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BoardSource envisions a world where every social sector organization has the
leadership it needs to fulfill its mission and advance the public good. Our mission
is to inspire and support excellence in nonprofit governance and board and staff
leadership.
Established in 1988, BoardSource’s work is grounded in the fundamental belief
that boards are critical to organizational success. With decades of hands-on
experience working with and supporting nonprofit boards, BoardSource is the
recognized leader in nonprofit governance and leadership, and a go-to resource
for nonprofit board and executive leaders. BoardSource supports a broad and
diverse cross-section of social sector organizations with
• leadership initiatives addressing key opportunities and issues within the
nonprofit sector
• research and benchmarking of board composition, practices, and performance
• membership and board support programs
• customized diagnostics and performance assessment tools
• a comprehensive library of topic papers, publications, and downloadable
infographics, tools, templates and more
• live and virtual education and training
• governance consultants who work directly with nonprofit leaders to design
specialized solutions to meet an organization’s needs
• a biennial conference that brings together approximately 800 board leaders for
two days of learning and sharing
A note to our global readers:
The need for effective board leadership and governance knows no geographic
boundaries, and BoardSource is committed to strong social sector board
leadership and governance around the globe. While BoardSource uses
United States laws and policies as the legal framework for our resources and
recommendations, most of our resources do not focus on legal matters but
rather on good governance practices, making them relevant to organizations
working outside of the United States. We do suggest, however, that you refer to
applicable laws in your country regarding financial reporting and other legal and
transparency issues.
BoardSource is a 501(c)(3) organization.
For more information, please visit our website at boardsource.org, e-mail us at
mail@boardsource.org, or call us at 800-883-6262.

foreword

1

Acknowledgments

3

Introduction: Framing the Problem Read this Chapter First!
How Are We Missing the Mark?
Support Your Board Members’ Intrinsic Motivation
Who Should Read This Book
The Road Map for This Book
Wanted — Your Feedback!

.7
8
10
11
11
13

Chapter 1: The Prerequisites	
Know Your Staff Capacity to Invest
Be Clear about Fundraising Expectations
Demonstrate a Baseline Level of Organizational Capacity

15
15
17
21

Chapter 2: Connect to Mission
Bring Mission into Meetings
Take Board Members to the Mission

23
23
26

Chapter 3: Articulate How Funding Works for Your Organization 31
31
Explain the Funding Mix
35
Help Your Board Own the Discussion
Chapter 4: Build Relationships with Board Members	
Work with Board Members One-on-One
Focus on Key Relationships
Cultivate Meaningful Relationships

39
39
41
45

Chapter 5: Create a Structure to Engage Board Members	
Help Board Members Plug In
Define Success for the Fundraising Process

49
49
54

Chapter 6: Support Board Members Every Step of the Way	
Help Board Members Get the Job Done
Provide Formal and Informal Training
Recognize and Thank

57
58
62
66

Conclusion

71

© 2014 BoardSource ENGAGING YOUR BOARD IN FUNDRAISING: A STAFF’S GUIDE vii

References and Recommended Reading

73

Appendix: Board Fundraising Toolbox
Board Member Participation in Fund Development at XYZ
		Organization
New Board Member Get-to-Know-You Questions
Roles that Board Members Can Play in the Fundraising Process
Examples of Social and Volunteer Opportunities for Board Members
Board Member Network List
Board Member E-mail Invitation Template
Engaging Board Members in Thanking Donors
		
ENDNOTes

75
.
76
78
79
82
84
85
86

		
		

viii ENGAGING YOUR BOARD IN FUNDRAISING: A STAFF’S GUIDE © 2014 BoardSource

91

FOREWoRD
The challenges that organizations face in securing the resources they need
to succeed are well documented. Many organizations are teetering on
the edge of failure, and many more are forced to forgo advances in their
programs or services due to a lack of resources.
At BoardSource, we often hear the frustration and angst from chief
executives who are facing these tough realities. Said one chief executive
participating in the 2010 BoardSource Nonprofit Governance Index, “I am
so busy writing grants and trying to raise the money to pay the mortgage
and keep the doors open that I don’t have time to get out and develop
relationships, cultivate donors, etc. The board has got to become more
involved and committed to its fiscal responsibility.”
This connection between executive angst around fundraising results and
frustration with board fundraising performance is real. According to a
2013 report from CompassPoint and the Evelyn & Walter Haas, Jr. Fund,
Underdeveloped: A National Study of Challenges Facing Nonprofit Fundraising,
75 percent of all executives say that board member engagement in
fundraising is “insufficient,” with 17 percent of executives indicating that
their boards have no involvement in fundraising at all.
BoardSource’s 2012 Nonprofit Governance Index indicated that fundraising
is the lowest ranked area of board performance, with only 5 percent of all
chief executives assigning their boards an “A” and 75 percent giving their
boards a “C” or below. And, underscoring the frustration around board
participation in fundraising, 40 percent of CEOs report that their boards
“rely mostly on the CEO and staff” to fundraise, despite the fact that 75
percent of CEOs report that “expectations related to fundraising are clearly
explained during recruitment.”
But it’s not just boards that are shouldering the blame when fundraising
results are lackluster. According to UnderDeveloped, roughly a third of all
executive directors are “lukewarm or dissatisfied” with the performance
of their development directors. And, conversely, less than half of all
development directors say that they have a strong fundraising partnership
with the executive director, with 21 percent of all development directors
characterizing the partnership as “weak” or “nonexistent.”
The frustration between boards, executives, and development directors
is understandable. If you’re not getting the results that your organization
needs, then it’s reasonable to ask the question about whether or not
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you have the right people on board to deliver those results. But boards,
executives, and development staff all too often get stuck in a blame game
focused on determining whose responsibility it is to fundraise, instead of
tackling the core issues that might enable them to achieve stronger results.
To move beyond blame requires courage and commitment, and a
willingness on someone’s part to take the first step. This book suggests
that the staff has the opportunity — if not the responsibility — to take the
lead. And it provides practical advice on how to take the first step, and the
many steps after that.
It is our hope that this book — and the conversations that emerge around
it — can provide a pathway out of the blame game toward a stronger,
more productive fundraising partnership between your board and staff.
One that unleashes the full fundraising potential of the board in a positive
and affirming way, and that propels your organization forward in ways
that are powerful and real.
Anne Wallestad
President & CEO
BoardSource
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Introduction:
Framing the Problem
Read This Chapter First!
“I can’t get my board to fundraise!”
If you’ve thought that lately, then
this book is for you!
And you are not alone. Studies show
that board member participation
in fundraising is considered to be
inadequate by executive directors
and board members alike (see
sidebar at right).
When seeking solutions to address
this issue, many fundraisers start by
asking the question, “What are the
barriers that keep board members
away from fundraising?” Certainly
this is a very good question to
ask. Some board members do
not feel comfortable asking their
friends or colleagues for a financial
contribution to their organization,
or they may worry about reciprocity.
Others have mistaken notions of
fundraising; they see it as “coldcalling” or “arm-twisting,” and only
about “asking for money.”
While it’s helpful to examine
the barriers for board members,
I suggest that it’s not the only
question to ask. It’s equally
important to look at what is
keeping staff members from being
more successful at engaging board
members in fundraising. Of course,
the end result is still the same —
board members more motivated and
ready to raise funds to advance our

SPOTLIGHT ON FINDINGS

Surveys Show Lackluster Board
Engagement in Fundraising
Recent studies show that involving
board members in fundraising continues
to be a challenge for many nonprofits.
In the 2012 BoardSource Nonprofit
Governance Index, a substantial number
of chief executives — 40 percent —
reported that their board members are
reluctant to participate in fundraising.
In addition, ‘fundraising’ was the lowest
scoring area of performance among
the board’s basic responsibilities — a
ranking that has been constant in the
20 years of the survey.
In the study, UnderDeveloped: A National
Study of Challenges Facing Nonprofit
Fundraising, released in 2013, 75
percent of executive directors called
board engagement in fundraising
“insufficient” and 17 percent reported no
board involvement in fundraising at all.
Even board members rate their
fundraising performance to be
lackluster. In research conducted
for her 2012 book, Donor Centered
Leadership, Penelope Burk found that
board members gave themselves
collectively a 4.7 on a 7-point scale
to this statement: “My board makes a
significant contribution to the bottom
line through fundraising” (on the 7-point
scale, a score of 5.2 or higher was
considered marginally effective; a score
of 5.7 was considered very effective).
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missions. But the path to success depends to a large extent on the staff
members who support, guide, and engage the board.
Make no mistake — participation in fundraising is part of a board’s core
responsibility of ensuring adequate resources to advance the organization’s
mission. But it is the staff’s responsibility to inform, engage, train,
facilitate, and support board members in undertaking activities that will
advance the fundraising program on behalf of the nonprofit. With our
in-depth knowledge of the organization and fundraising, we are best
positioned to create an encouraging environment that supports board
member involvement.
So what are the barriers that keep us as staff from being more successful
in engaging board members to fundraise? And how can we increase our
chances for success?

How Are We Missing the Mark?
The executive directors and development directors interviewed for this
book identified a number of reasons why we as staff sometimes miss
the mark when it comes to engaging our board members in fundraising.
Perhaps you will relate with one or more of the sentiments below:
• We forget that board members are volunteers. Board members have
busy lives — most have professional jobs, families, and other civic
and volunteer obligations. They do not live in the day-to-day reality
of our nonprofit organizations the way we do. When we forget this,
we don’t provide adequate context and background on issues, and
we don’t reinforce the connection to the mission that board members
need on a regular basis to keep them engaged and motivated. Staff also
overestimates what board members know about their organizations,
and we underestimate how much support and assistance board
members need to be successful in fundraising.
• We are waiting for board members to mobilize themselves and take
the initiative around fundraising. Most board members don’t join the
board with the express purpose of fundraising. And board members
who are uncomfortable with the notion of fundraising are unlikely to
step up on their own. More importantly, in most organizations with
professional staff, fundraising is a staff-led function that board members
assist with, so board members depend on us to mobilize them and give
them guidance — respectfully and with a deft touch.
8 ENGAGING YOUR BOARD IN FUNDRAISING: A STAFF’S GUIDE © 2014 BoardSource

• We don’t set clear expectations about fundraising with individuals
before they join the board. Some nonprofit leaders are reluctant, even
nervous, about having the “fundraising conversation” with a prospective
board member, so they gloss over the topic instead of being crystal
clear about expectations. Other times, the conversation centers around
the personal giving of board members with little to no attention paid
to how board members are expected to be involved in the rest of the
fundraising process. When we do talk about the fundraising process,
we keep it vague by simply saying, “board members are expected to
assist with fundraising,” without explaining what that means.
• We start the conversation about fundraising at the wrong place
and at the wrong time. We often introduce the topic of fundraising to
our board by announcing a training session for board members, or by
setting out how we expect them to play a role in the annual campaign.
From the board member’s perspective, this is not the way or place to
begin. Rather, we need to explain the need, provide context, clarify
roles, and build consensus so that there is a common understanding
about why the organization is reaching out to the board around
fundraising at this time.
• We use a “one-size-fits-all” approach. Not all board members can
or will engage in fundraising activities in the same way. Some board
members may turn out to be fantastic solicitors of gifts, but some
will be better deployed in activities that do not involve asking. And if
your board has traditionally not been very engaged in fundraising, the
process of getting them involved may take some time. Staff members
who rely on a “one-size-fits-all” approach, and who expect board
engagement to be a relatively quick process, are likely to become
frustrated and will frustrate board members as well.
• We don’t know how to “manage up.” Supporting and managing
board member participation requires the tricky skill of “managing
up,” that is, managing someone in a position of higher authority. The
inverse power relationship can make it difficult for staff to manage
board members, especially if the board member is being asked to do
something (such as fundraising) that she does not want to do and may
resist.
Quite a formidable list — no wonder this is so hard!
Difficult, yes. But not impossible.

© 2014 BoardSource ENGAGING YOUR BOARD IN FUNDRAISING: A STAFF’S GUIDE 9

Support Your Board Members’ Intrinsic Motivation
A pivotal insight that can help us work more effectively with our board
members can be found in new thinking about human motivation. When
you hear the word “motivation,” what comes to mind? Perhaps a coach
giving his team a pep talk before the big game? Or a company setting
up incentive bonuses for superior employee performance? That’s what is
called “extrinsic motivation” — words and actions from one person that
are intended to motivate another person to take action.
But as it turns out, extrinsic motivation is not as effective as intrinsic
motivation — motivation that comes from within a person. Leading
researchers in human motivationi have discovered that intrinsic, or selfmotivation, is much more effective in influencing behavior.
How can we leverage this to our advantage when engaging board members
in fundraising?
First, we can set aside the traditional notion that our task is to “motivate
our board members.” It’s no longer that relevant. Here is the more
important question: How can we set up the conditions in which board
members will motivate themselves? This is not semantics; it’s a game
changer. When our framework is to “motivate the board,” we might look
for ways to “control,” e.g., to make board members feel pressured to
fundraise, and perhaps guilty if they don’t. While pressure and guilt can
work to motivate people in the short run, it is less successful in the long
run. Here’s the better way: adopt a style that affirms the board member’s
perspective and autonomy. This creates an environment that encourages
self-motivation. In practice, this means
• building relationships with board members and listening openly to
understand their interests, needs, and concerns. This will help us
recognize their individual perspectives and appreciate what they can
and want to offer to the organization
• providing opportunities for board members to connect with the mission
of our organizations in a personal way
• taking the time to lay out the background and rationale of our
fundraising program and the board’s role in it
• inviting (rather than pressuring) board members to become involved
in fundraising, and offering choices about what their participation can
look like
10 ENGAGING YOUR BOARD IN FUNDRAISING: A STAFF’S GUIDE © 2014 BoardSource

• providing ongoing training, assistance, and support so board members
can be successful at the fundraising activities in which they are engaged
The goal is for board members to engage in fundraising activities because
they themselves see the value in it, have a commitment to it, and can be
successful at it — not because we induce them to. Our role as staff is
about facilitating that awareness and aspiration. We help board members
see the value by engaging them in a conversation about the organization’s
strategy and future plans and the fundraising activities that support them.
We help board members strengthen their commitment by providing
opportunities to experience our programs and services in action, and to
witness the changes that result. And we help board members be
successful by managing the fundraising process and supporting their
participation in it.

Who Should Read This Book
This book is written for the nonprofit staff members who lead and
manage the fundraising programs in their organizations. First and
foremost, that’s the executive director. Even in organizations with wellstaffed development departments, the executive director plays a critical
role in providing leadership to the fundraising program and personally
being involved in fundraising activities. In lock-step partnership with
the executive director, and overseeing the fundraising program, is the
development director. The executive director and development director
are an important team, and the advice in this book is meant for them to
use together to engage their board members in the fundraising program in
a meaningful way. Board members also might find the book of interest,
particularly those who are seeking to spur fundraising activity from their
board colleagues. The board environment that I am advocating the staff to
create can best be reinforced by the volunteer leadership.

The Road Map for this Book
Drawing from scores of interviews with nonprofit leaders, this book
presents a variety of tested ideas and practices for successfully engaging
board members in fundraising. It’s not just about doing more, it’s also
about doing things differently.
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Chapter 1 – The Prerequisites
This chapter discusses issues that should be in place before you start to
engage your board members in fundraising, such as
• knowing the staff capacity that you plan to invest in supporting your
board
• ensuring that you are setting clear expectations about fundraising
before individuals join the board
• attaining a baseline level of organizational capacity so that your board
has a stable platform from which to engage in fundraising
NOTE: IF YOU HAVE ALREADY ADDRESSED THESE ELEMENTS IN YOUR
ORGANIZATION, SKIP THIS CHAPTER AND START AT CHAPTER 2.

Chapter 2 – Connect to Mission
This chapter addresses ways to energize board members by getting them
excited about the mission of your organization, such as
• bringing mission moments into board meetings
• framing board discussions around mission
• taking board members to the mission
Chapter 3 – Articulate How Funding Works for Your Organization
This chapter addresses how to establish the context for, and depth of,
your organization’s fundraising program so that board members can better
understand both the big picture and how they can fit in. Topics covered
include
• explaining the funding mix
• clarifying roles in the fundraising process
• helping board members own the discussion
Chapter 4 – Build Relationships with Board Members
This chapter focuses on how to build relationships with board members,
establish trust, and instill a sense of team. Topics covered include
• working with board members one-on-one
• focusing on key relationships
• cultivating meaningful relationships
Chapter 5 – Create a Structure to Engage Board Members
This chapter presents ideas and suggestions for how to create a structure
to enable your board members to successfully engage in fundraising tasks,
such as
12 ENGAGING YOUR BOARD IN FUNDRAISING: A STAFF’S GUIDE © 2014 BoardSource

• creating opportunities for donor and board member interaction
• developing a campaign structure to guide board member participation
• defining what success in fundraising looks like for board members
Chapter 6 – Support Board Members Every Step of the Way
This chapter presents suggestions for how to assist and support your
board members to successfully take on their fundraising tasks, such as
• assisting with specific steps of the process
• providing formal and informal training
• recognizing and thanking board members
Appendix – Board Fundraising Toolbox
The appendix contains a set of tools and
templates to help jumpstart your work with
your board.

Board
Fundraising Toolbox
Look for this balloon-shaped box
throughout the book for references
to the Board Fundraising
Toolbox.

Wanted — Your Feedback!
I’d love to hear your feedback on this book. If you have suggestions,
counterpoints, or personal examples that would make a concept more
relevant, or research data related to this topic, I’d love to hear from you.
E-mail me at kathyhedge@verizon.net. Thank you in advance!
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