Donors make bigger gifts online than in the mail,
despite what AmEx study says
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The Chronicle of Philanthropy recently reported on an American Express-sponsored study (links below) which said that online and offline donations were generally the same size.  That does not square with extensive research that we’ve done over the last year.  We have looked at the online and offline donation records of 24 national organizations, and all 24 received much higher gifts online than offline. 

The differences in average gift findings between the American Express study and ours may be due to their different methods of data collection. The American Express study was based on a telephone survey which asked donors to report on the sizes of their most recent gifts.  In our experience, it is difficult for donors to report reliably on their giving history through surveys.  

Target Analysis Group’s recent donorCentrics™ Internet Giving Collaborative Benchmarking report looked at the online and offline donation records of 24 national non-profit organizations. For all 24, online gift amounts were consistently higher than offline gift amounts.  In fact, for 75% of these organizations, average online gift amounts were at least twice as much as offline donations.

The Target report analyzed millions of transaction records from direct mail and telephone gifts and hundreds of thousands of online gifts from organizations ranging from the American Cancer Society, Amnesty International, and Habitat for Humanity, to Special Olympics, ALSAC/St. Jude’s Children’s Research Hospital, CARE, and the Nature Conservancy. We found, as did American Express, that online donors tend to be significantly younger than offline donors. But we also found that:

· Online donors tend to have higher household incomes, but still give larger gifts even when controlling for income 

· Both annual and long-term revenue per donor for online-acquired donors was far higher than for offline-acquired donors; however, when controlling for acquisition gift amount, off-line (primarily direct mail) donors yield higher long-term revenue. 

 

While we don’t know for sure why online gifts are higher, there are at least three likely reasons: (1) virtually all the online gifts are by credit card; (2) online donors’ household incomes are higher and people make small gifts from current income rather than wealth; and (3) online donors are generally younger, and younger donors typically make larger gifts than the age 65+ donors who dominate many direct mail files.

We also found that the Internet is serving primarily as an acquisition source and that acquisitions make up the majority of online gifts for many organizations.   While some direct mail donors also give online, the longer a mail donor has been giving to an organization, the less likely they are to start giving online.

High average gifts online may also mask issues with cultivation and renewal.  Online donors are more valuable because their initial and subsequent gifts are much higher than mail gifts.  However, when controlling for the size of acquisition gifts, at most organizations mail-acquired donors actually yield higher revenue per donor over several years than online-acquired donors.

Links:

Chronicle of Philanthropy, Nov. 15, 2007, “Online Donations Similar in Size to Gifts by Cash or Check, New Study Finds.”

http://philanthropy.com/premium/articles/v20/i03/03002601.htm (requires sub)

AmEx survey PDF here:

http://home3.americanexpress.com/corp//pc/2007/pdf/aecgs.pdf
