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How do you make sure that your message is heard 
today? How do you attract and engage supporters who 

are as passionate as you about your cause?

Understanding best practices around social media and 
digital marketing is critical to ensuring that you are 

reaching as many supporters as possible. Sending the 
right messages, at the right time, and through the right 

channels can make a tremendous difference in your 
supporter engagement levels.

The strategies and tips below are designed for nonprofit 
professionals who are not necessarily marketing 

professionals. We cover best practices, some of the free 
and inexpensive tools available to help you manage 

online activities, and discuss the advantages of marketing 
automation, fundraising, and advocacy tools.
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Digital 
Marketing Strategies

Add interest-focused selections to your opt-in forms
When a supporter signs up to receive information from you, give them 
the option of selecting their specific areas of interest. These can be activity 
types, such as advocacy initiatives or local events - or the specific causes 
that they are most interested in. Don’t give them too many choices (10 
or less seems to work best) and only ask questions that matter to your 
organization. The key is to then use that information to target specific 
messaging to those supporters with specific interests.   

Create an automated email welcome series
When a new subscriber signs up to receive information or registers for an 
event, use the opportunity to share your organization’s story, educate them 
about your work or current initiatives, and provide them with resources 
to become more involved. Welcome emails should be sent immediately if 
possible (so automating these is important).  

Some ideas for the types of emails that you can include:

� A heartfelt thank-you note

� A personal introduction to your leadership and board members

� An overview of your mission

� Specific stories or videos showing impact

�Ways supporters can get involved and learn more

Optimize email for mobile
Any email that you send absolutely needs to be mobile responsive -  
which means that it shrinks and stacks columns and makes other changes 
dependant on the size of the screen. These days - most any email builder 
will create mobile responsive designs by default. Don’t stop there, though! 
Mobile optimized designs go a step further in ensuring that your email can 
be easily viewed and read on smaller screens. 

A few things that you can easily do:

� Create one-column emails when possible - especially if you do not have the 
time to fully test how your email will display in different email clients and on 
different sized screens.

� Emails display optimally on cell phones at 480 pixels in width. The default is 
usually 600 pixels for desktop-sized emails. If the majority of your email views 
are from mobile devices, consider a narrower email. Be sure to test on a 
 full-sized screen, though, and make sure you are happy with how it looks 
there also.

� Use larger fonts (at least 14 pixels)

� Use larger action buttons (45 pixels in width or more) 

� Images are good, but image-heavy designs can make your email more difficult 
to read on small devices. Try using a simple image (max 100 pixels high) in the 
header of the email and limiting the number of images throughout the email.
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Instead of sending the same email to all of 
your subscribers and donors, try creating some 
targeted emails for specific segments. Your email 
will get more views and clicks if the information 
is specific to the donor’s size, location, amount 
of last donation, specific interests, the type of 
activities they have participated in, etc.  

Personalize communications as much as possible. 
Use the recipient's first name in the body of the 
email - but also in the subject line when you can. 
Use other targeted and personalized information 
throughout the body of the email. For example, 
“Because you live in the DC area, you likely know 
how difficult it can be to…” or “We appreciate 
your participation in our walkathon for the past 5 
years!”. Most email marketing systems will allow 
you to insert this type of information into your 
email template.

Create 
Targeted Emails

It is better to have one or two active social media 
channels than many inactive channels. Choose those 
that are most important to your donors (often it is 
Facebook and Twitter) and put a plan in place for 
posting regularly. Pick up other channels if and when 
you have the resources to fully manage them. Ask 
your supporters - and those you serve - where they 
spend their time online. 

Follow like-minded organizations, board members, 
and big donors.

Be sure to link your social media channels visibly 
on your website and in every email you send. Consider 
adding social media links to the email signatures of 
individuals in your organization.

Mix-it up with a variety of shared content from 
other sources, calls to action, and insights into what 
your organization is doing on a daily basis.

Engage on Social Media 
(and then engage some more)

Not sure how often to post? There are no rules 
or magic formulas. It is more important to post 
consistently than frequently. Set a schedule and stick 
to it so that your followers know what to expect.

Not sure when to post? Again - there is no magic 
formula. In fact, you should experiment with posting 
at different times of the day and different days of 
the week. Some organizations find they get higher 
engagement rates on weekend posts, for example.

Quality over quantity - every time! Spend 
time looking at what types of posts get the most 
engagement, and don’t be afraid to ask your followers 
what they want to see.

Ask everyone - employees, donors, volunteers, and 
the people you serve -  to share your posts!
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You know that your website is important, but it 
doesn’t have to have dozens of pages or even be 
professionally designed. It does, however, need 
regular attention.

Keep the site up-to-date. Nothing turns people 
away from a site more quickly than outdated 
information. Decide which pages need to be 
monitored, such as event pages, and make sure 
that someone is reviewing them regularly.  

You can get started with Search Engine 
Optimization (SEO) without a dedicated expert. 
Think about the search terms that are important 
to you. Is it “cancer support in Pittsburgh” or 
“arthritis research” Identify the important terms 
and dedicate a page and/or blog post to each. Use 
the term in the header of the page, in the text, and 
in the page url. Engaging an expert can absolutely 
help you rank even higher for more search terms, 
and may be something worth investing in.

Be Visual

Optimize 
Your Website

A picture or video really is worth a thousand words.Use 
photos of your events and activities as much as possible on 
your website, in emails, and in social media posts to convey 
your organization’s passion, successes, and needs. 

Video can be challenging, but remember that it is perfectly 
acceptable to share video shot on cell phones - definitely on 
social media and even on your website. Ask your followers to 
share photos and videos of your events when possible.   

If you don’t have anyone in-house, consider asking your 
supporter community for help shooting and editing videos.  
It’s a great way for someone with experience to donate  
their time! 
 

Important: When using a photo that clearly shows 
someone’s face, get a photo release. For large events, 
such as a walkathon or gala, consider putting the 

release on the registration page or ticket. NEVER use a photo 
of a minor child if they can clearly be identified without 
written permission from the child’s parent or legal guardian.

Helpful Resources:

Read “5 Keys to Nonprofit 
Website Engagement” by 

our partner, Media Cause.

Watch "How to improve your 
Nonprofit’s Website” with

our partner, Elevation Web.
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Just like social media posts, email communications should be sent out on a consistent basis. A communication 
calendar can help you keep track of what you have sent and, more importantly, what you plan to send. If you 
send a monthly newsletter, for example, make sure it goes out at the same time every month.   

Consider creating a spreadsheet with the following fields:

� Topic

� Date

� Audience (a column for each audience works best - that way you can track which messages went to 
which groups of people). You might track different types of donors, or donors vs volunteers, etc. 

� Author (put someone’s name on it to make sure it gets done!) 

The topic could be the subject of the email or the title of a newsletter article. Consider blog posts and news 
items as communications, even if they are just posted on the website (but consider linking to these items in 
email communications as well). 

Add columns to track different categories or segments that you want to make sure are being addressed - 
and use your spreadsheet to make sure that you have enough future content planned to keep every type of 
supporter engaged!

Always give donors information on additional steps they can 
take to make a difference. Ask them to make their one-time gift a 
recurring gift, show them information on upcoming events when 
they register for your newsletter, etc.

Establish a 
Communication Calendar

Turn One-Time Donors 
into Sustaining Donors

For additional ideas, 
view our recent Partner 
Pep Talk with our 
partner Danielle Johson 

Vermenton of Nonprofit Know it All - 
“How to Create a Subscription Model 
for Sustained Giving”.
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What works best for one organization doesn’t necessarily work best for another. Consider tracking the 
following email and post information: 

Timing 
Track the day of the week, the time of the day, and even the week of the month for social media 
posts and email sends. For example, you may find that the day of the week doesn’t make a 
difference, but when you send emails the first week of the month they have much lower click rates.   

Content Types 
Do your followers engage more when you include an image or a video on Twitter? Do your email 
subscribers click more on personal stories about your volunteers and those you are serving - or on 
educational articles about your cause and advocacy initiatives? 

Email subject lines 
Most email marketing systems will allow you to A/B test multiple subject lines on one email.  
Test different wording to determine the types of subjects that work best for your audience.   

Frequency 
For email and social media posts - track the changes in engagement when you change the frequency 
with which you are posting or sending. Too many emails, and your unsubscribe rate will go up - too 
few, and your open and click rates will go down. 

Measures 
What are you measuring as a predictor of your success? Click-through rates, dollars raised, actions 
taken? 

Get creative! What information could you be tracking that might help you analyze and target your 
messages? 

Common mistakes to avoid: 

Making decisions on too little information 
Be careful not to make big changes based on the success or failure of just a few emails or posts. It takes 
a lot of data to spot trends.   

Ending your analysis 
Monitoring your email and post data should be an ongoing process. Your audience, and the way they 
engage with your content, will change over time. 

Not recognizing biases 
This one is difficult, especially when looking at activities you have been doing for a long time. Encourage 
your team to question anything! If the data is showing you that something isn’t working - test it and 
consider changing. Recognize that what used to work, isn’t necessarily still the best approach.  

Measuring the wrong results 
More subscribers, higher click-through rates, and an increase in followers are important - and should 
be measured. However, the real measure of your success is dollars raised, new volunteers, advocacy 
actions taken, etc. Make sure you are measuring the things that are most important to your success!

Analyze! 
What Works and What Doesn’t?
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1. Say Thank You. Create a thank you email series to send to donors and 
make sure they know how their gift has made a difference.

2. Optimize donation pages. Ensure that your donation pages are:
� Optimized for mobile devices
� Customized to represent your cause
� Tested - consider A/B testing headers, text, and the information you are 

asking for on donation forms.

3. Prominently feature a “Donate” button on every page of your website 
(putting in the header of the site often works well).

4. Communicate frequently and regularly.

5. Add a recurring gift option on donation pages. Make it as easy as possible 
for donors to make their gift a recurring donation.

6. Add a merchandise store or purchasing options. People love swag!

1. Engage donors on their terms. Ask online donors if they would like to 
receive information on volunteer opportunities and in-person events. 
They may be more interested in an online-only relationship or might be 
interested in more. Make sure you know and send them information 
accordingly.

2. Be transparent. Make sure that you are transparent when asking people 
to volunteer or take an action. How much time will it take and what will be 
required? Share the expected and actual results with them as well.

3. Give Concrete Direction. Be very specific when asking your supporters to 
take an action. Be sure that the requests you are asking them to make are 
also specific.

4. Coordinate messaging. Plan action alert emails and social posts so that 
they start at the same time and continue on a planned schedule.

5. Use online engagement to fuel offline actions. Create downloadable 
actionable tip sheets or guides with instructions for activities such as 
canvassing neighborhoods or participating in legislative town hall meetings.  
Provide talking points for constituents to use in the field.

6. Share your impact. Make sure everyone knows how many calls have been 
made, postcards have been sent, signatures have been gathered - whatever 
matters! Then be sure to share the results of those actions - and include 
next steps, if applicable.

Additional Tips for 
Optimizing Online Giving

Additional Advocacy 
Strategy Tips
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1. Clearly communicate event goals. It is 
important for your supporters to understand 
what you are working towards and how they are 
helping you meet those goals.

2. Provide key messaging. Create a list of 
messages, taglines, and hashtags to use in 
emails and on different social media platforms. 
The easier you can make it for your participants 
the better. Encourage them to share posts that 
you are making as well.

3. Provide graphics. In addition to messaging, 
create branded graphics that are sized 
specifically for each social media platform (see 
canva.com for a tool to help with this).

4. Set up a campaign website. Share impact 
stories, additional fundraising resources, 
profiles of fundraising superstars (who raised 
the most at this event last year?).  

Moz 
Free SEO tools. Use the Moz Keyword explorer to prioritize keywords for your website. Other free tools include 
page metric tools and site link explorer. 

Hootsuite 
Hootsuite will allow you to schedule social media posts and monitor multiple channels in one place. Their free 
version allow you to manage up to 3 social profiles.

URL shorteners 
When sharing links on social media and other platforms, it is often useful to shorten a long URL into a short, less-
messy url. There are many out there including Bit.ly and Ow.ly. Check out this Hubspot post for information on 
others - and when to use them. 

Tweet Deck 
Manage multiple twitter accounts, view multiple timelines, and schedule future Tweets. Tweetdeck.twitter.com

Grammarly 
Grammarly’s free Chrome extension will proofread emails and social media posts for you. 

Canva 
Canva provides simple graphic editing tools, social media icons and templates and more. They offer their 
premium edition free to nonprofits at www.canva.com.

Additional Peer-to-Peer 
Event Tips

Useful Tools

View a recording of our recent Partner 
Pep Talk "Best Practices for Peer-to-Peer 
Fundraising" with partner, Media Cause.

5. Offer team captains extra support. Share 
leadership resources, important campaign 
information, and email templates that they can 
use. Make everything as easy as possible for 
them!

6. Share fundraising updates. It is important 
to share frequent updates on your social 
media channels and campaign website so that 
participants know how close you are to your  
goals and how they have helped.

7. Use automated gift acknowledgment emails. 
Make sure donors and participants are thanked 
immediately.  Include personalized information 
whenever possible.
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