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INTRODUCTION: 
THE NONPROFIT LANDSCAPE IS CHANGING

“I know of no way of judging the future but by the past.”

 - Patrick Henry

If the past is any indication, we can be certain change is on the horizon. Over the 
course of the past few years, we’ve experienced more change than we realize. Things 
that used to be commonplace have become irrelevant. 

Nonprofits aren’t exempt from changes. In fact, if nonprofits are going to survive into 
the next decade, leaders must be willing to acknowledge and respond to how donors, 
and our society as a whole, are changing.

According to the Fundraising Effectiveness Project, the commercial business customer 
retention rate is 94 percent, while the nonprofit donor retention rate is only 49 percent. 
In the United States, there are more than 1 million nonprofit organizations in search 
of donations. Most of those organizations struggle to retain donors. According to the 
Fundraising Effectiveness Project, only 16 percent of donors gave more money to the 
same organization the following year. The study also reported that less than 3 percent 
of the organizations studied had a donor retention rate of 70 percent or more. 

These statistics should be alarming to anyone in the nonprofit sector, and to Chief 
Development Officers in particular. If not reversed, the current trend will see many 
well-intentioned organizations falter because they lack the funding to carry out their 
missions. 

In 2013, donors gave on average to four or five organizations. In previous years, donors 
gave to seven or eight organizations. Nonprofits that continue to grow their donor base 
are going to discover the importance of high quality relationships with their donors. 

http://www.afpnet.org/files/ContentDocuments/FEP2013FinalReport.pdf
#ixzz3JSzkcrs2
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Sending printed or digital appeals and waiting for donations to arrive is no longer an 
effective fundraising strategy. 

Based on the constant need for nonprofits to acquire new donors, the changes in what 

motivates donors to give,  and the new opportunities created through technology, here 
are four trends that I believe will change the nonprofit landscape by 2020. 

http://www.pursuant.com/fundraising-resources/redefining-acquisition/
http://www.pursuant.com/blog/nonprofits-giving-donors-really-want/
http://www.pursuant.com/blog/nonprofits-giving-donors-really-want/
http://www.pursuant.com/fundraising-resources/turning-big-data-donations/
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TREND #1: 

NONPROFITS WILL ENGAGE DONORS 
FACE-TO-FACE AT EVERY GIVING LEVEL THROUGH 

ADVANCES IN TECHNOLOGY

Fundraising has always been about building relationships with people who are or 
will be ready, willing, and able to give. Most nonprofits recognize that face-to-face 
interactions are the most valuable way to build those relationships. However, engaging 
donors face-to-face has traditionally been reserved for major gift development because 
it’s expensive, less scalable, and time-intensive.

Conversely, nonprofits have used direct mail as a way to engage their broad base of 
donors, but direct mail usage and response have decreased dramatically over the past 
few years due to the costs associated with the process.  Postage alone can make up 
45 percent of the cost. Printing contributes 25 to 40 percent of the expense. Add in 
creative services, mail list management, declining response rates, and other costs, and 
you can quickly see why organizations are becoming more and more reluctant to invest 
in direct mail in the hope that people will respond. Nonprofits must raise a lot of money 
just to cover the costs of solicitation. That doesn’t make sense to many organizational 
leaders. 

As an alternative, organizations have turned to digital communication because of 
the lower cost and the fact that it is preferred by younger demographics. However, 
messages are getting buried in the overcrowded inboxes of prospects and donors. 
Nonprofit organizations looking to create more “personal connections” with donors 
have turned to events as a way to raise support. Run-walk-ride events, galas, golf 
tournaments, donor weekends, and even international trips to observe social programs 
firsthand are in wide use…and growing in popularity.  

However, all of these approaches are merely extensions of existing mid and major 

https://www.blackbaud.com/files/resources/downloads/2013_p2p_benchmark_FINAL.pdf
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development efforts.  They rarely reach into the thousands of donors on file who have 
given something, but not enough, to warrant an invitation to a personal conversation. 
Why? Because event capacities and budgets are limited.

How can nonprofits justify the cost of engaging donors at every level through cost-
effective face-to-face interactions? 

Prediction: 

Over the next few years, I believe nonprofits will increasingly leverage advances in 
technology to identify prospects for giving in advance of donors making mid-level and 
major gifts, and then use that data to drive face-to-face visits and upgrade solicitations. 

Granted, these interactions must be done differently than classic major gift 
development. But when re-engineered and leveraged through extensive databases of 
financial and nonfinancial data, both related and unrelated to the organization, face-
to-face donor engagement becomes an affordable, rapid approach to effectively build 
relationships and fund program initiatives through donor giving at every level.  

What can your organization do right now to identify potential donors?

•	 Analyze your current donor file to determine how well you know your midlevel and 
major donor prospects. 

•	 Determine what additional information you can obtain that would enhance your 
knowledge of donor interests.

•	 Capture non-financial interactions with donors to enhance your ability to make 
effective development decisions. 

•	 Consider ways you can leverage new forms of digital face-to-face communications 
to engage younger donors on line. There are many services available such as 
Google Hangouts, Skype, and many free and paid video conferencing services. 
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TREND #2:
“PERMANENT” NONPROFIT ORGANIZATIONS WILL 

INCREASINGLY BE CHALLENGED BY TRANSITIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONS FOCUSED ON SOLVING PROBLEMS AND 

THEN DISBANDING.  

Boomers and their parents donated to nonprofit organizations like they were paying 
a “bill.” However, many of today’s donors approach giving a lot differently. Younger 
donors take a short-term approach to giving. They respond to perceived needs today 
over organizational histories. A survey of more than 6,000 people between ages 
20 and 35 for the Millennial Impact Report found that 42 percent chose to donate 
to “whatever inspired them at the moment (emphasis added).” Millennials give to 
individual need rather than organizations. This changes the way nonprofit leaders must 
communicate with younger constituents. 

In addition, donors increasingly look for personal involvement. Some are even putting 
their careers on hold to lend their talents to social causes that speak to their souls, even 
if they don’t fill their wallets.

These ideas, along with a younger generation of donors who are energized by focused 
campaigns and projects, not operational challenges, are driving fundraising appeals 
towards being more organized, focused, and vision-driven.

My kids had the opportunity to go on short term, international missions trips that were 
not available when I was their age. Generally speaking, my option was to fully engage 
in either charitable or commercial  work. How do these opportunities translate into the 
professional world for people like me who never had the opportunity in high school, or 
for millions of people who were able to serve pre-career and would do so again mid-
career if the opportunity presented itself?

https://www.metlife.com/assets/cao/mmi/publications/studies/2012/studies/mmi-multi-generational-family-obligations.pdf
http://www.pgdc.com/pgdc/giving-trends-younger-donors
http://themillennialimpact.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/TheMillennialImpactReport2012.pdf
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Besides, younger generations want to participate in causes they support, and support 
causes in which they participate. So what is the natural next step?  

There will always be organizations needed to address the protracted needs in society. 
But what would it look like if more nonprofits formed for the purpose of addressing an 
immediate challenge and then ceased operations? How might it change the way we 
form, fundraise, fix…and finish?

Prediction: 

As donors become increasingly motivated to see results, and labor is increasingly 
available for short-term service opportunities, I believe we will increasingly see 
nonprofits formed for brief, three- to five-year stints. Foundations are beginning to 
move in this direction. Pressed to give above the 5 percent mandated by the IRS, 
“giving while you’re living” mandates inspired by Andrew Carnegie who believed “the 
man who dies wealthy, dies disgraced,” foundation leaders are beginning to think 
in terms of what they can accomplish today, not merely preservation of assets for 
tomorrow. 

What can your organization do right now to prepare?

•	 Identify ways to break down your long-term vision and communicate it through 
compelling shortterm giving and volunteer opportunities.

•	 Invite donors and volunteers  into a first-hand experience of the impact your 
organization is having. Compassion International realized people wouldn’t travel 
overseas, so they created a traveling exhibit and bring the experience to the donor.

•	Answer the question, “How would we operate differently if we knew we had only 
five years to solve the great missional challenge of our organization? How would 
having a great sense of urgency change our approach to the work we are doing?”

http://www.fastcoexist.com/3032717/an-unconventional-billionaire-is-revolutionizing-philanthropy-by-closing-his-8-billion-found
http://www.compassion.com/change/default.htm
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TREND #3: 

BIG DATA WILL BECOME UBIQUITOUS, AND 
EASIER TO MANAGE AND UNDERSTAND.

Almost every nonprofit organization monitors recency, frequency, and monetary value 
(RFM) data. More and more organizations are leveraging external wealth screening 
data. But how long will it take for nonprofit organizations of all sizes to follow their 
corporate counterparts into the world of big data? We no longer live in a world where 
the collection and analysis of non-financial, behavioral data and robust, publicly-
available donor data points is prohibitively expensive. 

Some large organizations have already started down the path of leveraging big 

data. The city of Buffalo combines city level data such as 311 call information with 
data shared by the local police department, emergency response services and labor 
statistics to determine neighborhoods that are most in need of help, such as boarding 
up vacant houses, removing debris and filling potholes. The city then uses the data 
to target the highest need neighborhoods for “Operation Clean Sweep,” a daylong 
neighborhood cleanup and outreach program. The city collects additional resident 
data during Operation Clean Sweep and shares it with organizations such as the Center 
for Employment Opportunities to provide residents with additional support. This 
collaboration between local government and community partners helps increase the 
city of Buffalo’s effectiveness and prioritizes limited services to high-need residents.

Over time, third-party data will become the norm, not the outlier in every nonprofit 
program and fundraising discussion. Big data is available —now—to all organizations, 
not just the big ones. With it comes an untapped treasure trove for the taking. Analytics 
and visualizations are catching up, negating the need for expensive data scientists and 
software. Prices are coming down. It’s time to evolve static views of finite data into 
flexible, organic limitless information. 

https://www.umbel.com/blog/big-data/non-profits-big-data/
https://www.umbel.com/blog/big-data/non-profits-big-data/
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Without the resources of the private sector, most nonprofits face unique challenges for 
collecting, analyzing and applying data. Many nonprofits are facing these challenges 
head-on by leveraging pro bono and skilled volunteers to lend their expertise to 
various projects. The Taproot Foundation is part of a growing network of pro bono 
intermediaries around the world that offers high-quality professional services to 
nonprofits; it can be a good starting place when seeking skilled volunteers for a data or 
assessment project.

Prediction: 

Nonprofit executives will increasingly see well beyond their existing, internal database 
horizons into an infinitely expandable world of data assets that inform how they 
acquire, engage, cultivate and upgrade donor relationships. Stationary segments 
will give way to living, breathing micro segments, and with that change will come 
possibilities they never could have imagined. 

What can your organization do now to prepare for the shift towards big data?

•	 Make data capture an organizational imperative. Every interaction —financial or 
otherwise, should be captured. Get familiar with the phenominal data stores now 
available 

•	Survey constituents by asking callers, volunteers, constituents, members, etc., a 
question-of-the-month. What can we learn simply by asking?

•	Research how other organizations are combining giving and marketplace data with 
valuable observation data to optimize their fundraising strategies.

•	 How should segmentation strategies change given our expanded understanding of 
donor interests, demographics, and financial capacities? 
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TREND #4: 

NONPROFITS WILL BECOME PROACTIVE, 
RATHER THAN REACTIVE TO OPPORTUNISTIC 

FUNDRAISING CAMPAIGNS.  

The ALS Ice Bucket Challenge was a sensation. In a short time, it raised more than $100 

million. That’s a 3,500 percent increase from the same period the previous year. The 
same can be said about giving and volunteerism in response to the Haiti earthquake 
several years ago.  The response to the Haiti earthquake by online and mobile donors 
was awe-inspiring. Several nonprofits were immediately prepared to accept donations 
and in some cases new giving opportunities were created very quickly. For example, 
the newly established Clinton Bush Haiti Fund accepted more than 126,000 online 
donations in just a few days. Both of these experiences teach us that donors are willing 
to respond to social needs even if the nonprofits that benefitted never anticipated or 
even solicited their support. 

Enter the world of opportunistic fundraising. At the risk of sounding insensitive, and 
even exploitative, it’s time for nonprofits to leverage the incredible media awareness 
of the small world we live in, and develop strategies for maximizing newsworthy events 
that connect with their cause and mission. 

Opportunities present themselves in the news cycle every day. Unfortunately, most 
nonprofits simply aren’t ready. Where were the nonprofits that stand against violence 
against women during the recent spate of NFL violators? Some were in the NFL’s 
offices, providing advice and expertise, as they needed to be. Some were or will be in 
D.C. testifying before senate subcommittees. 

But what kind of opportunity was missed galvanizing their existing and potential donor 
bases to stand with them in making these reprehensible actions a thing of the past? 
What if it didn’t take an international crisis to drive fundraising action? 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/dandiamond/2014/08/29/the-als-ice-bucket-challenge-has-raised-100m-but-its-finally-cooling-off/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/dandiamond/2014/08/29/the-als-ice-bucket-challenge-has-raised-100m-but-its-finally-cooling-off/
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The investment needed to acquire new donors is enormous. In my experience, most 
of the cost of acquisition is sunk in creating new impressions, not driving existing ones 
towards donor support. 

Prediction: 

Effective nonprofits will increasingly be well-prepared for future crisis—large or small. 
These are catalytic moments when real progress can be made. Nonprofits must address 
the social problems these crises represent. But they also must—and increasingly will—
use them to pull people together who are ready to give generously so that those 
problems never happen again.  

What can your organization do now to prepare for future opportunistic 
fundraising?

•	 Identify two or three “newsworthy” events that easily connect to your organization’s 
mission. Communicate those events in ways that invite donors to invest in your 
cause.

•	Develop a strategy and cultivate the creative assets your organization can deploy to 
leverage these opportunistic fundraising opportunities on a moment’s notice.

•	 Inventory existing impressions your organization already has, but which are not 
translating into donor relationships. How can you take advantage of the investment 
already being made in those impressions to create a better funding outcome?

•	Consider how you can turn episodic engagements with constituents into the start of 
long-term donor relationships.
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CONCLUSION: 
ARE YOU READY TO CONFIDENTLY MOVE 

FORWARD INTO THE FUTURE?

Today’s nonprofits must be proactive in addressing these trends. Leaders must leverage 
technology to accomplish their missions. Through technology nonprofits can reach 
potential donors and develop personal, face-to-face relationships that have a positive 
effect on the bottom line. 

Nonprofit leaders must also recognize the “shelf life” of their causes. What will your 
organization do when the cause it addresses is no longer an issue? Some organizations 
will be temporary; others will be flexible and adaptable to new developing causes. 
The key is responsiveness. By being responsive, your organization can communicate its 
relevance and the fact that it has its finger on the pulse of the world. 

One key to moving forward is the cultivation of information provided by the data you 
collect. Nonprofits that collect and analyze data will be better able to project trends 
and get ahead of donor needs. Proactive organizations will be more effective than 
reactive ones.

The world is changing and the nonprofit landscape is changing with it. Adapt your 
organization to new information, new ways of operating, new interests and financial 
drivers. Donor support isn’t a single-step process. It’s critical that we focus on a more 
incremental approach: acquiring, activating, asking, and acknowledging. 

Bottom Line: By the year 2020, the nonprofit landscape will be much different than 

it is today. Will your organization be a trendsetter, or will you be playing catch-up?
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CONNECT WITH PURSUANT

Check out our entire list of fundraising resources for more content 
papers, fundraising tools, and webinars.

Connect with us on Twitter, LinkedIn, and Facebook.

Subscribe to The Digital Drip, our daily blog featuring valuable insights 
and best practices around today’s most important fundraising topics. 

Call us at 214.866.7700.

Contact us to discuss your institution’s fundraising needs.

http://www.pursuant.com/email-newsletter-signup/alreadysignedup/
http://www.pursuant.com/fundraising-resources/
https://twitter.com/Pursuant
https://twitter.com/Pursuant
https://www.linkedin.com/company/440882?trk=NUS_CMPY_TWIT
https://www.linkedin.com/company/440882?trk=NUS_CMPY_TWIT
https://www.facebook.com/pursuant
https://www.facebook.com/pursuant
http://feeds.feedburner.com/ThePursuantBlog
http://feeds.feedburner.com/ThePursuantBlog
http://www.pursuant.com/contact/
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