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3 Ways to Grow Your Active 
Donor Base with Data 

 

 

 

 

By Steve Birnbaum 

 

Without a healthy active donor base, 

you’re in trouble. That’s a truism all 

nonprofit fundraisers acknowledge. 

Growing the number of active donors is 

a constant process, but you can take 

steps today to boost that effort. The 

following strategies focus on reactivating 

lapsed donors and acquiring new 

names.  Upgrading current donors is 

certainly important, but these folks are 
already active givers.  

For most nonprofits, addressing attrition 

is the key to growing a healthy active 

list.  Most also recognize the need to 

generate growth in new donors.  Making 

sure the data your organization has is 

working the way it should can address 

both needs and translate to better 

results.  And, no, your data doesn't have 

to be “big.” You can make use of data 

already in your systems to encourage 
growth.  
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1 Tighten Up Data Management 

Data management is the administrative 

process by which your organization 

acquires, validates, stores, protects and 

processes the data it needs. The result 

of good data management is data that’s 

accessible, reliable, timely and accurate 

enough to satisfy the needs of anyone 
who uses it. 

If your data is not satisfying everyone—

if it, in fact, gives people heartburn—try 

a few of these tactics to tighten up your 
data management. 

• Most important and a best practice: 

Merge all your databases--donor, 

volunteer and event, even shadow--

into one main list.  Also, integrate 

your online database, if you have 

one.  So many benefits here: If 

someone makes a change (e.g., 

snowbirds indicate their preferred 

seasonal addresses), everyone has 

access to the information. Incorrect 

data due to double entries 

decreases.  Any information 

captured online immediately appears 

in the main database.  The list goes 

on. 

• Standardize how you collect data.  

First, determine what donor and 

prospect information is required 

when a record enters the system, 

whether by manual entry or online 

capture.  Also, require the use of 

USPS-standard address formats.  A 

further step is to expand your data 

collection to include information you 

might not currently store, such as 

mail records that show appeals, 

responses to appeals or giving 

channel breakdowns. 

• Standardize your workflows.  Adopt 

and communicate a consistent way 

to code information, and build that 

into your system.  For instance, 

make mandatory certain information 

(say, source codes showing where 

donors come from) so that anyone 

who adds a record into the system 

has no choice but to enter the info. 

• Implement a National Change of 

Address (NCOA) and/or “new move 

list” service (from companies like 

SofTrek partner Melissa Data) to 

ensure that current addresses are 

always available even on inactive 

donors.  Since U.S. Census Bureau 

statistics indicate around 15% of 
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people change addresses in a year, 

this move alone could greatly 

increase the quality of your contact 
data. 

2 Thoughtfully Analyze Your Active 
Donor List 

Has your organization taken a hard look 

recently at which donors in its current list 

are active and which are lapsed? 

Analyzing your list thoughtfully in this 

way can help you make sure your data 
reaps the benefits it should. 

Exactly what does your organization 

consider an active donor? Have you 

specified when donors are considered 

lapsed? Some organizations say two 

years without a response to an annual 

appeal. Others say 18 months. Still 

others don’t specify at all, and their list 

of “active” donors actually contains 

many, many more lapsed donors than 
active. 

Once you determine how your 

organization has been defining its active 

donor base, ensure that definition is 

rooted in reality. Is a donor who hasn’t 

given in two years truly active? Your 

historical giving data can help reveal the 

appropriate time frame for your 

organization to define a donor as 

lapsed.  Perhaps someone who hasn’t 

responded to two cycles of annual 

appeals is immediately coded as 

“lapsed” within three months of the 
unanswered second appeal. 

The definition of “active” matters for two 
reasons: 

• First, and most obviously, active and 

lapsed donors require different 

appeals and messaging. 

• Second, an accurate definition of 

active donors will offer your 

organization a realistic attrition rate, 

which helps with campaign 

development and resource 
allocation. 

3 Optimize Your Direct Fundraising 
Processes 

Selecting and segmenting lists to which 

you send appeals, as well as direct mail 

fundraising, are both art and science. 

Taking a fresh look at how you do them 
can help grow your active donor list. 

• Try segmenting lapsed donors based 

on preferences like their preferred 
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giving channel and on issues in 

which they expressed interest. Both 

provide more targeted appeals. 

• Use the “monetary” part of RFM 

segmentations to make decisions on 

approaches to lapsed donors. For 

instance, begin your ask level based 

on the donor’s last donation so 

you’re not asking a former $50 giver 

for $25. 

• Try using philanthropic rating on your 

lists, importing the screening data to 

help you select lists for mailings. By 

doing so, one client organization 

increased its response rate to 

acquisition mailings by 67% while 

decreasing its expenses because it 

sent fewer appeals to more 
appropriate targets. 

Direct mail tactics are also fair game for 

experimentation. When you implement 

your next acquisition campaign, try 

suppressing only active donors rather 

than using other more selective criteria. 

Another possibility is mailing deeply into 

your lapsed donor file during an 

acquisition campaign. Organizations 

that have mailed to past donors who 

were up to 20(!) years lapsed have seen 

documented recapture rates of nearly 
1.5%. 

You can also consider using carefully 

evaluated outside lists—from other 

NPOs, compiled lists and consumer-

response lists. Although list acquisition 

is problematic for any organization, and 

response rates on purchased lists are 

generally low, exchanging your donor 

lists with other NPOs can be a fruitful 

way to obtain names for acquisition 

campaigns. List exchange names 

typically cost less than rentals and often 

perform better. In addition, you can also 

try comparing your lapsed donor lists 

with outside lists to determine duplicate 

donors considered “multi-buyers” who 

could be your best prospects. 

Finally, make sure you’re mailing in 

sufficient numbers to achieve your 

acquisition goals. You can do this by 

determining mail quantities using actual 

attrition statistics and typical (not 

wishful) response rates. For instance, 

say your active donor list is 200,000, 

and your historical attrition rate of has 

been 16%. If you want to add 10% more 

new donors to grow your active base, 

you need to acquire approximately 5000 
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new donors.  If each acquisition mailing 

attracts one new donor for every 100 

names, you must mail 500,000 pieces 
each year.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About the author:  Steve Birnbaum has 

more than 15 years’ experience in nonprofit 

management, with particular expertise in 

organizational planning, technology 

implementation and change management. 

Steve currently is Vice President of Client 

Solutions for SofTrek Corporation, 

developer of ClearView CRM.  He 

previously was Chief Operating Officer of 

Jacobson Consulting Applications, Inc. 

(JCA), a firm specializing in helping 

nonprofits use technology more effectively 

to achieve their fundraising goals.  At JCA, 

he managed delivery of consulting services 

and new business development. He also 

provided strategic guidance for large 

organizations launching complex technology 

initiatives.   

To find out more about ClearView CRM, 

visit www.softrek.com or email us at 

info@softrek.com 

 

 

 


