospects at the time, and through the channel, where 
they are most willing to donate. For example, if your 
school is now ranked as one of the nation’s top research 
universities, you can send out an email blast about the 
studies or programs that contribute to this honor. Later, a 
student fundraiser could contact your prospect over the 
phone and discuss important research contributing to 
the ranking. Finally, social media messaging and images 
reinforce the importance of outstanding science facilities 
for current student and faculty projects.  
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5. Create a Strategic Event  
If an alumnus or faculty member was involved in the award 
or prestigious news, invite them to speak, read from their 
book, present their research, exhibit their creative work, 
or be the star of an event. Creating an educational or 
showcase event builds deeper engagement with alumni 
and friends. Later, when you request a donation, they’re 
more likely to see the importance of their financial 
contribution. Regardless of whether they attended or 
not, follow up with your invitees with takeaways from the 
event, a link to a recording, or further reading. For major 
gifts prospects, this is a good moment to schedule a visit 
to follow up with conversations you may have started 
during the event. 

6. Ask Students to Tell the Story 
It’s no secret that current students are an amazing 
resource for reaching prospects. Ask students involved or 
impacted by your newsworthy event to be ambassadors 
for your fundraising activities. Feature their stories in 
email blasts, snap photos of them for social media, ask 
them to highlight their experience when they make donor 
calls. The immediacy of a current student’s perspective 
makes a strong but subtle case for financial support. 

7. Demonstrate the Increased Value 
of a Diploma from Your Institution 

Prestigious rankings and awards increase the value of a 
diploma. Don’t be afraid to demonstrate to alumni that 
current campus activities add to the prestige of their 
diploma. Some prospects may see a donation as an 
investment, or a thank you for great brand recognition. 

8. Get Smart About Social Media 
Too many institutions announce good news via social 
media but have no follow-up plan. Getting a bunch of 
likes on a news announcement is not enough. Ideally, 
you’ll want to connect that news post to a campaign, or 
programming that encourages action or gives thanks. 
The best social media campaigns create a sense of 
affinity, provide useful content, show the transformative 
power of a previous gift, or say thanks. 

Putting Your Best Foot Forward 
If you’re able to tastefully capitalize on a prestigious 
award, ranking, or event, you’re rewarded by building 
alumni affinity and securing donations. With smart 
strategies, you can reach repeat donors and build a 
pipeline of future contributors.

Looking for inspiration? Check out Blackbaud’s   
higher education hub for tips and tools to strengthen 
your annual giving program. 
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