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Introduction 
In my nearly four-decade career in the nonprofit world, 
I have seen more than my share of giving pyramids, 
which are basically an attempt to provide graphic 
form to giving charts. Realistically, the giving pyramid 
is a creation of convenience, as the form it delivers is 
aspirational at best, and illusory at worst. Experiential 
data rarely aligns itself in the shape of a pyramid, 
but the effort to visualize the shape of giving to your 
organization is a worthwhile venture. 

Why? It demonstrates in an easy to understand 
format the strengths and weaknesses of our fund 
development efforts.

If you doubt this, look at the gift chart below, as it is 
highly representative of the organizational data we 
receive on a daily basis at Blackbaud Target Analytics. For 
further proof, create a similar chart or graph using giving 
data from your organization. If it is significantly different 
from the figure below, and even vaguely resembles the 
shape of a pyramid, please share it with me at lawrence.
henze@blackbaud.com.

Historically, mid-level giving is tied to establishment of 
giving societies, particularly at the $1,000 contribution 
level. In theory, it is associated with high-touch 
engagement, solicitations and stewardship. It is 
infrequently tied to significant numbers of donors. For 
example, the bar graph above represents an organization 
performing above the norm, yet the middle of the 
gift chart is underpopulated. This paper will begin the 

process of understanding who makes mid-level gifts – 
particularly as it compares to major giving – as well as 
the reasons we are not as successful as we should be in 
achieving the giving potential in our databases. Some 
of the questions that follow naturally - Is the scarcity of 
donors at the $1,000 level due to:

• A diminishing level of engagement that impacts the
level of financial commitment;

• A breakdown in communication of the impact of
higher levels of support;

• Relatedly, a perception that donors are valued
primarily for their monetary value;

• A lack of an integrated, comprehensive program of
engagement, cultivation, solicitation and stewardship;

• Donors lacking the inclination and capacity to make a
gift of $1,000 or more, or

• A combination of any of the above?

• Something else entirely?

Part 1 of this paper will focus on an analysis of 
mid-level donors, their giving patterns, as well as 
their demographic and financial attributes. These 
characteristics will be compared to those of major 
donors and a much larger group of annual contributors, 
lapsed and non-donors. For purposes of this paper we 
standardized giving for comparative reasons as follows:

• Annual Giving: <$1,000

• Mid-level giving, $1,000-$9,999

• Major giving, $10,000+

Part 2 of this paper will concentrate on the best 
practices to promote mid-level fundraising success. 
Does our greater understanding of mid-level donors 
suggest specific fundraising strategies? Which 
fundraising strategies complement other comprehensive 
programming efforts, or do you need to review and 
tweak existing strategies to integrate mid-level into 
advancement strategies? 
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Part 1

SETTING THE STAGE

I thought it would be interesting to compare 
representative institutional data from four different 
nonprofit sectors over a 12-month period: Faith-Based 
(FB), Cause, Cure and Higher Education (HE). As you will 
note, with one exception, fewer than 2% of the donors are 
giving $1,000 or more.

The exception, of course, is Higher Education. I say that 
because it is the expectation that these institutions will 
perform better. That expectation exists within the staffs 
of the colleges and universities, as well as the staffs of all 
other nonprofits. If it was a competition, there would be a 
concession speech at the very beginning of the contest.

To me, the data underscores that the expectation should 
not be as strong as it is, and I confess I thought that 
Higher Education would perform more strongly in the 
$1,000 - $10,000 gift range. Taking this a step further, I 
wonder if many colleges and universities are too quick to 
increase the dollar definitions of their mid-level programs 
before the actual giving performance warrants the 
change. I am a big fan of aspirational goal setting, but it 
is most logical when the data trends justify the goal.

I will take this argument one step further. This also calls 
into question the practice of setting principal/major/
mid-level parameters based on the behavior of peer 
institutions. The most accurate means for setting these 

qualifying ranges lies in analytical work that assesses the 
potential of your institution. Like snowflakes, institutional 
databases are unique.

Another interesting comparison is to look at predicted 
future performance focusing specifically on each of the 
Mid-Level gift ranges, once again using representative 
data from the same four verticals.

To summarize:

As you review the graph comparing previous giving to 
predicted future giving performance, it is important to 
note that there are many factors that influence both. 
Some of these factors include: 

• Fundraising philosophy, such as the pursuit of
unrestricted vs. restricted funds

• Fundraising strategies, such as the reliance on direct
marketing, digital marketing and personal solicitation
strategies

• “Ask strings” that are based on tradition more than
potential

• Dedicated fundraising resources, such as staffing
(turnover) and budgets

• Recency and effectiveness of capital campaigns

• Organizational mission and composition of
constituency base

• Organizational “brand”

• And many others
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In my experience, while a combination of these factors 
tends to exist at every organization, the only universal 
trend is a heavy reliance on unrestricted fundraising 
through the mid-level program. Is it sufficient data to 
suggest that a dedication to raising unrestricted revenue 
through the mid-level program suppresses fundraising 
success? Perhaps not, but I have long believed that is the 
case (at least in part).

Regardless, it may be unequivocally stated that there is 
a significant opportunity to grow mid-level revenue for 
not just the four different sectors represented on the 
previous page, but the vast majority of organizations 
nationally. My colleagues and I have personally observed 
this potential for many years, and it is also safe to 
say that a “we have always done it this way” mindset 
will continue to produce similar results to what an 
organization has produced in the past, which this data 
suggests is lackluster. Simply stated, across the industry 
we have an opportunity to grow mid-level support at a 
rate that will make a significant difference to the bottom 
line and surface more prospects for major giving. 
To accomplish this will require a willingness to embrace 
new strategies.

EXPANDING THE EXAMINATION

One of the observations I have made over the course of 
my career is that organizations and their development 
staff often view the areas that need improvement across 
their programs in isolation. As an example, retention is 
most frequently viewed as an annual giving issue, and 
that improving acquisition to retention will lower the 
cost of annual giving. There is truth to that. There is also 
truth to the following; one way to increase retention is 
to solicit more. Yet soliciting more increases fundraising 
costs, and the frequency of solicitation often pushes 
donors away from supporting your organization. 
Additionally, a decrease in the retention rate will also 
have an adverse effect on mid-level, major and planned 
giving success.

Therefore, as we look for a better understanding of the 
characteristics of mid-level donors, it is important to 
juxtapose this data with similar information we possess 

for major donors, planned giving donors, and charitable 
donors en masse.

In the two charts below, we look at giving data that 
measures typical recency and consistency of giving 
over the last three years of time, and then over a 
five-year time frame. In both views, Mid-level donor 
prospects are noticeably more consistent donors than 
major giving prospects. 

MID-LEVEL COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS: 
GIVING TRENDS

Three Year Gift Trend

Five Year Gift Trend

Focusing on the Five Year Gift Trend chart just above, 
you can see in the Green cells that cumulatively, 29% of 
major gift prospects have given in 3 or more years in the 
past five years, compared to 45% of mid-level prospects 
(and 37% for planned giving prospects). These results, 
which may be surprising to many, confirm the results 
of a major gift benchmarking study done by Target 
Analytics in 2014. Additionally, in the Blue cells, we can 
see consistency of giving dips significantly above the 
$10,000 level. In fact, in the 2014 study we observed that 
slightly more than half of $10,000-$24,999 donors gave 
nothing to that organization in the five years following 
the major gift.

Why is this the case? The following possibilities are not 
mutually exclusive:
• The gift of $10,000 is a “reach” gift and therefore is

difficult to repeat;
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• We struggle to build the case for ongoing support
at higher levels, or, as previously stated, we seek
unrestricted support when designated gifts
are more likely;

• Our asking strategy is flawed, creating a perception
that this a one-time request;

• Due to poor training, lack of mentorship, gift officer
turnover or donor fatigue we are relieved to get any
gift and hesitant to revisit the solicitation.

MID-LEVEL COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS: 
FINANCIAL, DEMOGRAPHIC, AND 
PHILANTHROPIC PATTERNS

Even before we had sophisticated prospect research 
professionals and services available to assist us in our 
quest to identify the donor prospects with the greatest 
potential, we speculated that disposable income and 
liquid assets were highly correlated to individuals making 
major and principal gifts. However, when we compare 
mid-level to major gift prospects on key economic 
factors, are the differences as significant as the amounts 
might suggest?

Based on the difference between the entry-level gifts for 
mid-level ($1,000) and major giving ($10,000) you would 
expect a significant gap between financial measures 
such as estimated Net Worth, Income, Investments, and 
Discretionary Spending. In reality, although the median 
amount invested by major donors is only 19% larger than 
the median amount for mid-level donors, it is only 13% 
greater for each of the other three categories.

A related conclusion is that there is a limited correlation 
between financial ability to give and donor loyalty unless 
you believe mid-level donors are more loyal because 
they are giving at a level more representative of their 
perceived ability to give, or major gift prospects are 
being over-asked, or both.

Looking at additional demographic, financial and 
philanthropic information, we have observed the 
following takeaways:

• The differences between real estate value within mid-
level and major giving households is statistically 
insignificant. Because discretionary spending is lower 
in mid-level giving households, is it possible that there 
is a corresponding debt burden that impacts gift 
amount?

• Average length of residence between the two groups 
is also identical, averaging 12 years. Years of analytical 
work shows a strong positive correlation between 
length of residence and gift amount, indicating
that these households/donors may be more settled 
with a better picture of their financial stability and 
philanthropic capacity.

• Although you may believe that major donors are, in 
general, older than mid-level donors, the average head-
of-household age is 57 for both groups. This suggests 
to me that we may not be moving people into mid-
level giving when they are able to do so, thus creating 
an artificial equivalence between the two groups.
 

CONCLUSIONS

What conclusions may be drawn from this data?

I will start with a decision I made 25 years ago; statistical 
modeling is the best methodology available to the 
higher education and nonprofit markets for predicting 
the behavior of donors and non-donors. It works for 
segmenting prospects by gift level, gift type, and can 
provide organizations with the data necessary to identify 
underperforming prospects, leading to more money 
raised, using cost effective and cost- efficient strategies.

Yet the industry interest in financial and hard asset data 
is consistently intense, and sales of this data across the 
prospect research service market remains the most 
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common product across vendor offerings. From the 
analysis above, I think you will agree that although 
the data is interesting, the separation between financial, 
behavioral and affluence attributes for mid and major 
giving prospects is not as significant as intuition 
may suggest.

Perhaps this finding is influenced by the entry amounts 
we are comparing: $1,000 for mid-level and $10,000 for 
major giving. If major giving started at $100,000, for 
example, the financial attributes would likely show 
more separation. 

Pushing that aside, if I had one goal that I would 
repeat throughout all of my consulting engagements, 
conference presentations and printed articles, it would 
be this: focus on donor retention. So my ultimate 
conclusion is that relationship building, as delivered 
through engagement activities, robust and personalized 
stewardship activities, and reduced solicitation activity 
will most likely generate increased donor loyalty and 
more mid-level and major giving activity as long as 
we have appropriate follow-through and accurate ask 
amounts. There is ample evidence that a significant 
factor in underperforming donors is the under-asking 
by gift officers.
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Part 2

BEST PRACTICES 

Mid-level giving is now a topic of great importance in the 
nonprofit world, and the number of papers, presentations and 
experts addressing the subject matter has risen accordingly 
and appropriately. It is an important and timely topic. With 
increased attention focused on the middle, I have decided to 
approach a discussion of best practices with an added touch 
of philosophy.

If I have learned anything in my long career it is 
that any discussion of best practices for mid-level 
must be viewed within the context of the entirety of 
the fundraising operations, including engagement, 
stewardship, cultivation and solicitation. It should fit an 
overall organizational philosophy for building upon lower 
levels of annual support, membership or subscriptions 
to greater philanthropic commitments based on higher 
levels of personal involvement.

So let’s begin the discussion of best practices with 
organizational philosophy, which I will say with 
conviction and in hopes of stimulating conversation, is 
frequently flawed. And for purposes of this paper, I am 
speaking specifically about the big but specific picture 
of fundraising, but not the larger concepts of missions 
and brands.

For whatever reason(s), all nonprofits, and in particular 
colleges and universities (think participation rates) pay 
an inordinate amount of attention to the number of 
annual donors as an important measure of fundraising 
success. This ignores many fundamentally important 
concepts, such as:

• What is the cost of acquiring that donor?

• Is this a donor that is likely to be retained?

• How many times must we solicit this donor to get 
another gift?

• Are we thanking and asking at the same time 
(confusing and conflicting messages)?

• Are we calculating ROI and using it to guide our 
comprehensive fundraising strategies?

• Are we using analytics to determine future 
giving potential

• Using the analytics to create strategic segments that 
thank, steward and cultivate based on that potential?

Let’s go further and reach some conclusions that are 
intuitive to most of us who also give to nonprofits or 
alma maters:

• The frequency of solicitation is more annoying than it 
is necessary, or a corollary

• The first 11 solicitations set the stage for the 
successful 12th ask, which is 

• Likely to be more successful based on time of year 
motivation (seasonal or personal preference)

At this point you may be saying – at best – that this 
is an interesting diversion but it has yet to transition 
to specifying the elements of a successful mid-level 
giving program. At the heart of this conversation, 
however, is donor retention, which is instrumental to 
mid-level giving (see Part 1) and increased ROI, which 
frees resources for the engagement and donor relation/
stewardship programming that will increase the bond 
between donors and our mission. This all leads us to 
my recommended approach for a holistic fundraising 
program that will aid in bolstering mid-level success: 

To see how the Union of Concerned 
Scientists tested some of these concepts, 
watch this video.
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OVERARCHING PRINCIPLES

Communicate the following new strategies to the 
donors in advance of implementation (engage donors in 
increasing the value of their gifts)

• Commit to a strategy of fewer solicitations, 
with an annual standard of 4 maximum. 
For these solicitations:

 · For consistent donors giving to you once annually, 
typically at the same time each year, solicit in 
advance of their “preferred” month

 · Using analytics, incorporate ask strings based on 
identified segments seeking appropriate upgrades

• Develop a comprehensive communications plan 
in conjunction with other operational areas 
of your organization

• Reallocate solicitation resources to engagement, 
donor relations and stewardship based on 
identified segments

 · Coordinate these activities with the 
organizational calendar

 · Develop different messages, using varying channels, 
becoming more personalized as you move through 
annual to mid-level to major giving

MID-LEVEL PROGRAM

Organizational resources will likely dictate the strategies 
you may employ for the mid-level component. I have 
seen all of the following strategies work, either alone or 
in combination. Regardless of your choices for a mid-
level strategy, prepare at the beginning for how you will 
address mid-level donors with the potential to transition 
to major or planned giving. 

• A direct marketing strategy that incorporates direct 
mail, digital, and perhaps telemarketing to inform, 
engage, cultivate, solicit and thank

• Use an outside vendor familiar with using modeled 
analytical results to create and implement 
a mid-level program

• Establish an internal team of mid-level officers, with 
large portfolios of mid-level donors and prospects, to 
engage and solicit. 

 · Many organizations and vendors call this a 
concierge program, or title the officers as donor 
services specialists, to create an expectation 
that they serve as the primary point of contact 
between the donor and your organization

 · This internal team may become a major giving staff 
in training, and you may introduce fundamental 
concepts such as moves management prior to 
their escalation to top-level gift officer

• Include mid-level prospects in the portfolios of major 
gift officers. This is a smart option for organizations 
that wish to increase the transitioning of donors from 
mid-level to major giving and believe in the power of 
relationship building

• Consider an event-based program that operates in 
one of two methods:

 · The event is fee-based and qualifies attendee as a 
mid-level donor (not my favorite strategy-only use 
if the event already exists and eliminating it would 
be politically untenable)

 · The event is cultivation-based with the goal to 
facilitate solicitation, either at the event or closely 
following its conclusion (preferred)

• If you truly want to raise more money through your 
Mid-Level program, don’t limit your organization to 
seeking unrestricted funds. 

• Identify major funding areas for your organization 
that address the strategic plan for your organization; 
three or four funding areas may be ideal. 

• A “restricted” gift to a critical component of your 
strategic plan intensifies the feeling of a partnership 
between the donor and your mission and often 
strengthens the case for increased support.
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ANALYSIS AND REPORTING

Back-end analysis is the key to promoting continuing 
success and maximizing ROI.

• If you are using a multi-channel approach, determine
which channels are working with which segments.
Adjust strategies as appropriate.

• If you are using a combination of internal and
vendor-driven strategies, compare and contrast the
effectiveness of these approaches. After a few years
you should have sufficient data to suggest if revised
resource allocation is necessary.

• Create meaningful and measurable metrics for gift/
relationship officers and enforce them.

· Secure organizational commitment that high-
performing staff will be appropriately rewarded
and share these compensation awards with
the staff.

· The costs to your organization of replacing
successful staff who leave for better compensation
is far greater than the raises they are seeking.

PREDICTIVE MODELING 

Although this is not a paper on statistical modeling, 
we learned a long time ago that including variables 
measuring philanthropic giving, affinity and engagement, 
demographics, market and lifestyle behavior in statistical 
algorithms yielded the best use of this disparate data 
in predicting donor/non-donor behavior. Analytics and 
modeling are the best tools for identifying mid-level 
prospects as well as those most likely to transition to 
major giving donors.

DONOR-CENTERED PROGRAMMING

Philosophically, it would be best if more non-profits 
embraced the concept of donor-centered development. 
This concept begins with seeing your organization 
through the eyes of the donor, and not as you believe 
the current, prospective, or lapsed donor see you. This 
requires that you create a conduit for donor input and 

feedback that is encouraging, easy-to-use and operates 
as the proverbial two-way street.

What does this mean? If you ask for input you must 
acknowledge and thank those who provide it. For 
example, if you do so in the form of a survey, you 
should create a summary report and share it not only 
with those who reply, but also those who received the 
request (although you may choose to provide a preview 
to respondents). If respondents are assigned prospects, 
and if you use the suggested concierge-style program, 
their response offers an opportunity to establish 
personal contact. And please remember that although 
not everyone in your staff organization participates in 
fundraising, everyone may actively engage in thanking.

WORKING WITH AN AGENCY OR 
CONSULTING PARTNER
Now for a bit more philosophy, this time from the 
perspective of contracting with outside agencies or 
consultants to assist and improve your fundraising 
efforts. The first point to consider is that you should 
not hand over the keys and sit back passively while an 
outsider drives your efforts. Be an active participant. 
Find an agency or consultant that views the relationship 
with you as a partnership and is open to your input and 
ideas. Two of the driving forces behind outsourcing are 
the efficiency and effectiveness with which they will 
implement, and not necessarily that the concepts that 
they suggest are novel. Together you have the best 
opportunity to drive success.

At that same time remember that you are seeking to 
change and improve upon historical and current gift 
revenue programs. You know what status quo produces 
and it is not satisfactory. Be open to new ideas, embrace 
analytics as a precursor to change, and establish annual 
fundraising success as the new tradition.

IN CONCLUSION
Finally, have fun. Remember that we are privileged to 
work to make the world a better place.
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