
Kelli Rule, CFRE
Development Officer, University of Western States

Building a Culture of Philanthropy 
by Sacrificing the Annual Fund



Building a Culture of Philanthropy…

Part one: A healing journey.



Tradition vs. results

Building a Culture of Philanthropy…

“…The (traditional) means and methods by which most institutions pursue (a 
student culture of philanthropy that endures and produces alumni giving results), 
however, are based on a flawed assumption—that fundraising in itself engenders 
philanthropy. It doesn’t. Fundraising harvests philanthropic goodwill; it doesn’t 
produce it. In fact, in some cases, certain fundraising tactics are even depleting 
what traditionally has been higher education’s greatest philanthropic reserve: the 
loyal alumnus.”

– James M. Langley

Source:  Langley, James M. “Cultivating a Culture of  Philanthropy: New Approaches to New 
Realities.” Trusteeship. July/August 2014. 

https://agb.org/trusteeship-article/cultivating-a-culture-of-philanthropy-new-approaches-to-new-realities/


Agency, 
Appreciation, 
and
Affiliation.
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Three “philanthropy culture” predictors of loyal alumni giving:



Agency
The belief that you’re helping to create a better world.
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The “drop in the bucket” effect

Building a Culture of Philanthropy…

* Source:  Heath, C. & Heath, D. (2007) Made to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and Others Die. New York: Random House.

If people feel overwhelmed by 
the scale of the problem, their 
donations seem meaningless. 



Appreciation
The value of your education greatly exceeds its price.
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Appreciation: DOA.
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• Rigorous programs.
• Personal sacrifice.
• Commuter school.
• Expensive programs.
• BIG loans.
• Uncertainty of their investment.
• Anxiety about the future.



Affiliation
Opportunities for you to be engaged and enthused.
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Weak affiliation. 
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• Not enough time to engage.
• Limited opportunities.
• No defined campus culture or 

school spirit.
• School is a means to an end.
• “On your own” – bootstraps 

mentality.
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“Why should I care... 
when no one cared 
about me?” 



Our commitment going forward.
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• Growing relationships.
• Facilitating real friendships.
• Being consistent.
• Being transparent.
• Fundraising for things that 
• matter to our people.
• Earning trust.
• Proving we care. 
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Part two: How can we help you?



What we learned when we listened.



1. Proactively raise funds for the things that students have identified as 
meaningful.

2. Grow philanthropy culture by allowing them to experience what it feels 
like to be the beneficiary of meaningful support. 

3. This will cultivate agency among students and donors (they will 
understand how donations make a difference), appreciation (their 
education will exceed its cost through added value) and affiliation 
(opportunities for meaningful engagement). 

4. Philanthropy becomes personal. We won’t have to work so hard to 
make our case when we solicit them as alumni.

Building a Culture of Philanthropy…

Strategy outline



And what’s more…
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• Engaged students are more likely 
to give back. 

• Early opportunities for professional 
networking improve career 
success.

• Better poised to be future leaders 
and influencers.

• These are the future alumni who 
we need on our side.



Effective altruism
Lean In or Fall Behind.

• Speak about the cause, not the charity.
• Show bang for buck.
• Prove achievability.
• Quantify impact.
• But don’t forget - at the end of the day, people still 

give from -and receive with - their hearts.
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Start with the heart!
Student American Chiropractic Association Valentine’s Fundraiser.
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Mailer: front and back
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Mailer: interior – speaking about the cause.



Remit device: quantifying impact, proving achievability.
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Also sent a series of emails

Link to first solicitation email

https://mailchi.mp/uws/show-saca-some-love?e=%5bUNIQID%5d


• $6,552 was raised from 56 
donors, 28 of whom were 
first-time donors. 

• 2019’s campaign raised over 
$22,000 with over 100 new 
donors!

Link to entire thank you email

https://mailchi.mp/uws/look-what-saca-accomplished-at-nclc?e=%5bUNIQID%5d
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Link to solicitation email

Be the change.
Student American Black Chiropractic 
Assn. “Making History” Fundraiser

https://mailchi.mp/uws/you-can-help-uws-students-make-history


The campaign exceeded 
its goal in 23 hours. 

$4,210.20 was raised from 
49 donors, 23 of whom 
were first-time donors.



O Canada!
Student Canadian Chiropractic 
Association Fundraiser

$2,630 was raised from 12 donors, 
5 of whom were first-time donors. 

We did send a solicitation email but 
all funds were raised by our Board 
member’s Facebook asks.



In FY18, these campaigns produced…
• 117 donations total.
• 56 donations from new donors.
• 51% of all new donors in FY18.
• 4.4% of all dollars raised in 

FY18.
• Giving from post-2010 grads 

more than doubled.
• 32 students helped.



• Students had to write thank you cards. 
• Heavy coverage in alumni magazine.
• First-ever donor appreciation event. 

Special Stewardship 

https://www.uws.edu/intouch/


• Raised awareness among our community – especially students - of the 
development office as a resource, not just another hand in their pocket. Students 
expressed to us that they now feel we sincerely care about them, and that they 
understand that they were only able to realize their goals thanks to donors.

• Employee’s favorable perception of the development office increased from 90% -
92.5%. Employee, especially faculty, perceptions of the university influence 
students greatly.

• Even if the new donors never give to the annual fund, they are adding to donor 
numbers (building legitimacy in the eyes of prospects), modeling philanthropy for 
students, and allowing us to engage with them on a higher level through donor 
relations activities.

Notes on culture improvements



• It did make our median gift metric lower that year because we had double 
the donors making these low-level gifts. Because this was a defined 
strategy, endorsed by our supervisor, this was explainable in end of year 
reporting.

• In addition to alumni giving, employee giving, long flat, spiked 42% 
(donors) and 13% (dollars).

• It did not significantly decrease annual fund giving from current annual 
fund donors. In fact, many loyal annual fund donors chose to make an 
extra gift in support of these campaigns while continuing their unrestricted 
support.

Notes on annual metrics



• Our hypothesis, that beneficiaries of this kind of support will pay it forward, 
and that they will do so consistently and enthusiastically, won’t be 
measurable for many years.

• We can and will measure improvements in student satisfaction and their 
image of the fundraising department via student surveys.

• We can and will measure donor satisfaction.

• The growth of our donor base speaks for itself. 

Notes on measuring success 



Recap
• Assess your culture and discover barriers to agency, appreciation and 

affiliation.
• Treat students as prospects in the cultivation stage.
• Find out what is meaningful to student and prospects and fundraise for those 

things.
• Lean in to effective altruism (at least until the trend evolves!) 
• Be seen as a resource, not just another taker.
• If you can play the long game, do it.
• Commit to philanthropy culture as an ongoing process, not an endpoint.





Q&A



Kelli Rule, CFRE
kdiannerule@gmail.com

Contact me anytime!
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