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- CHAPTERCHAPTERCHAPTER 111 - 
How to Move Your Website Beyond 

the “Donate Now” Button 
 
 
 
 
 
A year and a half ago I conducted an experiment. I went online 
and visited the websites of 20 leading nonprofits, some of them 
in Canada and quite a few of them in the United States. They in-
cluded The Coalition to Stop Gun Violence, Amnesty International, Red Cross, 
Greenpeace, Mothers Against Drunk Driving, and the World Wildlife Fund. I 
made an online donation of $20 using my credit card. Then I watched my Inbox 
and I watched my mailbox to see how these organizations would respond. 

My findings were startling. Four organizations out of 20 did not thank me for 
my online gift; some of them never wrote to me again. Seven of them have not 
written to me in over a year and a half. A few of them have sent me direct mail. 
But out of a group of 20 organizations that I sent a gift to a year and a half ago, 
seven have not written to me since, even though I was an online donor. 

In this chapter we’re going to look at an overview of what you have to do as an 
organization to establish a website, set up your email, and win these people to 
your website and get a donation from them. Over the next seven chapters, we’ll 
look at this in far more detail, but we’re going to cover the basics now. 



 
I imagine you’re reading this book either because you’re already raising funds 
online and you’d like to improve your results or you’re thinking of raising funds 
online and you don’t want to be left behind. I’d just like to encourage you to get 
online and start raising funds for a number of reasons. 
 

An increasing number of people are going online every day 
The first reason is that an increasing number of people are going online every 
day. We’re finding that the trends in online shopping and online banking are be-
ing closely followed by people donating online. People are becoming more com-
fortable going online to various websites like Amazon and eBay, and giving over 
their credit card information and buying things over the Net. People are becom-
ing more comfortable going online to do their banking. And we’re finding that as 
people go online in larger numbers to give merchants their money and to do their 
banking, increasing numbers of people are also visiting charitable websites and 
making donations. 

The ePhilanthropy Foundation discovered that in the year 2000 in North 
America, around $250 million were giving to charity online. And just five years 
later, that number had risen from $250 million to $4.5 billion. If you look at the 
chart they’ve produced, you see the numbers are going up almost exponentially. 

In the U.S. alone, there are over 100 million adults with Internet access. In 
Canada, it’s about 15 million; it’s half the population. And all of these people are 
active users of the Web. They’re online all week and they use email just about 
every day. 
 

Your competitors are using the Internet  
Not just people who are in the same line of work as you are using the Internet, 
but also nonprofits in the same city as you—they are your competitors because 
they are trying to get donations from the same donors. 

The Internet allows you to cast your net a little farther afield. If you’re just a 
local small nonprofit and most of your direct mail donors, your banquet donors, 
and your telephone donors  come from a 50 to 100 mile radius of your city, that 
radius is also where you’re going to get most of your online donors, which is the 
same Internet audience your competitors will try to reach. 
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The average user is also getting older 
We’re finding that the average age of the Internet user during the year 2000 was 
20 or early 30s, and we’re finding that donors over the last couple of years have 
been getting older. Now we’re seeing donors in their 50s and 60s going online 
and giving gifts. And you likely know that the most faithful, generous donors in 
North America are women over 60. So it makes sense go to online because those 
donors are also going online. 
 

Most donations that nonprofits get come from individuals 
Another reason you should have a donor-centered website right now is that most 
donations most nonprofits get come from individuals. If you look at a break-
down of the revenue of your organization and most others, you’ll discover that 
about 80% of your donations come from individuals, and most of those dona-
tions come in the form of small gifts. 

Your organization may be exceptional and you may get a disproportionately 
large percentage of your income from government or foundations or businesses 
or churches or even organizations like Rotary International, Kiwanis and the Li-
ons Club. But most nonprofits today get about 80% of their income from indi-
viduals. And donations that come online to your website or through email will 
come through individuals and they will be small gifts. They will rarely be in the 
thousands of dollars. So the Internet is a great way to raise the kinds of donations 
that individuals tend to give. 
 

Donors visit a nonprofit’s website before making a donation 
One reason you should have a donor-centered website is that the chances pretty 
high—they’re better than 50%—that before a donor gives a gift to you, that do-
nor will go online and visit your website. Let me just quote you some statistics. 

There’s an organization in the U.S. called Harris Interactive. They worked in 
collaboration with an online fundraising organization called Verilion. They dis-
covered that 62% of adults will link directly to an organization’s website for in-
formation about the organization before donating. That’s an alarming number. 
Before they give a gift to a charity, 62% of adults will go online and visit that 
charity’s website. The participants of that survey were 18 and over and they had 
volunteered or donated or advocated for a nonprofit in the previous 12 months. 
So these were not people who were new to online fundraising and giving online. 
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Online fundraising should be part of an overall strategy 
It’s not a way to get rich quickly, and it will not likely replace any of the ways 
that you’re currently raising money such as direct mail, telephone, special 
events, and major gifts. It’s just one of many methods; it’s a new method. But if 
you’re a particular type of organization in a particular sector of the nonprofit sec-
tor, you may find that online fundraising will gradually replace one of your cur-
rently popular methods of fundraising.  
 

People use the Internet to find information 
The other reason you should have a donor-centered website right now is that 
people use the Internet to find information. That’s why people go online. They 
boot up their browser, they go to Google or they type into the browser address, 
and they go online to find stuff, to find information.  

Many of those people are going online and they’re searching for information 
about colleges. Or they’re searching information about climate change, animal 
welfare, AIDS in the third world, poverty. They’re looking for information about 
zoos, museums. Your constituents or your potential donors are online and 
they’re searching for information about people like you. And you want to make 
sure they find you. So you need a good website. If you have a good website, 
you’ll be able to raise money online. 
 
 
 
Let’s go over a couple of advantages and disadvantages of online fundraising. 
It’s important to be prepared mentally and emotionally for the investment that 
you need to make if you’re going to raise money online. Some people have unre-
alistic expectations for online fundraising. They think that it’s almost free and 
that the money will roll in if they simply put up a website and have a Donate 
Now button on it.  

I’ll start with the advantages. I’ll start with the good news first. 
 

Donors find you 
One of the advantages of online fundraising is that donors find you. Tradition-
ally in fundraising, you have to go out to find new donors. In direct mail, for ex-
ample, which is my specialty, I know and you know, too, that if an organization 

Advantages of online fundraising  
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wants to find new direct mail donors, they have to rent a list of potential donors. 
That costs around $75 to $100 per 1,000. Then they have to write an appeal. 
They have to design it. They have to get an envelope, letterhead, business reply 
envelope, business reply card. They have to print it, put postage on it, and mail 
it. 

If they want to be successful, they have to mail 10s of 1,000s of those pieces. 
And they have to mail them to a list of people who will likely only respond in 
one case out of 100. If you get a one percent response rate in direct mail fund-
raising, you’re considered doing well. That’s one in 100 people who are inter-
ested in what you’re saying, and 99 out of 100 who are not. That’s not a very 
good average, but it’s the industry average. 

Whereas, online you don’t rent lists of potential donors. They find you. Peo-
ple searching for the kind of information you have on your website are searching 
for you and they are contacting you. Potential donors, potential advocates, mem-
bers, constituents—they find you. And it does not cost you a lot of money to ac-
quire them. In some cases, it might only cost you a few cents to raise a dollar 
online. 
 

Always on 
Another advantage of online fundraising is that your fundraising method is al-
ways working for you. Unlike banquets, which you start and end at a given time, 
and unlike direct mail campaigns, in which you mail and wait for a couple a 
months before all the results have come in, unlike telephone fundraising, which 
can only take place during the day, the Internet is always on. 

You’re restricted with telephone fundraising and banquets and direct mail, 
but the Internet is always open and your website is always pushing out your mes-
sage and potentially raising money for you. So it works for you 24 hours a day. 
It also works for your donors and your advocates 24 hours a day, too, because 
they can’t always pick up the phone and call you. Some of them aren’t inclined 
to write you a letter. But they can always visit your website and send you an 
email. They can always get the information they want, too. They might just want 
your phone number. They might want your charitable status number and they 
can simply go online and find that. So you do your donors a service by having a 
system that’s on all the time. 
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Less expensive than offline fundraising 
Online fundraising is also less expensive than many offline fundraising methods. 
For example, if you want to put together a full color brochure, you have to write 
it, design it, and print it. It costs a lot of money to print full color brochures these 
days. But if you have a full color website and you decide you want to change one 
of the images or change the text, it costs you almost nothing to make those 
changes. 

Testing is also cheaper than direct mail. It’s much cheaper to send out 2,000 
emails with a subject line that you want to test, or an ask that you want to test, or 
a visual look that you want to test, or a campaign that you want to test. It’s much 
cheaper to mail 2,000 emails than it is to mail 2,000 direct mail pieces. So online 
fundraising is cheaper in that way. 

Also, there’s no penalty for publishing a lot of words. If you want to have a 
lot of words in a direct mail appeal, you have to add pages, so you go from a one 
page letter to a two page, or a two page to a four page. The more you want to 
say, the more paper that’s involved, and it costs you more money to print every 
one of those words. But online, you can add 100 words; 500; 1,000; 10,000; and 
it doesn’t really cost you anything extra. 

It’s also cheaper to process gifts online than it is offline. You don’t have to 
have as many people. You don’t have a staff person physically opening your en-
velopes, taking out the reply card, looking at the check, entering into the data-
base by hand. All of that’s done for you online. So it’s cheaper to process gifts. 

It’s also cheaper to customize your appeals. The data work that’s involved is 
integrated into your system, if you get the right kind of system. And you can per-
sonalize your emails. You can personalize your web pages far less expensively 
than hiring a data house or a letter shop to personalize direct mail appeals for 
you. 

You also don’t waste as much money. If you were to send out a donor acqui-
sition package, as I just mentioned, and you sent out 100,000 pieces with only a 
one percent response rate, then that means a lot of paper and ink and postage 
went right into the trash, and it was entirely wasted if they didn’t even open your 
envelope. But if you send 100,000 emails or have 100,000 web pages and your 
recipients don’t open them, it doesn’t cost you in the same way that the postage 
and paper in the trash can does. So online fundraising is less expensive that way. 
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Faster than offline 
Having a web presence allows you to reach people faster. You can launch an ap-
peal in hours. This happened during the U.S. election campaign. Barack Obama, 
Hillary Clinton, Mike Huckabee, and all the other candidates were able to send 
emails every day to their donors and supporters. They were able to send an email 
within an hour and get the message out to their supporters within minutes of an 
event taking place. 

The same is true when natural disasters occur. When one of the worst tor-
nado storms that the U.S. has had in decades, there were people without houses, 
50 were killed and many people were injured. People were in desperate shape, 
and organizations like the Red Cross, Habitat for Humanity, and the Salvation 
Army were able to send out email appeals immediately to their donors.  

If these relief organizations wanted to place an ad in the paper, they would 
have had to wait a day. If they wanted to take out a radio spot, that would have 
taken longer. A direct mail appeal would have taken even longer to write, create, 
print, and mail. And by the time they mailed it, it’s a week or two too late. 
Online, you can do things immediately. Online is a great way to raise funds for 
emergencies or any hot issue, like a political election campaign. 

Another nice thing about online fundraising is that the results are almost im-
mediate. I know this firsthand. When I send out my newsletters on Friday and I 
offer a handbook for sale or a booklet, I usually get a sale within 15 minutes. 
And it’s the same with online fundraising. When you send out an email appeal 
that resonates with your donors, you can expect to receive your first gift within 
minutes, not within days or weeks (like direct mail), or months (like major gifts), 
or years (like planned giving). 

With direct mail, you have to wait weeks for most of your results to come in. 
But with email, some campaigns are over within just a few days. Most of the 
money has come in by the end of the week. You measure them in days, not 
weeks or months. 
 

Automated 
Much of online fundraising is automated, which is nice. A lot of the time-
consuming steps of offline fundraising, like manually putting together packages, 
walking packages to the post office, processing them, opening the envelopes, 
taking out the checks, addressing, mailing, and even taking the funds to the bank, 
don’t exist in online fundraising. Those checks have to be taken to the bank and 
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deposited into the bank; they all have to be written on a deposit slip. All those 
things are taken care of for you with online fundraising. 

Online is interactive 
The whole nature of the Internet is that people have something to do. When you 
send them a direct mail letter, they read it. When people attend a banquet or a 
special event that you have, they generally sit in the audience, they eat their din-
ner, and they listen to a lot of speeches, and they applaud. But there’s not much 
for them to do. 

Some special events are different, of course. You can have golf tournaments 
and walkathons and runs, where people participate. But online by its very nature 
is interactive. There are things that your donors can do, things that activists who 
visit your website can do. They can click on things. They can watch things. They 
can listen to things. They can download things. They can click around your web-
site and they can interact with your message much more than they can by sitting 
in a banquet or listening on the telephone or reading a direct mail piece from 
you. 
 

Viral 
Another advantage of online fundraising is its great potential to be viral. Viral is 
simply the word used on the Internet to describe a word-of-mouth campaign that 
really takes off. It’s almost like a bug that everybody gets. Good examples of 
these happen on FaceBook, MySpace, and particularly YouTube.  

There’s a video on YouTube of an exploding whale. This is a whale that 
some American staff blew up on a beach. It was a beached whale and they didn’t 
know what to do with the body. It was rotting. It was stinking. This was back in 
the 1970s. They put dynamite around it and they blew it up and they videotaped 
it. That video is one of the most popular videos on YouTube, and everybody and 
his cousin will email a link to that video to his friends and family and brothers 
and sisters. It becomes viral in that way.  

And the same is true with online fundraising. 
If you have a particularly funny video that is on target and presents your 

brand in a good way, if that video gets uploaded to YouTube, you can have a 
viral campaign going on where everybody gets excited about your campaign and 
what it is that you’re promoting. They get online and they visit those websites 
and watch those videos. So it’s good for viral word-of-mouth advertising. 
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Online donors give more 
Another advantage of online fundraising is that online donors tend to give more. 
We’ll look at this in a minute when we look at a profile of an online donor. 
 
 
 
So those are the advantages. What’s the downside? What are the disadvantages 
of online fundraising?  
 

Spam 
If you’re going to launch an online fundraising program, you should go into this 
forewarned. And one of the great, great disadvantages of online fundraising is 
spam. 

This is my email Inbox (Figure 1.1). There are eight messages, and all are 
spam except one. You might go through that list and think, “Well, I don’t see it. 
I don’t see it. I don’t see it. Oh, yeah, there it is. Okay.” 

The last message in my Inbox, the one at the bottom has the subject line, 
“Looking Back and Moving Forward.” That’s not a very descriptive subject and 
it doesn’t really tell me the organization it’s from. Then if I look over to see who 
it’s from, it’s from the Educational Fund to Stop Gun Violence. This is the chari-
table arm of the Coalition to Stop Gun Violence. 

So this email has a subject line and it has a “From,” a “To”, and a “Date.” 

Disadvantages of online fundraising 

FIGURE 1.1 
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But it looks much the same as all the other emails. It’s bold and it arrives in the 
Inbox exactly the same way. I poise my finger over the Delete button and decide 
if it is spam or not. I get hundreds of spam a day and I imagine you do, too, if 
your email address has been found by the spammers. And you know the kinds of 
spam you get. It’s very, very annoying. 

One of the great disadvantages of online fundraising is that perfectly legiti-
mate, reputable, decent nonprofits have to compete in the mailbox with these 
spammers for the attention of donors. 
 

Online­only donors are harder to renew 
Another disadvantage of online fundraising is that an online only donor—in 
other words, a donor who just gives online—is much harder to renew than an 
offline donor. Let me explain what I mean by renewing. The secret of success in 
fundraising is to get more than one gift from a donor. It’s very expensive to find 
a brand new person and just get one gift from them and then they vanish. Ideally, 
you should build a relationship with your donors so that they give you one, two, 
three, four gifts. They stay with you for years and they become a good friend of 
your organization. You become good friends of theirs. You develop a relation-
ship where they trust you, they admire you, and they give over time. That’s an 
ideal donor. 

But it’s been known anecdotally in the industry, and it’s been corroborated 
by the director of donor development at Habitat for Humanity in the U.S. (she 
went on the record recently in a trade publication), that online only donors are 
much harder to renew. They’re not as loyal as offline donors. So if you have 
someone who gives just on your website and just by email, that donor is not as 
likely to stick around and keep giving as the donor you have who gives regularly 
through your monthly giving program or by direct mail or by phone or in another 
method that’s offline. 
 

Online donors are younger 
Online donors are younger, which is a disadvantage. The profile of the average 
donor in North America is a woman, 60 or over, who supports 13 charities. Most 
online donors are 38, and so they don’t meet your profile of an ideal donor. An-
other disadvantage they have if they’re younger than 38 is that they’re probably 
cash strapped. They might be graduating. They might have student debt. And if 
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they’re just starting their careers, they’re not earning the kind of money that 
somebody is in their 50s and 60s. They don’t have as much money to give, and 
for that reason, they’re not as generous as older donors. 

Online is not tangible 
Another disadvantage of online fundraising—and you can take this one for what 
it is—is that you can’t hold it in your hand the way you can with a letter. I sup-
pose if you visit a website, you can always print the website. And if you get an 
email, you can always print that email and take it to bed with a cup of coffee and 
read it through. But it’s not the same as being in a chair with a letter or being on 
the phone and listening to the voice of somebody talking to you about the or-
ganization. 

You don’t have that tangible expression of the organization. You don’t see a 
smile the way you do with a personal visitation from a solicitor. And you don’t 
hear the inflection or the tone of voice of the person who’s asking you for the 
gift. Online fundraising is impersonal. It’s not as tangible as other methods of 
fundraising, which is a disadvantage of sorts. So it’s a different type of medium, 
as you can see. 
 
 
 
I’m thankful to Network for Good. They’re an organization in the U.S. that helps 
nonprofits receive charitable gifts. In fact, they’re the largest nonprofit giving 
portal. You can go to their website and give funds 
to nonprofits through Network for Good. And 
they’ve done a lot of studies of online donors. And 
in recent years, they’ve discovered that online do-
nors fit a pretty typical profile. 

They figure that the average age is 38, and 
they found this out by profiling the donors who 
went online and gave through Network for Good. 
The average age of a direct mail donor is 60. 
Around 52% are female and 48% are male. Some 
of these donors are new to online giving, but they 
are not new to giving. They are familiar with giv-
ing to charity, but they might be giving to charity online for the first time. We’re 
not talking about brand new people who’ve never given a charitable gift before. 

Profile of Today’s Donor 
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They’re more generous than offline donors. The average gift in direct mail 
fundraising is $27, but the average gift of an online donation is $137. That was 
true in 2005, and I believe the ratio is probably the same today. 

Another thing about online donors is that lots of them tend to give to the 
same charities. They tend to give to charities online that are in some way in-
volved in disaster relief. Any charity that was involved in the tsunami or Hurri-
cane Katrina or any major disaster (such as the American Red Cross or the Sal-
vation Army), those types of disaster relief charities tend to get most of the dona-
tions from online donors. But having said that, if you look at all the online or-
ganizations and you simply take out the disaster relief groups and look at all the 
others, then you discover that around 70% of donor dollars went to these small 
and mid-size groups that aren’t in the disaster relief arena. 

 If you wanted to know what the most popular destinations for online donors 
are, they are the disaster relief groups and international groups like Doctors 
Without Borders. Next are animal welfare organizations like the Humane Soci-
ety and animal rights groups like People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. 
Then you have human services, which include shelters and organizations for the 
homeless and the poor, followed by education, universities, and colleges. That’s 
your average online donor. It’s a different profile from your direct mail donor 
and has to be approached in a slightly different way. 
 
 
 
One thing that nonprofits are using the Internet for is to acquire new members 
and new donors. I went to Google and I simply typed in “animal rights,” which 
you can see in the search box in Figure 1.2. You see the word “Google” in multi-
colored letters, and right next to it there’s the search box with “animal rights.” 
It’s a pretty broad term. And number one in the search results was the charity 
called the People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA). 

You notice that there’s a charity above that called End Animal Cruelty, but 
that’s a paid sponsored link, which it states on the right-hand side. An organiza-
tion paid to have that there, but PETA has optimized their website so well for the 
phrase “animal rights,” (those keywords) they’re number one in the world, at 
least in North America for searches. 

And if somebody goes online and wants to find out about animal welfare and 
ethical treatment of animals, the first place they would likely look is the website 
for PETA. When they click on that link, they would be taken to the home page 

Nonprofits are using the Internet to acquire new donors and members 
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FIGURE 1.2 

of PETA, seen in Figure 1.3.   
The navigation bar at the top of the screen includes PETA’s ACTION CEN-

TER., which takes you to the page you see in Figure 1.4. There’s a place where 
the donor can click the link Get Active. 
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And you see that there’s place where you can Join PETA. You can join this 
organization and become an advocate by becoming a donor. Look at Figure 1.5. 
This is the page where you would sign up to become a donor, an activist, and a 
supporter of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. So there are nonprofits 
today that are acquiring new donors using their website. That’s one way that 
they’re using the Web. 
 
 
You can visit the Red Cross (Figure 1.6) and click the DONATE ONLINE button 
and be taken to a page where you can donate online. You can use your credit 
card and make a gift right away. Or you can donate through Google Checkout, 
which means that when you buy something online through Google Checkout, a 
portion of that gift will go to the charity. If you’re not comfortable giving your 
credit card information online, you can pick up the phone and gift a gift, or you 
can click the DONATE BY MAIL button. That will take you to a page where 
you complete a form and then print that information. You write in your credit 
card information and you mail your gift with a check. 

If you have stocks, you can give those to charity. You can give a planned 
gift, such as leaving a bequest in your will. You see all these other ways on the 
following page, in Figure 1.6, that nonprofits are using their websites to raise 
funds offline. You can even raise funds by instant messaging and donating spare 
change. Nonprofits are using their websites to raise funds online and offline. It’s 
important to know that your website can be used for more than just receiving 
credit card gifts. It can be far more productive than that. 
 
 
 
Look at Figure 1.7 and you see that nonprofits are also using their websites to 
raise funds by selling products. One mistake you have to avoid if you’re a really 
small nonprofit and you don’t have much money for website development is 
buying or renting one of these shopping carts that lets you sell all sorts of knick-
knacks from your website that don’t have anything to do with your mission or 
the people you help or the work you do. You don’t want to turn your website 
into a shopping mall or a bazaar where people can come and just buy any old 
thing and you get a percentage of the profits. This hurts your brand. People will 
think that you’re just selling stuff. 

The Hospital for Sick Children in Toronto, Canada (SickKids) sells things 

Nonprofits are also using the Internet to raise funds offline 
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online, but these products are closely related to the work that SickKids does 
helping children. Look at the featured items in Figure 1.6. There’s a Bravery 
Heart Necklace. This would be given to children that are going through cancer 
treatment and have lost all their hair and are very sick. These are courageous 
children. Some loved one will buy the Bravery Heart Necklace for them, and a 
portion of that money would go to the charity to carry out its mission. The rest 
will pay for the cost of the product and overhead such as operating the online 
store. 

Look on the left-hand side where I've circled with a red oval. SickKids has 
gifts for him, for her, for children, for baby. They have their gifts organized by 
the person who would get them, and they also have them arranged by type—
books, toys. There’s even a wish list people can fill in. 

As you can see, organizations are raising money by selling products. My 
caution is simply that you sell products related to your mission. Don’t fall into 
the trap of selling stuff just to make money. 
 
 
 
A couple of nonprofits have done something interesting using the Internet to 
raise funds with special events (see Figure 1.8). They’ve held an actual online 
event where you had to go online and bid for things that were being auctioned 
online at the website. Some organizations are doing online auctions, but they’re 
using eBay. eBay has a special little section of the website where charities can 
auction items and the money goes to the charity. So there are online auctions 
where you can raise money. That’s sort of a special event. 

But there are all sorts of other special events that take place offline. And or-
ganizations like the American Cancer Society are using their websites not only 
to promote the special event, but also to manage the special event. In Figure 8, 
we’ve clicked on the Gala navigation link on the left-hand side. If you visit the 
American Cancer Society at www.cancer.org, you can simply type in your ZIP 
code or type in your city or your state to locate the nearest gala so you can at-
tend. That’s a helpful way of finding special events in your area, and it’s done 
using the website. 

There are all sorts of other fundraisers that they do during the year. The Re-
lay for Life is one of the most well known and most popular. Another one is 
Making Strides Against Breast Cancer. You can click on any of those links and 
participate. The more innovative nonprofits are using their websites not only to 
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acquire registrations and get people to sign up for these offline special events, 
but they’re also using their websites to keep people updated on what’s happen-
ing. 

In the city of Toronto, for example, we have the CN Tower. Until very re-
cently, it was the tallest freestanding structure in Canada, and it has hundreds of 
steps from the bottom to the top. Every year, there are various charities that con-
duct a run from the base of the CN Tower up to the top. You can raise money for 
every step that you take. You get friends and family to sponsor your every step. 

These charities allow individual runners to create their own web page on the 
organization’s website, and you can invite your friends, family, and colleagues 
to visit your page. You can invite your friends to come and pledge a certain of 
amount of money for every step that you take. You can put photographs of your-
self in training and photographs of you on the climb. You can keep your friends, 
family, and others updated on your progress. Organizations are using the Web in 
innovate ways for special events. 
 

 
In Figure 1.9 you can see that organizations are also using their websites to en-
gage donors. This is a vital step in raising money online. It’s not enough just to 
have a Donate Now button. You have to have a website that actually encourages 
people to do something on your website and get involved in some way. 

Here’s an example from Heifer International’s website. Heifer does relief 
and development work overseas. If you visit their website, you’ll see a simple 
navigation bar. You can learn about their WORK. You can GET INVOLVED. 
You can GIVE a gift. And you can LEARN more about the people who they 
help. If you click the GET INVOLVED link, it takes you to a page with the 
headline, “Get Involved - Help Heifer End Hunger.” And you can see all the 
ways that you can get involved with this organization. 

You can become more engaged with the organization. You can Volunteer, 
for one thing. You can visit their learning centers. You can Support Partnerships, 
large and small, to help them achieve their mission of ending hunger around the 
world. You can even Take a Study Tour where you travel overseas and study the 
work that they’re doing and the people who they’re helping. You can help them 
Raise Funds. You can attend a special event, invite a speaker to come and speak 
to your group. And you can even refer this page (Email Page) or this organiza-
tion to others that you know. There are lots of ways that you can get involved, 
and many nonprofits are using websites like this to engage their members and 
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donors. 
In the past, in the direct mail arena, the only option like this was Friend-Get-

a-Friend mailings, where we would encourage recipients of the direct mail piece 
to pass along a card or a buck slip or ask them to tell their friends about the or-
ganization. Whereas, online, you have many, many more creative ways and fun 
ways and engaging ways that you can spread the word and get your donors in-
volved in your organization. It’s a well known fact in North America that house-
holds that volunteer give 40% more money per year to charity than households 
that do not volunteer. So if you use your website to engage your donors, you’ll 
see your revenue increase over time. 
 
 
 
Nonprofits are also using their websites to advocate for change and to bring 
about change in the world. In Figure 1.10 on the next page, you see an email 
from the Coalition to Stop Gun Violence. It has a call to action to phone the U.S. 
Capitol switchboard (they give you the phone number) and it asks you to speak 
to the two senators for your state to tell them that you do not want the Coburn 
Amendment to pass. You want to keep guns out of U.S. National Parks. This is a 
good example of an email being used to drive people to take an action, to make a 
difference. 

You can use email to inform people. You can use it to motivate them to give 
a gift. And you can use email to drive people to take action to help your cause 
and the people who you help. 
 
 
 
Online fundraising accounts for a small percentage of most organizations’ over-
all revenue. For some organizations it’s only five percent. Five cents of every 
dollar they raise comes in online, but that percentage is growing for some or-
ganizations. To succeed online you need to be willing to invest in online fund-
raising. It doesn’t happen just by putting up a website. “If you build it they will 
not come.” And you can’t just rely on a passive Donate Now button. 

You need to make three investments. You need to invest money, you need to 
invest in your staff, and you need to invest time. There will be upfront expenses 
in putting up a website. One of them is simply designing a website. You need to 
write it and design it. You probably want to have original photography. You 

Nonprofits are using email to advocate for change 
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want to have a website look that is different from other websites. This means you 
need to hire someone or have a staff person design your website for you. 
 

Money 
If you’re going to take credit cards online, you need online payment processing 
ability, and there are many ways to do that. That’s all in the backend that nobody 
sees, but you have to pay for that. You either buy it or rent it. And then you have 
your cost of hosting your website and the cost of having a domain name. Those 
are ongoing costs. 
 

Staff 
If you want to put up a decent website, then you’re going to discover that it in-
creases your staff workload. There are all sorts of people online who will not 
pick up the phone and call you, they will not write you a letter, and they will not 
respond to your direct mail. But if they’re on your website, they will send you an 
email. If you put up a decent website that’s provocative and gets people talking, 
you can start getting lots of emails from people, maybe even phone calls, too. A 
good website will increase the burden on your staff. They are the ones who have 
to answer all new online inquiries. You have to manage all of that increased ac-
tivity. 

Online donations increase your workload, too. A lot of it is automated, but 
you still have to manage those new donors who come on board. They’re going to 
come through a new channel—online. That’s going to decrease your offline 
workload to a degree, but you still need staff to manage that aspect of your data-
base. 

Keeping a website up to date also takes staff. If you have a very small shop 
and you wear all the hats—you’re the major gift officer and the planned giving 
officer and the annual giving officer—and suddenly you’re also responsible for 
online fundraising, you’ll probably be disappointed. You’ll discover that keeping 
your website up to date with images and content, and keeping your calendar up 
to date, takes time. Either you’re going to do it or you’ll have to hire a staff per-
son (a dedicated team member) or a freelancer to keep your website up to date. 

You need to make a strategic decision early on in this process to be commit-
ted to online fundraising. Don’t be tempted to rely on the cousin or the daughter 
of a board member who just happens to be an Internet whiz and is really good at 
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creating websites and knows how to do the backend because when that person 
quits as a staffer or as a volunteer, then you’re sunk. You need to make a com-
mitment to being online and staying online. You need to get the buy-in from 
your board of directors down. You need to get institutional, managerial, and ex-
ecutive agreement that online fundraising is going to be a commitment of your 
organization. 
 

Time 
Online fundraising also takes time. Some of the gifts will come in right away. 
But you’re not going to develop an online presence in a few months that is really 
popular in the search engines. People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals is 
ranked first on Google, but it didn’t get there in just a weekend. It takes time and 
effort to get high rankings on search engines when people type in keywords to 
search for what you champion. 

It also takes time to cultivate donors. It takes time to develop a relationship 
with them and build their trust. People won’t trust you right away and give you 
lots of money. It takes time. It takes months. It takes years. You have to be will-
ing to wait out that time. 

You also need to understand that website visitors don’t give just because you 
have a Donate Now button. You have to cultivate them. You have to develop 
that relationship. That takes time, too. 
 
 
 
Let’s look at the three reasons that people visit websites. This is important to 
know so that you can structure your website—the content, the visuals, and your 
whole plan for your website—to cater to the three kinds of people who come to 
your website. 

People go online to do one of three things. They go online to discover some-
thing, to do something, or to donate. The website in Figure 1.11 is from the 
American Cancer Society, and the home page caters to each of these three 
groups. You see right away that it has something for people who want to dis-
cover something. They might have cancer. They might think they have cancer. 
Or they may have a loved one who has cancer. As soon as they visit the website 
of the American Cancer Society, it greets them by saying, “Find out more about 
the American Cancer Society’s Global programs.” 
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They see another link, Learn about Cancer. It couldn’t be much simpler than 
that. They may be a doctor, a patient, a family member, or a survivor of cancer. 
They may be a health professional. And there’s a little box on the left, I need in-
formation for… with links to the different types of visitors they get to their web-
site. They’re all listed right there. So if anybody comes to the website of the 
American Cancer Society and wants to know something or learn something, it’s 
right there. 

If you look down the left-hand side of the page, you’ll see a navigation col-
umn. It’s called “Find it Fast.” Let’s say I’m going online and I’m searching for 
something. I would look down this list and what the American Cancer Society 
has done. This is very helpful for their donors. They’ve taken the most popular 
searches that people do online, and they put them down the left-hand side of the 
page. So the most popular pages people visit are all listed right there. I might 
want to quit smoking; there’s a Guide to Quitting Smoking. I might be wonder-
ing, “What should I do to get treated for my cancer?” There are Treatment Deci-
sion Tools I can use. There are Stories of Hope, so I can read about people who 
have gone there before me. I can learn all sorts of things about cancer.  

I might be well educated about cancer, and I might decide, “I want to do 
something about this.” Let’s say my dad just died of cancer, or my sister died of 
cancer and I think I want to do something. I don’t just want to sit and do nothing. 
I want to get involved. So I visit the American Cancer Society and I discover 
right there in the middle of the page there’s a little button, Join the Fight Against 
Cancer. That tells me right away that I can join the fight. I can get involved. I 
can participate in an event. I can volunteer my time. I can give a gift or I can ad-
vocate for change. I can get involved. I can do something, not just visit the web-
site and read and learn, but I can actually advocate for change or I can volunteer. 
I can participate. So that caters to me as well. 

If I’m informed about the organization and I’m involved in the organization, 
I can also give a gift. This is one of the key things that we’ll look at in the next 
chapter when we examine how a web page is structured and how a website is 
built. We’re going to discover that you need to have your Donate Now button in 
a very clear, obvious place on the website and have it more than once. 

If I wanted to donate and I came to this page, I would see at the very top of 
this page they have a Donate Now link just above the search box. I’d look down 
just a third of the page and I’d see, Join the Fight Against Cancer. I could donate. 
On the left-hand side, where it says I need information for, I see that there’s a 
link for donors. Just beneath that, there’s a Donate Now button. All sort of ways 
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I could donate and they’re in very obvious places on this website. 
So those are the three reasons that people come and visit a website. Let’s 

look at those in a little more detail so you understand why people are coming to 
your website. 
 
 
  
People are online to learn stuff. That’s the main reason people go online. They 
go online to do banking, and they go online to buy stuff. But mainly, people go 
online because they want to find out something. That’s why they probably land 
on your website. They’re searching for something that has to do with what you 
champion.  

They might want info about your services, like the American Cancer Society. 
They might want to read about news, about poverty, or the conflict in Darfur, or 
the AIDS epidemic Africa. They may be visiting your website to find out your 
phone number. And so the key thing you have to give to your visitors is content, 
and we’ll be discussing this in the next chapter. You need to have the content 
that people expect to find on your website. That would include a description of 
your services, obviously. You would explain who you are and who you help and 
what you do. You have to have contact information on your website. People 
have to be able to find you, phone you, email you, and find your physical ad-
dress. It won’t be a post office box number.  

They come for news. They come for background information. And the 
American Cancer Society is a good example of this. They come because they 
want facts and figures and statistics. They visit websites because they want up-
dates. They want an update on the political scene. They want an update on what 
is happening on campus. They want an update on clear cutting or what’s happen-
ing with the campaign to end whaling in the South Atlantic. They want updates, 
either weekly, monthly, daily. They want to know what’s going on in their part 
of the world. Can they come to an event? Can they hear a speaker? Can they take 
part in your golf tournament? Is there something going on this week that they 
can attend? They’ll visit your website to find out the calendar of events. 
 This is the reason that you need to make your website donor centered. 
You need to have information on your website that reflects what your donors are 
looking for, what visitors are looking for. It’s not simply your brochure put 
online. It has to be the content that people are looking for when they visit you. 
The American Cancer Society does this so beautifully. On the left-hand side, as I 
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mentioned, they have a link there for every type of visitor that might come, 
whether it’s a family member, a patient, a friend of someone who has cancer. It 
might be a doctor, a nurse. It might be a volunteer. It might be someone who is 
simply seeking information about cancer. They have a link there for each type of 
visitor who comes to their page. 
 
 
 
Why else do people visit nonprofit websites? Well they come to do something. 
Your goal as an online fundraiser is to keep visitors on your website for as long 
as possible. 

You need to make a website that is sticky. That’s the expression we use in 
online fundraising. You want it sticky so that when people visit, they stick 
around. They are glued to your website and they don’t leave in a hurry. And the 
secret to making a website sticky is to have fresh, updated content that’s deliv-
ered in an engaging way. Not just new content, but actually new content that is 
fun to look at and that the person can interact with. 

You need to give your donor something to do. Look again at the home page 
of the People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals in Figure 1.3 on page 18. I 
don’t know how many things there are that you can do, but there are quite a few. 
Right at the top of the page, you can search the website. You can subscribe to an 
eNewsletter. You can renew your membership by clicking on the dog in the up-
per right. You can watch videos. You can read a blog. You can donate. On the 
left-hand side, you’ll see What’s New halfway down the page. For Valentines’ 
Day, PETA encouraged people to tell the people who make the Mars Bar to have 
a heart. So you can actually get involved politically. You can start taking action 
and signing a petition of some kind. This is just at the home page of the website. 

You need to give your donor something to do. That’s the secret to building a 
relationship and making your website the kind of website that people want to 
return to time after time. 

 
 
 

You may be wondering, “Exactly how do I make my website sticky?” One of the 
most popular ways today is to post videos. You can post your videos on You-
Tube with a link on your website visitors can click to access the video on You-
Tube. They don’t have to go anywhere else. 

Why people visit nonprofit websites: to Do Something 
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You can offer a quiz. Test people on their knowledge of a certain subject. 
You can offer a poll. People like to give their opinions, and you can have a poll 
where you ask them their opinion about something. Make it simple. Make it 
straightforward. Make it quick. And people will give you their opinion. They can 
take part. 

The Globe and Mail newspaper website, for example, has a poll every day, 
and many people will visit that page of that newspaper online every day because 
they want to answer the question—The Poll of the Day. You can ask a provoca-
tive question on your home page and have people respond to it in an email giv-
ing you their answer. You can invite people to sign up for a newsletter or a bulle-
tin or news alerts or a prayer letter. You can post a petition and ask visitors to 
sign it and email their member of Congress perhaps. 

You can ask friends to tell other friends about your 
website. You can have a button or a link where you can 
refer the site to someone else. That’s a great kind of en-
dorsement, by the way. You’re not spamming anybody, 
but your visitors are telling their friends and family. 
People will trust their friends and family, and they may 
visit your website as a result. 

You give them something to do. You can have a 
comments page on your website where people can leave 
a comment at the foot of every article on your website. 
You could have a little place where people can com-
ment, give their comments about this article. You stir up 
a little bit of controversy and that makes your website 
more sticky because people like controversy. They like 
opinion. They like to visit a website where there’s more than just the organiza-
tion’s voice being shared. 

Now obviously, you have problems with your brand and public relations. 
You have to be very careful about the comments you allow to be posted on your 
website. The way to do it is to have a moderated comments board where no com-
ment gets onto your website unless it’s been moderated by somebody in a trust-
worthy position in the organization. But once you get a good comment and you 
decide that you want to post it, you can post it and make your website more 
sticky that way. 

There’s an organization in the United States called Union Rescue Mission. 
They put a really interesting calculator on their website. You could visit their 
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website and you could key in the amount of money that you were thinking of 
donating. Let’s say $50.00. You put that into this little online calculator, click a 
button, and it immediately told you what that $50.00 would buy. It might buy 10 
meals. It might buy clothing for a family for a week. It might buy two beds for 
two nights for two people. But you could see right away what a gift of $50.00 
would buy. And if you increased your donation, you could see all the different 
things that it would buy. 

Certain fields on that calculator were always empty unless you gave a really 
large gift, like if you gave a gift of $1,000.00 or more. Suddenly one of the little 
fields on the calculator would be populated with something that your donation 
could buy or that the organization could buy with your money. It was really an 
innovative calculator. You could have one of those on your website and people 
would be more likely to stay on your website and use the calculator and interact 
with you. 

The model that you should be using for your website is not thinking of it as a 
brochure that represents your organization. Don’t think of your website as an 
annual report. Think of your website as a daily newspaper where the content has 
to be updated daily. It has to be fresh. The content has to be not only fresh, but it 
has to be compelling. The statistical tables at Statistics Canada are updated daily, 
but they’re not very compelling. The stock tables—if you go to The Wall Street 
Journal online, you can see the stock tables are updated daily, but they’re not 
that exciting to look at and most people are not interested in them. 

So your website not only has to be fresh (daily if at all possible), but it has to 
be engaging. People have to be able to read the content and see the images that 
you’re using and be compelled to stay there and read on. And we’re going to 
look at that in the next chapter—how you create a website that looks and sounds 
compelling. 
 
 
 
The third thing that people want to do online is they want to give a donation. 
This is the hardest thing to get people to do. You can drive people to your web-
site. You can give them information. You can get them involved. But getting 
them to actually give you a gift is the hardest part of online fundraising. 

If you want your visitors to reach this step, the donation step, you have to 
make it easy for your donors to give a gift. Don’t make it complicated. Don’t 
make it cumbersome. And you also need to remember that a Donate Now button 
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is not a case for support. I could mail you a postcard that says “Give us a gift,” 
and that would be the exact same thing as having a Donate Now button on your 
website. People will not click your Donate Now button and give you a gift if 
they know nothing about your organization. Nobody goes online and visit web-
sites arbitrarily and gives money. 

FIGURE 1.12 
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Many people who go online and visit websites and give a donation, they’re 
giving online for convenience. Offline they’ve decided to make a gift to Doctors 
without Borders or Habitat for Humanity or Amnesty International. They’ve re-
ceived a direct mail piece or they’ve read an article in the paper, and they’ve de-
cided to give online because it’s convenient and it’s immediate. They would visit 
your website and click the Donate Now button, but most people don’t. 

Let me just give you an example of how not to do it. On the home page of 
the London Health Sciences Centre (Figure 1.12), you will not find a Donate 
Now button.  

You can look all around, and if you went there to give a donation, you would 
not see a button that said, Give Now or Donate Now. You don’t want a button 
that says Support Us or Help Us. Give Now or Donate Now are the phrases that 
people are looking for online. And we’ll be learning in upcoming chapters that 
words you put on the bottom are important, too. On the London Health Sciences 
Centre website there is no button that says Give Now. They have a button that 
says Ways to Give. If you wanted to make a donation, you would probably do 
what I did, and you’d think, “Okay. I suppose that’s where I have to click.  I 
have my credit card in my hand. I’m ready to give a gift,” and so I click on there 
and it takes you to the page in Figure 1.13, Ways to Give. 

I’m still not able to give a donation. I have to decide if I’m giving my gift to 
the Children’s Health Foundation or the London Health Sciences Foundation. 
Who am I giving to? I decide I’m going to give to the London Health Sciences 
Foundation. That’s the link in the middle of the page circled in red. I click on 
that link. I’m now on step 2 of the giving process. This link takes me to the page 
in Figure 1.14. 

Now I’m at the page of London Health Sciences Foundation. Hospitals gen-
erally have a foundation that manages their charitable giving. And I see a big 
button there. It’s in red and it says Invest in Excellence. Donate Now! Aha. So 
I’m on step 3, and I click on that red button and it takes me to the page in Figure 
1.15.  

When I get to the page in Figure 1.15, my eye immediately goes to the right-
hand side and I see that red box that says Donate Now. And I think, “Oh, that’s 
where I’m supposed to click.” It’s the same button that was on Figure 14. But 
here I am. I’m seeing the same button again and so I click it, and what happens? 
Well, it just takes me to this very page that I’m already on.  

I look down at the options and it says “Your donation can make a difference. 
Make personal donation.” Okay. That’s what I want to do. I look at the options 
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and click on Make a personal donation. I click Continue. And that takes me to 
the page in Figure 1.16. 

I get to the page in Figure 1.16 and I look—just glance down the page and I 
see, Invest in Excellence. Donate Now. I think, “Oh, I've already clicked that 
button twice.” No point clicking that again because it’ll just take me to the page I 
was on just a minute ago. Why this organization has a Donate Now button on the 
donation page, I don’t know, but they do. So here I can give them my informa-
tion. And once I've given them my information, this takes me to another page, 
and then I have to click another button that takes me to another page, and then I 
have to click a button and finally my gift will be processed. So after I reach this 
page, which is step 5, I still have another three to go. It’s a cumbersome process, 
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I think I you’ll agree. 
Let’s look at another way to do it—and we’ll learn about this in upcoming 

chapters, how you actually design and structure your web page, and particularly 
how you design your donation pages so that people who visit your website and 
want to give a gift are likely to do it and don’t bail out. A large percentage of 
people who go online to give a gift, never complete the transaction. They might 
be like I am and they get to step 3 or step 4 of the process, and they just say, 
“Forget it. It’s too lengthy, too cumbersome.” Or the organization asks them for 
their fax number, asks them for their phone number, asks them for something 
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FIGURE 1.17 

that’s not relevant, and they say, “Oh, I’m not going to give.” We’re going to 
look at that in future chapters. 

When you visit the home page of SickKids in Toronto as seen in Figure 1.17, 
you’ll see at the top left-hand corner they have the Donate Now button in their 
navigation bar.  

It’s in capital letters. It’s the first choice that you have apart from the home 
page, and it’s very obvious. It’s right where you’d expect to find it. Donate Now. 
So you click on that button. You have your checkbook in hand or your credit 
card in hand. You’re ready to give a gift. You click on that button and it takes 
you to step 2, which you’ll see in Figure 1.18. And right there you have a couple 
of choices.  

You can give a gift to SickKids today. You can give a gift in someone’s 
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name, which is like an honor gift, or you can join their monthly giving program. 
I decide I want to Make a one-time donation and I click that little button right 
next to the mother and daughter, and it takes me to step 3 shown in Figure 1.19.  
That’s it. I fill this in. I fill in my name, my address, my credit card information. 
I click continue and my gift is processed. Only three steps instead of the eight or 
nine needed by that other organization. 

There are ways to design a donation page. This donation page could be bet-
ter, and we’re going to go over design aspects later in the book. The vital part of 
your online giving strategy is to make sure that your form doesn’t work against 
you; it doesn’t have people leaving due to frustration. 

 
 
 
 
Let’s look at the five ways that online fundraising works. We’ve gone over these 
in overview, but I now want to drill down just a little bit so you have a good ba-
sic understanding of how you raise money online. Some people think of the 
online environment as kind of scary and complicated and confusing, and there is 
plenty of jargon like HTTP, FTP, and HTML. There are servers and hosts and it 
sounds very complicated. So I just want to demystify it for you so you under-
stand what is involved in raising money online. 
 

You create a site reflecting your strategic development plans 
Basically there are five things you have to do. The first is to create a website that 
reflects your strategic plan and your development plan. You don’t just put up a 
website. You build a website that is strategic, is part of your mission, will ad-
vance your mission, and meets the goals of your development plan. You don’t 
do this because you’re in IT, and you don’t do it because you’re a fundraiser. 
You do it because you have the buy-in of the board and the executive director, 
right down from the top. 

There are three ways you develop a website. You could build it in-house. 
You could buy Dreamweaver or FrontPage or another program that helps you 
build a website. You could design all the pages yourself, write all the copy your-
self, and you could go out and find the shopping cart you need to manage trans-
actions. You would need to sign up for merchant account and a payment gate-
way. You would need to get a security certificate so that you could have the 
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HTTPS secure site. You’d have to do all of that yourself. That’s one way to do 
it. 

Another way to do it is to hire an outside firm that specializes in designing 
websites. They would design it for you. They could host it for you or they would 
put it up on your website for you. They would manage all the backend of what I 
just mentioned: the merchant account, payment gateway—all the credit card 
processing. They could help manage all of that for you. That is your second op-
tion. This allows you quite a bit of control over that process. 

The third option is to rent an application. An example would be Blackbaud’s 
Online Fundraising Suite, Convio, GetActive, or Kintera. You’ll see more about 
this option later in the book. I’ll list some of the vendors and show samples of 
their websites. I’ll also explain the functionality that these ready-made applica-
tions offer. 

These vendors are called ASPs, application service providers. What they of-
fer is software that you rent. They provide the software. They put up the website 
for you, and provide all of the functionality that you need to manage, update, and 
run a website, as well as have people sign up for your newsletters, give dona-
tions, become members and renew their memberships. All that functionality is 
taken care of by this application service provider. This is probably the easiest 
way to go, but it’s also the most expensive. 

You need to make sure that you have a website that reflects your strategic 
plan. It shouldn’t just be for fundraising. It’s also for communicating your brand. 
Look at the example in Figure 1.20. On their website, Mothers Against Drunk 
Driving tells you what their mission is. Their mission is to stop drunk driving. 
It’s to support the victims of this violent crime. And it’s to prevent underage 
drinking. 

When you visit their home page, the top item on the navigation bar is 
DRUNK DRIVING. That’s number one in their mission statement. VICTIM 
SERVICES is number two in their mission statement. And the next item, UN-
DER 21, that’s part three of their mission statement. Their mission statement is 
reflected in their navigation scheme. This isn’t the best home page—there are 
lots of things wrong with it, but they’ve done this right. They have a strategic 
website that reflects who they are and where they’re headed. It’s not just for 
fundraising. 
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FIGURE 1.20 

 
 
Once you’ve built your website, you need to make it donor centered and interac-
tive. You can’t have a website that’s simply flat and never changes. It doesn’t 
inspire anybody. You need to have the kind of content that your visitors are 
searching for. You need to have visuals that will stir the emotions of your peo-
ple. And in some nonprofits, this is obviously not true. 

If it’s the Contemporary Museum of Art, you’re not necessarily looking for 
an emotional appeal. But most nonprofits help the needy. You need to have pho-
tos, particularly on your home page, that stir the emotions of your people. People 
give with their heart first and their mind second. You can have a photograph like 
the one in Figure 1.21 on the Doctors without Borders website—a child in a 
needy country receiving a nutritious meal. 

You need to have multiple ways for visitors to interact with your website. 
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We looked at a few of those before. You need to have videos the way Doctors 
without Borders does. You need to have a search box. You need to have a way 
for them to donate, to find out more, to download content, to interact with your 
website. It needs to be interactive. You need to have multiple ways for donors 
and visitors to increase their level of commitment. Another example of a donor-
centered website is Amnesty International. Look at their home page in Figure 
1.22.  

If you visit Amnesty International and you’re concerned about a particular 
country where abuses are taking place, you can search by country in the upper 
left part of the page. If you’re concerned about a particular issue such as the 
death penalty or torture, you can search by issue. You can donate, you can take 
action, and they’ve also taken the most popular issues that they’re facing and put 
them right there on their navigation scheme. Guantanamo, Violence in Darfur, 
and Pakistan. It’s a donor-centered website. 

Don’t think of your website just as a brochure and don’t think of it just as a 
way to process online gifts. People have to be able to take themselves to the next 
level of commitment. The lowest level of commitment is they visit your website 
and they meander around and look at stuff. If they ask for something, for in-
stance, if they ask to sign up for your newsletter, this shows a certain level of 
commitment. If they donate, then they’ve moved up. Not only are they informed, 
now they’re giving out of their own pocket. If they join and become a member, 
that’s another level of commitment. If they volunteer, that’s a further level of 
commitment. So your website should have many ways for your visitors to in-
crease their level of commitment. 

Don’t think of your site simply as an online version of the printed brochure 
or an annual report. The Internet doesn’t work that way. It used to back in 1997. 
That’s what most nonprofit websites were like, but not anymore. 
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FIGURE 1.23 

Online Fundraising Secrets 

 
After you’ve built your website and after you’ve made it donor centered and in-
teractive, you have to drive people to your website. You have to get eyeballs to 
your website. This is one of the hardest parts about online fundraising. You need 
visitors, and there are basically two ways to get visitors to your website. One 
way is to pay for them and the other is just to do it yourself, which takes time. 

In Figure 1.23 is a sample of a search engine result on Google. If you go to 
Google and you type in “stop gun violence,” you’ll get two sets of results. On 
the left-hand side you have what’s called organic search. These are web pages 
that are listed in a certain order because Google went out on the Web, found 
these websites, indexed them, and ranked them according to relevance. 

You receive these results because Google thinks these are the most relevant 
results for the phrase, “stop gun violence.” Over on the right-hand side, you see 
Sponsored Links. These are paid ads. They have a headline, a few words, and the 
website URL—the unique resource locator, which is the website address. 

Those are the two ways you drive people to your website. You either create a 
website rich in content and you write it so well that search engines find it, index 
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it, and rank you near the top (you’ll learn how to do that as the book progresses) 
or you take out an ad on Google, Yahoo, or Microsoft Network. You take out an 
ad that targets that same phrase, for example, “stop gun violence.” 

The organization with the Sponsored Link at the top on the right is Peace 
Learning Center. They are paying for every visitor who clicks that link. They’re 
paying a couple of cents each time someone clicks that link and goes to their 
website. You can drive people to your website with paid advertising or you can 
drive people to your website with what’s called organic search engine optimiza-
tion where you optimize every page on your website to attract the kind of visi-
tors that you want. 

Another way, which is more passive, is using your web address wherever 
possible. If you have a sign outside your building, you can put your website on 
it. If you’re talking on the phone, you can invite people to visit your website. If 
you have a special event, you can have a banner that has your website. The event 
program can have your website on it. When you send a direct mail letter, which 
is a little more active, you can add a line at the bottom of the letter saying, “Give 
online now. Visit canadiancancersociety.org,” and you can drive people to your 
website. It’s just another vital way, but there are basically three ways. You either 
pay to get people there, you design your website so that people find you, or you 
drive them there offline. 
 
  
 
After you’ve driven people to your website, they arrive on your home page. The 
most important thing you have to do is give them valuable content and find out 
who they are. The easiest way to find out who they are is to ask them to give you 
their email address and their name. You offer them a newsletter, updates, tips, 
alerts or announcements—in an obvious and  nice way, like it is in Figure 1.24. 

You offer them something of value, preferably something that you can email 
them weekly or monthly. You need to capture email addresses. This is vital. You 
can also invite them to take some action. If you’re an advocacy-based organiza-
tion like Amnesty International or Human Rights Watch, you can ask people to 
take action and get their email address that way. 

Another obvious step is to capture the email addresses of your current do-
nors. You’re likely to do that offline by direct mail or phone, inviting them to 
tell you their email address. You add that to your database. That’s how online 
fundraising works. 
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The final step in online fundraising is to take those email addresses and names of 
people who have visited your website, and you correspond with them over time. 
The secret to effective and successful online fundraising is not your website. It’s 
the email you send to your donors, your advocates, and your visitors over time. 
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That’s where you make your money. You send them emails that are donor cen-
tered, informative, helpful, inspiring, motivational, and compelling. People get 
those emails and they click them, visit your website, and they give a gift. 

You develop the relationship with email. Email is the secret to online fund-
raising success. The language needs to inspire them to take action. You need to 
inspire them to visit your website, read more, and give. I gave a gift to Amnesty 
International and Figure 1.25 shows my Inbox for just 12 months worth of 
emails. 

These emails were sent between February 6, 2007 and January 23, 2008. 
Amnesty International wrote to me over 50 times in those 12 months. Some of 
those emails have been excellent, excellent emails. An example is shown in Fig-
ure 1.26. 

You can see that when Amnesty International sends an email, it’s a donor-
centered email. For one thing, it’s personalized. The email in Figure 1.26 says, 
“Dear Alan,” not “Dear Friends,” not “Dear Subscribers,” plural, but “Dear 
Alan.” It’s addressed to me. I realize this is done by a computer, but they’ve 
taken the effort to send me a note addressed to me by name and I appreciate that. 

Also, this is a message from Larry Cox, and he’s not a faceless executive di-
rector. He’s got his face right there at the bottom of the email. He’s even signed 
it, which is a little bit artificial because this is obviously coming by email. It’s 
not his signature, right? But it is a signature, so it does personalize it. You’ll no-
tice here that this particular appeal, which was sent in January 2008, says that 
Amnesty International has made one New Year’s Resolution. It’s to fight torture 
and that includes making private military contractors accountable in Iraq. This is 
a particular campaign for a specific issue. 

When I click on that link at the bottom, it takes me to the page shown in Fig-
ure 1.27. That link takes me right to the donation page at Amnesty Interna-
tional’s website. You see the circled red text that shows I’m on the donation 
page for a gift that will make private military contractors accountable. This is an 
integrated online fundraising campaign that ties the email they sent to the home 
page. It not only integrates the ask and the designation of the gift, but it knows 
that this is from a specific donor. This email is for Alan and when I fill in this 
information and give them my gift, they’ll know that it came from me. 

I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter that I gave a gift to 20 charities 
online. Seven of them have never written to me again. So just look at the differ-
ence. Amnesty has written to me 50 times about issues that I care about, and 
those other charities have never written to me. Who do you suppose gets my at-
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tention, gets my loyalty, and eventually gets my donation? This is the key. You 
need to remember that online fundraising is still about relationships. And you 
develop those with email, not so much with your website. Those are the five 
steps that you need to take. 

Let me just repeat as I conclude. You need to move beyond the Donate Now 
button. If you just have a Donate Now button on your website, it’s insufficient. 
It’s passive. You need to work hard at attracting people to your website, giving 
them the content that will inspire them and keep them coming back, and you 
need to develop a relationship with them over time using email. 

In the next chapter, we’ll look at your home page and how you write, design, 
and illustrate with photographs, how you produce a navigation scheme that gets 
people to your website so they can find exactly what they want, and how to 
make your site sticky so that visitors ultimately give you a gift.  
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