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How to Create Donor Surveys 
That Improve Your Fundraising

Survey:

Have you previously 
conducted a donor 
survey?
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How to Create Donor Surveys 
That Improve Your Fundraising

OOPS! Add Image Here!
(or use another page layout)

Rachel Clemens
Chief Marketing Officer

Mighty Citizen

@youaremighty
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Surveys can tell us:
• What motivates our donors to give?
• How can we better engage with our donors?
• Who are our donors?
• Why aren’t <insert audience> giving more?
• How good is our stewardship?

Research 
Kills 

Opinions.
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By the End, You’ll be Able to:
• Describe the shortcomings and benefits of donor surveys
• List six principles of an effective survey
• Write good survey questions
• Analyze and interpret survey results

The Shortcomings & Benefits 
of Donor Surveys
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• People estimate
• Inaccurate answers
• Hard to predict the future
• Bad questions look like good 

questions
• Hard to reach statistical 

significance
• Surveys are wide but shallow

The Case Against Surveys

4 Key Benefits of Donor Surveys: F-A-C-E
• Flexible
• Anonymous
• Cost-effective (and quick)
• Extensive
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So, should you conduct a 
donor survey?
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Six Principles of 
Effective Survey Design

• What is your goal?
• What will you do with the 

information?
• Who has buy-in?
• Different surveys for different 

goals:
• Learn about an audience
• Compare audiences

#1: Purposeful
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#1: Purposeful

#2: Targeted
• How many people should I 

survey?
• Small and representative vs. 

big and broad
• Which donors are you going 

to target?
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Target: By age

YOUNGER OLDER

Target: Engagement with your org

LAPSED ENGAGED
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Targeted: By sex

WOMEN MEN

Target: By greatness

TEXANS EVERYONE ELSE
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Survey:

Do you have 
confidence in the 
fidelity of your 
donor data?

Remember:
To target an audience, you must 
have good data in your database.

21

22



5/11/2020

12

#3: Short
• Short surveys produce higher 

response rates
• Ideally takes fewer than 5 

minutes to complete
• Fewer than 10 questions 

ideally
• Fewer if you include lots of 

open-ended questions

#4: Delivered Well
• Intuitive and works on 

multiple browsers
• Mobile-friendly!
• Remove those who have 

completed a survey
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#5: Tested
• Read the questions aloud
• Test over and over again
• Test with people who 

haven’t seen it

#6: Incentivized*
• Consider an incentive for 

taking the survey
• Increase response by 5-20%
• Can bias results if too large
• Make sure the incentives are 

easy to allocate 
• If user doesn’t share their 

contact info, they can’t get 
incentive
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How to Write Good 
Survey Questions

Closed questions are measurable. 
Open questions are revealing.
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Closed Questions are Measurable

Closed Questions are Measurable
• Closed Questions

• Provide list of acceptable responses
• Multiple choice, Yes/No, Checklists, etc.

• Easier and less time-consuming on 
both ends

• Be careful not to bias
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Closed Questions are Measurable

Closed Questions are Measurable
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Open Questions are Revealing
Examples: 
“Why did you choose to become a donor?”

“What’s the one way we could best show our appreciation for 
you?”

“What one word would you use to describe our Scholarship 
program?”

Open Questions are Revealing
• Allow respondents to answer 

in their own words
• Provide unanticipated insights
• Usually encourage more 

reflection (and accuracy!)
• Require more human time to 

analyze
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Open Questions are Revealing

Should I ask closed questions, 
open questions, or both in my survey?
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Just Don’t

Also Don’t
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It’s time to play:

What’s Wrong 
With This 
Question?!

Question #1

What is the most affordable and most fun 
summer camp?
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Question #1

What is the most affordable summer camp?

Question #2

What is the most fun summer camp?

Question #2

How much do you enjoy our <annual event>?
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Question #2

What is your opinion of our <annual event>?

Question #3

When were you born?
a. Before 1950
b. 1950-1960
c. 1960-1970
d. 1970-1980
e. After 1980
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Question #3

When were you born?
a. Before 1950
b. 1950-1959
c. 1960-1969
d. 1970-1980
e. After 1980

Question #4

How often do you visit our website?
a. Never
b. Sometimes
c. Regularly
d. Often

45

46



5/11/2020

24

Question #4

Which option best describes how often 
you visit our website?
a. Never
b. Few times per year
c. Once per month
d. Once per week
e. Almost daily

Five Survey 
Analysis Techniques
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#1: Read All Responses for Patterns
• Especially with open-ended questions
• Read it multiple times
• Patterns will emerge
• Begin to name and group responses to a particular 

question
• Word Cloud

#1: Read All Responses for Patterns
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#2: Be Careful with Averages

Dogs are better than cats.
1 • 2 • 3 • 4 • 5

(Disagree)       (Agree)

Five responses: 2, 3, 3, 4, 5
Average: 3.4

Five responses: 1, 1, 5, 5, 5
Average: 3.4

Instead...
Show the number of responses for each option on a scale.

1
Disagree 

2
Somewhat 
Disagree 

3
Neutral

2
Somewhat 

Agree 

5
Agree

0% 40% 0% 40% 20%

51

52



5/11/2020

27

#3: Focus on the Big Picture
• It’s easy to focus on the specifics and the outliers
• Instead, notice the big items
• If there are outliers or strange anomalies, test them again
• Be more skeptical of good news than bad news

#4: Confirm, Then Change
• Surveys are just one of many research tools at your 

disposal
• You can conduct a survey more than once
• Make changes in your organization once a clear picture 

emerges
• Start small with the change to make sure you’re headed 

in the right direction
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#5: Report Back

Recap
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Remember:
• Surveys are an inexpensive way to gather lots of data

• For most, surveys are indicators, not 100% truth
• Start your survey with a goal and a plan
• Good survey design is:

• Purposeful, Targeted, Brief, Delivered well, Tested, and 
Incentivized*

• Write clear questions and provide context
• Read the results, avoid quick assumptions, and don’t let 

the numbers fool you

Research 
Kills 

Opinions.
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Questions?
Get the slides and additional resources:
mightycitizen.com/donorsurveys

Including:
• Donor Survey Guide
• How to Plan and Execute a Fundraising Campaign
• On-demand Donor Survey Webinar

Thank You!

Rachel Clemens, CMO
rclemens@mightycitizen.com
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