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Agenda

• Measuring donor retention rates

• Developing renewal messages

• Coordinating renewal appeals across multiple channels

• Evaluating your efforts and reporting results
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MEASURING DONOR 
RETENTION RATES
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Consider the national decline in participation

Source: Voluntary Support of Education Survey accessed via AMAtlas Data Miner 
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Starting # 
of donors

Retention 
rate (% kept)

Attrition 
rate (% lost)

Donors 
remaining 

after 1 year

Donors 
remaining 

after 3 years

Donors 
remaining 

after 5 years

1,000 80% 20% 800 512 328

1,000 60% 40% 600 216 78

1,000 40% 60% 400 64 10

Demonstrate the importance of donor retention
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Calculate your retention rate 

# of Returning Donors
Example = 600

# of Donors from Previous Year
Example = 800

=
Retention

Rate
Example = 75%
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Look at industry data to inform your goals

• Median donor retention rates have 
been stable for years
– Private schools: ~60%
– Public schools: ~50%
– Overall: ~55%

• Two main contributing factors 
impact retention
– Gift amount: $1K+ overall 75%
– Gift frequency: 1.42 gifts per donor
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Invest in young alumni 

• Students as new donors play 
an important role in retention 
strategies
– Overall: ~20%

• Donor retention for students 
is significantly lower in the 
first year
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DEVELOPING RENEWAL MESSAGES
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Use segmentation to prioritize your strategies

• Segmentation is the art and 
science of categorizing your 
donors into groups to allow for 
tailored messaging

• Segments should help you speak 
more directly to your audience

• Segments can be nested

• Over-segmentation should be 
avoided as much as possible

Sybunts

Long- 
Lapsed

Future 
Donors

Lybunts
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Review your data to develop segments

• Donor segmentation 
strategies rely on good data

• Four primary categories:
– Geographical
– Demographic
– Behavioral
– Psychological
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Identify different strategies based on segmentation

Geographical

• Location
• Language(s)
• Climate

Demographic

• Age
• Gender
• Income
• Ethnicity

Behavioral

• Life Moments
• Life Stages
• Giving 

Frequency
• Giving 

Recency

Psychological

• Values
• Beliefs
• Opinions
• Interests

Source: https://builtvisible.com/understanding-customers-market-segmentation/
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Consider possible segmentation groups
• Giving Society Members

• Giving Society Eligible

• Leadership Society Members

• Volunteers

• Alumni Couples

• Alumni Parents

• Non-Alumni Parents

• Student Leaders

• Former Student Callers

• Reunion and Non-Reunion Alumni

• Giving Frequency

• Geography/Region

• Generational

• Demographic

• Class Year

• Young Alumni

• Scholarship Recipient

• Alumni Faculty and Staff
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Harness variable text to increase personalization

Source: University of Virginia
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Demonstrate loyalty with visual cues

Source: Colgate University



Not for Duplication | Copyright Annual Giving Network LLC 2023 Page 17

Showcase students and people to highlight impact

Source: Mount Mercy University
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COORDINATING RENEWAL APPEALS 
ACROSS MULTIPLE CHANNELS
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Leverage an engagement framework

Source: University of Iowa
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Use teamwork to renew donors

Regional 
Programs

Educational 
Programs

Campus & 
Volunteer 
Programs

Alumni 
Engagement
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Apply a wholistic approach

Communication 
& Marketing

Donor 
Engagement Annual Giving
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Leverage opportunities to collaborate 

● Refer prospects from engagement officers to development 
officers, and vice versa

● Connect prospects to volunteer opportunities

● Cultivate and steward prospects through events

● Support regional programs when traveling

● Nominate worthy individuals for appropriate awards
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Unlock potential with campus communications

• Collaborate with campus 
communicators to connect 
opportunities with donors

• Find non-traditional 
communication vehicles to 
engage donors and illustrate 
philanthropic impact

Source: University of Iowa
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Use storytelling to break through 

• To date: $296,191 in gifts

• Six gifts of $5,000+

• Two major gifts with additional 
conversations ongoing

• One major gift used as a matching 
gift to encourage additional 
support

• One major gift identified from a 
previously unengaged prospect
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Connect strategies through multi-channel outreach

Sources from left: University of Iowa, WBEZ Chicago, 
University of Pittsburgh
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Celebrate life milestones 
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Tell their story, not yours



Not for Duplication | Copyright Annual Giving Network LLC 2023 Page 29

Time your asks and offers to drive behavior
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EVALUATING YOUR EFFORTS 
AND REPORTING RESULTS
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Pay special attention to giving day donors

• Giving days are increasingly popular—donors use them as an 
annual reminder to give

• Consider segmenting your giving day donors 

• Work to activate these donors 
throughout the year to 
increase their engagement 
and giving

Page 31
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Increase retention by increasing gift frequency

• Donors who have a higher retention 
rate:
– Make more than one gift in a 

fiscal year
– Give more money in a fiscal year 

• Reminder mailings can nudge 
donors to increase both gift amount 
and frequency

Source: University of Chicago
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Invest in recurring giving programs

• Recurring donors are GOLD

• Segment your recurring donors 
and treat them well—you don’t 
want to lose them

• Develop a concierge model 
of stewardship

• Recognize that recurring donors 
are focused on the long game

“Let me tell you about 
my first gift…” 
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Innovate to survive

• Don’t discount the importance of an 
omni-channel marketing approach

• Your best solicitors are your best donors

– Invest in volunteer-driven peer-to- 
peer campaigns

• If it isn’t easy, they won’t do it

• Design and build with a digital-first 
philosophy

Source: https://www.agilitypr.com/pr-news/public-relations/text-messaging-has-
six-times-the-engagement-of-email-is-your-brand-texting/
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Remember your young alumni

• Create special programs 
to help keep your newest 
alumni close

• Incentivize them to stay 
connected

• Add a dose of competition 
and swag

Source: University 
of Chicago
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Track everything: Sample appeal code

Involvements:

A = Current

B = Current Pledge

C = TPF-FY12 First-Time Lybunts

D = TPF-FY12 2-Year Consecutive Lybunts

E = TPF-FY12 3-Year Consecutive Lybunts

F = TPF-FY12 4-Year Consecutive Lybunts

G = TPF-FY12 5-Year Consecutive Lybunts

H = TPF-FY12 Reactivated Lybunts

I = TPF-FY12 1-Year Sybunts

J = TPF-FY12 2-4 Year Sybunts

K = TPF-FY12  5+ Year Hybunts

L = TPF-FY12 Not Yet Donors (Never)

…
T = Test (allows for better tracking when testing ask strings, package differences, etc.) 

Efforts: Giving Group Identifier:
01 = First DM Effort of FY12

02 = Second DM Effort of FY12

03 = Third DM Effort of FY12

…
20 = Email Appeal Codes Start

21 = Second Email Appeal of FY12

22 – Third Email Appeal of FY12

…
 

0 = Neither

1 = BFS

2 = ISS

3 = Both
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• Random sample: 36,644 alumni who
had donated at least 1x to Penn Fund, 
but last donation was 2+ years ago

• Insights: Donors believe they are more current than they are—treat 
Sybunts like Lybunts and invite them to your loyal giving society

Control

Short 
Timeline

Long 
Timeline

Source: Milkman and Galak (2011)

Use A/B tests to drive performance
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Share your success with your donors

• Let your donors know they are part 
of a successful organization

• Quantify your shared success

• Offer ways to stay connected and 
share with friends and fellow alumni

• Use segments to streamline 
communications and treat donors 
with respect

Source: University of Chicago
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Use small interventions to make a big impact

• Sometimes a simple solution is the 
best solution

• Consider taking one segment and 
rebuilding the donor journey with a 
focus on retention

• Use your data to inform which 
segment to pick

• Layer or nest interventions on top of 
one another to fuel change
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Measure key metrics

• Overall retention rate

• Retention rate based on 
number of years of giving 
(1, 3, 5, etc.)

• Retention by gift level

• % of recurring donors

• Number of gifts per donor
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Key Takeaways

• Start with what you have in your data

• Plan and prepare for the long game

• Invest in small, manageable interventions that—when combined 
with others—will yield big results

• Set goals and determine your timeline and key stakeholders

• Adjust your plans based on what is happening in the world around 
you (i.e., what worked in FY18 might not work now)

• Report, review, revise, repeat
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