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What’s the average age of your donor pool? How many of your donors are over the age of 65, 70, 85?
Do you know?
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For many nonprofits, these are scary numbers, warning signs of a problem that’s getting more urgent
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We asked the experts at Target Analytics, which maintains a large cooperative database, to take a look
at the data. They found that approximately 80% of donors to national health groups are 65 years of age
or older, representing 76% of the organizations’ contributions revenue. Many other groups are finding
the same kind of unwelcome surprise. The question is what they choose to do about it. The hockey star
Wayne Gretzky once famously said, “I skate to where the puck will be.” Are you sticking with where your
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today’s nonprofit sector.

Supporter shift is, certainly, a product of time. People age. But more than that, it’s a result of the everincreasing speed of change and a generational shift in priorities. Although our grandparents and parents
witnessed many incredible innovations – the airplane, the microwave oven, and the hand-held calculator
to name just a few – technology innovation (and adoption) has continued to outdo itself. Consider this
data from Socialnomics. It took 38 years for the radio to reach 50 million users. TV hit the same milestone
Continued on following page
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in 13 years. The Internet only took 4. And Facebook, well, twice as many people – that’s 100 million
users – signed on within 9 months of launch.
A key question then becomes, do you really know your supporters? Do you know how they define
themselves and their connection to your brand? A large, sophisticated nonprofit recently ran a trial, testing
their own knowledge of their supporters. They coded, in their systems, the relationships they felt people
had with the organization. Then, they reached out to the individuals themselves and asked “were we right?”
No, they weren’t. Between 40-60% categorized themselves differently, in their primary category, than the
organization did. And in another year, these same supporters will have changed, self-defining in a new way.
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This is another one of those scary data points that reminds us we don’t know as much as we think we do

Marc Chardon joined

and alerts us to the need to keep up, keep in touch, to keep track of the change occurring around us. After
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all, if we don’t know who our supporters are, how can we fulfill their search for meaning?

chief executive officer in 2005.

What does engagement really mean to today’s supporters? For Boomers like us, we’re focused on giving
both money and expertise, teaching nonprofits the best practices we learned in our professional lives. We
seek to tie donations of money with donations of time, helping to create results-driven output. In many
cases we also want to learn – new awareness, new skills, new thinking. The social venture philanthropy
movement is an example of this and, at its best, has strong personal discovery going in both directions.
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their choice – is a search for meaning.
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Today’s supporter seeks to engage with your organization, your brand in a new way. They will expect, in
an age where their iPhones have become the nerve center of their worlds, for the experience (whatever
it is) to align around them, not the other way. They will expect you to know them, to “get what they’re
about” and to offer them opportunities to steer the somewhat fluid form this journey will take. If you opt
not to respond to them, they’ll move on. This is a reality that may actually run counter to the mindset of
contributor treatment, where donors are treated in classes instead of as individuals. If one donor drops
out, another one is found so the class and contributions hold up. With individual supporters, the effort to
know something about them personally versus by their group is what most impresses. And individuals
are far more quirky than are categories.
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Today, individuals have a driving need to be connected, to be engaged, to participate in a conversation
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around their lives and experiences, to drive the conversation from wherever they happen to be. To
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engage them, nonprofits need to take a broader view. The back office must leave “donor management”

from Harvard University.

behind in place of creating and cultivating a far more complex and interactive supporter journey. Donors
need to be cultivated and thanked. Supporters need to be engaged
Stepping back for a minute, you might ask what’s different these days in how people are interacting and
what they’re expecting?
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••

First, communication and the search for information are happening in real time.

••

Second, the greatly shortened message size enforced by tools like Twitter leaves us little room to
be abstract. Users get to the point, quickly. Conversation is more literal and honest.

••

Third, responsiveness is expected, all the time. After all, if we can ask for information in real time,
we also expect an answer right back.

All of this means that we can no longer treat supporters like we treated donors, as episodic participants
(“It’s the time of year we ask for money or send a report.”) The good news is that the time spent in
building and participating in engagement can pay off handsomely.

Hal Williams
Hal Williams is a resource for

Nonprofits want donors. They depend on volunteers. They need ambassadors. And they require
participants willing to change their behavior to get to the human gain they are committed to achieving. Only
one kind of person can play many if not all of these roles. That person is your supporter. They are foremost
your prospects for volunteering and can often help (within a careful structure) do jobs now done by paid
staff, at times with more energy. They are ambassadors with not only belief but credibility. They have led by
personal example. And they can become your participants. Susan G. Komen for the Cure has an annual
race hosted by its Triangle NC affiliate to support breast cancer programs, research and prevention. They
are about to ask all 25,000 participants to commit personally to getting a breast cancer screening annually
and ask a friend to do so, as well. That’s a significant number toward program success.
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Like it or not, the Boomers won’t be in charge forever. Members of Generation X – often that lost group
we fail to talk about while being so enamored of the groups that bookend it – are stepping into leadership
roles as thousands of Boomers leave the work force each day. And Millennials are not far behind,
beginning to show what they can do, the impact they can make, and how different they are. As this shift
happens in the world, supporter shift is happening in your organization. The degree to which it will help or
hurt you is up to you and the investment you make in understanding your younger supporters…and the
long journey they might… could…should…make with you.
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