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KEY HIGHLIGHTS

• What Nonprofits Are Spending: Interactive solutions vary in scale and scope, but their   

positive impact is undeniable. More than 95% of respondents agree and report that their 

investments in this space will grow or stay the same in 2014. 

• Where They’re Spending It: Whatever your budget, you’ll have to decide what interactive   

solution or solutions to spend it on. Most importantly for nonprofits, respondents listed 

tools that directly generate revenue as top priority investments for 2014, with constituent                

engagement and social media programs close behind. 

• How They’re Spending It: There are certain decision-making processes and valuation        

methods that rise to the top when it comes to nonprofit digital spending. Chief among             

investment methodologies in this survey are priority rankings, competitive bids and return  

on investment models.

• Who’s Spending It: Interactive solutions budgets tend to be controlled at the top. More 

than 37% of respondents indicate that their executive director or CEO primarily owns the 

interactive solutions budget. As for departmental ownership, 22% indicate that the fundraising                 

department primarily owns the budget, while 14% indicate that it is owned by marketing. In 

larger organizations though, ownership is less often with the executive director or CEO and 

more often with fundraising, marketing, IT/operations or the CIO/CTO.

• Why It Matters to You: Nonprofits taking advantage of digital tools today reap greater           

organizational and financial rewards tomorrow  — as long as they’re investing smartly.             

Prioritization is the key: digital spending that leads to the greatest revenue generation is         

the main focus for most nonprofits.

 To learn more about how your peers approach digital spending, continue reading.  
You never know, a new perspective or stroke of insight could be the difference between 
business as usual and a substantial boost from your interactive solutions (or solutions-to-be).
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Interactive solutions are gaining increased popularity among nonprofits, and for good reason.               

Integrated websites are elevating donations to holistic mission experiences. Fundraising platforms  

are empowering donors to support the charities they love in a manner that suits them best. Mobile  

and social developments are reaching more constituents and driving increased engagement.

In early 2014, Charity Dynamics issued an interactive solutions and investment survey to learn  

more specifics about how nonprofits approach digital investment. The insights gained from the  

332 individuals who responded provide a benchmark for the industry and serve as a guide  

to any nonprofit looking to get the most out of their interactive budget.



3

charitydynamics.com

2.1. WHAT NONPROFITS ARE PLANNING TO SPEND: 
INVESTMENT PROJECTIONS

The first thing you may wonder about your peers in regards to interactive spending is whether 

they’re seeing enough return to further their investment. Here’s the short version: yes, they are. In 

fact, respondents almost unanimously report that their interactive solution investments will grow 

or stay the same in 2014. 

More specifically, 55% expect their budgets to grow while 42% expect them to stay the same as   

the previous year’s budget. That means only 3% expect their budgets to decrease. 
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Projection | % of Respondents

Increase       55%

Maintain        42%

Decrease  3%

2014 Interactive Investment Projections

2. KEY INSIGHTS ON INTERACTIVE SPENDING 

While you may know your own interactive budget and spending processes like the back of your hand, 

there is much to be gained from your 332 nonprofit peers who completed this survey, especially   

considering the range of organizations represented. Respondents reported organization revenue of           

all sizes, from small (less than $5 million) to medium ($5-20 million) to large (greater than $20 million).

So no matter the size of your nonprofit, you’ll find something relevant in the following sections.

26% of                  

respondents 

expect budget 

growth of 11%     

or more.



2.2. WHERE THEY’RE SPENDING IT: INVESTMENT PRIORITIES

The following summarizes the 2014 interactive solution investment priorities for respondents. 

Transaction processing solutions for donations and e-commerce are the leading priorities closely 

followed by solutions that drive constituent engagement and activity.

Clearly, interactive options that can impact donations and engagement rise to the top of priority 

lists and wish lists alike. Donation/e-commerce platforms were reported by 51% of respondents 

as a high priority investment area with more citing this priority above others. Constituent           

engagement/social media tools were cited next at 47%. 

Ironically, mobile is perhaps the area that would most enhance the top investment areas and 

yet mobile solutions are neither a high priority nor a most desired addition/update for many       

organizations. Of those with mobile strategies, though, 33% report that they are primarily for 

marketing and development or fundraising purposes.
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Donation/E-Commerce    51%

Constituent Engagement/Social Media  47%

Data Management    42%

Mobile       20%

Business Intelligence/Analytics   18%

2014 High Priority Investment Areas

Investment Area             Listed as High Priority

Website     34%

CRM/Donor Database    24%

Online Fundraising Tool   12%

Email Marketing Tool     8%

Social Media Management Tool   8%

Mobile App     3%

Online Member Community   3%

Event or Ticketing Tool     2%

Standard Business Programs   2%

Creative Software    2%

2014 Most Desired Additions or Updates

Addition or Update             Listed as Most Desired

Noticeably Mobile 

Respondents from 

large organizations 

are paying notice-

ably more attention          

to mobile.

Reported mobile 

as a high priority    

investment area. 

29%
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Knowing which area you want to invest in is only half the battle. Next comes actually selecting 

the product or solution that fits your needs. This can be a high-anxiety decision for many                    

organizations, especially if you’re in the dark on what others are selecting. The following         

graphics should help to turn on the lights.

In terms of solution preferences, nearly half of all respondents indicate that interactive                 

solutions tend to be out-of-the-box products, while 25% prefer custom built tools and 21%     

prefer point solutions designed to meet immediate needs. 

Though 41% of respondents use integrated solutions that meet many needs, few (7%) take 

advantage of APIs. This may demonstrate a low understanding of the value of APIs.

An Application Programming Interface, or API, specifies how some software 

components should interact with each other. They are commonly used when 

integrating multiple software systems into a single suite by sharing data 

between solutions.

API DEFINED

Projection | % of Respondents

Out-of-Box           48%

Integrated Solutions     41%

Custom Built      25%

Available API*            7%

*Application Programming Interface

Type of Solution Preferences

Point Solutions                 21%
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A common first-decision when choosing an interactive solution, the difference here is whether you’d prefer a product 

stored online or stored on premise. Web-based systems, often referred to as SaaS, operate on monthly payment plans 

and require less upfront costs than on-premise software.

The next decision is whether you’d like to implement a standalone point solution for your interactive initiative or invest in 

an integrated suite that connects to other platforms you may run or plan to run. Choosing between these two is often a 

matter of the degree of customization you anticipate and your plans for the future.

Once you have chosen your solution and are ready to deploy it, it’s time to decide who’s actually going to do it. If you 

have the personnel resources and experience in-house, you may decide to deploy the solution with your own people. 

Others prefer the expertise and flexibility that outside consultants provide. Still others do both!                                            

In all three areas, respondents were very evenly split on their preferences.                                                                            

Cloud/Software as a Service 
(SaaS) Solutions

 On-Premise Software?-OR-

Train Staff to 
Deploy Solutions

Hire Consultant Expertise-OR-

Fully Integrated Solutions?-OR-Best of Breed Point Solutions

SaaS

INTERACTIVE SOLUTION FEATURES: 

THIS -OR- THAT?
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2.3. HOW THEY’RE SPENDING IT: INVESTMENT DECISION MAKING

As we’ve already learned, deciding on a specific interactive solution to invest in is no easy task. 

Thankfully, there are decision-making tools to help. Among respondents, the most effective tools 

reported (in order of efficacy) were priority rankings, competitive bids and ROI models. And for 

those making technology purchases greater than $5,000, the greatest portion (41%) reported that 

they first develop a formal request for proposal (RFP) and receive multiple proposals. 

Of course, these tools are often best used in conjunction with each other. For optimal results, 

consider receiving competitive bids and/or proposals from each vendor and developing an ROI 

model for each product. Then, use those findings to develop your priority rankings. Interactive 

options often deserve this type of thorough analysis before purchasing. 

To help with your ROI modeling, respondents offered how they best measured the value 

of a technology investment, both upfront and ongoing. They indicated that measuring the 

money raised/saved versus the technology cost itself is the best indicator of value, followed by                 

improved efficiency. 

  Priority Rankings: A list of technology or platform requirements are collected formally or   

  informally. They may be prioritized in to A, B, or C-level importance. Features of potential   

  solutions are weighed against these rankings with or without vendor participation. Used by   

  25% of respondents, this is the leading method of evaluation.

  Competitive Bids: Generally a request for proposal is issued detailing solution requirements   

  and needs. Vendors are invited to respond with proposals and pricing, possibly with product   

  demonstrations to convey solution capabilities.

  ROI Models: Often a component of the selection process, potential and expected multi-year   

  return on solution adoption is projected and weighed against total cost of ownership.    

  This includes not only solution expense, but adoption costs that may include deployment,  

  staff training, new hires and more.

DECISION TOOLS DEFINEDDECISION TOOLS DEFINED
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2.4. WHO’S SPENDING IT: INVESTMENT DECISION MAKERS

If you’ve ever had to take a slice of the interactive budget pie, you’ve dealt with these decision 

makers before  — or maybe you are the decision maker. As you might imagine, though, their title 

or department can differ depending on the organization. Does your organization follow the trend 

in the nonprofit industry? 

As you can see, for many respondents (37%), the interactive solutions budget goes all the way 

to the top for sign off. Interestingly, only 9% report that an IT/Operations team member owns 

it, though 50% do report that an IT representative is always involved in organization-wide    

purchase decisions.

Executive Director or CEO   37%

Fundraising     22%

Marketing     14%

IT/Operations     9%

CIO/CTO     5%

Consultant     2%

Who Owns the Budget

Title/Department             Percent Listed

Board Member     5%

Organization size can 

significantly impact 

budget ownership. 

Of respondents from 

medium to large                 

organizations, only 

17% report that their 

Executive Director 

or CEO owns the 

budget. Instead, these 

respondents reported 

more ownership by 

marketing (25%), IT/

Operations (16%) and 

their CIO/CTO (10%).

17%

16%

10%

25%



3.1. WHY IT MATTERS TO YOU: SMARTER INVESTING

• If you’re not investing in interactive solutions, it’s time to start. Interactive solutions are 

not just the way of the future; they are the way of the present. More than 95% of the study 

respondents agree and report that their investments in this space will grow or stay the same 

in 2014.

• When prioritizing investments, seek the tools that will generate revenue. Donation/ 

e-commerce platforms were reported by 53% of respondents as a high priority investment 

area with more citing this priority above others. 

•  Strive to maintain a long-term perspective. Constituent engagement/social media tools 

were cited as a next-highest priority investment by 47% of respondents. Engagement               

technologies are viewed by the most sophisticated organizations as tools to drive more 

involvement, maintain long-term relationships and grow donor lifetime value without         

necessarily an immediate direct impact. 

• Begin to invest in mobile solutions. While mobile investment may be a newly emerging 

priority now for many nonprofits, expect that to rise. More than 50% of emails are read on 

mobile devices today and approximately 30-50% of web traffic is mobile. Without fundraising 

support for these constituents, revenue creation will be severely hampered. 

•   Use a combination of decision-making tools. For optimal results, take advantage of all four 

of  the top reported methodologies: consider receiving competitive bids and/or proposals 

from each potential vendor and developing an ROI model for each product. Then, use those 

findings to develop your priority rankings. Interactive options often deserve this type of 

thorough analysis before purchasing. 

        

        Looking for additional insights and recommendations on interactive spending and more?  

        Be sure to bookmark THE WORKSHOP by Charity Dynamics at blog.charitydynamics.com.
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FOR MORE VISIT: blog.charitydynamics.com

by

THE

3. KEY TAKEAWAYS

Hopefully you’ve already gleaned something valuable from this report, but if not, this section            

summarizes some key takeaways based on the findings that are applicable to any nonprofit  

regardless of your current interactive investment status. Use them as a guide to your  

organization’s endeavors — and as you plan, continue to reference the full report to maintain  

a firm grasp of what others in the industry are doing.
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4. RESPONDENT DEMOGRAPHICS & 

METHODOLOGY

Charity Dynamics administered an online survey to 332 individuals. 

Respondents were primarily solicited from the Fundraising Success  

email distribution list in addition to the base of existing Charity                        

Dynamics clients and prospects.

Size: 56% of respondents reported being from a small organization, that is 

with an annual revenue of less than $5 million. 14% reported being from a 

medium organization ($5-20 million in annual revenue) and 12% reported 

being from a large organization (greater than $20 million in annual revenue). 

17% of respondents did not report on their organization’s revenue.

   

Vertical: 85 respondents were from human and social service                                

organizations; 50 respondents were from education-focused  

organizations; 10 or more respondents each represented 6 other verticals.

   

Department: Fundraising (59%) was the most represented department;   

administration/operations (25%) and marketing (11%) were the next   

most represented; volunteer programs (2%), information technology   

(1.5%) and service delivery (1.5%) departments were represented least.

LOOKING FORWARD

Interactive success requires a purposeful strategy with multiple  
supporting solutions. No single solution can carry your program  
alone. The key is examining your results, assessing  investments and 
understanding how they all work together.

  

So, what are you waiting for? 

ABOUT CHARITY DYNAMICS

Charity Dynamics was founded in 

2004 with the vision of empowering 

nonprofits with the technology  

expertise needed to help them 

change the world. Through the  

years the company expanded  

to meet the demands of rapidly 

changing technology and nonprofit 

needs. Starting with strategic  

consulting and now offering creative 

services, innovative technology and 

platform expertise, Charity Dynamics 

remains true to our vision.

We invest time to understand each 

client’s mission, strategy and goals, 

utilize their data, consider their 

processes and identify their 

resources to create integrated 

technology solutions that deliver  

long term value.  

We can help you too. Please visit our 

website, charitydynamics.com, email 

us at info@charitydynamics.com,  

or call us at 512.241.0561 to find  

out how our services can help you 

transform your engagement results.
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