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organization is not only spending 
more to solicit the donation, but 
also possibly pushing down the 
average donation of the gifts you 
receive. Direct mail continues to 
be a highly effective channel for 
fundraising, but if a donor has forged 
a relationship online, it may be 
more cost effective for nonprofits 
to send further appeals online. 

Message Volume
While the urge to respect donors’ 
inboxes is laudable, the lack of 
meaningful communications post-
donation can have the opposite 
intended effect. Whether print or 
online, there were no significant 
attempts after an initial thank you 
to illustrate the impact of our gift 
or share why our contribution was 
meaningful in any way.

Knowing that it’s easier and more 
cost-effective to hold on to current 
donors than chase new ones makes 
it worth the investment in thoughtful 
stewardship at this critical point in  
the relationship.

Messaging & Content
For new donors especially, the 
“Thank You” is a pivotal point in 
relationship management. The 
bulk of the organizations in our 
sample have personalization down 
in email correspondence, however 
an unfortunate few did send their 
gratitude from “no reply” as the sender.

M&C recommends not stopping at 
“thanks for the gift.” This is your 
chance to put a communications 
plan in action that not only platforms 
for an ask down the road, but also 
emphasizes your organization’s value 
and effectiveness in the meantime. 

These messages should begin to 
introduce a more familiar tone that 
creates a sense of partnership with 
the donor. Develop the sense that the 
donor is not outside your organization, 
but very much an inside and integral 
part of it.

Integration of Social Media
Social media is a critical place to 
interact with donors who have the 
potential to be incredible awareness 
advocates. Especially among younger 
donors, engagement on Twitter and 

Facebook is central to any relationship 
they’ll pursue with an organization.

While most of the organizations 
were quick to post about year-end 
campaigns and #GivingTuesday, we 
experienced no direct engagement 
on Facebook through messages or 
friend requests. On Twitter, none of 
the organizations followed us back or 
retweeted our content. 

These are missed opportunities and 
easily remedied. Make the time to 
follow those who follow you on Twitter 
and like posts from your friends/
donors on Facebook. People who 
engage in social media, expect their 
content to be shared and commented 
upon. The organizations that do this 
will reap the benefits of having these 
advocates do the same for them.

For Further Discussion
M&C frequently shares testing results 
and concise wrap-ups of fundraising 
studies on our blog and on Twitter. You 
can also listen in during our monthly 
podcast as we discuss fundraising 
trends, strategies and issues with 
leading fundraising professionals from 
Kansas City and across the country.

About M&C
M&C is a Kansas City-based marketing agency that specializes in strategy and messaging for 
nonprofits. We believe that every message you send needs to cultivate relationships, amplify 
your mission and build trust and engagement.

CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION ABOUT NONPROFIT COMMUNICATIONS

Read our blog: merriganco.com/blog

Listen to our podcast, M&C Nonprofit Marketing Talk: merriganco.com/podcast

Follow us on Twitter: @merriganco

ACKNOWLEDGE GIFTS
85% emailed immediate 

acknowledgement
70% also followed up with postal 

acknowledgement

THANK 
YOU

5.6 – overall average # of 
Facebook posts per week
12 – average posts per week for 
five most active organizations
1.2 – average posts per week for 
five least active organizations
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A Fundraising Communications 
Snapshot of Kansas City Nonprofits + 
Recommended Strategies 
for Better Results

Let’s peek behind the curtain of Kansas City 
fundraising. This report is a snapshot of the fundraising 
communications of 30 KC nonprofit organizations. We 
worked with Nonprofit Connect to select 10 small, 
medium and large nonprofits to create our sample 
group. Organizations were categorized based upon 
annual reported revenue:

• Small includes organizations reporting
$50,000 - $1,000,000

• Medium includes organizations reporting
$1,000,000 - $10,000,000

• Large includes organizations reporting
$10,000,000 +

A gift was made to each nonprofit in early November 
of 2015 to get engagement rolling. For the last six 
weeks of the year, we tracked a variety of factors to 
measure the effectiveness of their communications and 
methods for onboarding first time givers. Specifically, 
we evaluated the following:

• Gift acknowledgement
• Message volume
• Timing of messages
• Creative

– Personalization
– Tone
– Sender

• Mention of monthly giving
• Social integration
• Giving Tuesday

The organizations did well at 
acknowledging a gift. 85% had an 
immediate, online follow-up and the 
majority (70%) of these also sent a 
postal acknowledgement. 

• About half of the online 
acknowledgements were simply 
a gift receipt; about half included 
a more personal thank you 
message along with the receipt. 
Two-thirds of those messages 
were also personalized. One 
development director sent 
a personal email thank you 
message in addition to the 
organizational acknowledgement.

• In most cases, the organization 
name was used as sender. For 
some organizations who used a 
third-party processor this was not 
the case and the message came 
from the processor (e.g., Network 
for Good) or even “do not reply.”

• The #10 package was the most 
popular postal acknowledgement. 
About 2/3 were personalized 
letters in personalized, closed-
face envelopes. About 1/4  
were personalized letters  
in window envelopes. The  
remaining few arrived in  
hand-addressed envelopes.

None of the organizations used an 
onboarding or welcome series and 
fewer than half (40%) made additional 
email contact. Of those who did, most 
were with Year End (82%) or Other 
(73%) appeals. About 1/3 of those 
organizations followed up with an 
eNewsletter. 21% of the organizations 
sent an additional postal appeal.

Most organizations participated in 
#GivingTuesday, with 82% posting 
on Facebook, 41% tweeting and 
15% emailing requests for support. 
There was not much activity the 
week prior but promotion began to 
increase on Sunday and built from 
there to Tuesday’s crescendo of 59 
posts and 81 tweets, an average of 
seven outreaches per socially active 
organization. Volume was actually 
far less evenly spread, with two of the 

organizations (one small and  
one large) accounting for nearly a 
third of the total. The campaigns  
that were more involved appeared  
to result in significantly more 
constituent engagement.

The media mix was similar for year- 
end appeals, with 70% of organizations 
posting on Facebook, 41% tweeting 
and just under 30% emailing appeals. 
On average, organizations that posted 
to Facebook did so 5.6 times a week; 
organizations active on Twitter 
tweeted an average of 10.1 times  
a week and organizations that  
emailed requests sent an average  
of three messages.

Nurturing Donors 
Throughout the Year
One of the surprising findings 
of this research was the lack of 
communication following a gift being 
made. Half of the organizations 
made no further contact. Only four 
organizations began emailing a 
newsletter with stories about the work 
they do.

Studies1 have shown that immediacy 
and relevance of communication are 
vital to long-term engagement with 
donors. Yet, none of the organizations 
had what appeared to be a “Welcome 
Series.” This is a pre-planned series of 
communications (usually email) that 
are sent at specified time intervals 
following an action (sharing an email, 
making a gift, etc.). 

Underscoring industry benchmarks, 
M&C testing has demonstrated that 
donors who receive a welcome series 
are more likely to open emails, more 
likely to make additional gifts and 
more likely to take further actions 
on behalf of an organization. Recent 
improvements in technology have 
made the implementation of a 
welcome series more accessible to 
nonprofits with smaller budgets. For 
example, Mailchimp now offers this 
automation functionality. 

Monthly Giving 
Opportunities Lost
Approximately 2/3 of nonprofits in 
our research offered the opportunity 
to donate monthly, but only three 
organizations led with it. 

Monthly giving represents a major 
opportunity for nonprofits to create a 
more significant and reliable stream 
of revenue. Donors who give regularly 
are also more likely to renew their 
support. Some organizations enjoy 
retention rates of up to 90%2 among 
monthly donors. 

But to reap the benefits of a monthly 
giving program, organizations must 
present this opportunity to their 
constituents. This includes regular 
appeals to join or convert to monthly 
giving, as well as optimizing and 
increasing the prominence of monthly 
giving across all channels.

Honoring Channel 
Preference
Despite making gifts to organizations 
online, indicating a preference for 
digital interaction, it was interesting 
to find that a number of the 
organizations (21%) sent subsequent 
appeals via direct mail. 

Many studies indicate nonprofits 
largely ignore the channel preferences 
of donors. 3,4

It’s important to note that the average 
gift among online donors is as much 
as 50% higher than direct mail. 
By sending appeals via mail, your 

Executive Summary
Encouragingly, KC nonprofits recognize the importance 
of donor engagement in the digital space and reacting 
quickly when a donor raises their hand with a contribution 
indicating, “I want to help.” Every organization in our 
sample had a website, and thank you responses arrived 
quickly across the board.

But there were some gaps as indicated by the complete 
lack of a welcome series (digital or otherwise) by any of 
the nonprofits. And other than placing us in the bucket 
to receive a year-end appeal, fewer than half of the 
organizations we sampled followed up our initial gift with 
any additional email contact.

Social media use also seems to be increasing, but 
there were definite missed opportunities here as well. 
Organizations were active during campaigns and specific 
initiatives, but are missing critical opportunities to use this 
space to engage more deeply with donors and satisfy the 
relationship outcomes donors seek—and expect—when 
interacting on social media.

What follows is a brief account of our findings as well as 
further discussion. We’ve provided suggested tweaks to 
make interactions with first-time donors more meaningful 
and hold onto them beyond an initial gift.

Fundraising 360—The Numbers
Kansas City nonprofits are active online. All had a website 
and most had Facebook (97%) and Twitter (90%) accounts. 

Nearly all (97%) were set up to accept online donations 
and most (82%) have mobile responsive donation forms. 
Almost half (46%) use a third-party payment processor 
(PayPal, Network for Good, etc.), and the majority of these 
organizations do not offer an ask string (suggested range of 
gift amounts). Most (85%) of the organizations that process 
payments directly do include an ask string; usually (80%) in 
ascending order starting as low as $5, but with an overall 
average of about $30. Two-thirds of the organizations do 
offer monthly giving as an option, but only a fraction (17%) 
lead with this. A full 2/3 are also set up to accept Honor or 
Tribute gifts.

ACTIVE ONLINE PRESENCE
100% have websites

97% have a Facebook page
90% have a Twitter account

WWW.

82% of organizations reached out 
with Facebook posts

41% tweeted reminders
15% sent email appeal

82% 41% 15%

@

1 http://www.experian.com/marketing-services/welcome-email-best-practices-guide.html
2 http://www.donorperfect.com/nonprofit-technology-blog/2016/01/5-reasons-to-start-a-monthly-giving-program-in-2016/
3 http://npengage.com/nonprofit-fundraising/its-not-all-about-you-5-steps-cater-the-different-preferences-your-new-online-donors/
4 https://philanthropy.com/article/Charities-Ignore-Donor/229705

Special thanks to Nonprofit Connect for their assistance 
in identifying nonprofit organizations that met the 
evaluation criteria.
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