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About this Guide

About the Author

This guide to Millennial engagement was written by Kari Saratovsky. Kari 
is Chief Engagement Officer at Third Plateau Social Impact Strategies and 
co-author of Cause for Change: The Why and How of Nonprofit Millennial 
Engagement. She has spent her career in the government and philanthropic 
sectors building strategic alliances, directing programs, and facilitating 
national efforts that advance social change.  

Why should you care about Millennials now?  
 
Young supporters represent the leading edge of technology adoption 
and online behavior. If you want to know where donor engagement is 
heading, look to Millennials to understand how all generations are  
evolving. Of course, Millennials are also active donors, advocates, and 
volunteers in their own right.   
 
This playbook is meant to guide your nonprofit fundraising and marketing 
efforts as you think about how to engage young supporters. You’ll learn:

• Why Millennials may be your cause’s secret weapon 
• How to inspire these supporters to become recurring givers, 
 advocates, and peer fundraisers for your mission
• Tips for communicating with and retaining young donors 
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Reaching Millennial Donors
Influencing Change Across Organizations and Generations

Who They Are and Why They Matter 

Every 15 to 20 years, a new generation 
comes of age, bringing with it a new set of 
rules, tools, and expectations. And every 
15 to 20 years, organizational leaders find 
themselves bewildered trying to meet the 
demands of the next rising generation. Enter 
today’s Millennials, the 80 million people 
born roughly between 1979 and 1993. The 
tools they use, coupled with their different 
expectations of engagement, have likewise 
kept many organizations guessing. 

With more than 1.8 million nonprofits 
competing for the limited dollars, time, 
and attention spans of today’s Millennials, 
organizations are grappling with how to 
best attract—and, more important, engage—
this cohort. If you are lucky enough to break 
through the noise and gain any combination 
of these three things, you better know what 
to do with it. That’s why we’ve written this 

playbook. There is a struggle between those 
organizations that can and are willing to 
adapt versus those that are stuck in a “this is 
how we’ve always done it” mentality.  

Millennial Fast Facts 

• Largest generation in history: 80  
 million in the United States 

• Born between 1979 and 1993 

• Will comprise 50% of the    
 workforce by 2020 

• $41 trillion transfer of wealth   
 expected from older generations
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Embracing the 
Millennial Mindset
Organizations that want to not only survive but 
also thrive in the future need to embrace the values 
Millennials hold dear—things like digital literacy, 
transparency, and an openness to work with and engage 
people of all cultures and backgrounds. These Millennial 
values are transforming the way we work, live, and 
engage charitably, and they are important to understand 
if you want to effectively reach this cohort. Tomorrow’s 
donors will be increasingly multicultural, age diverse, and 
global, and all of this has real implications for how we 
engage them.

 

Millennial Values

• Openness & transparency

• Entrepreneurial mindset

• Appreciation for diversity

• Collaborative leadership

• Opposition to hierarchy

Millennial values are transforming the way we work, 
live, and engage charitably.

We know that Millennials grew up connected, but today they are hyperconnected to each 
other and everyone else. We are all connected now, and those interaction shape our 
experiences. Because of this, we can’t talk about Millennials in isolation—instead, we have to 
take a broader look at how these Millennial values are driving change across our institutions. 
This phenomenon is referred to as the “Millennial mindset,” and it’s redefining organizational 
culture and donor engagement. What we see with Millennials is actually a much larger 
representation of how organizations communicate with donors across all generations. It’s 
prompting a shift in the culture of institutions, and it’s happening in both large, national-
affiliate organizations and small, community-based ones. 

Millennials probably aren’t your most generous donor cohort today, but they are the 
leading indicator of where online trends are going and where your organization needs to 
focus its efforts. But just because younger people are known for their use of technology, 
you shouldn’t assume that older supporters aren’t tech savvy as well. When it comes to 
leveraging new technology and social media, if you dismiss older supporters, not only will 
you leave significant money on the table, you’ll also miss a potentially huge opportunity to 
engage and include them as active members of your community. While we use the term 
“Millennials” throughout this playbook, we hope you keep in mind how these Millennial 
values are having a broader impact across all generations. 

No matter what year we were born, we all must begin to find ways to adopt elements of the 
Millennial mindset. 

So, where should you begin? 
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Stop Searching for the Silver 
Bullet:  Start Setting Goals
The first step is accepting the fact that there is no silver bullet when it comes to engaging 
Millennials. We know that Millennials give and volunteer—and when they do, they can be 
very supportive of the causes they choose. But there is a disconnect between how they give 
of their time and dollars and how they are being cultivated. Goal setting may seem like the 
most basic step of any fundraising strategy, but it’s important to go back to the basics, even 
with Millennials. No Millennial strategy will work without a clear set of goals in mind.  

 What’s your goal with Millennial donors? 

• Do you want to increase giving? 

• Raise awareness? 

• Build new relationships? 

As fundraisers, of course you want to increase 
giving, but leading with this may turn away your 
Millennial donors. Recognize that engaging 
Millennials is a long-term investment, and there 
are different starting points for cultivating them—
most of which do not begin with the immediate 
transfer of dollars. Instead, think about taking a series of microsteps that will lead to deeper 
and more sustained giving and involvement. It’s okay to start small and build over time.

If you’re having difficulty clearly defining your goal, ask yourself these questions: 

 
What exactly are you trying to accomplish? Sure, you want more Millennials giving to your 
cause. But you might want to start by cultivating them as advocates and champions so they 
will help spread the word to their peers. 

Who are you trying to reach? There are 80 million Millennials. Even within that cohort, 
you need to think about audience segmentation. On one end of the spectrum are college-
age students or recent grads and on the other end are 35-year-olds who are married with 
children. There are different ways to reach these different segments.

What do you want them to do? Once you’ve captured a potential supporter’s attention, 
you must have a clear call to action. Think of actions beyond simply donating—signing a 
petition, contacting a local official on an important issue, volunteering for a local project—
whatever the case, make sure the ask is clear, compelling, and actionable.
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If your goal is to:

Increase your total number of  
Millennial donors

Build lasting relationships with  
Millennial donors

Increase the amount of money  
donated by Millennials

Expand your organization’s  
profile with a younger audience

Your Goals

You might:

•  Choose an approach that provides 
few barriers to participation—make it 
easy to take action. 
•  Offer donors multiple channels to 
engage with you and your content. 

•  Be authentic in your tone and 
message, and play to their passion. 
•  Articulate the impact their dollars will 
have on solving the problem at hand.

•  Consider different donation 
structures, like monthly giving options 
that directly deduct from their bank 
accounts, or peer-to-peer fundraising 
campaigns.

•  Provide opportunities for individuals 
to remix or co-create content to  
share with their network. Trust that 
they know best what will resonate with 
their peers.

What do you want them to do? Once you’ve captured a potential supporter’s attention, 
you must have a clear call to action. Think of actions beyond simply donating—signing a 
petition, contacting a local official on an important issue, volunteering for a local project—
whatever the case, make sure the ask is clear, compelling, and actionable.

 
Need some ideas? Consider these possible goals:
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              How do you capture    
   Millennials’ attention?  
 
Here are a few things to consider:
When donors connect with your organization, are 
you giving them opportunities to engage beyond 
just asking for a donation? This may be as simple 
as providing the abilityto share content, or more 
significant, by providing an opportunity for them  
to engage in volunteer work. 

 
Are you creating a space for people to connect 
emotionally with your cause?  
Authentic storytelling and visually appealing 
communications help Millennials act in the moment. 
A picture or video tends to speak volumes and 
can yield much greater returns than traditional 
newsletters or long-form communications. 

How Millennials Give 

1. Online via a website

2. In person (directly to a   
    person at an event)

3. Smartphone (via mobile-   
    friendly website)

4. Mail

5. Payroll deduction

6. Groupon, Living Social, or   
    other offer

7. Text

8. Over the phone

Source: 2013 Millennial Impact Report

Breaking Through the Noise
Nonprofits are no longer competing only against one 
another for new donors and champions. Today, they are 
competing against the 24/7 news cycle and the constant 
influx of tweets, texts, and status updates that fill our 
social media streams.  

To break through the noise, it’s important to use a 
multichannel approach to keep in touch with Millennials, 
wherever they are. Think of your website as the central 
information hub, and recognize that Millennials will first 
visit an organization’s website to get background but are 
more likely to stay in touch through updates on social 
channels.  

It’s no surprise that an engaging website is important to a Millennial audience, but the 
device visitors are using to access your website can profoundly impact their experience. The 
2013 Millennial Impact Study found that 80% of Millennials use their phones to read articles 
and emails from nonprofits . They like it best when nonprofits have mobile optimized 
websites. Using responsive design to create a website that is easily digestible on a mobile 
device is becoming an increasingly important part of keeping Millennials engaged. 
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Are you showing donors in a clear, concise, and compelling way the impact of their 
time and dollars? Millennials are impulsive. They will act on those impulses if they can 
articulate the impact and share it with their friends and family. They typically have limited 
resources, and want to know exactly how those resources are being put to good use. Don’t 
let Millennials assume the difference their giving made; instead, show them who benefited 
from these actions and highlight individuals who made a difference.

Are you using technology in a way that mobilizes your donors’ peer networks and taps 
into their energy? Technology is critical to engaging with this generation, but it is a tool and 
not a strategy. Using technology for peer-to-peer fundraising and awareness building is key.

 

Are you providing different ways for Millennials to give? Providing opportunities for 
monthly giving offers nonprofits an opportunity to experiment with soliciting smaller but 
more regular gifts. For example, if your organization asks for $10 a month for 12 months 
instead of one $120 payment, you could see increased conversion as well as higher 
amounts donated over time.

Why Millennials Give 

1. They feel inspired by the nonprofit.

2. There is a specific example of how their gift will make an impact.

3. Their gift will be matched.

4. The nonprofit helps them or someone they know.

5. A family member of friend asked them to give.

6. A fundraising goal is specified.

7. They are on a board or in a leadership position.

Source: 2013 Millennial Impact Report
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Relationships (the Offline Face-
to-Face Kind) Still Matter
Everyone is quick to jump to technology as the sole method for reaching Millennials, but 
the truth is that Millennials are still very much driven by personal relationships and human 
connection. In fact, they often prefer personal contact to high-tech approaches when it 
comes to donor engagement.  

This is a generation that grew up 
soliciting money from their friends 
and family to support their bikeathons, 
danceathons, and bowlathons, which 
taught them at an early age the value 
of in-person connections. Sure, they 
still want to be able to make donations 
on their smartphone, tablet, or laptop, 
but when it comes to a specific ask 
from an organization, they prefer it be 
made face-to-face. 

A certain level of trust comes with 
an in-person connection, and trust is 
paramount in Millennials’ minds. They 
want to trust that the organization  
they are supporting will be good 
stewards of their dollars. They want to trust an organization’s leadership and be confident 
in their long-term vision for the organization. They want to trust that when they make an 
online donation, the site will have the appropriate level of security. And the list goes on.  

 
Trust & transparency are big deals to Millennials. Once 
you establish these things, the trick is to maintain them. 

9WWW.NETWORKFORGOOD.COM/NPO



The Power of the Peer
While nonprofit fundraisers might argue that online giving is the current hot trend, if you 
look closely at what’s having the greatest influence, it’s the emergence of peer-to-peer 
fundraising tools. These platforms make it easy to find and give to causes or individuals 
who may be several degrees removed from an organization and its work. Peer-to-peer 
fundraising embraces your supporter base as your strongest fundraisers: Instead of asking 
for donations from just them, you are empowering them to fundraise for your cause 
through their networks. 

One organization that has had particular success in the peer-to-peer fundraising space is 
Liberty in North Korea (LiNK), a California-based organization focused on helping resettle 
North Korean refugees. As reported in Philanthropy News Digest, on Giving Tuesday 2014, 
LiNK decided it would empower its base as fundraisers rather than sending out a mass 
appeal to its donor base. The night before Giving Tuesday, LiNK sent out a different kind of 
appeal—one that equipped its base with the tools, sample emails, and collateral materials 
to turn them into fundraisers. LiNK raised $12,000 from its network that day, but instead of 
fixating on how much money was raised, the group focused on all the new donors people 
brought in and exposed to its work.  
 

 

By tapping into your existing supporters networks like LiNK did, you unlock the potential to 
spread your mission and find new donors. And the potential is high: According to the 2013 
Millennial Impact Report, nearly 70% of Millennials are willing to raise money on behalf of a 
nonprofit they care about. 
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It’s no surprise that people are more likely to donate to people they know who support a 
cause rather than donating directly to the organization. They are motivated to support their 
friends and family—the people with whom they have connections—rather than a brand.

  

 
Network for Good’s platform provides tools that make peer-to-peer fundraising and 
project-based fundraising easy. Project-based fundraisers define their goals as an item, 
supply, or other tangible need. Goals could be anything from new soccer uniforms to 
funding for a school trip. Whatever the need, once it is identified, donors know exactly 
where their money is going. These campaigns then utilize the power of crowdfunding to 
collect donations, and nonprofits can chart their success in real time. 

Of course, you can’t talk about the power of peer-to-peer fundraising without 
mentioning the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge, which swept the nation and the world in the 
summer of 2014. 

The idea of dumping cold water on one’s head to support ALS didn’t originate in the 
association’s national office, but among a group of friends who started the challenge 
to help their friend who was battling the disease. The campaign took off and became 
a viral sensation. The grassroots origins and selfie-friendly technology added to its 
appeal, making it something regular people could do to make a difference. Hashtagged 
#IceBucketChallenge, the stunt was all about challenging friends and inspiring people with 

People are more likely to donate to people they 
know who support a cause rather than donating 
directly to the organization.
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Millennials as Your  
Secret Weapon
Nonprofits are finding new ways to tap the most vocal supporters outside their core 
networks to become active supporters of their causes. These supporters, or peer 
influencers, could be even more important than your brand. While young people may be 
inclined to “like” or share your existing information, you must respect the fact that they 
are capable of much more. Focus instead on inspiring Millennials to create and share their 
own perspectives. Give them the opportunity to take greater ownership over how you 
are perceived in the world. Peer influencers can help establish trust, exchange ideas and 
information, and demonstrate relevance. 

  You can begin to embrace peer influencers and make  
  them work for you by following these steps:

1. Consider working with influencers so you can know the message they  
 are sending while giving them room to adapt and remix it. 

2. Create opportunities for influencers to be creative, and recognize their  
 efforts when they have success. 

3. Make sure your website and landing pages are easy to read and access,  
 or the influence will not work.

 
4. Monitor the reach of your influence (retweets, etc.). 

5. Help your staff understand and leverage the power of influencers.

At the end of the day, Millennials are highly selective about what organizations they engage 
with in a crowded and noisy marketplace. Even though peer influence might attract a 
Millennial to click or read, it might not be enough to persuade them to follow your social 
channels. The key to reaching and engaging Millennials isn’t to do more traditional, 
expensive advertising and marketing campaigns or flashy, creative social efforts that emerge 
from inside your operation. It’s about finding a way into conversations between Millennials, 
and then letting those conversations take their course.
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Sharing Really Is Caring
Millennials can be an organization’s secret weapon when it comes to spreading the word 
about a cause or issue. How do you get and then keep the attention of a generation known 
for its impulsiveness and multitasking ways? Play to their passion. Even so, putting the right 
message on the right device at the right time is easier said than done. As mentioned above, 
Millennials prefer to share information about the cause, not the organization itself. Because 
of this, the savviest organizations are moving away from traditional PR and toward content 
expertise on a specific cause topic.

Think about it this way: It’s not enough to say, “Like 
us on Facebook.” Instead, get people to like your 
organization for what it stands for. 

“Like us” … because we’re trying to ensure that every 
child in our school district has a healthy, balanced 
lunch.

 

“Like us”… because our work will provide an entire 
village in Nairobi with clean water.

“Like us”… because we provide at-risk youth with 
opportunities to prepare for and attend college. 

Organizations will know that a message is resonating when Millennials begin sharing 
their content. In fact, a social media share can be one of the highest forms of flattery an 
organization can receive. A share provides an instant feedback loop that tells you what the 
audience finds interesting and compelling and what is worth disseminating to their peers. 
Remember, Millennials hold you to a higher standard when it comes to online content. If 
your content is not relevant, or if it is not shared in the right way, they’ll quickly migrate to 
what they find more interesting or compelling. 

Sharing can be considered a form of indirect advocacy—it not only educates people about 
the cause but also exposes more people to the issue. To this end, organizations should 
begin to craft messages that help Millennials share the information and to create tools that 
can be easily shared. If armed with the right tools and messages, they will be your biggest 
advocates. 
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Get Social and Stay Social
In many ways, Millennials are the leading indicator of where social media is going and 
how it is influencing nonprofit engagement. It can’t be said enough: Organizations need 
to focus on using social media to build relationships—but not as a fundraising tool. Social 
media channels are excellent places to engage your community by sharing stories and 
much more through photos, posts, and other forms of content. 
 

But organizations that still prioritize fundraising asks over storytelling are missing an 
opportunity to enable sharing—the primary action that Millennials take on social media. In 
fact, 75% of Millennials interviewed for the 2013 Millennial Impact Report noted that they 
like, share, or retweet content on social media.

Take a look at what WaterIsLife did to reverse-trend the #firstworldproblems meme 
and raise awareness about serious developing world issues. The organization used 
social media to reverse the popular #firstworldproblems hashtag typically reserved 
for complaints of the privileged like, “I hate it when my phone charger won’t reach 
my bed,” or, “I hate when my leather seats aren’t heated.” WaterIsLife gathered these 
#firstworldproblem tweets and asked several people in Haiti who were struggling for 
survival to recite them in a documentary. It caught on and was successful. People saw 
how ridiculous they sounded and began commenting on being grateful for what they had. 
In turn, they also began soliciting donations to help support those who aren’t as fortunate. 
Examples like this show the power of social media to capture people’s creativity and make 
a difference.
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The Do’s and Don’ts of Getting  

Social with Millennials

                  Share personal and compelling stories of the people your    
   organization has helped.   
 
 
                     Overwhelm them with too much text—keep it simple and  
    clean, and focus on headlines with links to more info. 

    Provide clear calls to action—make it easy for them to engage.   
      Remember, Millennials are impulsive and will act on those  
    impulses if it’s easy to do so. 
 
 
    Include conflicting calls to action—this is a turnoff and may inhibit   
    them from coming back to your site if they don’t know exactly   
    what they can do.

    Include videos, photos, and other imagery—and make sure it’s  
    all easy to share. Be mindful of what your photos say about  
    your organization. 
 
 
     Use stock photos or videos that don’t depict real people who are  
     connected to the cause. Millennials will see right through that.

DO

DON’T

DO

DO

DON’T

DON’T
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Why it resonates:  A call to action doesn’t have to be  
simply sharing your story or making a donation. While 
Hollaback offers these traditional ways to take action, it goes 
a step further by providing five additional creative ways a  
potential supporter can get engaged and bring Hollaback to 
their community. 

Example: 
 

Hollaback!
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Why it resonates:  When your name includes the word  
“badass,” it shouldn’t come as a surprise that the tone 
and language used throughout the site is edgy, fun, and  
approachable—all things that Millennials appreciate. What’s 
more, the donation page shows potential donors tangible 
ways their dollars will have an impact.

Example: 

Badass Brooklyn Animal Rescue
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Why it resonates:  Fundraising in higher education is  
traditionally seen as very top-down in nature. UMBC has 
flipped fundraising on its head by leveraging Network for 
Good’s GiveCorps platform and empowering students and 
student groups to take charge of raising money for their  
own projects and teams. 

Example: 

University of Maryland, Baltimore County
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So, What Does This All Mean?
A one-size-fits-all approach to Millennial engagement is not going to cut it. We know 
Millennials can be some of the most passionate advocates for causes they believe in, but 
they can also be some of the most difficult to connect with. To successfully reach, engage, 
and motivate Millennials, you will need to understand how they link with each other, with 
brands, with influencers, with media platforms, and with their devices. What’s more, you will 
need to understand what they share, who they trust, why they care, and what they expect. 

 
If you can remember and begin to adopt the following within your organization, you will 
be on your way to creating an engagement strategy that respects Millennials’ expectations 
while strengthening your fundraising efforts across all generations:  

1. Millennials support causes, not organizations. When they find a cause   
 they believe in, they passionately get behind it. Since this is the case,  
 you may need to shift your communications strategy to focus on the   
 impact of your work. 

2. Engaging Millennials is a long-term investment. You can have some   
 short-term wins, but that doesn’t get to the heart of building a strategy  
 for connecting and engaging them.

3. Millennials have different expectations of how they wish to engage   
 and be engaged; therefore, creating a variety of channels for  
 engagement is necessary.

4. The tools Millennials use should not be confused with the strategies  
 to engage them. Tools change, platforms come and go—but your  
 strategy must remain consistent.

5. It’s going to take a culture shift within organizations to remain    
 competitive and relevant to donors of all ages. Taking a “this is how  
 we’ve always done it” approach with Millennials will no longer work..
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About Network for Good
Network for Good powers more digital giving than any other platform. Since 2001, we’ve 
processed over $1 billion for more than 100,000 nonprofits. We are Level 1 Audited PCI 
Compliant and our Donor Advised Fund is accredited by the Better Business Bureau 
Wise Giving Alliance, meeting all 20 of its standards for charity accountability. Plus, we’re 
registered in every state for online fundraising.

We’re a mission-minded organization, like you, and we’re passionate about seeing good 
causes succeed. We also believe in the power of communities to do great things. 

Our online fundraising solutions come with all of the support and coaching you’ve come 
to expect from Network for Good. We’re here to help you connect with donors and create 
more successful fundraising campaigns.   

Want to learn more about engaging Millennials with peer fundraising 
and project-based campaigns? 
 
We’re here to help. 

We’d love to hear about your fundraising and donor engagement goals. We’ll offer 
suggestions on the tools that are right for your organization and show you some great 
campaigns for inspiration. To schedule a demo or find out more, contact us today:  
855.229.1694

Or, visit us online:  http://n4g.me/MillennialFundraising
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