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DIGITAL FUNDRAISING GUIDE

What Happens After Someone
Donates?
A Guide to the Digital Donor Journey

What happens after someone makes an online donation? For the donor, the process
may feel simple: choose an amount, enter payment details, click a button, and
receive a confirmation. But behind that short interaction is an entire digital donor
journey involving your website, donation form, payment processor, confirmation
process, donor data, CRM, communications, and future relationship with the
supporter.

Understanding this journey is important for nonprofits because accepting a donation is only one part
of digital fundraising. What happens before, during, and especially after the donation can influence
donor trust, data quality, internal efficiency, and the organization's ability to build long-term
supporter relationships.

In this guide, we'll follow a typical online donor journey step by step and explain how the different
systems and processes can work together.

A donation is a transaction. A donor relationship is a journey.
The payment may take only a few seconds, but the relationship with the supporter can continue
for years.

What Is the Digital Donor Journey?
The digital donor journey describes the different stages a supporter moves through when interacting
with a nonprofit online. It can begin long before a donation is made and continue long after the
payment has been completed.

A person might first discover an organization through Google Search, social media, an email, an
event, a recommendation, or a shared campaign. They may then visit the nonprofit's website, learn
about its mission, explore a project, and eventually decide to donate.

Once that donation is submitted, several additional processes may begin. The payment needs to be
processed, the donor needs confirmation, the transaction needs to be recorded, donor information
may need to reach a CRM, and the organization may want to continue communicating with the
supporter.

A simplified digital donor journey might look like this:

Discovery Donation Payment CRM Relationship

Every organization will have a slightly different donor journey. A small community organization may
use only a website, payment processor, and spreadsheet. A larger nonprofit may connect its website
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to a payment platform, CRM, email marketing system, accounting software, fundraising tools, and
reporting platform.

The technology can vary. The underlying goal remains the same: make it easy for someone to
support the organization and make sure the resulting information reaches the right places.

Step 1: The Donor Discovers Your Organization
The donor journey often begins before someone reaches a donation page.

A potential supporter first needs a reason to care about the organization and its mission. They might
discover the nonprofit while searching for information, seeing a social media post, reading a story
shared by a friend, receiving an email, attending an event, or researching a particular cause.

At this stage, the organization's website plays an important role. A visitor may be asking questions
such as:

• What does this organization actually do?

• Who or what does it help?

• How are donations used?

• Can I trust this organization?

• What impact could my contribution make?

• How can I get involved?

Good fundraising websites answer these questions clearly instead of immediately pushing every
visitor toward a payment form.

Transparency, useful information, real examples of impact, accessible contact information, and a
clear explanation of the mission can all help visitors understand the organization before they are
asked to contribute.

Step 2: The Visitor Reaches the Donation Page
Once a visitor decides to donate, the next part of the journey should be as clear as possible.

A donation page has a simple job: help a motivated supporter complete their donation without
introducing unnecessary confusion or friction.

That does not necessarily mean every donation form should contain only one field. Organizations
may genuinely need certain information. But every additional question, choice, page, or interaction
should have a clear purpose.

Clear Donation Amounts
Give supporters understandable options while
allowing a custom amount when appropriate.

One-Time or Recurring
If recurring donations are available, make the
difference between one-time and recurring support
easy to understand.

Mobile-Friendly Design
Donation forms should work comfortably on
smartphones as well as desktop devices.

Only Necessary Fields
Collect information that has a clear operational,
communication, legal, or fundraising purpose.

The donation page should also communicate what will happen next. If the donor will be redirected to
another payment page, say so where appropriate. If the contribution is recurring, make the frequency
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clear. If additional information is required, explain why.

Donor Experience Question If someone arrived on your donation page for the first time today,
would they immediately understand what they are donating to, how much they will pay, and
whether the payment is one-time or recurring?

Step 3: The Donation Is Submitted for Payment
When the donor submits the form, the payment-processing stage begins.

The website and the payment processor have different roles. The website presents the campaign,
donation options, content, and user experience. The payment processor provides the financial
infrastructure needed to process the transaction.

Depending on the setup, the donor may enter payment information directly within an embedded
payment interface or continue to a secure payment page provided by the payment processor.

The payment platform then handles the transaction according to the selected payment method and
the requirements that apply to that payment.

A Simplified Online Donation Process
1 The donor selects an amount.

2 The donor provides the required information.

3 The website initiates the payment.

4 The payment processor handles the transaction.

5 The payment result is confirmed.

6 The website or backend records the outcome.

7 The donor receives confirmation.

8 Relevant donor and transaction data can be sent to other systems.

To the donor, this may appear to be one simple action. Technically, several systems may be
communicating with one another in the background.

Step 4: The Payment Is Confirmed
After a successful donation, the donor should receive clear confirmation that the transaction has
been completed.

This is a small but important moment in the donor journey. Someone has just chosen to support the
organization's work. Leaving them uncertain about whether the donation succeeded creates an
unnecessarily poor experience.

Confirmation commonly happens in two places:

• A confirmation or thank-you page displayed immediately after the donation.

• A confirmation email sent to the donor.

Depending on the organization and transaction, the confirmation may include the donation amount,
date, payment status, recurring-payment information, reference information, contact details, or
information about what happens next.
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The exact content should reflect the organization's processes and any applicable legal, tax,
accounting, or receipting requirements.

Important: A confirmation page alone should not necessarily be treated as the authoritative
record of a successful payment. In a robust payment architecture, backend systems can use
payment-provider events or webhooks to confirm transaction status independently of whether
the donor successfully reaches the final browser page.

Step 5: What Happens to the Donor Data?
This is one of the most important questions in the entire digital donor journey — and one that
supporters rarely see.

A donation creates more than a financial transaction. It can also create useful information about the
relationship between the donor and the organization.

Depending on the donation form and the organization's requirements, that information might include:

• Donor name

• Email address

• Donation amount

• Date and time of the donation

• One-time or recurring donation status

• Campaign or fundraising appeal

• Payment status

• Transaction reference

• Communication preferences

• Additional information intentionally collected by the organization

The important question is not simply what data is collected. It is also where that data goes.

Where Should Donor Data Live?
In a disconnected fundraising setup, donor information can become scattered across multiple
systems.

The website may contain form submissions. The payment processor contains transactions. An email
platform contains mailing-list contacts. A spreadsheet contains historical donations. A CRM contains
another set of contact records.

Over time, this can make it difficult to answer basic questions about the organization's supporters.

Website
The website provides the donor-facing experience
and may collect information through forms or
account functionality.

Payment Processor
The payment platform maintains transaction and
payment-related information needed to process and
manage payments.
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CRM
A CRM can provide a central place for managing
contacts, relationships, activities, donations,
memberships, and communication history.

Email Platform
Email systems can manage newsletters, campaigns,
automated messages, and supporter
communications according to appropriate
preferences and permissions.

There is no universal rule saying every organization must store every piece of information in one
system.

A better principle is to decide which system should be the authoritative source for each type of
information and how data should move between systems when necessary.

Good donor data management is not about collecting as much information as possible.
It is about collecting the right information, storing it appropriately, and making it useful for
legitimate organizational purposes.

Step 6: The Donation Reaches the CRM
For nonprofits managing more than a small number of supporters, a CRM or donor management
system can become an important part of the donor journey.

CRM stands for Customer Relationship Management or, in many nonprofit contexts, can be thought of
more broadly as constituent relationship management.

The important word is relationship.

A payment processor is primarily concerned with transactions. A CRM is designed to help an
organization understand and manage its relationship with people and organizations over time.

When donation data is connected with a CRM, a nonprofit may be able to see that the same person:

• subscribed to a newsletter,

• attended an event,

• made a first donation,

• later became a recurring donor,

• volunteered for a project,

• or participated in another organizational activity.

Instead of seeing isolated transactions, the organization begins to see a history of engagement.

Why CRM Integration Matters for Nonprofits
Consider two different views of the same supporter.

Transaction View
Donation: $50

Status: Paid

Date: September 25

This tells the organization what happened
financially.

Relationship View
Supporter: Existing contact

History: Three previous donations

Engagement: Newsletter subscriber and event
participant

This provides context about the relationship behind
the transaction.
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Both views are useful, but they answer different questions.

The payment system answers: Was the transaction successful?

The CRM can help answer: Who is this supporter and what is their relationship with our organization?

Step 7: The Thank-You Experience Begins
Once the payment has been processed and recorded, the donor journey should not immediately turn
into another fundraising request.

A donor has just taken an action that demonstrates support for the organization's mission. The first
response should usually acknowledge that action clearly and appropriately.

A useful thank-you experience might include:

• A sincere acknowledgement of the donation

• Confirmation that the payment was received

• A clear explanation of what happens next

• Relevant information about the project or campaign

• Contact information if the donor has questions

• Appropriate receipt or transaction information

The goal is not to overwhelm the donor. It is to close the immediate transaction with clarity and
appreciation.

Step 8: Donor Communication Continues
Long-term donor relationships are built through communication, not simply through payment
processing.

After the initial thank-you, nonprofits can keep supporters informed about the work they chose to
support. This can include project updates, impact stories, annual reports, event invitations, volunteer
opportunities, campaign results, or other relevant organizational news.

The appropriate communication will depend on the organization, the donor relationship,
communication preferences, applicable privacy and marketing rules, and the context in which
information was collected.

Show Impact
Help donors understand what their support
contributes to instead of communicating only when
another donation is needed.

Stay Relevant
Communication should reflect the donor's
relationship with the organization whenever
practical.

Respect Preferences
Keep communication choices, consent, privacy
requirements, and unsubscribe mechanisms in mind.

Be Consistent
A predictable communication rhythm can help
supporters stay connected to the mission over time.

Step 9: One-Time Donor or Recurring Supporter?
One-time and recurring donations create different donor journeys.
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With a one-time donation, the financial transaction is completed once. The relationship with the
donor, however, does not have to end there.

With recurring donations, the organization has an ongoing payment relationship that requires
additional attention. Recurring payments can fail, payment methods can expire, donors may want to
change their contribution, and subscriptions may eventually be cancelled.

This means the digital infrastructure should be able to distinguish between a one-time transaction
and an ongoing recurring relationship.

One-Time Donation
A single contribution is processed.

The donor receives confirmation and appropriate
follow-up communication.

Future engagement depends on the ongoing
relationship with the organization.

Recurring Donation
An ongoing payment relationship is created.

Future payment events may need to be tracked.

The organization may need processes for failed
payments, changes, cancellations, and
recurring-donor communication.

Step 10: Automation Connects the Donor Journey
As a nonprofit grows, manually moving information between systems becomes increasingly difficult.

Someone may otherwise need to export transactions, update spreadsheets, create CRM records,
change donor statuses, send confirmation messages, or prepare reports manually.

Automation can connect these steps.

For example, a successful online donation could trigger a sequence such as:

Payment Confirmed CRM Updated Email Sent Reporting Updated

Automation does not mean removing people from donor relationships. In many cases, it does the
opposite.

When repetitive administrative tasks are automated appropriately, staff can spend less time copying
data between systems and more time communicating with supporters, managing programs,
analyzing fundraising results, and delivering the organization's mission.

What Is a Webhook and Why Does It Matter?
One technology commonly used behind automated payment workflows is a webhook.

A webhook allows one system to inform another system when a particular event happens.

In a donation workflow, a payment provider might send an event when a payment succeeds. The
nonprofit's website or backend can receive that event and perform another action.
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Simple Webhook Example
1 A donor completes a $50 online donation.

2 The payment provider confirms the payment.

3 A payment event is sent to the organization's backend.

4 The backend verifies and processes the event.

5 The donation record is updated.

6 The CRM can receive the relevant donor and transaction information.

7 Other appropriate workflows can begin.

This is important because a donor's browser is not always a reliable source of information about what
happened.

A donor could close the browser immediately after paying, lose their internet connection, or never
reach the final confirmation page. Server-to-server payment events allow the organization's systems
to react to payment activity independently of the final page the donor sees.

The Complete Digital Donor Journey
When all of these stages are combined, the donor journey becomes much more than a payment form.

From Visitor to Long-Term Supporter
1 A person discovers the nonprofit.

2 They learn about its mission and impact.

3 They decide to support a campaign or cause.

4 They open the donation form.

5 They select an amount and donation type.

6 The payment is processed.

7 The transaction is confirmed.

8 The donor receives acknowledgement.

9 Relevant data is recorded in the appropriate systems.

10 The CRM can build a history of the supporter relationship.

11 The nonprofit continues appropriate communication.

12 The supporter may engage again in the future.

The quality of this journey depends not only on the technology being used, but also on how clearly
the organization has designed its processes.

Common Problems in the Digital Donor Journey
Even organizations with modern websites can have disconnected donor journeys.

Some common problems include:

• Donation forms that request too much information

• Poor mobile usability

• Unclear one-time and recurring donation options
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• Donors receiving no immediate confirmation

• Donation data remaining isolated inside the payment platform

• Duplicate contact records in the CRM

• Staff manually copying payment information between systems

• Different systems containing conflicting donor information

• Recurring-payment status not being reflected in the CRM

• Supporters hearing from the organization only when another donation is requested

These issues rarely come from one individual piece of technology. They often appear because the
overall donor journey has not been designed as a connected process.

How to Audit Your Own Donor Journey
One of the easiest ways to understand your fundraising experience is to go through it yourself.

Start as if you know nothing about the organization. Find the website, locate a campaign, open the
donation form, and follow the complete process using a safe testing environment where available.

Then look behind the scenes.

• How easy was it to find the donation page?

• Was the purpose of the donation clear?

• Was the form easy to complete on mobile?

• Were one-time and recurring options understandable?

• Were unnecessary fields requested?

• Was payment confirmation immediate and clear?

• Was the confirmation email useful?

• Where was the transaction recorded?

• Did the donor record reach the CRM correctly?

• Were duplicate contacts created?

• Can staff see the donor's previous engagement?

• What communication happens after the donation?

• What happens if a recurring payment later fails?

This type of audit can reveal problems that are difficult to notice when each system is reviewed
separately.

Privacy and Data Protection Are Part of the Journey
Donor data can include personal and financial information, so privacy and security should be
considered throughout the digital donor journey.

Organizations should understand what information they collect, why they collect it, where it is stored,
which systems receive it, who has access to it, and how long it needs to be retained.
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Payment information deserves particular care. Using established payment infrastructure can reduce
the amount of sensitive payment data an organization's own website needs to handle directly, but it
does not remove the organization's broader responsibilities for website security, access control,
privacy, integrations, and data management.

Good practice: Collect only information that has a legitimate purpose, keep systems and
integrations maintained, restrict access appropriately, and review the privacy and
data-protection requirements that apply to your organization and the regions in which you
operate.

The Donor Journey Is Really a Data Journey
Looking at the complete process reveals something important: the digital donor journey is also a data
journey.

Information begins with the supporter, moves through a website and payment process, and may
continue into a CRM, communication platform, reporting system, or accounting workflow.

Every connection between those systems should have a reason.

Instead of asking:

Technology Question Which tools should we add?

A more useful starting point is often:

Process Question What should happen after someone decides to support us?

Once that process is clear, it becomes much easier to decide which website tools, payment
infrastructure, CRM, communication systems, and automations are actually necessary.

Building a Better Donor Experience
A strong digital donor journey does not need to be technologically complicated.

A small nonprofit may have a relatively simple setup. A larger organization may require sophisticated
CRM integrations, multiple fundraising campaigns, recurring payments, automated workflows, donor
segmentation, and detailed reporting.

What matters is that the systems support the donor relationship instead of creating unnecessary
friction for donors or administrative work for staff.

A useful digital fundraising ecosystem should aim to:

• Make donating easy to understand

• Process payments reliably

• Confirm transactions clearly

• Keep donor information organized

• Connect relevant systems where appropriate

• Reduce unnecessary manual administration

• Respect donor privacy and communication preferences
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• Support long-term relationships rather than isolated transactions

The best donation technology is often the technology the donor barely notices.
The experience feels simple for the supporter while the organization's systems handle the
necessary work behind the scenes.

Frequently Asked Questions About the Digital Donor
Journey
What is a digital donor journey?
A digital donor journey describes the stages a supporter moves through when interacting with a
nonprofit online. It can include discovering the organization, visiting its website, making a donation,
receiving confirmation, having donor information recorded in a CRM, and continuing to engage with
the organization after the donation.

What happens after someone makes an online donation?
After an online donation is submitted, the payment processor handles the transaction and reports the
payment result. The donor should receive confirmation, while the organization records the
transaction and may transfer relevant donor and donation information to systems such as a CRM,
email platform, accounting workflow, or reporting system.

Why should nonprofits use a CRM for donor management?
A CRM can help nonprofits manage the broader relationship with supporters rather than viewing each
donation as an isolated transaction. Depending on the CRM and configuration, organizations can
connect contact information with donations, activities, memberships, events, communication history,
and other forms of engagement.

Should donor data be stored in the payment processor or CRM?
Payment processors and CRMs serve different purposes. The payment processor maintains payment
and transaction information required for processing payments, while a CRM can provide broader
relationship context. Organizations should define which system is authoritative for each type of
information and connect systems where there is a legitimate operational need.

What is the difference between a payment processor and a donor
management system?
A payment processor provides the infrastructure needed to process financial transactions. A donor
management system or CRM is designed to organize information about supporters and their
relationship with the organization. The two systems can complement each other but perform different
roles.

Why are recurring donations different from one-time donations?
A one-time donation involves a single payment, while a recurring donation creates an ongoing
payment relationship. Recurring donations therefore require processes for future charges and may
also require handling payment failures, payment-method changes, cancellations, and ongoing donor
communication.

What is a webhook in online fundraising?
A webhook is a mechanism that allows one system to notify another when an event occurs. In online
fundraising, a payment provider can use webhooks to notify a website or backend when a payment
succeeds, fails, changes status, or when another relevant payment event occurs.
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How can nonprofits improve the online donation experience?
Nonprofits can review the entire donor journey rather than focusing only on the payment form.
Important areas include clear campaign information, mobile usability, simple donation forms,
transparent recurring-payment options, immediate confirmation, organized donor data, appropriate
follow-up communication, privacy, and reliable connections between fundraising systems.

Final Thoughts: Think Beyond the Donation Button
Online fundraising is often discussed in terms of donation buttons, payment methods, conversion
rates, and transaction fees. Those things matter, but they represent only part of the donor
experience.

Behind every successful donation is a person who has made a decision to support an organization.

The technology should help that person move through the process easily while helping the nonprofit
manage the resulting information responsibly and efficiently.

That means looking beyond the donation form and asking what happens next.

Does the donor know the payment was successful? Does the organization know who donated? Does
the transaction reach the right system? Can staff understand the donor's history? Is communication
appropriate? Are recurring donations managed properly? Is personal information handled
responsibly?

When these individual steps work together, online fundraising becomes more than payment
processing. It becomes a connected digital donor journey — from first discovery to donation,
acknowledgement, continued engagement, and potentially a long-term relationship with the
organization.



