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CLEARANCE BRIEFING

NOTICE TO FIELD AGENTS What you are holding is the condensed operative's guide to the Donation

Equation — the science of why people give and what you can do about it.

The full classified report runs to [REDACTED] pages and is available at [ ||| [ jlNIEREEEDEEEEDE -

donationequation.com].

This field dossier covers what you need to know right now, without the extended briefings, footnotes,
and research citations that our [_] team worked very hard on.

Six elements. Six case files. Use them.

— B. Gawor, CFRE // S. Zoss // C. Bonaker The Donation Equation Research Division

THE EQUATION — TOP-LEVEL BRIEFING

The Donation Equation is this:

(Philanthropy + Gratitude) x Connection x Story x Urgency
= GIVING

Barriers

Three base elements (Philanthropy, Gratitude, Barriers) and three accelerants (Connection, Story, Urgency).

Your goal: maximize the top, minimize the bottom, and watch what happens.

This dossier covers all six. Let's go.



CASE FILE O1

ELEMENT: PHILANTHROPY

CLASSIFICATION: BASE ELEMENT — LAYER ONE

I i No. DE-PHIL-001 [BBBBBEEEEEE st2Tus: ACTIVE | CLEARANCE: ALL FUNDRAISING

PERSONNEL

FIELD DEFINITION

philanthropy (noun): goodwill to fellow members of the human race; especially: active effort to promote
human welfare. Or, as one very smart person [REDACTED - name withheld per author request] put it fifty

years ago: "voluntary action for the public good."

That definition still holds.

OPERATIVE ASSESSMENT

Philanthropy is the first variable in the Equation — and the one you have the least control over. A donor's

basis for generosity is shaped by their culture, their upbringing, their wealth, their civic life, and

decades of experience with giving. NEEEENENEENEEENERNNRNNRRRN .
IR N R NN S AN SRR NRRRNEE - ou con't create it. You find it,

cultivate it, and channel it.
What the research shows:

« Philanthropy is a learned behavior. Faith communities, toy drives, cookie sales — generosity is trained
into us young. Families with long giving histories raise big givers. First-generation wealth is a

different conversation.

¢ Wealth matters. Of course it does. Liquidity, asset structure, and financial outlook all shape what's

possible. Capacity screening exists for a reason.

e Giving is socially contagious. Donors who give are also more likely to volunteer and to give

politically. They're civic creatures. The same profile that writes your check is probably also at the

school board meeting. || IIINNNEIEEEEEN 2.

e Giving is increasingly strategic. Donor-advised funds, family foundations, giving circles — your donors

aren't passive. They're partners. Act like it.

QUICK ACTION CHECKLIST — PHILANTHROPY

Run multi-dimensional capacity screening (wealth rating + charitable giving data + DAF/foundation flags)
Segment by previous cause area — don't pitch health research to someone whose giving history is all arts

Identify donors with DAFs and family foundations. These are not complicated — they're opportunities.



Train your board and volunteers to share their own giving stories. Philanthropy is caught as much as

taught.

Bring new-wealth donors into the process slowly, with maximum listening. They don't always know the

language yet.

KEY FINDING

Philanthropy is a natural, human, socially contagious activity. A lot of your chance at inspiring
giving will have to do with a donor's background and their available wealth — but philanthropy can be

taught, and it's highly correlated with other civic behaviors like volunteering and political giving.
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CASE FILE 02

ELEMENT: GRATITUDE

CLASSIFICATION: BASE ELEMENT — LAYER TWO

I = vo. DE-GRAT-002 |JMBEEEEEEEEE sT2TUS: ACTIVE | CLEARANCE: ALL FUNDRAISING

PERSONNEL

FIELD DEFINITION

gratitude (noun): the state of being thankful; a feeling of appreciation or thanks. The Latin root — gratus

— also gives us grace, grateful, and gratuity. The connection is not accidental.

OPERATIVE ASSESSMENT
Donors get something for giving. This is not cynical — it's the science.

The psychological return on generosity is well-documented. Psychologist Patrick Hill's research shows that
people with a sense of purpose live longer and report higher happiness — and giving creates and reinforces
that purpose. "Finding a direction for life can help you actually live longer," Hill notes. Your receipt
email is a public health intervention. [REDACTED - legal has reviewed this claim and it is || EEEEER

accurate. ]

Gratitude is a two-way street. The organizations that invest in genuine stewardship — real thanks, real
follow-up, real impact reporting — consistently see increased giving.

L L L D L L L L] R
I this is not correlation. Every organization that has boosted

Gratitude through enhanced stewardship has seen results.
Key forces in play:

o« The "warm glow" is real. Economist James Andreoni coined the term for the emotional satisfaction that
comes from the act of giving itself. Even when donors know their gift won't change the outcome, they

still prefer to give. The act has inherent value.

X R NN RN

¢ Tax incentives matter at the margins. They don't create generosity, but they can meaningfully affect the
timing and size of gifts. Know the IRA QCD. Use it. It's "greatly underutilized" — which in this

industry means it's practically untapped.

o Gift premiums: proceed with [ cavution. The days of address labels and pens are done. Today's
great donor gifts allow pride or offer experience. Think: branded merchandise, exclusive access, digital
content. Never sell something you also give as a premium. [This mistake has been made. We will not be

naming the organizations. You know who you are.]

QUICK ACTION CHECKLIST — GRATITUDE



Thank immediately — automated receipts should include real Gratitude language, not legal boilerplate
Hand-sign thank-you letters in a different ink color than the printed text

Follow the initial thanks with impact stories — show what the gift did

Offer thoughtful gift premiums tied to mission; keep value modest (deductibility matters)

Market the IRA QCD to every donor over 70%. Seriously. Do this.

Build a stewardship calendar. Gratitude without a system is accidental.

KEY FINDING

Thanking donors matters. Showing abundant gratitude is crucial to your fundraising success. Your donor

stewardship program is a key investment — not an afterthought.

L JCLIN




CASE FILE 03

ELEMENT: BARRIERS

CLASSIFICATION: BASE ELEMENT — LAYER THREE — 4, INVERT THIS ONE

I = ~vo. DE-BARR-003 |JIBEEEEEEEEE sT2ATUS: ACTIVE | CLEARANCE: ALL FUNDRAISING

PERSONNEL LI, NOTE: This is the ONE element you want LESS of. It's in the denominator for a reason.

FIELD DEFINITION

barrier (noun): something material that blocks or is intended to block passage; something immaterial that

impedes or separates.

The root — Medieval Latin barra, a bar or rod blocking a gate — is exactly the right image. In fundraising,
barriers are the obstacles between a willing donor and a completed gift. The question is never whether

donors want to give. The question is whether we've made it easy enough for them to do so.

OPERATIVE ASSESSMENT

We make it too hard to give, sometimes.

AN NN RN RN AR R AR RN NN RN RR RN AN -

This is uncomfortable to admit because it implies that the problem isn't donor indifference — it's us.
Giving forms that take four minutes to complete. Pledge forms that read like | NN [rmortoage
documents]. Too many options for too-new donors. Every unnecessary click is friction. Every confusing field

is a barrier.

The math: Barriers sits under a division symbol in the Equation. The higher your Barriers, the smaller your
result. Reducing Barriers is the highest-leverage move in the whole formula — because you don't have to

earn more; you just have to stop losing what you had.
Key Barrier categories:

e Online giving friction. If your giving form takes more than a minute to complete, people leave. This is

not an opinion. This is [REDACTED] years of user research.

NN N N AN N S AN NN -,

e Decision paralysis. New donors presented with seven giving levels and four designation options and three

payment methods choose nothing. Give fewer, better choices early in the relationship.

¢ Major gift process drag. Pledge forms, stakeholder approvals, slow follow-up — major giving has its own

Barrier problem and it costs more when it fails.

QUICK ACTION CHECKLIST — BARRIERS REDUCTION

Time your own giving process. If it takes more than 60 seconds online, fix it.



Reduce giving levels to 3-5 options for new donors. You can get complex later.
Separate pledge forms from broader donor agreements — don't combine them into a 4-page document

Ask donors how they want to give, how they want to be contacted, how they want to be thanked. Then do
that.

Make giving information available 24/7. Someone will decide to give at 11:47pm on a Tuesday.

KEY FINDING

Making giving easier is the highest-leverage move in the Donation Equation. Technology helps, but most
of what you think you have to ask donors for upfront can be delayed. Friction reduction is a pro move.
1 N S B B - ©
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CASE FILE 04

ELEMENT: CONNECTION

CLASSIFICATION: ACCELERANT — LAYER ONE

I = vo. DE-coNN-004 |JIBEEEEEEEEE sT2ATUS: ACTIVE | CLEARANCE: ALL FUNDRAISING

PERSONNEL NOTE: Accelerants multiply the base elements. These matter.

FIELD DEFINITION

connection (noun): the act of connecting; a relationship in which a person, thing, or idea is linked or

associated with something else.

Latin root: connectere — "con" (together) + '"nectere" (to bind or tie). The Romans understood that

connection wasn't just proximity; it was integration. The same root gives us nexus and annex.

We don't give in isolation. We give because someone we trust, respect, or love has connected us to a cause.

OPERATIVE ASSESSMENT

Giving is a social activity. Full stop.

I N AN AR A RN RN =+

Your fundraising appeal is not a sales pitch. It is an invitation to become part of something larger — and
whether a donor accepts that invitation depends enormously on who they see when they look at your mission,

your communications, and your asker.
Three vectors of Connection:

1. Connection to the Cause. Built over decades of brand trust, or ignited by a personal experience (a
diagnosis, a loss, a life event). This is why mission clarity matters — donors can't connect to something

they can't understand.

2. Connection to the Asker. The most underused lever in fundraising. Everything from age, gender, and
background to life story affects whether a donor responds to a particular voice. The organizations that
rotate their askers — that let volunteers, beneficiaries, and board members speak in their own voice —
outperform the ones with a single, top-down voice every time.

L L L D L L LD L L LD L L ]
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3. Connection to Peers. Millennial and Gen Z donors are influenced by social media in their giving
decisions at roughly double the rate of older donors. Peer-to-peer fundraising, giving circles, social

media advocacy — connection to real peers (not influencer proxies) consistently amplifies results.

QUICK ACTION CHECKLIST — CONNECTION



Personalize messaging by cause area — don't send a generic appeal to a donor with a specific interest

history

Rotate appeal signers. If every communication comes from your ED, try a volunteer, a student, a
beneficiary

Build a social media ambassador program — real constituents, not staff

Audit your imagery. Does it represent the actual diversity of your community?

Invest in peer fundraising infrastructure — crowdfunding, giving day teams, alumni chapters

KEY FINDING

You must share "for whom" and "with whom" in ways that offer donors the chance to connect personally.

Mix up your imagery, voices, and messages — and giving becomes more sticky.

L
|k




CASE FILE O05

ELEMENT: STORY

CLASSIFICATION: ACCELERANT — LAYER TWO

I = vo. DE-STOR-005 [N sT2Tus: ACTIVE | CLEARANCE: ALL FUNDRAISING

PERSONNEL

FIELD DEFINITION

story (noun): an account of incidents or events; a narrative. From the Greek historia — literally, "a

learning by inquiry." Stories aren't entertainment. They're how humans have always shared truth.

OPERATIVE ASSESSMENT

No pitch, argument, or data table will move a donor without narrative.

NN NN N AN AR AN AN -

The science is unambiguous: stories activate different parts of the brain than statistics alone. They
create emotional connection and memory retention that data cannot achieve. This is not a soft claim. It is
neuroscience. And yet most fundraising communications are 80% statistics and 20% story, when the ratio

should be closer to [REDACTED — let's call it "the opposite"].
Three story types that matter:

1. Your Impact Story. What did the work accomplish? Share it constantly, in every channel, with numbers and

faces both. Every donor communication should include at least one impact story, statistic, or vision.

2. The Donor's Story. This one is almost universally underdone. Over time, many donors accumulate giving
that rivals or exceeds a major gift — and they have no idea. Tell them. Research shows that telling the
donor's own story back to them increases renewal rates and prompts additional giving. When a donor becomes

a character in the narrative, they're invested.

caterpillar.

3. The Next Chapter. What does the world look like when you win? "We will eradicate malaria." "No child
will go hungry." Bold mission vision is particularly powerful for legacy donors, who research shows respond

to long-term, transformational outcomes.

QUICK ACTION CHECKLIST — STORY

Add an impact story to every newsletter, email, and annual report. Every one.
Pull a donor's lifetime total giving before your next major gift meeting. Tell them what they've done.

Build giving ladders with story: "$50 provides , $1,000 provides " — but research the numbers and

make them real



Ask your top donors why they give. Send the results back to the same group. Watch the || NN (ragic]
happen.

Encourage major donors to volunteer. Engagement deepens story ownership.

KEY FINDING

Stories matter. No pitch or data table will excite donors without narrative that ties it together into
meaning. Almost all organizations aren't doing enough to tell a donor's individual story — and that's

where transformative giving comes from.
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CASE FILE O06

ELEMENT: URGENCY

CLASSIFICATION: ACCELERANT — LAYER THREE

I = vo. DE-URG-006 | stATus: ACTIVE | CLEARANCE: ALL FUNDRAISING

PERSONNEL

FIELD DEFINITION

urgency (noun): the quality of requiring immediate attention or action; a force that impels or constrains;

pressure.

From Latin urgere — to press, push, drive forward. The same root that gives us "urge." In its original use,
it described soldiers pressing an attack, water pressing against a dam. In fundraising, it describes the

force that converts "someday" into '"today."

OPERATIVE ASSESSMENT
The nonprofit sector has gotten pretty good at answering: "Why give?"
We have not gotten as good at answering: "Why give now?"

That gap is costing us money. Your donors have hundreds of asks competing for attention on any given day.

T e T -
I vithout a compelling answer to "why now," intention evaporates into the

noise.
Three urgency mechanisms:

1. Time-Sensitive Language. "Give today" instead of "give." "Act by Friday" instead of "act." Small
language shifts create real response differences. And when someone gives online, the acknowledgment email

should treat that moment as a moment — not a transaction confirmation.

2. Manufactured Urgency (The Honest Version). Matching gift deadlines have been shown to double response
rates. Giving Days compress philanthropy into a time-sensitive event that creates momentum and social
proof. The deadline is, frankly, made up — but the cause is real, and the urgency is honest if the need is

real. There is no ethics problem here, as long as you're not fabricating the need.

AN NN R N RN RN RN RN NN AR NN ARN R ENNANEE oo«

3. Momentum + Need (The Balance). Donors give to strength. Share big gifts publicly. But pair every
celebration with a clear statement of what's still needed. If you only announce success, donors conclude
they're not needed. The bandwagon effect and the free-rider effect are both real — you have to manage both

simultaneously.

QUICK ACTION CHECKLIST — URGENCY



Run a Giving Day — rally your team, tell your story, create a 24-hour moment

Secure a matching gift challenge with a real deadline; 1:1 match is sufficient

Use '"give today" / '"give now" language in every active appeal

Set campaign lengths at 30-90 days maximum for crowdfunding — longer and urgency dissipates

Share big gifts publicly AND immediately follow with the remaining goal. Don't let momentum become

complacency.

KEY FINDING

It's not enough to tell the story of your mission. You must answer '"Why give now?" — and help donors

understand the urgency. Make giving time-sensitive, create real moments, and you'll break through the

noise. I S

I END OF FIELD DOSSIER ll

I You now have what you need to dramatically improve your I
" Donation Equation results. The full unredacted briefing — ll
| including research citations, extended case studies, and [l

I gall | I

I that our attorneys said we could not put in this version — |
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