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	Going Fourth

What every fundraiser should know about advancement services
Advancement services, known as the fourth leg of the advancement stool, is about more than gift processing. Advancement services staff funnel massive alumni and prospect data into information that development offices can use to cultivate and steward donors. The more that each operation knows how the other works, the more successful the institution will be in raising funds.
By Jennifer J. Salopek
Once upon a time, scribes and amanuenses recorded gifts of stock and chattel to the monastery and the college, laboring devotedly over their parchment and quills. In modern times, gifts to higher education institutions have been handwritten on index cards, recorded on keypunch cards, typed on an IBM Selectric, and entered on Apple IIs.

The gifts too have changed—from chickens and tapestries to cash and stock, insurance policies, and even bull semen. Regulations regarding how to accept, record, and recognize gifts fill a loose-leaf binder seven inches thick.

Advancement services has truly come into its own as a profession over the past 15 years. Technology and regulations are the rock and the hard place between which advancement services professionals toil. Their specialized skills regarding the database, file imaging, and other systems, coupled with their knowledge of IRS and other regulations, make them the indispensable fourth leg of the advancement stool.

Yet, perhaps because the profession in its current incarnation is relatively new, there’s often a chasm of misunderstanding between the development office and advancement services staff. The latter admits they can be sensitive about having the term data entry attached to their work four decades after keypunching became obsolete. Advancement services folks also concede they are systems people who could do better at communicating what they do and why they do it. But because advancement services often reports to the chief fundraiser, it’s incumbent upon development officers to understand how advancement services operates.

Herewith is a primer on its roles and responsibilities.

Who put the data in database?

Advancement services professionals typically gravitate to their careers because they are self-identified “systems people” who enjoy working behind the scenes. “I’m a data geek. I still get a thrill out of cleaning up a record,” says Kim Davis, former director of advancement services at University of Alaska Fairbanks. “I gained great personal and professional satisfaction from my work.”

Although advancement services oversees the database, fundraisers should take note that keeping information current is everyone’s responsibility, and the data you can get out are only as good as the data you put in. As a fundraiser, you may not be able to make certain changes to a donor’s record yourself, but you can pass along relevant information to advancement services.

Mike Reopell, director of advancement systems at Williams College in Massachu​setts, says, “Our procedures have been developed over time and through making countless mistakes. Many dependencies exist between our biographical and gift systems, which are driven by policies and procedures. Fundraisers want to be able to depend on pristine data, and we enable them to do that.”

Many development efforts—fundraising, alumni events, publications mailing—depend on running various reports, lists, and labels. Learning more about the capabilities of the institution’s database, as well as honing skills to complete tasks that fundraisers may do, such as generating a list of alumni who live in Peoria, will go a long way toward understanding and valuing advancement services.

All major institutional database vendors offer end-user training, such as what standard reports the system can generate so you don’t have to request them from advancement services. When you must ask for a custom report, you might sit alongside an advancement services pro the first few times to see how it’s done. Note all of the questions that must be answered. For example, if you request a list of your institution’s donors in Peoria, you will have to decide whether you want just current donors or all donors. Do you want those who have lapsed or missed pledge payments? Do you want to invite their spouses or significant others to fundraising events?

When advancement services presents you with a report-request form, it’s because institutions collect so much data on their constituents these days that it forces choices among dozens of options. Remember, the data you can get out are only as good as the data you put in.

“It’s critical for us to have complete information,” says Rob Saunders, director of development information services at Oakland University in Michigan. “If you’ve received a pledge, when does the donor want to be reminded? What fund designation should it have? How was the gift solicited? This information affects donor relations as well as gift processing.”
Before designing a mailing or a new gift initiative, it is crucial to consult the advancement services folks who will be opening those BREs and entering those gifts. “The system should not be excluded from the decision-making process,” says Reopell. “Development officers shouldn’t launch a new gift initiative without finding out how it can and will be recorded.”

Brian Dowling, associate vice president for development services at University of Michigan, concurs: “We urge fundraisers to bring advancement services into their planning activities at the onset. We know to look for things like whether the adhesive will cause the bank-scan line to rip off when the envelope is opened.”

Debbie Myers, director of donor services at Carnegie Mellon University in Pennsylvania, advises fundraisers to “come to us as part of your gift cultivation and solicitation process. Check on procedures and resources to make the gift successful. Donors don’t want to have to understand how we do business or why we might not be able to accept or credit their gift the way they would like.”

Even more crucial is consulting advancement services when considering the upgrade or purchase of database software. “When making a technology purchase, the person in charge of advancement services or gift administration should be involved,” says Robert Weiner, a San Francisco-based consultant who helps nonprofit organizations select their software systems and used to work in advancement services for two University of California campuses.

Weiner also urges client institutions to create internal database user groups that include people senior enough to make strategy decisions and set priorities when there are many demands on the system.

Weiner continues: “Advancement services is composed of people who understand fundraising, gift processing, rules and regulations, how to handle unusual gifts and pledges, and more. If people don’t understand the big picture, they can get themselves and their institutions into big trouble.” He cautions that fines can be imposed on individuals for ignoring the rules—up to $1,000 per person per incident for willfully falsifying gift records or receipts.

By and large, advancement services professionals accept the responsibility for keeping up with rules and regulations and take their role as protectors of both institution and donor seriously.

“Booking a gift is not a clerical function; it often requires a great deal of discretion,” says Carnegie Mellon’s Myers. “Sometimes there’s a perception we’re creating work for development officers, but really we’re protecting them while acting as advocates for the donor.”

When it comes to regulations, advancement services and fundraising have different priorities, but they can peacefully coexist, according to John Taylor, principal of Advancement Solutions Consulting Group. “Given the regulatory environment, advancement services must be perceived and recognized as an equal partner,” he says. “With that comes an element of trust. The role of advancement services is to make it possible for the fundraiser to raise funds. Fundraisers need not concern themselves with receipts, pledge reminders, and thank-you letters.”

By the book

Another potential source of friction between development officers and advancement services has to do with gift crediting. “Having to say no makes you perceived as not being a team player,” says Alaska’s Davis.

“We don’t make the rules, but we are here to observe them,” says Reopell at Williams. “There are two kinds of reports that can be run: the legal kind that satisfy the IRS and the donor-friendly kind that satisfy the fundraisers. The challenge is striking the appropriate balance.

“Basically, the only way for advancement services staff to avoid sitting on a picket fence between fundraisers and finance people,” Reopell continues, “is to manage two set of books: the official institution financial books bound by IRS regulations and the more flexible alumni development books that allow a donor to make an intention without regard to time schedules, specific accounts, or tender type. It lets us be more donor-friendly. If we aren’t, donors will go elsewhere.”

That’s where hard and soft credits enter the picture. “Those terms have been around for a while, and most fundraising systems support them,” Reopell says. “For example, let’s say the Rich Family Foundation gives us a million dollars, and we know it was Henrietta who made that gift happen. We are bound by IRS regulations to receipt the legal (hard-credit) donor—the foundation—and we do. We then apply soft credit for the same million-dollar gift to the person who made it happen—Henrietta.

“It’s a better use of our time and energy to recognize and steward the person who made the gift happen. The two gift variables also help us manage the financial recordings (hard credit) as opposed to the fundraising system (soft credit),” says Reopell.

The more fundraisers know about the rules and regulations, the better off they are. Oakland’s Saunders has developed an internal training program, “Gifts and Pledges: IRS, University, and CASE Guidelines—Everything You Need to Know (Almost).” Presented a few times a year by invitation only, the three-hour session covers topics such as gift, pledge, and grant policies; advancement definitions; quid pro quo contributions; gifts in kind; and partial interests in property.

“People who you’d think should know this stuff say, ‘That’s new to me,’” Saunders comments. “Not only do people get trained, but it’s also a great opportunity to start sharing what we do.”

Saunders and his staff at Oakland also created a Web site, Development Information Systems (www4.oakland.edu/?id=1638&sid= 151), as a quick-reference repository for policies, manuals, forms, and other resources. For example, the section on donor relations and stewardship includes the university’s stewardship manual, gift and pledge agreements, and the Donor Bill of Rights.
Any orientation for new fundraisers should include a session on advancement services. Reopell conducts an hour-long, one-on-one meeting with new alumni relations and development officers at Williams that explains the basics of his shop, its policies and procedures, and who to contact with questions. Advancement services staff can also benefit from attending a fundraising conference.

More than meets the eye

The CASE Advancement Compensation Survey of 2005 found that, among the four advancement disciplines, advancement services salaries are second only to development salaries. However, advancement services still makes up the smallest discipline (only 9 percent of respondents compared to 36 percent in development). Consequently, relatively few people are doing a lot of work.

“We are beginning to see the evolution of advancement services into a respectable and respected profession,” says Taylor. “The CASE salary survey … is reflective of a greater understanding that advancement services people must have a combination of business, accounting, investing, and specialized knowledge.”

Although advancement services staff may bristle at the term data entry, “an aspect of the work is clerical, and there’s nothing wrong with that,” says Ellen Medearis, executive director of development at Duke University in North Carolina. “We are unlikely to be able to get that second or third gift if we haven’t followed the appropriate procedures with the first one. I want to stand up for the person entering gifts. He or she makes thousands of judgment calls and does tons of detective work every year.”

The advancement services office also knows what gifts your institution can accept and how to deal with unique donations. Carnegie Mellon’s Myers, in an earlier position at the University of Florida, found herself writing thank-you notes to donors for their gifts of bull semen to the agriculture school.

Some misunderstanding between the disciplines can also arise because the performance measures are different. For fundraisers, the indicators of success tend to be straightforward—number of dollars raised, scholarships endowed, and campaign goals achieved. In advancement services, often the metrics aren’t so clear. To achieve their measures, development people sometimes oversimplify what advancement services does. Metrics such as number of transactions processed can be meaningless and don’t convey what advancement services people actually do.

Complicating matters, performance metrics can vary from one shop to another. “I measure more by time than by numbers,” says Davis. “How long did it take to process a gift? To issue a receipt? It’s helpful and more honest if advancement services people help create their own measures.”

Says Oakland’s Saunders, “We set goals at the beginning of each fiscal year, but they never have to do with number of transactions. I’m responsible for innovation, such as creating new training programs or new standard reports that help fundraisers do their jobs better.”
“For me, it’s about meeting deadlines,” says Myers. “Our advancement services staff works every New Year’s Eve and most New Year’s Days because we are committed to meeting the deadlines for getting gifts entered.” Myers notes that she also tracks such metrics as the number of funds stewarded, donors touched, and reports generated.

Dowling recommends that fundraisers invite gift processors to help out at events or even manage a donor portfolio so they can get to know the donors they’re stewarding. Some fundraisers may not realize that advancement services staff, especially stewardship officers, get calls from donors and have active relationships with them. Dowling also encourages advancement services people to become donors so they find out how they’re stewarded by other organizations.

At Duke, the annual fund team takes lunch to the advancement services staff during times of heavy gift entry. At Oakland, staff who demonstrate certain values of the university relations office receive thanks and chocolate, and the advancement services people who are recognized are often nominated by their development office peers.
Duke’s Medearis sums it up: “Every experienced development officer understands the value and contributions of advancement services, and every good fundraiser asks advancement services for its input and feedback. Both teams contribute to the overall success of institutional advancement.”
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	What Is "A" Transaction?

Development officers count the total number of gift transactions as part of their performance measures. However, a single transaction can take a few minutes or days or even weeks. It depends on whether it's just a check or a mysterious transfer of stock.
By Don Paul Martin
What Is "A" transaction?

The work of gift administrators is measured in numbers that are as nebulous as fog but are taken as rote by management.

Consider, for example, the number of transactions we perform in one year. What is “a” transaction? The responsibilities of each gift processor vary greatly. A single transaction might mean one thing in a one-person office and something completely different in an office with larger staff and volume. Even in identical offices, a transaction might be a $10 check that takes less than 30 seconds to process, or it could be a gift involving weeks of work.

In December, a donor gave shares of stock to my school, but I had no idea who the donor was. These mystery gifts happen frequently. When the transferring broker doesn’t tell our broker who the gift is from and I’m not told by the donor that he or she was planning on sending this gift, then I have shares in our account that I can’t sell.

When this happens, I first ask our broker to help identify the donor, then I run queries [in the database] to see who has given us that same stock in the past. I also place a value on the shares and query whether anybody in our database who has given stock in the past has pledge payments due near that value. I e-mail the results to colleagues, asking if they’re aware of a pending stock transaction from one of their contacts.

If I can identify the donors, I usually have to also secure documentation for the fund they would like their gift to support. If I can’t identify the donor, I have to send the shares back to the transmitting broker, lest I potentially violate the U.S. Patriot Act.

I create forms for our donors, available on our Web site, and I’ve even put stock donation instructions on the back of my business cards for capital gift officers to hand out.

Regarding the mystery gift in December (my busiest time of year), after doing all of the research possible and not receiving any word from the donor or broker, my only recourse was to return the shares. Weeks later, the transmitting broker notified the donor that her shares had been returned, so we suddenly had an irate donor on our hands who couldn’t understand why I had “refused her gift without even the benefit of a phone call.” I also had angry coworkers—despite the carefully crafted forms, queries, e-mails, and business cards I had distributed.

I called the donor to explain the situation and made a friend. She re-sent the shares and faxed me the donor stock form (including fund documentation) that I’d sent her. When the shares arrived, I coordinated their sale with our broker, valued it, entered the gift into Raiser’s Edge along with a tribute to her late dad, scanned the documentation electronically, filed the scan to our server, gener​ated a personalized acknowledgment letter, and sent it off to the proper person here to sign.

That was “a” transaction—hours of phone calls, queries, e-mails, calculations, and stewardship involved. It counts equally as the 30-second check transaction. On paper, that’s two transactions, but that hardly tells the whole story.
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