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I
magine an Olympic swimmer who, at the start of a 

race, jumps into the pool and simply treads water. 

This person is still an Olympian, but they won’t 

be bringing home a gold medal. Does that sound 

ridiculous? Perhaps. Unfortunately, it’s what the 

fundraising community has been doing for more than 

six decades.

Overall, American philanthropy has remained at 

approximately 2 percent of the gross domestic product 

(GDP), with the percentage bouncing between 1.6 and 

2.3 percent, according to Giving USA.

During that same period, there have been massive 

profession. For example, the number of public charities 

Service has more than doubled just since the 1980s. 

Yet, despite the growth and professionalization of 

relative to GDP. We’re treading water.

What Will It Take to Dramatically 

Increase Philanthropy?

By Michael J. Rosen

So, what will it take for the fundraising community 

to bring home more gold? How can we grow 

philanthropy beyond that 2 percent mark?

Because the stakes are so high, because lives and 

quality of life literally hang in the balance, The Giving 

Institute has convened a group of approximately 

explore the issue. Their ultimate goal is to move the 

philanthropic needle off the 2 percent mark.

In 1973–75, the Commission on Private 

Philanthropy and Public Needs, also known as the 

“Filer Commission,” held the same objective among 

its six. Sadly, while the commission achieved many 

of its goals, its work failed to improve the level of 

philanthropy relative to GDP.

just treading water, The Giving Institute and the entire 

of issues including:
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1. Filer Commission Recommendations: It is essential 

that we understand which elements of the insightful 

report from the commission made headway, as well as 

what did not work and why. When we understand the 

past, we’ll be better able to avoid the same mistakes and 

build on the Filer recommendations that were effective.

2. External Cultural Issues: For millennia, religiously 

observant people of many different faiths have 

maintained the practice of tithing, expected or 

mandatory giving for religious institutions and/or the 

poor. While the amount varied, tithing often totaled 

10 percent of one’s income or production. To move the 

philanthropic needle today, we need to understand 

what it would take to get our consumer culture to 

embrace something like tithing once again. We also 

need to understand the failure of Independent Sector’s 

noble effort in the 1980s to do just that through 

its broadly promoted “Give Five” campaign that 

encouraged Americans to donate 5 percent of their 

Other external cultural issues negatively affecting 

philanthropy include the decline of public trust in 

the drop in volunteerism, and the decline in religious 

for either changing some of these cultural barriers to 

philanthropic growth or more effectively adapting to 

the existing cultural environment.

3. Internal Cultural Issues: There are a number of 

success. Some of these issues include the bias against 

paying staff what they are worth in the broader market, 

high fundraising staff turnover rates, risk aversion, the 

lack of rewards for success, embracing the status quo, 

an emphasis on controlling costs rather than focusing on 

outcomes, demands for short-term results often at the 

expense of the long term, and a governance structure 

that places enormous power in the hands of untrained 

board members.

Among organizations with large endowments or 

reserves, there is a cultural (and perhaps legal) issue. 

These funds are invested conservatively and, therefore, 

produce a rate of return far below what could be 

realized if some of the funds were invested in fundraising 

initiatives. This practice should be re-examined to 

overcome this researched investment paradox.

4. The Numbers: The ways in which people give have 

changed drastically. For example, we can give now 

through social media, charity websites, and donor-

advised funds. We must ensure we’re properly tallying all 

philanthropic dollars in a consistent, accurate way that 

can be trusted by the sector.

We also need to set a realistic goal for moving the 

needle. While that goal should be bold, it should also be 

based on something other than wishful thinking. For the 

than 2 percent of the GDP, people will need to believe 

that such a goal is reasonably attainable.

It will likely take at least a couple of years for The 

Giving Institute’s commission to do its work. It will then 

take years to get its recommendations adopted and 

fully implemented, assuming a sector-wide consensus 

of support. In the meantime, we can embrace what has 

worked and avoid what has failed in the past—or simply 

expect that philanthropic giving will continue to hover 

around 2 percent of the GDP.



48 Advancing Philanthropy www.afpnet.org / Spring 2018

So, while we wait for the new commission to do its 

work, what can individual fundraising professionals do 

now to increase giving? Here are just a few ideas:

1.  Talk. To grow philanthropy, we need to talk more. 

Not just idle chitchat, but meaningful conversations 

about change. Within your organization, you need 

to engage colleagues about the need for increasing 

giving and what must happen to accomplish 

that. You also need to join the conversation with 

what is required collectively to affect meaningful 

change. One place to initiate or participate in such 

of the Association of Fundraising Professionals  

on LinkedIn.

2.  Master the fundamentals. Rather than engaging in a 

never-ending quest for a new technology or tech-

nique for raising vastly greater sums, most fundrais-

ing professionals would do better by simply focusing 

on mastering fundamental skills. Do you know how 

to write an effective rather than simply perfuncto-

ry thank-you letter? Do you know which words on 

your website’s “donate now” button will get greater 

results? Do you know which words will alienate 

rather than engage planned-giving prospects? Most 

more money if they simply managed the basics more 

effectively and consistently.

3.  Retain more donors. The donor retention rate in 

donors, those giving $5,000 or more, the retention 

rate is just 47.65 percent, according to research 

released by MarketSmart. Implementing a robust 

donor relations program will help your organization 

increase the lifetime value of donors and could even 

-

nors remain engaged and give ever-larger donations, 

particularly major and planned gifts.

4.  Create and grow a monthly donor program.  

A monthly donor program will turn small donors into 

midlevel donors, enhance donor retention, and lead 

to more major and planned gifts.

5.  Invest in major- and planned-gift fundraising. Of all 

in cash, reports philanthropy researcher Dr. Russell 

James. That means that truly large contributions are 

more likely to come from the 99 percent of other 

assets (e.g., stocks, personal property, real estate, 

retirement accounts, life insurance, etc.). Virtually 

planned-giving efforts. If properly implemented, 

such efforts will yield great results.

Take a moment now to remember Michael Phelps, the 

swimmer who became the most decorated Olympian 

in history with 28 medals, 23 of them gold. Whenever 

Phelps jumped into the pool, he did so knowing he 

would never just tread water. He never listened to the 

naysayers. Instead, he believed in himself. He worked 

hard to develop his skills. He maintained focus and a 

gold medals than any other Olympian before him. 

If we are to see philanthropy grow, you need to 

believe in yourself as a potential fundraising champion. 

and the possibility of setting new records. If we believe 

in what is possible, if we develop the necessary skills, if 

we work hard, if we ignore the people who say it can’t 

always learning from what has worked and what has 

not, then we just might bring in more gold for our 

organizations. Imagine the lives saved. Imagine how the 

quality of those lives will be enriched. 
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