
Finish Strong! 
Psychology of 

Thanking Donors



Webinar Housekeeping

This webinar is being recorded.

The recording and slide deck 
will be emailed post-event.

Please remain on mute and 
use Zoom chat unless 
otherwise prompted.

Direct all questions to 
support@coloradogives.org

Any account information & data used 
in this demonstration 
are a work of fiction. 

Unless otherwise indicated, all the 
names, characters, businesses, 

places, events and incidents in this 
presentation are not real. 

Any resemblance to actual persons, 
living or dead, or actual events is 

purely coincidental.

Recording Disclaimer



Topics For Today:

● Donor Retention Matters
● What is Philanthropic Psychology?
● 6 Building Blocks and 5 Levels of Donor Thank Yous
● Love: Beyond the Basics of Thank Yous
● Next Steps & Q+A



Meet Today's Experts

Professor Jen Shang
Institute for Sustainable Philanthropy

Jen Shang is the world’s first PhD in 
Philanthropy. She is also the world’s 
only philanthropic psychologist. Her 

research has been covered in the 
New York Times, BBC, The Guardian, 

the Chronicle of Philanthropy, 
Advancing Philanthropy and the 
Nonprofit Times. Jen has been 

published in numerous 
academic journals.

Specializing in donor retention 
communications, Lisa is an international 
fundraising copywriter with a 15+ year 

track record, dedicated to helping 
nonprofits get and keep more donors.

Her one-woman copywriting shop 
specializes in writing engaging, effective 
donor care communications proven to 

keep donors connected (and giving) after 
that first appeal.

Lisa Sargent
Principal, Lisa Sargent Communications



Colorado Gives Day

Fundamentals of 
StewardshipDonor 

Retention 
Matters



Over 70%
of people 
recruited to 
donate to 
organizations 
never 
make 
another gift!

Retention is Decreasing

Nationally in Q1 of 2024, nonprofits only retained 
7.2% of new donors, a 7.6% drop year over year. 

The Fundraising Effectiveness Project (FEP) 
reported that donor retention dropped by 3.5% in 
2023 compared to 2022.

Donor churn is the percentage of donors who don't 
donate again. Over 70% of people recruited into 
organizations never make another gift!



New Donor Acquisition is Costly

Data: Your nonprofit already has current contact info and 
fundraising data to leverage.

Connections: Your communications can build on previous 
knowledge to deepen relationships to increase giving.

Cost: Acquiring new donors can be 
50-100% more expensive than the dollars given and 

several years before nonprofits break even.



Higher Retention = More Raised

Building long-term relationships with donors 
leads individuals to give larger donations down the line.

The biggest drop-off in donor engagement occurs 
after the initial donation. The 90-day period is seen as a prime 

opportunity to encourage that crucial second gift, which 
significantly boosts the chances of retaining a donor long-term.

Most major gifts are made after 5 years
of an individual giving.



More 
Recent
Gifts Lead 
to 
More 
Giving
Next Year

67.89% of returning donors in 2024 are 
retained donors; that is, the majority of 
returning donors most recently gave the prior 
year (2023).

In 2024 the average Colorado Gives Day gift 
from a NEW donor was $268 while the 
RETURNING donors gave $877 on average!



ColoradoGives.org 
is a year-round 
online fundraising 
site that is 
FREE for any 
nonprofit.

Don’t miss out on 
dollars raised -
leverage amazing 
tools such as 
built in retention 
reports!

Real Time Reports Built In



Donation Receipt 
with tax deductible 
language is emailed 
automatically to 
every donor on 
ColoradoGives.org

Donors can access 
their receipts and end 
of year giving 
summary at any time.

You can customize 
your “donation check 
out flow” including 
receipt. 

Send a Seperate Thank You Email 
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● Donor Retention Matters
● What is Philanthropic Psychology?
● 6 Building Blocks and 5 Levels of Donor Thank Yous
● Love: Beyond the Basics of Thank Yous
● Next Steps & Q+A



Fundamentals of 
StewardshipWhat is 

Philanthropic 
Psychology



What is Philanthropic Psychology?
Philanthropy

Greek Root: Phil-anthropy
Love of humankind

Psychology 
Greek Root: Psyche – logos

Study/research of psyche/soul;
(e.g., our sense of who we are 

or its expression)

Philanthropic Psychology
The study of how people love



Why does PhilPsych matter?

It studies how to grow love 
while growing giving.



Timeframe: 2018-2024

Surveyed:
• Fundraisers
• Donors

Key Findings:
• A good thank-you can increase 

giving.
• Identity and psychological

well-being matter.
• A lot more research is needed.

Institute for Sustainable Philanthropy Reports

Current Research Findings

Register for: Exclusive Live 
Ask & Learn with Jen Shang
24 June - 10am MDT
https://bit.ly/4jFseMf

https://www.philanthropy-institute.org.uk/reports-sign-up
https://bit.ly/4jFseMf


Example from you!

Register for: Exclusive Live Ask & Learn with Jen Shang
24 June - 10am MDT
https://bit.ly/4jFseMf

https://bit.ly/4jFseMf


Example from you!

Register for: Exclusive Live 
Ask & Learn with Jen Shang
24 June - 10am MDT
https://bit.ly/4jFseMf

https://bit.ly/4jFseMf


• The way you thank donors directly ties to how 
they feel about your organization.

• Thank-yous need to be a part of your 
fundraising strategy, not an afterthought.

• Deepening your understanding of the 
psychology around gratitude and love can help 
you improve your thank-yous, increase your 
donations, and increase trust, well-being, and 
understanding of others.

Feelings Matter in Fundraising



Topics For Today:

● Donor Retention Matters
● What is Philanthropic Psychology?
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Fundamentals of 
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of 
Thank Yous





T = THANK

H = HELP

A = ASK

N = NOTIFY

K = KINDLE

U = UPDATE

Six Blocks: Just Think “THANK-U”



H-HELP

T-THANK

A-ASK

N-NOTIFY

K-KINDLE

U-UPDATE

Six Blocks: Just Think “THANK-U”

T = THANK

H = HELP

A = ASK

N = NOTIFY

K = KINDLE

U = UPDATE



H-HELP

T-THANK

A-ASK

N-NOTIFY

K-KINDLE

U-UPDATE

Six Blocks + Five Levels: Just Think “THANK-U”

T = THANK

H = HELP

A = ASK

N = NOTIFY

K = KINDLE

U = UPDATE

=

Level 1: serve as a receipt of a gift. 

Level 2: create a good feeling associated 
with any action a person takes for an 
organization. 

Level 3: generate measurable behavioral 
benefits in increased giving. 

Level 4: generate measurable benefits in 
increasing the quality of a donor’s 
relationship with an organization. 

Level 5: convey appreciation for the 
donors as people (not simply what they do 
for an organization).

Added benefit: Good thank-yous charge 
the fundraising team and build a stronger 
philanthropic culture.



Personal

Tell the thank-you 
like a story of impact H-HELP

T-THANK

A-ASK

N-NOTIFY

K-KINDLE

U-UPDATE

Six Blocks: Just Think “THANK-U”

Personal

Personal

Personal

Personal

Personal

=

Level 1: serve as a receipt of a gift. 

Level 2: create a good feeling associated 
with any action a person takes for an 
organization. 

Level 3: generate measurable behavioral 
benefits in increased giving. 

Level 4: generate measurable benefits in 
increasing the quality of a donor’s 
relationship with an organization. 

Level 5: convey appreciation for the 
donors as people (not simply what they do 
for an organization).

Added benefit: Good thank-yous charge 
the fundraising team and build a stronger 
philanthropic culture.



Jen’s Five Levels in 
Lisa’s Six Blocks

+

1.What’s generating the thank-you 
letter?

2.Who is the person you are thanking?
3.How can I fit the six blocks into that 

context? 
4.What is the greater, higher, and 

deeper story that goes beyond their 
gift that you want to connect them 
to?

5.How can I elevate the person into the 
gratitude space? 

=

Level 1: serve as a receipt of a gift. 

Level 2: create a good feeling associated 
with any action a person takes for an 
organization. 

Level 3: generate measurable behavioral 
benefits in increased giving. 

Level 4: generate measurable benefits in 
increasing the quality of a donor’s 
relationship with an organization. 

Level 5: convey appreciation for the 
donors as people (not simply what they do 
for an organization).

Added benefit: Good thank-yous charge 
the fundraising team and build a stronger 
philanthropic culture.
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H = HELP

A = ASK

N = NOTIFY
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+
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Level 1: serve as a receipt of a gift. 

Level 2: create a good feeling associated 
with any action a person takes for an 
organization. 

Level 3: generate measurable behavioral 
benefits in increased giving. 

Level 4: generate measurable benefits in 
increasing the quality of a donor’s 
relationship with an organization. 

Level 5: convey appreciation for the 
donors as people (not simply what they do 
for an organization).

Added benefit: Good thank-yous charge 
the fundraising team and build a stronger 
philanthropic culture.

T = THANK

H = HELP

A = ASK

N = NOTIFY

K = KINDLE

U = UPDATE

Your generous gift to Habitat for Humanity of Colorado inspires us. 

We are deeply grateful for your support. 

Housing stability has never been more critical in Colorado, where the 
gap between wages and the rising cost of housing continues to grow. 

Your contribution – whether big or small – is helping to make affordable 
home ownership a reality. 

Because of you, more families and children can celebrate this holiday 
season surrounded by friends and loved ones, in the comfort and 
security of their very own homes. 

Your kindness and compassion are transforming lives. Together, we 
are creating stability, equity, and self-reliance through the power of 
affordable homeownership. 

Thank you for playing such an important role in making the dream of 
homeownership come true for families across Colorado. 

May your home be filled with health, happiness and warmth this 
holiday season. 

In partnership, 



Welcoming Your Questions

Please submit a question at any time using the Q&A 
button at the bottom of your screen.

Don't forget to Register for: 
Exclusive Live Ask & Learn
with Jen Shang
24 June - 10am MDT
https://bit.ly/4jFseMf

https://bit.ly/4jFseMf
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● Donor Retention Matters
● What is Philanthropic Psychology?
● 6 Building Blocks and 5 Levels of Donor Thank Yous
● Love: Beyond the Basics of Thank Yous
● Next Steps & Q+A



Fundamentals of 
StewardshipLove: Beyond 

the Basics of
Thank Yous



Report Links Office Hours LinkDon't forget to Register for: 
Exclusive Office Hours
24 June - 10am MDT

https://www.philanthropy-institute.org.uk/reports-sign-up
https://www.philanthropy-institute.org.uk/cop-thanking


Language Matters

Reprt Links

https://www.philanthropy-institute.org.uk/reports-sign-up




How can love help elevate gratitude?
1. What’s generating the thank-you 

letter?
2. Who is the person you are thanking?
3. How can I fit the six blocks into that 

context? 
4. What is the greater, higher, and 

deeper story that goes beyond their 
gift that you want to connect them 
to? 

5. What kind of love can help elevate 
the person into the gratitude space?



Playful Love

Level 5+ Copy
⚬ “You, wonderful you: thank 

you!”
⚬ “Thank you for the music of 

laughter...”
⚬ “victories big and small”

Playful Love

Short-lived, light-hearted fun in 
uncommitted relationships.



Passionate Love
Short-lived passion 
experienced in uncommitted 
relationships, with the 
potential to develop into more 
committed relationships.

Passionate Love
Level 5+ Copy

⚬ “roar of a concert”
⚬ “shush of skis”
⚬ “avidly learning”
⚬ “You are the lifeblood”

Lisa will decide what to do here



Level 5+ Copy
• “The feeling of grass beneath your feet. The warmth of 

sunshine on your face. The excitement of a good book, 
or the confidence and pride that comes from learning to 
do something all for yourself. A laugh with friends and 
family.”

• “Life’s richest colours can’t always be seen. They are felt 
with the human heart.”

Self-Kindness
Long-suffering experience with, or witnessing of a 
problem/suffering, and relief of this distress/guilt.

Self-Kindness Love



‹#›

Familial/Friendship Love
Level 5+ Copy

• “at the forefront of medicine, for you 
and everyone you love” 

• “grateful for the caring neighbor you 
are”

• ”because you believe...”
• “your extraordinary love of community”

Familial/Friendship Love
• Moderately intense, enduring and warm 

relationships, usually experienced 
around a feeling of community, family, or 
friendship.



‹#›©The Chronicle of Philanthropy 2025#philwebinar 

Pragmatic Love

Long-term commitment to a relationship 
that has been proven to allow them to 
achieve their goals.

Pragmatic Love
Level 5+ Copy

• “Thank you for shelter from the storm!” 
• “You keep us warm”
• ”open and staffed, day and night”
• “humanity, with nothing hiding it”



How can love help elevate gratitude?

1.What’s generating the thank-you 
letter?

2.Who is the person you are thanking?
3.How can I fit the six blocks into that 

context? 
4.What is the greater, higher, and 

deeper story that goes beyond their 
gift that you want to connect them 
to? 

5.What kind of love can help elevate 
the person into the gratitude space?



Topics For Today:

● Donor Retention Matters
● What is Philanthropic Psychology?
● 6 Building Blocks and 5 Levels of Donor Thank Yous
● Love: Beyond the Basics of Thank Yous
● Next Steps & Q+A



Gratitude BeyondThank-You Letters

• Use gratitude and love beyond thank-you letters as a way of caring for 
your donors (trust, memory, understanding, connect with person, not 
just the gift). 

• Where? Appeals, newsletters, annual reports, and beyond!

• Why? Inspired donors. Motivated staff. Better results. Better world. 



Key Takeaways

• Automated Donation Receipts on ColoradoGives.org are the official 
receipt for the donor, but should NOT act as your only thank you.

• Focusing on love and gratitude with post donation copy can greatly 
influence retention + gift amount + donor satisfaction.

• It’s worth your time to use the “Thank-U” and “5 Levels” framework as 
an exercise for your next email send.

DON'T WAIT TO START LOVING YOU DONORS!



Nonprofit Next Steps

Schedule Time to Review Your Thank You Emails / Other Donor Copy
- Who did you send that email to? 
- How did it perform?

Identify Ways to Personalize + Include Love in Future Communications
- You Focused Language
- Drop the Program Speak
- Specific Stories of Impact

Sign Up! Exclusive Live Ask & Learn with Jen Shang
- Get Individualized advice from Jen Shang
- Virtual Zoom Setting For Group Learning
- ONE TIME! Just for Colorado Nonprofits



Next Steps Cont.
Update Your Donation Checkout Flow on ColoradoGives.org
- Use Your Retention Report
- Customize Auto-Receipt 

Leverage Catchafire to Help Get Work Done!
- Work with an expert on Copywriting for FREE
- Update & Automate Your Emails for FREE 
- Specific Stories of Impact

Get Your Summer Learning Started: Nonprofit Webinar Library
- Go to the nonprofit resource page for digital fundraising training galore! 

Email support@coloradogives.org for any 
ColoradoGives.org questions, thank you!

https://coloradogivesfoundation.catchafire.org/menu/project/165/copywriting
https://coloradogivesfoundation.catchafire.org/menu/project/165/copywriting
https://coloradogivesfoundation.catchafire.org/menu/project/165/copywriting
https://coloradogivesfoundation.catchafire.org/menu/projects?order=&q=email&results=true
https://coloradogivesfoundation.catchafire.org/menu/projects?order=&q=email&results=true
https://coloradogivesfoundation.catchafire.org/menu/projects?order=&q=email&results=true
mailto:support@coloradogives.org


Welcoming Your Questions

Please submit a question at any time using the Q&A 
button at the bottom of your screen.

And Don’t forget!
Don't forget to Register for: 

Exclusive Live Ask & Learn
with Jen Shang

24 June - 10am MDT
https://bit.ly/4jFseMf

https://bit.ly/4jFseMf
https://bit.ly/4jFseMf
https://bit.ly/4jFseMf


Thank you!
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