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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Tipping Point: Aligning with Supporters 
in a Changing World

A Complementary Piece to Our Full Report on  
Nonprofit Performance vs. Supporter Expectations

We have reached a Tipping Point in the fundraising world. A series of significant shifts have 
changed the way we work and communicate. The time is now to embrace the engagement 
strategies supporters seek.

https://institute.blackbaud.com/tippingpoint/
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
If you’re not disoriented, you’re not paying attention. 

In just the last two years, we experienced the sudden 

convergence of several changes—all capable of upending 

the natural fundraising order of things. We went through 

COVID-19, a long-overdue reckoning with racial injustices, 

shifts in supporter demographics, cultural polarization, post-

pandemic worker attitudes, and The Great Resignation. 

The “pandemic era” has signaled an influx of new donors 

and a new level of participation by donors of color. Whether 

or not we leverage these positive trends for the long term 

remains an open question. 

We set out with three big questions: 

1  What do donors value most today? 

2  Where are organizations meeting or  

exceeding expectations? 

3  Where are organizations falling short? 

To find answers to these questions, we interviewed 1,168 

nonprofit professionals and 1,024 donors to a variety 

of causes. This study presents the findings of those 

surveys paired with our recommendations. 

For complete 
findings from the 
study, be sure to 
check out Tipping 
Point: Aligning with 
Supporters in a 
Changing World.

Read now

https://institute.blackbaud.com/tippingpoint/
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W H AT  W E  F O U N D

1. Sharp Changes in Supporter Behavior 
and Demographics 
In the spring of 2020, when it became apparent that the disruptions were not going to be temporary, many 
organizations hunkered down, figuring that actively fundraising during this period would be futile or unseemly. 
Other organizations pressed on and adapted to the shifts. 

It is the latter group whose strategy appears to have been most successful. Nearly 90% of organizational 
professionals report that they feel the same or better about their organization’s health since the pandemic 
began. Roughly half of the respondents say that their income increased during the pandemic. 

More Donors and Increased Donations 
The research shows a possible departure from the decade-long trend of a diminishing number of donor 
households. Nearly half (45%) of participating nonprofit professionals reported increases in the number of  
new donors. More than one-third (34%) of participating donors say they increased their giving  
during the pandemic.  

An Increase in Younger Donors and Donors of Color 
Among this cohort of newer donors, young people and donors of color figure prominently. Among Generation 
Z participants, 53% say they increased their giving in 2020 with just under half of Millennials saying the same. 
Roughly a quarter of Gen X and Baby Boomer donors say their giving increased.

Not only were these donors younger, but many were also non-white. Nearly half (46%) of Black donors say they 
gave more in 2020 with Hispanic (44%) and Asian (38%) donors close behind. Among white donors, only one-
third say they gave more during the pandemic. Black and Brown donors were also more likely than whites to 
say they gave to a new organization in 2020, with 54%of Hispanic donors representing the high-water mark.  

When asked what prompted their giving, donors of color reported that they were especially motivated by the 
pandemic and from the attention to racial and social injustice in the wake of George Floyd’s murder.  
A higher proportion of Black and Brown donors also report increases in campaign-related giving compared 
to their white counterparts. As we reported in the 2015 Diversity in Giving study, the demographic makeup 
of the American supporter population has been disproportionately white for some time. To see increased 
participation by donors of color was one of the more encouraging developments emerging from this study. 

More than one-third (34%) of supporters say they increased their 
giving during the pandemic.

*For a comprehensive look at the full data including charts and tables, visit the report online.

34%

https://institute.blackbaud.com/tippingpoint/
https://institute.blackbaud.com/asset/diversity-in-giving/
https://institute.blackbaud.com/tippingpoint/
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Retention: Challenges and Opportunities 
It’s not unusual for giving to increase in the wake of natural disasters 
or politically volatile moments. Crisis donors and episodic donors are 
historically difficult to retain. However, new donors participating  
in the study offer some hope. 

A third (33%) of participating donors say they are “very likely” to give 
again to organizations they first supported in 2020, with only a slightly 
smaller proportion (29%) saying they would be “very likely” to become 
monthly sustainers. Notably, these percentages are higher than the 
industry-wide first-year retention rate, which hovers around 25%. 

2. Rapid Evolution of Donors Engagement Preferences

Engagement Tactics 
Professionals reported trying or expanding a wide range of tactics in 
2020. In some cases, it is unclear to what extent supporters picked 
up on these new opportunities. A large majority of professionals 
reported that their organizations increased their investment in virtual 
fundraising events, use of social media, and sharing videos about the 
organization’s work. Most organizations doubled down on promoting 
online donations and many made monthly giving a priority. Going 
forward, supporters expressed an interest in a multitude of digital 
options to engage with organizations. 

Personalization 
The theoretical promise of digital communication is the ability to connect with each supporter on the topics 
of greatest interest to them, via their preferred channels, and at the most convenient time. Yet the full promise  
of personalization—of speaking to supporters as individuals—has yet to be fully realized. 

Many supporters say they want to dictate their communications channel, set the frequency of 
communications, and receive content tailored to personal interests and involvement. Overall, nearly 80% of 
supporters say they would prefer to get at least one form of personalized content. A stark generation gap 
exists among supporters’ appetite for personalized content. While 40% of supporters overall say it’s a great 

idea, only 12% of Baby Boomers think so, compared with approximately 60% of Generation Z and Millennials.

Percent increase in donor sentiment for “pulls at my heartstrings” 
across organizations who personalized content*

*For a comprehensive look at the full data including charts and tables, visit the report online.

25+⮝

of donors say they 
prefer a virtual or 

hybrid approach to 
future engagement.

of donors say they are 
“very likely” to become 

monthly sustainers.

56%

29%
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Personalization Halo Effect 
Donors bestow a halo effect onto organizations that personalize their digital communications. Donors who 
say they receive personalized content are more likely to give their favorite charity high scores on a wide range 
of attributes, including the extent to which the charity “pulls on their heartstrings,” creates engagement 
opportunities, and makes donors feel appreciated. These attributes are widely seen as important elements  
of a successful retention strategy.

Donors and Organizations Diverge on Some Key Issues  
The twin studies revealed several places where supporter expectations and organizational practices diverged.  
For instance, 60% of organizations rated the way in which they stay true to their mission, values, and goals 
as “excellent.” Only 44% of donors said the same. Organizations also appear to overrate the quality of their 
impact reporting and the security of their online donation process. 

Conversely, donors tend to give organizations higher marks for several things that the organizations do not 
recognize themselves. Among these are using money wisely, reporting on how donations make a difference, 
and making donors feel appreciated. 

Looking only at the organizations donors considered to be early technology adopters, 
however, most of those discrepancies disappear. In fact, when compared with 
organizations seen as early or late adopters, the early adopters earn higher ratings  
across the board.

About Technology  
Technology filled many of the gaps in fundraising left by the pandemic. Overall, 83% of professionals say their 
organization accelerated their investments in technology during COVID-19. Similarly, 87% of professionals 
reported increases in efforts to connect with donors via digital channels. More than half of professionals say 
the organization overhauled its website during the pandemic. 

Technology not only facilitated engagement, but it also helped drive overall perceptions. Overall, 45% of 
donors categorized their favorite nonprofit organizations as early adopters of technology. Professionals were 
more self-critical; only 30% of the pros would categorize their organizations as early adopters. 

Organizations viewed by donors as early tech adopters appeared to benefit from a  
halo effect in which donors attributed a range of good qualities to the organization. 

For instance, donors who rated their favorite cause as an early adopter also gave higher marks for good 
stewardship of donated funds, making donors feel appreciated, and offering more engagement opportunities, 
among other qualities. By comparison, organizations considered late adopters received significantly lower 
scores on these and other attributes. 

Percent increase in donor sentiment for “makes me feel appreciated” 
across organizations who were considered to be early adopters vs 
late adopters*

*For a comprehensive look at the full data including charts and tables, visit the report online.

27+⮝
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TA K E AWAY S 

Here are some practical suggestions for acting now to better secure your organization’s 
fundraising future. 

 » Pay much closer attention to your donors’ expectations. Deeply listening to 

donors is not something organizations tend to prioritize. That needs to change. 

Invest in more rigorous testing and formal listening strategies like surveys, focus 

groups, insight panels, and other ways to give donors a real seat at the table. 

 » Pursue “philanthropy for all” with deliberate speed. The study suggests that, 

under these circumstances, people of color are more apt to participate. We need to 

spot more of those promising signals and seek to amplify them.  

 » Don’t squander this moment. The surge in new donros could be a blip or the start 

of a new, larger, and more diverse fundraising era. The outcome is in part up to 

organizations with the vision and courage to welcome and bond these newcomers to 

their causes. Extra attention on retention will also help with pre-COVID donors.  

 » Invest in technology with the long term in mind. This is a time to take some well-

reasoned risks. Invest in technology that facilitates a rich two-way conversation with 

donors and provides the ability to evolve with shifts in supporter expectations. 

 » Develop leaders with new capacities. Today’s leaders expect to engage in new 

ways, to have ongoing growth opportunities, and to understand where they fit into 

the larger organizational picture. The moment’s complexity requires new leadership 

skills. Investing in lifelong learning is the price of worker retention, and it’s the key to 

long-term success. 

 » Foster a future-proof culture. New strategies and technologies are only as good 

as the culture and training that support them. A culture that rewards risk, genuinely 

encourages innovation, manages change well, and develops its leaders will be 

essential to ensuring your organization thrives and evolves with the times. 

https://institute.blackbaud.com/tippingpoint/
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Conclusion
Looking at broader societal trends, many of the changes we are seeing could be lasting. 

Viewed one way, the pandemic was a needed wake-up call. It has served as a stern 
reminder that the sand has been shifting beneath our feet for some time now. 

Complexity will rule the day now and in the future. Complexity demands new leadership skills. It demands 
curiosity, empathy, and humility. Traditional “command and control” models of leadership are going to be 
increasingly ineffective. “Hitting targets” may need to take a backseat to fostering conditions for success. And 
we must embrace the discomfort of reinventing philanthropy for all. Philanthropy has been too white for too 
long, and the ideal of philanthropy for all is going to ramify how organizations fundraise, how power is shared, 
who is sitting at the table, and what is being said.  

It’s important to remember that fundraising as we know it gets a lot of things right. Done well, it’s about 
relationships and building communities of caring folks committed to making a better world. The ultimate 
message of the pandemic might be less about going forward and more about revitalizing these timeless core 
ideals. Let’s rededicate ourselves to these principles along with a commitment to make fundraising as diverse 
as the nation itself. Then, the future might not look so scary after all. 

This is an excerpt from the Blackbaud Institute’s Tipping Point: Aligning with Supporters in a Changing World. 
Access the free report for the full findings from the study.

https://institute.blackbaud.com/tippingpoint/
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About the Study 
Unless otherwise noted, all figures were derived from online surveys of 1,168 professionals at nonprofit 
organizations and 1,024 donors commissioned by the Blackbaud Institute and conducted by Edge Research. 
The nonprofit professional survey was fielded using a list of current Blackbaud contacts, and participants 
were incentivized to minimize self-selection bias.  The supporter survey used an established industry sampling 
partner, consisting of opt-in research participants (non-probability/convenience sample). Quotas were set to 
ensure incoming data (prior to screening for charitable donations) was census representative in terms of age 
and gender, region, and race/ethnicity. Edge follows Insights Association/industry best practices. Data is self-
reported, not transactional. The survey was in the field June 28 to July 23, 2021. For a view of the complete 
findings, read Tipping Point: Aligning with Supporters in a Changing World.

About The Blackbaud Institute

The Blackbaud Institute drives research and insight to accelerate the impact of the social good community. It 
convenes expert partners from across the philanthropic sector to foster diverse perspectives, collective thinking, 
and collaborative solutions to the world’s greatest challenges. Using the most comprehensive data set in the 
social good community, the Blackbaud Institute and its partners conduct research, uncover strategic insight, and 
share results broadly to drive effective philanthropy at every stage, from fundraising to outcomes. Knowledge is 
powering the future of social good, and the Blackbaud Institute is an engine of that progress. Learn more, sign up 
for our newsletter, explore our knowledge base of social good best practices and trends, see the latest quarterly 
statistics on giving, and check out our most recent resources at www.blackbaudinstitute.com.

About Blackbaud

Blackbaud (NASDAQ: BLKB) is the world’s leading cloud software company powering social good. Serving the 
entire social good community—nonprofits, foundations, corporations, education institutions, and individual 
change agents—Blackbaud connects and empowers organizations to increase their impact through software, 
services, expertise, and data intelligence. The Blackbaud portfolio is tailored to the unique needs of vertical 
markets, with solutions for fundraising and relationship management, digital marketing, advocacy, accounting, 
payments, analytics, school management, grant management, corporate social responsibility, and volunteerism. 
Serving the industry for more than three decades, Blackbaud is headquartered in Charleston, South Carolina, 
and has operations in the United States, Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom. For more information, visit 
www.blackbaud.com, or follow us on Twitter®, LinkedIn®, and Facebook®.
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