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Your assistant delivers the mail. You’re delighted to 
find a substantial check from a local company. You 
recognize the signature. It’s a business contact you’ve 
been wooing. How do you evaluate this check? Is it an 

altruistic donation to improve the community? A business 
investment to improve the company? Both? 
Many nonprofit leaders feel this confusion when they receive 
a corporate check. And guess what? They’re not the only ones 
confused. In some cases, the person authorizing the check 
shares this confusion. Corporate checks often represent 
multiple and occasionally conflicting goals. 
To open the floodgate to corporate income, dispel the fog that 
comes with corporate gifts. Identify the “why” behind the 
money. Help corporate leaders meet their goals by seeking 
clarity. You’ll spend less time wondering what to do next 
and more time doing it. You’ll solve the biggest problem 
with corporate giving. 
Consider that 80% of the gross domestic product in the 
United States stems from businesses. Yet nonprofits induce 
companies to offer them only the tiniest sliver of income. 
For nonprofits, corporate income is akin to a tiny slice of 

a huge pie. Why is that? It’s because confusion dampens 
action. By helping companies clarify their giving goals, 
you might access a whole pie. Read more to find out how.

Make the Call 
If you receive a corporate check, call the corporation within 
24 hours. Tell them you’re calling to thank them for the gift 
and would like to be sure you understand their goals and 
how you might help each other in the future.

Seek to Meet
Simply thanking the check writer will score you points. But 
remember that relationship-building speeds up with face-to-
face meetings. So, seek a brief 20-minute meeting. Lunch, 
coffee, or a brief meeting in their office will help you identify 
mutual goals and plant a seed for a long-term connection. 
The relationships you have with people you’ve met one-to-
one will be tangibly richer, last longer, and contain more 
meat. Not a bad return for investing the time to reach out 
and travel to their office. 

Prepare
You could go in cold. After all, it’s only 20 minutes. On the 
other hand, since you’ve committed to just 20 minutes, it’s 
even more critical to prepare. Invest half an hour getting 
ready. What might you do? 
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sell houses. For example, business leaders may invest in the 
arts because they believe every community where the firm 
wants to do business must excel in the arts. Or, they may 
seek to stimulate missing infrastructure — employees with 
specific skills that the company can’t hire now. 
In a flash, the meet will be over. Before you leave, agree to 
a next step. At the very least, make an agreement to stay 
in contact. 

Make it Stick 
As soon as you have a chance, write down your impressions 
of the meeting, including ideas for future contacts and 
next steps. Think of ways you can tap into the company’s 
altruistic and business needs.
Send a note to the company to thank them once again for 
their support and to say how much you appreciate what 
you learned in the meeting. Even better, provide something 
of value stimulated by your meeting. You might send a 
newspaper article with your card. Or you might send an 
e-mail introduction to a board member. Numerous options 
exist. Allow the clarity you gained at the meeting to guide 
you. Congratulate yourself for reaching out and gaining 
valuable knowledge to develop a meaningful and profitable 
relationship.  
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Test your understanding of the business. Peruse their 
website. Skim one current article about their industry in 
the Wall Street Journal.
Explore their geographic focus. Does your organization 
share the same focus?
Get personal. Look up your contact’s LinkedIn profile or 
corporate bio — often on the business’s website. Identify 
common friends and shared experiences. 
Decide on minimum goals for your meeting, such as 
expressing your appreciation once again (you can’t do so 
too many times), understanding the corporation’s intention 
in writing the check, and agreeing to remain in contact. 
Decide on a maximum goal, such as exploring 
partnerships that benefit your nonprofit, the business, 
and the community. 

Meet
Anticipate being invited into an office or the conference 
room. Once you’ve settled in, explain why you’re there and 
what you hope to achieve. Check if they have anything 
on their agenda for the meeting. Your contact might have 
prepared questions for you. 
In any case, as you converse, listen to discern the reasons 
behind the check. In some cases, you’ll hear that giving back 
is “the right thing to do.” Dig further. You’ll soon be able to 
tell whether the gift is primarily an altruistic donation or 
a business investment. Here are the differences between 
the two:

ALTRUISTIC DONATION

You might find that the gift is, in essence, an altruistic 
donation. How will you know? Listen for some of the 
individual-giving motivators identified by the Center on 
Philanthropy at Indiana University. These include: 
• Meet important basic human needs.
• Help those with less.
• Bring about a desired change.

BUSINESS INVESTMENT

The motivations for business investments fall into three 
categories:
Save money. Notice if the check represents a gift that the 
corporation’s employees or customers championed. While 
your contact will rarely say, “We did it to save money,” 
investments that support employees and customers reduce 
costs. 
Grow income. In this case, you’ll hear that the investment 
was about reaching new markets or improving or supporting 
the company’s brand. 
Build infrastructure. Infrastructure is akin to developers 
clearing the land and putting in roads as they prepare to 
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Keep Corporations 
in Your Funding Mix
To be sure corporations are a robust income stream for 
your organization, see these articles at NonprofitWorld.
org:

Please Give Generously: How Your Nonprofit Can 
Help For-Profit Corporations (Vol. 32, No. 3)

Nonprofits Must Take the Lead in Business Alliances 
(Vol. 20, No. 2)

For Long-Term Stability, Look to Corporations 
(Vol. 32, No. 4)

Cracking the Diverse-Income Code (Vol. 35, No. 1)

Making the Business-Nonprofit Partnership a Win-
Win (Vol. 22, No. 1)

Corporate Partnerships for Nonprofits: A Match 
Made in Heaven? (Vol. 30, No. 2)
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