OoU  MAY PUT THEIR
NAMES I[N NEWSLETTERS,
onlarge plaques in ath-
letic facilities, and even
in the names of your
scholarships. You most

likely honor them both
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privately and publicly.
But what can you do to thank your donors
in a more personal way?

In today’s world of fundraising, danor
recognition is a key aspect of continued
success, And today’s athletic department
fundraising teams need to get creative about
making their donors feel appreciated.

“We're all in the same boat, trying to
find that novel way to do what we do.” says
Jane Myers, Director of Bowling Green
State University’s Falcon Club. “Everyone
expects the normal thanle-you letter or
taken gift, and certainly, we need to meet
thuse expectations. But at the same time, we
need to do something unique, something
unexpected, something personal for each
donor to show we've laken the time to think
about them individually.”

MAKING IT PERSONAL
The first step to knowing how to thank
your donors is to understand what type

of gesture would be meaningful to them.
The anunymous donor obviously needs
a very private type of thank-you, while
the CEQ of a local company may want a
public acknowledgement of his or her gift,
The pre-Title IX fernale donor may wanl
to know her gift is helping women’s sports
at the school, and the diehard football fan
may want special access to and information
about the team.

In other wards, thinking about how you
will say thank-you needs to be part of the
entire stewardship process, And the key to
accomplishing this, says South Dakota State
University Alumni Director V.J. Smith, is

By Kenny Berkowitz

You can show donors you appreciate their gifts with a thank-you note.
Or you can dazzle them with a unique and personal expression of gratitude.

Vanderbilt Head Foethall
Coach Bobby Johnsen
thanks donor John Rich
for his support with a
speclal game bail.
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caring about your donors as individuals.
“Paving attention to your donors is abso-
lutely critical,” he says. “To effectively stew-
ard your donors, you need to spend 90¢
percent of vour conversation time listening
o them, because theyll tell you what they
want, what they need, and what they're
Interested in, even if it’s not direct.

“Constantly pepper people with ques-
tions, even if you feel you're over-question-
ing them,” continues Smith. “By asking
questions and listening carefully, you can
learn a lot abhout an individual. You begin
to understand what really matters to them
and why they’re motivated to share their
wealth”

Smith rarely lets a week go by with-
out talking to some of his school’s largest
donors or potential donors, asking ques-
tions about their lives, and sharing news
about South Dakota State. Whether he’s
cultivating a new donor or stewarding an
old one, he approaches each of these con-
versations as part of a long-term process
that allows him to know the donor on a
personal level.

At Texas State University-San Marcos,
listening to donars allowed Tim McMurray,
Associate Athletic Director for Development
and Communications, (0 come up with a
very personal thank-you gift for a golf-play-
ing donor: a lesson with the school’s head
golf coach. The session included a detailed
video analysis of the donor’s swing and
a one-on-one follow-up with the coach a
wecek later.

“The coach was more than happy to
take this donor out lo the driving range,
videotape his swing, show him some things
to work on, and give him a follow-up lesson
after that,” says McMurray. “It was a nice
touch, and even though the donor wasn'l
asking for that kind of thanks, he was very
pleased.

“We want our stewardship to fit what
our individual donors like to do,” he con-
linues, “We don't want them to think that
their donation is just another check. We
want them to understand that their gift is
very important to us, 50 we respond with a
personal touch.”

Chris Wyrick, Executive Director of Ath-

letic Development at Vanderbilt University, -

agrees that the best thank-yous are the per-
sonal ones. e honors Vanderbilts mid-
range donors with game balls at the end of
basketball and football contests, and rewards
larger donors with public ceremonies and
receptions. However, in deciding exactly how

Kennp Berkowirz inn an Assistaur Fditor at
Athletic Management. He can be reached at:
kb@MomentumMedia.cone
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to express the department’s gratitude, Wyrick
takes his cue directly from the donor.

“The best way to determine whether
somcone wanls to be thanked publicly is to
just flat-out ask them,” he says. “T approach
them, saying “We’d like to honor you in this
particular way. Will you let us?" And the
donor either says yes or no. If we're going to
put someone’s name on a facility, we'll offer
to host a reception where the deonor can

invite their family and friends. But before
we do, we'll make sure that’s how they want
to be thanked.”

After the reception, Wyrick will send
the honoree a set of photographs from
the event and have pictures printed in the
department’s in-house magazine and on
its Web site, “As long as you comumunicate
how truly thankful you are, it’s very hard to
mess up a reception,” says Wiyrick. “Every-

ATHLITICBID.COM




thing doesi’t have to go perfectly, as long as
the donor feels appreciated.”

ATHLETE THANK-YOUS

For almost all donors, a thank-you from
a student-athlete automatically provides
a personal touch, and thus more schools
are getting their athletes involved in the
process, At South Dakota State, where the
department has approximately 80 named
scholarships, Smith provides each scholar-
ship athlete with a short history of his or
her donor and asks them to write an annual
thank-you.

“The letter accomplishes two things,”
Smith says. “First and foremost, we are
acknowledging the donor’s goodness. We're
telling them their gift is making a difference
in someone’s life. Secondly, it teaches stu-
dent-athletes they need to be grateful that
someone out there cares enough to give
themn an educational opportunity.”

Smith’s directions are simple: “We tell
student-athletes, “These domors want to
know who you are. How many brothers and
sisters do you have? What do your mom and
dad do? What has this scholarship meant to

you?” says Smith, who reads the letters
hefore mailing them to donors. “Very, very
few get rejected. Maost of the time, I get a
lump in my throat reading them, because
1 didn't realize that so-and-so’s dad died
when he was five years old, or that so-and-
so’s hrother has cancer. It becomes a very
emotional experience and a tremendous
process that’s good for everybody”

Smith also tries to get student-athletes
involved in some of his more unusual ideas.
One involved sending a donor an oversized
thank-you card signed by every student-
athlete in the department.

“For the next eight years, that donor
talked about the card and how much it
touched her that all our kids had taken the
time to not only sign their names bul also
to offer a sentence or two about what her
support meant to them,” says Smith, “We
expressed our gratitude in a way that meant
more to her than a letter from the president
of the university, and when she died, she left
almost $3 million to the athletic program.”

At Vanderbilt, scholarship student-
athletes send their sponsors birthday cards
and holiday greetings with handwritten

FUNDRAISING

notes about their academic and athletic
performance. Athletes are given the free-
dom to write as much or as little as they
want, and the letters are all carefully read
before being mailed.

At Vanderbilt’s end-of-the-season ban-
quets, donors are invited to share a meal
with the athletes they've sponsored, and
in one example, that meeting persuaded a
contributor to triple his gift. “This donor
had initially given a one-year scholarship,”
says Wyrick. “But once he got to know
the student-athlete, he tully endowed that
athlete’s scholarship for the next three years.
There’s no doubt that the most powerful
tools you have in asking for money are your
student-athletes”

Bowling Green's Myers involves stu-
dent-athletes in the department’s annual
reception for donors. “We usually have
one or two student-athletes at the dais to
represent the program in saying thanks,”
says Myers. “When we can find student-
athletes who put some passion into their
remarks, it’s highly effective, much more so
than if we had an administrator saying the
same thing. People expect to hear that from
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administrators, but when they hear a student-
athlete sincerely thanking them, it can be very
persuasive.”

Myers also has student-athletes welcome
donors to the reception. “We've started using
student-athletes as greeters,” she says. “We're
careful to only use them in safe, protected
ways, because we don’t want them in a situ-
ation where there’s alcohol present. We have
them greet people at the door, and they always
wear a tag with their name, sport, and major
on it. [t helps donors to keep our student-ath-
letes at the front of their minds”

INVOLVING COACHES

A thank-you from a coach can also have
a lasting eftect. Vanderhilts Wyrick asks the
head coaches of football, baseball, and men’s
and women’s basketball programs to main-
tain regular contact with their team’s largest
donors. He gives each coach a list of 10 to
20 donars, along with a schedule for month-
ly communications. “We've set up a system
where coaches telephone one month, e-mail

“Out of the blue, each
of our donors gets

a call from a coach
thanking them and
saying, ‘You're really
making a difference
in the lives of our
young people.’”

another month, send a media guide a third
month, and so on,” says Wyrick. “And we
have a fundraiser in our office who works side
by side with the coaches.”

At South Dakota State, Smith enlists
coaches’ help in telephoning supporters of
their programs. “Out of the blue, each of our
donors gets a call from a coach thanking them
and saying, “You're really making a difference
in the lives of our young people,” says Smith.
“And no matter how many times we do it, it
still amazes people to get a personal thank-
you phone call from a coach.”

The key in making these calls work, says
Smith, is to give each coach a list of talking
points tu express in their own words. “Ifs not
a scripted situation, because we all know what
it sounds like when someone reads a script,”
he says. “A coach’s thank-you has to come
from the heart, not from a piece of paper”

ATHLETICBID.COM

Myers uses a similar approach, asking
coaches to send handwritten notes, invite
donors to their homes, or have their photos
taken together at social events. “We constant-
ly work with coaches, encouraging them to
step outside what they normally do to reach
out to donors,” she says. “It’s important to
find ways that aren’t labor-intensive, so we
help compile an e-mail list, or ask them to
visit one more table at a public event. We tell
them, ‘If you meet one more person, that’s
another donor who's likely to pay attention

»

to your prograrm.

ONGOING EFFORT

The final component of thanking donors
is that it must be a continuing process. Smith
calls it “being perpetually grateful.”

“Being perpetually grateful is an all-the-
time feeling,” he says. “When people see
you in a social situation, or tatk with you
on the telephone, they know by the look on
vour face and the sound in your voice that
vou're thankful for their support. They know
because you're listening. In this business, yon
can't listen too much.”

It also means personalizing your com-
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munication with them by remembering what
is important to each of them. One way that
Smith individualizes his contacts with donors
is by adding a brief handwritten note to the
bottom of his standard letters, usually mak-
ing reference to the last time they spoke.
“Rarcly do I send out a letter that isn't per-
sonalized,” says Smith. “A lot of people will
skip the printed text because they know it’s
standard and they’ll immediately go to the
handwritten note because they think, “This is
meant for me.’ That makes it meaningful.”

At Bowling Green, Myers looks through

her files to help personalize a letter, then
mentions the donor’s favorite sport, home
town, or vears al the university—even if she
and the donor have never met. To go above
and beyond expectations, Myers also sends
occasional notes and newspaper clippings
highlighting events on campus that may be
of interest to a particular donor. “Clipping an
occasional article can really make an impres-
sion, especially when it feels like a spontane-
ous, spur-of-the-moment gesture,” she says.
“It’s a powerlul way to show someone that
vou care.”

SERQKETBALL

Circle No. 129

40 ATHLETIC MAMNAGEMENT OCFNOV 2005

TG

tement

ZHSLE

Showing ongoing thanks also means pro-
viding your donors entertainment and a sense
of belonging. At South Dakota State, fund-
raisers invite their donors to regional events,
hosting road trips to professional sports
events as far away as Minneapolis or Denver,
where they hold pregame receptions. “If we
know of something special happening in the
region.’ says Smith, “we ask people if they'd
like to come with us. We constantly make sure
to include donors, in particular our elderly
donors, who might not go someplace because
1t too far, or because the event is at night. Tr's
important for us to communicate that, ‘ust
because you've given vour gift doesn’t mean
we're done thinking about you.”

MAKING COMNECTIONS
Ultimately, saying thank-you is a lot like

the cultivation process that appealed to your

donors in the first place: The emphasis should

“The key is to avoid
doing the same things
the same way all the
time ... And whatever
you do, make sure
the feeling is genu-
ine, because if it
doesn’t ring true, the
person on the other
end can tell.”

be on the impact people can have in the lives
of vour student-athletes. It’s about finding
new and different ways to make connections
among people, which keeps them giving to
your program.

“I'he key is to avoid doing the same things
the same way all the time,” says Myers, “What
will make a lasting impression is something
that's a little bit different. And whatever you
do, make sure the feeling is genuine, because
if it doesn’t ring true, the person on the other
end can tell, People want to know that their
gift made a difference, that their contribution
was valued, and that somebody appreciated
the gesture they made”

“A lot of people think that giving thanks
ends when you send a form letter saying, “We
appreciate your gift,” says Smith. “Really,
that’s just the beginning.” & :
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