
First-time donor renewal is critical for improving your long-term fundraising success. 

Here are some facts to consider:
•	 Getting new donors is more expensive and more difficult than ever.
•	 First year donor renewal rates are low—averaging 29%.1

•	 Even a 10% increase in donor retention can increase the lifetime value of the donor 
database by 200%.2

In other words, how you respond to a donor’s first gift is vitally important.

How do you do it? How do you increase first-
time donor renewal rates? Whether a donor’s first 
gift came online, via direct mail, through peer 
solicitation, or at an event, these tried-and-true 
recommendations can make a powerful impact in 
your organization’s donor retention.

Follow these steps:
1. Mail a thank you letter ASAP.
2. Make a thank you phone call.
3. Send a thank you email.
4. Send first-time donors your most recent 

Donor Impact Report.
5. Wealth-screen all new donors.
6. Ask for a second gift.
7. Include a personal thank you note for first-

time donors in the next appeal.

Lets start with the thank you letter.
  

May 20, 2016 

John Q. Donor 
78 River Road South 
Putney, VT 05346 

Dear John: 
 
On behalf of all of us at Project Bread, thank you for your gift of $100, which we 
received on 6/19/16. 

With your support, we are able to take a fresh approach to ending hunger—from 
supporting community-based meal programs, to launching early childhood and 
school nutrition initiatives, to piloting improved access to farm-to-table and local 
food resources. We approach hunger as a complex problem with multiple solutions 
that often work best in combination, and through cooperation and collaboration 
between communities and organizations. 

We believe we can end hunger in Massachusetts, and we are fortunate to be working 
alongside a passionate group of supporters like you; people who commit their 
resources to breaking the cycle of hunger in our communities—and transforming the 
lives of individuals and families across the state. 

For this we are truly grateful. 

Sincerely,  

Ellen Parker 
Executive Director 
 
 
 
 
 

P. S. This letter confirms that no goods or services were provided by Project Bread – The 
Walk for Hunger in exchange for your contribution. Therefore, the full amount of your 
gift is tax-deductible to the extent allowed by law. Please retain this letter for tax 
purposes. 
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Sample A: Be ready with thank you 
letters for all your appeal segments.

Our How to Guide for Keeping First-Time Donors



Step #1: Put a thank you letter in the mail ASAP!

Don’t allow time to lag. Your donor needs acknowledgment—fast! Let them know their gift 
was received. It was put to the use for which it was given. And, the gift AND the giver are very 
much appreciated.

Many organizations mail thank you letters within 24 hours of receipt of gifts. Within 48 
hours is probably a good practice. Make it happen within a week, at the very least.

The elements of an effective thank you letter are illustrated by this example:
•	 Thank the donor sincerely and profusely. 

 

 

•	 Reaffirm the organization’s mission. 
 
 
 
 

•	 Let the donor know about the impact made possible by their donation. 

 

•	 If possible, include a testimonial. 
 
 
 
 

•	 Have the President, Executive Director, head of fundraising, or other appropriate 
leader within the organization sign the thank you letter. 

2

Thank you so much for your recent gift of $100.00. Our school—a laboratory for creative 
thinking and hands-on learning—is sustained and strengthened because of you and your 
generous support. 

You make possible:
•	 programs for people to learn to make what they want to see in the world;
•	 start-ups of sustainability-focused businesses; and 
•	 inspired creativity, whether it’s in a handcrafted chair, a welcoming home, a resilient 

community, a new career, or a transformed life.

We thank you, and most of all, our students thank you, for how their work and their lives have 
changed.

“I feel incredibly lucky to do this work, kick-started by my time at Yestermorrow.”
 - Matt Wolpe, co-owner of Just Fine Design/Build, Oakland, CA.

“…it is at Yestermorrow that I first began to articulate the curiosities that are still 
motivating me today.” 

- Max Piana, Rutgers University doctoral student in urban restoration ecology.

Thank you for sharing your resources to help Yestermorrow have such an impact. We are 
grateful to count you as a donor and a friend.

With warm regards,

Michael Crowley
President

With warm regards,

Michael Crowley



A personal touch makes an emotional 
connection. These extra steps can make a  
big difference:

•	 Sign the letter by hand.
•	 Include a handwritten postscript.
•	 Address the letter by hand.
•	 Handwrite the signer’s name above the 

return address on the envelope.

Options you might also consider in your thank 
you letter or package:

•	 The thank you letter can 
contain a formal gift receipt, 
but be certain the letter itself 
does not read like a receipt—
this is a letter sincerely saying 
“Thank you!” We suggest putting the 
formal gift information at the bottom of 
the page.

•	 You might ask new donors a few 
questions via a brief checkbox list to 
better understand their personal interests 
and connection to your cause. In this 
case, you’ll include a reply envelope.

•	 You could give them an opportunity to 
sign up for your organization’s e-newsletter or to receive event announcements.

•	 If you plan to call them to introduce yourself and thank them, let them know in a P.S.

Step #2: Make thank you calls.

Thank you calls on the telephone are proven to increase donor retention rates. By a lot!3 So 
why not include calls in your program? 

You will have to determine your organization’s ability to make thank you calls and formulate 
a plan. Perhaps board members, staff, or volunteers could make the calls. Perhaps you can 
only make calls to donors who give above a certain level.

Planning for the most effective thank you calls:
•	 Have a script written in advance.
•	 Begin by introducing yourself and your role within the organization.
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 We are the only organization specialized in farmland access, tenure, and transfer –
and we’re on the ground in all New England states. 

Your recent gift of $50 helps ensure that more land is available for farming, that 
more of the current generation of farmers are able to transition comfortably into retirement, 
and that New England’s agricultural renaissance continues. 

Your gift will help protect the future for all who live, work, eat, and farm in 
New England. 

As we enjoy the arrival of planting season and prepare for the work ahead, I thank 
you for your support. 

Gratefully, 

Jim Habana-Hafner
Executive Director
jim@landforgood.org

“Gaining Insights, Gaining Access”  
by American Farmland Trust  

and Land For Good.

“Over the next 10-20 years, 
thirty percent of New England’s 
farmers are likely to exit farming. 
The 1.4 million acres they 
manage and $6.45 billion in land 
and agricultural infrastructure 
they own will change hands in 
one way or another.”
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RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED

 We are the only organization specialized in farmland access, tenure, and transfer –
and we’re on the ground in all New England states. 

Your recent gift of $50 helps ensure that more land is available for farming, that 
more of the current generation of farmers are able to transition comfortably into retirement, 
and that New England’s agricultural renaissance continues. 

Your gift will help protect the future for all who live, work, eat, and farm in 
New England. 

As we enjoy the arrival of planting season and prepare for the work ahead, I thank 
you for your support. 

Gratefully, 

Jim Habana-Hafner
Executive Director
jim@landforgood.org

“Gaining Insights, Gaining Access”  
by American Farmland Trust  

and Land For Good.

“Over the next 10-20 years, 
thirty percent of New England’s 
farmers are likely to exit farming. 
The 1.4 million acres they 
manage and $6.45 billion in land 
and agricultural infrastructure 
they own will change hands in 
one way or another.”

Sample B: An envelope with a hand written 
teaser and letter with hand written thank you.



•	 Assure them at the outset that this is not a solicitation, but rather you’re calling to say 
“Thank you!”

•	 Reassure the donor that they made the right decision.
•	 Remind them of how much their gift will accomplish.
•	 Thank them sincerely.
•	 Leave a number so they can call back if they so desire.

Remember that many calls go to voicemail. Be prepared to leave a message. But those who  
do answer will usually be gratefully surprised they are being thanked. The call doesn’t need  
to be long. 

Step #3: Send a “Thank you” email.

Remember that the aim of these suggestions is improving first-time donor renewals. Every 
touch matters. If you have a donor’s email address, it offers you an immediate and personal 
contact. It is worthwhile to set up a system to thank donors via email in addition to the  
other avenues.

Email communication also affords an easy 
one-click opportunity for donors to connect 
to your organization through your website 
and social media, access click-to-receive 
resources such as e-newsletters or premiums, 
or opt-in for alerts and notices.

The elements of an effective thank you 
email resemble those of the thank you letter 
outlined in Step #1 above. Brevity is key. Be 
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Phone script for thank you calls
“Hello, [donor’s name]? This is [your name] with [your organization]. I’m NOT calling to ask 
for anything. We received your gift—I’m just calling to personally say thank you. I hope now 
is an okay time to talk. Do you have a few minutes?    [Pause]   

It’s important to me and all of us here to let you know that your gift makes a difference in 
helping further our work. We … [Mention a few examples of impact: 2-3 value propositions 
related to what donations make possible].   [Pause]  

We are deeply appreciative of your decision to support [your organization].  [Pause]  

I don’t want to take up too much of your time. Thank you for taking my call … and for 
supporting our work! Have a wonderful [day/evening/weekend].” 

Sample C: Thank you emails can be a simple touch 
to generate a positive feeling.

Dear Brett,

Thank you for your recent gift to Wentworth Douglass Hospital. We could not offer the quality 
local care our region depends on without the support of donors like you. 

Thanks to you, many area children benefit from 
holistic therapies like therapeutic horseback riding 
lessons and children with heart defects can access 
special, medically supervised camp programs. The 
difference these programs make is reflected in their 
wonderful smiles.

Thank you!

Read More about your gift helping children



quick and to the point.

Online gifts will have received an auto-thank you built into the gift processing system. A 
second, more personal email will reinforce your personal gratitude and let the donor know 
their support was noticed. 

Step #4: Send first-time donors your most recent Donor Impact Report.

Follow up with results. Donors want to know: Why did my donation matter? What did it 
accomplish? Whose life was changed? Why should I contribute again? A Donor Impact Report is 
a tremendous way to alert donors to the impact of their generosity.

Inclusions for a successful first-time 
Donor Impact Report package:

•	 The most recent Donor  
Impact Report.

•	 A personal note (or even a post-
it note) thanking the donor, 
and saying, “I thought you 
would enjoy reading this Donor 
Impact Report.”

•	 A soft ask in the form of a 
reply envelope. Tom Ahern 
has shown that donor impact 
reports can raise serious money.4

The Donor Impact Report adapts 
success and impact stories from 
newsletters, profiles, and interviews, 
directly linking contributors to the 
mission they support. Instead of 
explaining all the organization has 
achieved, the Donor Impact Report 
celebrates an organization’s work while 
positioning donors as the heroes who 
are making it happen.

To donors for whom you have an email address we recommend breaking the Donor Impact 
Report into several emails sent out over a couple of weeks. 

All of your donors should receive a Donor Impact Report at least twice a year.
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printed on recycled paper

Donor Impact Report
We are thrilled to have 88 new donors in the last 15 months! 

Thank you so much for your generous gifts of support.

$5,000
The Lintilhac Foundation

$100-1,000
The Green Engineer
The A. Johnson Co. 

James Adams 
Jeff Ball 

Bourne’s Energy 
Lindley Brainard & 

Lylee Rauch-Kacenski
BrinnoUSA 

Ben Brungraber 
Jane Caufield 

Eric & Martha Cregan 
Foulkes Design 

Middlesex Electric 
Argo Foundation 
Susan Hemmeter 

Kent Hicks 
Andrew Keating 
King Arthur Flour 

Peter & Cyrie Lange 
Lathrops Maple Supply 

Donna Leban 
Michael & Sharon Liebowitz 

Andrew & Heather Lynds 
Roger MacAuley 
Peter MacLaren 

Edmund Mei 
Charlotte Morford 

MRV Chamber of Commerce 
William Murray 

James & Beverly Naismith 
Randy Nilsson 
Jean Ormistan 
Stefanie Pinard 

Joy & Rob Playter 
Geraldine Rauch 

Albert Russell 
Carole Tanenbaum 

Dwight Tuinstra 
Upper Valley Press

Under $100
Laura Bailey

Emelda Lawson Bekkal

Lucas Boegehold
Eric Brattstrom & Dotty Kyle

Jody Brown
Tom Cavin
Chris Clark

Liza Cochran
Kate Conklin
Paul Connor

Eric Cook
Nick Cookson
Charlie Downs
Ally Financial

Brett Fitzpatrick
Matt Fleischman
Jeffrey Georgia

Carl Hanson
Joseph Kaczorowski

Stephen Kempel
Robert Kennedy

Mike Ketchel
Penelope Kulko

Warren Lee
Mira Lieman-Sifry

Abigail Martin
Patrick McInerney

Jen Moffroid
Dan Neumeyer
Rod Northcutt
Kelly Ogrodnik
Erin O’Keefe

Pace and Hawley, LLC
Lucy Painter
Lisette Paris
Kristen Piper

Lucas Robertson
Ginny & Randy Rowland

Sophie Sauve
Kyle Selner

Robin Shapero
Steve Silverman
Sandra Sotak
Katie Tomai

Richard Travers
Karen Wells

Kimberly Winkle
Roman Woronowicz

Semester in Sustainable 
Design/Build class  
project benefits  
Vermont non-profit
Last August, 15 college students 
embarked on a design/build journey 
in Yestermorrow’s full-immersion, 
credit-bearing semester in green 
building and design. During the 17-
week semester, students learned 
hands-on skills, collaborated as a 
team on design, and worked with 
professional designers and builders.

This year’s structure is the result of a 
collaboration with Educational Praxis, 
a nonprofit focused on teacher 
training. It is comprised of two 
matching components—one a library/
community space, the other a studio 
residence for a visiting scholar—
connected by a wedge-shaped 
entrance foyer. The three pieces will 
soon be transported to a permanent 
home in Westminster, Vermont, and 
reassembled for use on a sprawling 
hillside property.

Donors help get students  
to Yestermorrow
Yestmorrow’s Scholarship Fund provided 
$9,500 in assistance to 27 students in 
2015. (In addition, $90,543 in tuition was 
covered for 46 Yestermorrow students 
by the Vermont Student Assistance 
Corporation, Americorps, Central Vermont 
Basic Adult Education, and the Veterans 
Administration.) Our students say a big 
“Thank You!”

A full list of current Yestermorrow supporters  
can be found at Yestermorrow.org

Donor Impact Report

7865 MAIN STREET •  WAITSFIELD, VERMONT 05673 •  802 496 5545 •  WWW.YESTERMORROW.ORG

Energy Consultant Heidi McCullough credits 
Yestermorrow for her getting her career started:
“When I decided to change careers I had an idea of the general field that 
interested me but no idea how I could fit into it. My first step was to take a 
basic carpentry class and do some work-trade at Yestermorrow. 
 
“I absolutely credit that class for starting my career working with builders as 
Residential Energy Consultant and Home Energy Rater for Vermont Energy 
Investment Corporation.  
 
“I came back to Yestermorrow a few years later to continue my professional 
development.  Yestermorrow has helped me integrate my interests in 
building, architecture and energy efficiency. Thank you to all the 
generous people who give to Yestermorrow!”

New E.D. Mike Crowley: “Thank you! We couldn’t do it without you.”

Donors to Yestermorrow inspire 
people to create a better, more 
sustainable world by making 
possible hands-on education 

that integrates design and craft 
as an interactive process.

Board, instructors, and businesses provide support
In 2015, current Yestermorrow board members gave a combined $35,795 to our 
annual fund, instructors and staff donated $8,480, and businesses near and far 
showed their appreciation for what Yestermorrow does by contributing $7,595.

I’m very excited to join the team at 
Yestermorrow and further its design/build and 
sustainability mission. I’m especially pleased 
and grateful that Yestermorrow is supported 
by donors like you that share our passion. 
Thank you for your generous participation 
and for being a part of our Yestermorrow 
community. Let me know if you are coming to 
campus…I’d love to chat with you about the 
school and our plans for the future.

Your gifts of support in 2015.
Annual Fund

Individuals: $145,302
Foundations:  $19,000 

Scholarships: $8,136 
Restricted: $82,092
In-kind: $5,257

Sample D: Donor Impact Reports feature 
and celebrate your donors’ impact.



Step #5: Wealth-screen all new donors. 

Wealth screening analyzes your pool of prospects and donors to determine their respective 
capacities to give. It can help you determine who to approach for major gifts or for 
sustaining/monthly gift appeals, planned or legacy giving, or giving to particular projects. 
Wealth screening helps you help your donors give most beneficially. 

If the screening indicates a donor has capacity and propensity to give, you will want to:
•	 Verify the screening results.
•	 Code the donor accordingly in your database.
•	 Visit them to say “Thank you” in person.
•	 Invite them to visit your organization.

Whatever their wealth rating or propensity to give, you’ll want to assess their affinity before 
rushing to higher asks. Use your communications and resources for personal relationships to 
strengthen their affinity to your organization and its mission. 

Get to know your new donors, learn what motivates them and find an appropriate way to 
engage them. Don’t rush to get answers to all your questions. Let them get to know you as 
you communicate with them about the aspects of your mission that are most relevant and 
meaningful to them.

Step #6: Ask for a second gift.

Asking for a second gift within one to three months of a donors’ first gift has increased donor 
lifetime value for some organizations.

We admit, this is controversial. Donors have replied to surveys that they don’t want to 
be asked again soon. But it is well known that donors act differently than their survey 
preferences. Fundraising authority Jeff Brooks has found that donors who give again soon 
have higher life time value.5 Fund raising guru Alan Sharpe (to his shock) found that asking 
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Sample E: When we complete wealth screening we provide this summary page as well as five other reports.



for the next gift with a reply card and envelope in the thank you letter raised a lot of money.6  
The same result is reported by the legendary Roger Craver.7 

Five Maples’ client Natural Resources Council of Maine achieves a 62% renewal rate for 
first-time donors, the highest we know about. Part of their process is asking for a second gift 
within 60 days of the first gift.

Will that work for you? The only way to know is to test it. You’ll receive a few complaints, and 
most likely you’ll have one or two uncomfortable board members. A process we recommend 
is to send a donor update letter or Donor Impact Report (Step #4 above) 30 days after the 
first gift, then 30 days later send another ask letter. 

At a minimum our recommendation is to ask new donors again in your next regular appeal 
mailing. If they gave for the first-time in the fall mailing, be sure to ask them in the end-of-
year mailing even though that’s only two or three months away.

Step #7: In your next appeal, include a personalized note  
on the letters to your first-time donors. 

A personal note tells donors they mean more to your organization than a name in a mailing 
list. It says they are more important to you than the gift they give. Don’t have time to write so 
many notes? We can print the handwritten note during letter production—it will look just 
like handwriting.

First-time donors are special! Reinforce your gratitude for the donor’s choice to support 
your mission and your organization. Let them know they are now part of your special tribe. 
They’re the heroes!
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First-Time Donor Stewardship and Renewal Schedule

First Gift Received

Send a thank you letter.

Make a thank you phone call and 
send a thank you email afterward.

Wealth Screening: screen donors daily or 
monthly depending on your gift volume 
and screening service.

Review high propensity-to-give scores with board 
members in case they have personal relationships 
or access to highly rated new donors.

Send the most recent Donor Impact Report. 

Invite major gift prospects to an event or to 
meet separately.

Send a second gift solicitation letter. Invite 
them to join the monthly sustainer’s club.

In the next annual fund appeal, 
include a handwritten note.

By day 1

By day 2 or 3

By day 30

By day 30

By day 30

By day 45

By day 60

Spring or Fall




