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  Foreword


Fulfilling the Promise of Personalized Philanthropy
If you’re a fundraiser encountering artificial intelligence in your organization, perhaps for the first time, you’re going to need a guide you can trust and a book that (damn well!) better be readable. 
Trust me. The guide is Stephen Nill. The book is Holding Fire.
I should know. Steve is my publisher. Years ago, he was the person who stood by my side when I began to write Personalized Philanthropy: Crash the Fundraising Matrix. My book’s central metaphor comes from the film, The Matrix: fundraising’s rigid silos of annual, major, and planned giving are a prison most of us don’t even see. In that telling, Steve was my Morpheus, encouraging me to see through them.
For me, organizational fundraising eventually always comes down to the conflict between the here-and-now and the hereafter. I wrote Personalized Philanthropy to resolve that conflict. It offers (1) a new paradigm for the fundraiser as an enlightened generalist, no longer trapped in their silo; (2) a new aim for fundraising to mesh the compelling interests of donors with the compelling needs of their chosen organizations; and (3) an innovative set of personalized blended gift designs where donors can build equity in their endowments—what I call “killer apps”—enabling donors to enjoy real impact in their lifetimes.
There remain a great frustration and challenge, however. The paradigm has been widely adopted through collaborations of financial and estate professionals and gift officers, especially through the American College’s Chartered Advisor in Philanthropy (CAP) program. But the greatest frustration and challenge have turned out to be the continuing failure of software companies to incorporate these insights into their programs, called CRMs (customer relationship management systems, though Steve prefers the term “relationship-building system”).
Steve has seen the answer, and both the vast potential and the chilling challenges of artificial intelligence in fundraising. Can artificial intelligence truly advance fundraising beyond its transactional roots and institutional focus and toward personalized philanthropy, especially for more than a few donors at a time?
To find out, he built and tested an online system for using AI in fundraising, and it is accessible to you as the Practice Portfolio. His assessment?
I learned that if I was vigilant and intentional about how I used the system, it had the potential to help development professionals build more and deeper relationships with donors.
But I also learned AI wants to insert itself between the organization and the donor, increasing the distance between them and destroying trust.
With his Human-Centered AI Framework, Steve brings the perfect combination to this challenge. It’s loaded with the formula combining both “deep skepticism” and “great hope” for the fire of AI warming our donor relationships, not “burning them to a cinder.”
The framework offers a remarkably simple solution. The fundraiser asks the AI to read the Human-Centered AI Framework Operating Specification, openly published at charitychannel.com/framework. That’s all. From that moment on, the AI works to broaden and deepen our human-to-human relationships with our donors instead of coming between them. After all these years of waiting for software companies to incorporate the insights of Personalized Philanthropy into their products, Steve has answered with a published reference and a single instruction to the AI. To my mind, his contribution to philanthropy goes beyond the pages of this book.
Steve’s solution does deeper work than the simple gesture suggests. The framework becomes the deepest layer of the AI’s sensibility—the ethical and personalized foundation it works from. Think concrete and rebars. The prompts are the flexible expression on top, and the AI responds to them out of the foundation Steve has put underneath. The AI becomes a partner during the donor journey, no longer fighting with you over who’s driving and who’s the passenger. The principles of Personalized Philanthropy are built in, not added on.
When I look at the chapter titles, I feel a kindred spirit at work. From my own perspective, the Human-Centered AI Framework feels like coming home after so many years in the wilderness. I want the challenge I addressed to “the powers that be” to finally be answered! There’s almost an ask-and-response dialogue with the principles in Personalized Philanthropy. All my crazy ideas and ideals seem almost within reach.
With AI by my side, or perhaps it’s with Stephen Nill at my side, I can easily imagine myself at my own “Monday Morning Strategic Review.” There is joy in “Seeing the Whole Donor” for the first time in a new context. I don’t think this book would exist without the chapter entitled “Ethics, Trust, and the Human Center,” with its unflinching look at the boundary between a donor being “honored or handled.”
But what really sets this book apart for me is the way Steve teaches you to put the framework to work. With the framework in place, the AI can be prompted to pair specific donors with specific killer apps from Personalized Philanthropy, something neither traditional CRMs nor my book alone could do. Steve told me he tried this while writing the book. With the framework guiding the AI, he prompted it to look across the donor base for a prospect who could benefit from one of the killer apps, and it turned up a donor whose situation called for the virtual endowment technique. Hearing about it was a welcome validation of the dream behind Personalized Philanthropy.
Returning to what’s most important for me about this book… My greatest hope and expectation for applying Holding Fire is this: to be able to truly understand the donor’s compelling interest in your organization and to be able to identify the corresponding match in your organization’s compelling needs in program and mission. The intersection of these two points is where I want to be and what I want AI to help me find at scale. Without this nothing is possible. With it, anything is possible.
Steven L. Meyers
Author, Personalized Philanthropy: Crash the Fundraising Matrix






  
  Preface


By all rights, I should not be so skeptical about AI. 
In 1977, in an undergraduate honors physics course, I wrote a paper that posited the harnessing of quantum superposition as a repository of computational bits that could occupy all positions simultaneously until observed. I suggested that a computer using such an approach could solve problems that even the most powerful computers of the day would need so much time to solve that they were useless for such tasks. My paper earned me an F because my professors (there were two for the course) did not understand the math. It wasn’t their fault; in an academic Hail Mary, I had invented much of the math simply because, despite the course requirements, I had not learned calculus. They allowed me to defend my paper and explain the math, and were persuaded, changing the paper’s grade to an A. One of them suggested it would be better to learn calculus than to invent it. I still smile at that one.
I went on to become a lawyer, a builder and administrator of advancement offices, a consultant to hundreds of nonprofits, and the founder of the first and, for decades, largest online community of nonprofit-sector practitioners in the world. Through my publishing imprint, CharityChannel Press, I’ve edited, ghost written, and published several dozen books on every aspect of fundraising and nonprofit governance.
Through every phase of my career, I’ve indulged a lifelong fascination with physics, computing, and, in particular, the theory and science of artificial intelligence.
In the early 2000s, decades before ChatGPT made its enormous splash, my two passions, computing and philanthropy, came together when I realized what AI could do in the development office, but also how dangerous it could be if misused. Seeing how it could so easily be misused is the source of my skepticism, for if it were not used carefully, it would erode the very foundation of philanthropy: the human-to-human relationships on which all of philanthropy rests.
In an evening, I wrote an outline for a book about the Human-Centered AI Framework, my approach to ethically and safely using AI in fundraising. As a publisher, though, I realized there would be little market for it; AI was still in the laboratory, and I had no idea if it would become publicly available in my lifetime. So I filed away the outline and nearly forgot about it.
Decades later, AI is here. Oh, boy, is it here.
Its impact on development is already profound, and is even replacing development staff (a mistake that becomes clear from this book).
In speaking with dozens of trusted friends and colleagues at the top of the fundraising field, I confirmed my thinking that now is the time for that book. This is that book.
If you’re skeptical about AI too, you’re in good company. This book was written by a skeptic, for skeptics.






  
  Chapter one
A New Kind of Fire


Somewhere in our deep past, a human being picked up a burning branch. 
Maybe lightning had struck a tree. Maybe a brush fire swept through and left embers glowing in the dark. However it happened, someone reached down, grabbed the fire, and carried it back to the group.
Our ancestors discovered it could light the darkness to keep predators at bay while keeping them warm through a cold, dark night. Then someone discovered it could cook food, turning tough roots and raw meat into something better. They also discovered it could burn their shelter to the ground and scar their children.
Fire was the most powerful tool our ancestors ever encountered, and it demanded respect and constant vigilance. The communities that thrived were the ones that learned to hold fire carefully and to never forget what it could do if they got careless.
We humans have just invented a new kind of fire.
Meet Our New Colleague
Before I continue, I should tell you something: I am deeply skeptical of AI in fundraising. Like fire, perhaps more than fire, it is extraordinarily dangerous.
AI preys on my human weakness, constantly offering to do what’s taken me a lifetime to learn to do for myself. As a novelist and composer, I strive to steer far clear of it because it wants to destroy my human creativity by creeping, unbidden, into the very tools I use for these artistic endeavors. When I’m writing my novel, AI tries to force its way into my prose. When I compose music, AI screams at me to let it do the composing for me; I resist by composing at my acoustic piano, with a pencil and staff paper (so far, AI hasn’t found a way to intrude there). Even the suite of tools my publishing company used for decades for the design and layout of book covers and interiors has AI intruding into the creative process, enticing me with this AI shortcut, and that.
I find it exhausting to keep AI away; it feels like an unstoppable force while I strain to be a solitary flesh-and-blood immovable object.
In our field of fundraising, AI already is damaging organizations’ authenticity and undermining donor relationships that make everything else possible. If we use AI the way the hype cycle suggests, as a shortcut for producing more appeals, more emails, more “personalized” communications at higher volume, we will increase the distance between ourselves and our donors. We will produce more words and build fewer relationships. Our donors will feel it. They may not be able to put their finger on what changed, but they’ll sense that something mechanical has replaced something human, and they will drift away.
As I wrote this book, I spent considerable time building an online AI-aware system to test the ideas in these pages. I called it “Aardvark,” for reasons having more to do with too little sleep than anything else.
Let’s Call it a Relationship-Building System, Shall We?

Building Aardvark forced me to rethink the category name we give for any platform where donor records, dashboards, AI conversations, and strategic views come together in one integrated environment. The commercial world calls such a platform a CRM, or customer relationship management system. Some nonprofits prefer donor management system, which is better, but even so, what we do with our donors isn’t management. We build human-to-human relationships with our donors. They are not customers, and what we do with them is not management. So I’ve decided to lead a small revolt by calling such a platform a relationship-building system, or RBS. I’ll start by using the new term throughout this book, whether I’m referring to my own platform or to commercial offerings such as Blackbaud Raiser’s Edge NXT, Bloomerang, Salesforce, and DonorPerfect. I encourage you to adopt this term, too.

In extensive testing, I learned that if I was vigilant and intentional about how I used AI in the development process, it had the potential to help build more and deeper relationships with donors. But I also learned that AI wants to insert itself between the organization and the donor, increasing the distance between them and destroying trust. In our fire metaphor, this is the equivalent of being burned by fire, rather than warmed. We must not allow that to happen.
I wrote this book because of my deep skepticism, but also because of my great hope that what I have to share in these pages will make the difference between the fire of AI warming our donor relationships and burning them to a cinder.
The difference comes down to a framework. The right framework keeps the human at the center of every decision, every communication, and every relationship. It treats AI as a tool that serves the fundraiser’s ability to connect with donors, the way fire served early humans’ ability to survive and flourish, as long as they held it with care.
In this book, I describe such a framework, the Human-Centered AI Framework. In the pages that follow, I’ll show you what the framework looks like in practice, starting with an ordinary Monday morning. To keep things simple, I’ll often refer to the Human-Centered AI Framework as “the framework.”
First, though, let’s look directly at the aardvark in the room. Sorry, make that an elephant.
The Human Problem
The core problem this book solves is a human one.
Whether our donor base numbers forty, four hundred, or four thousand, there are more relationships than any human or team of humans can personally attend to.
In this work, we fund development professionals carry a low-grade guilt about the donors who aren’t getting the attention they deserve. We worry about the annual fund donors who get the same bulk letter every year and the steady givers who’ve quietly increased their support while nobody noticed. We think about the lapsed donors who might come back if someone just reached out with the right message at the right time.
As I’ve learned in decades of building and administering fund development programs, there has rarely been enough capacity. There are too many relationships, each one deserving individual attention, and never enough hours in the day. So we compromise. We create segments and tiers. We write one appeal letter and mail-merge the salutation. We focus our personal energy on the top donors and hope everyone else sticks around.
Some of them do, but many don’t. Those who remain too often receive too little reason to keep giving or to give more generously. Donor attrition and donor discouragement are the cost of a human problem we couldn’t solve, until now.
The Five Elements of the Human-Centered AI Framework
Our framework has five elements. I want us to carry them through every chapter that follows, and then on into our professional work. Here they are:
Element 1: A Healthy Division of Labor
AI is good at certain things, very good. Give it a donor’s complete record, with giving history, conversation notes, event attendance, engagement patterns, and wealth-screening data, and it can spot trends and trace connections that a busy fundraiser would miss. It can draft a personal thank-you note, a reengagement letter, a donor briefing, or a board report in seconds. It can look at your entire donor base and tell you which donors are trending upward, which are at risk of lapsing, which match the profile of your best major gift prospects, and which new donors are showing early signs of deep commitment.
Chances are these patterns exist in your data right now. They’re invisible to unaided human analysis because no one has time to review hundreds of relationships simultaneously. AI has the patience to read every note and cross-reference every data point without skipping a donor because it’s running late for a meeting.
But AI cannot build a real human relationship. It can prepare us for a conversation and even draft a convincingly heartfelt note, but the conversation itself and the heart behind the note have to come from us. When we sit across the table from a prospective major donor and she tells us about the children in her medical practice who come in hungry and what it does to her as a physician, the human connection in the room is irreplaceable. Perhaps AI helped to prepare us for the meeting, but what happens there is entirely, beautifully, human.
If we let it, AI will happily replace our judgment. We must not let it. A big reason for the framework is to keep us humans firmly at the center of our interactions with our donors, despite AI’s natural attempts to substitute its judgments for ours.
AI cannot care. It can only mimic warmth. It can produce language that sounds personal and warm. But the reason we’re in this work, the thing that gets us out of bed in the morning and keeps us going when the Internet crashes and the year-end appeal is three weeks behind schedule, is that we humans care about the mission and the people who support it.
AI can recommend an ask amount, but we know that our board member’s daughter just started college and this might not be the year for a big increase in the ask. It can draft a reengagement letter, but we know that the lapsed donors in question prefer a warmer tone than what the AI produced. Our knowledge of these people, the accumulated wisdom of every handshake and every conversation in the parking lot after an event, is the thing that makes everything else work.
The framework described in this book recognizes that we, as human fund development professionals, can and should know where the lines should be. Trust me, AI doesn’t know where the lines are, not really. It’s up to us to be fully present when we’re working with it, and to keep it in check when it oversteps itself.
I could just as well be speaking of fire, couldn’t I?
The division of labor in the framework is clear: AI handles synthesis, drafting, pattern recognition, tracking, and portfolio-wide analysis, while we humans handle relationships, judgment, emotional intelligence, program knowledge, and every strategic decision about when to push forward and when to pull back. Used properly, AI amplifies our capacity to do the human work, and every chapter in this book shows us how.
Element 2: The Workflow
Every interaction we’ll see in this book follows the same cycle. We’ll recognize it in every chapter that follows.
First, the AI scans your donor base or an individual donor record and flags what needs attention, prioritized and with a specific rationale for each item.
Second, it drafts a communication or briefing based on what it found.
Third, we review the draft, edit it, add the personal knowledge and any program details that haven’t yet been entered into the RBS, and make the strategic call about what to send and when.
Before we go on, let me mention that some of us will want to reverse this workflow, writing our own draft first and using AI to polish the language. For a handful of top-tier relationships where we have deep personal knowledge and a strong instinct for the right tone, that approach can work well. But for the broader donor base, it gives up scale, a critical underpinning of our framework. If we’re writing the first draft for every communication, we’re limited by our own hours. The framework starts with the AI precisely because that’s what lets one person provide individualized attention across hundreds of relationships. To properly utilize the framework, we’ll write first when time allows but let the AI draft first the rest of the time.
Fourth, we act: send the note, make the phone call, schedule the visit.
Fifth, we update the donor’s record with what we learned, enriching what the AI will know for next time.
The same cycle repeats in annual campaign preparation, in major gift briefings, in stewardship sequences, in lapsed donor reengagement, and in board reporting. Once we internalize it, the rest of this book clicks into place, because every chapter is an application of the same underlying workflow to a different fundraising challenge.
The Monday morning review is the strategic anchor of this practice, but some actions are time sensitive. A gift that arrives on Tuesday deserves acknowledgment by Wednesday. Gift acknowledgments happen outside the Monday weekly review, so the framework workflow allows for brief sessions Tuesday through Friday, as needed. (I’ll explain more as we go.)
Element 3: The Virtuous Data Cycle
In my own testing, I learned something quite important: each pass through the workflow builds a fuller picture of each donor.
When we edit that thank-you note and add the coffee invitation, we’ve made a judgment call based on our personal knowledge of the relationship. If we take a minute or two to note that decision in the donor’s record (“invited to coffee, wants to show her the mobile pantry in action”), the AI knows about it next time. The next draft it produces for that donor will reference the invitation. The draft after that will build on whatever happened at the coffee meeting, because we’ll have logged that conversation, too.
We add context the AI could never generate on its own, such as program details from last week’s site visit or a personal observation from a gala conversation. The richer record produces better AI output. Better output means less editing time and more time for the relationship work that only we can do. Our understanding of each donor improves with every use, and the improvement compounds over months and years.
This is why the approach described in this book is different from a one-time AI tool we use to generate a letter. An AI tool by itself gives us the same quality output on day one and day three hundred. The framework produces output that gets more personal and more strategically useful the longer we use it, because the information entered into the donor record keeps growing.
Element 4: The Scale Shift
For decades, the kind of thoughtful, well-prepared, personally informed fundraising I’ve been describing has been reserved for a handful of top prospects. A major gift officer with a small portfolio could do deep preparation for each visit, maintain detailed relationship notes, and provide individualized stewardship. Everyone else got the form letter, more often than not.
The Human-Centered AI Framework changes that reality. When AI handles the scanning, assessment, drafting, and tracking, our capacity to provide individualized attention extends across the entire donor base. Your brand-new fifty-dollar donor gets a welcome sequence tailored to specific interests and family connections. Your faithful midlevel donor who has given every year for six years gets a phone call informed by everything in the donor record about a personal connection to the mission. Your major gift prospect gets a previsit briefing that synthesizes months of relationship-building notes into the best-prepared meeting of her philanthropic life.
The same quality of preparation and attention can now reach every donor at every level. We’ve undergone a massive scale shift. The human problem that couldn’t be solved in the limited number of available staff hours can be solved by changing what those hours are spent on. AI handles the production work so we can do the human-centered fundraising.
Element 5: Ethical Vigilance
I saved this element for last because it governs all the others.
AI has the capability to write a convincing personal thank-you note. If it has enough information to start with, it can craft a solicitation that pushes exactly the right emotional buttons at just the right moment.
The same capacity to discover a donor’s personal motivations to help us build a deeper relationship could be used to manipulate that donor into a gift the donor wouldn’t or shouldn’t otherwise make. The line between personalization and manipulation can be subtle to a human, and invisible to an AI.
Worse, too many of us are evaluated on immediate results rather than other measures that are considered best practices of the fundraising development profession. It’s far too easy in such situations to just hand the car keys to the AI and jump in the back seat. (Yes, I know that this is a real thing, not just a metaphor. But you get the idea.)
Remember fire? AI is fire, and too many organizations, swept up in the AI hype, are playing with it. It would be foolish to adopt AI in fundraising without maintaining a deep and permanent skepticism about how it’s being used. Every communication the Human-Centered AI Framework produces and every briefing it prepares should pass through a simple test: Am I using what I know about this donor to advance this donor’s philanthropic goals, or am I using it to advance my revenue targets? When those two things align, as they usually do, there’s no tension. When they diverge, the donor’s interest must come first, always.
Let me state that differently. The donor’s interest comes first to us humans, but not necessarily to the AI. Therein lies the ethical danger.
Chapter Nine goes deep on the ethical questions, including a sample AI use policy you can adapt for your organization. We’ll also need to address the practical questions of donor privacy and data handling, which Chapter Nine covers, too. But I want to plant the principle here at the beginning, because ethical mindfulness is woven into the framework itself, from the very beginning. Every element of the framework, the division of labor, the workflow, the virtuous data cycle, and the scale shift, works only as long as we humans, at the center, keep making decisions that honor the donor’s trust. The moment that trust is compromised, the framework fails regardless of how sophisticated the technology becomes.
These five elements are the Human-Centered AI Framework. Every chapter that follows is an application of the framework to a specific fundraising challenge: annual campaigns, major gifts, stewardship, lapsed donor


A Monday Morning
Needs your attention this week (prioritized):

1. Dr. Sarah Huang (Major giving potential, in Solicitation/Discover). Why this week: solicitation plan target is Q1–Q2 2026, Thursday visit is this week. Do now: prepare talking points for Thursday’s in-person visit, start drafting the teaching kitchen concept brief.

2. Robert Okafor (Board member, Major donor). Why this week: concrete board-related follow-ups that can go stale quickly. Do now: thank-you note for Rotary recruitment efforts, confirm the warehouse renovation cost analysis he’s waiting for.

3. Maria Chen (Stewardship, touch 4-of-7 still open). Why this week: responsive and growing, a simple stewardship touch keeps momentum. Do now: send personalized thank-you for November gift, add invite to spring volunteer day.

4. James & Patricia Whitfield (Lapsed, showing reengagement signals). Why this week: capacity and recent engagement make a reengagement letter time-sensitive while signals are warm. Do now: draft and mail reengagement letter, no hard ask, invite to garden open house.

5. New donors: Angela Torres, Lisa Fernandez, Kevin Washington, Priya Patel. Why this week: several have welcome message tasks, some show no personal outreach logged. Do now: send personalized welcome emails.


Maria, I wanted to send a personal note to thank you for the way you’ve shown up for families through your giving to the Mobile Pantry. Over the past year, you’ve steadily increased your support, and your most recent gift of $2,500 was another meaningful step. That kind of consistent, growing commitment is what allows us to plan routes and show up reliably for families who are making hard choices week to week. I also want you to know we see the heart behind your giving. Your belief that everyone deserves access to good food really comes through. Thank you again for your generosity and for choosing to be part of this mission.
Maria, I wanted to reach out to personally thank you for your deepening commitment to our mission. Your three gifts to the mobile pantry, in March, July, and November, have helped us add a second weekly stop in the Millbrook neighborhood, where thirty families now count on that truck every Thursday afternoon. I’d love to buy you a cup of coffee and tell you more about what your support is making possible. Would a Tuesday or Wednesday work for you in the next couple of weeks?
Giving history: Four consecutive years at $5,000, all designated to Nutrition Education. Consistent ceiling so far. Total giving: $20,000. The opportunity is a bigger expression of the cause she already believes in.Engagement and relationship history: Coffee meeting in January (shared clinical observations, asked about curriculum). Annual dinner in October (stayed late, said she wanted to do “something bigger”). Visited after-school nutrition class in September, spoke with instructor. Warehouse open house in June, asked operational questions. She is already behaving like a major donor prospect: curiosity, site engagement, and values-based language about doing more.

Suggested conversation approach: Tone: peer-to-peer, mission-focused, clinically grounded. Open with appreciation and personal alignment. Invite her story. Share a tight problem-program-proof update. Introduce the teaching kitchen as a hypothesis, not a pitch. Explore readiness and parameters. Close with a clear next step: concept brief, budget, and a scheduled follow-up before leaving. Ratio: 70% listening, 30% sharing.

Do not ask for a gift at this meeting. The goal is to deepen the conversation about purpose and begin to explore what “something bigger” means to her. A direct ask is premature, and rushing it risks the relationship.


Putting It in Your Hands
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