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ABOUT NETWORK FOR GOOD
Since 2001 Network for Good has been instrumental at 
helping tens of thousands of nonprofits raise more funds by 
engaging supporters and donors in a more meaningful and 
impactful way. Refreshingly easy to use Donor Management 
Software, Fundraising Pages, and Personal Fundraising 
Coaches provide nonprofits with a complete fundraising 
solution, reducing their need for disparate systems, saving 
them time and enabling them to raise more funds to support 
their mission. 
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The average donor retention rate in the United States after the first 
gift is stuck around 45 percent.

The key to turning first-time donors into lifelong supporters is to focus on the human 
side of fundraising.

Constantly chasing new donors is expensive, unsustainable, and has a low ROI. Careful 
and consistent attention paid to your existing donors can directly impact the likelihood 
that they will continue donating—and even increase their giving. After all, once donors 
make their second gift, retention rates increase significantly.

Meaningful communication builds and retains a robust family of donors. Donor  
data management and segmentation are the tools that make personalized 
communication possible.

Follow the methodology in this guide to build an effective donor retention process and 
set your nonprofit up for long-term fundraising success.

You put so much work into getting your donors. Here’s how to keep them.
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Calculate Your Donor  
Retention Rate
Fundraising success isn’t just about how much money you raise. It’s also about 
how many donors are staying with you year in and year out. 

Do you know how many of your donors you’re retaining year over year? If your average donor 
retention rate is less than 50 percent, you want to be sure you’re doing everything you can to keep 
every single donor. If you don’t know what your specific retention rate is, now is the perfect time 
to calculate it. Divide the number of donors two years ago by the total number of the same donors 
who gave again last fiscal year. Multiply that number by 100 and you have your donor retention rate.

Knowing your donor retention rate is important. It’s a good way to measure the health of your 
fundraising programs, and ensure you’re spending your resources and time wisely. 

2016 Donors
× 100  = 2017 Donor Retention Rate

2016 Donors Who Gave in 2017

           Ask us about how to track your donor data.

http://www.networkforgood.com
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Improve Donor Relations
The first step to effective communication is to know your audience. Of course, 
knowing each and every donor personally is rarely feasible. That’s why organized 
and easily accessible donor data is crucial.

A functional, user-friendly donor management system (DMS) integrates your data and 
communications needs, making it easier and faster to engage with your donors. The ability to track 
giving history, personal details, and your previous conversations with individual donors makes it 
easier to build and maintain donor relationships. Segmenting your donors into groups based on 
shared characteristics, like giving levels or programming interests, allows you to communicate 
with them according to their preferences. Use our DMS Capability Checklist to see what a donor 
management system can do for you.

Tracking and analyzing your donors also optimizes donor stewardship. With accurate information, 
you can better personalize messages, communication channels, and cultivation strategies based on 
each donor’s unique needs.

A good DMS also provides relevant metrics of your donor acquisition, retention, and attrition rates; 
and offers invaluable information for implementing highly successful campaigns.

http://www.networkforgood.com
https://learn.networkforgood.com/content-demo-request.html?utm_medium=content&utm_source=eguide-master-donor-retention&utm_campaign=cta__demo__2018-content-demo-request
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Segment Your Donors for  
Better Retention
Donor segmentation is an essential part of every fundraiser’s work. 
Segmenting is the first step to knowing your donors better. Grouping donors 
by certain criteria or segments gives you a better idea of who is in your donor 
management system based on giving habits, location, involvement, and more. 

Segmentation is a way of finding common groups of people, understanding who they are, and 
targeting them accordingly. It not only tells you who is in your system, but also helps you send 
relevant, personal communications to each group of donors. Be as personal and targeted as possible 
in your communications. You can never segment your audience too much. 

A donor management system lets you use segmentation in strategic ways. The most intuitive 
segments are giving level, campaign fund, and donation date range. You can also separate donors 
from prospects, or current from lapsed donors. Use these lists to better tailor your communications 
and appeals to each group. The more personal you can make your outreach, the more your 
supporters will feel connected to your work. Use your DMS to maximize your donor communication 
opportunities as well as your fundraising results.

Develop better donor relations by segmenting your donors and sending specific messages that 
would best resonate with each group.

Here are a few examples:

• Giving level: Use the exact same appeal letter for each donor group; but, in your response 
device, adjust your gift string to appropriately reflect a donor’s giving level. Don’t ask a major 
donor for a $10 gift. And vice versa: a new donor who has only given $20 over the course of 
the year is not likely to respond to a gift string in the $500–$1,000 range.

• Lapsed donors/current donors: One of the great features in Network for Good’s donor 
management system is the ability to quickly see which donors are lapsed (have not given in 
the past year) and which ones are current. When you send these lapsed donors an appeal to 
reactivate, this is the perfect opportunity to send your current donors thank you notes for their 
most recent gifts.

• Campaign donors: What’s better than landing an email appeal reminder in your donor’s inbox? 
NOT landing in a donor’s inbox if they have already given to your campaign. All donors will 
appreciate this segmentation method:

 » Donors who have already given won’t be getting an irrelevant email to give to a  
campaign again.

 » Those donors who have overflowing inboxes will get a nice reminder to give if they 
haven’t already!

http://www.networkforgood.com
https://learn.networkforgood.com/content-demo-request.html?utm_medium=content&utm_source=eguide-master-donor-retention&utm_campaign=cta__demo__2018-content-demo-request
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Start Simple: Lifecycle Segmentation
For more in-depth analysis, consider lifecycle segmentation. Assign donors into the following 
segments at the start of each fiscal year:

• New donors

• Second-year donors

• Multi-year donors

• Reactivated donors

• Lapsed donors

• Event (non-annual) donors

Since each donor remains in their lifecycle segment for a full year, it’s easy to compare each 
segment year-over-year to leverage donor segmentation. Identify target groups and donor 
cultivation strategies to develop and build a donor pipeline. This will reinforce your retention results 
and strengthen the sustainability of your nonprofit. 

If you’re just getting started with donor segmentation, or need new ideas on how to segment donors 
for better outreach, our Donor Segmentation Cheat Sheet offers great tips on how to generate 
donor lists by giving level, donation date, and campaign fund. Getting to know your donors takes a 
little extra effort; but you’ll see the benefits in engagement levels, donor retention, and ROI.

http://www.networkforgood.com
https://learn.networkforgood.com/content-demo-request.html?utm_medium=content&utm_source=eguide-master-donor-retention&utm_campaign=cta__demo__2018-content-demo-request
https://learn.networkforgood.com/donor-segmentation-cheat-sheet-website.html
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5 Principles of  
Donor Communications 
As you plan your communications strategy, keep these tips in mind to turn 
first-time donors into lifelong supporters:

1) Connect early and often
After a donor makes that first donation, welcome 
them. Say thank you, share your gratitude, and tell 
them what you plan to accomplish with their funds. 
You can also ask first-time donors how they would like 
you to communicate with them and how often.

2) Be personal
Segment your donors so that a first-time donor 
receives a different thank you letter than a repeat 
donor or a VIP donor. That simple separation will 
show your donors that you understand their unique 
relationship with your organization.

3) Be friendly
Donor retention is built just like a friendship. You 
contact your friends in a variety of ways—letters or 
cards, emails, texts, phone calls, event invitations. Put 
that same variety of communication to work when 
getting to know your new donors.

4) Rally supporters
There are many different messengers you can call on to sing your organization’s praises. If someone 
benefits from the funds raised at your event, ask them to write a letter about why that was meaningful 
to them. Let a sponsor write about why they chose to be involved. Select a board member or star 
staffer to write about their love of the organization and the work your donors make possible.

5) Show your work
Let your donors know all the good work they’re helping you do whenever you contact them.

http://www.networkforgood.com
https://learn.networkforgood.com/content-demo-request.html?utm_medium=content&utm_source=eguide-master-donor-retention&utm_campaign=cta__demo__2018-content-demo-request
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SCHEDULE A DEMO NOW

Foster an Attitude of Gratitude 
Your donors make your mission possible. Show them how important they are, 
and how their contributions are making a difference. Memorable, engaging 
donor thank you messages have four key qualities:

1) Personal
Your donors are friends of your organization. Being personal, warm, and authentic with them is 
essential to the longevity of your relationship. Send updates of your work and how their support 
makes it possible. Take the time to customize your thank you letters. Utilize the segmentations 
you’ve created in your donor management system so you can message your donors appropriately. 
A good email tool will make this easy to do, so take advantage of this option. If you’re doing direct 
mail outreach, consider writing a handwritten note to stand out from the crowd. Or, pick up the 
phone and tell donors just how important their support really is. Investing the time to be personal 
pays off by making a positive, memorable impression on your donors.

2) Tangible
Show your donors exactly how their donation is making a difference. Donors want to know that their 
dollars matter, so tell them what you did with their money. One of the best ways to do this is by sharing 
a story that highlights how a donor’s gift is making a difference. Stories put names and faces to the facts 
and figures that nonprofits often share with their donors. Invite your local donors to tour your facility 
or visit a program site. Show them the work you do. If possible, arrange for them to meet some of the 
people you serve. There’s nothing like having an unforgettable experience to make a cause tangible.

DONOR 
MANAGEMENT

FUNDRAISING 
PAGES

FUNDRAISING 
COACH

Retain More Donors 
with Network For Good

http://www.networkforgood.com
https://learn.networkforgood.com/content-demo-request.html?utm_medium=content&utm_source=eguide-master-donor-retention&utm_campaign=cta__demo__2018-content-demo-request
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3) Creative
Use your thank you letters as an opportunity to be creative and connect with your donors in 
unique ways. Sending photos or videos of your work is a great way to create a strong, emotional 
connection with your donors. Another way to get creative is to change who’s telling the story. 
Instead of sending a thank you letter from an executive director, send notes from volunteers, 
community members, or someone who was directly affected by the gift.

4) Donor-Centric
Your donors make your work possible. Give them proper credit. List the accomplishments they’ve 
made possible and put them front and center in all of your outreach. As you write your thank you 
letters, make it about them and the difference you are making together.

http://www.networkforgood.com
https://learn.networkforgood.com/content-demo-request.html?utm_medium=content&utm_source=eguide-master-donor-retention&utm_campaign=cta__demo__2018-content-demo-request
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Upon Receiving An Online Gift

 o Show your gratitude. Share your appreciation 
via a follow-up page as soon as your  
first-time donor finishes the transaction.

The Same Day

 o Make sure all donor and gift data is in your 
donor management system. Many data points, 
from the time of day the gift was made to your 
donor’s zip code, can help you customize 
upcoming donor communications and 
increase the probability of future gifts. A donor 
management system like Network for Good’s 
automatically syncs with online donations.

Within One Day

 o Thank your donor in a brief, compelling 
email. Use your donor management system 
to automate this initial email.

 o Mention the campaign or specific project 
your donor is supporting.

 o Include a receipt.

 o Send it from your executive director or star 
program staffer.

Within One Week

 o Reinforce your thanks with a warm, heartfelt 
follow-up email. Welcome your new donor 
to the cause.

 o Share a specific impact story that their 
donation helped make possible to show the 
importance of their gift. This person gave 
to your organization because they found 
something you said appealing, so reinforce 
that. Use photos or video to make your 
message stand out.

 o Tell the donor how and when you’ll be 
following up and that you’re looking forward 
to getting to know them better.

 o Invite the donor to get in touch with you or 
a colleague with any questions or requests.

 o Send future messages from your executive 
director, development director, or program 
director. Relationships are built from person to 
person; not from organization to person. Your 
donors will appreciate the personal touch.

Putting it All Together:  
Your Donor-Retention Timeline
Put your retention-focused donor communications plan into action with 
this easy-to-follow timeline. Use your donor management system (DMS) 
and this checklist to ensure your donors stay engaged with your nonprofit 
for years to come.

http://www.networkforgood.com
https://learn.networkforgood.com/content-demo-request.html?utm_medium=content&utm_source=eguide-master-donor-retention&utm_campaign=cta__demo__2018-content-demo-request
https://www.networkforgood.com/non-profit-fundraising-products/
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Within Two Weeks

 o Share content with your donors suited to 
their interests. For example, note if the donor 
first gave on #GivingTuesday, lives near a 
program site, or donated at a specific event.

 o Link your donor’s gift to the impact  
your organization is making across  
programs and services. You’ll strengthen  
the donor’s connection to the cause and 
your organization.

 o Surprise your top-prospect segment with 
a handwritten (or even just hand-signed) 
thank you note, or phone call.

 o For donors who gave offline: mail a second 
thank you/welcome note (hand-signed if 
possible, at least to higher-level donors) with 
a short newsletter or impact story.

 o For donors who gave online: kick off your 
welcome email series, featuring a brief 
impact story in each email and regularly 
sharing other info about your organization’s 
unique impact and approach. Include calls 
to actions such as sharing an event on 
Facebook or signing a petition.

 o For new high-value donors, reinforce your 
relationship with a hand-signed, printed 
welcome note.

Within One Month

 o Regularly assess your donor data to learn 
about new donors to your organization. We 
recommend every two weeks.

 o Determine which of your new donors fits 
into your donor framework (target groups 
and segments within each).

 o For new donors similar to your current 
groups and segments, determine how you 
can customize your messages to match 
the relevant segment while integrating your 
welcome and appreciation messages.

 o Note any donors who are similar to one 
another but don’t fit well into existing 
segments. Is a new segment needed?

 o Articulate what’s unique about their wants 
and preferences. These gifts may signal the 
potential for more donors like them, but you 
need to know what “like them” is so you can 
look for it.

Over The Next Three Months

 o Stay in close touch with relevant content. 
As with any new relationship, the first few 
months are everything. If you don’t engage 
your first-time donors within 90 days of their 
gift, you’re not going to resonate with them.

 o The proven way to keep these donors 
engaged is to deliver content marketing that 
shows you “get” them.

           Ask us about how a DMS can improve donor retention.

http://www.networkforgood.com
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