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Top 10 Challenges

 The current economic climate and shifting donor attitudes have resulted in the non-profit sector struggling to maintain viability 
and secure permanence, stability and strength. This report discusses the top ten challenges impacting gift planning – the most 
important component of endowment strength and sustainability. We will conclude with a discussion on how you can turn these 
challenges into opportunities for the benefit of your non-profit and donors. 

1. Endowments are the key to longevity 
of every non-profit organization. 
Likewise, a proactive gift planning 
program is essential to a strong 
endowment. 

2. Many non-profits are struggling to 
maintain a strong and sustainable gift 
planning model. Too often, short-term 
financial needs and organizational 
goals end up competing with the 
development and implementation of 
a long-term planned giving strategy. 
Strong leadership, vision and 
commitment are required to address 
these issues if a non-profit wants to 
succeed.

The following summarizes the top ten gift planning challenges, which will be 
discussed in greater detail. The first five are external challenges, and the 
final five are internal challenges.

To begin, it’s critical to keep 
in mind that there remain 
two important foundational 
truths with respect to gift 
planning:

Charities and their endowments are facing their stiffest 
challenges. The answers can no longer be found in the 
past – the donor landscape has changed permanently.

1.  Fewer available donors

2. Personal donor concerns
 are restraining giving

3. Technology disruptors

4. Donor confidence crisis 

5. External scrutiny 

6. Inadequate budget

7. Lack of board support

8. Ineffective tools

9. Too little time

10. Short-term focus 
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While concerns abound and uncertainty remains – so does opportunity. Non-profits have an 
extraordinary opportunity to address the issues facing their organizations and provide a solution 
for their donors through a planned giving strategy. 

By virtue of the fact that you are reading this Special Report, you are no doubt experiencing 
the weight of the challenges facing every non-profit . . . and you are looking for insights and 
answers. We hope to provide both. 

Without exception, vibrant giving programs across generations are essential to the viability of 
non-profits. Similarly, healthy endowments are the foundation for the sustained existence of 
every non-profit in order to meet their future needs. It will no longer be possible – though we 
would argue it never truly was – to maintain a vibrant giving or a healthy endowment program 
without a sustainable, proactive planned giving program. Yet many non-profits are struggling 
and failing to do just that. 

Without question these are uncertain economic times. What this has created however, is a 
seismic shift in donor attitudes which will remain in place even after the current climate and 
uncertainty improves. As non-profit practitioners you must accept that traditional donor models 
have been forever changed by the impact of today’s economic environment. Your future success 
depends on adapting to this shift and implementing a donor strategy that aligns with these 
realities, as well as those of your target donors. 

The purpose of this Special Report is to provide guidance to ensure you’re equipped to honestly 
and effectively face the future head on and create a win-win for all parties concerned. No one 
ever said that sustaining a successful non-profit was an easy proposition. Nor could anyone 
have predicted the pronounced and lasting impact economic factors would have on traditional 
donor platforms. There is no doubt that the challenges facing the sector today are greater 
than they have ever been. Regardless, we are convinced that focusing on your strengths as an 
organization and keeping an open mind about implementing a fresh approach to planned giving 
will help both your non-profit and your donors succeed. 

A personal message from Jay Stark
and Keith Thomson:

THE DONOR MOTIVATION PROGRAM®

Jay Stark, 
DMP Professional in Saskatoon, SK

Keith Thomson, 
DMP Director, Canada
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1. Fewer available donors:
 Fewer Canadians are giving to charities. 

According to the Canada Revenue 
Agency, the percentage of Canadians 
claiming donations declined from 
30% in 1990 to 23% in 2013.  Fewer 
charities are receiving donations, and 
furthermore, Canadians are actually 
giving to a fewer number of charities, 
down to 3.7 in 2007 from 4.3 in 2004. 
(Source: Statistics Canada)

 The shrinking donor base is more 
concentrated in higher net worth 
individuals. In 1997 only 28% of donors 
had an income over $80,000. By 2011 
that number was 55%. High net worth 
donors are also the source of most of 
the donations in Canada: 83% of all 
donations received came from just the 
top 25% of donors.

2. Personal donor concerns are 
restraining giving: 

 According to studies done by the 
Canadian Centre for Philanthropy, 
Canadians choose not to give more 
primarily because of the following 
three reasons: (i) the need to save 
money for future expenses; (ii) don’t 
like the way requests are made; and 
(iii) the concern that money donated 
will not be used efficiently.

 Of note, as the following table 
indicates, the number one reason top 
donors don’t give more is that they 
do not like the way that requests are 
made. 

3. Technology disruptors:
 Crowd-funding platforms such as 

Kickstarter, Indiegogo, Kiva, and 
Giveffect are competing for donor 
dollars. Among the younger generation 
of donors, these new platforms are 
becoming the preferred form of giving. 

Anisa Mirza, CEO of Giveffect, describes the appeal: “Crowd-funding 
platforms are built for the iPad generation. The ability to involve your 
community, launch and brand campaigns as you wish, and the ability to 
offer perks, makes crowd-funding a fun event in itself.” These younger 
donors of today will be the older donors of tomorrow, and they are ushering 
in a different way of doing business in the not-for-profit world. 

 New platforms are further changing the way charities receive donor 
dollars. CanadaHelps is a popular conduit through which donors can give 
anonymously to any of Canada’s registered charities: They direct gifts of 
up to $100,000 on a monthly basis, and sometimes see gifts as high as 
$1 million. Paul Nazareth, VP of Community Engagement at CanadaHelps, 
believes that donors truly value the privacy that comes from anonymous 
giving, along with the simplicity of one transaction and one receipt. The 
challenge is that the charity does not know where the money comes from, 
and therefore cannot reach out and form a relationship.

External Challenges

Technologies Disruptive Impact:

The world’s largest 
taxi company, 
owns no cars.

The most valuable 
retailer, has no 

inventory.

The world’s largest 
accommodation 

provider, owns no 
real estate.

The world’s most 
popular media 

owner, creates no 
content.

Top Reasons NOT 

To Give More
Average Donors Top Donors

• Save Money For   
 Future Needs
• Don’t Like the Way   
 Requests Are Made
• Money Won’t be   
 Used Efficiently

• Don’t Like the Way   
 Requests Are Made
• Money Won’t be   
 Used Efficiently
• Save Money For   
 Future Needs

The Philanthropic Spirit in Canada: Motivations and Barriers; © 2004 Canadian Centre for Philanthropy
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6. Inadequate budget: Many charities do not understand 
the value of gift planning in building relationships with 
key donors, and therefore do not prioritize it in their 
budget. 

 7. Lack of board support: The majority of board members 
are not sufficiently engaged with their charities to 
understand priorities such as planned giving. According 
to Executive Directors, typically the larger the charity 
the greater board engagement; however, only 7% of 
board members are considered “very engaged” even in 
those organizations with $10 million plus in revenue. 
The figures illustrated speak to the challenge that 
professionals in the industry are experiencing with their 
boards, whose members are not sufficiently engaged in 
their work. 

4. Donor confidence crisis: Research suggests a definite 
confidence crisis where charitable giving is concerned 
– only one in four Canadians trust charities. Among 
Canadian donors, 25% believe charities spend their 
funds dishonestly, while 75% believe that charities 
spend too much money on salaries and administration. 
(Source: The Muttart Foundation: Talking About 
Charities 2013)

 Not only is confidence at a historic low, but declining 
confidence is highest among what has traditionally been 
the most generous segment – the older and wealthier 
demographic. In fact, one out of six in this segment 
has actually stopped giving. Further, in 2014 the BMO 
Financial Group found that 43% of affluent Canadians 
are worried their donations will be spent unwisely. 

 Additionally, donors are less confident of the charitable 
sector’s reputation. In 2013 alone, 1,480 charities had 
their status revoked. Additionally, donors are more 
wary of the charitable sector’s reputation. The same 
year, the Canada Revenue Agency disallowed $6.3 
billion in donation receipts. As we all know the media 
then focuses disproportionately on the few examples of 
fraudulent organizations – leading to a more negative 
public perception of the charitable sector.

 Lastly, high staff turnover for charities undermines 
donor confidence and erodes relationships. The average 
tenure of a major gift fundraiser in Canada is 12 to 18 

months. Currently 50% anticipate leaving in two years or 
less. These staff issues are having an effect on donations: 
13% of major donors give less, or do not give at all, due 
to high turnover of charity relationships. (Source: Donor 
Centred Leadership, Penelope Burke, 2013)

5. External scrutiny: Watchdog organizations such as 
Charity Intelligence Canada tend to focus on what can 
be easily measured, such as administration costs and 
overhead. Media rankings similarly use simple criteria. 
Finance magazine MoneySense ranks charities only 
according to their fundraising efficiency, governance 
and transparency, and reserve fund size.  As a result, 
charities are being rated from a perspective that can be 
simplistic and one-dimensional, rather than evaluated on 
how well they are solving social issues. Simple ratings 
gain traction with the public, and ultimately influence 
donors.

Internal Challenges

“Not everything that can be counted counts, 
and not everything that counts can be counted.”

- Albert Einstein
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At this point, you have a good understanding of the top 
ten gift planning challenges; however, the reality is you 
also have a need to increase your endowment. Before 
we can begin to answer how this can be achieved, we 
need to reflect on what we know about today’s donors. 
The following are three shared characteristics of this 
demographic:

➜	Most donors want to ensure that their immediate 
family is looked after first, and in many cases that 
certain relatives and friends are also left some sort 
of inheritance

➜	They have an ongoing fear of losing their 
wealth  

➜	They are concerned about outliving their income

The sombre reality is that charitable giving is very often 
far down the list of priorities for an individual when it 
comes to estate planning. Obviously, this has a very real 
impact on you, the charity.

As non-profits, what’s next?

10. Short-term focus: Charities tend to focus on bringing 
in cash today at the expense of the longer-term 
considerations such as planned giving. In farming, there is 
always the temptation to eat the seed corn that must be 
saved to plant the following spring. Planned giving is much 
like the seed corn: although it is important for the future, 
it provides no immediate gratification. Planned giving can 
result in higher donations over the long-term, but charities 
are neglecting this in favour of short-term revenues. 
Support for planned giving programs typically declines as 
board members change or become disengaged. A lack of 
organizational stewardship is causing the urgent needs of 
today to outweigh the future security of the charity.

 The result of these internal obstacles is a “start-stop-
start-stop” approach to planned giving. Obviously this is 
not preferable, but what’s equally, if not more important, 
is the message this on-again, off-again approach is 
saying to your donors.

As a non-profit, you are no doubt asking yourself, “What’s 
next?” As needs mount, charities tend to focus on 
initiatives such as major giving and capital campaigns. 
Keeping in mind that your donors are worried about 
their own financial futures, they will think twice about 
your request, even if you are their favourite cause. Given 
all this, should major giving be your single, best focus? 
Probably not. You need to reconcile these two seemingly 
conflicting objectives – the challenges of your organization 
with the very real worries of your donors.

To succeed requires a different approach. The following 
story illustrates how this can be achieved. When 
executed properly, this approach demonstrates the key to 
an effective gift planning program – it benefits both the 
donor and the charity. And, more importantly, specifically 
in that order.

 Board member support is a particular challenge to gift 
planning due to a lack of understanding of the timelines 
involved. Board members can be impatient with 
results, and planned gifts are a less predictable source 
of revenue. The arrival of a planned gift cannot be 
timetabled, because someone has to die. Unfortunately, 
this leads board members to undervalue planned gifts. 

8. Ineffective tools: Effective planned giving fundraising 
tools are out of reach for many charities. Baby boomers 
reluctantly respond to direct mail, dislike telemarketers, 
and have issues giving on the Internet. They prefer face-
to-face solicitation, which is expensive. 

9. Too little time: A lack of time and inadequate skills 
can also affect fundraising efforts. Less than 20% of 
fundraisers work full-time in gift planning, and 25% 
report that they lack the skills and knowledge they need 
to secure gifts.



www.donormotivation.com (306) 934-5540
6

Warren And  St. Foresight

Footnote: St. Foresight was not the only recipient of Warren’s generosity upon his 
passing. His church received a $250,000 gift and a further $200,000 gift went to 
Warren’s alma mater.

As the host of the planned giving presentation, 
St. Foresight also received a number of benefits 
through Warren’s participation:

• Larger annual donation – Warren immediately 
doubled his annual gift

• The hospital became the major beneficiary of 
Warren’s estate – St. Foresight received a $963,000 
gift only two years later, when Warren died 
unexpectedly of a stroke

* Names have been changed to protect the privacy of the donor and charity in this 
example.

By implementing this gift planning strategy Warren 
received a number of benefits, including:

• A substantial income tax deduction

• Ability to sell the stock position without incurring 
an upfront capital gains liability

• Creation of a lifetime income stream that he would 
not outlive

• A 24% increase to his annual disposable income

BENEFITS TO WARREN BENEFITS TO ST. FORESIGHT

St. Foresight is a regional hospital that, like many health care 
institutions, was hit hard by the recession. Just as the need 
for its services was increasing, annual giving and endowment 
income were declining. However, unlike many non-profits in 
similar situations, St. Foresight consistently took some of 
its “seed corn” and invested it in a proactive, sustainable 
planned giving program that included regular donor events.

Warren* was a donor who consistently gave $5,000 annually 
to St. Foresight. At age 77, he had real concerns (and fears) 
of his own: he was afraid of running out of money. Although 
his dad had been a hard working dairy farmer, his family had 
often struggled to make ends meet. Warren had laboured 
beside his dad and learned the value of hard work, a value 

which he endeavoured to pass on to his own children. He also 
remembered the angst he felt in the pit of his stomach during 
the terse conversations his parents often had about not 
having enough money. He had tried to do things differently 
with his family, vowing not to replicate these conversations 
in his home. 

Consequently, when the invitation came to attend St. 
Foresight’s donor-centric planned giving presentation, it 
caught Warren’s attention and he decided to attend. St. 
Foresight hosted this event every quarter in order to maintain 
their status as “charity of choice” in the minds of its donors; 
knowing that on average Canadians give to three to four 
charities each year. 

Warren enjoyed the evening and the opportunity to see his 
friends at the hospital. However, it was the presentation that 
truly resonated with him – learning that there was another 
way to give to St. Foresight beyond a cash donation, and one 
that would allow him to create an income stream he would 
never outlive. Impressed and more committed to St. Foresight 
than ever, Warren took the next step and sought counsel 
from a professional advisor specializing in philanthropic 
planning. Based on his financial goals and personal views 
regarding money, Warren made a number of changes to his 
estate plan; including gifting 50% of a stock position that he 
had owned for many years, and using the remaining 50% to 
purchase an annuity that guaranteed an income he would 
never outlive.
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Lessons Learned

The Strategic Benefit To St. Foresight
Through the strength of its gift planning program, 
St. Foresight’s endowment experienced significant 
growth which allowed them to fund a number of 
special projects throughout the years. However, the 
real value of their endowment became clear when 
it was able to cut a cheque for $9.3 million to the 
hospital to cover a budget gap it experienced at the 
peak of the financial crisis. A major disaster had been 
averted because the hospital had the foresight and 
willingness, year-after-year, to invest in a proactive 
and sustainable gift planning program – even during 
the recession the donor events continued.

A donor-centric gift planning program succeeds 
because it speaks to your donors’ deepest needs 
and fears. It demonstrates first and foremost how 
they can take care of their own personal needs, in 
addition to those of the non-profits they hold near 
and dear. 

Many non-profits establish donor relationships 
based on a value exchange model that has not 
changed in decades. In this model, value flows in 
one direction – from the donors who give money to 
the non-profit they respect and cherish, who, in turn, 
provide a service to the community. It must be made 
clear that this type of value exchange model is not 
enough to sustain a non-profit. What has emerged 
is a model much more like the one illustrated in 
St. Foresight’s experience with Warren. This new 
model is more aligned with the changing climate 
and current demographics – a value exchange that 
moves in both directions and provides benefits to 
both the donors and the non-profits. 

In our example, the change in models provided St. Foresight with significant rewards that sustained its stated mission in 
both good times and bad. More importantly, the change in models also produced a change in focus. Instead of continued 
promotion of the non-profit’s mission, the focus became consistent communication surrounding the concerns affecting 
the donors themselves. While there will always be a place for major giving, it is a balanced approach that includes both 
gift planning and major giving that will win the day.
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At this point your goal should be clear – to create a donor-centric and sustainable planned giving program benefitting both 
your non-profit organization and your donors. Unfortunately, as is often the case, good intentions are undermined by poor 
execution. As a result of our experience in collaborating with numerous non-profits, we have uncovered the key elements which 
distinguish successful planned giving programs from those that fail. In fact, it’s the subject of our highly rated presentation,                                                                    
The 10 Critical Planned Giving Challenges and How To Overcome Them.

This presentation provides the keys to a sustainable planned giving program and addresses the following:

Making planned giving work for you and your donors

Major Giving

Charity created need

More benefits to charity

Charity-focused

Planned Giving

Life stage creates need

More benefits to donor

Donor-focused

A BALANCED APPROACH

Mutual Benefits Of 
Using A Balanced 
Approach

Through planned giving you can expect 
your non-profit to receive:

• Deeper bonds with donors who now feel they have 
ownership in the organization 

• A larger percentage of your donor’s income in annual 
gifts 

• A legacy benefit of the planned gift

Your donors will benefit from:

• A lifestyle income they cannot outlive 

• A more advantageous repositioning of assets that will 
assist in reducing taxes and creating tax deductions 

• A lifelong connection with their non-profit of choice 

• A meaningful legacy they can leave to the organization

It is important to keep in perspective 
the mutual benefits of gift planning 
for your organization and its donors. 

• The nine results every planned giving program must achieve in 
order to be successful 

• Targeting the ideal planned giving donor 

• How to integrate planned giving with your major giving program 

• What three investments are critical to success 

• What does your “donor funnel” reveal about your ability to 
encourage more gifts 

• How to best leverage your investment in a planned giving 
strategy

• The effectiveness of presentations as a tool to execute a 
planned giving strategy 

• What two “tracks” should your planned giving program 
“ride” to be successful 

• How limited time and resources shouldn’t impact your 
ability to implement a planned giving strategy 

• Training internal resources to become planned giving 
professionals
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How will non-profits fare in the “new” future? Hopefully we have driven home 
the fact that you can no longer maintain the status quo – things will not return 
to the way they were. Organizations that fail to adapt and change will, sooner 
or later, be left behind.

While your mission and commitment to serve has not changed, your challenge is 
to embrace new avenues as a means of engaging donors in win-win scenarios. 
Those organizations at the forefront of this change will flourish; however, those 
non-profits who remain idle will ultimately fall back.

Since 1995, we have used our skills to listen to non-profits – and their donors – taking 
what we’ve heard to build and perfect a proactive planned giving system that bridges the 
gap between organizations and their donors. Through The Donor Motivation Program® 
and The Donor Motivation Professionals of North America, a network of trained advisors, 
we have helped North American charities – large and small – “motivate planned giving.” 
More than 20,000 donors have engaged in our Donor Presentation Experience and rated 
it either “one of the finest” or “absolutely the best” of its kind. Why? Because it “speaks 
donor!”
Planned giving provides the perfect win-win solution to the challenges that non-profits 
face – as well as solving the biggest needs of your donors.

Our presentation, The 10 Critical Planned Giving Challenges and How To Overcome Them will help you further 
explore the benefits of a planned giving strategy for your organization, by addressing the issues outlined in this Special 
Report. It will also show you how to take your planned giving program to the next level. 

To make arrangements to book this presentation for your organization, please contact our office at (306) 934-5540. 

We take pride in our ability to assist non-profits with their gift planning objectives and look forward to helping your 
organization develop a win-win solution for you and your donors.

What’s Next?

We Can Help

Who We Are

“I believe so strongly that after decades – you have found the 
alchemy to make the ‘Gift Planning Talk’ actually net gifts.” 

- Paul Nazareth, VP Community Engagement, CanadaHelps


