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INTRO D U C TI O N
Acquiring new donors is challenging and often costs more than retaining donors. Creating an 

effective program to turn first-time donors into repeat donors and creating a lasting relation-

ship with donors are both critical to your fundraising success—and the results from both help to 

ensure that the time, money, and effort are worth it. But donor loyalty and retention are based 

on strong stewardship programs that build relationships with donors over  time, and you need 

consistent, strategic communications to succeed. With online donations growing at a faster rate 

than overall giving, and more donors preferring to engage virtually, online stewardship of your 

relationships and digital donor retention is more important than ever.  

‘Digital donor retention’ refers to strate-

gies and tactics that maintain and expand 

support from your current donors.

Where do you start? As you’ll read in these pages, 

you should begin by gathering basic facts about 

how many of your supporters return each year 

(the retention rate), what types of appeals and 

communications your supporters you will need to 

develop, and how often you should engage them, so 

that they’ll keep supporting you. There are several 

aspects to consider when starting or improving your 

strategy and tactics for digital donor retention:

1.  Determine the best way to connect with first-

time donors through personalized messages that 

thank them and reinforce your organization’s 

impact. Customized, timely thank-you emails and 

regular e-newsletters are the primary way to do this.

2.  Consider how to appeal to specific groups or 

segments of donors, such as new donors, repeat 

donors, major-gift donors, and volunteers. Provide 
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insights into your organization’s work through success stories, impact reports, videos, and anything that will 

reinforce the value of your work and inspire them to donate again.

3.  Create your first, donor retention campaign with the aim to increase donations from past donors.

4.  Develop a social media strategy to allow you to engage and stay top of mind with your existing support-

ers. Keep them informed about your organization’s impact and encourage them to interact with your charity 

and share their feedback with you. 

5.  Encourage monthly giving with repeat donors. Monthly giving is an excellent way to strengthen relation-

ships with your donors, while creating a dependable revenue stream for your charity.

6.  As you develop more sophisticated donor retention strategies, consider a Donor Management System 

(DMS) that collects and organizes donor data, tracks supporters and their activities, and allows you to easily 

communicate with donors individually and in segments.
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1 . 0  PL A N NIN G  FO R  D O N O R 
RE TENTI O N

1.1 REASONS DONORS LEAVE 
AND WHAT TO DO ABOUT IT

Research shows that at least half of new or first-

time donors don’t make a second donation, a 

consistent pattern with small charities for the 

past ten years, according to a 2019 report by the 

Association of Fundraising Professionals’ (AFP) 

Fundraising Effectiveness Project. There are four 

common reasons why donors don’t donate again: 

they were never thanked for their donation; they 

weren’t provided with information on how dona-

tions were used; poor service or communication; 

and a feeling that the charity didn’t need their gift.

Donor retention and stewardship are vitally 

important to small and medium-sized charities. 

Transforming a first-time donor into a regular 

donor can be challenging work, but it’s easier and 

less costly than acquiring a new donor. Whether 

you’re aiming to get a second gift, a monthly 

donation, an event contribution, or membership 

renewal, convincing a first-time donor to become 

a regular supporter takes time, effort, and invest-

ment. That’s why putting a plan in place to keep 

these new donors engaged and to keep them 

coming back is tremendously important. 

The number of Canadians who give and the 

average amounts of their gifts have been 

decreasing for years, according to recent 

data from CanadaHelps. On top of that, the 

average retention rate is only 43%, which 

means for every 100 people who donate 

to your organization, 57 of them won’t 

return, according to AFP’s Fundraising 

Effectiveness Project.

A critical, first step is to gather a few facts about 

your donors, establish a baseline for how well 

you’re retaining them, and build a basic plan 

from there. Your plan should involve designing 

your communications to reinforce your donors’ 

decision to support you and ensure they feel 

acknowledged and appreciated. After that, the 

plan should continue to build a relationship  with 

them over time in ways that feel personal and 

relevant.
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          The first gift from a donor opens a door to 

a relationship, so thank them, teach them more 

about your mission, and demonstrate the impact 

their gift will make. 

Lifetime value (LTV) is the predicted dollar 

value of a donor relationship. It represents 

how much revenue a single donor gener-

ates for your charity from their first 

donation to their last. LTV is an important 

concept in that it encourages charities to 

shift their focus from short-term to long-

term relationships with donors. Also, it’s 

useful when deciding the upper limit to 

spend in acquiring a new donor.

What is lifetime value and 
why is it important?

1.2 DONOR RETENTION AND 
STEWARDSHIP BEST PRACTICES 

 

 Demonstrating gratefulness and provid-

ing regular updates on your work builds trust 

with donors, so acknowledge their support 

several times throughout the year and show 

them how it helped your organization in tangible, 

specific ways.

 

 Keep your supporters engaged with 

emails that are customized and personal — and 

measure the results. Contacting special or high 

value donors by phone is also a good idea.

 

 Once a relationship has been established 

with a supporter, start building the case for their 

next gift, whether through a recurring donation, a 

second contribution, or event ticket. Show them 

how their contribution will matter, share your 

long-term goals, and make the donor feel like an 

integral part of your organization’s mission.

 

 A solid communications plan relies on 

keeping your donor information organized and 

actionable. A Donor Management System geared 

towards charities is the best way to do that.

 

 Evaluate your efforts and test different 

types of campaigns, measure your results, and regu-

larly ask for opinions and feedback from donors. 

Best practices for donor retention

You should communicate using  individualized 

content that demonstrates your charity’s impact 

and aim for quality over quantity, maintaining 

a few best practices along the way:

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/for-charities/donor-management/
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Top five things you can do to build a strategy for donor retention

1. Calculate the percentage of your donors who gave at least once last year and at 

least once this year, called the retention rate. Use this number to establish a baseline to 

improve upon.

2. Take stock of your current touchpoints with supporters, including thank-you emails, 

e-newsletters, direct mail, phone calls, events, etc.

3. Start to evaluate, at a high level, what’s working and what’s not in terms of engaging 

with donors or motivating them to donate again. Consider the timing, content, how well 

you’re demonstrating your organization’s impact, and amount of personalization.

4. Brainstorm additional initiatives that could inspire donors to give again. Explore 

new ways to demonstrate your organization’s impact or inspire a gift. Consider how to 

appeal to specific groups of donors, such as new donors, major-gift donors, or those who 

gave in response to a specific campaign.

5. Execute on a new retention initiative. Sketch out a reasonable timeline, and make 

sure it aligns with your brand and your overall communications plan. Everything should 

look and feel similar, and donors shouldn’t be overwhelmed with too many messages 

from your organization.

The pages that follow will give you plenty of ideas for tactics and tools to consider.
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This is worth repeating: The first thank-you to 

a new donor, sponsor, volunteer, or subscriber 

is your first opportunity to show gratitude and 

establish a deeper relationship. Make a good first 

impression by reinforcing your donor’s decision to 

contribute, and:

• Send it promptly, ideally within 24 hours of 

their donation;

• Demonstrate the impact their gift makes and 

reinforce the importance of your organization’s 

mission;

• Suggest ways for them to engage in upcoming 

events, on social media, or in volunteer oppor-

tunities; and

• Make a new donor feel acknowledged and 

special before asking for more money.

 

Later, you could:

• Follow up monthly or quarterly to continue 

building the relationship;

• Ask them to read a beneficiary’s story, watch a 

video, or subscribe to an e-newsletter;

• Encourage them to share your organization’s  

content on social media with their friends and 

family; 

• Thank them (again) when sending tax receipts; 

and

• Provide broader and deeper insights into your 

organization’s work through blogs, annual 

reports, media coverage, personal stories, and 

videos.

First steps to stewardship: thank-you 
letters and follow-up plans
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2 . 0  EM AIL  M A RK E TIN G  E S S ENTIA L S 
FO R  D O N O R  RE TENTI O N

Email marketing is one of the most important and cost-effective tools you have at your dispos-

al to aid in digital donor retention. Email marketing software is easy to use to send meaningful, 

personalized communications and to schedule automated, timely thank-you emails, as well as to 

measure the results of both—and much more. 

Effective email campaigns allow you to build meaningful relationships with donors. You can share inspir-

ing stories, demonstrate your organization’s impact, and send regular updates to keep your donors 

engaged with your charity’s mission. Personalizing the emails will go a long way towards making donors 

feel important and acknowledged. A few ways to do this:

• Address the donor by name;

• Customize a message based on the campaign or program that the donor supported;

• Reinforce your mission and express gratitude again, one on one;

• Encourage them to get in touch by email, on social media, or through your website; and

• Test different strategies and donation asks, such as adding two ask levels higher than what the donor 

previously gave, thereby encouraging them to give more. 

Much of this heavy lifting can be done with email marketing software, which allows you to focus on 

specific groups of individuals in your database. For example, you may decide to email a monthly news-

letter to everyone on your list, but you may want to segment donors who are supporting one particular 

program and send them stories about only that program. 

2.1 PERSONAL EMAILS INCREASE RETENTION



10

2.2 FIVE STEPS TO START AND 
SUSTAIN EMAIL CAMPAIGNS

Whether or not you have a communications plan 

that already includes donor stewardship and reten-

tion, consider adding a basic campaign to drive a 

second donation from past donors. This is relatively 

straightforward when you follow these steps:

Step 1: Choose a cost-effective, email marketing tool, 

such as MailChimp, Constant Contact, Sendinblue, 

or iContact, which will allow you to build, send, and 

track emails.

Step 2: Spend time learning the basics of the tools, 

including how to add subscribers, design a news-

letter, and send your first email; these services are 

designed to be easy to use, and the knowledge will 

carry you through many campaigns. 

Tip: Test e-newsletters to make sure they are 

formatted correctly, look good, and all links work 

by sending them to your own email address and to 

your colleagues, before sending them to donors.

Step 3: Determine the type of content you’d like to 

share: a conventional email “newsletter”, program 

updates, letters from your Executive Director, stories 

from program participants, and direct appeals to 

donate. Plan your emails in advance and add them 

to a calendar, so you know what will be sent and 

when.

Step 4: After sending the email, assess open rates, 

click-throughs, and donations. Summarize results 

using the reports provided by the email service. 

This info will be invaluable for future plans. 

• Ultimately, you want to email often 

enough (perhaps once or twice a month), 

so that you remain top of mind, but not 

so often that you run out of compelling 

content or annoy supporters.

• Remember to welcome new subscribers, 

reinforce why their support is import-

ant, and tell them what they can expect 

to receive in the future. Your email 

marketing software can set up automatic 

welcome emails.

Some Tips:
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Donations are critical to your organization’s success, but providing alternative ways for donors 

to support you will go a long way to building a relationship and ensuring they’re engaged with 

your organization and your cause. When not asking for donations, here are other things you can 

ask your donors to do:

• Follow you on social media;

• Share a post, email, or story with family and friends;

• Sign a petition;

• Watch a video; 

• Fundraise on your behalf;

• Submit an inspirational story or testimonial that supports your cause; and

• Volunteer for your organization.

Engagement is about more than asking for donations 
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Email content and donor retention

2.3 QUICK TIPS FOR EMAIL OR NEWSLETTER CONTENT

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Pay special attention to the Subject and From 

fields, both of which encourage recipients to open 

your email and have the power to make or break 

your email campaigns. Make your Subject personal 

and compelling. As a general rule, your Subject 

line should be no more than 50 to 60 characters 

in length. The From field should make it clear the 

email is from your organization, so include your 

charity name or the name of a recognizable person 

from your organization.

2. Keep the content brief yet compelling. After 

reading the Subject and From lines, most readers 

will scan the photo and headline, so make them 

good. Content comes next; report on impact, 

create a sense of urgency, and keep the messages 

brief. Here are several types of email content that 

work well for charities:

• Success stories;

• Urgent appeals;

• Updates about fundraising goals;

• Year-end or quarterly recaps;

• First-to-know organizational announcements; 

and

• Inspirational videos or stories.

3. Always include a clear call-to-action or an ask 

(for a campaign, petition, donation, event, anything), 

and link it to your site.

4. Include a photo or video, to create a connection 

with your donors demonstrating the work you do 

or impact you make.

5. Create a header for all emails, something with 

your logo and a link to both your homepage and 

Ways to Give page.

6. Your standard footer should include your 

contact information, social media links, mailing 

address, and a link to unsubscribe.
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Email newsletters (or e-newsletters) are excel-

lent for keeping your supporters updated and 

for retaining your donors, but every charity 

should have the following five types of emails: 

1.  Welcome email

This email acts as an informational overview of 

your organization and its mission, and it should 

be one of your first emails to new subscribers. It 

provides a unique opportunity to create a lasting 

first impression.

2. Thank you

Gratitude and acknowledgement go a long way to 

building strong relationships with donors. Set up 

automatic thank-you emails for whenever a donor 

donates. 
  

3. Fundraising event invites

Email is perfect for announcing upcoming events 

that can benefit your cause. Design the email to 

be brief but descriptive enough to convey the 

purpose and value of the fundraiser and promote 

only one event in a single email. Use a clear call-

to-action that links directly to a transactional 

page where they can order event tickets or RSVP. 
  

4. Direct email appeals

Throughout the year, consider sending direct 

appeals through email encouraging your support-

ers to donate. Similar to direct mail appeals, these 

should explain your mission and a specific need, 

and ask for a donation. Unlike direct mail, you can 

include more multimedia to make your case and 

tell your story.

5. Special updates for high-value constituents

If your charity has a list of dedicated sponsors, 

monthly donors, and major donors, prepare dedi-

cated emails for these groups. For example, send 

special updates to your monthly donors where 

you recognize them for their ongoing support or 

send a VIP invite to a fundraising event for spon-

sors or major donors. These emails can deepen 

your relationships, generate larger donations, and 

motivate people to promote on your behalf.

Most email systems provide a feature 

that lets you easily perform A/B tests on 

your Subject line, From name, content, 

and more. For instance, you can test 

variations of the same Subject line, split 

your list into random test segments, measure 

open rates for each variation, and deter-

mine if one of them is a clear winner. You 

can also test: the wording of the message, 

a photo compared to a video, and differ-

ent types of copy, ask amounts, and design 

elements. 

Testing, testing

Different types of charity emails
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2.4 EMAIL MARKETING SOFTWARE

The most cost-effective way to build relationships and improve donor retention is to use email software, 

such as MailChimp, Constant Contact, Sendinblue, or iContact. These platforms are easy to use and 

offer more sophisticated tools as your needs change. They allow you to: 

• Manage your email lists;

• Work in conjunction with other databases, such as a Donor Management System (DMS);

• Segment your recipients into custom, targeted lists; 

• Design your emails; 

• Personalize the emails;

• Make it easy for recipients to subscribe and unsubscribe so you comply with anti-spam laws;

• Track open-rates, click-through rates, and unsubscribe rates; and

• Maximize deliverability, ensuring supporters receive your emails.

While most of these are standard in popular email marketing software, you should evaluate your own 

needs, including what types of emails you’ll send and if it needs to integrate with your DMS, before 

selecting a particular service.
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Being able to evaluate your success is essential to building and improving your email market-

ing. The software allows you to see how many times your emails were opened, how many times 

the links were clicked, and how many people unsubscribed. You can also see how many bad 

email addresses are in your list, and how many spam complaints you’re getting. Calculating and 

understanding open rates, click-through rates, click-to-open rates, and more are important 

as you evaluate your efforts. Here are some of the basic ways to measure the success of email 

campaigns:

• The open rate measures how many people opened your email. The higher this rate, the better. 

It’s commonly expressed as a percentage and calculated by dividing the number of emails 

opened by the total number of emails sent. 

• The click-through rate represents the number of clicks that your email generated as a 

percentage of how many emails were sent. Typically, you’ll want your email recipients to take 

some sort of action in every email: such as visiting your donation page. 

• The click-to-open rate measures the number of people who clicked a link in your email 

compared to the number who opened it. A low click-to-open rate means people opened your 

email but not many clicked anything inside.

• The bounce rate is the percentage of email addresses returned by a mail server, typically 

caused by invalid email addresses or typos in email addresses.

• The unsubscribe rate is a measure of the number of people who opted out of your email list. 

Keep your eye on this crucial number, because it may indicate your subscribers aren’t inter-

ested in the content you’re sending or that you’re emailing too frequently. 

Note: If you’re sending content that’s relevant to your audience, and if you’re providing a way 

for your recipients to control the frequency or types of emails, the majority of those who unsub-

scribe or opt-out of your lists are just weeding themselves out. It’s a natural process, and there’s 

nothing to worry about. 

Evaluate your email marketing success
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As you develop more sophisticated 

programs, you may want to supplement 

the basic data collected from your constit-

uents, such as their names and postal 

codes,  donation amounts,  and the 

campaigns they donate to, with demo-

graphic information, their interests, and 

their behaviour. Using this advanced 

profile information, not only can you 

create messages that target specific 

groups within your database but you can 

increase understanding of your donors 

and find more people like them.

Using data to understand 
your constituents

Successful email campaigns serve a specific objec-

tive, or they drive a particular action and target 

a specific audience. You can’t afford to inundate 

your entire list with irrelevant emails, as these can 

overwhelm recipients and cause them to unsub-

scribe. Ideally, develop relevant, strong content that 

appeals to donors, and schedule the messages so 

that they keep your charity top of mind (without 

annoying or overwhelming your audiences).

2.5 SEGMENTING EMAIL LISTS

Your email list is likely composed of differ-

ent constituents—first-time donors, major-gift 

donors, event attendees, volunteers, board 

members, staff, and others. Identifying and 

separating each into smaller, targeted lists (or 

segmenting them) will ensure your constituents 

will receive only content that’s relevant to them, 

and will increase donor retention. Many common 

email services make segmenting easy.

For example, you may decide to email a monthly 

newsletter to everyone on your list, but you may 

also create a segment for only your volunteers 

to receive different, special updates. You can 

segment donors who are supporting one partic-

ular program, send special emails thanking and 

acknowledging monthly donors, or send event 

invitations based on postal codes. You can even 

segment based on the donation level and lifetime 

value of a donor.
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3 . 0  S O CIA L  M ED IA  A N D  D O N O R 
RE TENTI O N

Social media allows you to engage with supporters, reach a wider audience, tell your stories, 

promote events, solicit feedback, and show leadership. Your social media posts also provide an 

opportunity for fans and followers to amplify your message in their networks.



18

3.1 INCREASE RETENTION WITH STORIES AND IMAGERY ON 
SOCIAL MEDIA

Your organization’s stories are arguably the most important aspect of your communications plan, and 

telling stories about your cause is likely what you do best. Demonstrating your impact through stories 

and visuals on social media should be a key component of your donor-retention strategy. There are a 

number of things you can do on social media to support your retention efforts:

Create a content 

calendar, pegging 

posts to special 

days, anniversaries, 

events, and 

anything that deep-

ens relationships 

with donors.

Keep stories brief 

and impactful (250 

characters); a post 

can be an image with 

a small caption, and 

a link to your web-

site and/or donation 

form.

Establish a schedule 

and post regularly, 

(ideally two or three 

mornings a week to 

start); over time, 

figure out the best 

days and times for 

your followers.

Social media moves 

rapidly, so be 

prepared to be flexi-

ble. Be ready to create 

posts that are timely, 

connecting  your posts 

to relevant news and 

current events.

Visuals should 

dominate, not text; 

use Photoshop, 

Canva, Piktochart, or 

other tools to create 

eye-catching 

imagery.

Respond within a 

 day to people who  

engage with you 

on social media.
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Facebook boasts more than 2.5 billion 

users worldwide, with its youth base 

shrinking and its seniors audience growing. 

Because Facebook is based largely on visual 

content, focus on photos and videos that acknowl-

edge the impact of donors, that showcase 

volunteers and staff with supporters, and that 

engage donors in other ways. You can also report 

on fundraising progress and major milestones, 

ask questions or use polls to solicit feedback, and 

host online events that will keep your support-

ers engaged and interested. To test and improve 

your efforts, look to services on how to track the 

performance of your posts.

Owned by Facebook, Instagram has more 

that 1 billion users worldwide, about two 

thirds of them 18 to 29 year olds. The platform 

is entirely based on photos and videos, designed 

to work best on a mobile app. As with Facebook, 

Instagram’s tools can deepen relationships 

with donors, mainly through Instagram Stories, 

Stickers (to connect to other Stories), polls, 

If Facebook is like a train in terms of shar-

ing information, Twitter is like a jet scooter. 

The posts on Twitter, called tweets, are a perfect 

way for timely announcements and conversations 

with individual donors and groups of support-

ers who love this social media platform. Twitter 

offers immediate engagement that’s wide-reach-

ing, plus you can leverage hashtags to join existing 

conversations, polls to get follower feedback, and 

threads to share content with your followers. 

Excellent resources exist online for more guidance.

3.2  TIPS ON HOW TO 
BUILD FOLLOWERS AND 
RETAIN DONORS

Effective donor retention on social media will 

depend on understanding who your primary audi-

ence is and which platforms they use. Based on 

who you want to reach, there are a number of 

basic things you can do to increase engagement 

across the following five social media platforms.

quizzes, countdowns, or Instagram’s recently 

launched IGTV, an app to watch longer videos.

https://hootsuite.com/platform/analytics
https://hootsuite.com/platform/analytics
https://sproutsocial.com/insights/instagram-stories/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/twitter-statistics/
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Hootsuite and Sprout Social are hubs that 

allow you to post similar content on multi-

ple social media channels, and engage 

with supporters. You can schedule posts 

in advance to appear at different times. 

Ideally, you should post and adapt your 

content on the top four platforms, and 

often on LinkedIn as well, but that depends 

on your target donors.

Whether you have a budget to create videos 

or take a DIY approach, you should experi-

ment with, create, and upload videos to YouTube. 

You can share your videos on your website 

and through other social media channels, build 

subscribers to your video channel, add descrip-

tions and tags, and reply to viewers’ comments. 

Some active YouTube users have been known 

to organize fundraisers or events that generate 

donations for an organization using the platform.

LinkedIn is a professional networking site 

where conversations tend to focus on profes-

sional topics and be more corporate than other 

social media networks. The site’s 675 million 

users tend to be older and more educated, and 

most use the platform to connect on issues 

related to their profession, look for job oppor-

tunities,  and follow experts and thought 

leaders. You can use your charity’s page on 

LinkedIn to connect with long-time supporters 

in professional fields, acknowledge donors, recruit 

employees and board members, celebrate the 

work of volunteers, and post news, annual reports, 

and thought-leadership content that can drive 

on-going engagement with constituents.

https://sproutsocial.com/insights/social-media-image-sizes-guide/#youtube
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3.3 CHECKLIST TO IMPROVE SOCIAL SHARING ON SOCIAL MEDIA

 � Define primary and secondary audiences. Are they donors, clients, volunteers, and/or partners? 

Be specific.

 � Establish objectives and the metrics you’ll use to measure your success. Do you want to build 

awareness? Acquire new donors? Build a volunteer network? All of the above? Determine how 

you’ll measure each.

 � Get input from supporters. Consider surveying your donors to find out which social media 

channels they use and the kind of content they like.

 � Research the social media networks of similar organizations and others you admire. Which 

platforms do they use? What types of content do they post, and how frequently? Follow others 

and look for inspiration.

 � Assign roles, including day-to-day management and monitoring of each platform.

 � Develop a content calendar to guide your content creation. Include holidays and relevant 

cause days, as well as event and program dates.

 � Determine which stories, photos, and videos you’ll need, and how you’ll create or get them. 

Videos, photos, GIFS, and visuals of all kinds provide a unique, compelling way to tell your story 

and demonstrate your charity’s impact. Video, especially, is worth investing in, as it elicits strong 

emotional reactions. Consider using video to share your success stories, feature testimonials, 

or to give supporters a glimpse behind the scenes by showing them the work you do. If you’re 

asking for support, always link to a page on your website that contains a donation form.

 � Include Share or Follow Us social media links on all communications and marketing materials, 

both online and offline.

 � Set up analytics tools to assess what you’re doing. Additionally, much of your work will go into 

tracking hashtags and content related to your work, ideally through Google Alerts or other 

services.

https://www.google.ca/alerts
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On social media, posting content without using 

analytics is like travelling in a city without using 

a map or GPS. If you’re trying to improve donor 

retention in any way, then collecting and analyz-

ing data related to your campaigns, content, and 

activities are critical. Social media platforms (like 

Facebook and Twitter) and third-party companies 

(such as Hootsuite and Sprout Social) have their 

own analytics tools that make it easy to collect 

data for easy analyses of:

• User demographics (age, gender, location, and 

more);

• Numbers and locations of fans or followers;

• Likes, shares, and other engagement;

• Click-through and donation rates; and

• Much more!

3.4 INCREASE DONOR 
RETENTION USING ANALYTICS
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4 . 0  M O NTH LY  D O N O R S
Monthly giving is an excellent way to strengthen relationships with your donors while creating 

a dependable revenue stream for your charity. While a campaign around monthly giving takes 

time and thought, it will allow you to generate sustainable results over the long-term.

Online monthly donations to charities 

have been growing at a faster rate than 

non-monthly donations for 3.5 years in a 

row (2017-2020), according to data from 

CanadaHelps.

Online monthly giving is a 
growth area
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Overall, the idea is to personalize by segmenting your email list by:

• The campaign or project that the person supported in the past;

• The length of their tenure as a donor; or

• Gift size.

The more relevant the email content is to the reader, the more engaged they’ll be and the more 

likely they’ll convert to monthly giving. Here are a list of questions to help you determine what 

to ask:

• Will you offer a variety of donation amounts, or provide one donation ask? 

• What and how will you communicate what the donation will achieve? More lives saved? 

More clean water? Better services? When possible, quantify the impact of their donation.

• Will you acknowledge these donors in a special way by branding your monthly giving program? 

For instance, by asking them to join your “Sustainers Circle”.

4.1 CONVERTING FIRST-TIME DONORS

              

Almost anyone can be a candidate, but start with a small sample of people in your database who:

• Gave more than once or gave recently;

• Engaged with your organization and were thanked;

• Donated larger amounts; or

• Donated online.

Who to ask for monthly donations

What to ask
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There are many options about timing. You likely want to wait a brief period of time after a dona-

tion, but then consider asking:

• After a person has been thanked for their one-time gift;

• After a donor attends an event or participates in a fundraising campaign;

• During a milestone or special achievement (like reaching a goal or helping a certain number 

of people); 

• During an annual monthly giving campaign; or

• As part of a special campaign or event.

Keep donors informed of results and the impacts of their gifts (just as you do with one-time do-

nors). And find special ways to thank and recognize them a few times during the year.

This will be determined by what worked well for you in the past, who comprises your demographic 

or segment, and what’s most cost effective. Here are a few tips:

• Include a monthly giving option in all online appeals, direct mail appeals, on your Ways to 

Give page, donation forms, and on social media posts.

• Create a dedicated appeal to ask for monthly gifts. 

• Send personalized emails to previous donors with a monthly giving ask. 

• Combine a monthly giving ask with your social media activities, such as an inspiring video or 

story showing your organization’s impact.

When to ask

How to ask
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Once you’ve converted a first-time donor to 

monthly giving, you need to work to keep them 

engaged and appreciated:

• Start with an initial thank-you pointing to the 

impact of their ongoing support.

• Consider acknowledging them by putting them 

in an exclusive group; e.g, a “Sustainers Circle.” 

• Send a special e-card during the holidays or 

recognition on the anniversary of their first gift. 

• Many monthly donors still give additional 

one-time gifts, but you might want to remove 

them from some of your one-time campaigns 

and send only critical asks.

Tip: If your donation-processing software doesn’t 

do this for you, keep an eye on credit card expira-

tion dates, and reach out to donors before their 

card is about to expire. Expiring cards is a common 

way to lose monthly donors.

4.2 RETAINING MONTHLY 
DONORS

For more information, “Growing Your 

Monthly Donors” is a free white paper from 

CanadaHelps.

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-growing-your-monthly-donors
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-growing-your-monthly-donors
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-growing-your-monthly-donors
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5. 0  D O N O R  M A N AG EM ENT  S YS TEM
As you build and expand your donor-retention strategies, assess when to set up a Donor 

Management System (DMS) to deepen and finesse your relationships with supporters. A DMS is 

software that collects and organizes your donor data, tracks donations and other activities, and 

allows you to easily segment and communicate with donors, and much more. Simply put, a DMS 

saves time and money in identifying valuable donors, retaining existing donors, and improving 

your stewardship through easy-to-use reporting functions that can provide timely, sophisticat-

ed analyses.

Need help determining if you need a Donor 

Management System? Read CanadaHelps’ 

white paper about a system that’s designed 

for small and medium-sized charities. A 

DMS makes it easy to transfer data from 

spreadsheets or old systems to a new 

system that offers tools to mine your donor 

data and plan for the future. 

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-download-should-you-invest-in-a-donor-management-system/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-download-should-you-invest-in-a-donor-management-system/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-download-should-you-invest-in-a-donor-management-system/
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CO N CLU S I O N
As fewer Canadians donate each year, retaining the donors you have becomes a critical part 

of your fundraising efforts. Plus, it’s more cost-effective to retain the donors you already have 

than to acquire a new one.

 

You’re already an expert in telling your charity’s story and showing its impact. We’ve 

offered a number of digital strategies, tactics, and channels that you can combine with your 

existing expertise. 

 

Starting or ramping up your digital donor-retention strategy takes a bit of time and a small 

investment, but it will yield dramatic results over the long term. You’ll build on successes, 

deepen relationships with supporters, and improve prospects for your charity.
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EXCELLENT RESOURCES ONLINE

The Giving Report 2020: Online Giving is On the 

Rise, by CanadaHelps

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/the-giving-re-

port/download-the-report/

 

Your Essential Guide to GivingTuesday Success, 

by CanadaHelps

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-pa-

per-your-essential-guide-to-givingtuesday-suc-

cess/

 

2 Important Ways to Drive Supporters To Your Site, 

by CanadaHelps

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/charity-life/

digital-marketing/2-important-ways-to-drive-

supporters-to-your-site/

 

Boost Your Digital Holiday Fundraising Results, 

by CanadaHelps

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-pa-

per-launch-your-holiday-fundraiser/

 

Donations of Securities: Increase Your Charity’s 

Fundraising Revenue, by CanadaHelps

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-pa-

per-donations-of-securities-increase-your-chari-

tys-fundraising-revenue/

Growing Your Monthly Donors, by CanadaHelps

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-pa-

per-growing-your-monthly-donors/

 

Hootsuite Social Media Statistics

https://blog.hootsuite.com/facebook-demograph-

ics/

https://blog.hootsuite.com/instagram-demo-

graphics/

https://blog.hootsuite.com/twitter-statistics/

https://blog.hootsuite.com/youtube-stats-mar-

keters/

https://blog.hootsuite.com/linkedin-statis-

tics-business/

https://blog.hootsuite.com/social-media-advertis-

ing/#linkedin

MailChimp: Email Segmentation options

https://mailchimp.com/help/all-the-segment-

ing-options

 

The Ultimate Guide to Nonprofit Marketing in 

2020, by Allie Decker

https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/how-to-run-

a-lean-mean-nonprofit-marketing-machine

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/the-giving-report/download-the-report/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/the-giving-report/download-the-report/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-your-essential-guide-to-givingtuesday-success/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-your-essential-guide-to-givingtuesday-success/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-your-essential-guide-to-givingtuesday-success/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/charity-life/digital-marketing/2-important-ways-to-drive-supporters-to-your-site/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/charity-life/digital-marketing/2-important-ways-to-drive-supporters-to-your-site/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/charity-life/digital-marketing/2-important-ways-to-drive-supporters-to-your-site/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-launch-your-holiday-fundraiser/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-launch-your-holiday-fundraiser/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-donations-of-securities-increase-your-charitys-fundraising-revenue/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-donations-of-securities-increase-your-charitys-fundraising-revenue/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-donations-of-securities-increase-your-charitys-fundraising-revenue/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-growing-your-monthly-donors/
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-white-paper-growing-your-monthly-donors/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/facebook-demographics/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/facebook-demographics/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/instagram-demographics/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/instagram-demographics/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/twitter-statistics/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/youtube-stats-marketers/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/youtube-stats-marketers/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/linkedin-statistics-business/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/linkedin-statistics-business/
https://blog.hootsuite.com/social-media-advertising/#linkedin
https://blog.hootsuite.com/social-media-advertising/#linkedin
https://mailchimp.com/help/all-the-segmenting-options
https://mailchimp.com/help/all-the-segmenting-options
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2019 Fundraising Effectiveness Survey Report, by 

the Fundraising Effectiveness Project and the 

Association of Fundraising Professionals

https://afpglobal.org/sites/default/files/attach-

ments/generic/FEP2019AnnualSurveyReport.pdf

 

Should you invest in a Donation Management 

System?

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-download-

should-you-invest-in-a-donor-management-sys-

tem/ 

https://afpglobal.org/sites/default/files/attachments/generic/FEP2019AnnualSurveyReport.pdf
https://afpglobal.org/sites/default/files/attachments/generic/FEP2019AnnualSurveyReport.pdf
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-download-should-you-invest-in-a-donor-management-system/  
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-download-should-you-invest-in-a-donor-management-system/  
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/free-download-should-you-invest-in-a-donor-management-system/  


www.canadahelps.org | info@canadahelps.org | 1-877-755-1595
186 Spadina Avenue, Units 1-5, Toronto, ON, M5T 3B2

READY FOR THE NEXT STEP?

BOOK A DEMO

Learn how a Donor Management System fits into your donor 

retention strategy to help you steward your donors.

https://www.canadahelps.org/en/book-a-demo/?utm_source=white_paper&utm_campaign=marketing-for-charities&utm_content=digital-donor-retention-november2020
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/book-a-demo/?utm_source=white_paper&utm_campaign=marketing-for-charities&utm_content=digital-donor-retention-november2020
https://www.canadahelps.org/en/book-a-demo/?utm_source=white_paper&utm_campaign=marketing-for-charities&utm_content=digital-donor-retention-november2020

