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This research reveals that today’s severe and worsening shortage of 
qualified fundraisers poses a major threat to the future of many nonprofits 
and the people who rely on them for help.

This study was conducted by DickersonBakker’s research specialist, Dr. Paul 
Virts. Dr. Virts has a doctorate in communication research and over 30 years’ 
professional experience conducting marketing and donor research.
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Executive Summary
The problem of fundraising staff turnover has been much talked about in 
the nonprofit sector recently. Today, there is a commonly held belief that 
the average tenure for fundraisers is 18 months or less. One major study 
referred to fundraising staff positions as a “revolving door.” 

If nonprofits are indeed failing to maintain an adequate workforce to 
raise the resources they need, then that would pose a major threat to their 
future and to the people they serve.

DickersonBakker recently conducted a major nationwide survey of 
nonprofit leaders and fundraising professionals. This survey provides 
insight into the challenges and problems of hiring in the nonprofit 
workplace and uncovers potential solutions. Responses represented a 
wide variety of large and small, religious and non-religious nonprofit 
organizations. Some of what we learned surprised us.

One thing didn’t surprise us. Fundraising staff turnover is a big problem, 
particularly in field-fundraising positions. The majority of respondents 
indicated their organization had lost at least one fundraising professional in 
the past two to three years. At the same time, our study shows the average 
tenure for fund development professionals is much higher than expected. 

Yet, turnover is not the biggest problem nonprofit leaders face today. 
Our research uncovered another issue that is far more pressing. We are 
facing a severe shortage of qualified fundraisers in the marketplace. This 
problem will most certainly get worse as the economy improves. 

Finally, this study also uncovered an interesting fact about the 
importance of executive engagement in fundraising. Our data clearly 
shows the more the CEO is involved in fundraising, the greater the 
likelihood their organization will experience fundraising success. While 
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this may be commonly understood to be true, we are not aware of any 
other study verifying this correlation. However, fewer than half of the 
fundraising professionals responding to this study reported their Board 
and CEO were even reasonably involved in fundraising. Slightly more than 
one in ten (12%) respondents strongly affirmed their Board and executive 
leadership were actively involved in raising organizational support. 

When it comes to fundraising, few things are more important than the 
people you have doing it. This extends beyond the fundraising team into 
the ranks of the CEO and Board members. There are many ways we can 
make improvements in this area. Therefore, we conclude this report with 
a set of recommendations we believe will help nonprofit organizations 
build and develop a healthy, growing, and sustainable fundraising 
workforce to fuel their future success. 

FIGURE 1: Percentage of  
Organizations Experiencing  

Turnover in Recent Years

63%

37%

Experienced 
Turnover 

Had No 
Turnover

Key Findings
1. Fundraising Staff Turnover  
 is a Persistent Problem 
  This study leaves little doubt that fundraising  

staff turnover is a persistent problem:

 •  Nearly two-thirds (63%) of the  
nonprofit organizations surveyed said  
they experienced some level of staff  
turnover in their fundraising department  
within the last two to three years. 

 •  On average, more than one in four (26%) of the fundraising 
professionals surveyed have been in their current roles for  
18 months or less.

 •  Nearly one in three (31%) indicated their tenure in their  
most previous position was less than 36 months. 
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MAJOR GIFT FUNDRAISING JOBS ARE PARTICULARLY  
PRONE TO TURNOVER
Field-level major gift fundraising positions appear to be particularly 
prone to turnover: (See Figure 2: Fundraising Professionals’ Tenure in  
Current Position on the next page)

 •  More than four in ten (42%) have been in their current  
role for 18 months or less. 

 •  Six in ten (61%) have been in their current roles for less  
than three years. 

 •  Only approximately two in ten (22%) have held their  
current roles for five years or more, compared to four in  
ten (42%) of all others in fundraising roles.

COMMONLY HELD ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FUNDRAISING STAFF 
TENURE ARE A MYTH
It is clear that turnover in fundraising roles is not as prevalent as many 
may presume it to be. For instance, one “statistic” often shared is the 
average tenure of a fundraiser is less than 18 months. Our research proves 
this to be a myth. The majority of fundraising professionals are stable in 
their jobs and performing satisfactorily:

 •  On average, the fundraising professionals who responded  
to this survey have been in their current positions for almost five 
years (57 months). More than two in three (68%) held their most 
recent previous fundraising position for three years or longer. 

 •  Turnover was lowest amongst seasoned fund development 
professionals with some management responsibilities.

 •  The vast majority (86%) of nonprofit executive leaders responding 
to this survey reported they are very satisfied (40%) or fairly 
satisfied (46%) with the performance of their fundraising team 
and are not seeking a change in personnel.

92%
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TURNOVER IS A BIGGER PROBLEM FOR SMALLER ORGANIZATIONS
The data shows correlation between fundraising staff tenure and 
organization size. Fund development professionals who work for 
organizations with 25 or more full-time fundraising staff and/or with 
annual budgets of $50 million or higher, tend to stay much longer than 
those who work for smaller organizations. This is understandable, 
since they are paid more, have more resources to work with, and 
receive more opportunities for professional growth and development. 
Their counterparts in smaller organizations are often lower-paid and 
are expected to carry a much broader range of responsibilities with 
significantly fewer resources. 

SMALL SEGMENT OF JOB-HOPPERS MAY BE SKEWING PERCEPTIONS
Digging deeper into the data, there appears to be a category of 
fundraising staff who change jobs at a much higher rate than most  
others. Our research indicates these individuals make up approximately a 
quarter of the workforce and tend to be younger, less experienced, and in 
field-level fundraising positions. This relatively small category of people 
may be skewing perceptions of the entire industry.
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FIGURE 2: Fundraising Professionals’ Tenure in Current Position
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CAREER DEVELOPMENT TOPS THE LIST OF REASONS  
WHY FUNDRAISERS LEAVE
When respondents were asked what caused fundraisers to leave their last 
position, we received a broad array of responses. 

 •  The number one reason cited for fundraisers’ changing jobs (31%) 
was for reasons related to career or personal development. This 
included a desire to make more money (9%) and/or to move up to a 
position with more responsibility or at a larger organization (11%). 
As you can imagine, this exacerbates the situation for smaller 
organizations, since they are not only challenged to compete with 
larger organizations when hiring staff, but they are also losing 
many of their most talented fundraisers to organizations offering 
higher compensation and upward potential. 

 •  Approximately one in four (27%) cited issues related to lack 
of skills or performance in the job as the primary reason for 
departure. The single largest subset of this category: “Was unable 
to meet fundraising goals” (10%). 

 •  Slightly less than one in five (19%) expressed the reason they left 
was dissatisfaction with the organization—i.e., the organization 
didn’t provide enough support (8%) or they didn’t feel valued by 
the organization (9%). 

 •  A little more than one in ten (11%) said the primary reason for 
their departure was due to interpersonal challenges relating with a 
supervisor or other team members.

FIGURE 3: Top Reason for Fundraising Staff Changing Jobs
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   Interestingly, when it came to the most recently departed chief 
development officer, only 15% of respondents indicated there  
was a reasonable likelihood their organization would be happy  
to hire him/her back if given the opportunity to do so. It seems  
when the CDO leaves an organization it is often mutually understood 
it is time for a change.

HIRING PRACTICES NEED IMPROVEMENT
Retention starts with making the right hire. Fewer than half of the 
organizations responding to our survey use any advanced hiring 
practices when evaluating candidates for open fundraising positions. The 
majority (nearly 80%) only do the basics (i.e., review resumes, interview 
candidates, and perform rudimentary background checks). They rely 
heavily on their intuition when making hiring decisions. Only 38% of 
hiring managers actually call candidates’ references to discuss their 
performance in prior positions. Only approximately one in four (28%)  
use any personality assessment tools. Only one in ten (10%) reported 
using an outside professional firm for help in recruiting. 

This study indicates nonprofits would benefit from putting more 
time, attention, and investment into the necessary due diligence when 
hiring, thus ensuring the people being hired have the right skill sets, 
characteristics, and experience to succeed. This is particularly important 
given how costly it can be to make a bad hire.

79%
THE BASICS

(resume, interview, 
background check)

38%
CALL 

CANDIDATE
REFERENCES

28%
PERSONALITY
ASSESSMENT

TOOLS

10%
PROFESSIONAL 

RECRUITING 
FIRM

FIGURE 4: Nonprofits Need Improved Hiring Practices
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FIND AND FIX PROBLEMS BEFORE HIRING
Finally, it is clear that when there are issues leading to the departure 
of fundraising staff, those issues are often not addressed or resolved. 
When asked “How SATISFIED are you that the issues—if any—leading 
up to his or her departure were  
ADDRESSED BEFORE a replacement  
was hired?” Almost six in ten (59%) 
responded that the issues had 
not been addressed or were only 
partially resolved. Doing the 
same thing repeatedly usually 
results in similar outcomes. For 
organizations experiencing high 
turnover in their fundraising 
positions, it may be time to 
look inward to determine and 
address the underlying issues 
contributing to the problem. 

Many of the issues fundraising professionals identified as needing 
correction are knitted into organizational culture. In fact, our  
research shows a definite correlation between an organization’s 

“development-friendliness” and fundraising success. 

 
  One of the most striking findings of this study is that the nonprofits 

experiencing moderate or large increases in funding in the last 
two or three years are significantly more likely to view their 
organizations as having a “fundraising friendly” culture. 

 
Conversely, organizations which were rated less “development-friendly” 
had a greater likelihood that fundraising income was flat or decreasing in 
the last two to three years. 

FIGURE 5: 
How Well the Reasons  

for Previous Staff  
Member’s Departure  

Resolved Before  
Hiring Replacement

41%
33%

26%

 41% g  Issues Largely Resolved
 26% g  Issues Only Partially Resolved
 33% g  Issues Not Addressed At All
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When we probed further into organizational factors impacting 
fundraising success, respondents typically ranked their organization  
as doing an excellent job in these three areas: 

 • Transparency with donors.

 •  Valuing and respecting donors and thanking them for  
their gifts.

 •  A willingness on behalf of most staff to readily engage  
with donors when asked. 

Respondents were less positive on two dimensions, indicating that most 
organizations would benefit from some improvement in these areas: 

 •  Fundraisers being given more voice in organizational  
planning and decision-making. 

 •  Organizational willingness to make necessary and important 
investments in fundraising to ensure continued growth and 
improvement.

Finally, two items particularly stood out as being problematic:

 •  The general lack of Board and CEO involvement in fundraising 
(addressed later in this report).

 •  The tendency of organizations to not increase fundraisers’ 
compensation in accordance with market trends, which  
can result in higher rates of turnover as fundraisers look  
elsewhere for better compensation. 

2.  Nonprofits are Struggling to Fill Open Fundraising Positions
  While fundraising staff retention seems to be a more recognized 

problem, this study revealed recruiting qualified candidates for open 
fundraising positions is a much more challenging issue for most 
nonprofit leaders. Nonprofits across the board are struggling to fill 
fundraising jobs today. 
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MAJORITY OF VACANCIES ARE FOR MAJOR GIFT FUNDRAISING ROLES
Approximately three in ten (29%) nonprofits reported current vacancies in 
their fundraising department. The greatest percentage of organizations—
nearly two of three (63%)—were looking for major gift fundraisers. The 
next highest category of vacancies (22%) was for the chief development 
officer or other high-ranking position in the department. 

Major Gift Field Officer

Major Gift Director

“Hybrid” position

Chief Development Officer

Marketing/Communications 
Director

Development Systems  
Manager

Grants Manager

Other position

FIGURE 6: Type of Open Positions in Fundraising
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FIGURE 7:  
Difficulty in  
Searching  

for Candidates  
Positions

10%

37.5%

 10% g  Almost impossible; developed an internal candidate
 37.5% g  Challenging to find one candidate
 37.5% g  Worked hard to find pool of candidates
 15% g  Little trouble finding suitable candidates

FINDING QUALIFIED CANDIDATES  
CAN BE EXTREMELY CHALLENGING
Of the organizations responding to the  
survey, 85% reported it was challenging  
to find qualified candidates. Nearly half  
(47.5%) stated it was extremely challenging  
or nearly impossible to find even one  
qualified candidate. 

http://www.dickersonbakker.com


©2021 DickersonBakker dickersonbakker.com11

HELP WANTED:  A National Study of Staffing Challenges in Nonprofit Fundraising

One in four (25%) reported it took them over six months to find a 
qualified candidate. Four percent searched for over a year before filling 
the position. Notably, more than four in ten (42%) ended up hiring 
someone from their own circles—i.e., either someone who was referred 
to them by a trusted colleague (24%) or someone they knew personally 
beforehand (18%). One in ten (10%) said they experienced so much 
difficulty finding a candidate that they gave up on searching and decided 
to train and develop a current staff member for the position. We saw no 
significant differences in the level of difficulty organizations encountered 
in searching for candidates across various types and sectors of nonprofits, 
which indicates most nonprofits face similar challenges in seeking to fill 
open fundraising positions.

MANY ORGANIZATIONS ARE STRUGGLING TO MEET  
SALARY EXPECTATIONS
Our research suggests many organizations cannot “seal the deal” 
when they do find good candidates. Many nonprofits are struggling 
to compensate their fundraisers at a level that is competitive with 
increasingly rising market rates. In our experience this is particularly true 
of small to mid-sized organizations. When these smaller organizations do 
offer a position to a candidate they often cannot meet salary expectations, 
or the candidate receives a better offer somewhere else. In an environment 
where the supply of fundraising talent is significantly outstripping 
demand, it is increasingly difficult for smaller organizations to compete. 

Interestingly, the smallest nonprofits (those with less than $1 million 
annual budgets) were significantly more likely than others to say 
it took them only one or two months to fill their most recent open 
fundraising position. This suggests they are either less rigorous in their 
hiring practices or they are not trying to compete for more experienced 
fundraising staff. Or perhaps they are hiring candidates who are 
already known to them within their immediate circles. These are only 
inferences—more study is needed to determine the factors leading  
to this finding.
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3. CEO Engagement in Fundraising is Essential
  Our research shows a clear correlation between the extent to which 

the chief executive is engaged with fundraising and the degree to 
which his or her organization is achieving fundraising success. The 
more a CEO enjoys and is involved in fundraising the greater the 
likelihood his or her organization’s fundraising income will have been 
on an upward trend in recent years. 

When asked about the average percent of time CEOs give to fundraising, 
we observed a significant gap between how CEOs and fundraisers 
responded. On average, fundraisers stated that their CEOs commit 
approximately 30% of their time to fundraising-related activities, which 
fell significantly short of the 40% of time they felt a CEO should commit. 
CEOs self-reported they were investing 44% of their time on fundraising.

Encouragingly, CEOs and fundraisers mutually report they are satisfied 
with their working relationships. In general, nonprofit leaders said 
they were quite satisfied with their teams’ fundraising performances, 
providing an average rating of 3.22 on a four-point scale. Fundraisers’ 
satisfaction with their leaders was slightly lower, with an average 
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FIGURE 8:
Relationship Between CEO’s Personal Enjoyment of Fundraising and  

Organization’s Overall Fundraising Trajectory
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rating of 3.15. Fundraisers gave high marks to their leaders for providing 
flexibility in their work, treating them with respect, and providing 
healthy work-life balance. On the other hand, they don’t think their 
leaders are doing quite as well in investing in the tools and resources they 
need to do their work effectively, maintaining fundraiser compensation, 
and providing them with opportunities for ongoing professional growth 
and development.

Finally, we asked fundraising professionals to rate how well their CEOs 
perform fundraising-related tasks. In general, CEOs received the highest 
marks for their public presentation skills—i.e., giving speeches at events 
and gatherings, making media appearances, etc. They received more 
middling ratings for their performance in areas related to major donor 
development—i.e., engaging with major donors and asking them for money. 

The one area that fundraisers think their CEO does least well? Getting 
Board members more involved in raising money for their organization. 
Our data shows only one in three (33%) of CEO’s say their Board Members 
are moderately or actively involved in fund-raising. It is clear from these 
findings that Board involvement in fundraising—or lack thereof—is 
a significant and consistent cause of concern among fundraisers and 
nonprofit leaders alike. 

FIGURE 9:  
CEOs’ Rating of  

Board Involvement  
in Fundraising
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Conclusions from the Study
Fundraising is a people-based endeavor. Of all the building blocks needed 
to create and sustain an effective fundraising program, none is more 
important than the people you have in place on your team. This truth 
extends across your entire organization. And it is not just about your 
fundraisers. Responsibility for fundraising performance also extends 
into the ranks of your chief executive and Board members. Success 
in fundraising is also not simply about individual talent. This study 
shows that fundraising effectiveness is significantly impacted by your 
organizational culture—i.e., how your team members work together.  

Giving is the lifeblood that nourishes the work of millions of nonprofits in 
this country. Quality fundraisers are vital to keeping these organizations 
healthy and growing. Yet we are facing a severe shortage of qualified 
fundraisers in the marketplace today. This situation will only get worse. 
Three in ten (30%) of the organizations responding to our survey stated 
they had definite plans to hire one or more fund development professionals 
in 2o21. Another two in ten (21%) were considering a hire but were waiting 
for conditions to normalize post-COVID before making a final decision. 

This shortage is particularly problematic at the frontlines of major 
gift fundraising. With responsibility for nurturing relationships with 
our highest value giving partners, major gift fundraising positions are 
critically important to the future success of almost any fund development 
program. Yet these jobs are the hardest to recruit for. Sadly, donor 
relationships suffer from a high level of staff turnover in these roles, 
which leads to very real ramifications in fundraising. 

According to data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics nonprofits added 
over 130,000 jobs in the first quarter of 2021 alone. As the economy 
bounces back from conditions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, hiring 
is certain to pick up at an increasingly rapid pace. As it does, this shortage 
of qualified fundraisers will only worsen. So, what can be done? 
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For starters, nonprofits would be wise to invest in their existing team. 
Good fundraisers are hard to come by. Don’t be quick to dispose of them. 
If your fundraisers are struggling to meet goals don’t assume it is a skills 
problem. According to our research, only approximately one in four 
fundraisers’ departure is due to skill deficiencies or poor job performance. 
Most departures are related to other potentially resolvable issues. Your 
organization must be assertive to retain your fundraising staff. Begin by 
checking your compensation plan with comparable nonprofits in your 
market. Second, invest in tools, training, and resources to help them 
achieve success. Third, give your fundraising department a voice in 
organizational planning, decision making, and goal setting.

As an industry, we need to become more proactive and deliberate in 
improving our hiring practices. It is clear from our research that too 
few nonprofits are investing enough time, attention, and resources 
into doing sufficient due diligence to ensure the people they are hiring 
for fundraising positions have the right skill sets, characteristics, and 
experience to succeed. And/or that they are the “right fit” for the role 
they are being offered. 

Nonprofits would benefit from seeking candidates from outside traditional 
sources when hiring for fundraising positions. One indisputable 
finding of this study is that the demand for qualified fundraisers is 
significantly outstripping the supply. To solve this problem, we need 
to start looking at candidates from related fields, particularly for 
major gift fundraising positions. Fundraising is rarely a “first career.” 
Most start out in something else and shift into fundraising. In fact, 
some of the best major gift fundraisers our team at DickersonBakker 
have worked with transitioned into fundraising from a successful first 
career in a related field such as sales or management. Most made this 
transition serendipitously. It is time for us to start being more deliberate 
in recruiting appropriately gifted people and creating paths for them 
to enter the field. This would be particularly beneficial to smaller 
organizations that are struggling to compete for fundraising talent.
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Finally, this study also underscores how important it is for nonprofits 
to get more people engaged in fundraising. This should not come as 
a surprise to those of us who work in the field. Fundraising is never a 
solo act. It requires the involvement of people from every level of the 
organization—particularly senior leadership. This may be the first 
study to show a real correlation between CEO engagement and overall 
fundraising performance. 

Most CEOs come into their roles without much fundraising experience. It 
is not something most learn naturally, and many find it a challenge. This 
study shows how important it is to get it right. Coaching and training can 
help. Given how CEO involvement in fundraising correlates with overall 
organizational performance in fundraising, Boards would be well-advised 
to invest in providing their chief executive with training and coaching to 
help them become more effective in fundraising. 

We at DickersonBakker are pleased to have had the opportunity to 
conduct this study. Fundraisers are critical to providing nonprofits with 
the resources they need to grow and thrive and impact hundreds of 
millions of lives each year. It is a high calling. When nonprofits experience 
challenges finding and/or retaining qualified people in these key roles it 
affects us all. We hope the findings of this research will be helpful as we 
seek solutions to these important problems.

Methodology
The data in this survey was obtained from 739 nonprofit leaders: 
including 328 CEOs, 257 professional fundraising managers, and  
154 frontline professional fundraisers. Respondents came from ten 
nonprofit sectors. This online survey was conducted in January and 
February of 2021. Findings were assessed at the 95% confidence level 
with a margin of error of +/- 3.5%.
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About DickersonBakker
Founded in 1985, DickersonBakker has been providing professional fund 
development consulting services to nonprofit clients for 35 years. With 
offices in Texas and North Carolina and full-time consultants living in several 
states, the firm has served hundreds of nonprofits – especially faith-based 
organizations – located across the USA as well as in Canada and overseas.  
Our team represents a unique combination of expertise across all areas of 
fund development, with a particular focus on mid- and major giving.

        Too many nonprofit leaders tell me they can’t move forward because 

their fundraising is stuck in neutral. Our goal here at DickersonBakker is simple.  

We want nothing less than to help nonprofits transform the way they raise 

money, so they have the resources they need to unleash their potential.

DERRIC BAKKER
President – DickersonBakker

“
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Additional actionable insights related to fundraising staffing and hiring  
are available at dickersonbakker.com/blog
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