
D e sig ning  S te w a rd ship  T ha t 
W ork s

A D R P  S o uthe a s t R e g io na l C o nf e re nc e
J une  7,  20 23 



Hi!  I ’ m  K e nd ra ,  f rom  L A S  a t I llinois .   
• SDR director since 2021 

• Illinois is an R1, public land-grant institution 
founded in 1867 

• LAS is Illinois’ largest college 
• Student population over 14,000 in AY 22-

23
• Over 189,000 alumni
• 70 departments and interdisciplinary 

centers 
• Receive between 4500 and 6000 gifts 

each year
• Over 1,700 gift funds & over 900 living 

major donors



W e ’ re  a  la rg e  shop w ith sm a ll shop 
proble m s.

• Historically, there had only ever been one SDR 
professional on the team 

• Getting buy-in from administration for sufficient 
staff in advancement operations continues to 
be an uphill battle

• Lack of clarity re: division of responsibilities and 
everyone’s role in stewardship

• Lots of missed opportunities for stewardship 
and engagement 



T his  is  a  s tory  
about solv ing  
proble m s.  



I  lik e  to  a sk  “ w hy ? ”
• Why are SDR professionals and MGOs not empowered to 

collaborate more?
• Why is stewardship often seen as “less than”? 
• Why aren’t we all more invested in the outcomes of good 

stewardship work? 
• How does anyone think we’re going to retain donors without

providing good stewardship?
• How are we supposed to “do it all” when most of us remain

critically understaffed?



D e f ining  the  
P roble m ( s)



I  w a nte d  our s te w a rd ship prog ra m  
to  be :  

• Proactive
• Consistent
• Collaborative 
• Creative 



A c k now le d g ing  
C onstra ints



O ur lim ita tions :  

• One stewardship officer for 1700+ funds, 70 units, and 8 
frontline fundraisers 

• Large portions of our donor base were being ignored 
• Segments of our program were completely outdated
• Limited resources
• Lack of creative confidence
• Lack of understanding within team



R e f ram ing  
E x pe c tations



P roble m s → O pportunitie s !

• Education of advancement and campus 
partners would be integral

• Facilitating meaningful collaboration would be 
crucial

• Empowering gift officers to understand their 
role in SDR was tantamount – everyone is on 
the stewardship team 

• Building internal consensus was the first step



W a it!  W he re  a re  the se  princ ip le s  
c om ing  f rom ?  

• Defining the problem

• Acknowledging constraints

• Reframing expectations



E nte r  d e s ig n think ing !

• Design thinking is a human-centered approach to creative 
problem-solving that relies on empathy, iterative 
brainstorming, and rapid prototyping to innovate solutions to 
difficult problems. 

• Design thinking can empower us as SDR professionals to 
make the most out of what we have – to be creative within 
our constraints, reframe problems as opportunities, and 
empower cross-functional teams to collaborate to find new 
solutions. 



D e sig n T hink ing



D e sig ning  
S te w ard ship  T hat 
W ork s !



A  proble m  to  solv e :  

Planned Giving Stewardship



T his  w as  a  w ic k e d  
proble m .  



W ic k ed  problem s 
a re  problem s w ith 
m a ny  
interd epend ent 
f a c tors ,  m a k ing  
them  seem  
im poss ib le  to  solv e  



C ha ra c te ris tic s  of  w ic k e d  proble m s:  
1. There is no definitive formula for a wicked problem.
2. Wicked problems have no stopping rule, as in there’s no way to know your 
solution is final.
3. Solutions to wicked problems are not true-or-false; they can only be good-or-
bad.
4. There is no immediate test of a solution to a wicked problem.
5. Every solution to a wicked problem is a "one-shot operation"; because there is 
no opportunity to learn by trial-and-error, every attempt counts significantly.
6. Wicked problems do not have a set number of potential solutions.
7. Every wicked problem is essentially unique.
8. Every wicked problem can be considered a symptom of another problem.
9. There is always more than one explanation for a wicked problem because the 
explanations vary greatly depending on the individual perspective.
10. Planners/designers have no right to be wrong and must be fully responsible 
for their actions.



In othe r  w ord s :

• No roadmap
• Complex set of complicating factors
• High-stakes 
• Unique 



W ic k e d  proble m s ne e d  c re a tiv e  
solutions .  

• Design thinking is a human-centered approach to creative 
problem-solving that relies on empathy, iterative 
brainstorming, and rapid prototyping to innovate solutions to 
difficult problems. 

• It also builds empathy and collaboration skills amongst teams 
– especially those with disparate interests – allowing 
everyone to offer their expertise.

• It is particularly adept at helping to untangle wicked 
problems, and drive user-centered solutions that work with 
what you have. 



D e sig n T hink ing



U sing  d e s ig n think ing  a llow e d  us  to :

• Encourage creative confidence among our team
• Build empathy and trust between SDR and major gift officers
• Collaboratively build out a much-needed portion of our SDR 

program
• Facilitate ownership in said program, so that it would actually 

be successful
• Work within the constraints that we had 
• Drive solutions iteratively and rapidly 



G e tting  starte d .  



W e  sta rte d  w ith q ue stions .  

1. What are some barriers and pain points you’ve experienced?
2. What are some successes you’ve encountered?
3. How do you feel about our approach to planned giving 
stewardship?
4. What might happen if we did nothing?
5. If we had infinite resources, what could this look like? 



A sk ing  the se  q ue stions  a llow e d  us  
to :

1. Acknowledge our own limitations and constraints
2. Celebrate our successes
3. Understand what we would need to be successful
4. Discuss worst case scenarios
5. Employ imaginative (or “blue sky”) thinking 



W ha t a re  som e  of  the  ba rr ie rs  a nd  
pa in points  y ou’ v e  e nc ounte re d ?

Too much 
onus on 

the donor

No 
immediate 

impact

Re-engagement 
can be difficult 

Ownership –
who owns this 

work?

Some 
donors 

want to be 
left alone

I don’t 
understand what 

we’re actually 
doing

High 
number of 

donors

No 
stewardship 

plans

Donors 
want more 

agency

Hard to 
track 

Too many 
cooks in 

the kitchen

Different 
models

Difficult to 
manage 

expectations

Hard to 
personalize/

customize

Hearing from 
other schools 

more than 
Illinois

Easy for 
donors to 

fall off 
radar

Limited 
engagement 

opportunities
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W ha t a re  som e  suc c e sse s  y ou’ v e  
e nc ounte re d ?

Really long-
term 

relationships 

Finding 
hidden 

treasures

Confirming 
value/intent/

understanding 
significance

Uncovering 
opportunity

Stewardship 
can retain 

donors

Increased 
valuations
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How  d o y ou f e e l a bout our 
a pproa c h to  p la nne d  g iv ing  
ste w a rd ship?

Overwhelmed

stressful

Where do we 
even start?

I don’t 
understand what 

we’re actually 
doing

Diffused 
throughout 
organization

Hard to 
standardize

chaotic

Big matzoh 
ball

underresourced

Quality 
control issues
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W ha t m ig ht ha ppe n if  w e  d o 
nothing ?

Leave money 
on the table

Frustrating 
friends and 

alumni

Reduced 
likelihood of 

lifetime giving

Reduced 
likelihood for 

increased giving

Losing 
goodwill

Lose money Losing trust
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I f  w e  ha d  inf inite  re sourc e s ,  w ha t 
c ould  this  look  lik e ?  

Someone to 
manage 

relationship at 
every stage

Personalized 
stewardship for 

all PG donors

We’d 
understand 
what each 

donor wants

Planned gift 
concierge

Annual visits 
for everyone!

A team of 
people just for 

this

We’d be able to 
meet these needs

Customized 
report of 

future impact
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L e t’ s  try  it !  





W ha t’ s  a  c om m on S D R  proble m  in 
y our shop?

1.What are some barriers and pain points you’ve 
experienced?
2. What are some successes you’ve encountered?
3. How do you feel about your approach?
4. What might happen if you did nothing?
5. If you had infinite resources, what could this look like? 



B ac k  to  our 
proble m …



D e sig n T hink ing



How  m ig ht w e …?

• "How Might We" (HMW) statements are small but mighty 
questions that allow us to reframe our insights into 
opportunity areas and innovate on problems found 
during initial research.

• They are a rewording of the core need, which you have 
uncovered through initial research and help teams focus 
on user needs and problems, rather than just jumping 
straight to solutions. These statements help inspire the 
design!



O ur g uid ing  “ How  Mig ht W e ”  
s ta te m e nts :

• How might we eliminate confusion and administrative 
burden to improve communication with planned gift 
donors?

• How might we continue to strategically advance 
relationships so as to leave the door open for increased 
lifetime and future giving?

• How might we build confidence within our team through 
the development of resources to support planned giving 
stewardship?

• How might we build trust through planned giving 
stewardship?

• How might we leverage existing resources and build new 
 t  k t d    li d l d i i  



W ith the se  princ ip les  g uid ing  us ,  w e  
w e re  a ble  to :  

• Identify internal resources needed to clearly define roles in 
planned giving stewardship for SDR, MGOs, and 
leadership

• Create standardized stewardship plans in our CRM to 
properly track current and plan for future engagement

• Design resources for use in qualification, travel, and 
stewardship to empower MGOs to collaborate 

• Launch a new communications plan specifically targeted 
at planned giving donors

• Build a process for annual plan strategy review and 
stackable customizations, so that our program could 
evolve over time



T he prog ram  w e  
d es ig ned .  



A  m a rr iag e  of  S D R  + MG O s + 
O pe ra tions :

SDR

- Impact 
reporting

- CRM plans

MGOs

- Relationship 
management

- Outreach

Operations

- Research
- Travel Lists
- Communicati
ons

- Internal 
Resources



W hic h supporte d  our c olla bora tiv e  
w ork  by :
• Allowing us to customize stewardship plans for planned 

givers at appropriate levels
• Ensuring all planned givers were receiving one impact 

report + one personal outreach touchpoint at least 
biannually

• Creating a system for tracking all of this in a consistent 
manner in our CRM 

• Empowering MGOs to employ SDR best practices in their 
work



In othe r  w ord s ,  a  prog ra m  tha t is :  

• Proactive
• Consistent
• Collaborative
• Creative



P rog ra m  e le m e nts :  
• Toolkit
• Travel list and heat map
• Process for keeping data updated
• Process for annual strategy reviews 
• Guidelines for custom outreach touchpoints
• Impact report 



D e f e rre d  G if ts  He a t Ma p



F Y 23 D e f e rre d  G iv ing  Im pa c t 
R e port



F Y 23 D e f e rre d  G iv ing  Im pa c t 
R e port



R e sults !

• Overwhelmingly positive response from donors about 
impact report

• Increase in deferred revenue from re-engaged donors in 
FY23

• Improved use of travel time for MGOs
• SDR much more involved in solicitation cycle 
• Helps with long-term strategic planning



R e sults !

• Higher creative confidence – we’ve continued to 
use brainstorm sessions and design thinking to 
solve wicked problems! 

• Greatly improved visibility into work between 
MGOs and SDR 

• More comfort with collaboration 
• Less chaos – more trust



T a k e a w a y s  

• Ask “why?”
• Keep your creative toolset sharp!
• Invest in building professional empathy with those on 

your team
• Look for ways to turn your problems into opportunities
• Work with what you’ve got



Q ue stions?



T hank  y ou!  
Kendra Wieneke | LAS @ Illinois | kwieneke@illinois.edu
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