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Introduction

When COVID hit, donations surged. Yet, since 

2021, donations and donors have steadily 

declined. On Giving Tuesday 2023, there 

were 10% fewer donors than the year prior.  

Perhaps even more surprising, nonprofits 
experienced the most significant trust 

decline of any American institution in 2023.  

What does this have to do with the  

donor experience? 

Everything.

Building relationships with donors isn’t 

optional in fundraising; it’s the very 

definition of fundraising. 

These sobering statistics on giving remind us 

that we must be engaging and personal to 

connect with donors. Tantamount to keeping 

our donors loyal is stellar stewardship.  

How do First Tee nonprofits stack up?
This Donor Experience Report explores the 

giving process among 50 First Tee affiliates 
and how they communicate with donors in 

the most critical time in their relationship—the 

first 30 days.

https://fortune.com/2023/11/30/givingtuesday-donations-up-slightly-billion-warning-sign-fewer-people-participated/
https://blog.rkdgroup.com/8-major-nonprofit-fundraising-trends-as-we-close-out-2023
https://blog.rkdgroup.com/8-major-nonprofit-fundraising-trends-as-we-close-out-2023
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In this study, we donated $25 to 50 First Tee 

affiliates across the US. This study examined the 
giving process and donor interactions across this 

segment to gain insights to improve the donor 

experience. This detailed analysis covers two 

primary areas: the online donation process and 

the 30-day donor journey following the gift.

This research aims to help you see how your 

giving experience compares to that of your 

peers and how factors like gift acknowledgment 

and follow-up communications influence donor 
behavior and repeat gifts.

What we researched and why

We reviewed the following areas:

• Was the donor given the opportunity to cover transaction fees?

• Were the transaction fees included without a choice?

• Were multiple payment types offered (Google Pay/Apple Pay/Venmo)?

• Was there an option to pay towards a designated fund?

• Was there an option to give as a tribute or memorial?

• Was there an option to join a newsletter or other email communication?

• Did the donor receive a receipt for their donation via email?

• Did the donor receive a personalized or customized donation receipt?

• Did the donor receive a thank you letter in the first 5, 15, and 30 days after their donation?

• Did the donor receive a thank you call after their donation?

• Did the donor receive a personalized thank you email?

• Did the donor receive a newsletter in the first 30 days?

• Did the donor receive an ask to become a recurring donor?
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Online giving experience

What did the data show?

of First Tee affiliates in this study offered 
multiple payment options for donors.

of First Tee affiliates invited donors to cover 
transaction fees associated with their gift.

of First Tee affiliates preselected the option for 
donors to cover the transaction fees for their gift.

34% 

60% 

26% 

How can we improve the donor’s 

online giving experience?    
The biggest mistake most First Tee affiliates 
made, 66% to be exact, in the online giving 

experience was only allowing credit card 

donations. Not offering donors the option to 

use their digital wallet and give via PayPal, 

Venmo, Apple Pay, or GooglePay leaves 

money on the table.    

Why is that such a game-changer?  
COVID rapidly accelerated digital adoption.  

In 2019, just 41% of customer interactions 

were digital, and seven months later, in 

July 2020, a whopping 65% were digital.  

(Source: RDK Group)

Have you ever gone to the grocery store, 

picked out all your items, and stood in line 

to check out, only to realize you didn’t have 

your credit card?  

If the store doesn’t accept Apple Pay, you’ll 

need to make an extra round trip to retrieve 

your wallet and make your purchase.  

Studies show that making digital payment 

options available reduces donor checkout 

friction, builds trust, and increases unplanned 

gifts by 32% and repeat donations by 79%.

Yes, you can increase your donation 

conversions by 32% simply by adding digital 

wallet options like PayPal, Venmo, Apple Pay, 

and GooglePay to your donation form.    

https://bloomerang.co/blog/adopting-modern-payment-methods-to-engage-and-keep-a-new-generation-of-donors/
https://apnews.com/article/philanthropy-54faf3d8dff0e15a80f048d9b1083569
https://apnews.com/article/philanthropy-54faf3d8dff0e15a80f048d9b1083569
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Gift designations 

of First Tee affiliates did NOT offer donors the 
option to make a memorial or tribute donation.

of First Tee affiliates did NOT give donors 
the option to contribute to a specific fund.

68% 

74% 

How can we improve?  
Not offering donors the chance to 

make a gift in tribute or as a memorial 

to another person is a missed 

opportunity, especially for a cause 

that’s so popular with kids and families.  

First Tee is an easy choice for anyone 

wanting to give in honor of an athlete.  

It’s critical that when you offer 

honorary or memorial giving, you 

capture the recipient’s information 

seamlessly, as First Tee of South Dakota 

does on the right.
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Should we offer gift  

designation options?  
Offering gift designations in memory 

or tribute is a great option for First Tee 

affiliates, but not having a list of designated 
fund options is perfectly acceptable.  

We tend to think that the more options we 

offer people, the better. 

In reality, however, too many choices can 

overwhelm us and make us less likely to 

complete our gift. 

As long as your donation form makes a 

clear and compelling case for support, 

you needn’t complicate or add clutter with 

multiple fund designations. Your donors may 

not be familiar with any of those options, 

and you risk confusing them or, worse, 

making them abandon the donation process.  

The options for the First Tee affiliate seen on 
the right include nine different choices, all of 

which may be unfamiliar to donors.

If you have a small number (like two or 

three) of core programs that are donor 

favorites, you can offer them as designations 

a donor can select.

This giving form includes too 

many fund designations which 

can confuse donors.

Here’s an example from 

First Tee of Birmingham, 

which offers the option of 

making a general donation or 

designating a gift for a team.
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In this study of 50 First Tee affiliates, it’s worth noting that three organizations had 
no working links to their donation page. Even if a generous donor wanted to give 

online, they couldn’t give to these three organizations.

The lesson? Test every step of your donation process on a desktop and a mobile device to make sure 

every link, every form, every landing page—every step—in your donor experience is a great one!  

Actual error message received when 

attempting to donate to a First Tee affiliate.
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Saying thanks

of First Tee affiliates sent a thank you email receipt.

of First Tee affiliates personalized 
their email thank you receipt.

of First Tee affiliates followed up with a 
mailed thank you letter within 30 days.

92% 

38% 

18% 

Study after study on donor behavior tells us 

that the communications content that most 

influences whether a donor gives again is 
knowing the results achieved by their gift.

While an immediate email gift 

acknowledgment is essential because it 

informs the donor that you received their 

gift, it’s only the first step.  

Why?  

You must report back to the donor and 

tell them how their gift made a difference. 

This is the key to getting another gift. It’s 

also a critical step to building trust and a 

relationship with that donor.  

It’s not enough to simply thank a donor; 

we have to tell them how their gift made a 

meaningful impact.  

However, of the 50 First Tee affiliates in this 
survey, only nine followed up to mail an 

actual thank you letter.

This is a missed opportunity to make donors 

feel like the heroes they are for generously 

giving their hard-earned dollars to First Tee.  

When you consider that just 23% of new donors 

will make a second gift—and for donors giving 

less than $100, that rate drops to 18%—you 

can see how following up with donors to tell 

them how their gift made a difference makes a 

significant impact on your revenue.  

It costs 10 times more to acquire a new donor 

than to maintain an existing one, but when 

donors give loyally over time, their gifts 

increase, and they’re more likely to name First 

Tee in their will or estate plans. 

https://www.cerphi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Donor-Survey_Report_US-Exec-Summary_2013-Burk-.pdf
https://bloomerang.co/blog/the-state-of-donor-retention-in-one-image/
https://bloomerang.co/blog/the-state-of-donor-retention-in-one-image/
https://bloomerang.co/template/first-time-donor-communication-plan/
https://bloomerang.co/blog/donor-segmentation/
https://bloomerang.co/blog/donor-segmentation/
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The first gift is just the start.

Since donors making a second gift to an organization are 60% more likely to give another gift, it’s 

critical to have an airtight ‘new donor honeymoon’ for the first 90 days to show your appreciation and 
how their gift made a difference with personal touches before you make another ask.  

Below is a timeline to help, loaded with personal touches to show you care and opportunities to learn 

more about your new donor, from a quick donor survey to an invite for a tour.

Keep in mind that the invitation is the cultivation. Even if you invite a new donor for a tour 

and they don’t come—even if you have to leave a thank-you voice mail when you call to say 

thanks—it still makes an impact.

How much of an impact?

Picking up the phone to thank a new donor within 48 hours of their gift increased the odds 

of them giving again by 400%.  

Who doesn’t want donors who are four times as likely to give again?

Recommended donor 
appreciation timeline

New donor cultivation timeline (first 90 days)

Send a signed thank you 
letter from the CEO or ED 
(bonus if it’s handwritten!).

Research shows 
improved retention 
rates when you call 
a new donor within 

48 hours.

Inform your donor 
about the impact of 
their gift; make it 

personal and share 
a story from  

your organization!

Have a staff member 
or volunteer call 
your donor and 
tell them what a 
difference they  

are making.

Allow your donor to 
see your operations 
firsthand, and give 

yourself an opportunity 
to share more about  

your mission.

If you send a monthly newsletter, they 
should receive 2–3 in the first 90 days.

https://bloomerang.co/blog/donor-appreciation/
https://fano.org/how-quickly-should-you-thank-a-new-donor/


First Tee Donor Experience Report 11bloomerang.com

Summary

Sadly, this study revealed that most First Tee affiliates aren’t giving donors a 
meaningful welcome and thank you, or sending follow-up communications that 
let the donor feel the impact they’re making.  

The good news for any First Tee affiliate reading this report is that you can 
quickly implement a new donor cultivation timeline to change all that!  

Bottom line, it’s the actions you take at your nonprofit to deliver thoughtful, 
meaningful, prompt appreciation and cultivation that determine whether donors 
give more and stay loyal to your cause.
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