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Abstract 

 Nonprofit organizations often rely on in-kind donations from individuals, businesses, and 

organizations to help support their mission. In-kind support includes donated goods or services 

rather than a monetary donation. This honor’s thesis is comprised of research and applied best 

practices in a case study on developing gift-in-kind support for local Kalamazoo nonprofit 

organization, Pretty Lake Vacation Camp. In coordination with Pretty Lake Development Staff, 

Farm Staff, and four local businesses and organizations, $305 worth of in-kind donations were 

donated in time for the 2014 summer camp season for use on the camp farm. Various fundraising 

strategies and techniques were used to acquire these donations. The best results came from 

initiating contact with a persuasive, concise, and appealing email with an attached list of 

donations Pretty Lake was accepting and then following up a week later with another email or a 

phone call.  
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!
In-Kind Support Development for Pretty Lake Vacation Camp 

 Kalamazoo is full of inspiring nonprofit organizations with missions that positively 

impact community members that are often underserved. The importance of donations to 

nonprofit organizations such as these has proven vital, whether they be monetary donations, 

services, or goods. Tangible goods and services that are non-cash resources can be classified as 

in-kind donations or gifts-in-kind according to Community Toolbox (2014.) This type of 

donation is the focus of the research and project component outlined in this paper.  

Purpose 

 The primary goal of this project was to research and analyze best practices for 

accumulating in-kind donations and then apply those practices to gather in-kind donations for a 

nonprofit organization in Kalamazoo. Due to my interests in nature-based education, underserved 

youth, and summer camps, I chose to collaborate with Pretty Lake Vacation Camp. After 

deciding to specifically focus on the garden component to their programming, I started my work. 

This project’s objective was to successfully partner with community businesses and 

organizations to accumulate at least $200 worth of in-kind donations for use in garden 

programming starting in the 2014 summer camp season. I successfully exceeded the $200 goal 

with the help of community partners as well as my advisors, and was able to provide Pretty Lake 

with $305 worth of in-kind donations. This practical application of research supplied a nonprofit 

in need with gardening supplies for their youth and gave me an important component of 

nonprofit work experience necessary to move forward in my nonprofit career. 
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Pretty Lake Vacation Camp 

 Pretty Lake Vacation Camp was established in 1916 to serve at-risk youth in the 

Kalamazoo Region. They have developed and and grown over the last 98 years, and they now 

provide a completely cost-free week-long summer camp experience to over 700 youth each 

summer (J. Doezema, personal communication, February 12, 2014). With a mission as inspiring 

as theirs, it’s clear why they have been supported by generous members of the community 

throughout the years. Currently, they are working on The Pretty Amazing Campaign, which is a 

$2.3 million fundraising effort to improve camp facilities, continue annual operational support of 

the camp, and raise endowment funds all to continue and increase the quality of experience they 

provide to Kalamazoo youth in need (S. Jones, personal communication, February 12, 2014). 

With ambitious fundraising goals for much needed improvements and staffing, they certainly 

appreciate the benefit of donations when it comes to their programming. The money that does 

not get spent on tools and resources for programming and camper needs can be directed towards 

paying qualified staff members to provide valuable programs. 

 Pretty Lake’s program contains a variety of exciting programming to keep campers busy 

the entire week. They can play games, make crafts, go swimming, try kayaking, go to a dance 

class, attempt the high-ropes course, enjoy campfires, and even head out to the camp farm to try 

their hand at gardening. In 2008, Pretty Lake established their “Farm.” It contains 2.5 acres of 

gardens, small farm animals, and outdoor and indoor classrooms. In a typical day, anywhere 

from 20-30 campers will come to the Farm. They participate in soil building, planting, tending, 

harvesting and eating fresh produce. Many of the youth that attend Pretty Lake have never really 

been outside their backyards and neighborhoods, so Jenny sees all kinds of exciting reactions to 
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the opportunity to grow and eat food from the farm. They have science and outdoor play lessons 

based on animal survival and adaptations, climate change, water cycles, food webs, basic 

gardening and more (J. Doezema, personal communication, March 26, 2014). According to my 

research, this kind of background information was vital to include in my appeal to businesses for 

in-kind donations. Donors want to hear a story and understand why and how their donation will 

be used in a credible, charitable way. Most of all, donors like to give to people with a compelling 

story (Waters, 2013). Pretty Lake has a reputable history and staff and with the 700 youth they 

serve each summer, their story is simple to tell. Once the donors took time to understand their 

mission, it was easy to get them on board, particularly if they already were aware of Pretty Lake 

prior to my contacting them. 

 After working with Jenny Doezema, Pretty Lake’s Farm Manager, we settled on a list of 

goods that would enable staff and campers to have a more successful Farm experience. The 

comprehensive list of desired goods can be found in Appendix I. All tools that I acquired would 

be directly used by campers as well as visiting youth during the school year to enhance learning 

objectives and/or improve the quality of work that can be done by youth on the Farm. 

Throughout the growing season, food is sold at the Texas Township Farmers Market, donated to 

the local food bank and the Gospel Mission, and even sent home with campers. Having this 

foundational knowledge and background prepared me to convince community businesses and 

organizations that their in-kind donations were needed and would thoroughly be used and greatly 

appreciated.  

!
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Best Practices in Action 

 After completing my literature review and discussing Pretty Lake’s needs, I began my 

work by meeting with individuals who could assist me in this process. Collaborating and 

connecting with influential people can remove many initial barriers when starting in-kind 

donation fundraising. Both of my advisors for this project have extensive backgrounds and 

experience in the Kalamazoo nonprofit field and are familiar with the type of businesses I would 

need to contact for donations. I set up meetings with them to discuss a list of potential donors. As 

described in The Community Toolbox, starting with a set of potential donors and completing 

worksheets for each organization proved to be extremely helpful (2014). I kept a binder with 

these sheets of information about potential donors. A sample of this worksheet with my own 

adjustments can be found in Appendix II. Completing them even helped me realize that one of 

my potential donors would not work for my purposes. The application Meijer had for requesting 

in-kind donations was quite extensive and more for an employee of Pretty Lake to complete than 

an outside volunteer. 

 After establishing a list of potential donors, I set to work on deciding how to contact 

them. Based on my research, the best method seemed to be starting with an email. Therefore, in 

all circumstances I started with an initial carefully worded email with an attached flyer from 

Pretty Lake that described the types of donations we were looking for. An example of this email 

can be found in Appendix III and Appendix I contains the flyer. In all circumstances that I 

received a response, email was our primary form of communication. Email solicitation worked 

for this situation because it was fast, free, and enabled me to include a visually appealing flyer 
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with more information in a non-intrusive way. Another reason I chose email solicitation was 

because it was simple for them to respond at a time that was convenient for them. 

 The next step in the solicitation process was to determine when I would solicit, and 

establish a timeline for this project. I ended up sending the initial email to all potential donors 

during the first week of April. Other important dates I established included the deadline to be 

done collecting donations, the date I would deliver all donations, and the date I would send my 

personal thank you notes. After I decided on the timeline I set to work sending emails, engaging 

with the potential donors, and tracking my results. 

Outcomes and Analysis of Work 

 I successfully exceeded my goal of donation value to Pretty Lake. With the help of 

community businesses and partners, I was able to give $305 worth of in-kind donations. Out of 

the eight organizations I contacted, four successfully contributed. A 50% respondent rate for the 

amount of donations I was aiming for worked out very well. Four potential donors did not 

respond to my inquiry. These were the People’s Food Co-op, Wenke Greenhouses, Farm N 

Garden, and the Kalamazoo Garden Council. I followed up with a phone call to The People’s 

Food Co-op and was unable to connect with someone that seemed able to answer my questions 

about potential donations. I was sure to be respectful in their round-about way of declining to 

participate, and I thanked them for their time. I sent another follow-up email to Wenke 

Greenhouses, Farm N Garden, and the Kalamazoo Garden Council, and after no response I 

decided to stop contacting them as I could not find a contact phone number for an individual 

responsible for donations. The chart below displays the successful donations. 
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 Responses and processes for each organization varied greatly. Wedel’s Nursery responded 

to my email within two days and specified the exact donations they would like to make based on 

the flyer I included. My contact had me call her to set up a time to pick the donations up. When I 

arrived, she informed me the two of us would go around the store and pick out $25 worth of the 

specific plants and seed packets they wanted to contribute. This proved to be an excellent 

opportunity to tell her more about the program and thank her again for their involvement. She 

expressed interest in continuing a small partnership each spring, so I connected her with Jenny at 

Pretty Lake.  

 My contact at the WMU Environmental & Sustainability Studies Department was 

someone with whom I already had an existing professional relationship with. Dr. Kohler was my 

professor and the Director of my program, Environmental and Sustainability Studies. He was 

very willing to involve the department in giving essential resources to potential future students. 

This existing relationship and their potential gain from donating made them the top donor for this 

project. Dr. Kohler drove us to Lowe’s where we picked out a large wheelbarrow and 200 feet of 

Organization Contact Donations Value

Wedel’s Nursery Terrie Schwartz Strawberry Plants, 
Broccoli Plants, Potato 
Starters, 6 packets of 

assorted vegetable seeds

$25

WMU Environmental 
& Sustainability 

Studies Department

Dr. Steven Kohler 6’ cubic wheelbarrow 
with a no flat tire, 200’ 

of never-kink hose

$180

River Street 
Flowerland

Unknown 2 flats of assorted herb 
plants and perennial 

flowers

$60

Master Gardeners Linda Whitlock 4 hand trowels, 3 hand 
cultivators, 1 rake, 1 

shovel

$40
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hose, all worth $180.  

 River Street Flowerland had a specific online form that functioned as an email to request 

any particular donations. They responded to my request with a brief phone call saying I was free 

to stop by anytime to pick up their donations. They did not specify what they would donate or 

who my contact was. When I arrived later in the week, I told one of the cashiers who I was and 

they came out with two flats filled with herb plants and perennial flowers. She was unable to 

provide me with a receipt since they were donations, though I asked her how much this would 

cost if I was going to buy it all, which totaled $60.  

 My collaboration with Master Gardeners was different from my other donors. William 

Derouin, one of my advisors, set me up with his contact there. Since Master Gardeners is a not 

for profit organization, we set up a donation drive for their members at the Spring Gathering of 

Gardeners. My contact there worked with Jenny Doezema and myself to ensure the right type of 

donations would be collected. The day of the Spring Gathering of Gardeners was a cold, wintery 

one and due to the unexpected weather, a small amount of people showed up. From that small 

amount, however, we were able to still collect a dozen or so gently used or new tools for the 

garden.  

 After collecting all donations, I sent a personal thank you letter to each individual 

business. If appropriate, I addressed it to the main contact I worked with. A sample can be found 

in Appendix IV. This was an important step in the donation process since Pretty Lake could 

potentially request in-kind support from these organizations in the future. As I was representing 

Pretty Lake, I had to be sure to close all the loops on my contact with donors. After I sent my 
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thank you notes, I was assured from Pretty Lake Camp Staff that they sent them an “official” 

letter recognizing them for their donation and assigning a value for tax purposes. 

Conclusion 

 After two months of in-kind support fundraising, I was happy to finally be able to present 

the donations to the staff at Pretty Lake. They were grateful I chose them and sent a letter to me 

later in the summer thanking me for volunteering. They included photos of the farm this summer 

and even some of the youth using some hand tools from my project. These can be found in 

Appendix V. After my research and experience, I have a solid foundation of knowledge when it 

comes to requesting in-kind donations on behalf of a nonprofit. Assorted donation acquisition 

photos from this project can be found in Appendix VI.  

!
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Appendix I. 

Donation Flyer 
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Appendix II. 

Donor Prospect Worksheet 

IN-KIND DONOR PROSPECT PROFILE WORKSHEET 

Name of Organization:__________________________________________________________ 

Contact Name:________________________________________________________________ 

Title:____________________________________ Phone:______________________________ 

Relationship:__________________________________________________________________ 

Known Giving Patterns:________________________________________________________ 

Areas of Possible Interest:______________________________________________________ 

Suggested Donations:__________________________________________________________ 

Suggested Person to Ask:______________________________________________________ 

Method of Contact:____________________________________________________________ 

Contacted?_________ Results:__________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________


!
!
!
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Appendix III. 

Sample Email to Potential Donor 

!
“Hello Terri,!!
My name is Erin Denay and I am a Senior at WMU. I am 
currently completing my Honors Thesis and part of my 
project includes working with Pretty Lake Camp, the 
nonprofit organization that provides a free week of camp to 
at-risk youth in Kalamazoo. Specifically, I am working to 
gather in-kind donations for their Gathering Roots garden 
program for this summer. I am identifying and working with 
local organizations to donate new or gently used gardening 
supplies. All tools will be used directly by campers and 
school youth to enhance learning objectives or improve and 
increase the kinds of work that can be done by young people 
on the youth farm.!!
I am contacting Wedel's because I believe your business has 
a vested interest in furthering Kalamazoo youth's interest 
and knowledge in sustainable agriculture. Wedel's Nursery 
was the first greenhouse business that came to mind when I 
started this project, and I would love to talk with someone 
about this further. I have attached a document that will 
tell you more about Pretty Lake's mission with Gathering 
Roots, the donations they are requesting, and why these 
donations are so beneficial for the campers.!!
Please feel free to respond back to this email, contact me 
at 989-415-9888, or let me know when a good time might be 
to come in and talk with someone about this further. Thank 
you and I look forward to hearing from you!!!
Sincerely,!!
Erin Denay”!!
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Appendix IV. 

Sample Thank You Note 

!
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Appendix V. 

Pretty Lake Farm Summer 2014 

Above: Youth at Pretty Lake Farm using tools from the donation drive with Master Gardeners 

Above: Pretty Lake Farm 

!
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Appendix VI. 

Assorted Donation Acquisition Photos 

!
!
!
!
 

!
!
!
!
!
!

Above: River Street Flpwerland cashier with the Above: Dr. Kohler with the WMU   
donated herbs and flowers    Environmental Studies program and   
       his donations 

!
Left: Jenny Doezema of Pretty Lake Vacation Camp the day 
I dropped off the above donations
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