
A great fundraiser was once asked how much money 
he raised. He replied, “I don’t raise money; I receive 
it.” A major gifts mentality means recognizing that we 
are part of a special exchange in which we receive 
the donor’s generosity and the donor receives the 
opportunity to be part of our mission.

But how do you foster this mentality within your non-
profit organization?

Build a team beyond the major gifts officer. Every 
organization needs to engage the CEO as chief fund-
raiser, board members as connectors, internal staff for 
logistics support, program staff to help steward gifts, 
and donors and volunteers to provide introductions.

Create a plan with an acquisition program to iden-
tify a sufficient number of prospects on an ongoing 
basis; a research effort to uncover key information; a 
compelling case for support as to why donors should 
support your group; targeted cultivation strategies 
to engage prospective donors and ask them for gifts 
when appropriate; and a consistent communications 
calendar to stay in close contact with your donors.

Execute well. Fundraising is not the stepchild of pro-
grams, but an equal partner. And it should be man-
aged that way. Everyone starting with the CEO should 
prioritize development activity, and view it as critical 

to organizational health. Above all, treat donors as 
valuable partners, not financial transactions.
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Have a big idea. Share a dynamic vision 
for the near future as well as a credible 
plan to carry it out.

Communicate a sense of urgency. Time 
is running out; let’s save the world now! 
Convey why donors should prioritize sup-
port to your organization.

Don’t mistake motion for movement. 
Focus on high-value activity and track key 
metrics such as number of donor meet-
ings and number of asks each month.

Be authentic, but purposeful. Donors 
can become friends but be sure to con-
nect them to the mission that unites you.

Be accountable to the team and to do-
nors. Foster a culture of philanthropy and 
view donors as partners in your mission.
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Fostering a major gifts mentality 
by Ann C. Fitzgerald

Nonprofits need a team, a plan, and great 
execution, plus a mentality that focuses on the 
interests and motivations of the donor.



What has helped GCO succeed in 
major gifts? 

GCO: We worked to become more 
strategic and better prioritize our 
time and resources. We started 
tracking relationships better and 
developing a stronger, long-term 
plan, which better respects and 
prioritizes our donors time and 
money, too. 

What advice would you give to a 
growing nonprofit?

GCO: Be consistent and patient. 
Several of our biggest opportuni-

ties came from relationships that 
developed over the course of sev-
eral years. What you’re doing today 
might not have immediate results 
but that hard work and relationship 
development will bear fruit. 

As GCO has grown in donor sup-
port, what avenues have opened 
up?

GCO: Growing our budget from $1 
million to over $2 million has given 
us the confidence and ability to 
think even bigger and try to have 
an even greater impact in promot-

ing human flourishing, not just at 
a state level, but regionally and 
nationally too. 

In your view, what was the biggest 
value in having ACF as a fundrais-
ing consultant?

GCO: It’s really helpful to have an 
outside, trusted source providing 
advice and pushing back when 
they don’t think we are moving in 
the right direction. ACF allowed us 
to become more efficient, and kept 
us up to date on all the new trends 
in fundraising. 

Partnering in the next 
phase of growth
AC Fitzgerald partnered with Georgia Center for Opportunity for three 
years, first performing an in-depth fundraising audit and then providing 
capacity-building counsel. We interviewed Kelly McGonigal, GCO’s 
Director of Institutional Giving.

Partnering with nonprofits to build capacity, break through plateaus and fast forward fundraising teams

acfitzgerald.com
703-566-9550

Kelly McGonigal, GCO’s 
Director of Institutional Giving

“Love Your Enemies: How 
Decent People Can Save 
America from the Culture 
of Contempt” by Arthur C. 
Brooks. Nonprofit leaders 
can learn the importance of 
communicating with people 
different from them in order 
to build a healthier society.

What we’re reading
“The Rise of the Megadonor 
and What It Means for Your 
Nonprofit” by David Kulivan

Access this article at acfitz-
gerald.com and sign up to 
receive ACF’s Nonprofit 
Partner.

What we’re writing What we’re saying
Recent talks by the ACF 
team:

“Turn all your donors into 
major donors through 
planned gifts” at The Lead-
ership Institute’s Fundraising 
School on May 1, 2019.


