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1 PUT DONORS
FIRST

You need to define exemplary stewardship before you fundraise. This 
can seem backwards, but it’s a great way to envision the giving process 
holistically and create more impactful stories.

Start by establishing overall standards for how you want to nurture your 
donors. You should consider:

1. How quickly a donor should be thanked after a campaign gift.

Pro Tip: Ideally a donor should be thanked right after they make a gift. 
However, if time doesn’t allow make sure to thank everyone the day a 
campaign ends. Even if the update is a simple thank you with a reminder 
to stay tuned, this helps keep the donor invested.

2. How many updates they should receive at a minimum and over 

what time period.

Pro Tip: Try to give at least 3 post-campaign updates. We recommend 
the day the campaign ends, a week after, and 1-2 months after when the 
impact has been reached. To create an even more meaningful 
experience, you can send donors an update six months or a year after 
the campaign ends as a check-in.

3. How long you should wait before another ask is made.

Pro Tip: A survey of nearly 3,000 donors found that 63 percent of 
respondents preferred a nonprofit to wait at least seven months before 
asking for a second gift.
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1 PUT DONORS
FIRST

Once you have your communication standards established, you need to 
consider the different types of donor interactions and how they should 
guide your stewardship efforts. 

Keep in mind that an interaction isn’t just donating money: it can be 
someone sharing your efforts with their network, volunteering their time, 
or even gifting resources — like a business donating rewards. Each of 
these actions deserves recognition, so make sure that you are actively 
keeping track of who’s doing what. 

One of the most important elements to track is the channel a donor 
uses to interact, as this is a signal of their communication preference. 
You shouldn’t thank someone who donated online through direct mail; 
they’ve shown they prefer to receive information digitally. Send them 
an email, thank them on your website, and/or profile them in an online 
newsletter.

In the same vein, if someone shares your campaign on social media, 
don’t just send them an email two days later! Give them a shout out right 
then and there.

Make sure your stewardship plan involves tactics that cover a variety of 
channels so you can meet donors where they live. We’ll supply you with 
some ideas you can incorporate into your stewardship at the end of this 
pocket guide.

 

2 LISTEN AND
LEARN
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1 PUT DONORS
FIRST

There are three golden rules for any thank you message:

1. Use “you” language. We know your organization and cause are awe-
some (seriously, we think you’re great), but this about how amazing your 
donor is. 

2. Don’t “thask” your donors. Don’t include a solicitation in your 
follow-up. The #1 reason people stop giving is because they’re 
over-solicited and under-appreciated. Keep your messaging focused on 
donor impact.

3. Donors want to hear from recipients. Your message should focus 
on humanizing a donor’s gift by emphasizing the transformative effect it 
had on real individuals. Even if a donor gives to an unrestricted fund, you 
should tell them where their gift will go and what it will do.

Your messages should meet all three of the criteria, be visually 
engaging, and, above all, focus on inspring your donors. While you can 
talk about data points like how many people your cause affected, try to 
focus instead on the stories of specific individuals. This will help 
emotionally engage your donors, and can go a long way in fostering 
long-term retention.
 

3 THANK THEM
GENUINELY
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1 PUT DONORS
FIRST

Philanthropy is ongoing, not a one-time transaction. That’s why it’s critical 
to continue to update donors on your progress well after your campaign 
has ended. These updates can be posts or videos, but they should 
communicate the campaign’s outcomes, progress, and even challenges 
as you move forward. Transparency and human impact should be the 
focus, not data or further asks.

The message from a campaign should look something like this:

“Thank you again for your donation to our work study abroad program! 
Your donation helped us build houses for more than 50 people in our rural 
village. Here are some pictures from our adventure! Also, please watch 
this 2 minute video of thanks from the campaign team. 

Our campaign is over, but stay tuned for more campaigns like ours 
presented by the men and women of Random & Company. With your help 
and the help of others, many of these amazing initiatives will have a huge 
impact around the globe.”

This sort of message transparently informs the donor that they will be 
communicated with regarding other campaigns. Most importantly, this 
kind of message removes any element of surprise when the donor is 
contacted later. As a reminder, that first contact should still be a mes-
sage of appreciation, and not an ask. This is especially essential to build-
ing trust with net new donors that have had no previous affinity to your 
organization.

 

4 KEEP THE
STORY GOING
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5 IDEAS TO
INSPIRE

If you’re stumped on where to start for generating some killer ideas for 
donor retention, don’t worry: we’ve got your back! Take look at our stew-
ardship brainstorm below and pick your favorites or just get inspired.

1. Schedule monthly times for making thank you calls. Get everyone on 
your team to commit to this “thank-a-thon!” 

2. Make a special thank you video for one of your appeals. 

3. Host an appreciation event.

4. Recognize in honor/in memory gifts in a special way. Maybe with a 
specially designed thank you card.

5. Profile donors in your communications.

6. Thank donors via social media. 

7. Revamp your online gift autoresponder. You know, that email people 
get to confirm their gift? Make it more awesome!

8. Be thoughtful – make notes of personal details your hear in conver-
sation with donors. Did Sally tell you her daughter is celebrating her 10th 
birthday this weekend? Ask how the party was the next time you talk to 
her. People will always appreciate the fact that they were heard.

9. Genuinely make an effort to get to know your donors. The phone is 
your friend in this endeavor.
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10. Start your thank you letters with something other than, “On behalf 
of [x organization], thank you for your recent gift,” or “Thank you for your 
recent gift.” You’re better than that, and so is your donor. 

11. Handwrite thank you notes.

12. Set up hashtags for your campaign to easily collect social interac-
tions. Then like each post you collect and tag donors in a thank you 
message in real-time.

13. Post an update on your campaign that promotes thankfulness to a 
broad audience.

14. Ask for a donor’s birthday on your thank you page. Then send them 
information during that month on how they can ask for donations from 
friends and family instead of gifts.
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