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AI and Fundraising
Let’s Get Real

Josh Birkholz

• CEO of BWF, the nonprofit service and technology company known 
for its innovations in elevating philanthropy around the world

• Leader in big philanthropy and an architect of the business of 
fundraising

• 25+ years in the charitable sector, has led the establishment of data 
science in fundraising, developed high ROI operational infrastructure, 
guided fundraising through challenging economic conditions, and 
crafted authentic approaches to high net-worth giving

• Author of the books “Fundraising Analytics” and “Benefactors”
• Contributor to the books “A Kaleidoscope of Prospect Development” 

and “Return on Character.”
• Chair of the Board of the Giving USA Foundation
• Instructor at the Rice University Center for Philanthropy and 

Nonprofit Leadership
• Earned the Crystal Apple Award for Teaching Excellence from CASE 

and the Apra Visionary award for his innovation in applying data 
science to fundraising

Presenter

Josh Birkholz
CEO, BWF
Chair, Giving USA Foundation
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Source: PWC

AI Predicted Impact 
on GDP

• Efficient operation
• More productive staff
• Extend reach of personal connection
• Do things better and faster than before

What is AI?

Using computers to solve problems 
and make decisions in ways similar 
to human intelligence.  
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Two Categories

1. Predictive AI
Using data to make 
decisions, predict outcomes, 
and recommend solutions.  

Two Categories

1. Predictive AI
Using data to make 
decisions, predict outcomes, 
and recommend solutions.  

2. Generative AI
Create new content 
including images, music, 
text, computer code, etc. 
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The progression 
in fundraising

• Look back

Distributed development 
functions, hard to find 
information

1970s

Prospect research, Early 
internet

1980s

Campaigns needing 
prospects, screening, 
demographic modeling, 
relational databases

1990s

Analytics: predictive 
modeling, segmentation, 
capacity analysis

2000s

Data science established, 
influence of behavioral 
economics, early AI

2010s

Current 
Fundraising 
Applications

Generative Content

Prospect ID

Ac9on 
Recommenda9on

Business 
Simulation

Marketing Automation

Constituent 
Perception

Donor Journey 
Mapping

Task Wizard
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ToFrom

Early Modeling a 
Forerunner to 
Predictive AI

21
©2023 BWF®

Static Modeling gave 
way to Automated 
Modeling
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Automation gave 
way to Machine 
Learning 

Static

Snapshot in /me

Dynamic

Formula is fixed 
but data changes

AI

Formula and data 
changes as the 

machine “learns”

Both commonly referred to 
as “AI” or “Automation”

Nudging.   Prompting.  Conditions.
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24
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Applied to 
the Major 
Gift Pipeline

$ 
¥
€

Lead Gen

Verification

Assignment

Discovery Call

Cultivation

Planned Ask

Actual Ask

Actual Gift

Yield Rate

ML models scoring potential 
prospects

Verification algorithms

Nudge and prompt solutions, 
persona warming

Generative research, Matching 
algorithms

Nudge and prompt. Content 
generation

Asset and Capacity Modeling

Nudge, prompt, content

Donor Experience content, 
persona, sentiment

25
©2023 BWF®

Deep Dive Example: Discovery Attainment 

Business Problem:
Most identified prospects are unqualified, taking up space in portfolios, and 
distracting productive efforts.
• Slack in portfolios is poor stewardship of gift officer time
• Issues of prospect willingness and officer-effect

Ideal Outcome
Prospects are qualified and disqualified quickly so the most likely and able 
prospects are getting the most attention from gift officers.
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Solutions
Most common to date
• Set expectations of time, attempts, and channels
• Sunsetting / auto-removal
• Large scale warming through marketing treatments
• Safety nets

Additional opportunities with AI
• Discovery and cultivation assist software nudge the interaction and prompt the 

text.
• Targeted warming based on ML sentiment and interest segment targeted to each 

constituent. Potentially using AI generated content.
• Ready flow of new names auto assigned post disqualification.

Matching

Donor 
Persona to 
Fundraiser 
Persona
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Deep Dive Example: Campaign Portfolio 
Management

Business problem
Need to reach all highly ranked prospects and cultivate them to a bold invitation 
to participate in the campaign.

Ideal Outcome
Gift Officers are engaged, prospects feel seen, reach of the team is maximized, 
campaign meets and exceeds targets.

29
©2023 BWF®

Solutions

Most common to date
• Regular portfolio clean-up based on qualitative review
• Activity metrics based on industry norms
• Motivating each other to perform
• Extending reach through adding staff

Additional Opportunities with AI
• Predictive analytics aligned to campaign priorities and donor likelihoods 

informing portfolio maintenance.
• Alignment-matching algorithms for prospects and officers (emerging)
• Metrics defined by dynamic measurements of success with calibrated 

scorecard weighting.
• Process modeling / cost-basis for optimal staff allocation.
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Generative AI 
in Engagement

Marketing and 
communications content
Mass personalization 
integration 

Mass 
Customization
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Building the Base of Support

§ Creating dynamic segments and 
personas

§ Marketing automation ranking 
and workflows

§ Source and journey management

§ Integrating personas with microsites

§ Dynamic content generation or alignment

§ Sentiment / engagement analysis and 
imputation

Efficiencies

Gathering Research
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Readiness
Feasibility

Study

Internal External Decisions Planning

Capacity Analysis, 
Engagement, and 

Forecasts 
incorporating AI

Pipeline 
development 

using ML

Task Force

Priority 
testing, 

generative 
content

Internal 
Organizational 

Readiness

Constituent 
Survey 

Imputation

Study results

Philanthropic 
and Economic 
Trends –NLP / 

Sector
Prospective 

Donor 
Interviews

Next Steps
Automated 

performance 
analysis

Campaign PlanningDecisions and 
Strategies

Volunteer 
Leadership

Campaign Plan 
– Nudge and 

recommender

Volunteer and 
Staff Training

Case and 
Communications 

content

Automated 
reforecasting

Silent Phase 
Launch

Campaign Planning Applications

Additional Thoughts
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Libertarian Paternalism – A healthy relationship with AI
Use AI for ideas, to find faster or better ways of doing things, to get you 
started, or assist you along the way.  You still make your own choices.

Privacy and 
Security

Accountability and 
Transparency

Inclusion
and Bias

Ethical Use

Privacy and 
Security

Accountability 
and 

Transparency

Inclusion and 
Bias

Ethics and 
Compliance

Human 
Learning and 

Impact
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The Wheel is Yours

What are your 
thoughts?
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Q&A
Josh Birkholz
CEO, BWF
Chair, Giving USA Foundation

Additional Questions

• jbirkholz@bwf.com

• nathan@stelter.com

• jen.lennon@stelter.com

• www.stelter.com
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Webinar Resources

• Recording

• Presentation handouts

• www.stelter.com/webinars

AI and Fundraising
Let’s Get Real

Josh Birkholz

Thanks for attending!


