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Donor Customer

CHARITABLE ORGANISATIONS CAN RETAIN DONORS USING THE SAME STRATEGIES THAT 

PROFIT-MAKING ORGANISATIONS USE TO RETAIN CUSTOMERS. 
 
Basis for my arguments: Is the role, expectations and mindset of a donor same as the role of a 
customer?  
 
 
 

	

Yes:	A	donor	is	no	different	from	a	customer!	
Looking at Figure 1, both for-profit and non-profit organization wants their donors/customers 
to be in these quadrants. Based on that, we can assume that a donor is no different from a 
customer and therefore any strategies that for-profit organizations use can indeed be used by 
non-profit organizations. 
 

 
 
The only distinction a for-profit and non-profit organizations in using strategic customer 
retention plans is the test on its effectiveness. For example, while for-profits may be mostly 
focused on ways to “outperform rivals” (Porter, 1996, p. 62), not-for-profits can be thought of 
as focused on “mission accomplishment” (Sheehan, 1996). Holding on to the above 
argument, we can say that charitable organizations retain donors using the same strategies 
that profit-making organizations use to retain customers. This is because a donor and a 
customer have the same “value” to help for-profit organizations outperform rivals and 
maximize profits, while non-profit organizations need their donors to help them accomplish 
their charitable missions and goals.  

Switching	barriers	
I believe non-profit organizations do employ some form of switching barrier, however subtle 
or ineffective it may be. This is because all the charitable organizations compete for the same 
resources (“Market share”) to accomplish their own “missions”. Switching barriers could be 
in a form of a social bond where time and energy were invested in a particular charitable 
organization, thus a sense of belonging. For structural bonds, although it may seem unwise, 
can be employed subtlety and without effort. This is the theory of escalating commitment 
where the more donors donate, the less likelihood they will leave and forgo maximizing their 
utility from their donations. 
 	
Purchase	cycles	applies	to	both	donors	and	customers  
Although different organizations view purchase cycles differently, they do apply to both 
donors and customers. Both for-profit and non-profit businesses need to plan their profit-

Non-existent in my opinion: 
No sitting on the fence! 

Full marks. 
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cycles in order to get revenue or resources to keep their businesses going, and to also aid their 
marketing campaigns at the right time and place.   
 
Because non-profit organizations are not spared from the impact of purchase cycles can have 
on their businesses, they will employ the same set of customer retention strategies that profit-
making businesses will employ. For example, appreciating customers for their sale to the 
company by thanking them or keeping them up-to-date on latest charity missions or, devising 
an attractive package such as a fresh logo or an inspiring motto of the charitable organization. 

No:	A	donor	is	different	from	a	customer!	
The product charitable organizations is selling is something less tangible and abstract. 
Moreover, charitable organizations cannot be seen competing with one another as this will 
affect the integrity of these charitable organizations. Therefore, it cannot use the same 
strategies profit-making organizations use to retain customers.  

Organizations’	point	of	view:	Different	customers	segmentation	strategies	
To a for-profit organization, not all customers are worth retaining (thus segmentation of 
customers) because not all customers have the potential for customer development or they are 
simply not generating enough profit to be retained further. In a non-profit organization, it is 
worth spreading a wider retention net to retain as many customers as possible because there is 
minimal customer upkeep and every donor’s donations no matter how the amount are needed 
to keep the charity’s business running. Upkeep in my opinion: More resources are committed 
to retain profitable customers like providing customer service, product sampling or free gifts.  
As for non-profit organizations, the strategy is different, it is a known fact that all donors give 
an unequal amount and generally, charities promote the idea of, “Unequal amounts but equal 
sacrifices” (City Harvest Church, Singapore). Therefore, all donors are worth retaining. With 
this argument, if customer segmentation strategies are different between profit and non-profit 
organizations, their customer retention strategies would also have to differ. Simply put,  
 

different customer segmentation = different view of customers’ “worth/value” = different 
customer retention strategies. 

 
Donors	versus	Customers:	“Givers	versus	takers”	

When a customer interacts with a for-profit organization, he would 
often expect value-for-money transactions and this is a “taker” 
mindset. This changes when the same customer interacts with a non-
profit organization, they would usually adopt a “giver” mindset and 
therefore it wouldn’t hurt the non-profit organization to retain every 
single donor. In this argument, charitable organizations cannot use the 

same strategies to retain customers, otherwise donors might feel the organization is seen as 
being too commercial or emphasized too much of “selling” their charitable products.  
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