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onprofit organizations give businesses great
power in philanthropy. Nonprofits let busi-
nesses control how much money to give, when
to give it, and what programs to support.
Businesses establish the rules, which are often

based on arbitrary criteria such as management prefer-
ence, most convenient timelines, or least complicated
request. Thus, nonprofits often must guess as they try
to meet vague funding criteria, never knowing if they’re
doing it right.

It’s time to change this lopsided balance of power.
Doing so will give nonprofits more control and increase
the amount of money they receive from businesses. Let’s
take a look at current practices and then see what you
can do to improve your chances.

WHY DON’T BUSINESSES GIVE MORE?

Businesses give far less than their two funding coun-
terparts—individuals and private foundations. In 1999,
corporations gave $11 billion dollars—a mere 5.8% of
charitable giving that year. Businesses ranked last behind
individual contributors at $143 billion and foundations at
$19 billion.1

Businesses are allowed to donate up to 10% of their
pre-tax income to charity and still receive generous tax
benefits. They aren’t giving anywhere near that amount.
Why not? There are three reasons:

Reason One:

Businesses Don’t Know How to Give Strategically.

While businesses act strategically in their manage-
ment, finance, personnel, and marketing areas, they don’t
follow similar strategies when it comes to philanthropy. A
recent survey uncovers a remarkable lack of strategy in

corporate giving programs.2 Survey results reveal the fol-
lowing non-strategic practices:
• Most contributions come from a “donations” cat-

egory, suggesting an undesignated budget item. If
businesses were giving strategically, their donations
would come from the public-relations budget. Public-
relations experts would use philanthropic dollars to
increase awareness, enhance image, and position the
business effectively.

• Although most large businesses require an offi-

cial application for funding, smaller businesses

are comfortable with a phone call or letter. Such
informal methods leave nonprofits guessing as to the
structure of the proposal.

• Word-of-mouth is the most common way business-
es inform nonprofits of funding opportunities. If busi-
nesses were strategic, they would use more formal,
proactive methods.

• Most businesses said the owner or manager made

all funding decisions. Such a practice leads to arbi-
trary choices based on personal values. A strategic
plan would give all stakeholders input, based on pre-
arranged criteria.

• A common reason given for turning down a non-

profit’s request is that the timing is bad. Nonprofits
shouldn’t have to guess when to send a funding request.
If businesses had a strategic plan, they would promote
funding opportunities, including the preferred timing.

Reason Two:

Businesses want philanthropy to produce “results.”

Another problem is that most businesses define
“results” in terms of how much money is brought in. With
such a narrow definition, it’s no wonder that businesses
think that philanthropy produces few results for them.

FUNDRAISING forum

Nonprofits Must Take the Lead in
Business Alliances
If you want more corporate money, follow this action plan.
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Reason Three:

Businesses don’t respect nonprofits.

One respondent went beyond the survey questions to
write that “nonprofits need better management.” This
attitude may go to the heart of this complex relationship:
Businesses don’t have a high regard for the management
model of nonprofits.

HOW CAN NONPROFITS
STRENGTHEN RELATIONS WITH

BUSINESS?
How can nonprofits earn the respect of business,

help them give in ways that will bring benefits, and bring
in more dollars to the nonprofit? Here are the steps non-
profits need to take:

1
Perform an Internal Review.

First, insure that your organizational model is worthy
of support. Begin by reviewing the key elements of non-
profit excellence. Use the following checklist to be sure
your organization is ready to partner with business:

Is your documentation adequate?

____ Do you have thorough bylaws and articles of incor-
poration?

____ Do you have documentation from the IRS that your
nonprofit status has been awarded?

____ Is your budget detailed, with clear expenditures and
sources of income?

____ Is your monthly budget reviewed by an accountant?
____ Do you have written job descriptions for both vol-

unteers and paid staff?
____ Are organizational documents secure and available

for possible review?

Do you have strong management policies?

____ Do you have a diverse board of directors? Do they
rely on bylaws to set policy?

____ Does your executive director have some training
in finance and management, even if only through
seminars?

____ Do the board president and executive director work
as a team to establish and implement policy?

____ Do you consider and plan for possible crises?
____ Do you follow a long-term strategic plan?

Do you have sound fundraising practices?

____ Is fundraising the shared responsibility of board
members, key volunteers, and staff?

____ Do you have many diverse funding sources rather
than just a few? Do they include, for example,
membership drives, product sales, special events,
bequests, grants, annual fund drives, and corporate
contributions?

____ Do your fundraising activities exist throughout the
yearly cycle?

Are your programs well-thought-out and monitored?

____ Are programs based on the needs of the community
you serve?

____ Do you evaluate programs on many levels, including
output, outcome, and impact measurements?

____ Do you conduct cost-versus-benefit analyses on pro-
grams and on individual program units? 

Are your finances and budget in order?

____ Are your sources of income diverse and staggered
throughout the calendar year?

____ Do you keep detailed records for all expenditures
and sources of income?

____ Do you have financial accountability strategies for
the board president, executive director, and others
responsible for the organization’s fiscal state?

Do you have credible communication policies?

____ Do you nurture relationships with funders, media,
volunteers, and other stakeholders?

____ Do you promote the value of your organization
through numerous and diverse strategies?

2
Understand the Many Types of 

Corporate Giving.

While research shows that businesses prefer giving
cash,3 there are many other ways they can contribute to
nonprofit organizations:

In-kind contributions are gifts of goods and
services. When a business moves into new offices, for
example, it may donate its used desks, filing cabinets, and
computers. Businesses may also contribute employees as
volunteers at nonprofit organizations.

Cause-related marketing ties a company’s name to
a nonprofit cause. Often, for example, a business will
donate a percentage of its sales to a nonprofit during
a given time period. Customers may be more likely to
buy from a company if part of their money goes to a
worthy cause.
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Sponsorship is a strategy in which a company
underwrites something—such as a concert, publication,
competition, merchandise, video, seminar, or speaker—
for the nonprofit. Sponsorships have grown by 40% in the
last decade.4

When you approach a business, be open to all forms
of corporate giving. One company can provide a multi-
tude of assistance. For example, a convenience store
chain can provide cash from canisters placed at counters,
products such as canned goods from the stores, and mer-
chandise such as televisions or bikes used by manage-
ment for employee incentives. That same chain can send
out its plumbers and electricians to provide construction
or renovation services at no cost to your organization. It
may also want to partner with you for cause-related mar-
keting or sponsorship programs.

3
Identify Business Partners.

Be discerning when choosing corporate partners.
Businesspeople are impressed by nonprofits that are
selective. Here are some tips for choosing the best part-
ner for your needs:
• Seek businesses whose customers provide a good

match with your donors. For example, a homeless
shelter might partner with a construction company. A
child-abuse cause could join up with with a toy store.

• Plan for long-term partners. It’s better to have one
long-lasting partner than many short-lived ones.

• Look for local, state, or regional—rather than
national—ownership.

• Seek evidence of longevity in a community, state,
or region.

• For your first contact, target upper management

from human resources, marketing, or public relations.
These business professionals consider relationships
with their stakeholders, rather than profit margin, as a
high priority.

• Know the business owner’s or manager’s philoso-

phy on philanthropy.
• Discover who makes the philanthropic decisions,

and research that person’s past and current giving
efforts.

• Find a business whose goals, ethics, and manage-
ment model are compatible with your organization.

• Be visible in your community. Participate in efforts
that are important to the business sector. Get involved
with the United Way, Chamber of Commerce, Better
Business Bureau, merchants’ associations, business
incubators, and civic activities such as downtown busi-
ness development or community economic develop-

ment. Assume leadership roles in those efforts. This
experience will help you identify and prioritize part-
ners. It will also give you legitimacy in the eyes of
potential partners.

4
Present Your Case.

Once you have pinpointed a potential partner, follow
these steps:
• Prepare program and funding plans to propose to

your potential partner.
• Identify the problem to be resolved, or the op-

portunity to be enhanced, that your research has
identified.

• Provide an analysis of strengths, weaknesses, oppor-
tunities, and threats influencing your idea.

• Identify the key audiences to be served.
• Suggest goals, objectives, strategies, and tactics

for finding solutions.
• Create an evaluation model that shows how you

will measure results of the project.
• Design a detailed budget with funding options

identified.
• Ask representatives of the business for an oppor-

tunity to present your concept to them.
• Explain exactly what you are requesting of the

business, including involvement in planning, funding,
volunteers, and other resources.

• Specify how long it will take to fulfill your goals. 

5
Redefine “Success.”

Help businesses understand that profit isn’t the only
way to measure success.5 Explain the many ways you can
help them produce results.  Here are just a few things you
can offer a business:
• Increase employees’ dedication and involvement. 
• Generate favorable publicity for the business.
• Have an impact on a specific audience.
• Improve customer awareness of and involvement

with the business.
• Garner public awards and recognition for the

business.
• Boost management involvement and morale.
• Make long-term changes in awareness, attitudes,

and behavior.
• Create community good will.
• Distinguish the business from other similar ones.

Educate businesses about the importance of “prag-
matic altruism”—a strategy that takes both nonprofit and
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corporate goals into account. Competing on price and
social responsibility is better than competing on price
alone. The result is a new kind of success.

6
Create a Joint Plan.

Join with your business partner to create a strategic
plan that will benefit you both. Here are seven factors
your plan should include:
• Identification. Make sure the business and nonprofit

both identify with the project’s goals. Consider mar-
keting goals, employee-relations goals, and customer
goals.

• Introspection. Agree on what the business can and
will give in terms of money, product, or employee time.

• Investigation. Allow each entity to ask tough ques-
tions of the other.  Share key documents that explain
governance, policies, and procedures.

• Interaction. Is the chemistry right? The time, effort,
and commitment for the project will require people on
both sides to work closely with each other.

• Involvement. Create strategies that involve stake-
holders from both the business and
nonprofit. Allow for involvement in
the planning, funding, implementa-
tion, and evaluation stages.  The busi-
ness is not just a funder, it’s a com-
plete partner in the project.

• Improvement. Identify opportunities
to fine-tune and improve the effort.
Create ongoing evaluation efforts, and
build adaptability into the plan.

• Innovation. To get the most impact
from the project, be creative. Let the
business partner suggest innovative
methods that might enhance the
project.6

Your plan should cover three to five
years.7 It should be based on long-term
outcomes, not driven by annual income
but responsive to shifts in profit. It must
have a dedicated leader who, along with
an employee team, will make a sincere
long-term commitment to the plan.

7
Take a Businesslike

Perspective.

Respondents to our survey (see foot-
note 2) provided useful feedback for
nonprofits. They were clear on why they

would fund one nonprofit rather than another. Here is
some advice gleaned from their remarks:
• Be sure your proposal explains, in detail, what you

plan to do with the money. Survey respondents said
they would be more likely to fund a specific project
than to give money without knowing how it would
be spent.

• Ask for money for direct services rather than
administration.

• Position your organization as the cutting-edge
answer to important problems. Make your organization
stand out from all the others.

• Treat the business as an equal partner with your
organization.

• Propose projects based on solid research results.
• Shape projects around clearly defined goals.
• Don’t assume that a business will fund your

organization just because they did so in the past.
• Say thank-you, and provide lots of recognition to

corporate donors.
• Follow up by telling businesses the results you

achieved with their money.
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Permission Marketing: A Smarter,

Cheaper, More Efficient Way

BY PETER J. TICCONI JR. AND ARNOLD J. TILDEN JR.

illiam Gates Sr. is chairman

and CEO of the Bill and Melin-

da Gates Foundation, the

largest foundation in the world. Follow-

ing three years of Army service in World

War II, Mr. Gates obtained his bachelor’s

and law degrees from the University of

Washington (where he now sits on the

Board of Regents). He is retired from Pre-

ston Gates & Ellis, one of Seattle’s leading

law firms. Mr. Gates has served as trustee,

officer and volunteer for more than two

dozen Northwest organizations and is

presently a member of the board of direc-

tors of the United Way of America.  

Recently he helped launch the “Call to

Preserve the Estate Tax,” a petition spon-

sored by Responsible Wealth (a project of

United for a Fair Economy). Responsible

Wealth (www.responsiblewealth.org)

brings the voices of people in the top 5 per-

cent of income and/or wealth in the United

States together to advocate for shared pros-

perity and more progressive taxes. To date,

more than 1,000 wealthy individuals who

will owe estate taxes have signed this peti-

tion along with more than 17,000 individu-

als who will not owe estate taxes. 

The interview was conducted by Jim

Grote, a member of PGT’s Editorial Advi-

sory Board.

Grote: What effect do you think the

recent terrorist attack on the United States

will have on philanthropy in this country?

Gates: Certainly the philanthropic

response to the attack has been huge and

gratifying. It seems certain that, by and

ast May, Dr. Arnold Tilden, a psy-

chologist friend of mine, introduced

me to “permission marketing.” I had

never heard the term before, but since that

time I have learned just how important

this way of communicating is to our fund-

raising and development programs. 

Permission marketing is the polar

opposite of the traditional “interruption

marketing.” The latter is represented by

those evening phone calls from a salesper-

son selling aluminum siding or slamming

you to change long distance providers. The

key point here is that whatever you were

doing to take the call was interrupted.

Who Wants SPAM?

Interruption marketing (IM) has been

around for a long time and to some extent

it has been successful when used properly.

However, with so much telemarketing

happening these days, the good IM is

being overrun by the unwanted IM result-

L

Continued on page 2
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Reflections on the Estate Tax 

and Philanthropy: An Interview 

With William Gates Sr.
BY JIM GROTE

Continued on page 7
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• Give the business input into your plans. Ask some-
one from the business to serve as a volunteer or board
member with your organization.

• Have a long-term plan that inspires the confidence
of corporate leaders.

• Be willing to adapt your programs and evaluation

criteria to better synchronize with a business partner.

When nonprofit leaders reach beyond their own goals
to understand the business perspective, they can become
the leaders in strategic philanthropy. Both the corporate
and nonprofit sectors benefit from such collaborations,
and society becomes the biggest winner. �
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CREATIVE FUNDRAISING IDEAS
Honor People while

Earning Income

Create a souvenir journal
honoring people for their sup-
port of your organization. The
journal might include photo-
graphs of your volunteers and
clients along with information
about your organization’s
work. Sell space in the journal
for personal “notes” from fam-
ily members, friends, and
organizational supporters.
Then sell the keepsake jour-
nal for a reasonable fee.

Call for Cash

When you hold a charity
auction, don’t limit your earn-
ings to people’s bids. Midway
through the auction, deliver a
short presentation about your
organization and then call for
“cash” bids, asking for all those
who wish to donate $1,000, then
$500, then $250, This “cash call”
will give everyone a chance to
participate and will develop a
new enthusiasm that will con-
tinue through the rest of the
auction. For more ideas, see
www.benefitauction.com.

Draw on Community
Strengths

Design an event around what
your community already has. For
example, reserve seats at a number
of restaurants on your special-event
night, and let people choose how
much they want to contribute and
which restaurant they want to
attend. Many restaurants will
donate a combination of no-cost
and discounted dinners. People will
have a great meal with friends
while supporting your organization.
For more details, see Special

Events (NY: John Wiley & Sons).


