
Beth: Hello and welcome to Driving Participation. I am Beth Brodovsky and I am here today 

with fundraising extraordinaire, Shanon Doolittle. Shanon is a fundraising coach, also called 

the donor happiness coach. I absolutely love that in your title. Thank you for joining me today, 

Shanon.

Shanon: You bet. I’m so excited to be here, Beth. Thanks for having me.

Beth: Shanon and I have been connected online for I don’t know, forever, and we’ve never 

actually met each other so this is such a great opportunity for us to get connected and for me 

to share with you some of the really exciting things that Shanon’s doing in donor relations with 

her clients and in her coaching work. Shanon, why don’t you talk a little bit first about how you 

wandered into this world of nonprofit communications.

Shanon: Absolutely, and I love hearing everyone’s stories about how they wander into this. I 

wandered into fundraising, actually I want to say I wandered into nonprofit in a way that most 

people do. You just fell into it not knowing it was what you were going to do for the rest of 

your life, but in university, I always had the idea that I was going to be a foreign service officer. 

It’s what I wanted to do. I went to language school, intense language school. I studied abroad 

and it was my senior year at university that I realized “Government isn’t what I think it is. It 

isn’t about helping people with what they want to do. It’s more about we have our agenda 

and we want to move them to accept our agenda in their countries or other things.” I just 

had this epiphany that it wasn’t about what I wanted to do, and then I was at a loss because 

that’s what I had been studying for forever so I had this sort of crisis, and I decided to go 

into Americorps, and Americorps, basically, the Peace Corps program for the United States, 

so I went into Americorps for a year and volunteered at a local community development 

organization in Seattle and part of what I did was fundraising there. Then after Americorps, 

they offered me a position there and I took it and that’s how I got into the nonprofit world and 

I never left. Thank goodness because I think changing the world really starts with nonprofits 
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and all the do-gooders who work there. That’s how I landed in fundraising in general.

Beth: I love that. I think people’s stories are so fascinating and so many of them when I ask 

people their story, there’s a crisis along the way. For me, my crisis was actually in the 11th 

grade when I took chemistry, and my dreams of becoming a doctor were squashed when I 

realized that I didn’t remotely understand what a mole was and I didn’t think I ever would. 

Luckily I had an art teacher who was phenomenal who told me that art could be a job, and 

once he convinced my parents, I went off to school in NYC.

Shanon: Oh my gosh I love that story.

Beth: It’s funny, but so many of us do have the sort of where you hit this point where what you 

thought you wanted isn’t actually what you thought it was.

Shanon: Absolutely yeah and it’s really interesting now to see young people coming into 

the profession because fundraising is a thing now. There are schools for fundraising, there’s 

graduate programs in fundraising, so it’s actually a skill they’re now taught and they can 

choose versus so many of my generation and obviously people that are older than me really 

just fell into it. They’re idealists and they wanted to change the world and then they figured 

out “I need donors to help us fund the work so how do I get donors,” and that’s how they 

came to learn about fundraising.

Beth: I know. I keep thinking that if I’m still doing this podcast in five years I’m going to have 

to give up this question because they’re going to say “What do you mean wandered in? I 

studied nonprofit management and had three internships,and here I am.” It’s pretty different.

Shanon: It changes so quickly, right, Beth?

Beth: Right, either that or all the people that are studying nonprofit fundraising are going to 

go out and be lawyers.

Shanon: There you go. Let’s hope not, but that could happen.

Beth: Exactly. You have had an interesting work history as well. You have raised tens of 



millions of dollars for organizations, from small organizations to big organizations and through 

that work, that’s led you to this really interesting focus on the importance of donor relations. I 

am so excited to be able to talk to you about that today and about how focusing on keeping 

your donors happy can make such a massive difference for organizations.

Shanon: Absolutely. My favorite line that I tell everyone all the time is “Gratitude is 

contagious, pass it on,” and I really feel that way when it comes to donors and our supporters. 

The more grateful we are and the more that we really talk about their values in relation to how 

we’re raising money and how we’re communicating to them really keeps them in the loop. It 

keeps them engaged and they want to participate with us more.

Beth: That’s always my first question. In the world of keeping donors happy, why does 

participation matter?

Shanon: Well, I think if you were just to look at it from a bottom-line perspective, participation 

matters because if you don’t have donors, you don’t have a mission, so there’s that, and that 

you definitely need to have supporters that are out there, loving you, talking about you to 

their friends and participating in ways more than just giving money. I think that’s the other 

thing. We tend to look at donors as cash machines, but no. They’re marketers out there as 

well. They’re helping us spread the word so anytime we can engage them more in our cause 

and give them the tool that they need to talk about us in a way that would make sense to 

other people who are open to hearing about it, that’s just going to bring more supporters 

back to us and more people who are going to lean  in to the conversations that we’re 

having about our cause. Participation for me is really it’s twofold. It’s about keeping donors 

engaged and I say that because engagement is really their choice. Obviously we give them 

opportunities to engage, but they decide whether they want to engage, but honestly it’s 

about making sure we’re giving them that opportunity and again that it’s not just related to 

money. It’s also related to helping us spread the word, but then also on the flip side, it also 

means to me, participation means getting other people involved in thanking donors. That’s 

the other thing. It’s keeping donors happy, but it’s also building a team, sort of building a 

gratitude army around yourself and your organization that can help you tell these donors 

they’re amazing and what they do has impact and it makes a huge difference.



Beth: I love that. Thanking with your gratitude army. That’s awesome! How do you begin this 

process of an organization. I was actually just meeting with somebody recently and they were 

showing me their fundraising calendar and I’m sure you can probably guess what it looked 

like. It was “Here’s our April ask, here’s our May ask and here’s our June ask and here’s our two 

newsletters and here’s our brochure.” I mean, do you see that frequently?

Shanon: Oh yeah, absolutely. I think that in this day and age honestly and let’s be honest 

when we’re talking about boards and who we serve and who our bosses are. We don’t 

sit around a board meeting and our board members don’t ask us “How are you doing on 

retention? How many donors upgraded gifts? How many donors are staying with us year to 

year?” That’s not the conversation that’s happening. The conversation is straight up, look 

into your development director’s eyes and ask “Are we meeting our fundraising goal?” 

and that fundraising goal is usually first and foremost what they’re asking about. On top of 

that, it’s about “Are we acquiring new donors? How is new donor acquisition going?” The 

conversation is never steered towards retention and that is why when you take a look at 

most fundraising calendars, obviously there’s a number of asks and communications that are 

involved, but for me, it’s about working with clients to flip the script or add to it to say every 

piece that you do, every touch that you have with a current donor is a retention strategy 

and you have to think about it in that way. When you start to think about it that way and you 

start to think about what’s going to make a donor happy, gratitude is going to make them 

happy. Storytelling is going to make them happy. Making them the hero is going to make 

them happy and telling them how you spent the money is going to make them happy. That’s 

what your communications need to do and when they start to do that, donors again feel very 

trustworthy towards your organization and they feel that you’re doing what you said you were 

going to do and that you have the impact and that you obviously deserve, that’s the word, 

you deserve their money. For me, when I look at fundraising plans, a lot of times I’ll ask to 

see the stewardship plan, and that’s where you get the blank stare, like “I have no idea what 

you’re talking about.” It’s like your fundraising strategy should overlap with your retention 

strategy because if you’re going to bring a donor in and you don’t have a plan for keeping 

them with your organization, there is no ROI on that. There is no return on investment. You’re 

just going to lose money every time and also if you really want to talk about financial stability 

in organizations that are savvy enough to do that, they realize they need to take a look at 

which donors are staying with them because the longer a donor stays with you, the higher the 



gift and the higher propensity for them to leave you in their will and/or again to be word of 

mouth ambassadors, all of the things you need to continue getting bigger gifts that are going 

to excel your mission forward.

Beth: How do you begin to work with the staff or the leadership team or the board to get 

them to start looking at it from their perspective? I could imagine that if you’re always fighting 

this conversation every time you walk into a board meeting that question of how many new 

donors, you’re going to have trouble moving forward with this donor retention philosophy. 

You and I were just talking earlier about how the first question everybody always says to me 

is “How do you build your audience?” We all have this tendency to always think “Go more, 

get new, get new,” and that cost of bringing somebody in new is never looked at against the 

value and the reduction of cost of keeping somebody in your organization. How do you begin 

to get people on board with this philosophy?

Shanon: That’s a really great question and the first thing I typically do is I ask people whether 

it is, and I’m usually sitting down with the fundraising team. I’m not sitting down with the 

board to start, and I usually just ask the team “How many of you know your donor retention 

rate?” At that question alone, no one will know. It’s very rare that actually anyone knows their 

donor retention rate and then when people look at me and I ask “Do you know what that 

means? Do you even know how to calculate that?” I get a lot of “nos” and from there it’s “Let 

me tell you why that’s important,” but then also “Let me tell you the quick formula for how 

you do that,” so that they can figure out what is their retention rate, because a lot of times 

organizations think “I do a good job keeping my donors. I probably keep like I don’t know like 

6 or 7 out of 10 every year,” but when they go back and they look and they run the numbers, 

they find out “No, your retention rate is in like the 20 percent-30 percent range, which is 

dismal,” and so once they get to know like finding that number is easy, that percentage is 

easy and then realizing “We do a really not so good job,” that’s when the lights go on and 

they think we need to do something about it and that’s where I then say “Wonderful. If you 

believe in this, if you believe and respect your donors enough to love on them and just give 

them what they need to keep coming back, then you’re going to be around for years and 

years to come.” It’s the other organizations that don’t do that, that will always struggle with 

fundraising. They’re always going to struggle because they’re not taking care of their donors 



and so for me when it comes to retention in general, a lot of what I like to show is there’s 

one book by Adrian Sargeant who really is, we call him the professor of retention. It’s called 

“Building Donor Loyalty,” and it’s one of the bibles you should have in your fundraising 

library, and Adrian talks about how just a 10 percent increase in your overall donor retention 

rate can actually raise your lifetime value of donors by 200 percent. There’s this amazing chart 

that shows what would happen if you just bumped your retention rate by 10 percent what that 

would look like in years to come and essentially you can double your revenue because those 

donors that are staying with you longer, they’re making bigger gifts and they’re also leaving 

you in their legacy, in their wills and other things, but they’ll stay with you longer, they’re 

making bigger gifts and in addition to that, they’re out there and they’re bringing new people 

into your cause for you.

Beth: That is so true, and I know people will kill me if I don’t specifically ask you how do you 

calculate your retention rate?

Shanon: It’s a very simple formula. Really you want to compare apples to apples over an 

annual year. Real quick how you would do this is, let’s say take a look at January 1-December 

31, 2013, and run how many donors you have. Let’s say you have 1,000 donors from January 

1-December 31, 2013. Now of those donors, of those 1,000 donors, take a look at how 

many of those donors made an additional gift in 2014 in the same time period of January 

1-December 31. Let’s say in 2013 you had 1,000 donors and in 2014 400 of those 1,000 

donors made an additional gift. Your retention rate is 40%. You just divide obviously 400 by 

1,000, you times it by 10 and you get 40 percent, so that is your retention rate, and on the 

flip side, your attrition rate, which we talked about and that’s how many donors you lose, is 60 

percent. It is actually is very simple. You just want to make sure that you’re comparing apples 

to apples and don’t do like from January 1-December and then June-July. Just make sure you 

have two data sets for the same time period, and then divide the second by the first and there 

you go. That’s your retention rate.

Beth: What is a good rate? What should people be shooting for?

Shanon: That’s a really good question. There’s a lot of information out there in our world. 

What is a good rate? I think a lot of us tend to say and my rate is if you are in a 70-80 percent 

rate, you’re the gold standard in the nonprofit sector. There are very few organizations that 



have retention rates that high, but that’s what you should shoot for. If retail, think of like 

Nordstroms or think about Macy’s or some of these other companies. If they lost 6 out of 

10 customers every single year, can you imagine whether they’d still be in business or not? 

Like no, they would not. You want to take a look at 70 percent or higher is again the gold 

standard. If you’re really at 30, 20 percent you’ve got a lot of work to do, but the nice thing 

is it’s a nice percentage so really you can only go up. I like to think of it that way, but most 

of us hover around 30-40 percent. That’s kind of the average. That’s seems to be what’s out 

there. The fundraising effectiveness study that just came out for the 2014 study that was just 

released, they are showing that our retention rate is creeping up a little higher. I think our 

overall donor retention rate is around 43 percent, which is huge because it’s the first time 

we’ve seen an uptick in years. However, the news and what you need to pay attention to is 

our new donor retention still is at around 20 percent, and that’s awful. That means that for 

every ten donors that make a first time gift to you this year, only two of them are gong to 

come back next year, and that’s not good.

Beth: Who’s fundraising effectiveness report? Who produced that? I just want to make sure I 

get a link to that.

Shanon: I believe that it is AFP that does that.

Beth: Oh is it AFPs? Terrific. I absolutely love that you’re like the donor happiness coach and 

you’ve done like all this math.

Shanon: I know. You know what’s really funny? Math is cool, math is great. One of the 

organizations that I work with that I love is actually a math organization that works with 

children in early learning programs to learn to love math and to just kind of help them see 

math as opening possibilities to the world, so they don’t come into grade school thinking 

“I’m not good at math. I hate math,” because that really limits our ability to do things. Math 

is everywhere, so I love math. I’m not necessarily the best at it, but I can definitely see why we 

need data and why data helps us get better at what we do.

Beth: I think that was an important point to bring out because a lot of us as we said that 

didn’t get fundraising management master’s degree or don’t come to this from a financial 



background, I have a bachelor of fine arts, so let me tell you. I literally did not take a math 

class in my college. I have a bachelor’s degree. No math classes whatsoever and got into 

running a business not even realizing that P.S. running a business means you’ve got to do 

bookkeeping, you’ve got to do all these different things that I avoided. That’s why I went to 

art school, and I would think that a lot of people that move into the communications side of 

fundraising, maybe that’s not their first choice or favorite thing as well, but to recognize that 

it’s important and that it is important to be able to calculate some things and understand 

where you stand, math is so good to tell you where you are and give you a very unbiased 

barometer of whether things are good or not. We all work hard. Everyone who is in nonprofit, 

they work hard at what they do and they take pride to do the best thing and you’re doing 

such good work, but the reality is that numbers actually tell you whether that thing that you’re 

working on is effective. If it’s not effective, there’s other things that you can put your time and 

energy into.

Shanon: I love that you brought that up. I absolutely agree and I think that when it comes 

back to that idea of driving participation and getting more people involved in your cause, 

I think that also comes down to not just leadership, but staff at your organization or your 

nonprofit. That you want to make sure that you have a diversity in skill set or if you don’t, look 

for people to volunteer or to help you that are really good at those things. For instance, I’m 

not the best analytics person. I don’t think like that. I mean, I can think like that, but that’s 

not my zone of genius, but if I have somebody and I have had many employees that I’ve 

worked with that are amazing and have that analytical brain and love spending time in the 

database and really figuring things out. Lean on them and really encourage that strength and 

that skill set because that’s only going to help you. I like to think of it too where you think 

about nonprofits and we really think “We have access to staff, and we’ve got access to some 

volunteers and to our board.” I also know that when I’m stuck, I have a lot of people in the 

tech world. If I get stuck, I call them in and just say “Can I get your advice for a minute on 

this?” I’m going to lean on them to help me be a better fundraiser. I think participation can 

look so different than what we really think of it when we think of what does our inner circle 

look like. Reach out and really drive others to encourage them to participate with you in your 

cause.



Beth: That’s so true. How many people have board members and volunteers that really want 

to be involved, but are dreading that you’re going to ask them to go ask people for money? 

To remember that maybe there’s some other skill sets that they have that you really need that 

them asking people for money is not the only thing that can benefit an organization.

Shanon: That’s why I love the gratitude army. I talk about it that way because one of the 

things that I do and I did it in an organization that I worked at that I now talk about to many of 

my clients is I started something called the donor happiness committee and the whole point 

of the committee is they met quarterly and the whole point of them meeting was for them 

to do a few things. It was to write notes on welcome letters to new donors. It was to call and 

thank donors. It was to write handwritten notes to selected donors and it was also to help 

me think of really fun creative stewardship ideas and touch points that I could use for donors 

as well. Not just new donors, but current donors. The whole point of their participation and 

their volunteerism is thinking about “How can our organization better serve our donors with 

a grateful heart?” and so for me, that was huge and it was so fun because like you said, you 

have some people that just are really adverse to asking for money, and that is absolutely OK. 

It’s absolutely OK, and we need to recognize that because I’ll say this and I just tweeted out 

a picture. I’m on a board and you know what? I’m not going to be the board member that’s 

pouring over financial statements, but last week I did 20-plus donor thank you notes and I am 

happy to do that because again, that’s my zone of genius so if you have people that will want 

to do that, bring them in. Have them help you thank donors. It is really an important thing 

and things that get overlooked in our day to day is how do we just make sure that we have a 

grateful heart towards the people that really make this mission happen?

Beth: I think that’s brilliant. I’m going to have to make you a gratitude army logo.

Shanon: I know. It’s got to be like the gratitude league or army I don’t know.

Beth: Here’s the thing. I was going to tell you. My son is actually a naval officer so I think I’ll 

have a gratitude fleet.

Shanon: Oh I love that!



Beth: I can’t be having an army in my household.

Shanon: Not an army in your household.

Beth: We’ll come up with something and we’ll make a badge for people.

Shanon: Yes! I love it. I love it.

Beth: Keep an eye out for it. What are some of the specific things that people are doing? 

Have you had any really great successes with clients? What are people doing that are 

making these donors feel really loved? Is it behavior? Is it communications? Is it calls? What’s 

happening?

Shanon: I think it’s all of the above. I think from a fundraising standpoint, there’s just a few 

things that need to happen that automatically make a donor feel welcome and that is if 

somebody gives a gift, you want to acknowledge that gift really quickly. You want to send 

out a thank you letter and I’m not talking about one of those bore snore put you to sleep 

thank you letters, but a really great thank you letter that just says “You made our day when 

we received your gift today,” or “You are amazing.” Start with a compliment. Tell them where 

you’re going to put the money to use and welcome them to the family and then also in that 

letter tell them “We’d love to hear from you so if you ever have things that you want to talk 

about or if you don’t hear from us, let us know because you deserve to know where your 

money is going.” Just a really nice thank you letter. Not a lot of organizations will say “I don’t 

have the resources to deal with thank you calls.” Well, studies show that a thank you call to 

a first time donor will actually increase their second gift by 40 pecent of their first gift. That’s 

what studies show. Case studies everywhere will tell you that happens again and again and 

again. Thank you calls are something you should do and a lot of people say “We need to 

get them done in the first week or two after they make their first gift,” but a really cool study 

just came out that shows that actually you can make that thank you call anywhere between 

0-6 months and it will still have the same effect, which is awesome. Now whenever someone 

is going to tell me “I don’t have time to make thank you calls in the first week,” I say “That’s 

OK, because you can just go ahead and plan to make those thank you calls over six months,” 

so you really can’t find time to do that? Yes, you can. That’s really important and I think too 



just what you’ve talked about with so many of your other fabulous guests, Beth, and what 

you know, too, because this is your wheelhouse. Communications matter so making sure that 

if you send out a newsletter or you send out an eblast, you send something out that is really 

centered towards the donor, like it loves on the donors and it’s about them. It’s not about 

you, the organization. It’s about them being able to read about their own values and how 

they make a difference and how they’re changing the world. I think that the more emotionally 

gratifying your communications are, the more your donors are going to want to really want to 

one: read them and two: they’re really going to see themselves as being part of something 

bigger with your organization so there’s that. I always say thank you calls, handwritten notes, 

but more importantly I think it’s more important to have a stewardship plan in place. We could 

talk about that for hours, but you can start to Google that or come to my site or whatever 

to learn more, but actually dedicating part of your time as a staff member in a fundraiser to 

stewardship is really, really important, and I would say if you’re not doing that, again you’re 

always going to struggle with fundraising because you’re always going to be losing donors, 

and it’s getting harder and harder to get new ones in. 

Beth: Let’s talk really specifically about how you show people the impact. One of the things 

that I say a lot is people don’t give money to fund your existence, they give money to fund 

the impact. We’ve been talking about this with different people we know. I have Lynne Wester 

either coming up or she will have been live already by the time this goes up. I think she’s right 

after you. We were talking a little about impact and how are people showing it. Are there 

specific things that people are doing? A stewardship plan is still such a big bucket. Can you 

give us some ideas of some tactics or strategies that people are using that are really helping 

their donors connect with the impact of what’s going on?

Shanon: One thing that people are doing digitally is they’re sending out email blasts when 

something amazing happens at the organization.

Beth: Right then?

Shanon: Right then so let’s say that you clean water. That’s something that you do, and let’s 

say you just got one of your and I know you’re going to have Peter Drewery on here in a 



little bit. Peter does that work and whenever they put in a new system for any donors that 

gave to that system, they immediately send out pictures and a video from the field that says 

it’s installed, and you get to see the water flowing and it’s clean and kids are happy. That is 

something you can do digitally. I also love to do postcards from the field. I love to do before 

and afters so let’s say you’re an animal rescue organization and you’re going to release one 

of your rehabbed bears into the wild, which is amazing in itself and donors made that work 

possible. Take a picture of what the bear looked like when he first came to the center and 

now what he looks like running out into the wild as he gets released. There’s that before 

and after so I think whenever you can visually show something with a picture, that is really 

important because people can automatically visualize that and visualization is so important, 

but I think that it doesn’t have to be anything produced and I think this is what holds us back, 

right, Beth? I’m sure you get this a lot. It has to be perfect. The report has to look good. The 

copy has to be perfect. It has to go through 13 review cycles. Guess what? Donors don’t care 

about that. Donors care about getting a timely update or knowing this is sort of like a non-

produced kind of friend to friend communication. This is awesome so any time you can do 

sort of a real time, this is happening, we want to show you what you made possible, get it 

out. I think that that’s something you can do as well and the other thing too is I talked about 

phone calls, but if you can’t send out something and you’ve got a few donors that really, really 

were instrumental in helping you do something, have someone from leadership call or have 

someone that’s a beneficiary call them and say I wanted to say thank you. Because of you, this 

happened today, and it’s a beautiful thing, so thank you so much.

Beth: That’s so great. To literally be able to tie phone calls with something that specifically 

happened during this period of time and I love what you were saying about just getting 

stuff out there because I come to this nonprofit from the marketing side of the world and 

there’s a lot of times a feeling in marketing we’re like here are the standards. This is what 

you must say. I am a firm believer that branding is valuable, but branding done well is more 

than just a color guide and more than just here’s the font you should use. It should also 

include your values and what you believe and if one of your values is showing immediate 

impact, that sort of supercedes the color scheme per se sometimes and not all the time, but 

if you’re communicating that on a regular basis that sometimes we show things to you in this 

organized structured branded forms, but when something happens that’s real that you need 



to know about, it’s more important to us to get it out to you and connect you with it directly. 

Sometimes even the dichotomy of that captures people’s attention.

Shanon: Absolutely and I say this all the time because I agree. I believe in branding. I believe 

if you know that branding is the experience that you give donors then branding is something 

that you’ll get and you’ll understand that it will work for you, but I used to always say back 

at one of my organizations, we had a very large, we were in health care organization. We 

had a very large marketing team and ad team that worked with us on things, and I used 

to always say to them when times would come up “We need to hold that. It needs to go 

through the review process.” I would always say compelling means more than branding at 

this point. Compelling is what we need to do and this is compelling and it needs to go out 

now because if we wait on it, it’s no longer the story. It no longer has that urgency and that in 

the know right now kind of feel so I absolutely agree. Just like you Beth and I know that you 

recommend this to your clients as well, when you have breaking news, that doesn’t mean you 

have to have an email template already set up that has your branding in it. It just means that 

you want to send a message right away so it doesn’t have to look like a text, but just have 

your system set up. Have your template set up and everything ready to go so that all you have 

to do is drag and drop copy and press send.

Beth: Exactly and I often recommend that people have multiple levels of email template. You 

might have your super polished newsletter format, and then you might have more of a here’s 

a flier at an event sort of thing, but we’ve actually gotten really great results with sending 

the exact same content the first time in a highly designed format and then a few days later 

we send the exact same thing either with like a letterhead design or pretty much no design, 

pretty much just looking like a text email and we get so many click throughs on that. What I 

don’t know is is it because people like the text format better because it seems more personal 

or is it that bumper effect of seeing one thing and then seeing it again or is it a little bit of 

both? A lot of times there is value in communicating things, sometimes even the exact same 

thing more than once and in different ways. Even if you need to get that information out, I call 

it rogue, just getting it out there, it doesn’t mean you can’t take that same information and 

package it up into your annual report, into your website format or into something else down 



the road.

Shanon: Yeah, absolutely. When it comes to emails, too, I’m sure that everyone has something 

to say about this, but one of my favorite things about writing emails to donors is the subject 

line because we know the subject line and we can talk about this for days.

Beth: I hate it.

Shanon: I know because people don’t get it. They will click if it’s a really great subject line and 

I really believe in that whole you is glue and one of my favorite subject lines when I have sent 

out one of those compelling here’s something that happened because of you, my subject line 

is “You’ll never believe what you did today.”

Beth: Oh that’s good!

Shanon: That had a really high click on open rate because again, anytime you can make it 

about the donor or you can make it about the person, they’re going to open it. I just love 

giving praise and recognition where it’s due and it always goes to the donor. It always goes 

to the donor in my book. The more you can get that and understand that, you can respect 

that and sort of fundraise happy around that, you’re going to have more fun fundraising and 

it’s going to be easier. Believe me, the results will show and I think a lot of times that’s what 

people want where they say “How is this going to help me?” and it’s one of those success 

isn’t going to happen overnight, it’s going to happen over nights so you want to know that 

this is sort of a long term thing, but look, this client, all they did was start making thank you 

calls and they saw a $20,000 bump in upgraded gifts over the next year. Woohoo! This client 

has been at it for three years, here’s the four things they did to change how they stewarded 

donors, and guess what? Their retention rate has gone up from 23 percent to 56 percent. I 

mean, it’s those kinds of things that help people understand that retention is important and 

I think the more that we as fundraisers can get leadership and other people to understand 

that retention is fundraising just like marketing is fundraising the better we’re going to be and 

everyone is going to get it and it’s going to feel more holistic as well.

Beth: If somebody is an organization that does more than one ask per year, so maybe it’s 



multiple direct mail packages that go out, and let’s just say they do at least one a quarter of 

mailed packages that go out. Do you have any sort of guidelines for people or suggestions 

on how much thanking happens in between because you need to obviously do a gift 

acknowledgment if someone happens to give, but on top of that is there any sort of, I hate 

to say formula or ratio or insight that you have for people of how many non-ask, non-directly 

fundraising related communications should be used in conjunction with the other things that 

you’re doing?

Shanon: That’s a great question and I’ll give you something very tactical that people can 

do right away, which is sort of my system and how I do this, but then also when it comes to 

ratio, there really isn’t anything out there. I think there’s that old adage around thank a donor 

seven times. You want to thank them seven times before they receive another ask. There’s two 

things that need to happen before you make another ask. The first is that you have to thank 

them. You have to really sparkle with sincerity. That’s another one of my phrases that I like to 

use around thanking them, but then it’s absolutely imperative that you tell them what they 

did with the money they first gave you before you ask them for a second gift and that’s where 

most nonprofits completely fail. They don’t tell their donors how their gifts were used or what 

difference it made, how the donor mattered in changing people’s lives or changing lives in 

the cause and not just lives. Animals and all those kinds of things, but I’ll tell you really from a 

tactical standpoint, I always like to say I want to make sure you have a touch point with every 

donor every month. Whether that’s an enewsletter or an event invitation, whether that’s an 

annual report, whether that a donor survey one month, every month you want to be with them 

because what we know is that consistency is key. When it comes to communications and it 

comes to keeping donors happy, you have to be consistent if nothing else. I think that you as 

a communications pro, you know that and you talk about that too, but here’s what I want you 

to do. Let’s say that you have an appeal that goes out in April that’s your spring appeal. Here’s 

what needs to happen. In March you have to make sure and this is where I’m going to get 

tactical. In March that you either send a letter, you send a newsletter, you send something that 

shows impact so that right away, before you make an ask, like I said the donor is aware that 

they’ve had impact. The donor is aware that they’ve made change happen and that their gift 

mattered. If you can layer that before, then you add the layer of asking in April that’s going 

to help and then more importantly, if you know your ask is going out in April, May should be 



gratitude month. You want to make sure that you have a bunch of thank you messaging that’s 

happening either in your newsletters or in thank you letters or whatever else it is, but that 

really May is focused on gratitude. Anytime you’re going to do an ask, think about how do I 

show impact the month before and then how do I be super awesome at gratitude the month 

after?

Beth: That is great, and it’s so simple. 

Shanon: So simple.

Beth: That’s something that anybody can build a plan around. Does the format matter? I 

mean, if you start in print, does the entire cycle of it need to be in the same channel? Can you 

mix and match or does it depend on the donor and how they’ve responded?

Shanon: This is really an anecdotal answer. I think that it should be a mix. It should be social. 

Things that you’re doing on social, whether it’s your Facebook page or things that you’re 

sharing on Instagram or Twitter and that messaging should relate back to the story of impact 

that you’re telling in your newsletter whether that’s a print newsletter or a digital newsletter 

and then on top of that, if you’re making certain thank you calls to specific donors or you’re 

making impact calls to specific donors, all that messaging should stay the same. Again you’re 

hearing the same story over and over because again that’s what’s going to resonate with that 

person. If you just give them three different stories and they read three different stories, that’s 

not going to stick. That’s not going to be sticky, but if they continue to hear the same story 

three or four times, that’s what’s going to become sticky to them. For me, I love to mix and 

match. I think that’s important. Some of the other things too is it also depends on your donor 

and this could be an eight-hour conversation, but when it comes down to segmentation and 

thinking about certain donors need to hear one thing and other donors need to hear another, 

you want to think about that as well, but I’ll tell you what. If you’re a small shop and you’re 

just like these words and this jargon - I’m lost, I’m overwhelmed, don’t worry about it. Just 

show gratitude, show impact with what you have. If all that you have is a newsletter, great. 

Tell a really good story in March. Send out your appeal in April and then in May use that 

newsletter again because it’s your only vehicle to say thank you and to have a really good 



thank you story in it.

Beth: That’s true. I love everything that you said. If somebody wants to learn more about this, 

do you have a resource or something that you would send people to if they want to learn 

more about donor retention?

Shanon: Absolutely. There is one book out now that again will become one of the books 

that everyone will have at some point and that is “Retention Fundraising” and it’s by Roger 

Craver, and Roger Craver is the editor of the Agitator and many of your listeners probably 

read the Agitator. It’s an amazing blog, but Roger’s been in the business for 50+ years. He 

is over the top successful. I had a chance to present with him just a few months ago and if 

anyone can sort of tell you why retention matters can show you the stats, but can also tell 

you in a compelling story why it matters, that book will change sort of the way that you look 

at it. That’s my number one resource for sure. I think I mentioned “Building Donor Loyalty” 

by Adrian Sargeant. That one feels more like a text book. It feels like a college textbook, but 

gosh darn it if it’s not really good info so just take your time with it for sure, but those are 

definitely the two that I would recommend.

Beth: If somebody is all in, they’ve heard everything that you’ve said and they haven’t been 

doing this. They’ve mostly just been asking and they want to get started demonstrating 

gratitude and doing some of these activities. Where would you suggest they start as a first 

step?

Shanon: The thing that I would, gosh first step. I would say that it really comes down to 

getting on the gratitude train. For you, if you haven’t done a lot of thank yous and the only 

thing that you’ve done is send out an acknowledgment letter, there are three things that 

I want to tell you to do first. The first is I want you to update your acknowledgment letter. 

Most nonprofits have been using the same acknowledgment letter for years. What I want you 

to do is I want you to go back and rewrite your thank you letter. I want you to start with a 

compliment, not thank you or on behalf of. Like you have a heart of gold or something really, 

really great that makes the donor feel warm and fuzzy and then I want you to go through 

your letter and make sure you say “Here’s what we’re going to do with your money and if 



you have questions we would love to hear from you because you’re part of our family and we 

love feedback.” Go back and rewrite your thank you letter. The next thing I want you to do is 

I want you to call donors. Just randomly, I’m not even saying try to figure out which donors 

to call. Just get into your database, pick five donors, call them and just say “I’m just calling 

to say thank you. Just calling to say thank you for being part of this and for making a huge 

impact and for making a difference.” Those thank you calls are everything. I’ll tell you that. 

The next thing that I want you to do is I really want you to figure out your donor retention rate 

because I think that it’s really important that you understand what that rate is and what it can 

tell you about how you’re currently stewarding donors because if all you did, like I said, if you 

have a 20 percent retention rate, if all you did was bump that up to 30 percent, your bottom 

line is going to grow and it’s going to grow to a place where your board members cannot 

ignore your good work, nor ignore the fact that you’re bringing in money just by saying thank 

you and telling people what you’ve done with their money. Those are the three things that I 

would recommend.

Beth: That is perfect, and it’s such great advice. I love start with a compliment. That’s 

something I have to say I haven’t thought of before.

Shanon: Just always start with a compliment. I always like to say, Beth, that really our job as 

fundraisers is to hold up a mirror, and you’re holding up a mirror to your donor and you want 

your donor to look in that mirror and think to themselves “I’m an awesome human being.” 

That’s your job and the more that you can do that, the more you make a donor feel like “I’m a 

good person,” the more they’re going to want to participate in charitable activities, the more 

they’re going to want to help others, the more they’re going to want to be kind to people. 

Their outlook will change if you can just hold that mirror up to them.

Beth: I hate to have to let you go now, but where can people get in touch with you if they 

want to learn more about your work in about doing a retention?

Shanon: Absolutely. I have a website and I blog there occasionally. I’m one of those 

occasional bloggers. You can find more out at ShanonDoolittle.com, and I’m also really I 

think when it comes to social I’m most active on Twitter and that’s how I really like to engage 



with people and my Twitter handle is SLDoolittle and that’s how you can find me. If you have 

questions, feel free to email me. There’s two things I love: getting mail, whether it’s digital 

or live mail in the mailbox, but I just also love helping other do-gooders think about this and 

really encouraging them to love on their donors more. 

Beth: Thank you so much. You were fabulous. It was great to talk to you and I know I learned 

some new things, and I hope everyone that’s listening did, too. Thank you so much for taking 

the time to share your expertise with the nonprofit community.

Shanon: You bet and thank you so much for your podcast. You will be here in five years 

because it’s so useful!

Beth: Well, let’s hope so!

.


