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By Holly Hall
Safe Shores, a Washington 

charity that works with abused 
children, welcomed 160 people 
to a breakfast this month at the 
posh Mandarin Oriental Hotel 
as the joyful sound of a chil-
dren’s choir filled the room.

After a video and presenta-
tions by three speakers to ex-
plain the organization’s work, 
Cheryl Anne Boyce, a psycholo-
gist on the Safe Shores board, 
asked the audience to pledge 
at least $1,000 annually for 
five years, and many did: At-
tendees committed more than 
$318,000.

The Safe Shores event fol-
lowed a carefully scripted fund-
raising approach created by 
Terry Axelrod, a former social 
worker who founded Benevon, a 
consulting company that helps 
small and medium-size chari-
ties win large gifts from indi-
viduals.   

Ms. Axelrod created the com-
pany to help small charities like 
the ones where she worked as a 
social worker because she says 
those groups face many fund-
raising disadvantages. 

Not only has their govern-
ment aid declined sharply in 
recent years, but such charities 
lack the ready-made pipeline of 
donors that colleges and hospi-
tals have in the form of alumni 
and former patients. 

“I would like to create a new 
generation of major-gift officers 
who don’t have the luxury of 
working for a big college or hos-
pital but whose missions are ev-

ery bit as compelling,” Ms. Axel-
rod says. “Colleges and univer-
sities have a major-gift system, 
and we’re trying to provide that 
for other nonprofits. It is way 
harder for them.”

Concerns About Costs
After advising 3,000 charities 

over the past 16 years, Benevon 
gets praise from many clients 
as well as foundations that help 
grantees adopt its approach. 

The Eugene and Agnes E. 
Meyer Foundation, for exam-
ple, has made $10,000 grants 
to help Safe Shores and seven 
other charities pay for a year’s 
worth of Benevon advice and 
services. 

Benevon clients, some of 
whom have worked with the 
company for a decade or more, 
start by seeking gifts of $1,000 
or more and gradually build up 
to raising larger amounts by 
hiring additional fundraisers 
and holding capital or endow-
ment drives.

But whatever its success-
es, the Benevon approach is 

too expensive, some fundrais-
ing experts say, and doesn’t do 
enough to make charities self-
sufficient.

Benevon charges chari-
ties $15,000 for the first year’s 
worth of service, which includes 
one-on-one coaching and oth-
er training. After that, chari-
ties are urged to commit to four 
or five more years, at a cost of 
$21,000 per year. Some groups 
sign up for a second or even 
third five-year partnership.

Benevon’s annual fees don’t 
include travel costs for at least 
seven officials from each char-
ity who are required to attend a 
two-day Benevon workshop ev-
ery year in person. 

While many charities find 
sponsors to offset some of the 
costs, other expenses related to 
Benevon are unavoidable such 
as staff time or, in some cases, 
new software to track donors.

Benevon’s emphasis on pro-
viding several years of assis-
tance to charities bothers some 
experts who see it more as a 
moneymaker for Ms. Axelrod 
than a smart use of resources. 
Such a dependent relationship, 
they argue, is not good for orga-
nizations that should learn to 
stand on their own. 

While most clients do even-
tually part ways with Benevon, 
Ms. Axelrod concedes that it 
often takes years for them to 
build enough fundraising mus-
cle to do so.  

“If you want quick results, 
you should not use Benevon,” 
Ms. Axelrod says. “It takes time, 
money, and hard work.” 

Benevon’s fees may seem high, 
she says, but they’re not out of 
line with what other fundrais-
ing consultants charge. Many 
charities that sign up with Be-

nevon year after year say the 
fees are not an obstacle because 
they raise so much money after 
getting the training.

Sojourner Center, a Phoenix 
domestic-violence shelter, will 
enter its third five-year agree-
ment with the company next 
year. 

Over the past decade, the cen-
ter has raised more than $6.3-
million with Benevon’s help. 
Connie Phillips, Sojourner’s ex-
ecutive director, estimates that 
her charity has spent less than 
10 cents for every dollar raised.

“Benevon worked for us,” 
she says. “It makes us focus. 
It unifies the board and staff, 
and we’re all working the same 
way.”

Donor Tours
Ms. Axelrod’s goal is getting 

donors fired up about a charity’s 

work long before anyone asks 
them for money. 

She urges her clients to in-
vite potential supporters to 
learn more about the charity at 
a short presentation and tour 
of its facilities. People who at-
tend receive a follow-up call 
about the event. The goal of the 
calls is not to raise money but 
to get their reaction and sug-
gestions for improvement while 
also gauging their interest in 
the group.

After nine months to a year, 
the charity invites everyone 
who attended the tours to a 
lunch or breakfast (like the one 
for Safe Shores), where they 
hear the pitch. Those who give 
are then invited to at least two 
free events every year to learn 
more about how their money is 
being used. At those events, do-
nors are not asked for another 

contribution but are urged to 
bring friends and associates, 
in the hope they will eventually 
become supporters too. 

Transforming the Culture
The Benevon system may look 

simple on paper, but it’s not easy 
to adopt for charities with small 
staffs and no track record of 
face-to-face fundraising. “This 
is about shifting an organiza-
tion’s culture, and transforming 
a culture is hard,” Ms. Axelrod 
says. “The first year, you are 
dancing clumsily.”

For many groups, the hardest 
part of the process is coming up 
with an introductory presenta-
tion that meets Benevon’s exact-
ing criteria for a crisp one-hour 
tour that packs an emotional 
punch.

The Jose Mateo Ballet The-
atre, in Cambridge, Mass., now 

in its second year with Benevon, 
struggled to devise an event 
that met the company’s require-
ments.

“It was a challenge to make 
sure we were getting the right 
message out,” says Kelly Delek-
ta, the ballet’s director of devel-
opment. “It was very time-con-
suming.”

Jose Mateo, the ballet’s found-
er, teaches visitors a basic ballet 
movement at the barre, while 
other staff members describe 
what makes the dance company 
special: contemporary perfor-
mances in an intimate cabaret 
setting. A third part of the tour 
shows people how the ballet 
participates in community ac-
tivities such as a festival show-
casing nonprofit services.

The ballet, which raised 
$275,000 at its first fundraising 

Small Charities Learn Lessons on How to Raise Big Money

    Fees Paid to Benevon Average Amount Raised Amount Sojourner Center Raised

 Year 1 $15,000  $275,000  $440,000    

 Year 2 21,000  500,000  450,000    

 Year 3 21,000  725,000  450,000    

 Year 4 21,000  950,000  1,500,000*

 Year 5 21,000  1,500,000  400,000    

 Total $99,000  $3,950,000  $3,240,000  

*Sojourner was seeking money for a new building that year.      

Note: Figures for the average amount raised show what Benevon expects when charities follow its directions rigorously 

         and may vary according to the size of the group.      

Costs and Benefits of Using 
a Popular Fundraising Approach

The consulting �rm Benevon trains staff, board members, and other volunteers from small and 
medium-size charities to recruit individual donors, using an approach that it says works better 
than galas, direct mail, and other techniques. Here's how much it costs, the average amount 
Benevon says a group can expect to collect using its methods, and how much the domestic-
violence charity Sojourner Center raised using the company’s technique.

Rick FRiedman

Jose Mateo likes to teach dance moves to visitors during tours 
of his nonprofit ballet company in the hope they will become donors.

Continued on Page 13

“Colleges have  
a major-gift system, 
and we’re trying  
to provide that  
for other nonprofits.”

The goal is to get  
donors fired up 
about a cause  
before asking them 
for money.



By Raymund Flandez
Pay raises for fundraisers in 

2011 increased by just 1.5 per-
cent, not enough to keep pace 
with last year’s 3-percent infla-
tion rate, according to a new re-
port.

The anemic growth is a key 
reason many fundraisers say 
they are looking for higher-pay-
ing positions at other organiza-
tions.

About 43 percent of fundrais-
ers say they looked for a new 
job in the past year, up slightly 

from 41 percent in 2010 and 37 
percent in 2009. 

Many more fundraisers are 
thinking about doing so—a to-
tal of about six in 10, the survey 
found—and they say the search 
for a higher salary was the No. 
1 reason. 

Fundraisers earned a medi-
an of $66,000 in 2011, meaning 
that half earned more and half 
less, with pay edging up only 
slightly from the $65,000 medi-
an salary of 2010.

The survey was based on data 
that more than 2,700 fundrais-
ers provided to the Association 
of Fundraising Professionals. 

Nearly 80 percent were women 
and slightly less than 4 percent 
were minorities.

Highs and Lows
Among nonprofit causes, 

public-broadcasting organiza-
tions paid their fundraisers the 
most, reporting median salaries 
of $80,000. Fundraising consul-
tants were not far behind, earn-
ing a median of $79,000. 

The lowest-paid fundrais-
ers were those who worked for 
United Ways, Jewish federa-
tions, and similar nonprofit net-
works, with a median salary of 
$52,000. 

They suffered the biggest 
drop in the survey, a 29-percent 
decline, but that could be a sign 
that respondents this year were 
more junior or worked at small-
er groups than those in previ-
ous studies.

Fundraisers who worked at 
community-development orga-
nizations made only slightly 
more, a median of $53,000—a 
decrease of 18.5 percent from 
2010.

Among other key findings: 
n The median salary for men 

was $80,000 and for women, 
$64,000. The association found 
a similar gap in each of the doz-
en years it has conducted the 
survey.

n Fundraisers who worked for 
organizations that raised the 
most money received the big-
gest paychecks, making a medi-
an of $93,500 in 2010. They also 

earned the biggest bump in pay, 
10.7 percent.

n Those who sought money for 
international groups were likely 
to be paid more, with a median 
of $78,250, than those working 
for national or local groups. 

n Fundraisers with advanced 
professional certification, such 
as the certified fundraising-ex-
ecutive credential, earned on 
average $50,000 more last year 
than those without such creden-
tials. 

While many fundraisers were 
looking for new jobs, the study 
also found that many were hap-
py in their current roles. About 
52 percent of those surveyed 
said they planned to keep their 
current positions indefinitely, 
and 17 percent wanted to move 
to a higher management level. 

Eighty-two percent of fund-
raisers said they were satisfied 
with their careers, the report 
says. Less than 1 percent said 
they were “very dissatisfied.”

Free copies of the “2012 Com-
pensation and Benefits Study” 
are available to members of the 
association. Others can buy a 
copy for $95. Go to: afpnet.org.

43% of Fundraisers Sought New Jobs in 2011 
as Salaries Lagged Inflation, Study Finds

Median Pay of Fundraisers in 2011

Arts/cultural $60,000

Civic/public affairs 68,800

Community development 53,000

Consulting firm 79,000

Educational 70,000

Environmental 61,000

Federated appeals 52,000

Government 80,000

Health problem 75,000

Health services 61,750

International/ 60,000
   emergency relief

Social service 63,000

Public broadcasting 80,000

Religion-related 60,000

Scientific or research 63,875

Trade/professional 65,000
   association

No answer 77,500

All $66,000

SOURCE: Association of Fundraising Professionals

Salaries paid, by cause

Salaries paid, by group’s budget

$75-million or more $90,000

$50,000,000 to $74,999,999 75,000

$10,000,000 to $49,999,999 75,000

$5,000,000 to $9,999,999 67,000

$3,000,000 to $4,999,999 62,000

$1,000,000 to $2,999,999 60,000

$500,000 to $999,999 60,000

$250,000 to $499,999 58,617

Less than $250,000 54,000

No answer 75,000

All $66,000
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event last year, has given tours 
of its facility to about 300 people 
and says ticket sales are rising 
as a result.

Silencing the Critics
While Benevon’s clients are 

mostly small groups, the compa-
ny works with some large chari-
ties that have annual budgets 
as high as $125-million.

 Among them is the Los Ange-
les Gay & Lesbian Center, now 
completing its second year with 
Benevon. 

“I went into it with a certain 
degree of skepticism, and we 
also had board resistance,” says 
Lorri Jean, the center’s chief ex-
ecutive. 

After all, the center had used 
tours to get people interested 
in its work for years, she says. 
“But Benevon does it on a whole 
new scale.”

After a year of using Be-
nevon’s methods, “the critics 
were silenced when our first 
ask event raised $460,000,” and 
the second secured more than 
$525,000, says Ms. Jean. 

“Now we have incorporated 

this system as the key point of 
entry” for donors. 

Other charities using the 
company’s approach say the fo-
cus on multiyear pledges en-
ables them to build a steady 
stream of contributions. That 
frees up fundraisers to concen-
trate on building closer ties to 
donors and finding new ones.

“It’s hard to chase the annu-
al gift every year, but now I see 
a way off the treadmill,” says 
Kelly Ellison, director of devel-
opment at the Arts Council of 
Metropolitan Kansas City, now 
in its third year with Benevon. 

The arts council has recruit-
ed 200 new donors in the past 
two years. 

Its first fundraising event us-
ing Benevon’s approach set a 
goal of $80,000 but generated 
more than double that amount, 
while the second annual event 
raised $195,000 against a goal 
of $125,000. 

Like many Benevon clients, 
the arts council got foundation 
aid to help offset the company’s 
fees. 

With a grant from the Kresge 
Foundation, it paid for itself and 

six other groups to adopt the Be-
nevon approach.  

The difficulty of raising mon-
ey after the recession hit has 
put Benevon methods to an es-
pecially big test. 

Generations Group Home, a 
Simpsonville, S.C., residential 
program for troubled boys, most 
of whom have been physically or 
sexually abused, went through 
Benevon’s five-year plan before 
the economy crashed in 2008. 
After that, it could no longer af-
ford the company’s fees. Still, 
those five years paid off. 

The charity has gone from 
raising less than $25,000 a year 
to as much as $500,000. Its first 
annual fundraising breakfast 
with Benevon drew 104 people, 
and the event now attracts 500 
or more guests. 

Generations now has 76 mul-
tiyear donors, some of whom 
have made second five-year 
pledges.

“We are in a little bitty town 
with a down economy,” says 
Roseanne Brown, the charity’s 
director of development, “but we 
have been able to grow, thanks 
to Benevon.”

Benevon, a fundraising-consulting company, trains staff, 
board members, and other volunteers from small and medi-
um-size charities to work together to appeal to new donors for 
multiyear gifts. Here’s what it recommends:

Get people interested. 
Staff members and volunteers are asked to invite any friends, 
family members, and other associates who might be inter-
ested in the charity’s cause to visit the organization for a one-
hour tour and presentation about its work.

Seek out their ideas. 
Call people who attended the presentation one to three days 
afterward to find out what they liked and get suggestions for 
how the event could be improved.

Ask for money. 
After nine months to a year of inviting people on tours, ask 
everyone who visited to a free breakfast or luncheon that fea-
tures a more in-depth presentation about the charity’s work 
and needs. At this event, a key leader asks each person to 
make a donation or pledge to give $1,000 or more in each of 
the next five years. 

Demonstrate results. 
Urge people who made donations to attend two free follow-up 
events each year with their friends, relatives, and colleagues. 
No one should be asked for money at these events. The pur-
pose is to demonstrate how the charity is putting donors’ con-
tributions to good use. 

One Company’s Fundraising 
Prescription

Some Charities Say Benevon’s Approach 
Frees Them From ‘Treadmill’ of Annual Gifts
Continued from Page 11

Pay raises grew  
1.5 percent last year, 
while inflation took
a 3-percent bite
into wages.

The salary gap  
between men and 
women hasn’t 
changed much over 
12 years of surveys.
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