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ABSTRACT 

This paper presents research analyzing the role of 

computational technology in the domain of nonprofit 

fundraising. Nonprofits are a cornerstone of many societies 

and are especially prominent in the United States, where 

$295 billion, or slightly more than 2% of the U.S. Gross 

Domestic Product (i.e. total national revenue), was directed 

toward charitable causes in 2006. Nonprofits afford many 

worthwhile endeavors, including crisis relief, basic services 

to those in need, public education and the arts, and 

preservation of the natural environment. In this paper, we 

identify six roles that computational technology plays in 

support of nonprofit fundraising and present two models 
characterizing technology use in this domain: (1) a cycle of 

technology-assisted fundraising and (2) a model of 

relationships among stakeholders in technology-assisted 

fundraising. Finally, we identify challenges and research 

opportunities for collaborative computing in the unique and 

exciting nonprofit fundraising domain. 
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INTRODUCTION 

There is ample research demonstrating that computational 

technologies can enhance existing forms of collaboration 

and can provide venues for new forms of collaboration, as 

well. Much of this research has occurred in private 

companies and government organizations, but collaborative 
computing technologies are also having a profound impact 

on the third sector of society, nonprofit organizations. One 

of the most striking differences between nonprofits and 

other organizations is that they often obtain much of their 

revenue from voluntary donations, and thus fundraising is a 

core facet of nonprofit activity.  

The nonprofit fundraising domain features numerous 

diverse stakeholders—including donors, potential donors, 

nonprofit organizations, intermediary organizations, and 

beneficiaries—who have appropriated computational 

technologies in a variety of ways in order to interact and 

collaborate with other stakeholders. For instance, donors 

are using technology to engage with other donors and 

potential donors through individual advocacy campaigns 

and ad-hoc collective action, and nonprofit organizations 

are using technology to enable donors to select and 
contribute directly to individual beneficiaries. 

These examples suggest that much can be learned about 

collaborative computing by studying technology use in the 

nonprofit fundraising domain. In addition, there are 

numerous challenges and research opportunities present in 

developing novel collaborative computing technologies for 

this domain. Taken together, these two parallel tracks—

studying current technology use and developing novel 
technologies—define a compelling and socially-relevant 

research trajectory for collaborative computing in nonprofit 

fundraising. 

Nonprofit Fundraising as Collective Practice 

Nonprofit organizations are a cornerstone of many 

societies, serving four critical functions: (1) providing 

goods and services that are underprovided by private 

industry and the government; (2) promoting individuals’ 

initiatives for the common good; (3) advocating for societal 

issues, particularly giving voice to under-represented points 
of view; and (4) bridging between capitalism and 

democracy by enabling citizens to engage in social welfare 

[31]. Nonprofits frequently address the needs of 

underrepresented communities (e.g. crisis victims or rescue 

animals) and promote public goods (e.g., education, the 

arts, or the environment) [30, 31, 32]. 

Nonprofits play a significant role in the United States 

economy1, accounting for 5–10% of the country’s Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP; i.e., total national revenue) and 

                                                             
1
We motivate this research with statistics detailing the impact of 

U.S. nonprofits because the U.S. nonprofit sector is larger, by 
percentage of GDP, than that of any other country [30]. However, 
many other countries also have thriving and important nonprofit 

sectors [32]. 
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personal solicitations and social network ties. Fundraising 

totals from user advocacy technologies are promising [3]. 

Donation 

During the donation phase, donors make decisions about 

how, when, and how much to give. Because of the donation 

phase’s importance in nonprofit fundraising, there is 

substantial research about techniques employed within this 

phase. When soliciting donations, techniques that can 

increase donor response rate, donation amounts, or both 

include demonstrating an immediate, persistent need for 

donations [40], providing matching contributions [23] or 

seed money [26], publicizing contribution levels [20], 
legitimizing small contributions [18], framing appeals as 

helping individuals rather than groups [37], and showing 

information about other donors’ contributions [14]. 

This body of research can be used to better understand why 

technology has shown promise in stimulating nonprofit 

donations. Basic technologies that enable online donations 

(Role #3) may be useful because of the ease with which 

nonprofits can ask for donations online and the convenience 
of donating online. Affording donors the chance to direct 

contributions to particular programs or beneficiaries (#4) 

may stimulate giving by making visible an immediate need 

and framing a contribution as helping individuals rather 

than groups. User advocacy technologies (#5) may be 

useful because they often provide information about what 

other people have donated and legitimize small 

contributions, both of which can increase donations. 

Feedback 

In the feedback phase, a nonprofit organization 

communicates the impact of donors’ contributions on the 

nonprofit’s programs and services and/or the beneficiaries 

of those programs and services. Nonprofits often convey 

impact through pictures, testimonials, or statistics. Research 

indicates that providing feedback strengthens the 

commitment and trust donors have in a nonprofit, which in 

turn stimulates additional giving [34]. 

Technology has significantly enhanced nonprofits’ abilities 

to provide feedback to donors. Nonprofits have harnessed 

technology to communicate impact quickly and easily via 

computational media (Role #1). Nonprofits are also using 

technology to track donors and donations, enabling 

nonprofits to more easily target feedback to donors.  

Affording directed giving (#4) has also enhanced feedback. 

By enabling donors to see how or to whom their donations 

are directed, nonprofits allow donors to anticipate the 

impact of their donation. Technology-assisted directed 

giving has the potential to tighten the fundraising cycle 

considerably by bridging donations with feedback and 

building more robust associations with donors.  

Nonprofit Fundraising Stakeholders 

The fundraising cycle provides a temporal lens for 

understanding the interdependencies among the roles of 

technology in nonprofit fundraising. An alternative lens is 

one that highlights the relationships among stakeholders in 

this domain and how the use of technology can and does 

mediate many of these relationships (Figure 2). 

Our data show that there are a diverse set of stakeholders in 

technology-assisted nonprofit fundraising, including 

nonprofit organizations, donors, non-donors, beneficiaries 

of nonprofit programs, and third-party organizations10. 

Stakeholders have appropriated technology to mediate 

relationships with other stakeholders and thus have 

substantially influenced the collaborative nature of the 

nonprofit fundraising domain. Here, we highlight three 

significant technology-mediated relationships.  

Donor–Donor and Donor–Non-Donor Relationships 

Technology enables donors to advocate for a nonprofit and 

to build community around a particular cause (Role #5). 

Technology also enables donors to solicit donations directly 

alongside advocacy messages (#3). Visible displays of 

advocacy such as charity badges are an opportunistic and 

personal solicitation mechanism that attempts to transform 

non-donors into donors. Online communities provide a 
discussion space where donors and non-donors can build 

relationships that may otherwise be difficult to build due to 

the constraints of time or distance. Through these roles, 

technology mediates donor–donor and donor–non-donor 

relationships, supporting the formation of relationships 

among donors and between donors and non-donors. 

Donor–Beneficiary Relationships 

Technology-assisted directed giving (Role #4) supports 

more direct relationships between donors and beneficiaries. 

                                                             
10 In this paper, we use the term “third party” to refer to 

organizations that support one or more nonprofits but do not 
interact directly with other beneficiaries. These third parties may 
be legally registered nonprofits, for-profit businesses, or other 

communities and organizations. 

 

Figure 2. Stakeholders and relationships in the technology-

assisted nonprofit giving domain. (The donor node is 

replicated to represent possible relationships among donors.) 



Via directed giving (e.g. DonorsChoose), beneficiaries 

create giving opportunities that often directly appeal to 

donors, and donors can see and read about individual 

beneficiaries, choose particular beneficiaries to support, and 

receive feedback from supported beneficiaries. In some 

instances, these connections between donors and 
beneficiaries evoke feelings of relationship among both 

donors and beneficiaries11. 

Relationships with Third Parties 

Third parties are employing technology to mediate 

relationships among many different stakeholders, and hence 

third parties have numerous influential functions within the 
nonprofit fundraising domain. By communicating nonprofit 

information (Role #1), helping donors discover nonprofits 

(#2), and enabling donations (#3), third parties are 

mediating relationships between themselves and donors. 

Third parties often help to connect donors to nonprofits 

(#2); thus, third parties also mediate indirect relationships 

between donors and nonprofits. Finally, by facilitating 

technology education among nonprofits (#6), third parties 

are mediating relationships between themselves and 

nonprofits. When third parties provide forums and other 

community features for sharing expertise (#6), they are 

mediating relationships among nonprofit organizations. 

CHALLENGES AND RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES 

Most computational technologies currently utilized in the 

nonprofit fundraising domain are relatively simple and we 

see ample room for extending them in novel ways to 

generate greater impact. In addition, many of the roles that 

technology currently serves in this domain suggest research 
opportunities for collaborative computing—further 

exploring technologies for fostering advocacy across social 

networks or within online communities, for providing better 

support for directed giving, and for producing large-scale, 

technologically-mediated fundraising events. 

The nonprofit fundraising domain also serves as a leading 

indicator of the use of collaborative computing technologies 

toward practical and immediate goals. We anticipate that 
additional studies of technology appropriation in nonprofit 

fundraising will yield further insights about technologically 

mediated social behavior. 

The following sections discuss additional challenges and 

research opportunities for the collaborative computing field. 

The Work to Make Directed Giving Work  

Existing technologies that foster directed giving focus on 

offering donors individual giving opportunities (e.g. an 

educational project on DonorsChoose) selected from a 

collective beneficiary pool. The work required to foster 
directed giving is substantial and distributed across 

beneficiaries and nonprofits. Beneficiaries define and 

characterize individual giving opportunities; nonprofits vet 

                                                             
11 http://www.donorschoose.org/about/testimonials.html 

and organize opportunities for donors. This distribution of 

work among stakeholders suggests two challenges for 

extending technology-enhanced directed giving. 

Because individual beneficiaries are very often responsible 

for defining and characterizing individual giving 

opportunities, supporting directed giving for nonprofits that 

do not have individual beneficiaries or relationships with 

individual beneficiaries is an open challenge. Nonprofits 

that focus on enhancing shared, public goods such as parks, 

museums, and health research, for example, often do not 

have individual relationships with their beneficiaries, and 

some nonprofits do not have individual beneficiaries at all. 

Without these relationships, a nonprofit may lack the 

resources required to characterize individual donation 
opportunities. In addition, without individual beneficiaries, 

nonprofits may not be able to adequately identify discrete 

and compelling donation opportunities from within the 

larger goal of contributing to a public good. 

The work done by nonprofits to vet and organize 

opportunities also presents challenges for extending 

technology-enhanced directed giving. Scaling these systems 
to support a larger number of beneficiaries and provide a 

greater number of giving opportunities is an open 

challenge, as well, and one that may be best addressed by 

collaborative, computational support. 

More broadly, one challenge for collaborative computing is 

to help many different kinds of nonprofits engage 

beneficiaries, volunteers, or other stakeholders in the 

distributed work of directed giving. Research on successful 
volunteer, technologically-mediated collaborative efforts 

such as Wikipedia [6] and open-source software [35] may 

provide initial insights into this challenge. 

The Dual Logics of Fragmentation and Streamlining 

In general, technology simultaneously serves two dual 

logics in the nonprofit fundraising domain. On one hand, 

technology use in nonprofit fundraising has led to the 

multiplying and fragmenting of information resources and 

donation channels. There is a vast amount of information 

related to nonprofit fundraising online and different 

stakeholders often present different classes of information. 

A nonprofit’s website, for example, may present 

compelling case studies attesting to its services and impact, 

a third-party website may provide resources about the fiscal 
efficacy of the nonprofit, and another third-party website 

may provide community forums for discussing opinions 

about or experiences with the nonprofit. Some of these 

websites—and others—may also allow donors to make 

online donations to the nonprofit. 

On the other hand, technology use has led to the 

streamlining of the fundraising process, providing 

computational scaffolding that allows donors to move more 
simply and efficiently through the donation cycle. Network 

for Good has developed relationships with other third-party 

websites to bridge between phases of association and 



donation, providing resources for potential donors to 

discover, learn about, and donate to nonprofits. 

One challenge of the dual logics of fragmentation and 

streamlining is in striking the right balance between the 

two—designing technologies that enable potential donors to 

draw from the fragmented resources of multiple, diverse 

stakeholders while simultaneously and fluidly supporting 

simple and efficient movement through the fundraising 

cycle. This is a challenge at both an organizational level—

engaging the needs and perspectives of multiple 

stakeholders—and a technical one—aggregating a diversity 

of information resources and online services. 

This challenge extends to domains beyond nonprofit 

fundraising, such as consumer health informatics and 

collaborative medical or financial decision-making. In all of 

these domains, disparate stakeholders are providing an 

increasing amount of information online and individuals 

and communities are tasked with evaluating and using that 

information to make the best decisions possible. The wealth 

of experience drawn from CSCW research in social 

navigation [22] and community discussion support [15] 
may provide initial insights for addressing this challenge. 

Supporting Mid-sized and Long-lived Collective Action 

Existing technology use for nonprofit fundraising highlights 
the fundamentally collaborative nature of the domain. Yet, 

there are also established collaborative practices in this 

domain that currently have little or no technological 

support. The growing popularity of giving circles—groups 

of individuals who pool their individual donations and 

make large donations to selected nonprofits—suggests that 

user advocacy can be highly collaborative and can extend 

across giving opportunities, particular nonprofits, and time. 

A recent study shows that giving circles have both impact 

and longevity: 160 surveyed giving circles have raised more 

than $88 million and granted nearly $65 million, and 27% 
of these circles have been through five rounds of donation 

allocation. In addition, donors in giving circles are highly 

involved, engage in collective learning and problem solving 

and build social capital amongst each other [4]. 

Giving circles present a worthwhile opportunity for 

collaborative computing research because of their unique 

niche in the space of collaboration. Giving circles engage in 

mid-scale, long-lived grassroots collective action and face 
unique challenges as a result of occupying this niche. For 

instance, circles must balance their size with their goals; a 

larger size affords larger donations, but a smaller size can 

be more amenable for discussion and building consensus. In 

addition, giving circles spend significant resources 

developing goals and planning a strategy to achieve those 

goals that extends over multiple rounds of donations.  

There are opportunities for collaborative computing to 
better understand and support mid-scale, long-lived 

collective action by studying the practices of and 

developing technologies to support giving circles. 

Collaborative computing research that may provide initial 

insights for this research opportunity includes social 

matching research [38] as well as research on sharing and 

reflecting on collective group histories [36]. 

FUTURE WORK AND CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

In addition to exploring the above challenges, future 

research in this domain should provide a better 

understanding of the perspectives of various stakeholders 

with respect to the roles of technology in nonprofit 
fundraising. We would also like to extend this work to two 

related domains with which we believe our research has 

resonance: 

• Nonprofit donations of goods (e.g., canned foods) or 

expertise (e.g., roofers for a homebuilding nonprofit). We 

believe the donation process surrounding these alternate 

currencies pose additional challenges to which 
collaborative computing expertise might be applied. 

• Political donations are distinct from nonprofit donations 

because the motivation, mechanisms, and expected 

impact for donating are often quite different. However, 

we believe that research on nonprofit fundraising 

complements existing CSCW research on political 
fundraising [9] and that there are related challenges and 

research opportunities in political fundraising, as well. 

To conclude, this paper provides a comprehensive analysis 

of the roles that technology currently plays in the nonprofit 

fundraising domain and presents two models of technology-

assisted nonprofit fundraising: (1) a fundraising cycle and 
(2) a model of relationships among stakeholders. Based on 

this analysis and these models, we discussed research 

opportunities for collaborative computing in nonprofit 

fundraising. 
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