
 1 Pentatonicmarketing.com 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Good Donor 
Experience? 

A report comparing how 
fundraisers and members 
of the public perceive good 
donor experiences. 
 
April 2019 



 2 
Pentatonicmarketing.com 

 

Introduction 

A financial target-driven growth culture has 

dominated the UK’s charity fundraising 

landscape for decades.  Success has been 

measured in terms of money raised, market 

share and volume of donors.   

However, recently there has been significant 

media coverage which was extremely critical 

of aggressive charity fundraising tactics1. This 

helped contribute to declining levels of public 

trust in charities2. 

In 2017, The Commission on The Donor 

Experience published advice from 28 projects 

covering a broad spectrum of fundraising 

topics. There were 526 recommendations and 

250 case histories3. Since then much more has 

been written about what fundraisers can do 

to give great donor experiences and the perils 

of donor dominance. 

Many UK charities have been taking steps to 

become more donor-focused.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
1 Charities risk losing our goodwill with aggressive fundraising 
tactics, The Guardian, June 2015 
2 Trust in charities down by six points in the past year, survey 
finds, Third Sector, March 2018 

 

They recognise that effective fundraising is 

not just about financial growth but also about 

building and maintaining respectful and 

mutually beneficial relationships between 

charities and their supporters. 

In 2018 a report, Improving the Donor 

Experience, was published by the Institute of 

Fundraising4. The research reported the views 

of 325 organisations operating in the UK’s 

charitable sector. The study found: 

• 74% of respondents said that building 

great donor experiences with the aim of 

satisfying all donors is the bedrock of their 

fundraising and communications strategy 

• 44% of respondents said they regularly 

discuss the donor experience as part of 

the planning for each activity and 

campaign 

• 67% of respondents that they give 

supporters the ability to immediately 

feedback when they contact them 

 

 

 

 

 

3 Commission on The Donor Experience Summary Report, July 
2017 
4 Improving the Donor Experience, Institute of Fundraising, 
June 2018 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jun/09/charities-risk-goodwill-aggressive-fundraising-tactics-olive-cooke
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jun/09/charities-risk-goodwill-aggressive-fundraising-tactics-olive-cooke
https://www.thirdsector.co.uk/trust-charities-down-six-points-past-year-survey-finds/fundraising/article/1460172
https://www.thirdsector.co.uk/trust-charities-down-six-points-past-year-survey-finds/fundraising/article/1460172
http://sofii.org/article/cde-all-the-project-summaries-in-one-report
https://www.institute-of-fundraising.org.uk/guidance/research/improving-the-donor-experience/
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But, despite this focus on giving donors great 

experiences, there appears to be little in the 

way of other research that compares and 

contrasts the views of fundraisers with the 

views of supporters and donors about what 

constitutes a great donor experience.  

With this in mind, Pentatonic has conducted 

some research to start addressing the 

question: Are fundraisers and members of the 

public on the same page when it comes to 

defining great donor experiences? 

This report aims to compare and contrast 

what fundraisers and the general public 

believe are some of the important factors 

contributing to great donor experiences. It 

does not try to define what is a great donor 

experience, but aims to highlight where 

fundraisers may be interpreting some donor 

experience factors in a different way to 

members of the general public. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The responses that have been gathered 

reflect the conscious responses to a focused 

set of issues. Unconscious thought processes 

play a strong part in determining how 

someone will act. As Margaret Mead once 

said: 

“What people say, what people do and what 

they say they do are entirely different things” 

However, this does not negate the value of 

the insights gathered in this research – not 

least because of the difficulty in accessing 

unconscious responses. The observations 

contained in this report are intended to 

stimulate further conversation and analysis to 

help fundraisers better understand and 

respond appropriately to the needs of 

supporters and donors.  
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Methodology 

Public Research 

Pentatonic commissioned ICM Unlimited to 

conduct research to assess the relative 

importance of a range of charitable donation 

issues. The research covered those attributes 

people may find important prior to donating, 

after donating, and throughout the donor-

charity relationship. ICM carried out an online 

omnibus survey in December 2018. The 

survey was conducted online, interviewing a 

nationally representative sample of 2,053 GB 

adults (aged 18+). Interviews were completed 

by members of ICM’s Newvista panel who 

have agreed to take part in surveys.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fundraiser Research 

Pentatonic conducted an online survey in 

February 2019. 146 fundraisers (aged 18+) 

participated. The survey was promoted on 

specific social media closed groups such as 

Fundraising Chat and the Critical Fundraising 

Forum on Facebook. 
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Summary Findings 

The data from this study would indicate (Fig 

1) that the views of fundraisers and the public 

are in alignment on many donor experience 

factors. There was less than a five-percentage 

point variance on eight of the fifteen factors 

rated Important or Very Important by the 

public and fundraisers. 

 

Public Perceptions 

The data would indicate that the three most 

important donation experience factors for the 

public are: 

1st  Does not make me feel pressured to 

give when asking for a donation 

2nd  Does not pressure me to give again 

once I have donated 

3rd  Explains how my donation will be 

spent when asking for a donation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fundraiser Perceptions 

The data would indicate that the three most 

important donation experience factors for 

fundraisers are: 

1st  Treats [the donor] with respect 

2nd  Does not make [the donor] feel 

pressured to give when asking for a 

donation 

3rd=  Explains how [the] donation will be 

spent when asking for a donation 

3rd =  Thanks me for my donation 

 
See Appendix for a detailed breakdown of the 

research findings. 
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Fig 1 
 

Public Fundraisers Variance 

Does not make me feel pressured to give when 

asking for a donation 

81.5% 77.4% 4.1% 

Does not pressure me to give again once I have 

donated 

79.7% 54.5% 25.2% 

Explains how my donation will be spent when asking 

for a donation 

78.5% 72.6% 5.9% 

Treats me with respect 74.9% 82.8% -7.9% 

Makes it quick and easy to give when asking for a 

donation 

69.8% 68.5% 1.4% 

Explains why I need to donate when asking for a 

donation 

69.2% 64.4% 4.8% 

Shows the impact my donation will have on 

beneficiaries once I have donated 

67.6% 68.5% -0.9% 

Enables me to control my relationship with the 

charity 

65.3% 63.7% 1.6% 

Sends me appropriate communications that don't 

appear wasteful once I have donated 

56.7% 63.7% -7.0% 

Makes me feel good about giving when asking for a 

donation 

54.4% 65.8% -11.4% 

Thanks me promptly for my donation once I have 

donated 

50.1% 72.6% -22.5% 

Tells me about different ways to support the charity 

once I have donated 

47.2% 26.0% 21.2% 

Makes me feel part of the charity 42.0% 41.8% 0.3% 

Asks for my feedback and opinions 37.2% 35.6% 1.5% 

Makes an effort to understand who I am 35.7% 38.2% -2.5% 
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Public vs Fundraisers 

The data indicates the four factors with the 

greatest level of variance between the views 

of the public and fundraisers are: 

• Does not pressure me to give again once 

I have donated (25 percentage points 

higher among the public) 

• Tells me about different ways to support 

the charity once I have donated (+21) 

• Makes me feel good about giving when 

asking for a donation (+11) 

• Thanks me promptly for my donation 

once I have donated (22 percentage 

points lower among the public) 

 

Age of Donors 

The three factors rated Important or Very 

Important with the greatest level of variance 

between 18-34 year old members of the 

public and 44-64 year old members of the 

public were: 

• Tells me about different ways to support 

the charity once I have donated (15 

percentage points higher among 18-34 

year old members of the public) 

• Makes me feel part of the charity (+11) 

• Makes me feel good about giving when 

asking for a donation (+11) 

 

 

 

 

 

Age of Fundraisers 

The three factors rated Important or Very 

Important with the greatest level of variance 

between 18-34 year old fundraisers and 44-64 

year fundraisers were: 

• Makes me feel good about giving when 

asking for a donation (21 percentage 

points higher among 18-34 year old 

fundraisers) 

• Makes it quick and easy to give when 

asking for a donation (+17) 

• Sends me appropriate communications 

that don't appear wasteful once I have 

donated (-15 percentage points lower 

among 18-34 year old fundraisers) 

 

See Appendix for a detailed breakdown of the 

research findings. 
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Observation 1 

Understanding the Nature of Pressure 

As part of the public consultation on the Code 

of Fundraising Practice, research5 found that: 

“Defining undue pressure in the fundraising 

ask was challenging for the public and 

recognised as similarly vexing for the 

Regulator.   

The public interpreted undue pressure as a 

combination of the content, tone and style of 

the fundraising asks and these elements were 

as important as the number of asks…a 

number of potential indicators relating to 

style, content and tone of approach were 

identified: 

• Prompting the potential donor with a high 

suggested donation  

• Referring to the potential donor’s 

personal life and behaviours in order to 

provoke feelings of guilt 

• Refusing to actively listen to and observe 

the signifiers provided by the potential 

donor during the exchange 

• Conveying an overt sense of urgency in 

the interaction 

• Adopting an aggressive or overly sales-led 

style” 

 

                                                      
5 The Code of Fundraising Practice Public Consultation Report, 

Light and Shade, June 2017  

 

Data collected by Pentatonic indicates that 

fundraisers and members of the public may 

have differing perceptions of what pressured 

to give means. For clarification, Pentatonic is 

referring to pressure in the context of mass 

market fundraising activities – as opposed to 

fundraising approaches to high net worth 

individuals.  

It is reasonable to assume that fundraisers 

would not consciously intend to pressure 

people to give. This may explain why only 54% 

(Fig 1) of fundraisers felt that Does not 

pressure me to give again once I have donated 

was Important or Very Important. The data 

indicates that the issue may be deemed by 

fundraisers to be a ‘hygiene’ factor – 

something that simply would not be done.  

Fundraisers may believe that because people 

respond to their marketing materials 

requesting donations, the donor doesn’t feel 

pressured – the hypothesis being that 

someone would never donate against their 

wishes.  
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Pentatonic observes that fundraisers are 

remarkably sophisticated communicators, 

skilled in developing marketing materials and 

propositions specifically intended to stimulate 

an emotional reaction and trigger a donation. 

Fundraising materials are often designed to 

nudge someone to decide to donate. This is 

not a bad thing. Effective fundraising to the 

public is reliant on the production of effective 

marketing materials. 

However, the emotional reaction that is 

intended to be stimulated by a fundraiser’s 

marketing materials may be very different 

from the emotional reaction that a donor 

actually feels.  

For example, a fundraiser may intend to 

stimulate positive feelings of sympathy with 

an appeal pack, but instead a donation is 

made because of negative feelings of guilt.  

There is little in the way of research 

comparing what emotions fundraisers intend 

to stimulate with their marketing materials 

and the emotions that are actually 

stimulated. 

A more sophisticated understanding of the 

gap between fundraisers intentions when 

developing marketing materials and donors’ 

emotional responses to reading or viewing 

these materials would significantly contribute 

to helping deliver better donor experiences.  

 

 

The data from this study suggests that more 

research is required to understand this issue. 

 

Observation 2 

Different Donors Will Require Different 

Experiences 

Pentatonic’s data would indicate that a one-

size-fits-all approach to giving great donor 

experiences may not be appropriate. It 

appears that people aged 18-34 may want to 

have a ‘closer’ relationship with a charity than 

people aged over 44. Younger people may 

also want to be recognised more overtly when 

making a donation. 

The data suggests that people’s values may 

change with age. It could be that people aged 

18-34 have a bias towards values focused on 

success, recognition, visible achievement, fun 

and novelty. These values may be informing 

the desire to be seen to be supporting a 

specific cause or charity.  

On the other hand, people over the age of 44 

may have values biased towards self-

direction, independence, security or tradition. 

These values may inform a desire to discreetly 

support a cause or charity, because it is 

perceived as simply the right thing to do. 

Pentatonic’s study suggests further research 

is needed to clarify why this may be the case. 
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Observation 3 

Do Donors Want to Feel Good About Giving? 

The largest variance between the opinions of 

fundraisers and the public is on the issue of 

feeling good about giving (66% fundraisers vs. 

54% public Fig 1).  

This difference may represent an example of 

response bias, where people have answered 

based on what they perceive to be socially 

acceptable, rather than what they themselves 

believe. The data suggests that under-lying 

the public response to feeling good about 

giving is a perception that giving should be 

seen as a selfless act and that feeling good is 

too self-centred. The research approach 

described on the next section would help 

address this issue. 

The data also suggests that 73% of fundraisers 

perceive thanking promptly for a donation as 

the most important factor. However, only 

50% of public respondents believe this to be 

the case (Fig 1). This appears to be another 

example of response bias where members of 

the public are conforming to a cultural 

perception that a donor should not expect 

anything in return for their gift.  

 

 

 

 

Anecdotal evidence from across a range of 

charitable organisations indicates that lack of 

acknowledgement of a donation is a key 

trigger for donor dissatisfaction. 

Pentatonic’s research suggests that further 

research is needed to clarify these issues. 

 

A Side Note 

47% of public respondents believe it is 

Important or Very Important to be told about 

different ways to support the charity. Only 

26% of fundraisers feel the same way (Fig 1). 

Whilst this issue is not perceived as 

particularly Important or Very Important by 

the public, the 19-percentage point difference 

with fundraisers opinions could imply an 

overly cautious approach to engaging the 

public.  
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Next Step 

The Need for Deeper Insight 

Based on the initial findings arising from this 

research, it is reasonable to infer that 

fundraisers would be able to deliver better 

donor experiences if there were a greater 

understanding about the gap between the 

emotional response a fundraiser intends to 

stimulate with marketing materials and the 

actual emotional response a donor feels. 

To get to the heart of what makes a positive 

donor experience requires sophisticated 

research techniques such as reaction time 

testing (RTT)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RTT measures the emotional certainty of a 

response, thus allowing us to measure what 

people say but also whether they truly believe 

it. For instance, it will allow us to measure 

how people say they feel about fundraising 

stimuli but also how they actually feel. We will 

then be able to determine the true attributes 

contributing to a positive donor experience.  

                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Capturing the explicit response and 
emotional certainty  

(from speed of response) to 
understand the relationship between 

brand and perceptions in the brain 
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Whilst traditional research methods are able 

to capture what people say (i.e. explicit verbal 

responses), they do not allow us to 

understand the underlying emotional 

associations (i.e. implicit non-verbal 

responses) which have a significant impact on 

our views and behaviour. Reaction time 

testing therefore allows us to measure not 

just what people say, but also the strength of 

their emotional certainty – the strength of 

this underlying association.  The stronger the 

link of these associations, the faster the 

reaction time, the stronger the emotional 

certainty. 

By correctly measuring the speed of reaction 

and controlling for the speed of response 

through robust calibration and data cleaning 

procedures, the reaction time testing 

approach allow us to understand what people 

say but add an additional layer of insight from 

the emotional association.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Because of the intuitive nature of the design, 

this testing is device agnostic and calibration 

procedures ensure that whatever the device, 

the results can be pulled together. 

RTT could be embedded into an online survey 

of the general public using ICM's nationally 

representative omnibus service (n = 2,000). 

This would provide an instant snapshot of 

public opinion and could be used to monitor 

shifts in sentiment and behaviour over time. A 

similar approach could be used to better 

understand fundraisers’ sentiments. 
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Working Together  

The Donor Experience Consortium 

Many charities conduct donor satisfaction 

research with their supporters. This provides 

an interesting snapshot from one 

organisation’s perspective. However, there is 

little in the way of sector-wide research, using 

a consistent methodology that enables 

fundraisers to compare and contrast different 

approaches and identify what is most 

effective at providing great donor 

experiences. 

Charities could gain a much greater level of 

insight if they worked together on research 

programmes. 

Pentatonic would like to facilitate the creation 

of a consortium of charities and not-for-profit 

organisations interested in conducting more 

robust research into the donor experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is envisaged that the Consortium could co-

create research approaches that provide 

useful, practical and usable insights to help 

participating organisations to engage with 

their supporters more effectively. 

By working together, the participating 

organisations would be able to share the costs 

and commission research using techniques 

that would normally be out of reach for many 

charities and not-for-profit organisations. 

If you would like to register interest in joining 

the Pentatonic Donor Experience Consortium 

please contact us here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.pentatonicmarketing.com/donor-experience-consortium
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About 

 

 

 

 

 

This report has been written by Chris 

Washington-Sare. Chris is Managing Director 

of Pentatonic, a UK-based consultancy 

specialising in providing marketing, 

communications and fundraising support to 

charities and not-for-profit organisations. 

 

Dr Andrea Macrae 

Dr. Andrea Macrae researches language, 

interpretation and effects, and specialises in 

the language of charity fundraising. She uses 

her background in cognitive linguistics to 

examine how people respond to different 

kinds of messaging. Chris and Andrea worked 

together on the Commission on Donor 

Experience Project: Enhancing the Ways We 

Use Language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ICM Unlimited is a dedicated team of social 

research and insight specialists with a 

reputation for high profile opinion research. 

For thirty years, ICM Unlimited has worked 

with charities, not-for-profit organisations, 

government and public bodies and 

universities to research complex social issues 

and strategic objectives. ICM Unlimited mixes 

traditional and cutting-edge methodologies to 

craft bespoke solutions – every client 

challenge is unique and so is the way we 

answer it.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.pentatonicmarketing.com/
http://sofii.org/article/cde-project-1-the-use-and-misuse-of-language
http://sofii.org/article/cde-project-1-the-use-and-misuse-of-language
https://www.icmunlimited.com/
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Appendix 

Asking for a Donation 

 

n = fundraisers (146) public = (2053) 

 

 

 

77%
73%

64%
68% 66%

82%
78%

69% 70%

54%

Does not make me
feel pressured to

give

Explains how my
donation will be

spent

Explains why I need
to donate

Makes it quick and
easy to give

Makes me feel good
about giving

When asking for a donation it is important that a 
charity…

% of respondants indicating Important or Very Important

Fundraisers Public

73% 75%

68%
71%

60%

82%
77%

66% 66%

49%

Does not make me
feel pressured to

give

Explains how my
donation will be

spent

Explains why I need
to donate

Makes it quick and
easy to give

Makes me feel good
about giving

When asking for a donation it is important that a 
charity…

% of respondants indicating Important or Very Important

Public - 18-34 Public - 44-64
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After Donating 

 

 

 
 
 

71% 71%

61%

79% 76%
83%

71%
67%

62%
55%

Does not make me
feel pressured to

give

Explains how my
donation will be

spent

Explains why I need
to donate

Makes it quick and
easy to give

Makes me feel good
about giving

When asking for a donation it is important that a 
charity…

% of respondants indicating Important or Very Important

Fundraisers - 18-34 Fundraisers - 44-64

54%

64%
68%

26%

73%
80%

57%

68%

47% 50%

Does not pressure
me to give again

Sends me
appropriate

communications that
don't appear

wasteful

Shows the impact my
donation will have

on beneficiaries

Tells me about
different ways to

support the charity

Thanks me promptly
for my donation

Once I have donated it is important that a charity…
% of respondants indicating Important or Very Important

Fundraisers Public
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73%

60%
68%

56%
51%

82%

52%

64%

41%
48%

Does not pressure
me to give again

Sends me
appropriate

communications that
don't appear

wasteful

Shows the impact my
donation will have

on beneficiaries

Tells me about
different ways to

support the charity

Thanks me promptly
for my donation

Once I have donated it is important that a charity…
% of respondants indicating Important or Very Important

Public - 18-34 Public - 44-64

58% 55% 58%

26%

74%

50%

71%
66%

17%

71%

Does not pressure
me to give again

Sends me
appropriate

communications that
don't appear

wasteful

Shows the impact my
donation will have

on beneficiaries

Tells me about
different ways to

support the charity

Thanks me promptly
for my donation

Once I have donated it is important that a charity…
% of respondants indicating Important or Very Important

Fundraisers - 18-34 Fundraisers - 44-64
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36%

64%

38%
42%

83%

37%

65%

36%
42%

75%

Asks for my feedback
and opinions

Enables me to
control my

relationship with the
charity

Makes an effort to
understand who I am

Makes me feel part
of the charity

Treats me with
respect

Once I have donated it is important that a charity…
% of respondants indicating Important or Very Important

Fundraisers Public

37%

68%

32%

45%

79%

31%

63%

30%
34%

73%

Asks for my feedback
and opinions

Enables me to
control my

relationship with the
charity

Makes an effort to
understand who I am

Makes me feel part
of the charity

Treats me with
respect

Once I have donated it is important that a charity…
% of respondants indicating Important or Very Important

Public - 18-34 Public - 44-64



 19 Pentatonicmarketing.com 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

46%

65%

44%

52%

71%

38%

57%

38% 38%

84%

Asks for my feedback
and opinions

Enables me to
control my

relationship with the
charity

Makes an effort to
understand who I am

Makes me feel part
of the charity

Treats me with
respect

Once I have donated it is important that a charity…
% of respondants indicating Important or Very Important

Fundraisers - 18-34 Fundraisers - 44-64
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