Chambers &
Economic Development &
Capital Campaigns... Oh, My!
The Association of Chamber of Commerce Executives (ACCE) has been
working hard to educate its membership about the increasingly important role
chambers play in economic development. Funding these initiatives remains a
key challenge. Capital campaigns are a proven and effective way to fund
economic development initiatives. In this paper, we will take a closer look at
the results of ACCE's 2017 Capital Campaigns Quick Poll, specifically those
trends directly related to chambers and economic development.

Convergent’s principals have participated in the Association of Chamber of Commerce Executives
since the mid-90s. During this time, we have managed capital campaigns for a wide variety of
chambers of commerce throughout the country. By looking at the success rate, funding goals,
program length, level of client involvement, and general strategy involved in these campaigns, we
can identify new and more robust ways to help shape fundraising initiatives to better serve
chambers’ economic development efforts.
In February 2017, ACCE conducted a Capital Campaign Quick Poll examining current chamber
fundraising trends. In our role as the ACCE Economic & Community Development Division’s
capital campaign consultant sponsor, we wanted to take a deeper dive into those results that
illustrated how the capital campaign process is playing an increasingly important role in chambers
successfully funding economic development initiatives.

“Now more than ever, economic development success
comes as much from building a vibrant community with
talented workers and a pro-business climate as it does from
industrial recruitment and incentive packages. This is work
every chamber in the country can, and should, lead.”
- Mission Statement for ACCE’s
Economic & Community Development Division

The ACCE Quick Poll was launched in February
2017 to survey chamber of commerce
executives as to their propensity to conduct
capital campaigns, the purpose of those
campaigns, and their overall satisfaction with
campaign results. The poll was hosted by
ACCE and taken by various chamber
executives throughout the country.

The survey’s 122 respondents were equally
split between those who did a campaign
(50%) and those who did not (46.7%). They
were also equally split between those who
hired counsel (51%) and those who did not
(49%). A detailed breakdown of respondent
demographics, as well as a complete analysis
of all poll question results, is available here.

• All of our chamber campaigns over the last
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• Examples of “other”
economic development
responses included:
“Supported merger of ED
and Chamber,” “Operation
funding for EDC,” “Student
Intern Endowment,” and
“Innovation Fund.”

This excludes the 29% that
selected “Other.” Approximately
half of the example initiatives
listed under “other” were
economic development related.

• Several respondents pointed out that
their capital campaigns supported multipronged initiatives and they were unable to
choose one as the primary objective. In
these responses, each noted at least half of
the funds raised focused on economic
development.

• Workforce development
initiatives have come on
strong as the third leg of
the stool in economic
development-focused
chamber campaigns.

• Recently, we have seen an increase in
interest in funding for Promise Initiatives.
These are typically multi-organization
partnerships led by the local chamber
and/or EDC to address talent concerns.
• Not all economic development initiatives
are focused on funding multi-year programs
and operations. We helped one client secure
funding to endow their 4th of July fireworks
celebration, a major economic driver.

• 55% of respondents indicated that their
most recent capital campaign focused on
securing funds over a five-year cycle. This is
consistent with our own
clients’ trends.
• We were anticipating that
four-year campaigns would be
the next most common
funding cycle length, but
with an 18% response rate,
it was actually the three-year
campaign cycle.

• 14% of respondents chose
“Other” funding cycle
lengths that were typically
one-year campaigns. This
cycle length is most
commonly seen in
non-economic development
campaigns, such as building
campaigns.
• Two of the four explanations provided
under the “other” cycle length specified that
the capital campaign funding was used for
“build-out,” further substantiating our
experience that economic development
capital campaigns are most likely to be
conducted in multi-year cycles.

• Poll results reinforce our general
observation that three-year funding cycles
are on the rise throughout the chamber and
economic development sector.
• Three-year cycles allow
organizations to refresh
their programs and identify
areas where course
corrections are needed
more frequently.
• Four- and five-year
Campaign cycles allow
more time to produce
bigger and more valuable
program results. Delivering
bigger results can inspire
investors to pledge more
during the next campaign
cycle.
• Another consideration
when determining campaign length is that
campaign costs can be kept lower over the
long-term if you’re launching a campaign
every five years instead of every three years.
• In our experience, based on the factors
above, smaller organizations in smaller
communities typically opt for the 5-year
campaign cycle.

• We typically see public/private partnership
campaigns for economic development in
which the private sector provides the bulk of
the funding and leadership. This poll bears
out that experience.
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• There were no responses for the “More
than 50%” option regarding public funding.
• “None” was by far the most common
answer with 56.9% of the votes.

• While every situation and starting point is
different, we consider the best practice target
to be a 60/40 to 70/30 private/public funding
ratio in terms of the split between the two
for economic development initiatives.
• It’s often the case, especially in first time
economic development campaigns, that the
public sector still accounts for over 50%.
• It can take a cycle or two in some instances
for the private sector to overtake the public
sector. In this respect, we found it surprising
that no one in the poll had more than 50%
public funding.

• These responses each received an evenly
distributed 15-20% response rate: “Finding a
way to finance the ambitious ‘Horizon’ type
goals of our board,” “Need to seize
the high ground of local
economic and community
development,” and “Pressing
education and talent needs.”
• There were no responses
for these options: “Catching
up with the activities of a
rival group in the area” and
“One of my chamber peers is
doing it and it’s not as hard
as he/she thought.”
• “Other” received the
overwhelming majority of
responses, with a 60%
response rate. “Other”
responses included multiple
references to new building projects as well as
“program and economic development
needs.”

• The common themes that can be inferred
from the comments are either to build a new
building or to launch or augment economic
development initiatives and
achieve better economic
development results.
• Although capital
campaigns are traditionally
thought of as campaigns
for bricks and mortar,
Convergent and ACCE use
the term to mean any
major campaign to secure
large amounts of funding
for special projects,
programs, or initiatives
above and beyond the
membership services
funded by dues and other
non-dues revenue.
• Also referred to as “Strategic Funding
Initiatives” or “Superfund Campaigns,” these
funding campaigns have become increasingly
common over the past two decades.

Twenty-two respondents provided comments. Of these, there was an even split in the number of
comments clearly for and against using a consultant as well as those who feel campaigns should
only be used for buildings and those who feel they are best suited to funding strategic goals.
Clearly, the role of capital campaigns in the chamber industry is undergoing a major period of
change, of which we are excited to be a part. Highlighted below are some of the comments we
felt would be most helpful, and inspiring, to those chambers considering a capital campaign to
fund economic development initiatives (with or without a consultant) for the first time.

The number of chambers conducting capital campaigns has been increasing over the past few
decades, and we believe this trend will likely continue due to the success that organizations are
seeing, especially those who are including economic development initiatives in their fundraising
goals. Chambers that have used campaigns are ahead of the curve. As we have seen with clients
throughout the country, by successfully delivering on campaign goals, your organization will be
able to ask for and obtain larger campaign dollars the next time around.

23%

of respondents who used a
campaign consulting firm used
Convergent. This was the highest
percentage of any partner company
that was named individually.

Most respondents (62%) thought that the staff/volunteer time and effort was about right and
appropriate for what their campaign accomplished. Thirty-two percent felt it was heavy and
onerous. Six percent described it as “minimal.” At Convergent, we’re actually flexible in adjusting
the degree of our involvement and associated staff/volunteer burden to fit the preferences of our
clients. But even in a fully outsourced scenario, staff and volunteer time will inevitably be
diverted to such a major undertaking as a capital campaign. One of the biggest benefits of hiring
a campaign management firm is to minimize that burden and avoid the opportunity costs of
focusing so much staff and volunteer time on fundraising as opposed to the substantive work in
which the community is investing.

In our experience, this is especially true of organizations that fund multi-year economic and
community development programs via these campaigns. The largest category explanation for
people who did not intend to do another campaign was “other” at 38%. We suspect that most of
the respondents who don’t plan to do another campaign did their last one for a special project
(such as a building campaign or one of the one-off projects alluded to in Q2-3) and don’t have a
recurring need.

Convergent is a national fundraising consulting firm that
specializes in managing feasibility studies and capital
campaigns for nonprofit organizations, chambers, and
economic development organizations. As noted throughout
this paper, capital campaigns can play a key role in
community development efforts. As ACCE notes, "special
multiyear fundraising campaigns, aimed at tackling local
problems and opportunities, are at the heart of some of the
most successful chamber activities." This is why we are
seeing a distinct upswing in the number of chambers
launching capital campaigns across the country.
ACCE's Capital Campaign Council was created to help "advise
ACCE and its members on what this kind of fundraising
involves.“ We're excited to be a part of the Capital Campaign
Council and support ACCE in their efforts to ensure that
every chamber executive understands the pros and cons, as
well as the mechanics, of undertaking a campaign so they
can determine whether or not this fundraising strategy is
right for their organization. This year, we are specifically
focused on supporting the members of ACCE's Economic &
Community Development Division.
Thanks to our extensive background in chamber fundraising
throughout the country, we are able to provide your
chamber with valuable insights and customized solutions as
to how a capital campaign can help you reach your goals.
Ready to learn more? Contact us today.

Why Choose Convergent?
• Our fundraising process is
scalable to fit the needs of
almost any nonprofit, no
matter the size, scope or
mission.
• Our techniques fit today's
philanthropic environment
and marketplace demands.
• We don't rely solely on
emotional appeals; we show
the ROI and value that an
organization brings to its
constituency.
• We are experts in face-toface asks — the most
effective way to raise large
amounts of sustainable
funding.

To learn more about Convergent’s
campaign services, visit us at
www.ConvergentNonprofit.com
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