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It’s like herding cats! That is how some higher education Annual Fund professionals describe 
managing their volunteer fundraisers. Many programs today still revolve around distributing 
detailed spreadsheets filled with prospective donors for the well-intended volunteers to try 
to maneuver through. This becomes a challenge not only for volunteers, but also for staff 
who find it cumbersome to monitor their volunteers’ activities. A related problem arises 
around messaging—staff struggle to collaborate with volunteers on delivering messaging 
that appropriately represents the institution’s goals. 
 
So, why do institutions go through all the trouble? It’s simple…higher ed institutions need to raise 
awareness and increase alumni giving to meet their fundraising goals. What better way to increase 
engagement and reduce fundraising costs than to have volunteers solicit their peers with a personal 
appeal? 
 
One example of a successful peer-to-peer fundraising program is at St. Olaf College, a 3,000-student 
private liberal arts college located in Northfield, Minnesota. St. Olaf has leveraged peer-to-peer 
volunteer fundraising for more than 25 years and its program is made up of over 325 volunteers 
drawing from the St. Olaf Fund board members, class fund agents that work with St. Olaf each year, 
and reunion gift committee members representing 
classes from 1945 to the present.  In FY2015 St. Olaf 
raised $4.57 million from 7,955 donors.  The 
volunteer fundraising program contributed 
significantly to this effort, yet St. Olaf had a larger 
goal in FY2016 and needed to streamline some of 
their peer-to-peer fundraising activities to become 
more efficient with their volunteer’s time.  
 
St. Olaf launched Reeher’s Class Agent Fundraising in October of 2015 just in time for their annual 
two-week fall fundraising blitz. Each fall, St. Olaf’s fundraising volunteers attend a training course 
that includes setting expectations for the upcoming fundraising year, helping the volunteers feel 

more comfortable about their outreach, and 
general training on how to use Reeher’s Class 
Agent Fundraising tool. Volunteers learn how 
to easily select classmates to create their 
contact lists, track the gifts they have raised, 
update contact information and record their 
contacts. St. Olaf gives volunteers the choice 
whether to reach out to their contacts via 
phone, mail or email. Volunteers can make 
these contacts right from the Class Agent 
Fundraising volunteer portal as well as access 
scripts and other resources that St. Olaf 
provides to help with consistent messaging 
and to help volunteers feel more comfortable.  
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The 2015 fall blitz ran from October 27th – November 10th. The volunteers had been properly 
trained on Class Agent Fundraising and it was time to put the tool to the test. Within two months of 
receiving a peer-to-peer solicitation using Class Agent Fundraising, 389 constituents donated to the 
college. With the ability to track volunteer results right from the tool, the St. Olaf team could 
determine quickly the breakdown of the number and type of solicitations: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
These statistics helped validate their strategy of transitioning their outreach from phone to email is 
working. 

 
After using Class Agent Fundraising for the fall blitz, one new volunteer shared with St. Olaf: 

 
“I was hesitant to agree to contact former classmates. As it turns out, the Class Agent 
portal has been fun and stress-free. I can select classmates I would be happy to contact on 
behalf of St. Olaf. The portal is well laid out and easy to navigate.” 

 
This volunteer isn’t alone. After the first six months of providing the Class Agent Fundraising tool to 
their volunteers, St. Olaf was thrilled to see that 91% of their volunteers were using the tool. One of 
the benefits St. Olaf recognized when implementing Class Agent Fundraising was the ability to 
provide consistent messaging and consistent information to the volunteers with templates and 
resources that are hosted in the Class Agent volunteer portal. This way the St. Olaf team can make 
sure that the messaging provided to the volunteers is consistent with other messaging coming out of 
the college. Without the high adoption rates, it would be difficult for St. Olaf to disseminate this 
information in an efficient manner.  
 
St. Olaf also noticed that the volunteers were self-selecting more prospects for their contact lists—up 
to 25-30 compared to the traditional 10-15.  Volunteers found it so easy to choose additional 
acquaintances with Class Agent Fundraising’s search tool, that they self-selected a larger pool, 
creating a win for St. Olaf in further expanding the bandwidth of their peer-to-peer outreach without 
needing to recruit more volunteers.  
  

Method of 
Contact 

# of Constituents 
Contacted 

# of Gifts Response Rate 

Email 1053 349 35.3% 

Phone  142   42 31.8% 

Text      9     3 33.3% 
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Throughout their time using Class Agent Fundraising, the St. Olaf 
team has seen a number of benefits both for themselves and for their 
volunteers.  For their volunteers, gone are the days of the monthly 
report they would receive from St. Olaf.  With Class Agent 
Fundraising, volunteers can easily view their status and class 
progress, and track their own efforts through the portal. They no 
longer have to call the St. Olaf office if they want an updated report 
mid-month. Instead they can access the volunteer portal for daily 
updates.    
 
Sending thank you notes is also a significant part of the volunteers’ 
activity. Since volunteers can access up-to-date gift information, they 
are able to quickly and easily send their thank you notes in a timelier 
manner.  
 
 
As one volunteer put it: 
 

“The new Class Agent portal makes selecting classmates so much easier.  I can 
select, contact and thank classmates for gifts right away, not having to wait for a 
monthly report.” 

 
The St. Olaf team is finding that the ability to check daily on their volunteers’ progress to see what 
they are (and are not) doing, helps with how they communicate with their volunteers. It also gives 
the team a better idea of what the volunteers may need in the way of support.  The St. Olaf team is 
also starting to feel a little more autonomy from the “herding cats syndrome” since their volunteers 
are becoming more self-sufficient in accessing information on their prospects and other tactical 
activities. This frees up the St. Olaf team to concentrate more on creating stronger programs and 
building relationships with their volunteers. 
 
 

 


