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The Case for Investing in Donor Retention
As a general rule, retaining existing
donors costs less than acquiring new
ones. Current donors are a curated
universe who have already demonstrated
a belief in your organization’s mission,
and willingness to take action toward
it. As such, for most nonprofit
organizations, pursuing strategies
to reducing donor losses is the most
affordable strategy for increasing net
fundraising gains.
The importance of donor retention
can be seen even more clearly when
shifting donor demographics are
considered. While millennials are still far
from reaching their peak giving years,
the Baby Boomer era is slowly fading
towards Generation X prominence. By
many accounts, Gen X appears to be as
generous or more than the Boomers, but
there are far fewer of them.

This change will make donor retention
even more critical in the coming years.
In the past, losing a donor meant
spending more money on costly
acquisition of new supporters, but with
a smaller pool of givers to begin with, at
some point replacements simply won’t
exist. With nearly 1.5 million nonprofits
in US alone, and a shrinking number of
donors to go around, nonprofits that
aren’t doing the work to steward and
retain donors now will lose by even
larger margins later.
Most nonprofits are doing some
type of donor retention work, but
often lack a formal plan, reporting
structure, and chain of responsibility.
This guide covers best practices for
nonprofits ready to solidify their donor
stewardship, retention, and renewal
tactics into a thriving program.

The State of Donor Retention
Across the nonprofit sector, donor retention rates are low, and getting worse. According to the
2018 Fundraising Effectiveness Survey Report, the average donor retention rate was 45.5% in 2017,
slightly lower than the rates in 2014–2016. Less than half of all donors return to nonprofits each year,
leaving organizations in a perpetual scramble to attract dwindling numbers of new donors. The chart
below illustrates the fluctuations in average donor retention over time:

Nonprofits continue to lose donors at an alarming rate, catching them in a losing cycle of constantly
spending time and money on costly donor acquisition, only to lose most of that investment.
Although low donor retention is endemic across the nonprofit sector, individual organizations can
and must take steps to distance themselves from the crowd. The following guide is based on the
donor retention practices of top nonprofit organizations, which have paid special care to designing
donor cultivation and growth plans.

Assessing Your Organization’s Retention
The first step toward improving your organization’s donor retention rate is to accurately assess where
it currently is. A surprising amount of nonprofits and development professionals are unaware of their
current retention rate, and its trending direction in recent years.
Your CRM should make tracking donor retention rates over time a simple process. For EveryAction
users, the Long-Term Value report displays a snapshot of how all of your donors are performing over
a 5-year period, and the Acquisition ROI report shows an overview of acquisition efforts are bringing
in new contacts, and the associated revenue across several timeframes. Even more easily accessible,
in the top widget of the Fundraiser’s Dashboard, you’ll see a live count of your lapsed donors over the
course of the year and an indication of how this compares to your status at the same time last year.

Segmenting your list to find retention rate differences between different types of donors is also
important for understanding the overall health of your donor retention program. How does retention
of donors who first gave at a fundraising event compare to retention of donors who give online? How
do Giving Tuesday donors compare to End of Year? When looking at groups of high and low retention
rate donors, are the identifiable similarities? Doing research into the answers to these questions
will leave you with a better idea of your program’s strengths and weaknesses, and a more effective
blueprint for making changes.

Another related question that is important to consider, is whether your organization has a planned
giving program, and how much effort is dedicated to its success. A strong planned giving program
often indicates a development program which is forward-thinking and long-term oriented, an
extremely important mindset when it comes to donor retention. For nonprofits that think of
relationships with donors as long-term investments, retention is a natural and invaluable part of
the entire process.

Solid Donor Stewardship
Retaining donors starts with strong donor stewardship, long before a donor has even considered
making a second gift to the organization. Constant communication is the most important aspect of
donor retention—but the message being communicated is important as well. When communicating
with current donors:
Report on how their money is being used. Donors will never get tired of hearing about the impact
that they have had on your cause. This type of message shouldn’t be saved for the broad overview
of an annual report—recapping what has happened in the last the last week or month can be
equally as effective and feel even more personal.
You can never say thank you enough. Use gratitude in all of your communication to current
donors—nonprofit supporters give because it makes them feel good, and reminding them of this
positive feeling through constant appreciation is hugely important for preparing them to donate
again. Sending an unprompted, handwritten thank-you note in the middle of the year can work
wonders for long-term retention.
Vary your content. No one appreciates getting three different version of the same email over three
weeks. To keep supporters engaged for the long term, think about interesting, engaging content
that will excite your list.
Multi-channel messaging. People exist in a multi-channel world, and if you are able to
communicate with them where they already are, they’ll be at a lower risk of lapsing.
Make them smile. Even for organizations with serious missions, a bit of levity is always welcome.
The Audobon society provided a great example of this, with their year end series of bird-inspired
cocktail recipes. Use lighthearted, interesting messages to show supporters other facets of your
program and build a relationship with them outside of fundraising asks.

Watch your ratio. If all you ever do is ask for money, people will stop opening your emails—after all,
they already know exactly what you’re going to say. Ideally, you should send two cultivation emails
for every fundraising email you send—you’ll likely see better results, both in number of donations
and average gift amount.
Massive personalization. With the amount of data that corporations collect, donors expect a
baseline level of personalization in your communication to demonstrate that you appreciate their
unique support. Your CRM should allow you to segment your list and personalize content based on:
How they first came in: What campaign first inspired them to get involved? Acknowledging this in
subsequent communications can be a useful reminder, and progress updates on this issue can establish a
sense of continuity that is a powerful force for retention.
Anniversary dates, especially their first: don’t let them feel like important milestones have gone unnoticed!
Take this chance to recap what you have accomplished together, and what is left to be done.
How much someone has given over their total lifetime of support. Especially for donors who have stayed for
several years—acknowledging and showing gratitude for their faithfulness is especially important.
Collect other information about their ties to your cause. Animal groups often to this very well—storing data
on whether some is a cat person or a dog person, the name of their pet, etc. provide small ways to provide
personalized content that will make donors excited to receive your emails.

Recaptures and Renewals
Renewals are the second important part of donor retention. Communicating with both recently
lapsed donors, and donors on the verge of lapsing in order to renew their membership is a necessary
task for every strong nonprofit development program. Most organizations do this type of outreach in
some form, but often there are several improvements that can be made to improve effectiveness.
Retaining donors who are at risk of lapsing and renewing donors who have lapsed requires effective
list segmentation, with not only the ability to separate active donors from those who have lapsed,
but to easily identify and target donors who are on the verge of lapsing. To identify these donors,
you’ll need to look at their engagement levels over time: tracking the date of their last gift, and their
recent digital engagements. Someone who hasn’t given in the past year, or has stopped engaging
via email is ready for retention and renewal outreach. Time is of the essence when it comes to both
retention and renewals.

Retention for donors on the verge of lapsing:
Measuring engagement effectively is the first requirement for an effective retention program; if you
cannot easily track levels of donor engagement and spot when someone begins to decline, it will be
much harder to do effective retention work before it is too late.
Use a tool like EveryAction’s Engagement Points. Engagement Points allows users to assign various
custom point levels to different actions that supporters take, making it easy to quantify and track
changes in someone’s level of engagement.
Don’t let people go very long without being engaged. Retention outreach should ideally happen if
someone goes 30 days with no engagement, and must happen by 90 days at the latest. Your efforts
will show diminishing returns as more time goes by, which is why retention must be an ongoing,
cyclical process—rather than a static task that occurs a few times a year.
Do something different. If a supporter has stopped opening your emails, it’s time to try a subject
line that is out of the ordinary and will catch their eye. If engagement has dropped through one
medium, try reaching out through another to re-capture their attention.

Recapturing Lapsed Donors
Your stewardship and retention efforts may not always be successful—and when this is the case, time
is of the essence for recapturing a donor that has lapsed. Reaching out immediately and aggressively
is the best strategy for regaining a lapsed donor.
Multi-channel communication is always most effective. For donors who give $100 or more, it
is usually worth it to have a telemarketing firm reach out and try to recapture those who have
stopped engaging over email—the return on investment here will be higher than recruiting brand
new donors. Recapture mail pieces are also useful for reaching disengaged donors, especially if
they aren’t already receiving regular mailings from you.
Use value-driven messaging. To recapture a lapsed donor, fall back on what first attracted them to
your organization. This lapsed sustainer email from Amnesty International is an excellent example
of a recapture email that leads with strong values messaging.

Other Pro Tips for Making Donor Retention
Part of Your Development Program
Have a dedicated staff person. This doesn’t necessarily mean having
someone who’s entire job is donor retention efforts, but too often
retention is treated as a shared responsibility within the team, meaning it is
easily put on everyone’s backburners under the assumption that “someone
else will take care of it.” Designating one person to regularly monitor donor
lapses and be the point person for addressing them goes a long way toward
addressing this problem, and making retention a regular practice.
Don’t do all of your renewals at year-end. It’s a common time for members
to be evaluating their annual memberships, so save yourself some of the
chaos, and create a reason for donors to renew at another point in the
year—ideally between February to August. Many nonprofits do this by
finding or creating a relevant holiday, and running a week-long campaign
around it. Things like International Malaria Day, or Albert Einstein’s
birthday serve as touchstones for communities interested in these causes,
and help nonprofits avoid unpredictable end-of-year outcomes.
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