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Speaker Introductions

Dara Igersheim 
Vice President, Avalon Consulting Group

Colleen Morith
Assistant Director,
Friends of the Smithsonian

David Saunders
Director of Membership, 
National Museum of the American Indian



Smithsonian Institution and the National Museum of 
the American Indian (NMAI)

The Smithsonian, as the world's largest museum, 
education, and research complex, has a unique and 
critical role in finding common ground and creating 

hope among the American people. With 21 museums 
and the National Zoo, we are reshaping the future by 
preserving heritage, discovering new knowledge and 

sharing our resources with the world. 

A diverse and multifaceted cultural and educational 
enterprise, the National Museum of the American 
Indian (NMAI) is an active and visible component of 
the Smithsonian Institution and cares for one of the 

world's most expansive collections of Native artifacts, 
including objects, photographs, archives, 

and media covering the entire Western Hemisphere, 
from the Arctic Circle to Tierra del Fuego.
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Philanthropy and the 
Smithsonian

• Federal funds make up about 62% of the institution’s 
annual budget.

• Private funds amplify the impact of Congressional 
support.

• A staff of about 300 advancement professionals across 
the institution work with leadership to raise $300 million 
annually from individuals, corporations, foundations, 
and others. 

• Donors’ contributions support our dynamic exhibitions, 
vast educational resources, multi-disciplinary research 
in more than 140 countries, and more.
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Why Midlevel Giving 
Matters

• Bridges the Gap
• Connects annual members and major donors

• Higher Retention and Long-Term Value
• Increases donor retention rates
• Enhances long-term donor value
• Increased value offsets donor attrition

• Primes Donors for Planned Giving and 
Major Gifts

• Midlevel donors are great prospects for planned 
giving

• Donor-Advised Funds (DAFs) and IRA potential
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In this example showing an 
organization’s overall major 
giving in one year, 71% of the 
revenue was generated by 
donors originating in the low 
dollar program.

This view is also typical of most 
of Avalon’s clients and speaks 
to the long-term impact of 
membership investment.

Revenue from major 
donor joins

Revenue generated from 
membership:
under $1,000 initial join

Revenue from 
major donor joins

29%

Revenue 
generated from 

membership
71%

Total Major Donor Revenue

Membership is a pipeline to major gifts
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• Typically defined as 
$1,000+ (but can vary)

• Between 
membership/lower dollar 
donors and major gifts

• Midlevel donors are a 
qualified pool of major 
donor prospects!

Major 
Donors

Midlevel Donors

Low Dollar Donors

What is a Midlevel Donor?
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Acquire/Reinstate

Renew or Lapse

Appeal Gifts

Upgrade Midlevel Gifts

Major Donors

Member Evolution
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Average Age Giving Behaviors Motivations

Understanding Midlevel Donors: Who They Are



© 2025 The Avalon Consulting Group, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 

page 10

Personalization Impact 
storytelling

Access to 
insider 

experiences

Recognition

Understanding Midlevel Donors: What They Need
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Engagement 
Beyond 

Transactions

Sense of 
Community

Understanding Midlevel Donors: Why They Stay
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Upgrading as a Philanthropic Choice

 Using mission-based language, in 
addition to benefits language, will 
help to cultivate a strong donor with 
longer retention. 

 People won't upgrade if you don't 
ask them. When in doubt, ASK!
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Segmentation Strategies
Mid-Range 

Members ($100-
999)

Lapsed Midlevel 
Members

Members with 
Total Giving >= $1K 

in 0-24 months

Prior DAF, Stock, or 
IRA Donors

Members with 
Long-term Giving 

(5+ Years)
Event Attendees 

Travel Program 
Participants

Wealth Screening 
Data
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Using Data to Drive 
Decisions

• Understanding your existing 
midlevel pipeline is key to 
driving upgrades!

• Midlevel metrics are likely 
buried in your overall program 
metrics

• Ensure you have tools in place 
to monitor revenue, file size, 
giving metrics, and retention

Avalon’s VitalStats  KPI Midlevel Dashboard
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Direct Marketing 
Contacts

 Email

 Direct Mail

 Phone Calls

 Texting

 Digital Ads

Personal 
Engagement

 Events

 Personal Calls

 Peer Influence

 Ambassador 
Programs

Direct Marketing vs. Personal Engagement: A Balancing Act

Our Focus Today!
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Appeal

Encourage upgrades 
with additional gift 
asks

Renewal

Strategies for 
upgrading members 
in renewal cycle

Stand-Alone 
Upgrades
Independent 
upgrade campaigns

Offers/Benefits

Incentives provided 
to upgrade members

Segmentation 
Strategies
Targeting based on 
prior response

Strategic Upgrading
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Appeal with Upgrade Ask
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Upgrade PanelGeneral Members

Annual Fund Appeal with Upgrade Ask
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General Members

Upgrade Panel

Annual Fund Appeal with Upgrade Ask
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Renewal with Targeted Upgrade
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NMAAHC R1 Upgrade Package
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NMAAHC R1 Upgrade Package
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Renewal with Targeted Upgrade
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Renewal with Targeted Upgrade
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Stand Alone Upgrade Campaign
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Invitation Package
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Invitation Package



© 2025 The Avalon Consulting Group, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 

page 29

Invitation Package
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Stand Alone Upgrade
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Eye-Catching Carrier



© 2025 The Avalon Consulting Group, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 

page 32

Upgrade with Premium
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Other Communication Channels
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Engaging Email Conversion
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Ensure Web Donation Page Promotes Upgrading



© 2025 The Avalon Consulting Group, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 

page 36

Telemarketing for Personalized Upgrade Ask
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Introducing DAFs and IRAs to 
Midlevel Donors

• Breaking misconceptions: 
DAFs and IRAs aren’t just 
for major donors

• How to encourage and 
facilitate gifts

Planned Giving: 
Planting the Seed Early

• Why midlevel donors are 
prime prospects

• Simple ways to introduce 
planned giving in 
membership appeals

Expanding Opportunities: DAFs/IRAs & Planned Giving
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Offer DAFs as a Payment Channel 
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Recognize DAF Donors and Personalize Ask String
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Added Push for DAF and IRA Gifts on Back of Reply

Be sure to note that benefits cannot 
be fulfilled for DAF and IRA gifts!
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DAF Widget for Website

DAFwidget.com (Free!)
DAFDirect.org (Free!)
Chariot (embedded in website)

Widgets for registered charities:
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• Potential for significant contributions
• Often have a strong connection to the 

cause

Midlevel Donors as 
Prime Prospects

• Simple and effective methods
• Encourages long-term commitment

Introducing Planned 
Giving in Membership 

Appeals

Planned Giving: Planting the Seed Early



© 2025 The Avalon Consulting Group, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 

page 43

Promote Planned Giving in Appeals
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Final Takeaways – Building a Thriving Midlevel Pipeline

Midlevel donors are 
essential bridges 

between annual and 
major giving.

Personalized 
engagement and 

clear upgrade 
strategies drive long-

term value.

Data segmentation 
and multichannel 

outreach are key to 
growth.

Every member has 
the potential to 
become a major 

donor—start 
cultivating now.
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Q&A / Open Discussion
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Contact us with questions!

Colleen Morith
Assistant Director, 

Smithsonian Giving Circles
morithc@si.edu

David Saunders
Director Membership,

National Museum of the 
American Indian

saundersdf@si.edu

Dara Igersheim
Vice President of Client 

Services
darai@avalonconsulting.net

Contact us with questions!

mailto:morithc@si.edu
mailto:perellj@si.edu
mailto:jackieb@avalonconsulting.net
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