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Nathan (00:00:00):
Everyone, welcome to the webinar. I'm thankful. I'm grateful that you are here and choosing to spend roughly an hour with us today to talk about one of the most important things I think we can be talking about in our space at the moment. And honestly, we've been talking about for years and years. We'll unpack that a bit, but that topic is donor retention. How do we solve it? How do we fix it? How do we improve things? We're gonna, we're gonna unpack some of that today. I'm gonna give a couple of minutes here for folks to be able to join. I see the attendee count number just ticking up every second here. People are coming from lunch, people come, are coming from a, a meeting and all that stuff. So as people are joining, I would love it if you would open up the chat and let me know a couple of things.
(00:00:38):
Number one, what's your name? Number two, what organization are you from? And then three, where in the world are you zooming in from today? Again, your name, organization, and where in the world are you? I'd love to know that. So drop it in the chat. It's always exciting and fun to see how, how far reaching this cause and vision is of how do we grow, giving and generosity together. I see Riley here from next after Woo woo. We've also got Jonathan from Population Research Institute. Welcome Jay Parton from, oh, it Keeps Jumping Past Me. Look at that. From front Royal Virginia, we've got Dana from Kansas State University Foundation. Welcome, Dana. Glad you're here. We've got Pam from Keep Eler Count. Ooh, it's moving too fast for me. Keep Elber County beautiful. Elberton, Georgia. Welcome, welcome, welcome. We got lots of folks here.
(00:01:33):
Continue to drop in the chat there. Who you are, where you're from. Hi, Paul <laugh>. I see you. Shout that out. Paul Curry. Good to see you. We got several moody folks. That's awesome. Welcome, welcome. Grateful that you are, are here. All right, as people are still coming in there's a couple housekeeping keeping items that I want to go over. The first and foremost, and we talk about this every time, but it's coming up, the Nonprofit Innovation and Optimization Summit 2023 is coming September 19th through 21st here in Dallas, Texas. We got a full on game show theme. We've got tons of really fun events planned, so it's not an event that you're gonna wanna miss. It also has tons of great content. We're really focused in this event on trying to bring some innovation into our space.
(00:02:18):
I think a lot of the conferences that we, we, we often go to in the nonprofit world, you, you end up seeing sort of the same speakers from the last event in the last event, talking about kind of the same old stuff. We bring in a lot of, even for-profit marketers who have really innovative ideas that we think can be applied in the fundraising and nonprofit space. So a lot of the speakers that you're gonna see are people that you don't typically see on the nonprofit circuit, but have really helpful ideas based in data, based on research that we can put to the test to try to grow and giving. You see, see this quote on your screen from Marissa at Coral Reef Alliance she attended last year. She said, Neo obviously is a good time. It's not only been really valuable educationally, but it's also a ton of fun.
(00:02:58):
I think we have like four interactive game shows even planned around the event hall in addition to all the great speakers and all that stuff. So it's gonna be a blast. Another quote here from Danielle Sparks, he attended the pre-summit workshop last year. He was in, in the workshop with myself and with Courtney Gaines talking all about how we can improve our messaging and our value proposition. And, and here's a quote from him. There was so much information that was applicable. It won't just change the way that we approach our donors, but our philosophy of why we're talking to them in the first place. So, yes, NIO is a ton of fun. There's great speakers. It's also gonna be challenging and, and to how you actually think about your communication with donors and, and why you're doing it in the first place.
(00:03:39):
As says here I would love for you to join us. I'd love to see you in person, not just through the lens of a camera, through a webinar, but actually meet you face-to-face. So I'd love for you to join us. You can go to neos summit.com, that's niosummit.com to sign up, register, get your ticket and you can get $500 off your ticket through Monday. So talk to whoever you need to talk to today and tomorrow. Get approval to come, and then get your ticket before midnight on Monday to get that discount and lock that in. A couple webinar, webinar related items here. The most popular question that we get all the time is, is this webinar gonna be recorded and it is being recorded as we speak? So we'll have an email out to you either later this evening or tomorrow morning with all the info that you need, links to different resources, links to the slide deck for you to review the video recording so you can go share that.
(00:04:28):
You can go watch it back later. And then we should have some time emphasis, should have some time <laugh> for some q and a at the very end. If you've got thoughts and commentary and ideas and all that sort of stuff, just drop it in the chat as we go today. And if you've got questions that you want to make sure that we answer, use the q and a tool here in Zoom to drop your questions in. That's the easiest way for me to keep track of those at the end so they don't just get lost in all the comments and all that sort of stuff. So questions go on the q and a, thoughts, comments, ideas, drop 'em in the chat. Let's dive in. This is really what we're talking about today. We have released just earlier this week or maybe last week.
(00:05:06):
I can't remember when we sent the email <laugh>. It's bit of it, it's been said out by shelf for a little bit as we've been working through this study. But it's called the Comprehensive Online Donor Retention Benchmark Report. We just wanted to keep it really simple and not a mouthful to say. So, just short and sweet. This is a series of research where we're trying to understand what are the key levers that are actually leading to improvements in growth in donor retention. So we're gonna unpack some of this today. You can scan this QR code to go grab a free copy of this report. But we're gonna look at sort of the high level findings from the first part of this research today. So all that said, let's dive in. And really, the first key question that you might be wondering, although if you're here, you probably already think it's important, but let's, let's spend a moment on this, this question.
(00:05:49):
Why focus on donor retention? Why is it important? Why is it absolutely critical for us to try to decode and figure out what's really working and what's not? Some of the latest benchmarks, this is from the new m and r benchmark reports that came out a few weeks ago, maybe a month ago at this point. And what they're finding is similar to what lots of other benchmark studies are finding about donor retention, which the short of it is donor retention is, is, is pretty bad. <Laugh>, there's so much room that we need to improve it and, and it's either stagnant or getting worse. What they found, just looking at 2022 data, the overall online one-time donor retention rate is 29%. So only 29% of those people will actually give to you again next year. It gets really bad when you're diving into new donors.
(00:06:36):
Specifically what, what, what they found through their dataset is that 16% of these new online donors retain only 16% will give to you again next year. You can't build a sustainable digital fundraising program or just fundraising program in general off of a 16% new donor retention rate. We just can't do it. We've gotta find ways to, to invest in these donors that they stick around for the long term. You know, as we were starting to explore this topic, you know, I haven't been in this space all that long. You can look at me and tell that, but for the, the entire time I've been in this nonprofit space, we've been talking about donor retention at every single event on most webinars, there's all sorts of blog posts. There's lots, lots of, you know, I, I'll I'll say experts, people that think they know what works <laugh> that, that are, are sharing lots of ideas that can try to improve retention.
(00:07:26):
We've been talking about it forever, and there's so many ideas out there, but I wanted to see, you know, how far back has this really been a problem? The furthest back I could find some really clear data points was from the Fundraising effectiveness project. And they have, have some data reporting back to, to 2005, or at that point, what they were finding was that for every hundred donors that were gained, 82 donors were being lost. So, at least as far back as 2005, retention has been an ongoing problem in our space, and no one has really cracked the code and actually solved it. So then the question is, how do you, how do you decode it? How do you really decode what works to improve donor retention? And so to unpack this, here's where I wanna start is talking a little bit about my, my grandma.
(00:08:10):
Kay, that's Grandma Kay. My grandpa Lou next to her in that, that photo, I'm tell you a little bit about her, and then we'll kind of unpack <laugh> how we're decoding donor retention as it relates to my, my grandma. So my grandma, wonderful woman. She is a second generation immigrant from Ireland. And so her father basically had, had come over, he had joined like the I r a at when he turned 18. And his mom, so my great-great-grandmother was concerned that he was gonna get himself blown up. And so she sent him to come move to the us which he did. And then he had my grandma. And that's how the, the, the, the Winslow family came to be in, in the us. She has a secret family that everyone loves. And so at every family gathering, basically people are hoping that she makes more of this recipe that we can go bring home and we can have for dinner.
(00:09:04):
You would assume, probably stereotypically with her Irish background, that it's probably something that at least has potatoes in it, but probably like corn, beef and cabbage or something like that. But you might be surprised to find out that her secret family recipe that everyone adored was actually for spaghetti sauce and is the best. Like, I would request this, even as a kid knowing that I, like, I loved it, you know, if we're going to their house for Christmas, we request it. And then you, you go in her deep freezer in the basement, she's got these big, like gallon bags full of spaghetti sauce, all frozen for all the family members to take home. Everybody loved it. And then as I'm coming into my own as a, as an adult, and I'm doing more cooking and getting really into that, I wanna figure out how do I make grandma's secret spaghetti sauce recipe.
(00:09:44):
So I, I finally got her to actually write down the recipe and, you know, you get all excited, like, I'm gonna be able to make this whenever I want it, and all that. She writes it down, and here's basically what the recipe card looks like. You've got all the kind of key ingredients you got on, you got garlic, you got crushed tomatoes, specifically crushed tomatoes from the can. You don't wanna use diced ones that gotta be crushed Italian sausage, but she wouldn't do ground Italian sausage. It's like whole links of spicy Italian sausage cut up into thirds. You got these big chunks in there. You bay leads oregano, kind of the essential stuff. What, what's disappointing after she wrote this down was that, well, she actually cooks exactly like I do, go figure. And where she doesn't measure anything, there's no real quantities.
(00:10:23):
We know kind of the key ingredients, but not how much of each thing actually goes into making the dish. And so on top of that, there's definitely no actual cooking instructions that go along with this. It's just, here's the things that end up going, you know, in the pot to make the actual meal. How it gets from here to there. We don't really know. It's, it's magic and it's love. I, there's also a, there's kind of like a secret ingredient. This is, this is the, the one thing that kind of jumps out, maybe not in the typical spaghetti sauce, was warchester sure sauce. So maybe this comes actually from her Irish background and that's why it's in there. But how much of this do you actually put in as like a tablespoon is the whole bottle? I don't know. You just gotta play with it and test it, test everything out and see what actually works.
(00:11:05):
You know, in our, in our world, trying to really decode what works for growing donor retention, I think we're in a similar boat where there's a bunch of ingredients that I think we all can have some pretty good confidence are important. Like there's good data out there, specifically from Bloomerang on the importance of making thank you calls within 90 days, and the impact that that can have on the second gift rates and lifetime value and things like that. Obviously we need to have a meaningful cause that someone can see themselves investing in for the long term recurring donations. There's lots of data out there on the, the value of getting, building a recurring giving program for how long that those people stick around and their lifetime values. We want strong donor relationships that we're investing in. It's not just a one-time transaction, it's a relationship.
(00:11:49):
We wanna have good technology to empower all the right strategies. We need to have good donor cultivation approaches and, and tactics to continue to keep people in in the loop and engaged and informed. But then, are these all the ingredients? I, I think we think they're right, but do we really know that they're right? And then how do you actually put them together in the right orders with the right donor segments at the right time, with the right messaging approaches, with the right creative, there's so many other variables to how you put these things together. And then maybe there is a secret ingredient that we don't know yet, <laugh>, what's the, the warchester sure sauce of, of donor retention. So there's a lot to learn. There's a lot to decode, even though we maybe have some of the key ingredients, how do we put 'em together?
(00:12:30):
That's really what we're focused on here at, at next after, is we help nonprofits grow their digital fundraising. That's the one thing that we do. We're a research lab where we go out and we try to understand what's it like to be a donor and what's sort of the state of the industry where we conduct studies like these, trying to understand the full donor experience, putting ourselves in their shoes and looking at the donation process through different lens. We're a digital first agency where everything that we do in terms of, you know, email fundraising or advertising, et cetera, is rooted in ab testing and optimization where we're trying to see, you know, what are people doing out in the world through this mystery donor research, but then put the best ideas to the test to decode what actually works. And then we turn all of that into training materials to go equip you and as many non-profits as we can with what we're learning works to grow giving.
(00:13:17):
And for, for today's topic, we're really drilling into this research lab side of things where we're trying to go look at the nonprofit space at large and understand, number one, what do donors experience? But number two, marrying that experience up with actual performance metrics as to how are nonprofits really truly performing in terms of donor retention. Our hope then is to overlay these two things to really draw some trends and see what, what are the commonalities of what's working to increase retention and then have the best ideas to go test. We partner with our friends at Virtuous to look at the donor retention performance data of 211 organizations. We've then looked at the full donor experience for these organizations, and again, trying to overlay these two things to see you know, what are the commonalities of high performing retention organizations to pull out the, the, the best possible strategies that we can put to the test.
(00:14:13):
So here's what this has looked like. Again, there's 211 organizations that we're currently studying. We're looking at donor retention KPIs, special things to our friends at Virtuous, and then we're looking at the full donation experience to see what does it feel like to be a donor to one of these high performing donor retention organizations, and also the low performers, and see what, what are the commonalities and trends and, and differences. All that said, it's a long introduction to get to, you know, let's really start with the essentials. There's some high level questions that we have started to ask about, you know, just organizations at large, what, are there any sort of like high level findings in terms of size or web traffic or, you know, recurring giving rates and things like that, that are sort of a, a smoking gun, if you will, as to what might be working to increase retention.
(00:14:59):
So let's dive into our first question. Is retention simply just a function of size? It's an interesting question. There's a few different ways we can look at it. The way we've started to answer all these is we've taken all these 211 organizations, we've divided them into three equal groups, basically to look at the top third of high performing retention organizations, looking at overall retention rates, the middle group here, the mid performers, and then the bottom third of, of quote unquote low low performers. You can see the rough ranges there for these three groups. So we've divided them into these three categories, and then we're gonna go look at these categories across a bunch of different sort of key questions and key data points. The first being, how does revenue actually affect your likelihood of having good or bad donor retention? Now, with all these numbers, there's a lot of, there's a lot of variance that's going up.
(00:15:49):
We won't unpack every single number in this whole, whole report and data set today, but here's one thing I wanna zero in on here. As revenue increases. So as organizations get larger and more resources, typically there are fewer low retention organizations. Well, you see on this chart, that yellow bar is gone. Those are the low performing organizations. There's no low performers in this like, very large organization category. And just as a trend, there are fewer low performers as resources increase. But it kind of begs this question, you know, which it's, it's the, which comes first, chicken or the egg kind of question, which comes first? Revenue or retention? Does high revenue and, and lots of resources empower organizations to put the strategies in place that lead to better retention? Or is it that they have better retention rates that is actually leading to them, them to hire revenue?
(00:16:37):
It's hard to really tease that out. So the other way we've looked at this in terms of size and volume is looking at, at web traffic. And again, there's a lot of variance and there's a lot of noise in the data, but here's the general trends on the average donor retention rate. For a small web traffic organization, the zero to 50,000 sessions per year is 55%. And as web traffic increases, you can see that retention is kind of coming down a little bit. The average retention rate for a 5 million plus in, in, in total web traffic per year is 45%. If we map every single one of these, and this is a big monster chart, I don't expect you to look at every single line here. The trend is that you know, retention starts to go down as web traffic starts to go up.
(00:17:22):
Now, it's not definitive. You can see there's lots of blue bars that are above the line. There's lots of blue bars that are below the line. So you can be a high performing organization with high traffic, you can be a high performing organization with low traffic and, and vice versa. So to come back to this question, is retention simply a function of size? Not really. There's opportunity for really any organization to have good retention rates, whether or not you have all the resources in the world, you have all the web traffic, or you've got no traffic and you've got minimal resources. There's, there's, it looks like there are still high performers kinda regardless of those categories. So then let's dive a little deeper. Let's look at vertical. So these kind of types of organizations, the different areas of impact that, that we work in.
(00:18:06):
Does retention vary by vertical? And as we broke this down, we tried to get a good sampling of all sort of the key major verticals I in our nonprofit industry at large with, with relative sizes and volumes inside of those e e each of those categories. As we're breaking this down by total donor retention rates or performance tiers, here's what we found the top performing. The highest performing verticals are faith-based organizations and these international organizations they're the top per, they have the most high performing retention organizations in those categories, which I think is interesting. We'll look at a couple commonalities here in a second. We compare this to the, the opposite side of the spectrum. The verticals that have the most low performers are health, public policy, and education. And just to kind of zoom back 30,000 feet to try to extrapolate, you know, what might be happening here why are some of these verticals more effective in terms of retention than others?
(00:19:05):
What seems to maybe potentially be happening? And these are testable hypotheses that these high performers in terms of the faith-based category, as well as these international organizations, tend to be pre values focused in their messaging. Oftentimes they're leading on strong core beliefs that they share with their ideal donor, and there's a focus on long-term impact, not just short-term need but, but, but a long-term focus and a long-term vision. Where on the other side of this is you have more like public policy kind of organization. A lot of that is really short-term. Oftentimes it's short-term fundraising focus. It's driven by current events or legislation that's coming today or coming tomorrow petitions and that sort of thing that has high urgency now, but maybe isn't focused on the long term impact. Some of these might have temporary affinity if I, in, in the health category, maybe I'm making a tribute donation because I had a loved one who just went through some sort of treatment related to a particular you know, disease or, or, or health crisis.
(00:20:07):
But I might not be committed to donating to that organization for the long term. I'm making a tribute donation today because of my loved one who just went through this event. So there might be a shorter term focus for some of those low performing organizations. What I, what I, what I don't want to happen here is for you to look at, you know, a chart like this and say, well, yeah, we fall in the education vertical, or we fall in the public policy vertical, so we're just stuck with poor retention rates. What, what I hope this encourages you to think is, you know, what are those, what are those common traits of high performing organizations and how might I learn from that so that, you know, how do we become more long-term focused and values focused in our messaging, even though we're in the, the health category, we're in the public policy category, we're in the education category.
(00:20:50):
How can we start to, to push the envelope a little bit, not be content with the status quo, but figure out what are those things that are actually gonna lead us to more long-term investment from, from donors? So back to our question, as retention vary by vertical heck, yeah, does we just now need to decode what are those specific things that are actually leading to those higher retention rates? Which leads us to really our next question and, and as we dove into this, this data, the potential Trump question that was looming the whole time is, you know, is, is donor re retention simply just a matter of building a strong recurring giving program? There's obviously so much data out there about the value of recurring donors and how long they retain and, and how valuable they are to an organization long term. You know, a lot of the world outside of the US figure that out a lot sooner than we did here in the States, but now a lot of recurring donor programs are getting a lot of traction these days.
(00:21:44):
 It's a critical thing, it's an important thing, but is it everything? It's really what we're trying to understand at a high level as we look at these three different tiers of retention performance, what we're looking at in this chart is what percentage of their donor file is made up of recurring donors? And you can see that the trend is as you have higher percentage of your donor donor file being recurring donors, we, you see higher retention performance that's like the 30,000 foot view. If we stopped here, we might conclude that none of this other stuff matters about, you know, long-term focus of fundraising messaging and all that stuff. We just need to get more recurring donors. And it might get you somewhere, but it might not be the whole, the whole story because I wanted to compare these retention rates and these recurring donor rates to those verticals that we just saw that were kind of standout verticals.
(00:22:35):
Retention might not quite be just simply based on recurring donors. And here's why. As we look at these different verticals that these different types of causes that organizations work in looking at the percentage of their donor files that are recurring donors, what we start to see is that just having a recurring giving program, or a lot of recurring donors might not be everything. These top four verticals have the highest percentage of recurring donors on their file. And what we see is a mix of results in terms of retention. There's high retention for these international organizations. There's mid-level retention here for arts and culture and humanities groups, and then you've got low retention for health and public policy. So it's not just about having more recurring donors, it's not, that's not the, the Trump card that sometimes we think it is, but it might actually be a combination of these two factors.
(00:23:27):
Here's, here's my working recipe for high donor retention. Number one, I think we need values focused fundraising. What the data's starting to show us at this high level is that those organizations that are focused on the long-term impact are articulating why someone should give, not just now, but to invest for the long term in a cause combined with an emphasis on recurring donations and building a recurring giving program. Those two factors together might actually be part of this secret or part of the key to high donor retention. And I think it makes a lot of sense that these two things go hand in hand if you're talking about long-term impact and long-term focus in your fundraising messaging. Doesn't it just naturally lead to a conversation about becoming a recurring donor? If you're trying to get someone to invest for the long, long haul, why not sign up to given a monthly basis where you can make an impact every single month?
(00:24:21):
I think these two things go really naturally, hand in hand together. So what, what I wanna submit to you today, and we'll unpack this a little bit more in detail, but I would submit to you and I would hypothesize that maybe the most important ingredient in donor retention is really the answer to this. Why question, why should I give to you, not just now, but for the long haul? Why should I maybe become a recurring donor? What's really the impact that can be made meaningfully over time? And the way that we answer this question seems like it has a significant impact on someone's likelihood of retaining and staying around for the long haul. It sounds a lot like our, our core value proposition question. This is how we define the value proposition at next after it's the answer to this question, if I'm your ideal donor, why should I give to you rather than to some other organization or even at all?
(00:25:13):
And that's what we unpacked in the second half of the study is how are these organizations actually articulating their value proposition in the donation experience? When we look at value proposition, we typically look at four key elements. If you've been through any of our training and courses on, on value proposition, you've probably seen some of this. So we won't belabor the point, we'll go high level through this, but number one, appeal. How badly do I your ideal donor want to make this impact? Number two, can I get this somewhere else or can I make this impact somewhere else? Or can I only make this kind of impact through you and through your organization? Third is clarity. How quickly, how easily do I understand as your ideal donor, what are you communicating? Are you using clear language, avoiding things like jargon and insider terms, being clear about the impact?
(00:25:59):
And then fourth is credibility. Do I believe you? Do I trust you? Do I trust what you're saying is actually true? So typically the value proposition is built on these four key elements. And so what we did next is try to understand as an industry, how are nonprofits doing in communicating their value proposition? If it's so important for the potential long-term retention rates of these, of these donors, how are we doing in communicating it? And there's a lot of different questions that we unpack in this report. I'll show you the link here again at the, at the very end where you can get the full report and dive deeper. We're gonna look at a few of the key questions that we asked along the way in terms of the value proposition. The very first thing when, when someone is going to give to your organization that they have to do is figure out where do I go if I show up on your homepage?
(00:26:46):
How do I get to even start the donation process? We don't all often look at the, the, the navigation process as the piece of the value proposition, but it, it does have a lot to do with clarity. How quickly and easily are we making it for donors to find where to actually make that gift, to make the impact that they care about? That's really the first question here. How easily can you find where to give? What's interesting here is how difficult it was for about a third of organizations that we're studying to actually just find the donate button. I'll show you a couple examples You can see on your screen up here at the top you can clearly see in the top right corner of the homepage right there in the navigation. It's this high contrast button jumps right out of the page, clear yellow button background against the, the, the image behind it jumps right outta the page, clear as day, you see it right away.
(00:27:38):
This bottom example, you kind of have to squint at it for a minute to find where the donate option is. It says give now, but it blends into the rest of the navigation. Uses the same text treatment as as home, as give now as about us as join our team as resources. They're all weighted the same. They're all treated the same, but doesn't jump right out of their page. It would be tempting to think, and it is tempting to think that, you know, if someone's motivated to give, they're gonna find where the give button is right. But experimentation, ab testing has shown us that even some of these small tweaks and changes can make a really big impact on the clarity of someone actually understanding where do I go to make a gift? So in this experiment this organization started with a navigation that looks like this.
(00:28:22):
You've got all the different navigation elements of the same weight, same text treatment you see donate on there on the far right far right edge of the navigation. They made one tweak here, they turned this donate link into a donate button. It now stands out in a purple button, high contrast against the background jumps right off the page. You see it right away. This actually led to 190% increase in donor conversion. So people actually showing up on the, on the homepage, clicking the button, making it through to the donation page, and giving a gift, 190% increase just by making that small little design tweak to add a touch more clarity to the process overall, as we're unpacking value proposition and clarity as it relates to donor retention, what we found is that, you know, this kind of one-off strategy of increasing clarity in the website navigation doesn't, you know, directly correlate to a massive increase in donor retention.
(00:29:16):
But what we do know through this testing is that a lack of clarity can keep someone from giving in the first place. And if they don't give in the first place, they're never gonna retain cuz they never even started. So we have to increase clarity if we want to have even, even a fighting chance of having good retention because we have to start the relationship and start that starts with that first donation. Second key question wanna look at for, for a few moments here is this, is there value focused copy on the donation page? We're not looking at the quality of the copy yet. We're just looking to see are there words on the page that are doing something to articulate why I should give? And so the simple way that we are measuring this in one of these key questions that we asked in the process is do do these organizations, do these donation pages have at least four sentences of copy and you can see the examples there on the left clear stark difference version.
(00:30:10):
 Well the, the one on the left here, far left has four plus sentences of copy explaining why you should give. It's got a couple different bullet points talking about key programs. The one there on the right has little to no copy. It's got a mailing address on there, basically a sentence talking about donating little to no copy explaining why someone should give. So this is just basically what we're looking for is, is there significant copy on the page talking about why you should donate? And what we found was that nearly two thirds of organizations have less than four sentences of copy on their donation page, which is shocking. We can't just assume that people are fully motivated to give when they show up on the page. We have to use clear language to help someone understand why they should actually give. All you have to do is look at your conversion rate on your donation page to understand that not everyone is fully motivated to give, you know, a good a good conversion rate.
(00:31:01):
I think the, the over overarching benchmark is about a 17% conversion rate on a main donation page. And even that's probably pretty high, which means we're failing 80 plus percent of the people that show up. Maybe we need more copy. This experiment shows how impactful even just a single sentence can be. Version A says you make Kelly's website possible. When you give to CaringBridge, you ensure that her private protected place to share health updates and connect with community of support will always be here. That's basically two sentences, a headline and then a lengthy sentence. Version B here adds an additional headline. So we're not even at that four sentence mark yet, but now it says this website helps Kate stay connected to family and friends. It's increasing the clarity of where your gift is actually going and not, not just functionally what it's doing in terms of keeping the websites active, but also why it's matter, why it matters, why it's impactful.
(00:31:55):
It's helping Kate stay connected to family and friends. This additional sentence increased the strength of the value proposition, even just a little bit and led to a 21% increase in donor conversion. The total number of people actually giving on the page just by adding one sentence. So overall, what we're finding in terms of the total volume of copy, you know, these one-off tactics around just increasing copy on the page, maybe they don't directly correlate to long-term retention just like we saw on the navigation, but donation page copy can greatly improve performance right there at the point of of conversion, which is obviously gonna help when people are considering donating for, for the first time or coming back to give for the second time, or maybe it's their 10th gift or it's their hundredth gift. This type of copy on the page helps someone get over the hump to actually understand where their gift is going, why it matters, why it's impactful, and actually choose to to be generous.
(00:32:49):
So we need this value focused copy to help lead degraded conversions. And if we can do that, that should improve retention rates because more people are willing to convert. The next key question is, is now moving from just, is there copy on the page to what's the quality of the copy on the page? How strong is the value proposition copy? I wanna show you a couple of experiments real quick before we look at some of the scores just to show you how important the value proposition is overall on these main donation pages. This organization started with basically a headline and a single sentence of copy. Illinois's comeback story starts here together. We're writing the next chapter of Illinois's comeback story. Version B has a ton of copy on the page. It's not just a couple of sentences, it's not just four sentences. There's 1, 2, 3, 4, at least four paragraphs of copy here on this page.
(00:33:44):
Unpacking, what's the problem? What's the potential solution and what does your donation, what impact does your donation actually make? It leads to a clear call to action. It fully answers this question of why would I, why should I give to you rather than some other organization or even at all? And it led to 150% increase in donor conversion. This is not just a one-off experiment. We see this many, many times over and over. This organization has a single headline on the page, version B unpacks Why someone should give with significant copy. There's two sentence headline, you've got a couple paragraphs of copy, you've got four different bullet bullet points talking about some of the key initiatives from this organization, unpacking why someone should give and significant copy led to 116% increase in donations. So as we're going through the donation experience through this research, our researchers are asking some key questions around each of these key elements.
(00:34:40):
Again, how badly do I the ideal donor want to make this sort of impact? We're scoring this on a scale of one to three a one being like, I don't have any of these kind of shared values. I don't really care about this problem or this cause I'm not interested. That would be a one, A three being I wake up in the morning passionate about making this kind of an impact. I'm all in. So we're doing our best to score this from the perspective of the ideal donor to these organizations. Exclusivity, can I make this impact only here or can I make it somewhere else? We're looking for language that sometimes you might call invisible language, like give hope. It doesn't really mean anything and almost any organization could put give hope on their donation page justifiably, but it doesn't give you any sort of differentiation as to how am I uniquely able to give hope and to, to what people?
(00:35:29):
To who to what. We wanna lean into exclusivity. Can I make this impact anywhere else or can I only make this impact here? Clarity being the third one. How quickly, how easily do I understand the words on this page? Again, scoring on a scale of one to three, a one being like, it takes me some time to really think about it. Maybe there's some confusing language in there. A three being it's clear language, I instantly understand it. You're not using insider terms or jargon that most people wouldn't understand without deeper context. It's an instant understanding. And then credibility, again, scale of one to three. One being, you know, these organizations haven't gone out of their way at all to try to boost trust on the page. A three being, you know, maybe there's some testimonials on the page or there's some sort of third party credibility indicators like a charity navigator seal or a guide Star Seal.
(00:36:17):
Any of these sort of third party ways to get someone else to say yes, you can trust this organization. Could be a review, could be a quote or a testimonial. So we're scoring all these organizations across these four key elements on a scale of one to three. And here's what we have overall. The average overall value proposition score was 1.7 outta three. So it's like right, right in the middle, not great, not horrible, somewhere right in the middle. Meaning there's a lot of opportunity to improve as you look at the scores across each of these different categories. And we can see the highest performing category was clarity at a 1.9 outta three. So overall as an, as a nonprofit industry, we're better at being clear than we are about actually talking about the cause in an, in an appealing way, which is kind of interesting or leaning more into clarity than actually what the gift is going towards in terms of impacting the cause.
(00:37:11):
 Credibility is the lowest here. Credibility had the worst scores on average. So very few organizations are going out of their way on the donation page to help boost trust again, through something like a testimonial review quote, et cetera. We're just maybe leaning on, on brand trust, hoping that people that show up to consider giving already know who we are and already trust us for one reason or another. We're not trying to boost credibility actively overall. Here's what we're finding. Every organization, regardless of your size, regardless of which vertical, which kind of cause you serve, has a tremendous opportunity to improve the strength of your value proposition. This might be one of the most important things that you can invest in. Invest in, not just for conversion now and getting more people to donate on your main donation page or in your next campaign, but for the potential long-term impact of these donors sticking around, how do we communicate why someone should give, not just for now, but also for the future.
(00:38:09):
What's the long-term impact? Now I'd be remiss if I didn't give you some really practical things that you can consider. There's a lot of like kind of high level ideas that we've looked at so far things to think about, things to have conversations about, to dive deeper in the actual study. But I want to give you some really practical things that you can do as well. So this is how we'll wrap up our time together. I'm gonna look at a few experiment examples of practical tests that you can run to improve your value. The first experiment, the first common experiment I'd encourage you to consider. Many of you have a donation page that looks like this very minimal copy. I know this because we're looking at the data in this, in this study two thirds having less than four sentences on their page.
(00:38:54):
I would encourage you to run something like this, what we call the nothing to something test where you have virtually no copy on your page. I would simply test adding some copy on the page, not being afraid of having a lengthy page, adding some copy on your page that starts to answer this question, why should I give to you rather than to some other organization Or even at all dialing in your value proposition can be really tricky, especially on a main donation page when there's a wide variety of motivations of people that are coming to this page typically to give to you some care about this program that you have others care about this program over here and don't even know about this one over here. So we have to be sort of all encompassing in our copy on a main donation page. But still unpacking what's the problem, what's the solution?
(00:39:38):
What's the impact that a donor can make? Giving some examples of different initiatives and programs that you have to make and impact on the cause. This has everything to do really with addressing the value proposition at large, but really the appeal. How badly does someone want to give to writing the next chapter of Illinois's comeback story versus this longer form unpacking of, of really the core appeal, the core value proposition. Again, this led to a major increase and conversions. If your page looks like this, I'd encourage you. Top priority coming out of this session today is consider running an experiment on your donation page that unpacks your value proposition. And then starting to test that messaging over time to really dial it in. Comment, experiment number two. Some of you, this might be shocking, but I would encourage you to use text and not a video on your donation page in order to communicate with clarity.
(00:40:31):
Here's an example version a here main donation page has a video unpacking why someone should give. It's a great video, highly produced, very high quality. But they wondered, you know, what if we took the core message that's in this video and just put it in copy on the page. Now you can see there's a lot of copy on this page. It's unpacking that same value proposition message, but just putting it in a different medium text. What this led to was a 527% increase in donations. And again, this is not just a one-off experiment. We've seen the same type of result even at this 500% increase level multiple times. In fact, we've never seen video on a page outperform text on one of these donation pages. It has everything in my view to do with clarity and how quickly someone can process the information.
(00:41:23):
You know, if I'm on version A here and I, I click play on the video, I then kind of lean back and I sit back and then I have to, I'm gonna go watch a three minute plus video about why I give. That takes a lot of time to sort of digest all that information and I'm just sort of passively listening rather than version B where I'm actively engaged in reading the copy. I can scan it, I can go back, I can paint my own picture in my mind almost like reading a story as to what the impact looks like, which makes it even more personal to me. And it leads to this increase in giving. So this might be a test to run on your page. If you have a videos, just take the core concepts in the video, unpack them in text on the page and run that experiment.
(00:42:06):
And then third, common experiment. Number three, value proposition doesn't just apply on a donation page. It applies in every conversation we have. It's actually all encompassing of how someone interacts with their organizations. I'd encourage you to run this test to actually email like a human being. Your emails design can have a significant impact on how someone perceives your message and how trustworthy you are as well. Here's one example, version A here. Looks like a typical email wrapper. You've got logos and donate buttons at the top. You've got a big hero image. You've got this progress bar cuz they're in the middle of a campaign showing you how close they are to the goal. And then you got copy, we've got a big donate now button below. You've got an image of the sender, you've got all these different design elements packed into the control.
(00:42:53):
Version B has the same exact copy. It even still has a little bit of that design wrapper, but it removes most of those design elements. This led to a 29% increase in donations. And consistently what we see across all of our experimentation, which is 5,000 plus experiments at this point, is that leaning into this more humanized approach to email fundraising. And email communication does a couple of things. It gets better placement in the inbox because there's not as much H T M L and all that stuff for the email to load. Gmail is gonna go look at and say this looks more like something sent from a human being. So I'm gonna have, I'm gonna put it be more likely to put it in the primary inbox as opposed to the updates or promotions tab. But also as a recipient of these emails, your potential donors on the other end that we often say, you know, people give to people not to email machines if they see version A, it looks like marketing and maybe I have my guard up a little bit knowing you're just trying to get me to do something.
(00:43:50):
It looks like marketing or version B, something that's a bit more plain textile looks like a authentic email that you or I might send each other directly out of Gmail, which just bodes bodes well for building more trust. Litmus has done some interesting survey work in film that the first thing that people typically look at when considering opening an email is who's it from and do I trust them? So if it's sent from a person and then it looks like a human humanized email, I'm more likely to trust it and you might see better results. So you can run this test too. If you send a lot of design emails, simply send something from a person in a plain text style, keep the copy the same, but just remove those design wraps. It might lead to this kind of an increase for you.
(00:44:34):
Here's where I wanna land and where I want to end is kind of, excuse me, filling out our recipe card here cuz we've, we've talked about a bunch of different areas upfront. We talked about values focused fundraising and using messaging that's focused on the long-term impact. We talked about the importance of building a strong recurring giving program. I think these are two really important ingredients in donor retention. We talked about clarity in the giving process. We need to make it clear how to get from point A to point B when someone's considering giving a gift. We need copy on the page. We can't assume that everyone is fully motivated to give just because they show up. We need strong copy on the page, not just words, but really good ones that help lead someone to actually be inspired to give and to part with their money, which is a tall order.
(00:45:20):
And then maybe there's still some secret ingredient that that, that we don't know. As, as i I, as I think back on, you know, my relationship with my, my grandma and my relationship with the spaghetti sauce that she made. That was amazing. You know, as I, as I think back on that, you know, we're as I'm still trying to decode, you know, how do you really make, make that sauce in the right way? I still wonder, is there a secret ingredient that I'm missing? I see that tablespoon of warchester shire's sauce. That's, that's part of the secret for sure. There's also, I think a de a deeper level secret in this, which is part of the reason, and maybe you've experienced this too, if you've got a, a family recipe for a, for a pie or for a cake or for a sauce or for whatever it is, it's just no matter how close you get it, it's never quite the same when you make it yourself as opposed to, you know, eating it after the person that you loved and adored made it for you.
(00:46:11):
There's something special about that because so much of the the the deliciousness is actually baked up in, in some of the nostalgia. It's baked up in the, the investment that my grandma would put into making the sauce because she loved her kids and she loved her grandkids and she wanted to share that with them. She's actively investing in them by making this something as simple as spaghetti sauce. I think there's a lesson for us to learn here too, that oftentimes we're just searching for the next tool for the next the next cool shiny new thing, new strategy that we can go roll out and hopefully it's gonna magically fix retention. It's really easy for <laugh>, I sneak Joe commenting on my pronunciation here. Thank you. It's, it's really easy for us to go out and and justify budgets for things like acquisition because the math is easier.
(00:47:00):
Looking at dollars that are going out versus dollars coming in from from, from new donors. What's really hard is to put the level of intention and investment into really figuring out what's going to lead to this long-term engagement from donors. But I think if we can put the investment of both our time and our budgets toward trying to solve this together, we can get there. We've just gotta put the work in and give it the right love and attention and investment. And we're gonna decode this thing. We're gonna it out. If you wanna dive deeper and look at more of kinda what we unpacked in the first part of this study related to value proposition and donor retention, you can go ahead and scan this QR code here to go get a copy of the study, get it for free and download it.
(00:47:42):
You'll get a nice PDF that you can look at. And then we will actually have it copies of this thing printed out for you at the NIO Summit. So if you wanna, if you, you join us here in Dallas in a couple of months here, we'll make sure that you can get a copy of that, a paper copy of it as well. So make sure that you don't miss this to go to niosummit.com. I'll make sure you get your ticket. You can save 500 bucks if you get your ticket before at the end of the day on Monday, and we hope to see you there in person. We've got a few minutes. It's 1 48 my time here, which means we've got 12 minutes till the top of the hour. Is it the top or the bottom? I never know till the next hour till two o'clock. So we've got a little bit of time for some questions. I'm gonna go ahead and, and pause my screen share here. I'll pull up our q and a tool. Riley, I know you're kind of in the background there. Are there any questions that have come up that we should start with as I'm pulling up my q and a tool? Anything that you see?
Nancy (00:48:38):
Yeah, I think Nancy had an interesting question early on. She had asked why would retention rates decrease as web traffic increases?
Nathan (00:48:48):
That's a great, that's a great question. Thanks for teeing that up. Riley. Nancy, I love the question and it's a really, it is a, I think it's an interesting one. I think it has a lot to do. There's probably a couple factors. When we look at even things like conversion rates compared to web traffic, oftentimes what we see is overall, you know, if you have high web traffic, you tend to have lower conversion rates compared to a smaller web traffic organization. So some of these lower web traffic organizations typically are more in their infancy or they're more localized, which means the people that are showing up tend to just have a higher investment in the organization or in the cause where when you get to that larger size, a lot of times the traffic that's coming in is from like news and blogs and articles that have mass reach, but those people showing up might not always be as motivated to give as sort of that core group that's been around from the beginning.
(00:49:41):
So that might be one reason why we see a slight decrease in retention as web traffic grows. That's my, that's my working hypothesis there. It's a good question. I see Beverly has to go. Thank you for being here and thank you for the encouragement. I appreciate it. I see a question from, from Ken here. Any data that looks through child sponsorship lens, if not a separate category, where might those types of organizations reside in your existing categories? We definitely have at least a couple of those in the dataset. They would likely fall, I'd have to go double check. Some of those fall in the faith-based category. Some of them fall in the international category. It depends on kind of just what their primary selection is through their nine 90 information as that, as that gets categorized and and logged.
(00:50:27):
 So they would fall probably one of those two categories. But you raise a good point about child sponsorship organizations. They typically have a a focus on recurring giving. And so some of those organizations would be moving that retention needle in a significant way, especially if they're focused on that long-term impact for the child or for the family or for the area that you're making an impact on. And it's building on a recurring giving program on a recurring basis. So again, we're seeing those two kind of key ingredients at work to lead to those retention rates. Focus on recurring giving as well as a focus on long-term investment and long-term impact. It's a great point.
(00:51:05):
 I don't love to answer questions from anonymous attendees. If you, if you ask this next question on preferring to keep copy on the dona donation page, short, put your name on that question and then I'll answer it. Love to see who you are. We got a question from Mary. Shouldn't they offer monthly giving on the donation page two, you, there's a lot of ways that you can try to grow recurring giving. In fact, we've seen an interesting series of experiments lately just putting you know, typically you have the donate button there in the top right corner of your navigation. We've seen a handful of times now putting a recurring donate button right next to it. So you've got sort of this contextual one-time gift versus monthly gift options right there in the navigation oftentimes is leading to greater overall conversions cuz you're giving someone a choice and you're giving them additional context.
(00:51:51):
Yes, I would have monthly giving as an option on the donation page two, but you also should think through how are you crafting your copy in a way that leads someone to want to give a monthly gift. We've got lots of experimentation in our library showing how, you know, you might get some recurring donations if you just simply asked for them. But what's the value proposition around giving on the monthly basis versus just a one-time gift? Are there additional incentives? What's the additional impact that can be made? So you might consider that in your copy, not just asking for a monthly gift, but why should I make a recurring monthly gift rather than a one-time gift or even give at all and kind of reshape that value, value proposition question. Let's see, Anthony, what are some effective recurring giving programs you've seen? I'll throw that child sponsorship example back out there too.
(00:52:39):
That was brought up I think by, by Ken. That's a really interesting sort of lens to look at. One example that would be like Compassion International where almost all they're giving is focused on building this recurring donors around sponsoring a child. I think, you know, you might not have that specific application, which makes sense, but thinking through that lens of how do I position a donation appeal in a way that helps someone see the, the impact of making an investment for the long term, not just impacting something today, but what are those shared and core beliefs and core values that we want to see make a change in the world? And leaning into those to make your recurring donation ask. Anthony sometimes just starting that recurring giving engine or giving program just simply with making a direct donation appeal to ask someone to become a recurring donor.
(00:53:29):
It's shocking sometimes as you look at the communication, we, we put these options on a donation page that gives someone the chance to become a recurring donor, but we never go out and ask 'em. So just taking that first step of actually making a dedicated ask and then you can go build that into your new donor welcome series as well. Once someone gives a one-time gift, follow up with them after you cultivate them a little bit, maybe a few weeks later within that first month you ask them to upgrade to become a recurring donor. There's some interesting data to look at how quickly someone's willing to give a second gift or upgrade to a recurring gift. Yes, lots of those people will do it at at the next year. That's typically because that's when we ask for those things. But maybe if we adjusted our communication, we can actually get these people to upgrade sooner because lots organically do anyway. So it's just putting the intentionality and the investment into building some of those strategies into our programs and then testing and optimizing to see what's really gonna work to get, get the most bang for our buck and for our, our investment.
(00:54:26):
Okay, we're on a roll. This is a long one. Bear with me with a question from Adam. There's a big shift to moving online donation platforms to very simple pop-up style UX that moves people through two to three easy steps. These don't allow much room for text. The theory being it reduces friction, increases conversions. Your text focus approach on a one page format varies from many of the other major platforms like fundraise up, classy, et cetera. Do you think that approach is still superior? It's a great, it's a great question. This has become the norm in our space in the past couple of years, maybe three or four years, where more and more and more you're seeing those little giving widgets pop up is like really the only or the primary way to give. We've tested those multiple times and we certainly wanna get more experimentation and more data around it.
(00:55:13):
I've yet to see a, a popup like that outperform a single page donation experience where you have the clear copy value proposition copy in the format that we've looked at a few times in today's session. I've yet to see that multi-step widget really outperform the single page donation experience. And I think it's for the reasons that you're pointing out, yes, that might reduce friction if you will, but it doesn't often give you the space to answer those key questions that a donor is likely asking as they're considering giving a gift or assuming motivation when you don't have any copy in those little widgets. But a single, like a, a longer form single page donation experience gives you the room to answer those questions that are most critical for a donor who's, who's really wondering, you know, what kind of impact can I actually make? Do I trust you? Is it clear where my gift is going? You can't unpack that stuff in just a single sentence and a little popup. We need a little bit more space. Adam, it's also something that you can put to the test. I'd highly encourage you to test it. Don't just trust what the donation platform tells you. Cuz they don't know your audience, they don't know your donors, they don't know your specific situation, but you can put it to the test and let your donors tell you through the data what's actually most effective.
(00:56:28):
 Chris was asking, can you explain vertical? I don't quite understand vertical is, is is really just a, a term to talk about, which kind of cause does an organization fall into? Are they higher education might be a vertical. Faith-Based organizations might be a vertical environment and, and animal welfare might be a, might be a vertical. So you can see those throughout the report and you'll see those kind of key ga key categories. It just means what's the, the, the cause categorically that a group of organizations works inside of. Let's see. We've got a question from Isabel. How would saying, how, how would say portraying a sense of urgency within the appeal and clarity is helpful or harmful with retention? I think I understand this question and forgive me if I, if I kind of, if I miss it here, you can ask it again if I, I I don't get it quite right.
(00:57:17):
This is actually a conversation we were having last week a little bit, talking about, you know, what's the difference between, you know, fear and urgency can be be a really powerful motivator to get someone to give now, but is fear in high urgency the most, the best way to get someone to give for the long term? We're talking with our friend Mallory Erickson last week. She was talking about the potential of using hope rooted language <laugh> in our appeals to get someone to give for the, potentially for the long term, but there might be a blend. Can you use high urgency to get someone in the front door and use more long-term hope focused language and follow up appeals to get them to see the impact of giving over time? These are things that we need to put to the test and that we can test.
(00:58:01):
We just have to build some longer term experimentation around. So hopefully more to come on that front. We've got two more minutes, which means we probably have time for one, maybe two more questions. David is asking, digging into the data about value proposition, did you see any difference amongst high retention organizations and better performance and value proposition? What's interesting as we started to look at the data you know, there's a lot of variants in in the data because you've got, you certainly have outliers and people that can have high retention performance, but not great value proposition and, and vice, vice versa. That is what's interesting is these kind of one-off tactics. If you're just looking at one specific page and one tactic on one page, it's hard to draw that as a clear correlation to, you know, multi-year donor retention.
(00:58:49):
And so we weren't able to draw some of those cl those clear conclusions. But what we are able to see is that those things are really important for conversion now, right? When someone is at that point of considering giving and go with me here, but hypothetically, if you can increase conversion rates in a significant way across your various channels, then that should lead to better retention as well as you're sending those new donors back to a donation page in an additional appeal in a couple of months. In your next year end campaign or high urgency campaign, you're boosting conversion rates overall, which should lead to more second gifts and third gifts and fourth gifts. But it's a long-term measurement and it's a long-term experiment.
(00:59:30):
Joe, any thoughts on getting nonprofits to embrace the changes needed to adopt these ideas? That's a, that's a big, it's a big question. I, and I certainly, I don't want to pretend that I have the answer. You know, continually more and more I think people are a are asking these questions and there's more of an appetite as you see things like, you know, often we can spend a lot of money on acquisition, but we continue to see acquisition costs go up as, as you know, Facebook and Apple and these different platforms have their own sort of fighting between each other and privacy regulations just makes it more expensive to go reach more of the right people. So it it, that might harm our acquisition budgets. Which leads us then to ask this next question, well, if we can't just fix or build our program by pouring more into acquisition, maybe we can move the needle even just a little bit on retention to fix some revenue issues and actually start to see growth.
(01:00:23):
 So I don't know exactly what the answer is, but I would encourage you and, and, and all of us today to lean into the data, lean into what the data is telling us, lean into testing and optimization, mitigate some risk that way. Test your way incrementally to some wins to build some some buy-in from key players and leaders in your organization to run maybe some of these longer, larger experiments that might move the needle on, on retention. It's 2 0 1, so we're a minute past, past the top here. Thank you for these great questions. There's more that we didn't get to. Feel free to shoot me an email if you'd like to continue the conversation. I'm really grateful for you spending an hour plus with me today. And I really hope this research report is really helpful for you even just to, to spur on the conversation internally about how do we make the intentional investments in our donors or that we got big resources or small resources that are gonna lead to that long-term impact. So thank you all so much. Hopefully this is helpful. We'll send you links to the report and all of that stuff in an email shortly. Appreciate you, we're rooting for you here at next after, and we'll see you on the next webinar. Take care y'all.
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