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Making Profit in Fundraising Depends on 
Retaining Donors 

• Only the profit you make in fundraising can be spent 
on your programs & services 

• Profit is secured by increasing the margin between the 
value of a donor’s gift and the cost to get it 

• “the more donors you have, the more money you will 
make” is a myth 

• Maximizing fundraising profit means having a 
reasonable number of donors who stay loyal for longer 
than usual while giving more generously over time 



Donor-Centered 
Fundraising 



What Inspires Donors’ Loyalty and Generosity? 

• prompt, meaningful gift acknowledgment 

• reassurance that gifts will be used for a specific 
end purpose 

• measurable results on the impact of donors’ 
contributions 

• Not-for-profits that provide these three things to 
all their donors, regardless of how generously 
they are giving, are “Donor-Centered 
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Traditional Fundraising Donor-Centered Fundraising

What a Mere 5% Improvement in Donor Retention Can Achieve 

 



Over-Solicitation Has Become the #1 
Reason Why Donors Stop Giving 

Pre-Recession Research 

• 41%: percentage of 
donors who stopped 
giving due to over-
solicitation 

Research 2009 to 2011 

• 77%: percentage of 
donors who now stop 
giving due to over-
solicitation 



COMMUNICATION IS THE ASK 

How to communicate more 
effectively with donors in order 

to increase fundraising profit 



Drowning in a Sea of Information 



The #1 Rule of Communication Today 

Because donors are drowning in a sea of 
endless information, they need shorter 
communications that focus on what 
donors want to know. The less 
information you give your donors at 
any one time, the more they will 
absorb and retain 



How Communication Length Has Changed 

• Since our initial research in 1998-2000, donors’ 
views on communication length have evolved: 

– 2000: 8-page newsletters are too long 

– 2003: Donors want one page only 

– 2009: Donors want 15 words only 

• The first 15 words you write must grab the 
reader’s attention 



A Donor-Centered 
Annual Report: 

how Penelope inspired a hospital to 
reduce their annual report from 32 

pages to 1 page and improve readership 
and giving 





Rule #2: Essential Communications 
 
• Donors respond well to these three kinds of 

communication: 

– Measurable results 

– News 

– Communication from the “right” person 

• Board members, Deans, CEOs, Artistic Directors and 
others who represent their organizations at the highest 
level are in this group 

• Professional Fundraisers are not, even though the work 
they do is highly valued by donors 



8 More Rules of Donor-Centered 

Communication 



3. Anything can be communicated in an 
interesting way (recall my example of the Board 
Meeting Agenda) 
4. Being different is step #1 to being better. 
(Remember the creative Annual Report – Flat 
Suzanne from Long Island Children’s Museum) 
5. In electronic communication, your job is to get 
to the point. (Lengthy copy that gradually builds 
up to your main thesis frustrates donors. Make 
your key point first, then back up into 
supplementary information.) 



6. As a measure of your website’s success, online 
communication is more important than online giving.  
7. Great copy “pulls”; it doesn’t “push”. Push copy 
tells the donor to do something; pull copy inspires 
the donor to want to do something. 
8. It’s OK for donors who are visiting your website to 
decide NOT to give online; but it’s not OK if they 
decide not to give at all. Your website should answer 
these two questions: 
- If I made a gift, what would you do with it? 

- What is your track record with gifts received in the past year from 
other donors? 



Rule #9: Communication Must Be Integrated 

• Integration increases impact and, along with it, 
donor confidence 

• In fundraising, everything is related to 
everything else. An integrated approach, 
whether this be in visual design of your 
materials or cohesive linking of your fundraising 
programs, will make it easier to retain donors 
and raise more generous gifts sooner. 

 



Rule #10 

• Today, donors are in control of their own 
philanthropy. Fundraising cannot survive in a 
world of independently-minded donors by 
positioning itself as the “gatekeeper” of 
philanthropy. Fundraisers need to evolve into 
“customer service agents”, ready and willing to 
make donors’ giving experiences as smooth and 
rewarding as possible.  



Cygnus Applied Research, Inc. 
Chicago / Toronto / York, UK 

800.263.0267 

www.cygresearch.com  


