Frequently Asked Questions About Capital Campaigns

What is a capital campaign?

A capital fundraising campaign is an intensive fundraising effort in a defined time-frame for a specific capital project such as a new library building, a renovation or large equipment purchases such as a Kurzweil Reader.  The dollar goal is substantially more than the library has ever tackled before for its annual needs.  The fundraising strategy used in capital campaigns uses leading community volunteers as canvassers to solicit leadership gifts from wealthy donors.

What does it take to plan a successful capital campaign?

Capital campaigns are goal oriented and volunteer-driven; which means that there must be a large component of planning to determine the dollar goal and the fundraising is executed by volunteer canvassers.  The planning can take a long time, but it’s vitally important to the success of the fundraising that you not broadcast to the general public details of the project through the planning phase.  The planning should be done by a small group of people who build the strategy for the campaign.  They will determine the dollar goal for the community fundraising, who the best prospects are for leadership gifts, who the best people are for leadership volunteer positions. They will also create the marketing materials to support the campaign.

Where do we start the capital campaign?

Capital campaigns roll out in 3 basic phases.  First is the planning phase, or as some people refer to it, the “dream” phase.  This is where you dream about the ideal library that your community deserves for the next generation of library users.  Included in the planning stage could be a formal fundraising feasibility study which is described below.  The second phase is the “leadership” phase where you test your vision of a new library with community leaders and secure their investment in the project.  Once you’ve reached a commitment of 60% or better of your dollar goal you can move to the final phase which is referred to as the “public” phase.  This is where the whole community is engaged in supporting the library through a wide variety of events and celebrations, and the remainder of the donations is brought in.

What is a leadership gift and why is that the starting point?

The strategy used for capital campaigns is very important for success.  Starting with leadership gifts is a key element of the strategy.  A leadership gift is a donation at the top of the gift range chart.  An example of gift range charts can be found on the last page.  It is most common that leadership gifts make up 60% or more of the campaign goal – so the top donors win your campaign in the quiet phase before you go into the public phase.   The lead gift in a typical campaign could be 10-20% of the total campaign goal, with second and third tier gifts making up the rest of 60%.  This could be a small group of donors, usually around 10, depending on the size of your campaign goal.  It is common for fundraising programs to have 80% of the revenue given by 20% of your donors.  In a capital campaign it will skew to 90% of campaign dollars coming from 10% of campaign donors.  
 
This underlines the importance of planning the fundraising campaign before setting out on a broadly-based fundraising effort in the community – the major donations need to be committed first.  A capital campaign sets the bar high for donations to the project and prospective donors need to understand at what level you need them to contribute to reach your goal.  A carefully planned strategy is important in identifying leadership donors and going to them first to discuss the project, and explaining your expectation of their commitment to its success.  

How do we rate our donors?

There are a couple of pretty simple methods of rating donors that may include a simple grid you can build to classify who you should see first.  Rating donors can be done in the early stages of a capital campaign but do not spend a lot of time debating the ratings of a small pool of potential major donors – just get out and make the calls!  If there is linkage to the organization, the ability to make a major investment, and the interest in what the library does, then there’s no reason to delay in getting in to see the donor.  The biggest decision will be who is the best person to make the call.  The volunteer should be a peer and a donor at the leadership level themselves.

Where will the money come from?

Leadership gifts to libraries have come from local business leaders, community leaders, service clubs, and wealthy individuals who recognize the importance of having a library that will meet the needs of the next generation of library users.  Often they don’t need a lot of recognition for their generous contributions.  They are satisfied that their investment in the library will be good for the whole community.  Many libraries have never waged a capital campaign, so it’s difficult for them to think that there could be generous people in their community who would support them with leadership gifts.  However, it is vitally important to the success of the campaign that community leaders and local philanthropists be engaged.  

We’ve not done any fundraising before, can we still do this?

There are great success stories across the province of libraries that have taken on major fundraising initiatives for a new library. It is more difficult to start from scratch with no experience in fundraising, no donor records, no history of philanthropy, but libraries are a valued community resource, and community leadership generally rises to the challenge.  With a good plan and strategy in place, it should be easy to galvanize the community to get behind the project.  Libraries don’t ask the public for donations very often but when they do, they are usually very successful. 

What is a funding feasibility study?

A feasibility or planning study is a formal survey of the community that assesses the likelihood of success for a capital campaign and identifies potential individual donors and volunteers for the campaign. An independent consultant is hired to conduct the fundraising feasibility study. A standard survey questionnaire is put before community leaders, prospective foundations and individual donors, and key friends of the library for feedback.  

A well-designed feasibility study should reveal:

· The library's real and perceived strengths and weaknesses in fundraising;

· The community’s perceptions of the library;

· Who would be effective leaders for the fundraising campaign;

· Names of potential major donors / funders and what areas of the campaign they would be most interested in;

· Campaign timing, such as when the fundraising campaign should be launched ;

· What other major fundraising campaigns are launching that might compete for the same donors;
Possible alternatives for raising the funds or completing the project; and,

· Who your allies are and who might oppose the project or the campaign.

Is a funding feasibility study necessary?

A library can gain a lot of important information from a feasibility study.  If there is not a fundraising culture at the library it’s important to test the case for support with community leadership and gauge their interest.  The study is done by an independent consultant and could cost between $8,000 and $20,000.  It may seem like a big investment of resources but the information gained from the study will put you on great footing when it comes time to launch your campaign.  Some libraries have been able to secure municipal funding to cover the costs of the study.  You may not need to do a study if the municipality is covering all the costs of the new library and it is not necessary to do a community fundraising campaign or the timeline does not allow for one.

What role will board members play?

The board’s role is to guide the planning process in collaboration with library management.  The need for a new library space should be identified in a strategic plan.  Engaging partners such as the municipality and expressing the need for the new library is a crucial role for library leadership.  Educating them about how a capital campaign works is vitally important so that they can make informed choices regarding the future of the library.  The board must delegate the responsibility of the campaign to a volunteer committee.  The board does not have to take an active role in the campaign itself but should consider making a thoughtful donation at the leadership level.

Is a consultant needed?

Having someone on your team with capital campaign experience is certainly to your advantage.  It’s a very specific strategy and usually big dollar goals are at stake.  You certainly need a consultant to do a funding feasibility study – you need that objective interviewer role and a consultant can help you with your support documentation such as a case for support.  If you don’t have ready access to a pool of volunteers with capital campaign experience from the local hospital or college then you should consider professional assistance.  Many libraries that have used consultants have said that they could never have had a successful campaign without their help.  Libraries tend to start with a disadvantage – no history of fundraising, no donor records, no volunteer committees – so it may be worth your while to consider professional help. The Maine Philanthropy Center keeps a list of consultants who do this kind of work.

Can we accept in-kind donations for a capital campaign?

A library can certainly accept in-kind gifts toward the new library.  You should be cautious about what you accept and how the value is determined.  It may also impact on the project accounting so be sure that if the contribution is in support of the building budget that it gets credited properly.  Gifts that will be used in the course of the campaign, such as raffle prizes, or printing costs for brochures, can easily be accounted for internally.  However if a manufacturer wants to donate window frames toward the construction budget, it would be prudent to have clear policies around these transactions first.

How much should the municipality commit to a new library project?

This is a common concern for libraries, how funding much should each of the partners be responsible for in a building campaign.   The most common scenario is the municipality covers the costs of its ‘asset’, the building itself, and the library commits to cover the costs for FF&E – fittings, furniture and equipment through a community fundraising effort.  This can work out to be 10-20% of total construction costs.  

 

