THE CURE
BY BRET BICOY

Curing Donor Fatigue

iving, at its highest levels, is grat-
g g g

ifying for the donor. I have seen
it for myself countless times during my
two decades working in philanthropy.
The words “joy” and “pleasure” come
to mind, but they don't quite capture
the experience. The most generous
people I know give back because it’s
incredibly fulfilling, as if philanthropy
were a cup of hot chocolate shared
with your loved ones while sitting
before the fireplace on a cold winter’s
night. It just feels like this is the way it

was meant to be.

I have had the honor of knowing
many of our community’s true philan-
thropists. Indeed, without exception,
these most generous of souls draw
deep personal satisfaction from their
charity. Done right, philantchropy is a
remarkably heartening experience.

That’s why I find it so frustrating
when | hear the talk of “donor fa-
tigue.” By definition, fatigue is wea-
riness from prolonged exertion. The
phrase conjures up an image of donors
straining under a yoke as they pull for-
ward the burdensome wagon of char-
ity. It doesn’t have to be that way. In
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my experience, giving is anything but

a burden. Giving is fulfilling.

Yet I crust that the people who talk
about donor fatigue are honestly ex-
pressing their feelings. So how do we
reconcile these two different picrures

of charitable giving?

The answer cannot be that Door
County is overburdened with a high
number of charities. While it is a fact
that Door County residents give a
higher percentage of discretionary in-
come to charity than any other county
in Wisconsin, the dirty little secret
is that Wisconsin ranks 45th on the
list of most generous states. Accord-
ing to the statistics in the 2012 “How
America Gives” study by The Chronicle
of Philantbropy, Door County is by far
the most generous county in Wiscon-
sin, but Wisconsin is one of the least

generous states in the nation.

Door County residents give an aver-
age of 4.1 percent of their discretion-
ary income to charity (discretionary
income is whats left after housing,
food, clothing, and other living ex-
penses are deducted). Door County’s

generosity is the highest in Wisconsin,

but it’s still well below the national
average of 4.7 percent. If every person
in Door County gave 15 percent more
to charity next year, that would only
bring us to the national average. If we
truly wanted Door County to become
one of the most generous communities
in America, wed all have to double the

amount we donate to charity.

Thus, we cannort say the feeling of
donor fartigue is because were already
giving away too much money to too
many charities. Clearly, we have some

room to Zrow.

Still, for some, that feeling of donor
fatigue is real. And it cannot simply be
dismissed. I believe that donor fatigue
begins when a person’s generosity is

not well matched to their passion.

Cindy Weber says that we “can’t ex-
pect everyone to connect equally to
our cause, as hard as it may be for you
to believe.” Weber is the vice president
of mission development at the Door
County YMCA. She says, “There are
some individuals who may not care
about dogs and cats, or kids or seniors
or art programs or music or preserva-
tion or history. That does not make
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them a bad person, it just means it
doesn’t make them a commirtted donor

to your cause.”

Yet we who work in charity often try
to make everyone a donor to our or-
ganization. Mark Kuntsman, executive
director of Midsummer’s Music says,
“The cause perhaps of donor fatigue
[is] when every nonprofit organization
assumes that the donor base is every-
one that has 2 home in Door County.”

Too often, chariies aggressively seek
out affluent people in the community
and ask them to give simply because
they have the ability to do so. Not
enough effort is spent trying to under-
stand why a specific cause might be a

good match for a particular donor.

“I think the hardest thing to do as
a fundraiser is to listen,” says Weber.
“We tend to want to tell our story,
share our outcomes and tall about our
impact, all of which are important, but
often what we really need to do when
visiting with a prospecrive donor is to
shut up. Amazing things can happen
when it is not us talking, but the pro-

spective donor.”

Laurel Hauser, director of charitable
giving at the Door County Land Trust,
likes to begin her visits with donors
with a series of questions. “Why did
you first become a supporter? What
aspect of our work excites you most?
What would you like to see us do if
funds were not an issue? What do you
see our organization looking like in 10
years, 50 years?” Hauser says of her do-
nors, “We want something in the world
to be different than it is and we are rely-
ing on each other, we need each other,
to make it so.” Understanding what it is
that a donor wants to accomplish, and
how the charity is working toward that
goal, is key to making the donor’s expe-
rience meaningful and rewarding.

Of course, a charity understanding
and articulating how their work fur-
thers a passion of the donor is only the
beginning. Ultimately, the first contri-
bution is just the start of a relationship.
This generous person has given the
charity their trust. It is then the respon-
sibilicy of the organization to live up to
the faith that has been placed in them.

As Weber notes, “The challenge

comes in that we can’t, as a nonprofit,
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only communicate with our donors
once a year when we send them a let-
ter asking for money and expect there
to be an emotional connection.” Yet,
this is often what happens. Too many
charities only talk with their friends
and donors when they want something

from them.

“We try to keep our donors in-
formed of what is happening at Sun-
shine House,” says Jim Meyer, its CEQ.
“We have also changed somewhart with
having more pictures in the newsletter
showing our programs and services so
the donors stay up to date with what
is going on. We feel that helps to keep
the donors engaged and helps to make
them feel their donations are provid-
ing programs and services that they
can see and hopefully value.”

Pam Seiler, executive director of the
Volunteer Center of Door County,
echoes those sentiments. “Most fre-
quently, I find that our donors are
energized by successful projects and
heightened awareness of our organiza-
tion. | think they appreciate knowing
that we are working diligenily to use

our resources effectively.
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At the Land Trust, they ty to go
beyond simply building a relationship
between the denor and the organiza-
tion. 'They also emphasize building
ties berween the donors themselves.
“If you have individual donors with
strong emotional tes and you get
them together to meet each other, you
build a community with a strong emo-
tional tie and thar’s when things really
get done,” says Hauser. “Thac’s when

the magic happens.”

Donor fatigue is a real issue, bur it
is not new, nor is it unique to Door
County. “It seems like [donor fatigue

is] one of those terms we use to say that

‘it used to be easier’ in some regard,”
says Alan Kopischke, executive direc-
tor of Birch Creek. “But I don’t know
that we are experiencing a ‘donor fa-
tigue' phenomenon that is unique to

right now or to right here.”

Indeed, donor fatigue, like any kind
of fatigue, is a result of people carrying a
burden for too long. When the charities
you're supporting are neither informing
you of how your money is being used
nor inspiring you with their mission,

giving can indeed feel like a burden.

Donor fatigue is like the refrain

from an old song that comes to mind
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whenever those of us who work in
charity aren’t doing our jobs well. Its
when we're nor listening to our do-
nors. When were not sharing with
them the results of our good work. In
other words, when were taking our

donors for granted.

But when we charities treat our do-
nors with gratitude and respec, giving
is an incredibly fulfilling experience.

“I believe that people give because
it feels good,” says Weber. “I can’t re-
member anyone ever giving me a check

with 2 frown on their face.” o
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Bret Bicoy s President & CEQ of the Door County Community Foundation. In 2008, he and his wife
Cari returned to Wisconsin to raise their children six children in the community they love. Contact him at
bret@doorcountycommunityfoundation.org.
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