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F
undraising is a team effort, and increasingly the 
team that creates the successful cultivation, solici-
tation and stewardship of donors is made up of in-

dividuals from different generations. Gen Y/Millennials 
(born in 1981 and afterward) are graduating from college 
and beginning their employment paths. Gen Xers (born 
1965–1980) are establishing their careers and looking for 
opportunities to lead. Baby boomers (born 1946–1964) 
are currently at the helm of most nonprofit organizations, 
providing leadership to and management of the younger 
generations. Most of those from the Traditionalists/Silent 
Generation (born in 1945 and before) have retired, often 
serving as volunteers at nonprofit organizations.

A key to good teamwork in the workplace is effec-
tive communication. With all the technological offerings 
today, communication can become challenging among 
generations. Co-workers from the baby boomer gener-
ation tend to communicate with paper and ink and in 
face-to-face meetings. They may view communication via 
technology, such as instant messaging, text messaging, 
blogging and social networking, as a distraction from 
work. (See Generation Y and the Workplace Annual Re-
port 2010, Johnson Controls.) The younger generations 
(Gen X and Gen Y/Millennials) were raised using tech-
nology and are accustomed to its efficiency and immedi-
acy. They may consider face-to-face interaction an unnec-
essary waste of time. While communication at the office 
may be a source of conflict, it actually can help create an 
effective team with everyone on the same page.

Consider the alumni relations office at the Universi-
ty of San Diego (www.sandiego.edu/alumni/alumni 
relations). Kara Marsh Proffitt is an associate director and a 
Gen Y. She prefers to communicate via technology—email, 
Facebook and text. This is not surprising, since her gen-
eration grew up with technology at its fingertips. in fact, 
Millennials outpace older Americans in virtually all types 
of internet and cell usage. (See Millennials: A Portrait of 
Generation Next, Pew Research Center.) Gen Y’s are wired 
24/7 and expect an immediate response. While Proffitt is 
able to utilize technology as an effective form of communi-
cation, she has felt that “there is a lack of appreciation for 
technology by her older coworkers, which could possibly 
stem from a lack of understanding of how to use it.”
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David Stephens, associate director of the alumni 
relations office, is aware that he is “old school” with 
his communication preference for paper and ink. As 
a baby boomer, he is more inclined to use face-to-face 
communication, the telephone and even the fax machine. 
Keeping up with technological communication is a must, 
but he admits that it is not first nature for him as it is 
for his younger co-workers. “i’ve adapted,” he admits. 
“Otherwise, i would be a dinosaur.”

in fact, almost three-quarters of employees in a multi-
generational office admit to adapting the way they com-
municate with older and/or younger colleagues in order 
to avoid problems. (See Intergenerational Management, 
Kelly Global Workforce index.)

How you view your co-workers makes a big impact 
on how you interact and communicate with them. There 
are natural assumptions about each generation—the 
younger generations are technologically savvy, while the 
older generations prefer paper and pen, for example. 
interacting one way is not necessarily the right way; 
rather, how you utilize the differences to effectively work 
together is what’s important.

Dr. Gloria Kellum, retired vice chancellor for university 
relations at the University of Mississippi (www.olemiss.
edu) in Oxford, Miss., and a baby boomer in her 60s, 
was responsible for communications and fundraising 
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on behalf of the university for nearly 15 years. Her 
development office included 10 younger development 
officers in their 20s and 30s teamed up with a few officers 
in their 40s, 50s and 60s.

She was strategic in her hiring by recruiting potential 
development officers from within the university’s current 
student body. Kellum developed an internship program 
for students who were completing their master’s degree 
at Ole Miss, as well as undergrads in the Sally McDonnell 
Barksdale Honors College and international programs. 
“if the intern turned out to be superb, the development 
department would hire him or her at graduation, whether 
they had an opening or not,” Kellum recalls. “This 
program really worked because the recently graduated 
students could speak sincerely and firsthand about the 
university, classes, degrees and professors to potential 
donors. This was an effective and easy way to engage the 
younger alumni in a peer-to-peer fundraising approach.”

in order to get all the development officers on the same 
page and communicating in the same language, Kellum 
relied on technology. “Technology became our partner 
in coordinating our younger and older people,” she says. 
Kellum and her development colleagues worked diligently 
to develop processes for coordination and communication 
about donors within the office. They found that a database 
that would track each development officer’s moves 
and touches with each individual donor was critical to 
successfully cultivating, soliciting and stewarding donors. 
A central database for all the development officers to 
record and access information about donors was critical 
for communication among the multigenerational team. 
“Technology is absolutely necessary to fundraising success 
because you have so many people you are dealing with 
as donors and so many development officers who have 
contact with these donors,” Kellum adds.

While technology was a must to keep staff in the 
development office working effectively together, Kellum 
also was aware that the tenured development officers 
were not as literate with technology. These development 
officers were assigned a staff person who would record all 
of the donor information into the database on their behalf. 
This staff assistant also would produce donor reports for 
the more senior development officer to review before he 
or she went on a donor site visit. This allowed the more 
technology-challenged fundraisers to effectively use the 
system, ultimately creating effective communication 
among all the development officers. With the combined 
strengths of the mature and the younger development 
officers, there was truly successful teamwork in the Ole 
Miss development department.

For better interoffice communication, keep the lines 
of communication open via multiple avenues, whether 
by mail, in-person meetings, email or social networking. 
Find out how each person likes to communicate. 
Younger workers often prefer communication that “cuts 
to the chase,” while older generations may prefer a 
longer explanation. What you may consider effective and 
clear communication may not be what your co-workers 
from different generations prefer. Accept each person’s 
preferences for communicating and act accordingly. This 
creates respect for your co-workers and demonstrates to 
them that you desire quality communication.

Sarah Garro, former associate director of the alumni 
relations office at the University of San Diego and now 
director of alumni relations at The Bishop’s School in 
La Jolla, Calif.—and a Gen X—summed up the benefits 
of working in a multigenerational office: “i think you 
learn so much about yourself and others, as long as 
you are patient and open. it only enhances your own 
communication skills. When you do value people who are 
different ages, it brings more perspective and knowledge 
to the work you are doing.” 

Renee C. Herrell, M.A., CFRE, is president of RCH 
Consulting (www.reneeherrell.com) in Encinitas, Calif.
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