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FOREWORD

As we re-emerge and reflect on the many disruptions of 

2020, I am both astonished and inspired by the many 

adaptations that K–12 schools undertook to successfully 

see the year through. School leaders navigated the 

moving needle of guidance from national, state, and 

local leaders, public health officials, boards, and industry 

associations. Schools reimagined nearly every aspect 

of their operations across every office, from virtual 

admissions, and virtual and hybrid learning, to their 

tried-and-true fundraising events.

In this report, we will we explore how giving to the 

K–12 school community has unfolded both in the 

recent past and over the long term. We are honored 

to pair the overview of 2020 data with thoughts from 

Sue Cunningham, President and CEO of the Council 

for Advancement and Support of Education (CASE). 

She shares her perspective to help you focus on 

perseverance and chart a course forward that positions 

your school for future success. 

 
Travis Warren
President and GM
Blackbaud K–12 Solutions
Blackbaud Faith Solutions

Tracking over $40 billion 

in U.S.-based charitable 

giving from the Blackbaud 

Institute Index, the 

Charitable Giving Report is 

one of the most credible 

resources on fundraising 

performance in the social 

good community. Continue 

reading this spotlight to 

explore trends from the 

K–12 education subsector 

and view the full report at 

www.blackbaudinstitute.

com/charitablegiving. 

https://institute.blackbaud.com/
http://www.blackbaudinstitute.com/charitablegiving
http://www.blackbaudinstitute.com/charitablegiving
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OVERVIEW

2020 was interrupted by a global pandemic, economic uncertainty, wildfires and other natural disasters, surging 
social movements, and political turbulence. And as the dust settles, the K–12 school community finds itself preparing 
for a new normal. While 2020 may be a year we all wish to forget, K–12 schools should look to the horizon while 
reflecting on the many adaptations that helped them weather the storm during a year like no other. 

Giving trend data is an invaluable tool, but it is only a retrospective that shows us what has already happened. In this 
Charitable Giving Report spotlight, you will find an overview of 2020 giving numbers. You will also find commentary 
from Sue Cunningham, president and CEO of the Council for Advancement and Support of Education (CASE), to 
learn more about how institutions are looking ahead.

Remember that charitable giving data is one facet of the philanthropic prism. As you navigate the months ahead, 
track trends across your full portfolio.

https://institute.blackbaud.com/
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2020 Overall Giving 
Overall charitable giving in the United States increased 2.0% on a year-over-year basis in 2020. As the Coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic unfolded, it heightened everyone’s awareness of growing disparities. Subsequently, donors 
responded by giving to organizations on the front lines. Organizations in the human services subsector, for example, 
saw giving growth in 2020, while most other subsectors saw stifled growth. This is apparent in the K–12 education 
subsector, which experienced a 4.6% decrease in giving in 2020 compared to the previous year. This data suggests 
that many donors may have shifted their philanthropic efforts from K–12 schools/organizations to other causes 
and highlights the continued need for K–12 schools to effectively tell their stories in appeals.

2020 OVERALL GIVING TRENDS BY SUBSECTOR 

Subsector YOY % Change 

Animal Welfare -0.7%

Arts and Culture -9.5%

Environment -7.0%

Faith-Based 3.1%

Healthcare -2.1%

Higher Education -5.4%

Human Services 12.1%

International Affairs -3.5%

K-12 Education -4.6% 

Medical Research -11.9%

Public and Society Benefit 0.8%

THREE-YEAR ROLLING TREND

Subsector YOY % Change 

Animal Welfare 3.3%

Arts and Culture -4.1%

Environment 1.3%

Faith-Based 4.2%

Healthcare 0.8%

Higher Education -1.3%

Human Services 18.5%

International Affairs -2.2%

K-12 Education -4.7% 

Medical Research -14.0%

Public and Society Benefit 9.7%

However, the K–12 education subsector enjoys one of the highest average donation amounts. The average 
gift amount to K–12 schools in 2020 was $1,278, up from $967 in 2019, compared with the average gift amount 
of $737 across all subsectors in 2020. This finding points to the ongoing importance of major donors for K–12 
schools, an area many development leaders focused on throughout the pandemic.

AVERAGE DONATION AMOUNT

$1,278
K–12 Education

$737
All Subsectors

In 2020, the average gift amount to K–12 
schools was $1,278, which represents the 
second highest average gift amount among 
any subsector that year. 

THE FINDINGS

https://institute.blackbaud.com/
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2020 Online Giving
K–12 schools have led in the area of online giving and continue to do so both in terms of the percent of 
overall giving online and average online gift size. Online giving in the K–12 school community also continues 
to see healthy year-over-year growth.

As traditional fundraising events went digital and in-person donor meetings switched gears to accommodate 
social distancing, donors went online. In 2020, 12.9% of total charitable giving contributions came from 
online giving, which is a marked increase from 2019. K–12 schools received 13.5% of their total fundraising 
from online giving in 2020.  

Overall online giving increased 20.7% in 2020. As noted above, online giving has historically been strong in 
K–12 schools and in 2020 reported an 8.7% year-over-year increase in online giving.

Across all subsectors, the average online donation amount in 2020 was $177. The average gift amount to 
K–12 schools in 2020 was $1,640. 

2020 Trends by Percentage of Total Fundraising from Online Giving 

ONLINE GIVING TRENDS 

AVERAGE DONATION AMOUNT

$1,640
K–12 Education

$177
All Subsectors

In 2020, the K–12 education subsector 
experienced an 8.7% increase in online 
giving compared to 2019. This is the biggest 
increase we’ve seen in this subsector over the 
past three years. 

https://institute.blackbaud.com/
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In 2020, 13.5% of K–12 overall giving occurred in June, making it the second largest month for overall giving 
in the subsector. Traditionally, June represents a high percentage of giving due to fiscal year-end. But the 
acceleration of the coronavirus around the globe and the United States during that time had a significant 
impact on giving. However, giving began to recover during the last few months of 2020. December was the 
largest giving month of the year for both overall and online giving. The K–12 education subsector experienced 
22.3% of overall giving 23.3% of online giving during that month. 

2020 Overall And Online Giving Trends By Month 

TYPE OF GIFT JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL AUG SEP OCT NOV DEC

Overall 8.6 6.2 5.6 5.0 6.4 13.5 5.6 6.0 6.2 7.3 7.4 22.3

Online 7.2 9.5 6.6 5.0 7.5 11.4 3.7 3.9 5.3 8.3 8.2 23.3

2020 K–12 EDUCATION OVERALL AND ONLINE GIVING DISTRIBUTION BY MONTH

Overall Giving Online Giving

https://institute.blackbaud.com/
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SECTOR PERSPECTIVE

Interview with Sue Cunningham, President and CEO, Council for 
Advancement and Support of Education (CASE)

Many K–12 schools shifted and adapted new strategies in 2020. Are there any strategies that will 
continue to be successful in a post-pandemic world? How might those current trends shape the 
future of K–12 advancement? 

Over the past year I have heard from many school heads and advancement leaders around the world who have 
a laser-like focus on mission now. This focus enables advancement teams to be strategic in their work which is 
especially vital when navigating challenging times.

From an advancement perspective, we are seeing a renewed focus on the student experience, with 
advancement leaders engaging communities to support those needs, and communities responding. This is 
mission-critical now, especially with the urgency brought by the important Black Lives Matter movement, 
and the rapid demographic changes in the schools sector. Our members have, over the last year, focused 
on creating a sense of belonging and inclusion and developing strong communities both in person and 
at a distance. Placing students at the center of the experience really hones the strategic attention of the 
advancement team in support of the school. 

The other strategy we advocate is approaching advancement in a truly integrated way. We know that most 
schools are quite skilled at this already. We have created a toolkit to help with this as well. This is really a 
mechanism for achieving an institution’s strategic goals and deploying staff in the most effective ways.

How can K–12 schools narrow race-based disparities and build a culture of equity, both inside and 
outside of their doors?

Our recent schools conference, CASE—NAIS, with nearly 2,000 attendees, took a very deep look at this 
important subject. From our plenary sessions to concurrent and breakout sessions, the urgency to address 
diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging is paramount for our schools and for CASE. We know many schools 
are stepping up and grappling with how to address and redress historical wrongs. Our recent Currents cover 
story addresses the reckoning with the past that is happening on campuses. But we also need to be clear that 
these aren’t problems of history alone. CASE is having ongoing conversations with its key volunteer groups 
to envision a truly inclusive culture of and practice in advancement. Our coming Commission conversations 
(CASE’s global think tanks) will look at the dual pandemics of COVID-19 and systemic racism, and how we can 
reframe our work to do and be better in our institutions and in our practices.

The challenge is particularly acute for schools as demographic changes will drastically alter student and family 
population pools. If our schools (and colleges and universities as well) do not address equity issues head on, 
they will not be able to successfully create communities where prospective and current students feel like they 
can thrive. 

https://institute.blackbaud.com/
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At CASE we are committed to doing more. Diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging is at the forefront of our 
organizational change effort underway. The CASE Board of Trustees recently adopted the CASE Statement 
on Inclusion, which underscores our commitment. We will soon launch an Opportunity and Inclusion Center 
which seeks to ensure advancement leaders are best prepared to serve all communities, with guidance and 
support for serving institutions at the school and higher education level. And, during the summer of 2021, 
we will release a resource specifically designed to help independent and international school advancement 
offices evaluate their own external affairs programs and strategies through a lens of diversity, equity, and 
inclusion. 

2020 reminded us all that change is constant. Now that we know forecasts aren’t always certain, 
what are some best practices that K–12 schools can undertake to become nimble, resilient, and 
effective?

Schools adeptly responded to urgent needs their students and families faced during the pandemic. We know 
schools supported families that experienced the crisis directly, where the families may have had members 
contract COVID-19 or suffer job losses. We saw direct support through the creation or distribution of 
emergency aid funds. 

Schools often have advancement teams that cover a lot of ground—they are small and nimble and often wear 
many hats. That makes the advancement team at the school a critical conduit to many of the school’s key 
constituencies. CASE works to ensure that our schools members have access to learning and sharing across 
the CASE membership, like this resource for smaller teams.

We are hearing that schools are focusing on rebuilding and sustaining adequate reserve funding for 
emergency situations. After schools recovered from 2008, they generally launched back into business as 
usual. To help our schools withstand whatever crisis may be coming next, we recommend three areas ripe 
for attention. First, concentrate on front-loading or even forward-funding the annual fund. Doing so allows 
the school to raise most of its unrestricted giving during the first semester and allow for great stewardship 
and flexibility throughout the rest of the fiscal year. Second, consider a capital campaign for financial aid in 
lieu of facilities, if possible. The question of affordability and access will remain with us indefinitely. Bolstering 
the school’s budget with endowed financial aid and enabling more students from diverse socioeconomic 
backgrounds to attend strengthens both the bottom line and the community. And third, look closely at the 
integrated advancement structure. As mentioned above, fully integrating the school’s advancement team 
pays dividends for years to come and allows for cost-savings and greater entrepreneurial thinking.

One of the themes we’ve seen is the importance of better targeting appeals and campaigns 
with donors; what are you seeing in terms of K–12 schools using more data-driven approaches to 
fundraising?

This is critically important for schools in their enrollment and marketing strategies as well as their fundraising 
strategies. Simply put, schools cannot afford not to be data-driven in their work. We find that those closely 
tracking digital engagement, social media presence, open and click rates, and return on investment for 
each advancement initiative (i.e. the magazine, social appeals, print appeals, phone calls, etc.) invariably out 

https://institute.blackbaud.com/
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perform peer institutions of similar size and demographics. More specifically, those schools who are tracking 
the most data points are raising more dollars per student enrolled, because those data points enable better 
stewardship strategy. If a donor consistently clicks on emails and social posts centered around financial 
assistance, that donor is more likely to give to an emergency fund than they are a STEM project. The more 
we know about donor and constituent behavior, the better we can shape the information and appeals they 
receive. 

Throughout the pandemic, we have also seen schools look closely at what kind of virtual engagement 
opportunities their constituents respond to. Many schools are using their databases to track these 
engagements and develop a moves management strategy to turn a formerly under-engaged alumna or parent 
into a meaningful and consistent donor. While we are still at the beginning stages of seeing how pandemic-
related engagement opportunities might make a long-term impact on the bottom line, the importance to 
fundraising is obvious. The virtual events and other opportunities our constituents engage in represent 
interest or passion. Those inclinations can eventually turn into gifts at a major or at a leadership level, 
depending upon the donor’s capacity. 

In 2020, giving to K–12 schools decreased by 4.6% compared to the previous year. Still, the sector 
enjoyed an average gift amount of $1,278—the second highest of any social good subsector. How 
can K–12 schools reinforce the value of giving to bring levels back up?

The CASE Voluntary Support of Education Survey (CASE VSE) for 2019-2020 revealed a 2.7% overall decline in 
giving to schools. The survey measures giving from July 1—June 30, 2020, so the CASE VSE reports on the first 
half of calendar year 2020, which included one fiscal quarter during the pandemic. Interestingly, there was a 
slight increase in giving to current operations (2%) but a 5.2% decrease in overall giving to capital purposes in 
our findings. We think that shift was driven by the urgency of current needs stemming from the pandemic.

Schools are doing a great job with their supporters especially in a difficult year. We are working in partnership 
with our schools members to provide resources that help them better explain things like endowments with 
their key constituencies. This is critical information to convey, particularly at a challenging time for many 
schools. What the general public needs to understand about endowments is that they are vital to the long-
term sustainability of our schools. 

Overall, it is clear that education remains a key philanthropic priority for many supporters. The pandemic may 
have shifted some support to urgent community needs in health care, food and shelter. As the pandemic 
gives way to some sense of normalcy over the coming years, we are confident schools will continue their 
conversations with their supporters about the ways they transform lives and communities.

Online giving to K–12 schools grew by 8.7% in 2020. How have digital channels changed the ways 
K–12 schools have engaged with families and supporters? Do you anticipate this to continue?

Schools are embracing digital channels in many ways. One of the recent CASE Grand Gold Award recipients 
was specifically honored for its use of social media to set the stage for fundraising. 

The plethora of giving mechanisms will continue to help institutions engage with their supporters and reach 

https://institute.blackbaud.com/
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new supporters. The organic nature of social and digitally-driven giving is a good thing. The recently released 
CASE Global Reporting Standards provide clarity for counting gifts from multiple mechanisms so that they 
acknowledge the overall picture for the institution.  

CASE has created resources to support its members in this regard, including a Subject Guide on 
Crowdfunding, Online Giving Days, among other topics. Additionally, our CASE Circle of Excellence Award 
Categories honor activities that are peer-selected and considered best in class. A number of those awards 
address digital fundraising, communications, and Flash Campaigns  that help advancement leaders thing 
through important considerations with respect to the changing ways to reach donors. 

How can K–12 schools use reports like this one to benchmark themselves and set strategies for 
the future? 

Benchmarking reports like the Charitable Giving Report and the work we do with our global CASE AmAtlas 
surveys and benchmarking studies enable institutions to understand their progress against peers. I am a firm 
believer in the importance of these efforts. When the data gleaned is applied to continuous improvement, 
the school should achieve its institutional goals. I have gone on record in the past about various rankings lists 
that are not helpful and that do not reflect the full range of external support for an institution—whether that 
support is philanthropic, related to engagement with students and alumni, or helps with advocacy. The full 
picture is what is most helpful.

Advancement leaders should always challenge themselves to improve their programs and efforts. 
Benchmarking helps with context for that leadership activity.  

Sue Cunningham   
Sue Cunningham is president and CEO of the Council for Advancement and 
Support of Education (CASE), which champions the work of advancement 
professionals at 3,100 schools, colleges, and universities in over 80 countries. 
Ms. Cunningham serves as a trustee for the University of San Diego and a 
member of the Signature Theatre (Arlington, Virginia) Board of Directors. She is 
a member of the Washington Higher Education Secretariat steering committee, 
the Council of Higher Education Management Associations, and the International 
Women’s Foundation. Prior to her appointment to CASE, Ms. Cunningham served as 
vice principal for advancement at the University of Melbourne and the director of development for the 
University of Oxford. She served as director of development at Christ Church, Oxford and as director of 
external relations at the University of St Andrews. Ms. Cunningham was awarded a master's degree from 
the University of Oxford and a bachelor's degree in performing arts from Middlesex University, London. 
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About the Blackbaud Index 
Economic conditions, natural disasters, and market fluctuations have made it extremely difficult for nonprofits 
to make fundraising decisions informed by the latest donor behavior. That is why we created the Blackbaud 
Index of Charitable Giving in 2010—to provide insight into what happened in the prior few weeks and valuable 
analysis by leaders in the sector into what fundraisers can learn from it. 

The Blackbaud Index brings you the most up-to-date information on charitable giving today. Tracking 
approximately $31.9 billion in U.S.-based charitable giving, the index is updated on the first of each month and 
is based on year-over-year percent changes. Featuring overall and online giving, the index can be viewed by 
nonprofit size or industry sub-sector.

Visit www.blackbaud.com/blackbaudindex to experience enhanced, interactive index charts you can easily 
compare by size or sector. 

About The Blackbaud Institute

The Blackbaud Institute drives research and insight to accelerate the impact of the social good community. It 
convenes expert partners from across the philanthropic sector to foster diverse perspectives, collective thinking, 
and collaborative solutions to the world’s greatest challenges. Using the most comprehensive data set in the 
social good community, the Blackbaud Institute and its partners conduct research, uncover strategic insight, and 
share results broadly to drive effective philanthropy at every stage, from fundraising to outcomes. Knowledge is 
powering the future of social good, and the Blackbaud Institute is an engine of that progress. Learn more, sign up 
for our newsletter, explore our knowledge base of social good best practices and trends, see the latest quarterly 
statistics on giving, and check out our most recent resources at www.blackbaudinstitute.com.

About Blackbaud

Blackbaud (NASDAQ: BLKB) is the world’s leading cloud software company powering social good. Serving the 
entire social good community—nonprofits, foundations, corporations, education institutions, and individual 
change agents—Blackbaud connects and empowers organizations to increase their impact through software, 
services, expertise, and data intelligence. The Blackbaud portfolio is tailored to the unique needs of vertical 
markets, with solutions for fundraising and relationship management, digital marketing, advocacy, accounting, 
payments, analytics, school management, grant management, corporate social responsibility, and volunteerism. 
Serving the industry for more than three decades, Blackbaud is headquartered in Charleston, South Carolina, 
and has operations in the United States, Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom. For more information, visit 
www.blackbaud.com, or follow us on Twitter®, LinkedIn®, and Facebook®.
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