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Executive Summary

Most nonprofit teams still learn about donor risk the same way they learn about weather damage —
after it's already happened. A gift doesn't renew. A once-reliable mid-level donor goes quiet. A board
member calls asking why last year's biggest supporter didn't show up at the gala. By the time the
disengagement is visible in a report, the relationship has usually been eroding for months.

Across the 5,719 nonprofit partners in the Charitable Community network, we see the same pattern
again: organizations that treat donor behavior as something to react to are always one step behind the
people who fund their mission. Organizations that treat it as something to anticipate build something far
more durable — a base of supporters who feel understood before they ever have to say they're drifting

away.

This report lays out a practical way of thinking about donor behavior in three parts: how to notice
disengagement while it's still reversible, how to forecast who is ready to give more, and how to turn
both of those insights into engagement that feels personal even at scale. None of it depends on
guesswork. It depends on paying attention to data your organization is likely already collecting — and

finally putting it to work.

“A donor rarely leaves without warning. They leave without anyone noticing the
warning.”

1. Detect Early Signs of Disengagement

Donor attrition is rarely sudden. It is preceded by small, measurable shifts — a gift that arrives three
weeks later than usual, an email open rate that quietly drops, a long-time volunteer who stops
responding to event invitations. Individually, each of these looks like noise. Together, they form a

pattern, and patterns can be tracked.

What to watch for

« Frequency drifts a donor who reliably gives every quarter suddenly stretches to five or six months
between gifts.

» Falling engagement — declining email opens, event RSVPs, or survey responses, especially from
donors who were previously consistent.

« Channel silence — a supporter who used to call the office, attend events, or comment on social
posts and has gone quiet across every channel at once.

« Downgrade signals — a gift that is smaller than the donor's typical amount, even if it still counts as
a renewal.
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None of these signals are meaningful in isolation — people get busy, budgets change, inboxes get full.
What matters is convergence: when two or three of these shifts show up for the same donor in the
same window, that donor has moved from “engaged” to “at risk,” whether anyone on staff has noticed

yet.

Why this matters more than most fundraising metrics

A gift that has already lapsed is a fact you can only respond to. A donor who is drifting is a situation you
can still influence. The entire value of early detection is that it moves the moment of intervention earlier
— from a re-engagement campaign after the fact to a genuine, well-timed check-in while the
relationship is still warm. Leaders who build this muscle stop measuring only what donors did last year

and start measuring what donors are doing right now.

2. Predict Giving Likelihood

If disengagement detection answers the question “who is slipping away,” predictive giving models
answer the opposite question: “who is ready to do more?” Every donor file already contains the raw
material for this — giving history, event attendance, communication response, tenure, and the size and
timing of past increases. The organizations that get ahead simply organize that material into a forward-
looking view instead of a historical one.

Three questions a giving-likelihood model should answer
*  Who is most likely to renew this cycle, and at what confidence level?

*  Who has the behavioral profile of a donor ready to upgrade — not because of wealth alone, but
because of engagement depth and giving trajectory?

* Who has gone cold but still shows the markers of a donor who could be re-engaged with the right
approach?
This does not require a data science team. It requires a consistent way of scoring donors on the
behaviors that have predicted future giving in your organization's own history — and the discipline to
revisit that scoring regularly rather than setting it once and forgetting it. Even a simple model, applied
consistently, will outperform intuition alone, because it treats every donor by the same standard instead

of relying on which relationships happen to be top of mind for a given staff member.

“The organizations that grow fastest aren't the ones asking more people for money.
They're the ones asking the right people at the right moment.”

From forecasting to fundraising strategy

A well-built likelihood model changes how a development team spends its time. Instead of treating

every donor the same way at renewal time, staff can focus stewardship energy on donors flagged as
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upgrade-ready, protect the ones flagged as at-risk, and let lower-touch, automated outreach carry the
donors who are neither. That reallocation of attention — not a bigger mailing list — is usually where the

real revenue gain shows up.

3. Personalize Engagement at Scale

Knowing who is at risk and who is ready to give more only creates value if it changes what a donor
experiences. Personalization at scale means the right message reaches the right donor, through the right
channel, at the right moment — without requiring a staff member to hand-craft every single touchpoint.

What good personalization looks like in practice

» Message: a lapsed-risk donor gets a warm, low-pressure check-in rather than a generic renewal
ask; an upgrade-ready donor gets an invitation tied to a specific program outcome they've already
supported.

» Timing: outreach is sent when a donor has historically been most responsive, not on a single
organization-wide schedule.

« Channel: donors who engage by email get email; donors who respond to calls or texts get outreach
that matches how they communicate.
This is the point where technology, including Al-assisted recommendation tools, earns its place in a
fundraising program — not by replacing the relationship, but by making sure the thousands of small
decisions behind every touchpoint reflect what the organization already knows about each donor. A
small nonprofit with a handful of major donors can do this by memory. A large one, serving thousands of

supporters, needs a system that remembers on its behalf.

The leadership shift this requires

Personalization at scale is as much a leadership decision as a technical one. It asks development leaders
to trust a system's recommendation for donor 4,200 the same way they'd trust their own instinct for
donor 12. That trust is earned by starting small — piloting predictive segmentation with one donor tier,
proving the lift, and expanding from there — rather than waiting for a perfect, organization-wide rollout
before beginning.

A Simple Framework for Getting Started

Leaders don't need to build all three capabilities — detection, prediction, and personalization — at once.

Most organizations in the Charitable Community network see the fastest results by sequencing them:

Page 4



PREDICTING DONOR BEHAVIOR | CHARITABLE COMMUNITY

Stage Focus First milestone

Stage 1 Track frequency, engagement, and channel |A live “at-risk” list reviewed monthly.
signals for your top 20% of donors.

Stage 2 Score all active donors on renewal and A ranked list your team trusts enough to act
upgrade likelihood using historical data. on.

Stage 3 Automate message, timing, and channel Measurable lift in renewal and upgrade
decisions for defined donor segments. rates within two giving cycles.

The Bottom Line

Predictive donor strategy is not a technology upgrade for its own sake. It is a shift in how leadership
spends its most limited resource — attention — so that it goes toward the donors and moments where
it will matter most. The payoff shows up in three places at once:

Higher LTV Stronger Ties Steadier Growth

Increased donor lifetime value Deeper, longer-lasting relationships More sustainable, predictable funding

The future of nonprofit leadership belongs to organizations that stop waiting for a lapsed gift or a
resignation letter to tell them something changed. It belongs to leaders who build the habit of noticing
early, forecasting honestly, and personalizing generously — not occasionally, but as the default way
their organization operates.

About Charitable Community

Charitable Community is the definitive authority for nonprofit leadership, representing 5,719 nonprofit
partners, 37,500 mission-driven employees, and $4.15 billion in combined annual charitable impact. We
work alongside nonprofit leaders to translate proven strategy, data, and operating discipline into
practical guidance — so mission-driven organizations can grow their impact with the same rigor and

clarity found in the best-run enterprises.

This report is offered at no cost to nonprofit leaders as part of our ongoing commitment to
strengthening the sector we serve.
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