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About Pursuant Insights
Pursuant Insights is a dedicated group of analytics professionals laser focused 
on discovering the actionable insights in your data that will help you accelerate 
growth. We love data. We believe it’s the key to unlocking answers to your 
biggest challenges.

By combining best-in-class analytics with decades of fundraising experience, 
we’ve created a suite of solutions that help nonprofits leverage your data to 
make smarter decisions, create better experiences for supporters, and drive 
greater results. 

Learn more about our solutions and see our work at  
www.pursuantai.com.
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*Figures from the 2018 Fundraising Effectiveness Report

Those numbers are significant enough for us to stop and ask, 
“What can we do to decrease the attrition and stop leaving 
money on the table year after year?”

We believe that donor loyalty, an intentional focus on 
increasing the commitment of our donors, is the answer. 

Whether we refer to it as inspiration vs. obligation or 
transactional vs. relational—our ability to increase the loyalty 
and commitment of donors is something every organization 
wants. But improving donor loyalty requires that we know 
where we are starting from and how to measure our progress.

What Is Donor Loyalty?
 
There are two numbers that should stop every nonprofit  
leader and fundraising professional in their tracks: 

5.9 million* 
The number of donors lost  
through attrition from 2016 to 2017. 

$5.8 billion* 
The revenue lost through  
attrition from 2016 to 2017. 

Abstract
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For years our industry has relied on benchmarking studies to understand 
how specific channels perform (mail, digital, etc.) and identify gaps in your 
organization’s fundraising effectiveness. But there’s never been a study to 
establish what donor loyalty means and how we measure it across channels, 
sources, and giving levels... until now.

Introducing the Inaugural Donor  
Loyalty Benchmarking Study
 
As an agency committed to inspiring passionate people to change the world, we 
at Pursuant wanted to help our industry discover ways to increase the loyalty 
and passion of today’s donors. In support of that purpose, we set out to evaluate 
industry benchmarks around two metrics everyone is familiar with, but in a more 
holistic manner. Those two metrics are lifetime value and retention. 

Our hope is that this inaugural Donor Loyalty Benchmarking Study will provide a 
baseline and framework that organizations can use to focus on donor loyalty by 
improving retention and increasing the lifetime value of their donors regardless 
of how they engage with an organization. Doing so will help leaders work across 
departments to truly unpack why certain donors are more or less connected to 
their cause. 

Our hope is that this study, will spark discussions amongst your team and your 
colleagues across the industry around various ways you can bolster donor loyalty 
by focusing on strategies that drive greater retention and lifetime value. 

This is the first year for this study and as such, it is small and diverse in its make-
up. The findings, while directional in nature, are in line with broader studies taking 
place across the industry; so we would encourage you to take what you can from 
this work and test some things within your organization. Ultimately, we want this 
study to be a resource that sparks innovation in our industry and creates new 
ways of thinking to increase the generosity and commitment of those donors who 
choose to invest in your causes.

 

Hilary Noon
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Methodology  
& Participating  
Organizations
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In order to establish a baseline for donor loyalty, we gathered data from a variety of  
nonprofit organizations across multiple sectors. 

Insights in this year’s Donor Loyalty Benchmarking represent…

 
The analysis focused on individual giving only, no giving from foundations or 
corporations were included. We looked at all sources of giving; Soft credits and pledge 
payments were excluded. Each participating organization provided data for a minimum 
of 10 years.

Because of the relatively small number of participating organizations, the findings 
from this study are not meant to be conclusive but are intended to be used to create 
directional hypotheses for testing against larger data sets or in the market. 

Participating Organizations

21 
organizations

20 
million donors

$13 
billion in revenue

H O S P I TA L S 
/ M E D I C A L 
C E N T E R S

M U LT I -
A F F I L I AT E 

H E A LT H

S P E C I A LT Y 
H O S P I TA L S

F A I T H , 
HIGHER ED, 

A R T S  & 
C U LT U R E
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In order to gain insight into those approaches, we surveyed the  
participating organizations about their strategies, budgets, and business 
definitions. Here is a high-level summary of what we learned:

• Half the organizations have increasing budgets while the other half are flat  
or decreasing.

• The majority of organizations spend less than 10% on acquisition. Spending 
on retention is more varied with the bulk spending between 10%–50%.

• About half of the organizations indicated having a mid-level program and an 
integrated direct response program, but indicated that both were new or in 
early stages.

• Most organizations say they measure success through revenue regardless  
of channel but very few are looking at attribution by channel.

A Closer Look into Their Approach to Fundraising
 
It goes without saying that an organization’s ability to drive donor loyalty, as expressed through 
retention and lifetime value, is highly dependant on their approach to fundraising. 
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1 .  R E T E N T I O N
Retention measures the number of people who gave last year and decided to  
return and give again this year. Expressed as a percentage, it is calculated like this:

# of donors returning in the current year

total # of donors from the prior year

Key Metrics & Formulas
 
The primary metrics we used in this study are defined below:

2 .  C O V E R A G E  R AT I O
Coverage ratio measures whether or not an organization is keeping up with attrition. 
It answers the question: Am I bringing in enough new donors or reactivating enough 
lapsed donors to make sure I’m staying ahead of attrition on my file?

We used this simple equation to determine coverage ratio for each organization:

3 .  L I F E T I M E  VA L U E
There isn’t one universal number used in the industry for calculating the lifetime 
value of donors. While there are dozens of factors you could consider in calculating 
the lifetime value, for the purpose of this study, we decided to keep the formula 
more straightforward. We believe this formula provides organizations with a healthy, 
accurate metric for measuring the lifetime value of their donors and is something 
that most organizations can easily replicate:

A healthy coverage ratio is anything above 100.

= Coverage Ratio
(New Donors + Reactivated Donors)

Lapsed Donors

Lifetime Value =
Lifespan  x  Donation amount  x  Frequency of donation
avg. # years avg. gift/year avg. # of gifts/year

= Retention
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Industry Overview,  
Key Findings, and  
Year-Over-Year Insights
How are we doing as an industry when it comes to maximizing donor loyalty, 
improving retention, and increasing lifetime value? Where can we improve? And 
what opportunities exist to accelerate revenue by being more intentional in the 
way we create deeper, more meaningful connections with our donors?

Those are the biggest questions we wanted to answer through this study.
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The Four Biggest Insights for Our Industry 
 
After analyzing thousands of data points from the last 10 years worth of fundraising 
results, here were the four biggest takeaways we found from our inaugural study:

While organizations talk a lot about taking a less “transactional” approach to 
fundraising, this is a pretty stark reality for most of today’s organizations. While we 
intuitively know there are a lot of donors who “transact,” this was a number that was 
surprising to us. 

As you consider what donor loyalty looks like—and the connection donors have over 
their lifetime—this is an important number to consider within your file. Think about the 
various ways you can improve this number and be more intentional about cultivating 
that second gift. 

While we know every donor won’t give again, we believe there is tremendous potential 
to increase revenue by simply focusing on improving this number. 

Insight #1: 
Majority of donors “transact”  
with participating organizations

62% 
of donors have only  
1 gift in their lifetime
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At first glance, the overall coverage ratio for the industry looks healthy. But diving a 
bit deeper, we see that number is dependant on large volumes of new donors year-
over-year. 

In today’s fundraising landscape, where we’re experiencing an overall decline in the 
number of donors, this is a cause for concern. Relying too heavily on acquisition tactics 
to make up for poor retention rates could eventually create unhealthy, unsustainable 
fundraising programs that put our organizations at risk. 

Insight #2: 
Most organizations are covering  
poor retention rates with large  
volumes of new donors

34% 
2018  
Retention Rate

52% 
New Donors 2018

Reactivated 
Donors

103% 
2018 Donor  
Coverage Ratio

Lapsed Donors
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As we look deeper into some of the lifetime metrics, participating organizations 
represented healthy numbers when we looked at lifetime revenue per gift and lifetime 
revenue per donor.

Taking a deeper look in the sectors, it’s important to note…

Hospitals are primarily responsible for driving the larger revenue per gift and donor 
numbers. This makes sense in light of the reality that hospitals raise a majority of their 
funds through a smaller number of major donors. 

Faith-based organizations participants in the study drove the increase in the number 
of gifts. Because many of their donors might have an expectation of giving regularly 
to a local church congregation, faith-based donors seem to have a higher frequency of 
giving over their lifetime. 

Insight #3: 
Despite lower retention rates,  
lifetime revenue is healthy

2.9 
Lifetime 
Gifts per 
Donor

$648 
Lifetime 
Revenue 
per Donor

$221 
Lifetime 
Revenue 
per Gift
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This is the primary metric we were interested in uncovering in 
this study. When we think about this number as representative 
of our industry as a whole, we believe there is tremendous 
untapped potential when it comes to increasing the average 
lifetime value of our donors. 

If this is the lifetime value we can expect to generate for each 
supporter—it’s important to consider what you can do to 
increase this number. Doing so will help put you on a path to 
continuous growth and improvement as an organization.

Insight #4: 
Overall lifetime value reveals  
tremendous untapped opportunity 

$1,068 
Average Donor Lifetime Value
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Year-Over-Year Insights: 
 
In addition to taking a macro-level view by analyzing the past 
10 years worth of giving history, we also wanted to take a closer 
look at the year-over-year numbers and ask: Is our industry 
headed in the right direction when it comes to increasing  
donor loyalty?

H E R E ’ S  W H AT  W E  F O U N D : 



14

Insights
 
At a high level, 2017 was a good year for giving 
compared to 2016. This is evident in the positive change 
across all metrics from 2016 to 2017. 

Even with the decrease from 2017 to 2018, year  
2018 was healthier than 2016. Other than the change in 
retention rate (which was down by 5%), all other metrics in 
2018 are significantly higher than those in 2016.

There was a significant increase in new donors in 2018 
compared to the previous two years. The decline in giving 
metrics such as revenue per donor is expected with an 
influx of a large number of new donors. At the same time, 
overall retention rate was down from 2017—now these 
metrics are slightly skewed because of the large  
multi-affiliate organizations that focus on peer to  
peer fundraising.

When it comes to giving by channel, online giving 
increased from 2017 to 2018. This is not a surprise—new 
donors are preferring to give more online

Offline revenue stayed flat in 2018 but had a huge 
increase in 2017 for the participating organizations.
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Donor Loyalty Metrics  
by Organizational  
Size, Giving Level, 
Source, & Channel 
2017–2018
Every donor is valuable, but which ones have the greatest lifetime value? How 
much loyalty should you expect from your major donors vs. your annual fund 
donors? What can we learn from different nonprofit organizations when it 
comes to improving retention and increasing lifetime value? 

Taking a deeper look at the metrics through various giving levels, sources,  
and channels reveals new opportunities for your organization to accelerate 
donor loyalty.
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Insight 
Small and medium-size organizations do a better job of creating 
stickiness and value with their donors than larger organizations.

Key Donor Loyalty Metrics by Organizational Size:

Key Donor Loyalty Metrics by Giving Level:

Insight 
As donors make their way up the giving pyramid, all value 
metrics increase.

- ABOVE AVERAGE - AVERAGE - BELOW AVERAGE

- ABOVE AVERAGE - AVERAGE - BELOW AVERAGE
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Key Donor Loyalty Metrics by Source: 

Insight 
Peer events are the most transactional fundraising source, having 
very little impact on long-term loyalty when viewed in aggregate.
Direct Response drives longer lifespan and number of gifts per 
donor than all other sources.

Key Donor Loyalty Metrics by Channel:

Insight 
Offline still eclipses Online as the channel that drives  
greater value.

- ABOVE AVERAGE - AVERAGE - BELOW AVERAGE

- ABOVE AVERAGE - AVERAGE - BELOW AVERAGE
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Donor Loyalty 
Metrics by Sector
How do different sectors within philanthropy compare when it comes to 
creating stickiness with donors? Which sectors need to focus more on donor 
loyalty? Where does your sector rank when it comes to donor lifetime value? 
And how does your organization compare with similar organizations?

Looking at key donor loyalty metrics by sector reveals some fascinating  
insights that can lead every organization to take part in creating a rising 
tide that lifts our entire industry.
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Lifetime Revenue Metrics by Sector:

Insights 
We see similar trends across these three metrics where slight declines to slight
increases for all participating organizations YOY are most likely driven by the
transactional nature of the file. Hospital and Higher Ed sub-sectors have strong 
showings across these metrics in 2018. This is likely due to the fact that these sub-
sectors derive most of their revenue from major donors, and we have seen a trend 
toward increasing numbers of large gifts from wealthy individuals, even while the 
number of smaller gifts from mass-market donors saw declines.
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Coverage Ratio & Retention Metrics by Sector:

Insights 
All sub-sectors except Faith experienced healthy coverage ratios in 2018 but only 
Arts & Culture and Multi-Affiliate saw positive YOY change. Arts & Culture had the 
strongest performance YOY but given the small size of the population in each sub-
sector, these numbers may be resulting from specific programming or activities 
which drove higher than usual numbers of new donors. This is further supported 
by the relatively poor performance we see across the board when it comes to 
Retention. Arts & Culture is the only sector that did not decline but it and Faith 
are also the only sub-sectors with retention rates north of 50%. Both sub-sectors 
benefit from “sticky” business models which encourage ongoing engagement and 
thus drive more repeat donations.
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Arts & Culture

Insights into Donor Loyalty in the Arts & Culture Sector*

Arts & Culture is succeeding when it comes to new donor acquisition. It is the only 
sector that had more new donors than previous years in both 2017 and 2018. Based 
on other industry reports, the sector got back into acquisition pretty quickly post-
recession. Most of the increase in new donors is in the general donor level. 

Arts & Culture organizations tend to have better-than-average retention rates. 
Even if the year-over-year trend in retention rate doesn’t look great, Arts & Culture 
organizations have the best average retention rates compared to other sectors. 

This sector also tends to have donors with more disposable income. The most 
recent donorCentrics report suggests that this sector had the largest increases  
in both donors and revenue as compared to other sectors based on data from  
five organizations.

A focus on both offline and online fundraising tactics should continue for Arts & 
Culture organizations. Offline metrics for this sector increased from 2017 to 2018. 
Online revenue has been trending up significantly since 2016. 

*This data is based on the performance of two small-sized 
performing arts organizations in this sector.
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Faith

Insights into Donor Loyalty in the Faith Sector*

Faith enjoys the highest level of loyalty with its donors of any sector. While there are 
numerous factors, the frequency in which donors give, faith-based donors tended to 
give significantly more frequently than other sectors. 

Giving to religion has started to trend downward in 2018. As Giving USA reported, 
we can see that based on YOY change across all metrics for the participating 
organizations. Most of the 2018 metrics are above 2016 but lower than 2017. 

There are fewer donors giving at every level of the pyramid. For some faith-based 
organizations, revenue is trending up, while total donors is down at the general gift 
level. This indicates that more revenue is coming from fewer donors. There is also a 
decline in revenue as you measure major gift metrics at the top of the  
giving pyramid.

Faith-based organizations shouldn’t focus on one particular channel, but instead 
take time to understand the giving preferences of their unique donors. Online and 
Offline metrics are mostly trending down from 2017 for this sector—providing an 
opportunity to increase conversion by understanding the preferences of the specific 
donors you’re trying to reach.

*This data is based on the performance of three faith-based 
nonprofits (two medium sized and another smaller organization).
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Insights into Donor Loyalty in the Healthcare Sector*

As we’re seeing across the industry, fewer donors are giving higher sums of money 
to healthcare foundations. Revenue metrics are trending up, but donor metrics are 
down. This indicates that a smaller number of people are giving larger gifts. 

Large healthcare foundations are driving most of the revenue and donor increases 
for the sector. Most of the increases in the study were driven by large healthcare 
foundations that are likely generating larger gifts and able to invest more  
in acquisition. 

Large healthcare organizations can learn from smaller hospitals when it comes to 
retention and donor loyalty. Smaller hospitals did a better job in retaining donors 
from 2017 to 2018. This increase in donor retention is primarily driven by the general 
donor group. Small and mid-sized hospitals are also doing much better across all 
metrics for the mid-level donors.

Medium-sized healthcare foundations are experiencing most of their growth at the 
top of the pyramid. Acquisition is trending down for mid-sized foundations at the 
general level. However, as you move up the giving pyramid, there is a good increase 
in new donors from 2017 to 2018. 

Health & Hospitals

*This data is based on the performance of 10 healthcare 
foundations representing each organizational size. 



26

Insights into Donor Loyalty in the Multi-Affiliate Sector*

Multi-affiliate organizations have the highest donor acquisition rates of any sector. 
The increases are across all giving levels (except principal) but only for large and 
small organizations.

Multi-affiliate organizations have the largest donor files, but the lowest levels of 
donor loyalty. Most of the growth comes from a high volume of donors. These metric 
trends are mostly driven by the large peer-to-peer events. As expected, they have 
the lowest retention rates.

Medium sized multi-affiliate organizations have the strongest retention rates in  
the sector. 

Larger, legacy organizations are starting to experience the challenges that stem from 
traditional acquisition tactics. Overall revenue is trending up for smaller multi-affiliate 
organizations, but down for large, legacy organizations. Many larger organizations 
that have relied heavily on new donors year-after-year are experiencing new 
challenges as the fundraising landscape evolves. 

Multi-Affiliate Organizations

*This data is based on the performance of four multi-affiliate 
organizations representing each organizational size. 
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Insights into Donor Loyalty in the Higher Ed Sector*

Most of the top line growth for colleges and universities is coming from new donors. 
A quick glance at the numbers show that total donors, new donors, and revenue all 
increased from 2017 to 2018—but retention was down. Like many universities, the 
higher education institutions in this study had an influx of new donors in 2017 but 
haven’t done a great job in retaining them to 2018.

Higher education institutions are doing a good job of acquiring donors at every level 
of the pyramid. The increases that were noted from 2017 to 2018 are primarily driven 
by general, mid-level and principal donors.

Higher education institutions have an opportunity to leverage online giving to 
improve acquisition and retention metrics. When it comes to the specific channel 
colleges and universities should consider, it’s important to note that online metrics 
increased significantly from 2017. This was not the case for every sector—providing 
higher ed institutions with new ways of thinking about how to maximize online 
fundraising in their acquisition and retention strategies.

Higher Education

*This data is based on the performance of two small-sized 
higher education institutions in this sector.
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Key Take-Aways
We hope you enjoyed our first-ever donor loyalty benchmarking report and found at 
least one or two things that you can apply to your organization to drive longer term 
loyalty from your donors and improve your fundraising efforts. To help you get started, 
we’ve provided a few thought starters below:

Review the metrics that apply to your organization and assess how you  
are performing.

Consider partnering with an organization in your area that has a different 
revenue portfolio than you do or is of a different size so you can learn from one 
another in complementary areas. 

If you aren’t already measuring Lifetime Value, consider leveraging the 
calculation we provided here and apply it to a discrete population that is easy 
to identify and track. The direct response population in most organizations 
typically has a history of better than average data capture and may be a good 
place to start.

Similarly, if you aren’t already measuring Coverage Ratio, consider starting with 
the donor population that is most valuable to your organization—be that major 
donors, general level, event participants, and so on. 

Once you know what your organization’s average Lifetime Value is (or what it is 
for a target population) and you’ve assessed the health of that group in terms 
of Coverage Ratio, break the population down based on value (both annual 
and lifetime) and use that to determine where you should focus your time and 
resources. Remember, sometimes it is ok to let certain groups of donors lapse, or 
to decide not to over-invest in certain groups, if you know they are not as valuable 
to you in the long term.
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About Pursuant
 
Pursuant exists to help you find new and better 
ways to fund your mission. We can help you 
understand why donors are giving so that you  
can engage them in a way that increases their 
loyalty, commitment, and lifetime value.

Connect with Pursuant today to learn more.

Learn more about Pursuant’s 
fundraising services and how we 
can help you drive donor loyalty by 
unifying data, strategy, and storytelling: 
pursuant.com/solutions.

Learn more about Pursuant Insights’ 
custom analytics solutions to help you 
transform information into strategies 
that raise more money:  
pursuant.com/insights.

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

http://www.pursuant.com/solutions
http://www.pursuant.com/insights
http://www.pursuant.com/resources

