



10 Ways to Gain and Retain More Donors 

In the world of charitable giving, there are two key fundamentals that drive why people 

make a decision to donate.  

1. People give because it improves the quality of their own lives.

2. People give to other people.

Every interaction with a donor (or a potential donor) must have these two fundamentals 

present.  Unfortunately, most nonprofit organizations often fail to 1) recognize their 

ability to help improve a donor’s life through generosity, or 2) they do not fully 

understand the simple power of a personal relationship in a donor’s decision to give.

In working with thousands of nonprofits around the world, I have learned there are some 

easy and practical tactics that nonprofit organizations can employ to gain and retain 

more donors.  These are my tried and true beginning recommendations of easy ways to 

begin gaining and retaining more donors.

Enjoy and please feel free to share.
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Ways Gain More Donors

Here are some practical ways to increase the number of people who support your 

organization:

1. Talk about your work in terms of impact.

Once people have made the decision to give to your organization, they want to 

understand how their gift made an impact.  However, you do not have to wait 

until they donate to share how donating can make an impact.  In many cases, 

knowing the exact impact a donation will make will remove any final reservations 

a donor may have.

Example:  “$1.00 donation provides 3 meals for a child in need” versus “Your 

donation will help provide food for children in need.”

2. Make the ask.

Potential donors almost always want to be asked to help.  Nonprofit 

organizations must remember that “the ask” is an invitation to become a part of 
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vision and mission of the organization.  Just like we do not go into someone’s 

home unless invited, many donors may often hold back in donating to an 

organization if they are not invited into the mission.  

Additionally, making an ask allows for clarity in a potential donor’s current 

thinking about how to become involved with an organization.  Clarity = time 

saved.

3. Avoid suggesting predefined donation amounts.

Donors give based on either 1) the need presented or 2) their own financial 

capacity to give.  

Adding predefined giving levels to a donation form will move a donor toward a 

“presented need” versus allowing them to reflect on their own ability to give to 

make an impact with the resources they have.  

By removing predefined giving levels, a donor is able to give based on their own 

capacity to give versus trying to determine which gift level is “needed” by the 

nonprofit.
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4. Be an organization that meets needs, not an organization that has needs.

This is all about communicating why you are raising money in the first place.  I 

fully realize that operational funding is typically way under-funded, but nonprofits 

must develop a fundraising strategy that allows them to make one singular 

fundraising appeal that ensures both operational and program funding needs are 

addressed.

Donors understand that it takes money to run an organization, but they do not 

want to think about it.  Don’t make them.  

Posting an annual report that includes operational expenses is a good way of 

providing that information to those who want to know.  However, during a 

campaign or in the process of making a donation it can be distracting to the 

majority of donors who either already know or are not concerned.

The hero of any nonprofit story is the donor (not your organization).  The donor is 

making an impact through your organization, so reinforce that fact with every 

opportunity you can.  

It can be as simple as...

“Will you be the answer to providing education to children?” versus “[Nonprofit 

name] is providing education, will you support our efforts?
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It should go without saying, but do not ever do this

“We are trying to raise $25,000 to build a school.  This includes $15,000 for 

building materials, $5,000 for furniture, and $5,000 for administrative costs.  Will 

you donate so we can provide education to children?”  

True, this example may be a bit extreme; however, if we are not careful, it can 

unintentionally be exactly how a potential donor reads your appeal.

5. Social proof matters.

Earlier we stated the second key principle of gaining and retaining more donors 

is that “people give to other people.”  “Social Proof” is one way to demonstrate 

how this has already happened.  

Social Proof makes a new donor’s decision even easier, especially when the 

Social Proof is coming from someone they trust.  This is called “Organizational 

Authentication” and it is required before someone will donate.  Within this 

principle of people give to other people, potential donors will trust their friends to 

authenticate an organization and its impact.

How do we create social proof?  

Simple, ask someone to share about your organization.  Make it easy for them to 

share by providing pictures, logos, quotes on social media assets, etc. and then 
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ask them to share about your nonprofit within their network.  This organizational 

authentication is more valuable (and often more subtle) than we can appreciate.

•

•[BONUS]:  The location of your Donate button matters a lot.

•

•It may seem obvious, but your website’s “Donate” button should be in the upper left 

hand corner of your website.  If it is not, you are missing donations.

•

•
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Ways to Retain More Donors

Fact:  Recurring donors donate an average of 5x (yes, five times) more.

1. Fine tune the first time donor experience.

First impressions matter.  This is especially true when someone makes their first 

donation to your nonprofit.  

Take the time to go through your donation experience and completely understand 

what is happening (in fact, have a grandparent go through it while you watch over 

their shoulder).  

What may seems obvious to you in terms of directions or next steps may not be 

to someone who is a first-timer to your website.

The two primary goals of a donation page are

a) Facilitate the transaction with ease.

b) Communicate your thankfulness to the donor.  
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Anything outside of these two goals must be considered with a laser focus to 

ensure you do not bring confusion, unnecessary steps, or any way that a donor 

can stop their donation.  You may be surprised how easy it is for a donor to be 

confused thinking they will come back to do it later.  Hint:  they don’t.

2. Send good news stories with no ask attached.

Donors and supporters want to hear from you, but most nonprofits are hesitant to 

communicate because they do not want to make too many asks.  

What if you did not make an ask?  

What if you just shared great stories of impact, stories of life change, general 

updates, or things worth celebrating without attaching a fundraising ask to each 

email?

“But, what about those who may unsubscribe if I send too many emails?”

The reality is those who unsubscribe were most likely never going to donate 

again.  Let it go, and do not underserve the 95% of the people on your list who 

really would like to hear them.
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3. Run a Thank You Campaign.

What if you spent a week doing nothing more than ensuring every donor, 

volunteer, or advocate who engaged with your nonprofit in the last 18 months 

was properly thanked or acknowledged?

This of this as your “Donor Acknowledgement Strategy.”

A “Thank You” campaign begins with understanding what your communication to 

each donor, volunteer, or advocate has looked like.  Do you know that?

This does not have to be complicated.  You can start with

a) Did everyone receive a receipt for their gift (or an acknowledgement of the 

hours they volunteered)?

b) Did everyone receive your latest email blast with impact stories they could 

celebrate?

Once this is determined, then you can start to think through what the next 

customized communication should look like.

It could as simple as a personalized email from the Executive Director, or you 

could make it even better by quickly recording a 45 second video on your iPhone 

of your Executive Director thanking the donor by name.
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If these simple practices are difficult to execute, it may be time to consider 

upgrading your Customer Relationship Management (CRM tools) or hiring 

someone to coordinate key meetings with donors and advocates (technically this 

is call “Moves Management”).  

I am biased, but I believe the good folks at PureCharity.com could be a big help 

in this area.

4. Prioritize recurring donations via ACH (not Credit Cards).

Unfortunately, one of the main reasons why donors do not stay donors is 

because credit cards expire or are lost.  

The fix to this administrative problem is to prioritize recurring giving via an ACH 

transaction that draws directly from the donors bank account.  This is an 

excellent way to ensure that donations are less likely to be interrupted or to fail.  

Plus, it is easier to manage for the donor (because once set up. it does not 

require any other maintenance).

5. Bring key donors into the inner circle.

Once you have identified your key donor relationships, it is time to ensure those 

key supporters are a part of the inner circle of your nonprofit.  This is actually 

easier than you think, but it begins with focusing on:
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a) Building relationships (have coffee once a quarter with key donors for no 

reason other than to catch up).

b) Letting your key supporters learn about successes and failures (yes, sharing 

about failures matters).

c) Discerning who may be interested in empowering new programs or 

initiatives.

These types of engagements are best done around a table or while traveling 

together.  Invite your key donors to an exclusive dinner with other key supporters, 

donors, or Board members.  Trips to see initiative work can also be extremely 

great venues for key donor relationships building.

[BONUS]:  After someone donates, ask them to do more.

Do not miss the critical moments when a donor is 1) experiencing a feeling of 

generosity and 2) likely willing to do something else to celebrate it.

After the donation, carefully consider what is something easy a donor can do to 

help demonstrate the impact they just made.  There is an unknown desire to 

share about their generosity in a subtle ways with their network.

A well crafted post-donation landing page can be worth its weight in gold.  

Surprise people with how well that moment can be by considering a few very 

basic things.
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a) Create a thank you video of the Executive Director explaining what their gift 

will mean in terms of impact.

b) Provide a link where they can learn more about the past work of the 

organization and understand what is happening right now.

c) Provide some easy to share social media pictures they can use to celebrate 

their donation with others (see “Social Proof” above).

d) Kick off a small post-donation email campaign.  This could be waiting a 

couple of days to say thank you again with more information about the 

organization.  

There are an infinite ways to be creative here, but take advantage of those days 

and weeks after someone gives.  Share about their impact, share about future 

plans, connect with them on social media, connect them with the nonprofit’s 

community (i.e. a private Facebook group can be a great tool).

I hope you have found some new ideas about how to gain and retain more donors.  You 

are subscribed, so you will be receiving my periodic emails with more information 

regarding nonprofit strategy, fundraising, and implementation.

In closing, remember you have a compelling ability to meet a donor’s desire to improve 

their life through supporting your work.  Spend some time working through how that can 

uniquely come alive within your sphere of influence.  

The work you are doing is not easy, but it is worth it.  

In fact, it matters greatly.

Thanks so much,

Mike
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About Mike Rusch

Based in Downtown Bentonville, Arkansas, Mike is the Chief Executive Officer 
at Pure Charity, a nonprofit dedicated to building world class technology 
solutions for Nonprofit Organizations, Individual Fundraising, and Community 
Advocacy.

Prior to Pure Charity, Mike worked for Nickelodeon, The Walt Disney Company, Hershey 
Foods, and served in the US Marine Corps. Mike is a husband of 22 years, father of 4, a 
lover of a great story, and never too far from a fly fishing river. 
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