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Instructor - Greg Knedler
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Agenda

• Identifying prospective recurring gift donors

• Developing compelling messages and branding your program

• Receipting and stewarding recurring gifts

• Measuring results and evaluating your efforts
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IDENTIFYING PROSPECTIVE 
RECURRING GIFT DONORS
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Define “recurring gifts”

• Commitment to make a regular donation

• Usually monthly, bi-monthly, or quarterly

• Typically no end date

• Permission granted to use credit cards or 
paid electronic funds transfers

• Financial information maintained securely 

 Page 6

Example: 
Davidson College
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Recognize the benefits 

• Increased retention rates, leading to an 
increase in donors

• Reduced attrition rates 

• Lower costs (e.g., renewal appeals)

• Easier to manage than renewals

• Donor-friendly and donor-convenient

• Often a donor preference 

• Higher average gift and lifetime value
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Plan before you participate

• Understand your CRM

• Involve gift processing early

• Discuss credit card processes

• Set up a POC for questions

• Ensure you have a plan for 
operational efficiencies and 
clear accountabilities 
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Focus on the 3 R’s 

• Recruit new donors

• Retain existing donors

• Reactivate lapsed donors
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Appreciate that recurring gifts are not for everyone

• Leverage them to acquire new donors and 
retain them

• Don’t try to convert those already giving 
the way you want

• Avoid pushing recurring gifts with 
prospects who are assigned to a major 
gift portfolio or with consistent larger 
annual giving donors
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Don’t give up on the phone

“Our phone program is fully [focused on] 
monthly recurring asks for both alumni 
and parents. Parents perform really well 
on recurring gifts. I have scripts or 
backend information on this too. We do 
monthly upgrade phone calls twice a 
year and have success and good 
conversations.”
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Identify key prospect segments

• Employees

• Young alumni

• Graduating seniors

• Alumni association members

• Parents

• Alumni with strong affinity

• Athletic groups

• Non-donors 

Page 12

Example: 
Brookfield Academy
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Utilize payroll deductions with faculty/staff

• Make it simple to give and sign up

• Focus on impact, not just participation

• Provide lots of designation options

• Don’t forget student needs (e.g., 
student emergency funds and food 
banks)

• Look for memorial opportunities 
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Encourage as a way for new grads to start giving

● Since leaving the Air Force Academy, various members of the Class of 
2010 donated a monthly allotment of $20.10 to a class fund 
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● They raised $210,000 over ten 
years for their 10th reunion 
class gift 

● Several alumni switched from 
an allotment to a credit card 
recurring gift after serving their 
five years in the Air Force
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Think unconventionally

• Consider all donor types
– Crowdfunding donors
– Giving day donors
– Gift-in-kind donors
– Capital project donors

• Develop provisional options 
to deal with residuals 

Option

FAQ on recurring gifts
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Example: Air 
Force Academy 

Foundation
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Allow recurring gift donors to self-identify

• Direct-mail reply devices

• Online giving forms

• Phone ask trees

• Informational page on website
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DEVELOPING COMPELLING MESSAGES 
& BRANDING YOUR PROGRAM

 Page 17



Not for Duplication | Copyright Annual Giving Network LLC 2023

Spend some creative juices on branding

• Connect the branding to the 
cause

• Consider using outside help or 
your in-house marketing 
department

• Make it a student exercise

• Appreciate that a really good 
idea can take some time to 
develop and refine
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Embrace your heritage and history

• Take time to research, study, and 
understand your institution’s 
traditions, heritage, and history

• Let history serve as a tool with 
legacy donors and affinity groups

• Look for meaningful recognition 
opportunities
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Put it up front and stress the purpose

• Feature recurring giving on your 
homepage and other giving pages

• Think about an impact statement in 
your headline

• Use compelling photos and graphics 
to convey your cause
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Create an informative webpage 

• Describe how recurring gifts 
work

• Explain the impact

• Highlight the cost savings 

• Address FAQs

• List recurring giving as a “Way 
to Give” on all website menus 
and submenus
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Example: University of Minnesota
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Feature testimonials 

• More compelling 
descriptive text

• Great way to show the 
the power of numbers 

• Good engagement 
tool for major gift 
prospects
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Example: Furman 
University
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Leverage giving societies

• View branding, case, and 
communication as more 
important than benefits

• Consider specific groups like 
colleges, sports teams, or other 
affinity groups

• Tie recurring gifts into your 
consecutive-year giving society
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Example: Terry College 
of Business
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Highlight potential impact by amount

• Establishes trust with 
donors—shows them 
you have a plan

• Helps raise money for 
purposes, not just goals

• Plants a seed for future 
upgrades
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Example: 
Davidson College
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Celebrate milestones

• When a donor starts a new 
recurring gift

• Giving date anniversaries

• Demographic milestones (e.g., 
birthdays, graduation anniversary 
dates)

• Project-related milestones (e.g., 
ribbon-cuttings, groundbreakings, 
goal milestones)
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RECEIPTING AND STEWARDING 
RECURRING GIFTS
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Make the initial acknowledgement special
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• Welcome recurring donors as 
if they are participating in or 
joining something important

• Keep it clear and concise 

• Review the key points (e.g., 
amount, timing)

• Provide contact information 
for questions and issues
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Exclude from printed receipt systems

• Consider monthly stewardship 
emails for each transaction 
instead

• Send a year-end summary

• Differentiate a recurring gift 
from a total annual giving 
summary
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Be thoughtful when it comes to recognition

2020 Mountain Song Community School Annual Appeal

“Those who sign up for a monthly gift will be 
honored with a special student-made Waldorf star 
in the school”

• Appeal to donors’ feelings and 
provide recognition that is meaningful

• Think of a connection to the cause

• Avoid simple trinkets and tchotchkes

• Remember that you don’t always 
have to share planned recognition 
upfront; the best recognition is often 
unexpected
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Integrate and communicate 

“Don’t set donors up for recurring giving and then ignore them. These are some of 
your most loyal donors, so make sure that they receive a good, initial thank you 
for signing up and ongoing communications such as email newsletters, annual 
reports, and an 
occasional unexpected 
thanks for gifts.”

 Page 31



Not for Duplication | Copyright Annual Giving Network LLC 2023

Develop an upgrade strategy 

• Allow time to make sure 
payments are coming in regularly 
(9-12 months)

• Give your communications a 
chance to cycle through (e.g., 
thank-you emails, tax letters)
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• Create a plan for handling expired or canceled credit cards

• Develop an ask matrix with upgrade amounts

• Keep upgrade amounts modest—not more than ⅓ current donation

Example: St. Jude Children’s Research 
Hospital
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Make upgrades as easy as possible

• Develop a simple form

• Don’t ask for payment 
information again if you don’t 
need it

• Explore technical options that 
may make upgrades easier

• Be cautious of pitfalls with 
premiums
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Don’t let credit card management deter you

• Leverage merchant vendors’ 
automated updating systems/ 
platforms 

• Flag credit cards about to expire 

• Communicate with your donors 
about expiration dates and issues

• Track attrition rates related to cards 

• Look for new technologies that give 
donors control
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Maintain the balancing act

• Remember that recurring 
donors set this up deliberately  

• Avoid “get it and forget it”

• Let them know they are 
appreciated 

• Don’t over-communicate about 
it or annoy them
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Review the stewardship process

• Were donors thanked as new members 
of your recurring giving group?

• Were they thanked for upgrading their 
recurring gift amount?

• Were any donors getting the same 
thank-you note repeatedly?

• Were they acknowledged as members 
of this group in all other communications?
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Pour cost savings back into engagement

• Calculate your renewal solicitation 
savings and reinvest them in 
stewardship operations

• Build out your stewardship team— 
consider engagement roles

• Reinvest money saved into your 
systems and technology

Page 37



Not for Duplication | Copyright Annual Giving Network LLC 2023

MEASURING RESULTS AND
EVALUATING YOUR EFFORTS
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Establish clear goals

• Total recurring gifts

• First-time donor retention

• First-time donor avg. annual gift

• Reactivated donor avg. gift

• Reactivated donor retention
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Measure operational successes and challenges

• Require collaborations across multiple departments

• Walk through each step of gift processing and make sure there 
weren’t breakdowns

• Recognize that one-time gift solicitations have a heavy focus on 
scheduling and channel marketing, while recurring gifts have a 
much heavier focus on system management
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Develop a checklist for quality control 

• Did acknowledgements go out 
as expected?

• What happened to any credit 
cards that expired? 

• Were all recurring gifts coded 
correctly for reporting and 
tracking?
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Create reports to monitor key areas

• Total received: $ amount the donor 
already paid through the recurring gifts

• Consecutive payments: # times the 
donor paid without a missed, skipped, or 
failed payment

• Failed payments: # times payments were 
not received because they were not 
processed successfully (e.g., insufficient 
funds, declined credit card, donor 
requested to temporarily stop)
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Know your donor mix 

• Determine where you are 
seeing increases and progress

• Understand how recurring gifts 
directly affect your mix

• Track percentages of gift types

• Focus on retention
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Connect your analytics to your operating plan 
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Key Takeaways

• Identify prospects who are most likely to become recurring donors

• Develop compelling messages and branding for your program

• Steward recurring gift donors promptly and consistently 

• Measure results and analyze your efforts on an ongoing basis
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