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The Five-Star Nonprofit:  
Hospitality Lessons for  

Mission-Driven Leaders 

Episode 13 Companion Blog 

Hospitality is one of those words that sounds like it belongs to hotels and restaurants. We get it. 
But in our consulting work and in our own careers, we have seen over and over that the 
organizations creating the deepest, most lasting connections with donors, clients, volunteers, 
and community partners are the ones operating with what the hospitality industry would 
recognize as a service mindset. They do not just deliver programs. They make people feel valued, 
seen, and remembered. 

In Episode 13 of Mission-Driven Momentum, we explore what the hospitality industry—from 
the Ritz-Carlton to Danny Meyer’s restaurants to Will Guidara’s Eleven Madison Park—can 
teach mission-driven leaders about engagement, loyalty, and the kind of stewardship that turns 
a one-time donor into a lifelong advocate. Will brought his direct experience from years in 
hospitality and hotels. Pat brought decades of watching nonprofits succeed and struggle with the 
exact same dynamics. This blog goes deeper into the frameworks, the data, and the practical 
applications. 

What “Ladies and Gentlemen” Actually Means 

The Ritz-Carlton’s Gold Standards are not a customer service manual. They are a philosophy of 
human interaction built on five components: a Motto, a Credo, Three Steps of Service, twelve 
Service Values, and an Employee Promise. The piece most organizations miss is that last one. 
The Employee Promise is not a commitment from employees to the company. It is a 
commitment from the company to its employees. The Ritz-Carlton’s position, championed by 
co-founder Horst Schulze from the early 1980s, is that if you take care of your people first, they 
will take care of your guests. 

The most famous expression of that philosophy is the $2,000 rule. Every Ritz-Carlton employee, 
regardless of position, is authorized to spend up to $2,000 per guest, per incident, to resolve a 
problem or create a memorable experience—no manager approval needed. Most people 
misunderstand the rule. It is rarely used to its full extent. Most exceptional service moments 
cost almost nothing: a handwritten note, remembering that a guest mentioned an anniversary, 
replacing something a child left behind. The real power of the rule is the trust it signals. When 
you tell every person at every level that you trust their judgment to spend two thousand dollars 
to do the right thing, you are telling them they matter. Ritz-Carlton calculated their average 
customer lifetime value at around $250,000, making $2,000 to protect that relationship a 
sound investment. 
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Chris Hurn, a business owner, documented one of the best-known examples in a 2012 HuffPost 
piece. His family stayed at the Ritz-Carlton in Amelia Island, Florida, and his son left behind a 
stuffed giraffe named Joshie. Hurn told his son that Joshie was taking an extra-long vacation at 
the resort. The hotel’s loss prevention team ran with it—they sent Joshie home with a binder of 
photos showing the giraffe lounging by the pool in sunglasses, getting a spa treatment, driving a 
golf cart, and working the security cameras with his own Ritz-Carlton ID badge. Chip and Dan 
Heath later featured the story in The Power of Moments. It cost the hotel almost nothing. It 
became a story that defined their brand. 

Nonprofits can learn from every part of this. Imagine if every staff member at your organization 
felt empowered to solve a donor’s concern, address a client’s need, or create a small but 
memorable moment without escalating through three layers of approval. We have both walked 
into organizations where a front desk staff member genuinely wants to help a confused visitor 
but is not authorized to answer basic questions about programs. By the time the visitor reaches 
the right person, they are frustrated and the staff member feels powerless. That is not a people 
problem. That is a systems problem. 

Hospitality Is How You Make People Feel 

Danny Meyer, the restaurateur behind Union Square Hospitality Group and Shake Shack, 
introduced the concept of “enlightened hospitality” in his book Setting the Table. His priority 
order is counterintuitive: employees first, then guests, then community, then suppliers, and 
investors last. His logic is that if your people feel valued, they will create amazing experiences 
for guests. Everything else follows. 

Meyer draws a distinction we think every mission-driven leader should internalize: service is 
what you do for someone; hospitality is how you make them feel. Service is the technical 
delivery. Hospitality is the emotional connection. You can deliver flawless service with zero 
hospitality. A food pantry can hand someone a bag of groceries, or it can hand someone a bag of 
groceries while asking about their family, calling them by name, and making them feel like a 
neighbor instead of a number. Same groceries. Completely different experience. 

Meyer also talks about hiring for what he calls the 51 percent solution: fifty-one percent 
emotional hospitality skills and forty-nine percent technical skills. He would rather hire 
someone with warmth, empathy, and awareness and teach them the technical parts than hire a 
technically excellent person who lacks emotional intelligence. That should land with every 
nonprofit hiring manager. We tend to hire for credentials and hope the culture fit works out. 
Meyer’s approach flips it. 

Every nonprofit can deliver hospitality regardless of budget. You do not need a beautiful facility 
or a massive staff. You need people who notice, who remember, and who care enough to show it. 
As the Cheers theme song put it—people go where everybody knows their name. That was a 
fictional Boston bar with nothing fancy about it. The hospitality was the product. 
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The Hot Dog That Changed a Restaurant 

Will Guidara’s Unreasonable Hospitality, a New York Times bestseller, tells the story of taking 
Eleven Madison Park from number fifty on the World’s 50 Best Restaurants list in 2010 to 
number one in 2017. His framework is the 95/5 Rule: manage ninety-five percent of your time 
and budget with discipline and efficiency so you can spend the other five percent on creative, 
extraordinary, unexpected gestures. 

His most famous example is the hot dog. A group of food tourists from Europe mentioned 
during dinner that they had not tried a New York City street-cart hot dog. Guidara sent a runner 
to buy a two-dollar hot dog, had the kitchen plate it on fine china, and served it as a course in 
their multi-hundred-dollar tasting menu. That moment cost almost nothing and became the 
story that defined the restaurant’s identity. 

The nonprofit application is direct. A handwritten thank-you note from the executive director 
after a first-time donation. A birthday card for a long-time volunteer. A photo from the field 
showing a major donor the exact program their gift supported. Those gestures are the hot dog. 
They cost almost nothing and create loyalty that lasts years. 

The Retention Crisis Hospitality Could Solve 

The data makes the case on its own. The Fundraising Effectiveness Project—a collaboration 
between the AFP Foundation for Philanthropy and GivingTuesday—released their Q4 2024 full-
year report covering over twelve thousand nonprofits and nearly seven million donors. Overall 
donor retention sits at about forty-three percent. First-time donor retention has fallen to just 
over nineteen percent, the lowest ever recorded. Less than one in five new donors ever gives 
again. 

But once someone makes a second gift, retention jumps to about sixty-nine percent. That gap 
between nineteen and sixty-nine is where hospitality lives. It is the window where a personal 
touch, an impact story, a genuine human connection can turn a one-time transaction into a 
lasting relationship. Industry estimates consistently suggest it costs several times more to 
acquire a new donor than to retain one. The math supports what the hospitality industry has 
known for decades: stewardship that converts first-time donors into repeat donors is the most 
cost-effective fundraising approach that exists. 

Building It Into Your Organization 

Knowing hospitality matters and actually building it into how your organization operates are 
two very different things. Here is where we see most organizations get stuck—and what actually 
works. 

Map your stakeholder journey. Think about every interaction someone has with your 
organization from first contact to long-term relationship. When a potential donor visits your 
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website, what do they experience? When someone calls your office, how are they greeted? When 
a first-time donor gives, what happens in the next twenty-four hours? In the next thirty days? In 
hotels, this process is called guest journey mapping, and it happens before a property opens its 
doors. Most nonprofits have never done anything like it. We recommend a “mystery guest” 
exercise: have someone who has never interacted with your organization go through the full 
experience and report back on every touchpoint. You will learn more from that than from a year 
of internal meetings about donor engagement. 

Empower your people. In a well-run hotel, the person standing in front of a guest with a 
problem can solve it on the spot. Most nonprofits work the opposite way. A donor calls with a 
question about their gift and the development associate has to say “let me check with my 
supervisor.” The moment is gone. Give your team authority to act within reasonable guidelines. 
A handwritten note does not need approval. A follow-up phone call does not need a committee. 
The more you trust your team to deliver hospitality in real time, the more they will do it. 

Measure how people feel, not just what they give. In hotels, everything is measured: 
guest satisfaction, repeat visit rates, net promoter scores, online review sentiment. Nonprofits 
should be tracking donor satisfaction, volunteer return rates, client experience, and how people 
feel about their interactions. When is the last time someone asked a donor, “How was your 
experience giving to us? Was it easy? Did you feel appreciated?” Those are hospitality questions. 
The answers will tell you more about retention challenges than any financial report. 

Celebrate hospitality when you see it. What you celebrate is what you incentivize. If the 
only metrics getting recognized are revenue targets and program outputs, that is what your 
culture will optimize for. Celebrate the handwritten note, the follow-up call, the volunteer who 
felt seen on their first day—and your culture will start producing more of those moments. 

Get the recovery right. The Ritz-Carlton built its reputation not just on getting things right 
but on how it recovers when things go wrong. Nonprofits tend to get defensive or bureaucratic 
when problems arise. A hospitality mindset says: own it quickly, resolve it personally, and follow 
up to make sure the relationship is intact. The deepest loyalty gets built not in the perfect 
moments but in how you handle the imperfect ones. 

Stories from the Field 

Pat worked with a community health nonprofit struggling with donor retention. When they 
surveyed lapsed donors, the most common response was not “I can’t afford it” or “I found 
another cause.” It was “I never heard what happened with my gift.” They gave the gift. They got 
a tax receipt. Then nothing. No impact story, no update, no connection. They felt like an ATM. 

We designed a donor journey modeled on hospitality touchpoints. Within twenty-four hours of a 
gift, donors received a personal thank-you—not an automated receipt. At thirty days, a brief 
story about a person their gift was helping. At ninety days, a specific impact metric. At six 
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months, an invitation to visit the program in person. Within one year, their first-time donor 
retention rate went from eighteen percent to thirty-four percent—nearly doubled. The most 
expensive part was staff time for personal notes. But when you calculate the lifetime value of a 
retained donor versus the cost of finding a new one, it was the best investment the organization 
ever made. The development director said the six-month visit invitations were the real game-
changer. Several donors who came in for a tour increased their giving. One became a major 
donor. 

Pat also shared a story from a family services nonprofit with about eight staff. The program 
coordinator noticed that a regular client always came in looking exhausted. One day, the 
coordinator brought her a cup of coffee and sat with her for five minutes before the intake 
process started. That client later told a board member at a community event that it was the only 
place she had ever gone for help where someone treated her like a person first and a case 
number second. That board member repeated it at the next meeting. It changed how the entire 
organization thought about their intake process. A cup of coffee and five minutes of presence. 

Will has seen this play out in both hotels and theatre. In hotels, there is a concept called the “last 
impression.” It does not matter how beautiful the room was if checkout is a mess—a long wait, a 
billing error, a front desk agent who will not make eye contact. That final interaction is what 
shows up in the review. Nonprofits do the same thing: the program is excellent, the event is 
beautiful, but the follow-up is nonexistent. The last thing a donor experiences is silence. 

Will also saw this in theatre. Some venues had brilliant productions but terrible audience 
experiences—confusing websites, unexplained parking, cold lobbies, ushers who seemed put 
out. Then there was a small community theatre with a fraction of the budget that nailed it. 
Someone greeted you at the door by name. The house manager gave a warm welcome. There was 
a post-show talkback with the cast. They followed up with a personal email about the next show. 
That theatre had season subscribers who had been coming for twenty years—not because it was 
the best theatre in town, but because they made you feel like family. 

The Big Takeaway 

The organizations that treat every interaction like it matters are the ones people come back to. 
People do not give because you need the money. They give because of how you make them feel. 
People do not volunteer because you need the help. They come back because of the experience. 
Every organization can do this. You do not have to be the Ritz-Carlton. You do not need a 
$2,000 empowerment budget. You need to pay attention to the moments that matter and stop 
treating them like transactions. The hospitality industry figured this out decades ago. It is time 
mission-driven organizations caught up—because the people we serve deserve the same 
intentional care. 
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Download Your Free Resource 

We created a Nonprofit Hospitality Audit to accompany this episode. It includes: 

•  A Stakeholder Touchpoint Mapping worksheet to walk through every interaction from first 
contact to long-term relationship 

•  A Donor Journey Template with a timeline for personal engagement at each milestone 

•  A Hospitality Culture Scoring tool to assess how your organization stacks up on 
empowerment, personalization, and recovery 

•  Team reflection questions for honest conversation about what your stakeholders actually 
experience 

•  A 90-day hospitality action plan with phased steps, owner tracking, and built-in checkpoints 

 

Download it now at missiondrivenpod.com 

Let’s Keep the Conversation Going 

If today’s episode sparked something—a touchpoint you want to fix, a hospitality moment you 
have seen work, or a story about what it felt like to be on the receiving end of really great or 
really bad stewardship—we want to hear about it. 

•  Podcast/blog feedback: contact@missiondrivenpod.com 

•  Support for your organization: contact@thescanlandgroup.com or visit thescanlandgroup.com 

 

From our family—including Gracie, Moody, and Diamond, who provide the opposite of five-
star service unless treats are involved but who are absolutely convinced they deserve 
concierge-level attention at all times—to yours: keep leading with heart, keep showing up with 
purpose, and keep creating a world where everyone belongs. 

 

Until next time—stay focused, stay mission-driven. 


