
Embracing 
digital fundraising

A
t last year’s AMA conference in Bristol we 
advocated for digital philanthropy to be moved 
up the arts and technology agenda1. While 
across the sector there has been an increasing 
number of schemes for traditional fundraising 

and philanthropy training, there is still a distinct lack of 
leadership and support for dedicated digital fundraising 
programmes.

However, it’s not just arts and culture that is struggling to 
maximise the potential of digital fundraising. Virgin Money 
Giving recently published research2 which highlights that 
even in the traditional charity sector, many are finding it 
difficult to make the case for, and experiment with, online 
fundraising. Out of the 550 charities that were surveyed, 
those with the largest turnovers reported that less than 1% 
of their income was generated digitally. The research goes 
on to suggest that charity leaders are reluctant to embrace 
digital fundraising due to often cited barriers – a lack of 
perceived online expertise and cost. However, it also stated 
that many are dissuaded from testing digital fundraising 
approaches because it can be ‘impersonal’.

We believe good digital fundraising has the potential 
to be anything but, and that it offers a myriad of creative 
ways to engage potential donors and deepen relationships 
with existing audiences. Thus, we thought we’d share some 
of our top tips from the best online fundraising sites and 
digital strategies we’ve seen over the past few months.

Clarity in communications
Tell donors exactly how their money will be used. The 
Lyric Theatre in Hammersmith is currently doing a 
great job in bringing its latest capital campaign to life3. 
Rather than just asking donors for money, they have 
let supporters know exactly what part of their redesign 
plans you can make happen, from purchasing a kettle 
to supplying a square foot of flooring. Similarly, Cancer 
Research UK’s award-wining MyProjects site4 was also one 
of the first to adopt broader crowdfunding principles by 
allowing supporters to view and choose from a range of 
potential cancer research projects. 

Provide feedback and show value. Once money is donated, 
thanking and showing value is essential. Charity: Water5 is 
rightly feted for its excellent use of in-field blogging, photo 
posting and GPS logging of wells built to bring donors 
closer to the impact that their support is having. Their use 
of storytelling is also an effective transparency tool. The 
excellent DonorsChoose6 site (USA) also features student 
and teacher voices prominently in the requests, and 
encourages as much thanks and feedback as possible.

 
Responsive design
We live in a mobile world. More than half of traffic to the 
JustGiving site comes from mobile and tablet devices. 
Websites, e-newsletters, e-commerce sites, etc. will need 
to be accessible on a range of devices and platforms. While 
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we think it’s still a bit of a myth that anyone has a ‘seamless’ 
digital experience, it is imperative that a potential 
supporter’s interaction with your site is as frictionless as 
possible. Many online sites make the donation process 
too onerous, meaning that large proportions of would-be 
donors give up during the process. There should also be no 
dead ends. Every action should lead to another potential 
avenue of exploration or engagement.

Enable conversations
Embed social sharing to create a network effect. Each 
individual donor should have the ability to seamlessly 
tell the world about the donation they have just made. 
Last year, research revealed7 that each Facebook ‘like’ on 
JustGiving8 was worth, on average, £5 in extra donations 
from people seeing that link on Facebook and then giving.

Encourage dialogue rather than just producing content 
for donors and potential donors. The best sites create 
opportunities for user-generated content that bring to 
life why people are engaged, the ties they have to the 
organisation and seek help and advice from the community. 
MIT is especially adept at doing this9 using social media.

Comic Relief is also taking design thinking and social 
sharing onto the streets for their latest fun, contactless 
donations campaign10, which also utilises Barclays mobile 
payment service Pingit. Similarly, Cancer Research UK11 
has recently launched contactless giving via their shop 
windows. Could this be a welcome addition to arts and 
cultural organisations’ physical assets, another giving 
option alongside the traditional donation box?

Data capture
Arts and cultural organisations are increasingly turning to 
digital activities to grow revenue, and through this activity 
will be greater data capture. Basic data analytics and 
data science tools are giving us unprecedented insights 
into audience / user / donor needs and behaviours. All 
organisations should be thinking about what they can do to 
capitalise on the growing accessibility of platforms that help 
them make sense of their data, and support them to turn 
those insights into informed, decision-making. One of our 
favourite examples in this space is the Dallas Museum of Art12, 
who has been able to better design, deliver and evaluate their 
services. All by abolishing paid-for memberships in favour of 
explicit data capture from their visitors. 

Start small and grow
While the potential is great, digital fundraising isn’t easy, so 
it’s best to start small, try some things out and learn as you 
go along. 

You may find that any online fundraising campaign will 
bring into play many other factors – how you articulate 
your social value; the health of existing databases; tension 
between fundraising from donors and selling to customers; 
and having the capacity to think long-term and engage 
with donors over time. 

With all these and more to tackle, it may be best to start 
with free, at-the-point-of-use crowdfunding platforms 
so you can trial approaches and learn without risking 
any money you may have to invest in your own online 
platforms. 

Even though digital fundraising is yet to take off at the 
rate of adoption of other technological trends, there 
are many compelling stories and examples of successful 
digital giving out there. With fundraisers under increasing 
pressure to think of innovative techniques and approaches 
to raising funds, we consider it essential that more is done 
to promote and support initiatives that put digital at the 
heart of fundraising.  

AAM Associates is an independent research agency and 
consultancy that focuses on digital social innovation and 
the application of data to create social value.
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