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In March 2011, Chris Cannon’s An Executive’s Guide to 

Fundraising Operations (Wiley) detailed an comprehensive 

approach to advancement services. An important part of the 

book is supported by survey responses on perceptions 

among 200 fundraising executives and 150 operations 

professionals.  

  

The following pages demonstrate the results of Mr. Cannon’s 

survey. If you have questions or would like to discuss the 

future of fundraising operations, please contact Chris Cannon 

at ccannon@bwf.com. 

mailto:ccannon@bwf.com
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Who responded from what institutions? 

 From 4,500 invitations,  224 executives and 149 

operations professionals responded to the survey, with 

the majority representing education institutions. 
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How much do these organizations raise ? 

 Respondents evenly reflect the big, medium, and small 

fundraising shops.  

 A greater percentage of operations professionals (34%) came 

from $50M+ shops. 
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What’s in a name? 

 Perception about fundraising operations has a great deal to do with language. It 

is important what we call ourselves and what others use to describe us.  

 The clear winner here is “advancement services.”  
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What matters most? 

 

Question: which is most important to ensuring smooth operations? 
The five items were ranked in order of priority, with 1 being most important to the respondent. 

 

 Executives and operations professionals ranked people, processes, data, reporting, and 

technology in the same order. 

 People were slightly more important to executives (averaging 1.83), and data and reporting 

were more important to operations professionals.   
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Addressing the confidence gap 

Question: what percentage of respondents were at least 80% confident? 
The five items were ranked in order of priority, with 1 being most important 

 

 In all but the area of fundraising reports, operations professionals are more confident in their 

work than fundraising executives. 

 An important finding is that in many cases, a majority of executives have diminished confidence 

in operations’ work. This will require strengthened communications and partnership to resolve. 
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Gap 

Details 

The 80%+ baseline was selected 

because it matters to fundraising team 

whether they are concerned about 

particular areas. If a colleague is less 

than 80% confident in an area, this 

requires attention.  

 

Some interesting ways to interpret this 

information include: 

 

 On average, organizations selecting 

their type as “other” averaged the most 

confidence (58.8%) followed by 

“education” (50%), then healthcare 

(47%). 

 Donor database and reporting 

generally diminish the confidence in 

operations compared to other areas. 

 When assessing the results by amount 

raised, similar patterns emerge. On 

average, only 40% of respondents are 

80%+ confident in their database, and 

the biggest nonprofits are the least 

confident. 

 The specific donor database in use 

appears to affect confidence. 

SungardHE Banner shops tended to 

be more confident than SungardHE 

Advance, Blackbaud’s Raiser’s Edge, 

and other types of shops.  
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Looking to the Future 

This survey highlights the typical gaps in 

perception and confidence that many fundraising 

operations teams are tackling. Here are three 

key steps to take as your team works to align 

teams and shrink gaps:  

I. Align with the organization 

 Be certain the operations’ priorities and 

resource allocation match the needs of the 

organization. Focus more time of the 

highest ROI areas, even if other areas are 

more interesting or appear more urgent. 

Once you have a front-of-the-line protocol 

that handles board and best donor data and 

processes, your team can venture into other 

areas. 

II. Antidote for anecdotes  

 Many negative perceptions start with one, 

atypical  experience. Work with your 

colleagues to isolate the anecdotal and 

spend time repairing what is actually 

ineffective. Communication is particularly 

important here, as language and definitions 

play a big role in understanding. 

III. Practices that are best 

 Your organization deserves the best 

possible fundraising operations, but this 

does not mean simply adopting others’ 

practices. Your team must design, deliver, 

and maintain operations—data, reporting, 

technology, and business processes—that 

match and support your organizations’ 

need. 
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About Bentz Whaley Flessner 

Bentz Whaley Flessner is a full-service consulting firm dedicated to 
helping leading organizations build strong institutional 
advancement programs and execute successful campaigns. Since 
1983, the firm has provided counsel and assistance for every step 
of the development process, including feasibility studies and 
assessments, prospecting and donor relations, training and 
development, systems and information services, campaign 
planning, annual giving, and ongoing counsel. The firm has 
specialists in the areas of  fundraising operations and 
advanprospect research and management, systems and 
information services, custom analytics, market research, annual 
giving, planned giving, and business process improvement.  

  

Our commitment to advancing philanthropy is grounded in 
employing the best tools and techniques to reach the right people. 
More information about the firm and Chris Cannon’s book , An 
Executive’s Guide to Fundraising Operations, is available at our 
website: www.bwf.com. 
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