
EARLIER THIS YEAR, Ruth, CalSAC’s executive director and I jumped 
out of an airplane at 13,000 feet—hurtling through the air, side by 
side—me stone-faced in horror; her laughing the whole way down 
(not an unfamiliar dynamic between us).  Getting on the plane and 
out those cabin doors was no small feat for me–at moments I must 
have resembled that cartoon cat who, no matter how hard you try 
to drag them out the door, they find a way to contort and flatten 
their body every which way to keep from passing through. Yet, we 
took the leap. Then, at about 3,000 feet our parachutes opened, and 
we were suddenly floating, bobbing through the air, looking far off 
onto the horizon at all the possibility below.  

You may be wondering how Ruth and I ended up taking this 
extreme leap of faith. As a youth-development organization, we 
have enjoyed celebrating the spirit of youth and youth program-
ming through a vibrant and fun campaign for Giving Tuesday.  
Our first year participating in 2016, staff completed challenges 
when specific fundraising milestones had been met—we took the 

ice bucket challenge, got pied in the face, and shaved a side of our 
heads.  Our community loved celebrating the campaign with us 
through these challenges—and our social media presence grew ex-
ponentially in the days surrounding Giving Tuesday. Ruth skydiv-
ing was the final challenge for 2017—it was our 35th anniversary 
and a clear turning point for the organization, as we launched a 
new brand and embarked on a multi-year strategy to grow our 
voice, programs and impact. Ruth was “leaping forward toward 
the next 35 years” after we met our 2017 $100,000 individual giv-
ing goal. I jumped in solidarity.

Little did I know that this experience would feel so familiar.  
Only two years before in 2015, we launched the first individual 
giving campaign in the history of the organization.  And each year 
thereafter, we have increased our giving goals by 30-50 percent.  
Every year, the goal seems impossible—by November, it feels like 
we’re careening through the air at 100 miles an hour—and yet, 
each time the parachute opens, and we land safely on our feet, 
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with the goal at hand. This is certainly not by accident—getting to 
this point in time took careful consideration and planning and full 
commitment from our board and staff to embrace this new way 
of work. It has also not been easy—there have been a ton of chal-
lenges and lessons along way. Yet, I’ve been pleased and relieved 
to find that because I’m working with a team where everyone feels 
responsible and takes ownership for the work, together, we meet 
every challenge head-on.

Modeling a Culture of Giving
CalSAC’s intention for creating an individual giving program was 
not just about developing a new revenue stream.  It was also de-
signed to model and cultivate a culture of giving in the community 
we serve: the out-of-school time field (i.e., before school, after- 
school and summer learning programs and professionals). This 
was no small feat—with a base largely comprised of young, often 
part-time, hourly workers, many on the ground didn’t identify 
themselves as people who could or should be donors. It was im-
portant to us that we challenged the notion that only certain types 
of people are donors, championing the message that every person, 
regardless of income, race, or zip code can take action. Our in-
tention was to create opportunity for every person to contribute 
to and take ownership for the things that are most important to 
them—to feel their power to make change. We also valued this 
new means for engaging our constituency and the opportunity to 
deepen their commitment and connection to CalSAC.  

Another goal was to model, teach and empower individuals in 
the field to become fundraisers—to build their skills to support 
their own programs or other organizations that they cared about.  
We sought to challenge the perception that fundraising is a skill 
held only by a select few, successful for only certain types of peo-
ple. Instead, we believe that anyone can fundraise with guidance 
and support, using their own unique strengths. We also hoped for 
our constituents to experience fundraising in a new way—not a 
slog, but an exciting, fun and rewarding experience. We’ve found 
that the work can be incredibly empowering, especially when in 
community with others and when connected to the end goal of 
creating change. We saw our individual giving program as an in-

credible opportunity to build power in and for the out-of-school 
time field, alongside every person in the community. 

 
Analysis and Planning
With these values in mind, CalSAC got to work. The project began 
in 2013 with a fundraising analysis including market research, 
constituent feedback, an assessment of field and funding trends 
and a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) 
analysis, resulting in a multi-year development strategy and road-
map. Another important action at the start of the project was seek-
ing the investment of foundations. The S.H. Cowell Foundation 
and The David and Lucile Packard Foundation each provided a 
$25,000 match to support the first two years of the giving pro-
gram. The matching grants were key motivators for donors to 
give—and a great tool for fundraisers to use as they approached 
prospects.      

Building Board Buy In
Board members were active participants in the shaping of the 
development strategy, helping to identify key long-term goals for 
the organization as well as strategizing short-term actions for the 
board to support the plan. Recruitment for new board members 
shifted to include interview questions around fundraising experi-
ence and willingness as well as provided a clear expectation that 
all board members give and fundraise. An external committee 
was also added to the board structure, with the charge of leading 
the board in meeting its fundraising responsibility.  Board mem-
bers were committed and excited about the individual giving pro-
gram—as we geared up for the first year’s launch, board members 
practiced making a fundraising pitch, identified prospects from 
their personal and professional contacts, and the first board house 
party was planned to coincide with the campaign.  

Board engagement yielded big lessons as we shifted towards 
becoming a fundraising board. Early on, I focused my attention on 
creating resources to support the board in its fundraising work—
prospecting worksheets, fundraising “how to” tip sheets, phone and 
email scripts, CalSAC collateral, and one-on-one coaching.  While 
these resources are valuable and moved some board members, it 
wasn’t enough—I had appealed to the head while bypassing the 
heart.  We’ve since shifted our approach to fundraising training so 
that board members spend more of their time exploring CalSAC’s 
mission and their own personal mission, philosophy and connec-
tion to the work, yielding a deeper commitment and willingness in 
board members to take on fundraising.

Acknowledging the need for this shift from head to heart has 
been gradual and is still a work in progress.  Much of the change 
in my perspective and understanding came from having conversa-
tions with board members. Some of these discussions were in re-
sponse to difficult or uncomfortable moments around fundraising 
while others were centered around developing board fundraising 

OUR INTENTION WAS TO CREATE 
OPPORTUNITY FOR EVERY PERSON TO 
CONTRIBUTE TO AND TAKE OWNERSHIP FOR 
THE THINGS THAT ARE MOST IMPORTANT 
TO THEM—TO FEEL THEIR POWER TO MAKE 
CHANGE. 

March–April 2018

15

CASE STUDY



training. It has been very beneficial to ask in collaboration with 
board members: “What does the board need in this moment?”  As 
someone who has a very distinct personality and perspective (as 
we all do), it has been incredibly helpful to have other voices—and 
specifically board voices—contributing to the development of our 
board training and engagement plans.  

One of the most memorable activities that reflects this shift 
in approach was a “What is your why?” activity.  The idea behind 
the session is that we often talk about what we do, but not why we 
do it—both as an organization and as individuals. Yet, our why 
reflects our deepest values—it is what drives us and motivates 
us to take action. During the session, each individual explored 
their personal why and then shared with a partner. Next, they 
connected their why to CalSAC—identifying how their personal 
why is honored and fueled through their role as a CalSAC board 
member.  While simple, this exercise brought forward new mean-
ing for many participants—deepening each board member’s con-
nection to their role and purpose.  

Customization has also been incredibly important for the 
board, acknowledging that each person has differing capacities 
to give and get donations, and fundraising methods are not “one-
size-fits-all.”  In 2017, every board member set their own fundrais-
ing goals (a minimum was also still in place) as well as identified 
their approach to fundraising for the year—using a range of op-
tions and resources, such as a house party, peer-to-peer campaign, 
and online auction. We’ve also learned to coach board members 
differently to support this customization and to encourage indi-
viduals to be self-led. Instead of dictating a specific rigid plan, 
communicating: “This is your next step to move your fundraising 
work forward” we now ask, “What’s your next step to move your 
fundraising work forward?”  

In 2017, 80 percent of board members met their personal fund-
raising goals, a growth from 38 percent the previous year. As we’ve 
continued to listen, adjust and encourage open dialogue about the 
work, together we’ve begun to settle into a process that supports 
an active fundraising board.  Ultimately, change takes time—a les-
son my impatient past-self had not yet learned.  Approaching the 

shift to a fundraising board more directly as change management 
would have likely made the process smoother for all involved.

Staff:  Stumbling Into a Distributed Fundraising Model
In 2015, just as the first campaign was launching, I was hired as 
the director of development, after an over five-year hiatus from 
having fundraising staff.  Before this, program staff were working 
closely with our executive director to drive fundraising for their 
respective programs. This dynamic created the perfect starting 
point for a unique and strong staff culture around fundraising.  
Program staff participated in the interviewing, hiring and training 
of my development position and continued, once I was on board, 
to consult around fundraising for their programs, as they had the 
deepest knowledge and strongest relationships with the people we 
had planned to engage as donors. This established a partnership 
between program and development staff, where we co-created 
fundraising campaigns and efforts. I was also brought into pro-
gram meetings to help consult on topics where I held expertise, 
which created a wonderful reciprocal relationship, building trust 
and ownership across our staff team.

CalSAC has also intentionally kept the lines between devel-
opment and program blurred, ensuring that we have opportuni-
ties to collaborate and innovate together. For example, program 
staff continue to write and design their own email newsletters 
and make website updates for their projects, with support from 
development and communications staff.  In turn, development 
staff work all major program events, which not only connects 
the team, but also gives development staff a chance to interact 
with constituents, a rare and valuable opportunity. Our annual 
plan is also developed together, so that we all have knowledge of 
each other’s projects and timelines, making space for us to find 
conflicts between departments as well as opportunities to work 
together.  This interdependence supports collaboration and main-
tains knowledge, expertise and appreciation across the staff team.  

This collaborative culture laid the groundwork for what has be-
come a distributed fundraising model across the staff team. The 
model was solidified at the end of the year in 2016, when we were 
facing a major problem with our year-end campaign. Our efforts 
had not raised the funds we anticipated for the year–and with the 
present plan, we didn’t expect to get close to our goal.  Our solution 
was to create a big splash for Giving Tuesday—recognizing that we 
needed all hands on deck to be successful.  With about a month’s no-
tice, our full staff team prepared for Giving Tuesday. Staff gave input 
into the fun challenges we’d complete when fundraising milestones 
were met (e.g., pies in the face, shaved heads, etc.), and committed 
to phone banking throughout the day to drive donations. Staff also 
attended two training sessions to dig deeper into perceptions and 
barriers to fundraising, and reviewed resources such as call scripts 
and prospecting lists to facilitate the work. Staff joined phone bank-
ing teams, equipped with a team leader (experienced fundraiser) 
who provided day-of support and troubleshooting.  Organically, 
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staff started to reach out to their own contacts asking them to give, 
and excitement for Giving Tuesday grew.  

We tracked donations on a thermometer and instituted what 
is now a CalSAC fundraising tradition: the celebration bell.  Any 
time a staff member receives a donation, they ring the bell, which 
prompts the rest of the team to celebrate. Now, for every cam-
paign, the bell hangs in our office so that staff, board and volun-
teers can share in the practice. The day of Giving Tuesday, the 
office was pulsing with excitement—each time a milestone was 
met, a new staff person was stepping up to do a silly challenge 
and the rest of the team was celebrating them for their courage; 
the bell was ringing with the team cheering; and our thermometer 
was filling up, each action promoting the next. The result was 
miraculous—we met our goal and our full team made it happen 
together. A new fundraising model for CalSAC was born.

Since the “Great Giving Tuesday of 2016,” we continue to look 
for ways to deepen and strengthen the distributed fundraising 
model across our staff team. Staff are key contributors to fund-
raising planning—the full staff team is engaged around develop-
ment on a bimonthly basis and director staff are consulted on 
fundraising projects on an ongoing basis. All staff give and fun-
draise for the organization, and director-level program staff have 
begun to step in as leads for fundraising projects and campaigns.  
Maintaining this collaborative atmosphere is hard work and often 
takes more time and patience than if it had been done within one 
department. Yet, the benefits far outweigh the costs, as the result 
is more effective, creative and relevant campaigns with deeper 
buy-in and support from the staff team.  The distributed fundrais-
ing model works across CalSAC’s staff because of shared values, 
shared accountability, and a deep belief in the transformative work 
of the organization. True cultivation of staff as fundraisers means 
maintaining and growing the culture that supports this unique 
approach to the work.

Expanding Our Circle
A new addition in 2017 was the Giving Ambassador program.  
The program was designed for CalSAC constituents to become 
peer-to-peer fundraisers for the organization, fulfilling our inten-
tion to model, teach and empower individuals in the out-of-school 
time field to fundraise. Many staff and board members were also 

Giving Ambassadors and joined teams, which provided a great 
opportunity for different organizational stakeholders to work 
alongside each other. In our inaugural year, four board members, 
eight staff and 13 constituents became Giving Ambassadors.  

Giving Ambassadors participated in a full day of train-
ing and joined fundraising teams to work toward a collec-
tive team fundraising goal as well as individual giving goals. 
Each individual and team set their own goals based on their 
prospect lists, time available, and experience with the work. 
Throughout the month of the campaign, Giving Ambassa-
dors held check-ins with their teams, promoting peer support, 
feedback and spirit as well as keeping a focus on the work at 
hand. Captains were identified by their teammates to help drive 
the work and encourage ongoing communication. Expecta-
tions of Giving Ambassadors were communicated as follows: 

Giving Ambassador Profile:
■■ Excited to learn about fundraising best practices.
■■ Motivated to support CalSAC’s year-end campaign.
■■ Willing to try on the role of fundraiser, reaching out to 
friends, family and colleagues to ask them to give.

■■ Eager to support their team towards a collective fundraising 
goal through check-ins, troubleshooting and cheerleading.

Training was a much simpler process than expected. We de-
signed sessions to slowly acclimate Giving Ambassadors and help 
them get comfortable with fundraising. Yet, we found that par-
ticipants were fundraising ready—they were excited to receive 
the professional development and motivated by the opportunity 
to give back.  

As simple as it was to onboard Giving Ambassadors, recruit-
ing was a different story. Initially, we had intended to bring on 
35 Giving Ambassadors for our inaugural year, but only ended 
up with 25 fundraisers. I’d hypothesize that the resistance I ex-
pected during training didn’t happen because this reluctance was 
expressed through the recruiting process.  Moving forward, we 
plan to expand our message around our giving philosophy and 
the impact and opportunity of becoming a Giving Ambassador.  
We also intend to involve Giving Ambassadors in planning for 
the upcoming year, which also provides an opportunity to engage 
these individuals in recruiting.

Capacity to move this new work is also a strain and concern.  
It takes considerable effort to build and grow a peer-to-peer giv-
ing program.  Providing effective technical assistance to Giving 
Ambassadors is the most prevalent need, which will only grow 
as more Giving Ambassadors get involved.  In the 2017 year-end 
campaign, it was challenging to balance the Giving Ambassador 
program and general campaign, which resulted in lower donor 
retention numbers as well as reduced time developing other rev-
enue streams. To support continued growth and success, we plan 
to hire an additional development staff person to increase capacity 
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for our individual giving program as well as expand other revenue 
sources and strategies.  

Ultimately, Giving Ambassador fundraising accounted for 53 per-
cent of the funds raised during our year-end campaign, an effort well 
worth the return.  It was also incredibly powerful to work in partner-
ship with these individuals to support the organization—to hear their 
stories of CalSAC’s impact, to share impressions and interpretations of 
philanthropic work and to feel our collective power as a group driv-
ing change. It is also important to note that 73 percent of CalSAC’s 
Giving Ambassadors were people of color.  Considering the develop-
ment field is predominately white, it is meaningful to be bring forward 
new diverse voices into our development work. Whether the Giving 
Ambassador experience brings new skills to an individual who can 
better support their own organization, or someone finds a new career 
path, we see it as a win, and a means for actively meeting our mission.  

Taking the Leap
Over the past two years, there have been many moments when I was 
reluctant to take the risk necessary to move our fundraising work. It is 
in my nature to want to have everything all planned and perfect before 
launching—yet, a perfect plan not implemented raises no funds. By 
necessity, we have had to leap into the individual giving space and “build 
the plane while flying.”  What I’ve found is that while messy, our biggest 
opportunities and greatest successes have come to pass when things were 
the most messy—and often, the most dire.  Fear can be a strong driver 
in these moments (for better or worse)—and for me, the CalSAC com-
munity has been the antidote to the fear. Standing in community with 
others has a grounding effect for me, reawakening innovation, creativity 
and fun. It is incredibly powerful to be driving toward an important goal, 
knowing that every person on my team has the same fire and commit-
ment to get to the finish line. This is teamwork at its best—and many 
times over has been the parachute in my “sky jump.”   

Next time I go skydiving (if that ever happens again), my goal 
will be to embrace all that comes with that leap of faith—the fear, 
the leap, the bliss. Until then, I will stick with a close second to that 
thrill, embracing the magic of individual giving fundraising, with all 
its imperfection and messiness…and all its community, connection 
and impact.  I will also celebrate everything that comes with that leap 
of faith—the fear, the many leaps, the bliss. Looking ahead, I see a 
ton of potential—while the goal for 2018 is that much more bold and 
ambitious, there is something special about this individual giving work 
that I’m not sure I get to experience in any other part of my job.  This 
is where as development professionals we get a chance to feel the work, 
to connect to the people and the mission.  This is where I hear the call 
of our mission, witness the depth of our impact, and feel the vibration 
of a movement. ■  

Lupine Reppert is the director of development for the California School-

Age Consortium (CalSAC), committed to building a future where every child 

in California—regardless of income, race or zip code—has access to high 

quality, affordable out-of-school time programs.

CalSAC’s Individual Fundraising 
Program Development Timeline  

2013
Organizational effectiveness funding from The David and 
Lucile Packard Foundation supports the development of 
the CalSAC Board of Directors; a fundraising audit begins.

2014 – August
CalSAC Board of Directors adopts an individual giving 
strategy for the organization and meets their first 100 
percent board giving goal.

2015 – July
Launches the first individual giving campaign in the 33-
year history of the organization.

2015 – September
Invests in fundraising by hiring a development director, 
the first in over 5 years.

2015 – December
Raises over $50,000 in 2015, including a $25K matching 
grant from the S.H. Cowell Foundation.

2016 – January
Board members develop personal fundraising plans, in-
creasing their give/get contribution by 67 percent over 
the prior year.

2016 – November
All staff members are trained and empowered to fund-
raise for the organization by inviting constituents, friends 
and family to give.  Staff voluntarily initiates 100 percent 
staff giving.

2016 – December
Raises over $75,000 in 2016 including a $25K matching 
grant from The David and Lucile Packard Foundation, 
doubling the amount raised in individual donations over 
the prior year and growing donors by 63 percent.

2017 – March
Distributed fundraising model expanded to include di-
rector-level program staff as leads for fundraising projects 
and campaigns.

2017 – April
222 percent increase in recurring donations in 2017 
through a recurring donor campaign.

2017 – October
25 Giving Ambassadors come together for the End of 
Year Campaign Kick-Off and Giving Ambassador Training.

2017 – December
Raises over $100,000 in 2017 including a $35K matching 
grant from the S.D. Bechtel, Jr. Foundation.  Giving Am-
bassadors account for 53 percent of the amount raised 
during the end-of-year campaign (total raised in cam-
paign: $38,190).
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