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Executive Summary 
 

Non-profits would collect much more from their websites if only they’d clearly state 
what they are about and how they use donations. Our new usability studies revealed 
considerable frustration as potential donors visited sites and tried to discern various 
organizations’ missions and goals—which are key factors in their decisions about 
whether to give money. 
In 2008, non-profits got about 10% of their donations online, according to a survey 
by Target Analytics. Given the high growth rate for Internet donations, we estimate 
that they’ll constitute the majority of donations by 2020. If non-profit organizations 
get their sites into shape, that is. 
Well-designed non-profit websites are particularly suited for attracting new donors 
and efficiently supporting small-scale impulse giving. Websites are less effective at 
sustaining long-term donor relationships. For encouraging customer (or donor) 
loyalty, email newsletters remain the Internet tool of choice. 

USER RESEARCH 
To discover how to design non-profit websites to encourage donations, we took our 
usual approach: we empirically observed actual user behavior as potential donors 
used a wide range of sites. This research was conducted in two rounds, two years 
apart. However, because the results were very similar in the two studies, we will not 
distinguish between these two rounds of research in most of this report. Instead, 
findings and recommendations will be reported across the studies. 
In total, we tested 60 non-profit and charity websites, chosen to cover a range of 
categories: 

• Arts, Culture, and Humanities  

• Animals 

• Development and Relief Services  

• Education  

• Environment 

• Health 

• Human Services 

• Public Benefit 

• Religion 

Most of the sites represented major national non-profits, but we also tested some 
smaller, local charities as well as international organizations. 
We tested seven tasks: 

• Choosing a recipient: Participants used two non-profit sites within a 
given category and decided which of the organizations—which had 
roughly similar missions—was most deserving of a donation. 

• Making a first-time donation: Using their own credit cards, 
participants made an online donation to the chosen charity. We 
reimbursed users for this expense after the study 
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• Making a repeat donation: Participants made an online donation to 
a charity that they had donated to in the past (prior to the study). 

• Making a non-monetary contribution: Participants located 
information about donating a tangible item, such as pet food or used 
toys. For this task, we didn’t direct users to specific sites; they used 
the Web to find a suitable charity to receive their item. 

• Purchasing a product: Participants were asked to buy an item for 
themselves—such as a cookbook from the American Diabetes 
Association—that a non-profit organization sold on its website. 

• Volunteering: Participants researched information about becoming a 
volunteer at one of the organizations in the study. 

• Using Facebook to research charities: Participants compared two 
similar non-profits on Facebook and selected one to receive a 
donation. 

We recruited a broad sample of test participants, ranging in age from 20–61, with a 
roughly equal number of men and women. We included users with relatively little 
Internet experience (at least one year), as well as those with more experience (at 
least three years). Job titles spanned the alphabet, from attorney and bank assistant 
vice president to microbiologist, police office, small business owner, and teacher. 
We screened out users who hadn’t made at least one donation to a non-profit or 
charity during the preceding year. While there’s a first time for everything, we 
wanted to test people who actually exhibit the behavior we were studying. 

WHAT DONORS WANT 
We asked participants what information they wanted to see on non-profit websites 
before they decided whether to donate. Their answers fell into four broad categories, 
two of which were the most heavily requested: 

• The organization’s mission, goals, objectives, and work. 

• How it uses donations and contributions. 

That is: What are you trying to achieve, and how will you spend my money? 
Sadly, only 47% of the sites we studied answered the first question on their 
homepage. Further, only a ridiculously low 5% answered the second question on the 
homepage. Although organizations typically provided these answers somewhere 
within the site, users often had problems finding this crucial information. 
As we’ve long known, what people say they want is one thing. How they actually 
behave when they're on websites is another. Of the two, we put more credence in 
the latter. We therefore analyzed users’ decision-making processes as they decided 
which organizations to support. 
In choosing between two charities, people referred to five categories of information. 
However, an organization’s mission, goals, objectives, and work was by far the most 
important. Indeed, it was 2.6 times as important as the runner-up issue, which was 
how the organization uses the money it collects. 
People want to know what a non-profit stands for, because they want to contribute 
to causes that share their ideals and values. Most people probably agree that, for 
example, it’s good to help impoverished residents of developing countries or patients 
suffering from nasty diseases. Many organizations claim to do these very things. The 
question in a potential donor’s mind is how the organization proposes to help. Often, 
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sites we studied failed to answer this question clearly—and lost out on donations as a 
result. 

WHAT KILLS DONATIONS 
In addition to observing what “closed the sale” for charities that attracted user 
contributions, we also analyzed the turn-off factors that caused charities to lose out, 
even after users had spent considerable time on their websites.  
The donation-killers (percentages sum to 101 because of rounding): 

• 50% were usability problems relating to page and site design, 
including unintuitive information architecture, cluttered pages, and 
confusing workflow.  

• Amazingly, on 13% of the sites, users couldn’t find where to make a 
donation. You’d imagine that donation-dependent sites would at least 
get that one design element right, but banner-blindness or over-
formatting caused people to overlook some donation buttons. 

• 43% were content issues related to writing for the Web, including 
unclear or missing information and confusing terms. 

• 8% of the time users simply disagreed with the organization’s 
approach. 

INTEGRATING LOCAL CHAPTERS WITH THE 
NATIONAL/INTERNATIONAL SITE 
Missing or confusing information aside, the worst user experience erosion in this 
study was caused by heinous integration of local chapters with the higher-level 
organization. 
As mentioned above, users wanted information about a non-profit’s activities in their 
communities, but the experience of actually visiting local chapter websites was 
stunning. Typically, such sites looked completely different than the master sites, 
even violating such elementary brand guidelines as using a consistent color scheme. 
As for forging an integrated user experience across organization levels, forget it. 
Most non-profits could substantially improve their overall Web presence by creating a 
unified look and feel and supporting other improvements for local sites. 

DONATION PROCESS: OK 
Once people had decided to make a donation—and found the donation button on 
sites that made doing so difficult—it was fairly easy for them to proceed through the 
workflow and donate. 
Our testing did identify some small usability problems, but the only big problem was 
caused by sites that used third-party payment services, which stumped some users. 
Most of the donation processes had reasonable usability because they were 
essentially a scaled-back version of e-commerce checkout, with fewer complications. 
Designers know how to build good e-commerce checkouts, and users know how to 
deal with the expected components. 
Despite these similarities, donations don’t exhibit nearly as streamlined user 
experience as most e-commerce sites. Completing the actual donation process took 
the users in our second study 7% more time on average than it took users to 
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complete an e-commerce checkout process in our (separate) research on e-
commerce usability.1 
Even though 7% degradation of usability is not horrible, fixing a process with even 
minor usability problems might increase donations by around 7%. For a non-profit 
with a $10M budget and an average share of online donations, such minor tweaks 
could mean an extra $70,000 per year. 

NON-MONETARY CONTRIBUTIONS: BAD 
Users had much more difficulty with making a non-monetary contribution than they 
had with donating money. One reason is obviously that giving physical items is a 
non-standard type of online transaction where users cannot rely on previous 
experience with other sites. (In contrast, giving money is quite similar to paying 
money, at least in terms of the buttons and fields you need to use.) 
Any time a website asks users to do something new, the user interface should be 
particularly easy, to help users overcome the hurdle of understanding the new 
process. Sadly, most of the charities in our study actually provided particularly poor 
usability for this more challenging task; information about donating physical items 
was typically hard to find and rarely sufficiently specific. 
As a result of the low usability for non-monetary donations, users typically bounced 
between many non-profit organizations before finding one that they wanted to give 
their items to. Users gave this experience the lowest satisfaction score we recorded 
in this research: an average rating of 5.3 on a 1–7 scale (7 best). 

VOLUNTEERING PROCESS: GOOD 
On our 1–7 scale, users gave a stellar rating of 6.7 for the task of finding out how to 
volunteer at an organization. Most sites had a simple direct link to this information 
from their homepage. And they mostly provided straightforward information about 
volunteering, including descriptions of typical volunteer duties and hours, which are 
details that prospective volunteers want to see up front. 
Many sites also had fairly simple forms for volunteering, though it’s important to also 
provide contact information for people who want to talk to somebody before they 
volunteer. 

TOP PRIORITY: CLEAR-SPOKEN INFORMATION 
Our users gave a fairly low average rating of 5.3 for the task of finding out about an 
organization and determining its trustworthiness. In comparison, users’ average 
rating of the actual donation process was 5.7 (on a 1–7 scale; averaged across the 
sites in the study). 
While improvements are still possible for the donation process itself, our usability 
research clearly showed that this isn’t the main difficulty that’s inhibiting the 
potential of online donations to quintuple over the next decade. Rather, the big 
problem is bad content usability.  
So: speak plainly and answer donors’ main questions, and money will flow your way. 

1 Please see http://www.nngroup.com/reports/ecommerce for findings and design 
guidelines from our e-commerce studies. Non-profit organizations that sell products 
should follow e-commerce usability guidelines for the store area of their site in 
addition to the recommendations in the present report. 
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Research Overview 
 

The findings and recommendations in this report are based on the results of two 
separate studies conducted to assess the usability of critical information and 
processes on non-profit and charity websites.  
In our two studies, we tested a total of 60 websites with 21 users. We gave 
participants tasks to perform, and the facilitator sat next to the user and observed as 
the participant explored and made small donations and purchases on non-profit and 
charity websites.  
In our first study, we asked users to research and evaluate two similar non-profit or 
charity organizations and choose one to make a donation to. Users were given 10–15 
minutes to conduct research. After they had made a decision, they were asked to 
make a small donation using the organization’s website. 
In our second round of research, we used the same tasks given in our first study, but 
we selected different organizations. We asked users to complete these tasks twice: 
once using an organization's website and a second time using an organization's 
Facebook page. Additionally, users were asked to complete the following tasks on 
non-profit and charity websites: determine an organization’s trustworthiness, make a 
donation (monetary and non-monetary), purchase an item, and find information 
about volunteering. 
In order to test a wide variety of charity and non-profit websites, we broke the 
websites into groups, which are categorized below. We based our categorization 
loosely on the types of charities and non-profits listed on the Charity Navigator 
website (http://www.charitynavigator.org). We also chose charities and non-profits 
of various sizes; we mainly tested the sites of national organizations, but we also 
included the sites of some international and smaller, local organizations. 
For details about the study methodology, see our Methodology section, which begins 
on page 209. 
Web addresses for the sites tested are listed on page 208. 
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Type of Charity Tested Websites Tested 
Arts, Culture, Humanities Corcoran Gallery of Art 

National Gallery of Art 
New Hampshire Children’s Museum 
New Hampshire Historical Society 
Pro Portsmouth Inc. 
Wentworth-Gardner & Tobias Lear Houses 

Animals  Cocheco Valley Animal Shelter 
Defenders of Wildlife 
Kitty Angels 
MSPCA Angell 
NEADS, National Education for Assistance Dog Services 
Paws with a Cause 
Wildlife Alliance 

Development and Relief 
Services 

Acumen Fund 
Global Links 
Heifer International  
Hope for Haiti 
International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry 
Areas 
New Israel Fund 

Education Children’s Scholarship Fund 
“I Have A Dream” Foundation 
Southern New Hampshire University 
Saint Anselm’s College  
Specialist Schools and Academies Trust 
University of New Hampshire 

Environment Appalachian Trail Conservancy  
The Conservation Fund 
Environmental Defense Fund  
Resource Renewal Institute  
Sustainable Conservation 

Health Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple Sclerosis 
Alzheimer’s Association 
American Cancer Society 
American Heart Association 
Beverly Hospital 
Brain Aneurysm Foundation 
Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center 
Lymphoma Research Foundation 
Michael J. Fox Foundation for Parkinson’s Research 
Nancy Davis Foundation for Multiple Sclerosis 
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Type of Charity Tested Websites Tested 
Human Services 4-H 

Adoption Exchange 
American Red Cross 
Big Brothers Big Sisters of America 
Boys & Girls Club of America 
Child Advocates 
The Friends Program 
Goodwill 
Habitat for Humanity 
New Hampshire Food Bank 
Seacoast Family Food Pantry of New Hampshire 
Stuffed Animals for Emergencies 
Team Hoyt 

Public Benefit Bread for the World Institute 
NARAL Pro-Choice America 
United Way 
WaterStone 

Religion The Interfaith Alliance Foundation  
Mission America Coalition 
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Why Usability Matters 
 

One of the main goals of non-profit websites is to attract and retain donors. Good 
design and usability will only help with these efforts. A clear, streamlined design that 
includes the critical information users want to know will inform people about the 
organization and move them through the donation process. If users struggle to 
understand the organization’s objectives and how their donation will be used, they 
are likely to find another organization to donate to—one that can clearly 
communicate its initiatives.  
Target Analytics released an Internet Giving Benchmarking Analysis,2 based on data 
from 24 large non-profits. Among the participants in the Target survey, the 
annualized growth rate in the number of online donors was 33% a year from 2004-
2008, whereas offline donors declined by 1% a year. For the latest year in the study 
(2007 compared with 2008), online donors grew 39% and offline declined 3%, which 
is in line with the 5-year average, given the natural fluctuations in such numbers. 
In 2008, online only accounted for 9% of the donors and 11% of the donations. (The 
difference between these two percentages is due to the larger amounts donated 
online as compared to offline, on average.) Given the rapid growth in online 
donations, we estimate that online donations will account for the majority of 
donations by 2020, even after accounting for the inevitable decline in the growth 
rate in future years. 
Averaged across the 24 non-profits in the Target survey, the 5-year cumulative value 
of a donor who started giving in 2004 was $237 for donors acquired online and $86 
for donors acquired offline. This emphasizes the benefit for non-profits and charities 
to redesign their websites to appeal to new donors. 
On the other hand, retention is lower for online donors than for direct-mail donors. 
This points to the need for non-profits to improve their email newsletters, which are 
the main way of promoting loyalty on the Internet3.  
 

2 http://www.blackbaud.com/targetanalytics/benchmarking/dcinternet.aspx  
3 The design of email newsletters is beyond the scope of the present report; instead, 
please see our separate report on this topic, available at 
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/newsletters . 
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Online Donors: Why and When They Make Donations 
 
Users in our study made decisions about what organizations to donate to and when 
to make donations based on a variety of factors. Most users reported that they 
donated to a non-profit or charity because they had a personal connection to the 
organization or its cause. For example, one user made an annual contribution to 
Saint Anselm’s College because he had graduated from the college. Another user 
made regular donations to the American Heart Association, because an immediate 
family member had passed away from a heart attack. A third donated to NARAL Pro-
Choice America, because she was passionate about reproductive rights in the United 
States.  
Users explained that they were often prompted by something before making a 
donation. For example, one user received a phone call from an organization during 
its “annual giving” period, which prompted him to donate to them over the phone. 
Another user donated to an organization when she received an email reminder or a 
flyer in the mail, because it reminded her to do so. A third user always donated to a 
non-profit or charity after a friend or family member passed away; she donated in 
lieu of sending flowers. Another user donated to certain organizations if his children 
or children in his neighborhood were raising money for a cause. 
The time of year when users donated varied across participants. For example, one 
user donated to organizations at the end of the year, because she wanted to help 
those in need during the winter holiday season in the United States. Another donated 
towards the end of the tax year in the United States, December 31st, to maximize his 
deductions when filing his taxes. Another user always donated in October, which was 
Breast Cancer Awareness Month in the United States. Non-profits should look for 
trends in online donations and consider promoting site content to spike donor 
interest during popular giving times, such as year-end giving or associated 
awareness events.  
The frequency of donations varied across participants. Some donated on a regular 
basis, while others donated once or twice per year. One user only donated whenever 
he had “extra money,” which was usually about six times per year. Another donated 
only once or twice per year, which he typically did in December. A third user made 
donations twice per month, which were automatically deducted from her husband’s 
paycheck each pay period. 
In general, people didn’t complain about or have issues with the online donation 
process, and some people preferred it over other methods of donating. In fact, users 
gave the task of making an online donation an average satisfaction rating of 5.7 out 
of 7 (with 7 being the highest possible score.) One user said, “I’m more apt to do it 
online than through the mail.” Another user, who regularly donated to Heifer 
International, received their catalogue through the mail. She flipped through the 
catalogue to choose what she wanted to donate and then used their site to make the 
donation.  
While users didn’t mind donating online, most users commented that they had to be 
familiar with an organization and its work before doing so. Users didn’t blindly donate 
to organizations; they had to have prior experience with or knowledge about what 
they did and how they did it.  
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Critical Content on Non-Profit and Charity Websites 
 

People have high expectations of non-profit and charity websites. When users are 
evaluating these types of organizations, they have specific questions they want 
answered, and they expect the website to provide the desired information in a clear 
and understandable manner. If this information isn’t immediately available, users 
have little desire or motivation to find it. Critical information, such as the objectives 
of a non-profit or charity and how they use their donations, is frequently sought out 
by users. 

INFORMATION PEOPLE WANTED TO KNOW BEFORE DONATING 
In our studies, we asked users to tell us what they needed to know before they felt 
comfortable making a donation to a non-profit or charity. The table below includes 
the responses to this question, as well as the percentage of users who mentioned 
each response.  

Type of Information % of users who wanted to 
know this information 

Mission, goals, objectives, and work 62% 

Use of donations and contributions 57% 

Legitimacy and reputation 57% 

Local presence 19% 

Site security 15% 

Mission, goals, objectives, and work 
Based on the responses of the users in our study, the most important piece of 
information people needed to know about a charity or non-profit was what they did 
and how they did it. Users were interested in details about the organization’s 
objectives, mission, goals, and programs. They wanted to know what a charity or 
non-profit stood for, because people wanted to contribute to an organization that 
had acceptable goals, ideals, and values. All users reviewed the homepage and 
navigated to the About Us category on non-profit and charity websites in search of 
these details. 
In our study, we found that many sites failed to communicate this vital information, 
and users were often confused or annoyed because they couldn’t understand a 
convoluted mission statement or put together various pieces of information to form a 
valid opinion of the organization. On average, it took users just under six minutes 
(five minutes and 52 seconds) to locate the information, which was far too long.  
Users were asked to answer a subjective questionnaire on their satisfaction levels 
after they conducted research about an organization. On a scale of 1 to 7, with 7 
being the most positive, the task received an average satisfaction rating of 5.3, 
which was one of the lowest average satisfaction ratings in our study. 
For example, one user laughed out loud after reading the information on 
WaterStone’s About Us page, because the convoluted explanation didn’t help him 
understand what they did. He said he wouldn’t donate to the organization. 
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WaterStone’s About Us page didn’t clearly articulate what the organization did. 

If users were unable to understand the goals and objectives of a charity or non-
profit, they were unlikely to make a donation. In our study, not one person made 
a donation to an organization that had objectives they didn’t understand or 
feel comfortable with. 

Use of donations and contributions 
Aside from understanding a charity or non-profit’s objectives, users wanted to know 
how donations and contributions were spent. People wanted to be certain that their 
money will be put to good use.  
Throughout our study, people mentioned that they were concerned with how much of 
the organization’s donations actually went to the programs or initiatives and how 
much went to overhead, administrative costs, or outside fundraising organizations. 
Since this was a top question that users had, it’s critical to provide this information 
on a charity or non-profit website.  
Some of the sites we tested, such as Action Against Hunger, provided facts and 
figures around how donations were used within the organization.  

 
Action Against Hunger clearly stated how much of their money went to 
programs, fundraising, and overhead. 

However, more often than not, users struggled to locate this information, which left 
potential donors wondering how their donation would be used and what percentage 
of it would be put towards programs and initiatives at the organization. Without the 
answer to these questions, some users were hesitant to make a donation to an 
organization, because they were unsure how effective it would be. 

Legitimacy and reputation  
An organization’s reputation and legitimacy is another important piece of information 
users needed to know before making a donation. In our study, people often used 
information such as watchdog ratings, high profile endorsements, testimonials, name 
recognition, number of years in operation, and recommendations from friends and 
family members to decide whether or not a non-profit or charity was worthy of their 
donation.  
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Users looked for and gravitated towards this type of information in our study and 
compiled it with other facts gathered from the website to decide whether or not to 
donate. If a non-profit or charity has this type of information to tout, it’s important 
to do so, because users wanted to know if an organization was credible before 
providing it with funds. 
For example, the Children’s Scholarship Fund featured celebrities and other high-
profile individuals in a video that explained their work, which helped build the 
organization’s credibility.  

 
This video, featured on the Children’s Scholarship Fund’s homepage, included 
celebrities and other well-known individuals, which helped build the 
organization’s legitimacy among users.  

Local presence 
Users were interested in whether or not an organization had a presence in their local 
community. In our study, users were more likely to make a donation to a non-profit 
or charity if they worked in or provided some benefit to their local community. 
People were interested in improving situations around them and wanted to see their 
money put towards efforts that could improve their immediate surroundings.  
Throughout our study, users often looked for information about an organization’s 
work in their community. If a non-profit or charity works in various locations—across 
the state, country, or globe—this information should be provided on the website, 
because people will seek it out. For example, The Friends Program, a New Hampshire 
based organization, clearly stated the nine counties they served on their About Us 
page.  

16 INFO@NNGROUP.COM Critical Content on Non-Profit and Charity Websites 

 



 
The Friends Program’s About Us page included a list of the nine New Hampshire 
counties they served, which helped users quickly understand their local 
presence.  

Site security 
In our second study, users were more cautious about submitting their personal and 
billing information through online forms. Before some users felt comfortable 
providing these details, they wanted to make sure that their information would be 
protected. They looked for recognizable icons or statements that explained the site’s 
level of security.  
One user, while making a purchase on the New Hampshire Historical Society’s 
website, immediately noticed the GeoTrust secure site logo, which made him feel 
more comfortable completing the checkout process.  

 
One user immediately noticed the GeoTrust logo on the New Hampshire 
Historical Society’s site. 

Users looked for evidence of site security, such as statements or familiar logos that 
they’d seen on other sites. It’s important to provide these details throughout the site 
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and on every page of the donation and checkout processes. If users don’t feel 
comfortable providing sensitive information, they simply won’t. 

INFORMATION THAT PERSUADED PEOPLE TO DONATE 
Clear answers to the most frequent questions people have about an organization is 
vital, but additional information, such as endorsements and testimonials, can 
persuade users to make a contribution to a non-profit or charity. Providing this type 
of information allows users to better relate with the organization and the people and 
situations it helps. 
In both studies, we asked users to research and evaluate two different charities or 
non-profits by using their websites and decide which charity to make a donation to. 
After a charity had been chosen and a donation had been made, we asked users 
what convinced them to donate to one charity over the other. The chart below 
includes the information that persuaded people to donate to an organization, along 
with the percentage of comments made in relation to each item. 

 
The chart above shows the information that persuaded users to donate to a 
non-profit or organization, along with the percentage of comments users made 
related to each item: mission, goals, and objectives (49%), use of donations 
and contributions (19%), partners, sponsors, and endorsements (16%), local 
presence (9%), and case studies and stories from others (7%). 

Mission, goals, objectives, and work 
About half of the users in our study said that an organization’s mission, goals, 
objectives, and work was the number one influence in choosing a charity or non-
profit to donate to. This wasn’t surprising, because this information is also the most 
requested, as shown in the previous table.  
Websites that provided this information in a clear, concise, and easy-to-understand 
manner had an advantage over those who had convoluted or unclear goals and 

Mission, 
goals, 

objectives, 
and work 
(49%) 

Use of 
donations and 
contributions 

(19%) 

Partners, 
sponsors, and 
endorsements 

(16%) 

Local 
presence 

(9%) 

Case studies  
and stories 
from others 

(7%) 

Information that persuaded people to 
donate 
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objectives. The organizations that received donations during our study didn’t try to 
“sell” or persuade people to donate to them; they simply described what they did 
and how they did it in a succinct and easy to understand manner, which was enough 
to convince people—if they agreed with their mission—to make a donation.  
For example, The Paws with a Cause homepage clearly articulated their work and 
purpose, which convinced one user to donate to them. 

 
The mission and vision of Paws with a Cause was clearly explained on their 
homepage.  

Use of donations and contributions 
Another convincing factor was a disclosure of how the organization used donations 
and contributions. The organizations that provided this information on their sites 
helped potential donors understand where their money would go. Even if the 
percentage that went to the programs and initiatives was lower than users had 
hoped, they were still pleased to see the information and felt confident that the 
organization wasn’t hiding anything from them.  
Financial documents, such as annual reports, also convinced users that the 
organization was credible and worthy of a donation. Most users didn’t open or view 
the documents, but they were reassured by the availability of them on an 
organization’s site. For example, one user, who was researching The Brain Aneurysm 
Foundation, noticed the availability of different financial documents, and said, “This 
is an organization that has nothing to hide.” 

Partners, sponsors, and endorsements 
Users were often drawn to a non-profit or charity’s partners, sponsors, and 
endorsements. If an organization partnered with a non-profit, charity, or corporation, 
users were interested in how the parties worked together.  
Users also gravitated towards sponsors and endorsements. In particular, 
endorsements or high ratings from watchdog organizations, such as Charity 
Navigator, Independent Charities of America, and the American Institute of 
Philanthropy, communicated to users that the organization was credible and reliable. 
Credibility was a key consideration in order to feel comfortable donating, as 
mentioned in the previous section.  
For example, The Conservation Fund mentioned their endorsements and ratings from 
Charity Navigator (four stars) and the American Institute of Philanthropy (A+ rating) 
on their homepage.  
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Third-party endorsements persuaded users to donate to The Conservation 
Fund. 

Other types of endorsements, especially from high profile celebrities, athletes, or 
other public figures, convinced users that the organization was doing something 
right. Otherwise, well-known individuals wouldn’t support them.  

Local presence 
Some users in our study were convinced to donate to an organization because they 
worked in or reached out to their local community. This meant a lot to users, and 
many gave one charity higher preference over another if they had a presence in a 
local town, state, or region. In fact, one user decided to donate to one charity over 
another because they worked only in the United States; the other charity worked 
around the globe. People wanted to better their surroundings and were more apt to 
donate to a charity that would do so. This, in turn, made them feel like they had a 
part in the improvement. 

Case studies and stories from others 
Finally, users were very interested in learning how people had benefited or situations 
had improved from the work of the charity. Testimonials, personal stories, case 
studies, and facts and figures convinced users to make a contribution.  
Testimonials and personal stories were especially powerful, because users were able 
to associate a face or place with the work of an organization. If non-profits and 
charities simply describe what they do and how they do it, it can only be so 
informative and convincing, but stories allow users to identify with a situation, 
person, or problem to understand the organization’s impact. 
In one test session, a user was convinced he was going to donate to the first charity 
he looked at, but he decided to check out the second charity just to see what they 
were about. On the second charity’s website, he found a list of people who were 
waiting for help from the organization. Each person provided a story about help from 
the organization was needed. After reading this information, the user decided to 
make a donation to the charity, because he felt he could “see” where his money was 
going.  
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The National Education for Assistance Dog Services (NEADS) website included 
stories about individuals waiting for assistance from the organization, which 
persuaded one user to donate to them. 

BIGGEST DETERRENTS WHEN CONSIDERING A DONATION 
While providing key information and other convincing facts and stories improves the 
chance that an individual will donate to non-profit or charity, there are many things 
sites can do to turn people away.  
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Users in our study were easily turned off or bothered by many things on non-profit 
and charity websites. Throughout the study, we captured the things people referred 
to as annoying, confusing, or frustrating. The list below highlights the top things 
people mentioned and the percentage of comments related to each item. 
 

Turnoff % of comments related 
to this item 

Lack of or unclear information about mission, goals, objectives, or 
work  18% 

Lack of or unclear explanation of how donations were used 15% 

Inability to quickly find where to donate 13% 

Busy or cluttered homepage or site 13% 

Hard to read text 8% 

Mission, goals, objectives, or work that clashed with personal 
beliefs 8% 

Strange or unexpected interactions 8% 

Third-party payment applications 8% 

Confusing terms 5% 

Unrelated news or events 5% 

Lack of or unclear information about mission, goals, objectives, or 
work  
One of the most frequently mentioned turnoffs was a lack of or unclear description of 
an organization’s mission, goals, objectives, or work. This was the most important 
piece of information users wanted to know about a charity before they made a 
donation. Failure to provide this information in a clear and easy to understand 
manner—or at all—immediately turned off users in our study. In fact, at least three 
times during the study, users decided to donate to a different charity because they 
couldn’t find or understand what the charity they were currently looking at did. 

Inability to quickly find where to donate 
Another aggravation commonly mentioned in our study was the inability to quickly 
locate where to initiate a donation. When users were ready to make a donation, they 
wanted to do so quickly and easily. Unfortunately, several sites in our study were 
designed in a way that required users to hunt for a link to donate. Users were highly 
frustrated by this, but if they were truly interested in donating to the organization, 
they put in the effort to locate the link.  
For example, when users wanted to donate to Defenders of Wildlife, they had trouble 
locating a link to do so. The link to donate on the homepage was part of an image of 
a wolf, and an additional link was hidden within the Take Action category.  
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Users who wanted to donate to Defenders of Wildlife had trouble finding a way 
to do so. Banner blindness often makes people less likely to see items that are 
highly formatted or that are part of large graphics. 

Lack of or unclear explanation of how donations were used  
A lack of or unclear explanation of how donations were used was another frequent 
annoyance in our study. As mentioned above, this was the second most important 
piece of information users wanted to know before making a donation. Some sites 
provided this information, but others did not. Regardless, users hunted for it, and 
those who found it were pleased that the organization disclosed the information. 
Those who couldn’t find the information at all were aggravated and thought the 
organization was inefficient or hiding something.  
One user was comparing two sites: The Brain Aneurysm Foundation and the 
Lymphoma Research Foundation. At the beginning of the task, she stated that she 
wanted to donate to the Lymphoma Research Foundation, but she decided to 
research both organizations before she making a donation. During her research, she 
was able to locate information about the percentage of donations that went towards 
programs on The Brain Aneurysm Foundation’s website, but she couldn’t locate this 
information on the Lymphoma Research Foundation’s website. Because of this, she 
changed her mind and donated to The Brain Aneurysm Foundation instead. 

Busy or cluttered homepage or site  
Users were often turned off by sites that seemed overwhelming or overloaded with 
information, especially homepages. When users went to an organization’s homepage, 
they wanted to know—very quickly—what the non-profit or charity did and how they 
did it. When they were bombarded with lots of unrelated information, they became 
frustrated and looked desperately for basic information about the organization. 
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Several users in our study mentioned that they were overwhelmed by the sheer 
amount of content on a homepage or throughout an organization’s site, especially 
when they didn’t have a good grasp on the organization’s objectives. 

Hard to read text 
Some users in our study commented on hard to read text, which was either too 
small, had poor color contrast with the background color, or both. This frustrated 
users, because it required them to put in extra effort to read information on an 
organization’s site.  
One user had to get far too close to the monitor to read the text on The Corcoran 
Gallery of Art’s website and eventually moved on to another site, because it was too 
difficult to read. The text was too small, and there wasn’t enough contrast between 
the font color and the background color.  

 
Hard to read text was a turn off to users. 

Mission, goals, objectives, or work that clashed with personal beliefs  
Users were turned off by organizations that completed work that didn’t mesh with 
their own beliefs. However, users were even more turned off when organizations 
weren’t straightforward about their views.  
For example, one user realized an organization had specific religious beliefs after he 
had been researching on their site for over five minutes. He quickly became irritated, 
because the organization wasn’t upfront about it. If organizations have very specific 
views, these views should be clearly communicated on the homepage and 
throughout the site. 

Strange or unexpected interactions  
Users were turned off by strange or unexpected interactions. These interactions 
tripped users up. Some users mentioned the non-standard designs, but others 
simply moved to another part of the site—or to a different site altogether. 
When one user navigated to the Where We Work category on the Sustainable 
Conservation site, she was brought to Google Maps. She quickly closed the browser 
window and said, “Maps and I don’t get along.” This strange interaction annoyed her. 
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An unexpected interaction annoyed one user trying to understand where 
Sustainable Conservation worked.  

Third-party payment applications 
Users were consistently confused when they were sent to a third-party payment 
application, such as Google Checkout, PayPal, or GiveDirect, to complete their 
donation. The users in our study weren’t expecting to use these tools and questioned 
why the charity or non-profit would ask them to do so. The users who completed 
their transactions using these tools eventually did so successfully, but some 
struggled with unfamiliar interactions, performance issues, and login problems. 
Of the 39 donation processes tested in our research, 69% of sites used a third-party 
payment application and 31% processed donations internally. 
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The chart above shows how organizations included in our study processed 
donations; 27 organizations (69%) used a third-party payment process and 12 
(31%) processed donations internally. 

Confusing terms  
Some websites we tested used made-up terms or names for their programs or 
initiatives, which confused users—especially when they didn’t have a firm grasp on 
what the organization did or how they did it. When reading through information on a 
non-profit or charity site, users often paused when they read unfamiliar terms. 
Unusual terms and made-up words required extra processing and took away from 
people’s ability to fully understand what the organization did. 
For example, the “I Have a Dream” Foundation referred to the individuals they 
helped as “dreamers,” which confused users who were trying to understand what the 
organization did. 

 
The use of the term “Dreamers” on the “I Have a Dream” Foundation’s site 
confused users. 

Unrelated news or events  
Another confusion that occurred during our study was a lack of association between 
featured news stories or events and the organization featuring them. Several users 

Processed 
donation 

through third 
party 
(69%) 

Processed 
donation on 

own site 
(31%) 

Donation processing on non-profit  
and charity sites 
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in our study navigated to a news article on a non-profit or charity website and were 
puzzled when the content they found wasn’t clearly tied to the organization.  

SITE ELEMENTS THAT BUILT TRUST 
In our second study, we asked users to evaluate various organizations and 
determine whether or not they were trustworthy. Throughout the task, users made 
comments related to the trustworthiness of organizations based on their sites. The 
chart below includes the site elements that affected users’ trust in an organization, 
along with the percentage of comments made in relation to each item. 
 

 
The chart above shows the site elements that built trust among users, along 
with the percentage of comments users made related to each item: partners, 
sponsors, and endorsements (24%), visual design (24%), writing (24%), 
amount of information (18%), accreditations/awards (6%), and contact 
information (7%). 

Partners, sponsors, and endorsements 
Not surprisingly, users were quick to trust organizations that featured third-party 
endorsements or well-known partners and sponsors on their sites. This was also 
information that persuaded users to donate to an organization, as previously 
discussed.  

Visual design 
When users visited a website, they made split-second decisions and judgments about 
the organization based on what they initially saw. Having a professionally-designed 
website immediately built trust among site visitors. Organizations that had a clean 
design and an organized layout were considered to be more trustworthy than those 
that had a haphazardly designed site.  
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Amount of 
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For example, those that visited the International Center for Agricultural Research in 
the Dry Areas (ICARDA) were immediately turned off by the cluttered homepage and 
rotating images. By contrast, those that visited the Global Links site said the 
streamlined homepage and organized layout made them think the organization was 
trustworthy. 

 
Image 1 of 2: The rotating images and cluttered homepage made users leery to 
trust ICARDA. 
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Image 2 of 2: The clutter-free and clean layout of the Global Links homepage 
increased users trust in the organization. 

A clean, organized, and clutter-free visual design and layout is critical for non-profit 
and charity websites. Additionally, creating a consistent experience between the 
main site and affiliate or chapter sites is equally important. Users were often 
confused when they navigated to an affiliate or chapter site from the organization’s 
main site, because the look and feel of the two sites was wildly different. Some 
questioned if they were on the right site and if the affiliate or chapter was 
trustworthy. 
For example, a user who navigated to a Manchester, New Hampshire Boys & Girls 
Clubs of America site were confused, because the look and feel wasn’t consistent 
with the organization’s main site. 
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Image 1 of 2: The national Boys & Girls Clubs of America website had a distinct 
look and feel. 
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Image 2 of 2: The look and feel of the Manchester, New Hampshire Boys & Girls 
Clubs of America site was completely different than the national site. 
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Writing 
Users commented on various aspects of the writing on non-profit and charity 
websites, from the clarity and precision of the writing to grammar and punctuation. 
Organizations should focus on the provided content and ensure it’s clearly—and 
correctly—written. How your content is written is just as important as what your 
content says. 
Users were annoyed by the vagueness of the Acumen Fund’s About Us page, and 
they wanted to know what they actually did. The use of fluffy language and unclear 
terms made users doubt the organization’s trustworthiness. 

 
The use of vague phrases, such as “patient capital” made users doubt the 
credibility and trustworthiness of the Acumen Fund. 

Amount of information 
Users judged organizations based on the amount of information available on their 
sites. Those that provided ample information about their work and mission were 
trusted more than organizations that provided very few details. 
For example, users commented that the Specialist Schools and Academies Trust was 
trustworthy because they provided lots of information on their site. One user said, 
“The depth of content makes me think they are trustworthy.”  

Accreditations/awards 
Some users based their assessment of an organization’s trustworthiness on the 
accreditations and awards it had received. If non-profits and charities have received 
awards or recognition, they should be highlighted on the site. 
For example, users commented on the banner of accreditations displayed on the 
bottom of the Global Links homepage. It featured various awards, endorsements, 
and recognition the organization had received, which impressed users.  
 

 
The number of awards, endorsements, and recognitions made users think that 
Global Links was a trustworthy organization.  

Contact information 
Contact information that was readily accessible increased users’ trustworthiness in 
an organization. Users wanted to know that the organization had a physical location, 
along with a phone number and an email address that they could use if they had to 
get in touch with someone.  
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HOMEPAGES LEFT MUCH TO BE DESIRED 
The homepage is a critical part of non-profit and charity websites, because it must 
provide essential details to potential donors. Based on our research, we’ve identified 
four elements that must be provided on every non-profit or charity homepage, 
including: 

• Explicit information about the organization’s work and mission 

• Details about how donations are used 

• A clear link to “donate” 

• Applicable third-party endorsements (and ratings, if applicable) 

Unfortunately, many of the homepages we tested didn’t include these vital details.  
For example, only 47% of the homepages we tested provided explicit information 
about the organization’s work and mission, and only 5% provided information about 
how they used donations. Unfortunately, not one homepage provided both pieces of 
critical information. 

 
Homepages in our study did a poor job of answering potential donor’s top 
concerns: what does the organization do and how do they use donations?; 48% 
of homepages didn’t answer either question, 47% of homepages provided 
explicit information about the organization only, and only 5% explained how 
donations were used. Not one homepage answered both questions. 

In addition to being explicit about an organization’s work and how donations are 
used, homepages should also present an easy-to-find link to donate. Unfortunately, 
over one-quarter of the homepages in our study didn’t include this critical call-to-
action.  
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The chart above shows the percentage of homepages that contained an easy-
to-find link to donate versus the percentage of homepages that didn’t; 74% of 
the homepages in our studies provided a clear link to donate on the homepage 
and 26% did not. 

Finally, non-profit and charity homepages should include information about any 
third-party endorsements, such as Charity Navigator or the American Institute of 
Philanthropy, and the actual ratings received. Of the 38 homepages we evaluated, 
five featured an endorsement logo from at least one watchdog organization, and six 
featured an endorsement logo and the received rating.  

Link to donate  
(74%) 

No link to 
donate 
(26%) 

Availability of easy-to-find donate links on 
homepages 
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The chart above shows the percentages of homepages in the study with third-
party endorsement information; 27 homepages (71%) didn’t provide any third-
party endorsement information, six homepages (16%) contained a third-party 
endorsement logo and received rating, and five homepages (13%) contained 
the third-party endorsement logo only. 
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The Usability of Additional Site Elements  
 

In addition to the usability of organization-related content and the donation process, 
our second study included tasks that allowed us to research additional non-profit and 
charity site elements, including: information about volunteer opportunities and non-
monetary donations, the e-commerce experience, and an organization’s social 
network presence. 

Volunteer opportunities 
Users were able to locate information about volunteering at an organization very 
quickly; on average, this task took users 58 seconds to complete. In addition to 
being a quick task for users to complete, they rated their overall satisfaction level 
with completing the task, on average, as 6.7 out of 7 (with 7 being the most 
positive); this rating was the highest average satisfaction rating in the study. 
In general, sites provided a clear category name or link to volunteer. Provided 
volunteer information usually included common volunteer activities, typical volunteer 
hours or shifts, and/or contact information. Additionally, some sites included an 
online form that potential volunteers could complete, which allowed users to quickly 
submit their information and move the application process along.  
Although users were able to quickly locate information about volunteering at an 
organization, it was something they said they rarely did. Users in our study usually 
found out about volunteer opportunities through word of mouth; most didn’t use the 
Web to locate this information. 

Non-monetary donations 
When users were asked to donate an item, such as clothing, used books, or food, 
they had a hard time finding information about donating the items on an 
organization’s site. For this task, we didn’t provide users with a specific organization 
or website. Instead, we asked them to use the Web to find a place to donate their 
non-monetary goods.  
Nine out of nine users navigated to Google to locate an organization that would 
accept their donation. They typed in various search phrases, such as “nh animal 
shelters” or “clothing donation”, depending on what they wanted to donate. Users 
clicked on search engine results quickly and if they didn’t immediately find 
information on the site about how to donate the goods, they went back to their 
search results and clicked on another result that looked promising. They weren’t 
loyal to any organizations or sites; they simply wanted to find an organization that 
would accept their donation.  
After users completed the task (or gave up, as two out of nine users did), we asked 
them to rate their satisfaction level with the activity; they gave it an average score 
of 5.3 out of 7 (with 7 being the most positive). This rating was one of the lowest 
average satisfaction ratings in the study.  

E-commerce experience 
Users consistently commented on the similarities between making a purchase 
through non-profit or charity sites and making a purchase on traditional e-commerce 
sites, such as JCPenney.com or BestBuy.com. Because of their familiarity with 
making online purchases, users didn’t struggle to complete purchases on non-profit 
or charity sites. 
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Thankfully, non-profit and charity organizations have many usable e-commerce sites 
to emulate, so they don’t have any excuse to have a poor or unusable e-commerce 
experience.  

Social network presence 
Some users in our second study used Facebook to evaluate and donate to non-profits 
and charities. Users were directed to an organization’s Facebook page to conduct 
research and, in one case, make a donation.  
They weren’t surprised that some non-profits or charities used Facebook, but they 
didn’t expect the information to be more complete than what was on the 
organization’s official site. In fact, one user said, after reviewing People for the 
Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA)’s page on Facebook, “there's probably ten times 
more stuff on the PETA site.”  
Since users expected simplified information on Facebook, it’s important that non-
profit and charities provide a clear and concise statement of what they do, as well as 
a link to the organization’s full site. This will allow users to get a basic understanding 
of the organization’s work and easily navigate to the official site if they want more 
information.  
Instead of seeking information about the organization’s mission and goals through 
Facebook, users were more interested in hearing from those who had benefited from 
the organization’s work. They wanted social networks to provide the stories about 
real people who had been involved with the organization. For example, one user 
gravitated to stories about those who had been helped by Make-A-Wish Foundation, 
which were featured on the organization’s Facebook page. Non-profit and charity 
organization should use social networks as a way to connect with users through real 
stories, conversations, and interactions.  
In addition to providing details and stories about the organization’s work, non-profit 
and charities should provide a way to donate (or initiate the donation process) 
through Facebook. Not one user in our study had used Facebook in the past to 
donate to an organization. However, one user completed a donation using Facebook 
during his session. He was shocked about how easy it was to do; the organization 
presented a streamlined form within Facebook. After completing the donation, he 
said he’d consider donating through Facebook again in the future. However, others 
adamantly stated that they’d never donate through Facebook, because they wouldn’t 
think to do so or would prefer to use the organization’s official site. 
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54. Tell the stories of individuals or situations that will be helped with 
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73. If using a third-party payment application, create a seamless 
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Homepage 
 

1. Use the homepage to address the top two questions potential donors 
have: what does the organization do and how do they use donations? 

Users in our study were interested in two things when they considered 
donating to a charity or non-profit: what did the organization do and how did 
they use donations? Unfortunately, many users struggled to find this 
information on the websites we tested, and very few found this information 
on an organization’s homepage.  

The Interfaith Alliance homepage didn’t clearly communicate what the 
organization did and how they used donations. One user, while looking at the 
homepage, said, “I’d like to know a little bit about this site. Who’s behind it? 
Where does the money go? I can’t really tell from the homepage.” 

 
There was a lot of information on the Interfaith Alliance homepage, but key 
information—such as who they were and how they used donations—wasn’t 
available. 
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Heifer International did a poor job communicating what they did on their homepage. 
There wasn’t a clear description of the charity’s objectives, recent work, or mission. 
Users had to dig deep into the site to get an understanding of what the charity did. 
 

 
The Heifer International homepage didn’t include details about what they did. 

The Bread for the World homepage failed to communicate their mission and what 
they did. One user, while viewing the homepage, became frustrated because he 
couldn’t quickly understand what the charity did. He said, “It just has some current 
events on it [the homepage] that don’t seem related to figuring out what these guys 
do. I’m having a hard time figuring out what it is they are trying to do.” 
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The Bread for the World Institute didn’t clearly state who they were and what 
they did on the homepage. 
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Some charity and non-profit sites clearly conveyed their goals and objectives on the 
homepage, which helped users quickly understand their work.  
Users who visited the Paws with a Cause website could immediately tell what the 
organization did from the homepage, because details of their mission and vision were 
available. One user, after reading through Our Mission on the homepage, said, “It’s 
not an overwhelming first page. No bright, flashy colors. But there it is, right at the 
top—Our Mission. The length or history is right on the homepage: 30 years. And you 
can see who they are affiliated with on the bottom [of the page].” 
 

 
Users were drawn to the Paws with a Cause homepage, because it clearly 
stated its mission and vision. 

Another website that clearly stated its goals and objectives on the homepage was 
the Seacoast Family Food Pantry. Users who visited this site quickly understood the 
organization’s purpose by reading the short mission statement on their homepage.  
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The Seacoast Family Food Pantry homepage included their mission statement 
and details about their programs. 

It’s extremely important to communicate the mission and objectives on the 
homepage. By not doing so, users are forced to search within the site to find the 
answer, and many users are too impatient or not motivated to do so.  
Simply having a mission statement or information about the organization on the 
homepage wasn’t enough. It needed to be clear, concise, and informative. For 
example, The Brain Aneurysm Foundation’s homepage included a mission statement 
that clearly articulated the organization’s purpose. One user read the statement and 
said, “A nice, simple explanation of what they are doing… right here.” The mission 
statement was prioritized and placed above the fold, and users were able to locate 
the information quickly.  
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The Brain Aneurysm Foundation included a sentence at the top of their 
homepage that encapsulated the organization’s work and purpose. 

In contrast, the Global Links homepage included information about their efforts, but 
it was long-winded and vague. One user, while trying to understand what the 
organization did, navigated to a third party endorsement site, GreatNonprofits.org, 
to get additional details. After reading through the information provided on 
GreatNonprofits.org, he said, “The description on here is better than what is on their 
site. This [GreatNonprofits.org] seems to tell you more about what they are about. 
Their website is more a feel-good story versus what they actually do.” Additionally, 
the information was placed underneath a large homepage image and below the fold, 
which made it difficult for users to quickly locate. 
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Image 1 of 2: The Global Links homepage included information about the 
organization, but it was vague and long-winded. 

 

 
Image 2 of 2: One user found the Global Links description on 
GreatNonprofits.org more informative than the organization’s official website. 
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In addition to clearly stating the goals and mission on the homepage, it’s also 
important to provide information about how donations are used to improve the 
organization’s work or programs. Over half of the users in our studies (57%) were 
interested in how their money would help drive and execute an organization’s visions 
before they felt comfortable making a donation. 
The Action Against Hunger homepage included a pie chart with this information. One 
user was interested in how this charity used his donation. The user saw the chart 
and said, “They give 89 cents of every dollar to the program. I like when they are 
right up front about it.” 

 
The Action Against Hunger homepage explained that they spent 89% of their 
donations on their programs. 

The Adoption Exchange provided information about how they used donations by 
stating on their homepage that “For every dollar raised 85 percent goes directly to 
program services.” Although the information was provided, it was easy to miss 
because it was presented in small text and placed above the Donate button. It would 
have been better to emphasize this fact by presenting it on its own. 

 
The Adoption Exchange provided information about how they used donations as 
text. 

2. Include a short, descriptive, and genuine tagline that reinforces the 
organization’s mission. 

Some sites in our studies included a tagline to communicate the organization’s 
mission and goals. The most effective taglines were those that were clear, concise, 
and meaningful. For example, the North Shore Animal League’s tagline was “World’s 
Largest No-Kill Animal Rescue and Adoption Organization.” This tagline 
communicated the organization’s main purposes, and it also provided information 
about the organization’s credibility as the largest of its kind in the world. 
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The North Shore Animal League’s website included a mission statement that 
described the organization’s purpose and credibility in less than ten words.  

In contrast, Sustainable Conservation provided a vague and meaningless tagline, 
“Because the environment is everyone’s business.” The tagline didn’t provide any 
details about the organization’s mission or purpose. Users assumed they worked 
towards improving the environment, but the organization’s specific goals or work 
weren’t part of the tagline.  

 
Sustainable Conservation included a short tagline, but it was vague and didn’t 
provide any specific information about the organization’s mission. 

Global Links also had a vague tagline, “Sharing surplus, saving lives.” One user read 
the tagline and said, “I would say, surplus of what?” The tagline could have been 
much more descriptive by the addition of one word, medical, so it read as “Sharing 
medical surplus, saving lives.” 

 
Global Links’ vague mission statement didn’t clearly state the organization’s 
purpose. 

3. Provide an easy-to-find link to donate. 

If users are interested in donating to an organization, they should be able to 
navigate to the donation process directly from the homepage. Although most 
users took some time to explore an organization’s site—particularly the About 
Us section—before committing to a donation, it’s important to provide this 
option on the homepage—especially for those who have already done their 
research or have made a donation in the past. Of the homepages we tested, 
74% provided a link to donate directly on the homepage.  

The link to donate on The Action Against Hunger site stood out, because it 
was a bright orange button and placed towards the top of the page. 
Unfortunately, if users were running at a low screen resolution, the button 
wasn’t visible; users had to scroll horizontally to see it. 
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The Action Against Hunger homepage had a bold, bright Donate Now button, 
which was immediately noticed by users. 

The Defenders of Wildlife homepage provided a link to donate on the 
homepage, but it was associated with an image of a coyote and was easily 
overlooked. In addition, the link to donate in the main menu was hidden in 
the Take Action category, so it was challenging for users to quickly find a way 
to donate to the organization directly from the homepage. 
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It is important to remember that “easy-to-find” doesn’t equate to “big and 
colorful.” In fact, users often overlook page elements that appear overly 
promotional or that employ overly fancy formatting because they have been 
trained to associate such design techniques with advertising. Selective 
attention is well-documented in psychology as a human defense mechanism 
against information overload, and this particular form of selective attention is 
called banner blindness. Banner blindness is very strong on the Web because 
of the excessive amount of advertising found on many sites. Even though 
many non-profit sites may eschew commercial elements, banner blindness 
acts before users have had the opportunity to read or analyze those page 
elements that they unconsciously ignore. 

 
The link to donate to the charity from the homepage was overlooked by some 
users, because it blended in with the image of the wolf. 
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A link to donate to the North Shore Animal League was placed prominently on 
the site’s homepage and was paired with a short statement that summarized 
their differentiating work: “Support our No-kill Mission.” The button used for 
the Donate call to action was yellow, which made it stand out from the other 
elements on the homepage. Additionally, a yellow Donate tab was placed in 
the navigation, which created visual consistency. 

 
The Donate button on the North Shore Animal League’s homepage stood out 
from other homepage elements. 

4. Keep homepage content timely.  

When users visited a charity or non-profit website, they were often drawn to 
content that was related to the season or a current event. Highlighting timely 
events, holidays, and occasions will keep the homepage fresh and make users 
confident that the organization is aware of current issues.4  

Additionally, a current event might already be driving traffic to a site, so fresh 
content will appeal to those users who have come to the site based on a 
prompt, reminder, or event. For example, a disaster might prompt users to 
donate to the American Red Cross or UNICEF and Breast Cancer Awareness 
Month may trigger users to donate to the American Cancer Society.  

4 See also our design gallery with more tips on recognizing holidays and special 
occasions on websites. http://www.nngroup.com/reports/holidays 
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The Child Advocates homepage featured a call to action to sponsor a child for the 
holidays. This promotion was featured on the site during the winter holiday season in 
the United States, which is a popular time to donate. 

 
The Child Advocates homepage included a link to sponsor an abused child 
during the holiday season. 

An Alzheimer’s Association homepage promotion focused on organization-related 
news: National Alzheimer’s Disease Awareness Month. Throughout the month of 
November, the homepage featured a reminder and a call to action to make a 
donation or create a tribute in honor of a caregiver. 

 
The Alzheimer’s Association homepage reminded visitors that November was 
National Alzheimer’s Awareness Month.  

5. Promote any incentives associated with donating. 

Users were interested in anything additional they’d receive from an 
organization if they provided a monetary or non-monetary donation. If an 
organization provides any incentives—such as a free item, voucher, or a 
matching donation—this should be promoted on the homepage.  

Kars4Kids.org promoted a free vacation voucher for those who donated a car to the 
organization. The promotion and a link to additional details were displayed on the 
homepage.  

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 57 

 



 
Kars4Kids.org promoted a free vacation voucher on their homepage for those 
who donated a car. 

If an organization matches donations, this should be emphasized on the homepage, 
because it can convince donors that their contribution will go even further. The 
Habitat for Humanity homepage promoted end-of-year donations. The homepage 
emphasized the U.S. year-end tax deadline, December 31, and promised to match 
donations up to $100,000.  

 
The Habitat for Humanity homepage provided a tax deadline reminder for those 
who wanted to donate before the year’s end. 

6. Highlight relevant organizational news or events and, if appropriate, 
cause-related news or events. 

Users were interested in charity news and upcoming events, so dedicating a 
portion of the homepage to this information will allow users to quickly access 
the desired content. In our studies, 74% of the homepages we tested 
featured news and/or events on the homepage, and several users navigated 
to more information by clicking on the featured story or event links.  

Although most of the sites we tested provided links to news and events from the 
homepage, the types of news and events varied. Some sites featured cause-related 
news and events, while others featured news and press releases about their own 
organization. Both types of news and events were acceptable to users, as long as 
there was a strong correlation between the information in the news article or event 
description and the organization.  
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The Wildlife Alliance listed news and events on their homepage, which were related 
to their initiatives. Although the section was titled News & Events, only news items 
were featured. 

 
The Wildlife Alliance homepage featured news articles related to their mission 
and objectives. 

The Habitat for Humanity homepage provided links to recent news that related to 
their work, which some users found interesting. However, these “news” articles 
actually linked to press releases published by the company, so a stronger 
differentiation between news and press releases would have been helpful. 

 
The Habitat for Humanity featured a list of recent press releases (labeled as 
News items) on their homepage. 

Users appreciated when some types of organizations, such as organizations focused 
on diseases and disorders, informed them about cause-related developments and 
research. For example, the Nancy Davis Foundation for Multiple Sclerosis homepage 
provided links to recent news and developments about the disease, which was highly 
relevant content for site visitors. The homepage also featured upcoming events that 
may have interested site visitors and those involved with the charity. 
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The Nancy Davis Foundation for Multiple Sclerosis featured links to the latest 
news and developments about multiple sclerosis, along with recent updates 
about upcoming events. 

For additional guidelines related to new and events, see the section on News and 
Events, beginning on page 92.  

7. If rated highly by watchdog organizations, mention it and link to the 
organization’s information on the watchdog site. 

Users wanted to be sure they were donating to a worthy cause. Some 
organizations, such as Charity Navigator, Independent Charities of America, 
and the American Institute of Philanthropy, evaluated and provided ratings of 
non-profit and charity organizations. If a charity has received a high rating 
from any of these organizations, it should be clearly visible on the homepage.  

Users tried to locate third-party endorsements while they were researching various 
organizations, particularly for organizations they weren’t familiar with. One user was 
trying to determine if the Specialist School and Academies Trust was a trustworthy 
organization. While browsing their site, he said, “I was looking to see if there were 
any referrals. BBB [Better Business Bureau] stuff. Sometimes I've seen that on other 
websites just to authenticate what people are looking at.”  
Another user, while reviewing The Conservation Fund’s homepage, noticed the high 
ratings given to them by Charity Navigator and the American Institute of 
Philanthropy, and said, “They are tracked by two watchdog organizations, so they 
must be efficient with their objectives.” 
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The Conservation Fund mentioned their endorsements and ratings from Charity 
Navigator (four stars) and the American Institute of Philanthropy (A+ rating) on 
their homepage. However, the site only included a link to the full review on 
Charity Navigator, not the American Institute of Philosophy. 

The Big Brothers Big Sisters homepage included three watchdog endorsement logos: 
one from Charity Navigator, one from the Better Business Bureau (BBB), and 
another from Independent Charities of America. Of the three, the Charity Navigator 
and Independent Charities of America logos contained the actual rating. 

 
Big Brothers Big Sisters displayed three logos from watchdog organizations on 
their homepage. 

In addition to featuring the endorsements and ratings, non-profit and charity sites 
should provide links to the full review on the watchdog sites. Some users in our 
study were interested in finding out more about an organization from an unbiased 
third party, especially those organizations that they weren’t familiar with.  
One user, while reviewing the Acumen Fund’s site, noticed the Charity Navigator 
endorsement on their About Us page. She clicked on the endorsement graphic and 
was brought to the full review on Charity Navigator’s site. She skimmed the review 
and noticed that they received a rating of four out of four stars, which convinced her 
that they were a trustworthy organization.  
Even users who do not click through will often feel that a third-party rating or 
endorsement is more credible if it’s “proven” by a link to supporting information on 
the third party’s own site. 

8. Feature information about volunteer opportunities and provide a link 
to more details. 

Users who visit non-profit or charity websites may be interested in spending 
their time helping the organization on a regular basis or at a special event, 
particularly if they feel a strong connection with the organization.  
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Volunteering opportunities should be featured on the homepage so interested users 
can be routed to the appropriate area of the site. Instead of simply including a link or 
category labeled Volunteer, feature information about volunteer opportunities with a 
link to more details.  
The Habitat for Humanity homepage featured a brief description about a “global 
adventure” with the organization, along with a link to view more details and a 
schedule of upcoming volunteer opportunities.  

 
The Habitat for Humanity’s homepage included information about upcoming 
volunteering opportunities and a link to more information. 

The Goodwill homepage featured a woman who was volunteering at the organization. 
From the homepage, users could navigate to additional details about her 
involvement with the organization, along with a link to search for local volunteer 
opportunities.  

 
The Goodwill homepage featured one of their volunteers, which linked to her 
full story and information for those interested in volunteering. 

For more information and guidelines about attracting volunteers, see the Attracting 
Volunteers section, beginning on page 130.  

9. Allow users to connect with chapter and affiliate websites from the 
homepage. 

Users in our study were consistently interested in learning if and how an 
organization was involved in their local community. Many people used the 
main website as a launching point to get to their local chapter’s website.  

The American Red Cross provided users with a way to search for their local chapter 
right on the homepage. Users appreciated this, because they could get quickly get to 
their local organization’s website. One user said, “The national site will direct you to 
the local chapter, which is geared towards what’s going on locally.” 
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The national American Red Cross site provided a way for users to search for a 
local chapter from the homepage, and the tool was also available from any 
page within the site. 

The Boys & Girls club offered a link to Find a Club in their main navigation, which one 
user found helpful. She said, “I like the Find a Club Near You, because if you are 
looking for one, it’s nice to have the option right here.”5 

 
Users could search for a local Boys & Girls Club by clicking on the Find a Club 
Near You link on the homepage. The Find a Club menu item in the main 
navigation was also available throughout the site. 

For additional guidelines related to chapter and affiliate sites, see the section on 
Chapters and Affiliates, beginning on page 97.  

5 For additional information and guidelines about improving the usability of store 
finders and locators, please see our separate report on this topic. 
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/locators  
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About the Organization 
 

10. Be explicit about the organization’s work on the About Us page. 

Users wanted to know details about an organization and what they did before 
they felt comfortable making a donation. In our study, this was the number 
one piece of information that users wanted to know about a charity or non-
profit. Unfortunately, users had difficulty finding this information. All users 
reviewed the homepage and navigated to the About Us area of non-profit and 
charity websites in search of this information. Some sites vaguely alluded to 
these details, which frustrated users who were interested in learning more 
about the charities in question.  

Users who visited the Environmental Defense Fund site failed to fully understand 
what the organization did. Each user spent at least 10 minutes on the site and 
eventually moved on, because the site didn’t explicitly state the organization’s 
mission, goals, and programs. 

 
The main focus of the About Us page on the Environmental Defense Fund 
website was an image of three executives and links to broad terms such as 
Strong Science and Innovative Markets. 

Another user was researching the Boys & Girls Clubs of America and was impressed 
by the brevity and concision of the Who We Are page. She said, “It’s really short and 
sweet. There’s not a lot. You can find what you want without needing to read 
through lots and lots.” 

64 INFO@NNGROUP.COM About the Organization 

 



 
The Who We Are page on the Boys & Girls Clubs of America was short and to 
the point. 

The same user later researched Big Brothers Big Sisters and struggled to understand 
what they did based on their About Us section. She said, “I want to know their 
mission and specifically what they do. They have what they say they do, but what 
exactly is it that they do?” 

 
The Who We Are page provided history information, but doesn’t explicitly state 
what Big Brothers Big Sisters does. 

Another user was reviewing the Our aim and objectives page on the Specialist 
Schools and Academies Trust website and became annoyed because they used vague 
terms to describe their work. She said, “Some of it starts to be like business-speak. 
‘To build and embed’ … that doesn’t really mean much to me.” 
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The page describing Specialist Schools and Academies Trust used vague terms 
that one user couldn’t identify with. 

Some sites provided information about the charity’s goals, objectives, and programs, 
but users had to dig to locate it.  
One user had trouble understanding what the “I Have A Dream” Foundation did, 
even after exploring their site for almost five minutes. She couldn’t find information 
about the ages and grade levels of the children the charity helped. Eventually, she 
came across a chart on the Our Program page, which provided this information to 
her in a clear and easy-to-understand manner. After viewing the chart, she said, “So 
it looks like they help mostly middle and high school students. This is really 
interesting.” 

 
The Dreamer Snapshot chart helped one user quickly understand the grades 
the program targeted, but it was buried. 
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11. Include a brief mission statement on the About Us page. Explain what 
the organization does, how it’s done, and why. 

Users in our study wanted to read a clear and distinct mission statement 
about the organization. They weren’t interested in reading paragraphs and 
pages of information to get the gist of an organization’s purpose.  

The Mission America Coalition communicated their mission with a succinct sentence 
on the homepage, and one user commented, “The statement ‘the whole church 
taking the whole gospel to the whole nation’ is short and to the point, so I don’t have 
to read pages of something to get the idea of what they are really about. It puts it in 
a nutshell what they’re about.”  
Another user said, “They are definitely an evangelical organization, but it doesn’t 
sound like they try to force you to choose one thing or another.” 

 
This mission statement on the Mission America Coalition website clearly 
communicated the organization’s objective. 

The mission statement on the “I Have A Dream” Foundation website wasn’t clear 
enough for one user, who struggled to understand what grade level the charity 
targeted. This information was available on the Our Program page, which she 
eventually found, but she expected to find this information in the mission statement. 
After she read the mission statement, she said, “I haven’t figured out if this program 
focuses on elementary school or exactly what group, so I’m going to keep reading.” 

 
The mission statement on the “I Have A Dream” foundation didn’t state what 
grade level or age brackets they work with.  

The Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple Sclerosis defined each piece of the mission 
statement on their Philosophy page. Users quickly skimmed this page and got a good 
feel for what the organization did based on their philosophy description. Hyperlinked 
words in the description allowed users to get more information. 
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The format of the Philosophy page on the Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple 
Sclerosis site was easy to scan, and provided clear information about what they 
did and how they did it. 

12. Clearly explain programs and initiatives.  

Users who researched non-profits and charities became quickly frustrated 
when organizations didn’t clearly explain what they were working on. Some 
sites were clear and others were vague. Users appreciated when sites 
precisely explained the projects, programs, and initiatives they were currently 
working on. 

For example, one user was interested in volunteering at The Friends Program, so she 
navigated to their Programs page to learn more about what they did. The Programs 
page included a list of five initiatives, along with links to view additional details about 
each. Although the programs were explained in simple terms, the use of acronyms 
(RSVP and FGP) wasn’t necessary. To their credit, they defined the acronyms before 
they were used. The user appreciated the simple breakdown of their work, and she 
decided to fill out the volunteer application. 
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The Friends Program website included a breakdown of their five programs, 
along with a link to view additional details about each.  

Other organizations weren’t explicit about their programs and initiatives, which 
aggravated users who were trying to understand what they did. For example, the 
Acumen Fund used vague language, such as “patient capital,” and didn’t provide any 
specific information about their programs or initiatives on the site. Instead, they 
talked about an “entrepreneurial approach” to their work, which turned off one user.  

 
Users couldn’t understand the programs or initiatives Acumen Fund was 
involved with. 
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13. Consider using brief (no longer than two minutes), focused, and 
informative videos to communicate the organization’s work and 
programs. If possible, include stories about how the organization 
positively impacted individuals or situations. 

Some sites we tested used videos to communicate their mission and beliefs, 
which were helpful to some users. Users didn’t look for videos, but if they 
came across them while browsing, most watched them. The most effective 
videos were those that included stories about how the organization had 
positively impacted individuals or situations. Other impactful videos were 
those that featured well-known or recognizable individuals, as well as videos 
that included footage of the actual people or families that had benefited from 
the organization’s work.  

Two users played a video featured on the homepage of the Children’s Scholarship 
Fund, which covered the charity’s objectives and featured some high profile 
endorsements. After watching the video, one user said, “You don’t have to go 
searching for anything. It tells me why I should donate to them. It’s just a short 
video, and they have answered most of my questions without having to read 
anything on their website. And then on top of that, they have well-known people on 
there: Barbara Bush, Colin Powell, Oprah, Rudy Giuliani… I mean, names you know 
and trust, and you don’t think it’s a fake organization. The video speaks words.” 
Another user, after watching the same video, said, “There were a lot of recognizable 
people in the video, which I would think helps people know that there is a lot of 
backing to this project—that’s it’s going to be legitimate. You had some big names 
talking—political, entertainment…” 

 
This video, featured on the homepage of the Children’s Scholarship Fund, gave 
users a good understanding of the charity’s goals, objectives, and programs. 

For more information and examples about featuring high profile individuals on an 
organization’s website, see Guideline 27 on page 88.  
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Other videos were used to communicate how various charity programs worked, 
which also tested well with users. One user watched two videos on the National 
Education for Assistive Dog Services (NEADS) site to get a better understanding of 
how their services were run. After watching a video on the Canines for Combat 
Veterans page, he said, “I like how they have a lot of information in the video about: 
the training process, how they match dogs to individuals, the types of breeds they 
use, and the role of the animal itself.” 
The video featured a soldier who had benefited from the charity’s work, and it told 
the story of his injuries, recovery, and use of an assistive dog. In our study, we 
found that stories of how individuals or situations had benefited from a charity were 
very powerful. For additional information and examples, see page 77. 

 
The video on the Canines for Combat Veterans page on the National Education 
for Assistive Dog Services covered the basics about how assistive dogs were 
trained and used, which helped one user get a better grasp of this charity’s 
role. 

Other sites included videos that didn’t have a clear objective, which confused users.  
The Defenders of Wildlife website launched a video on the homepage with a story 
about Chhouk, an elephant missing a foot, as he walked through the jungle. Two 
people were immediately drawn to the video, and said, “There’s a video here 
showing an elephant walking through the jungle. It looks like they are doing a live 
TV show.” Another user said, “I’m immediately drawn to this video… Oh, this 
elephant doesn’t have a foot.” 
Although the video grabbed the users’ attention, it was too long and irrelevant, and 
both users failed to understand the significance of the video or what was trying to be 
communicated. The video played for several minutes, and a clear point or objective 
was missing. Also, it launched when the homepage loaded, and there were no video 
controls, so users had to navigate away from the homepage when they were no 
longer interested in the video. 
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This video launched automatically when users navigated to the Wildlife Alliance 
site, and no video controls were provided. The point of the video was unclear to 
users. 

14. Explain the organization’s position on controversial issues. 

Some subjects that charities support are controversial, such as environmental 
issues, religious views, and medical research and treatments. If a charity 
encompasses a controversial issue, the organization’s position should be 
clearly explained. As one user said, “I don’t want to donate to something that 
has views that are contradictory of my own.” 

One user, while viewing cap and trade information on the Environmental Defense 
Fund website was frustrated, because he didn’t understand where the organization 
stood on the issue. He said, “OK, so they are focused on cap and trade. It’s 
extremely controversial and complicated. They are just sort of explaining stuff, but I 
don’t know what their position is. The tone of everything I’m seeing here would lead 
me to believe that they are supporting it, but I’m not sure.” 
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One user had trouble understanding the Environmental Defense Fund’s stance 
on cap and trade. 

15. Provide information about the organization’s location, along with 
contact information.  

Users were curious about where an organization was based, and they often 
had more trust in organizations that were upfront about their location. Users 
wanted to ensure that any contributions were going to a reputable 
organization with a physical location. Non-profit and charity sites should state 
where the organization is located and provide basic contact information, 
including a physical address, a phone number, and an email address. 

16. Clearly state the geographic locations impacted by the organization’s 
work.  

Users were not only interested in an organization’s mission and programs, but 
they also wanted to know where the work was done. Many were interested in 
local and national programs and were less interested in international 
initiatives. 

One user, while viewing the Places We Protect page on The Conservation Fund site, 
became frustrated when he couldn’t find the specific areas where they worked. He 
said, “It says ‘from Alaska to the Adirondacks.’ That’s just a generic explanation.” 
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The generic language used on The Conservation Fund website wasn’t helpful 
when users were trying to understand where the charity worked. 

Another user was researching the New Hampshire Food Bank and was trying to 
understand what geographic areas the organization served. He navigated to the 
Registered Agencies page, which had a lot of text and large images of food. He 
skimmed the page but couldn’t gather where the food was distributed. He said, 
“There’s a lot of food here, but I’m not sure where it goes.” 

 
From this page, users couldn’t understand what the New Hampshire Food Bank 
did with all the food they collected. 
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Another local organization, The Friends Program, explicitly stated the New Hampshire 
counties they served on their About Us page, which helped users immediately 
understand where they worked. 

 
The About Us page listed the nine New Hampshire counties they served. 

17. If necessary, explain work in various geographic locations. Some 
charities and non-profits work nationally or globally. If work varies 
across the country or globe, describe what is done in different areas.  

The Action Against Hunger site broke their work down by geographic areas, and 
provided detailed information about the work in each area. One user, while viewing 
what the charity did, arrived on this area of the site and said, “It’s helpful that they 
break down the areas by geographical location and what they do.” 

 
The Action Against Hunger website broke their work down by geographical 
areas. 
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18. If an interactive map is used to illustrate work in various areas, 
accompany it with static links. 

Some sites included interactive maps as a way for users to explore work 
being done in various areas; users could click on or place their mouse on 
different parts of the map to see additional information about what was being 
done in the area. If an interactive map is offered, be sure to accompany it 
with static links for those who don’t want to use the interactive features as 
well as for those who can’t access them. (For example, those not using a 
mouse, those accessing the site from a small-screen device, or those using an 
assistive device, such as a screen reader or screen magnifier.) Using maps 
also requires that users are familiar with geography and know the location of 
states, countries, or even counties. Don't assume users know what they're 
looking for on a map. 

The Conservation Fund used a map of the United States to explain and illustrate their 
programs in various areas across the country. Users could use their mouse to hover 
over an area, such the West, and a small pop-up would appear with a brief summary 
of the work being done in that area, along with a link for additional details. Although 
this interactive map contained helpful information about their programs, it would 
have been best to accompany it with static links to meet the needs of all users. 
 

 
An interactive map on The Conservation Fund’s site allowed users to hover over 
various areas of the United States to learn about specific initiatives in different 
regions. The site should also have provided static links to meet the needs of all 
users, however. 
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19. Avoid routing users to third-party map applications to show where 
work is done. 

Users weren’t interested in being routed to a third-party map application to 
understand where an organization had impact.  

One user, while navigating the Sustainable Conservation site, was brought to Google 
Maps when she clicked the Where We Work category in the site’s main navigation. 
She had trouble interacting with the map, quickly closed it, and said: “Maps and I 
don’t get along.” 
 

 
Users were brought to Google maps when they clicked on the Where We Work 
category within the Sustainable Conservation main navigation. 

20. Use real examples of people that have been helped and situations 
that have been improved. 

Most users in our study gravitated towards stories of real people or situations 
that had benefited from the charity or non-profit they were researching. If an 
organization has case studies or testimonials, they should be used as a 
vehicle to communicate objectives and programs. 

One user, while reviewing the information about the UNH Foundation on the 
University of New Hampshire’s website, was drawn to the stories about donors and 
individuals that had benefited from the giving of others. In particular, she was drawn 
to a story about a current student who wouldn’t have had the financial support to 
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attend the university without a scholarship. She said, “I like the stories about the 
people and the donors. It feels more genuine.”  
 

 
A story about a scholarship recipient at the University of New Hampshire 
encouraged one user to donate to the scholarship fund. 

Another user, while viewing the Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple Sclerosis 
website, came across an image of a couple, which was accompanied by a brief story 
about how the charity helped them. She said, “There’s a photo of a couple here on 
the page, and it has her name and a little bit of her story. I like that. It makes it 
seem more personalized.” 
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The brief story of how the Accelerated Cure for Multiple Sclerosis charity helped 
this couple resonated with one user. 

21. If testimonials or personal stories are featured, be sure to provide 
enough detail so users know how the organization helped—or plans to 
help—the individual.  

Although users gravitated towards stories about an organization’s work, they 
wanted enough details to understand the impact. Sites should include enough 
details so users can gather a good sense of the organization’s contribution. 

One user, while viewing the testimonials on the Big Brothers Big Sisters site, got 
annoyed because he didn’t think there was enough detail. He said, “I need to know 
how these people made a difference and what they did. They didn’t provide me with 
any detail. They talk about the success in mentoring, but don’t seem to tell me what 
exactly the person did to help.” 
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One user was annoyed with the Real Life Stories page on the Big Brothers Big 
Sisters website, because he didn’t think they had enough detail about how the 
mentors helped the children.  

22. Consider featuring stories about those who have made contributions 
to the organization. 

Not only were users interested in stories about how organizations helped 
individuals and situations, they also gravitated to stories about those who had 
contributed to an organization.  

For example, one user was drawn to a story about a woman who made a donation to 
the UNH Foundation at the University of New Hampshire. This gave her a sense of 
other individuals who also supported the university, as well as their reasons for 
giving. 
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A woman who donated to the University of New Hampshire was featured on 
their site. This gave users a sense of who donated and why they did so. 

23. If the charity is named after someone, provide easy access to 
information about that individual.  

One of the charities we tested was named after an individual, Nancy Davis. 
The users who visited this site immediately wanted to know who Nancy Davis 
was and why the charity was named after her. This wasn’t evident from the 
homepage, and one user said, “I’ve never heard of this, so I’m interested in 
finding out who Nancy Davis is and what the purpose of the organization is.” 

Another user, after reading the paragraph about their mission on the About 
Us page, said, “I don’t even know who Nancy Davis is. I’m looking for 
somewhere where it shows a bio of Nancy Davis. Not knowing who she is 
doesn’t hold that much significance to me. If it’s named after someone, I 
want to know why.” 

 
One user was frustrated that the Nancy Davis Foundation for Multiple Sclerosis’ 
mission on the About page didn’t explain who Nancy Davis was and why the 
charity was named after her. 
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Another organization, Team Hoyt, was named after a father and son who worked 
together to help “physically disabled individuals become active members of the 
community.” Information about the two men, along with the evolution of the 
organization, was available on the About Team Hoyt page. One user became 
wrapped up in the story and said, “This is just amazing.” 
 

 
The About Team Hoyt page on the Team Hoyt website included details about 
the individuals the organization was named after. 

24. Offer a full annual report. Consider offering other financial 
documents, such as audited financial statements, an IRS 
determination letter, and tax forms. 

Some users in our study were interested in viewing annual reports, because 
they were curious about how organizations used their money. Additionally, 
some users wanted to see annual reports to determine an organization’s 
credibility. If an annual report wasn’t available or was difficult to locate, some 
users immediately dismissed an organization. Having this type of official 
document openly available was a great credibility booster, even to users who 
didn’t read through it in its entirety.  

One user opened the annual report on the Big Brothers Big Sisters site and quickly 
scrolled through the document. He said, “I like to see the different places where the 
money they take in gets spent and what exactly it gets spent on.” 
Users made various comments about the availability of annual reports and other 
financial documents. For example, before making a purchase from the New 
Hampshire Historical Society, one user noticed that the site included audited financial 
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statements. He said, “I'm trying to evaluate the organization. Audited financial 
documents are always good. Auditors have to sign off on them.” 
Another user commented on the financial information on the Lymphoma Research 
Foundation website. Although she didn’t view each document, the availability of 
them convinced her that the organization was trustworthy. She said, “All the tax 
returns, the audited financial statements, the annual reports. This is very good. This 
is an organization that has nothing to hide.” 

 
The availability of financial documents on the Lymphoma Research Foundation’s 
site convinced one user that they were a credible organization. 

The same user noticed the 501(c)(3) IRS determination letter on The Brain 
Aneurysm Foundation website. She was impressed by the availability of this 
document, and said, “You know what makes me think this organization is 
trustworthy? The IRS determination letter. That’s very good. It tells me that it’s a 
non-profit.” 6 

6 For additional information and guidelines about presenting annual reports and 
financial data on websites, see our report on Investor Relations. 
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/ir 
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Leadership, Sponsors, and Endorsements 
 

25. Provide information about the organization’s leaders. Include the 
person’s name, title, responsibilities, and an image. 

In our study, users were interested in the people who led or were involved 
with the organization, and many navigated to this information looking for 
people they might recognize.  

One user, while reviewing the Governance page on the American Red Cross website, 
thought the information about and images of those holding the leadership positions 
at the organization were helpful. He said, “It shows the individual, not just a name 
and a bio. At least you are putting a face to a name.” 
 

 
The American Red Cross website provided ample information about their 
leaders. 

One user questioned the importance of the list of the national board of advisors on 
the Children’s Scholarship Fund website, because there was no explanation about 
what the people did. She said, “All these people in charge … not very useful. 
President of Intellectual Ventures? What does that mean? Are these the people who 
decide who gets the scholarships?” 
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Users weren’t sure what the people listed on the National Board of Advisors 
page did for the Children’s Scholarship Fund. 

Users had little patience for organizations that didn’t explicitly state who lead the 
organization. Vague references to individuals made users think that the organization 
had something to hide. (This is also why photos of the leadership are important—it 
doesn’t matter so much how they look, but it does matter that they are willing to 
show their face.) 
Two users, while reviewing the Acumen Fund website, read a sentence that alluded 
to “three individual philanthropists” who founded the organization in 2001. They 
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were annoyed by the elusiveness of the site. One user said, “Three individuals… OK, 
who? If they’re not comfortable sharing their names, I’m not interested? Another 
said, “’Three individual philanthropists’ is vague.” 

 
The Acumen Fund alluded to “three individual philanthropists” who incorporated 
the organization in 2001, but users thought it was too vague. 

26. Avoid excessively touting leaders. 

Users were turned off by organizations that bragged about or provided too 
much information about their leaders. Many felt that the site should be 
focused on the goals and mission of the organization, not on the top-level 
management and leaders.  

One user, while viewing the Boys & Girls Club of America website, was turned off by 
the long descriptions on the Executive Bios page. He said, “No matter how great the 
person’s resume is, that one person isn’t the organization—it’s a bunch of people 
working together to accomplish a goal. It’s more about the people underneath the 
executives, rather than the executives, most of the time.” 
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The long, drawn-out description of the leaders on Boys & Girls Club of America 
site was off-putting to users. 
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27. If recognizable individuals endorse an organization or have worked 
with the organization in the past, provide information about it. 

When users evaluated the credibility of an organization, they were often 
drawn to people who endorsed or had worked with the charity in the past. 
Some sites mentioned this information, which caught the attention of users. 

One user, while exploring the Boys & Girls Club of America, noticed that well-known 
individuals had gone through the program. He said, “Bill Cosby, Michael Jordan, 
Martin Sheen, Neil Diamond … it’s a good list. While I don’t know any of them 
personally, they seem like outstanding individuals. It’s a pretty impressive list, which 
leads me to believe that this is a good organization that does good things for people. 
They are people who—as an outsider—I respect.” 

 
The Alumni Pride page listed famous individuals that had been through the 
program, which impressed users. 

Another user, while browsing the Habitat for Humanity site, navigated to the Jimmy 
Carter and Habitat for Humanity page, and skimmed some of the content. He was 
able to gather information about the various places the organization worked from the 
description, and said, “I’m just reading through his connection to Habitat. And this 
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gives me a brief history of what he’s done. It shows a lot of places around the world 
that they’ve helped out with.”  
 

 
The first half of the Jimmy Carter and Habitat for Humanity page highlighted 
areas where he had worked for the organization, which helped one user 
understand the breadth of the charity’s services. 

28. State the names of notable endorsers in captions for their videos and 
photos. 

Even if somebody is famous, don’t assume that everybody can recognize 
them, particularly if they have become older since they were most prominent 
or if they appear briefly in a video clip.  

See the screenshots under Guideline 13 (starting on page 70) for examples of 
well-captioned videos. 

The above screenshot of the Jimmy Carter and Habitat for Humanity page was an 
exception to this guideline. Since the entire page was about Jimmy Carter, and his 
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name was used for the first two words of the headline immediately above the photo, 
there was no need to caption this photo. However, if the photo was of Carter building 
a house, as shown in the image below, a caption was still beneficial, because his face 
wasn’t as recognizable in the photo. 
 

 
An image of Jimmy Carter building a home with his wife, Rosalyn, was featured 
on the Habitat for Humanity site. Although the page title included their names, 
it was still beneficial to include the caption, because it was difficult to discern 
their recognizable faces in the image. 

29. Explain how corporate partners work with an organization. 

Users were interested in the companies that partnered with charities and non-
profits and how they worked together. Sites should provide this information in 
the About Us section.7  

One user, while viewing the Environmental Defense Fund website, wasn’t sure how 
the corporations listed on the Corporate Partnerships page worked with the charity. 
He said, “Their website is not clear. What is their tie to these companies? I give them 
money, but how do they help the environment by engaging corporations? It sounds 
like a lobbying effort to me.” 

7 For additional information and guidelines about improving the About Us area of 
your site, please see our separate report on this topic. 
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/about 
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One user didn’t understand the Environmental Defense Fund’s ties to the 
companies listed on the Corporate Partnerships page of their site. 
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News & Events 
 

30. Consider featuring relevant cause-related news and events from 
outside sources, along with organizational news and events.  

When it was appropriate, some organizations provided relevant cause-related 
news and events from outside sources in addition to their own organizational 
news and events. This was acceptable to users, especially when they had a 
strong interest or attachment to the cause.  

For example, some users donated to health-related causes, because the 
condition or disease was prevalent in their immediate or extended families. 
These users were interested in news related to the cause, such as recent 
developments or research. One user had an immediate family member pass 
away from Parkinson’s disease, so she was interested in cause-related news, 
which was featured on the Michael J. Fox’s Foundation for Parkinson’s 
Research site.  

 
The Michael J. Fox’s Foundation for Parkinson’s Research site included cause-
related news.  

31. If both organizational and cause-related news and events are 
provided, create a clear distinction between them. 

Sites that offer both industry and organizational news must clearly 
differentiate between the two news types so users can quickly understand 
where they will go if they want to view additional details.  

For example, the Susan B. Komen for the Cure homepage featured two types 
of news: Breast Cancer News, which included general news headlines about 
breast cancer, and Komen News, which included headlines about the 
organization. Both types of news headlines linked to full details. Each news 
type was placed on its own clearly-labeled tab within the Latest Headlines 
area of the homepage.  
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The Susan B. Komen for the Cure website clearly differentiated between the 
offered news by organizing them into two types: general news about breast 
cancer and news about the organization. 

Some sites provided both industry and organizational news, but the sites 
didn’t clearly differentiate between the two.  

For example, the Adoption Exchange included an area on the homepage 
called featured story, which included adoption stories. The first story linked to 
an outside source, The Denver Post, and the second linked to a story on their 
own site. The stories should have been organized so users clearly knew where 
they were navigating to: an outside source or within the site. The labels for 
the two areas could have been Our Adoption Stories and In the News.  

 
There wasn’t a clear differentiation between stories featured in the news and 
the organization’s own stories.  

It is important that users know the difference between general news about a cause, 
which may not be directly related to an organization, and news from the organization 
itself.  
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32. If outside news articles are featured, ensure that they clearly relate 
to the organization’s work. 

If news stories from outside sources are featured, ensure that they clearly 
relate to the organization’s work. In some instances, users skimmed an article 
and questioned how it related to the charity. An article’s lack of relevance or 
clear association with the organization confused users and made them 
question what the charity actually did.8 

One user, while viewing the Wildlife Alliance website, navigated to a news article with 
a title that suggested that the organization worked to turn “poachers into 
gamekeepers.” As she read through the article, she became confused and said, “It’s 
not really saying what they were going to do to change poachers, so that’s 
confusing.” The news article she read was actually a republished blog post from 
another organization. However, the content didn’t seem relevant to the organization 
and caused further confusion. 

 
A news article featured on the Wildlife Alliance website wasn’t clearly related to 
the organization and their work, which caused confusion for one user. 

8 For additional information and guidelines about improving the PR area of your site, 
please see our separate report on this topic. http://www.nngroup.com/reports/pr 
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33. Highlight news stories in the press about the organization and link to 
the full story. 

Users were interested in what the press was saying about an organization, 
and they often found positive news stories from outside sources to be more 
compelling and credible than an organization’s own touting. 

One user, while reviewing the Child Advocates homepage, noticed a link to a 
featured story in the Houston Press that named the organization the “best charity” in 
Houston. The user navigated to the full story on the news website and immediately 
decided to donate to the organization. After she made the donation, she said, “Best 
charity from the Houston Press; that sort of sealed the deal for me. When you give 
to a charity, you want to make sure it’s worthy.” 

 
The Child Advocates homepage featured a link to a story in the Houston Press 
that named the organization the “best charity” in Houston.  

34. Clearly differentiate between press releases and news. 

Many charities and non-profits made the mistake of labeling press releases as 
News Releases or News. Do not confuse press releases with external news 
items. Press releases are put out by the organization itself and news is what’s 
written by others about the organization.  

If both are featured on the site, ensure there’s a clear distinction between 
them. Label them Press Releases and In the News. The Wildlife Alliance did 
this on their Newsroom page, which helped users quickly understand the 
types of stories available. 

 
The Wildlife Alliance site organized news items as Press Releases and In the 
News. 
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35. Allow users to search for events in their area. 

Users were interested in an organization’s presence and work in their local 
community. When users found information about events in their area, they 
expressed enthusiasm about the charity’s existence in their local community. 
Providing an event calendar is another way for organizations to show their 
presence in local communities.  

Event calendars can be a good addition for sites with local events in many different 
communities, showing the breadth of work the organization does and the variety of 
locations where that work is done.  
One user, while viewing the Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple Sclerosis site, came 
across a listing of events that included two in Boston, Massachusetts. She said, “This 
shows me that the organization is doing a lot. And I even see places that aren’t far 
from where I live. That would be important to me.” 

 
The list of upcoming events on the Accelerated Cure for Multiple Sclerosis 
website told users that they worked in different areas, which was important to 
some users. 

The American Cancer Society allowed users to search for local events by providing a 
ZIP Code. The list of upcoming events demonstrated their presence in local 
communities. 

 
The American Cancer Society allowed users to search for local events by 
entering a ZIP Code.  
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Chapters and Affiliates 
 

36. Feature timely and relevant information on chapter and affiliate 
websites.  

Users expected to see information related to their community when they navigated 
to local chapter sites, so it’s important to provide this type of content on these sites. 
Two users navigated to the local American Red Cross website from the national site. 
Both were interested in information about local events and topics. One user noticed 
that the local American Red Cross site included information relevant to his 
community, “It explains how to deal with problems that are common to our area, 
such as downed lines and frozen pipes.”  

 
Users appreciated the content on their local American Red Cross site, because it 
was geared towards them. 

37. Keep the look and feel of chapter and affiliate websites consistent 
with the main website. 

Throughout the study, users navigated to chapter or affiliate sites from the main 
site. Unfortunately, most chapter sites didn’t have the same look and feel as the 
main site, which confused users.  
The Boys & Girls Club of America’s local chapter websites had a drastically different 
look and feel as compared to the national site. The national site had a distinct 
design, which incorporated a defined color scheme and an organized approach to 
presenting information. The local chapter website failed to follow this design 
approach and used different colors and a disorganized manner of displaying 
information. Aside from a similar page header, it was difficult to tell—at first glance—
that these two sites represented the same organization. 
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Image 1 of 2: The national Boys & Girls Clubs of America website had a distinct 
look and feel. 
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Image 2 of 2: The look and feel of the Manchester, New Hampshire Boys & Girls 
Clubs of America site was completely different than the national site. 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 99 

 



Habitat for Humanity did a mediocre job of keeping the look and feel of their chapter 
sites consistent with the main site. The color schemes were similar, but the 
navigation was inconsistent and the search box wasn’t available on the local site. 

 
Image 1 of 2: The national Habitat for Humanity site had a defined look and 
feel. 
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Image 2 of 2: The Southeast New Hampshire Habitat for Humanity website 
used some of the same colors as the main site, but the navigation was 
inconsistent, the search box wasn’t available, and the page layout was 
different. 

Easter Seals did a decent job of keeping the look and feel of their affiliate sites 
consistent with the main site. Each affiliate site was designed within a standard 
template, which retained the same the look and feel as their main site; both the 
main site and the affiliate sites used the same overall page layout, color scheme, and 
navigational elements (search bar, global navigation, and footer navigation). The 
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biggest inconsistency between the main site and the affiliate sites was the main 
navigation. However, the main navigation across all affiliate sites was consistent, 
creating a cohesive experience for those who navigated to various affiliate sites. 

 
Image 1 of 2: The main Easter Seals site had a distinct look and feel, which was 
translated to their affiliate sites. 
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Image 2 of 2: The look and feel of the New York Easter Seals affiliate included 
the same overall page layout, color scheme, and navigational elements (the 
search bar, global navigation, and footer navigation). The New York site’s main 
navigation didn’t match the national site, but the main navigation was 
consistent across all affiliate sites. 
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38. Be sure the information on the main site is consistent with the 
information on chapter or affiliate sites. 

A consistent look and feel is important, but having consistent information across 
sites is imperative.  
One user, while researching upcoming local blood drives sponsored by American Red 
Cross, was frustrated when he didn’t see any in his area on the national site. When 
he navigated to the local site to research the same topic, he was inundated with 
details about local blood drives. The user was frustrated, and said, “Between the 
national site and this one [the local site], they aren’t connected. The national one 
doesn’t show any blood drives, but this shows that there are plenty of blood drives 
around.” 

 
Image 1 of 2: The American Red Cross national site didn’t return any results 
when a user searched for blood drives in his area. 
 

 
Image 2 of 2: When the same user checked a local American Red Cross website 
for blood drives, he received details for over 30 upcoming blood drives in his 
area. 
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39. Provide a way for users to easily get back to the main website from a 
chapter or affiliate website. 

Throughout our study, users struggled to get back to the main site once they had 
navigated to a chapter site. It’s critical that chapter and affiliate websites include a 
clearly visible link back to the main site. If it’s too difficult to get back to the main 
site, users won’t make the effort and may also give up on making a donation to the 
charity.  
The website for the Northern New England Goodwill included a link back to the main 
site on the bottom of every page. It would have been better to place the link in a 
more noticeable area, such as within the main site navigation. However, simply 
having a link back to the main site from a chapter site was good; most chapter and 
affiliate sites in our study failed to do so. 

 
A link to the main Goodwill website was available in the footer navigation on 
every page of the Northern New England Goodwill chapter website. 

One user in our study navigated to the Great Bay American Red Cross site from the 
national site, but couldn’t find a way to get back to the national site when he wanted 
to. He tried clicking on the logo in the upper left hand corner of the site, but it 
brought him back to the local site’s homepage. He became frustrated, and said, “I’m 
just trying to get to where I was before. It’d be nice to be able to get back to the 
main site from here.” 
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There wasn’t any way to get back to the national American Red Cross site from 
the Great Bay chapter site, which frustrated users. 
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40. Allow users to make or initiate donations on chapter or affiliate sites. 

Two users in our study preferred to use a local site instead of the national site to 
make a donation, because they didn’t trust that the national organization would get 
the money to the local organization in a timely manner—or at all.  
One user wanted to direct his donation to a local chapter and said, “Red Cross is a 
reputable organization, but nothing is really telling me that it is going to make it to 
the local chapter.” Another said, “I’d rather donate to the local chapter than depend 
on the national one to funnel it down to the local chapter.” 
For this reason, it’s important to allow users to access the donation process from the 
local website. For example, the Maine chapter of Make-A-Wish provided a Donate 
Now! button on their site, which allowed users to make a direct donation to the local 
chapter. 

 
Users could make a donation to the Maine Make-A-Wish chapter from the Maine 
chapter’s website. 
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41. Consider integrating the donation process from a chapter or affiliate 
site with the main site, and direct the donation to the appropriate 
chapter or affiliate organization by default.  

Some users in our study wanted to make a donation to a local organization through 
the local chapter’s website. Organizations should provide this option, but they should 
consider routing all donations through the main website. This creates a consistent 
donation process across the affiliated sites. Additionally, it reduces the amount of 
site maintenance for chapters and affiliates; instead of requiring each chapter to be 
responsible for its own donation process, a single person at the main office can 
monitor and maintain a single donation process for all affiliated sites. 
The Maine Chapter of Make-A-Wish provided a link for users to donate. If users 
clicked the link, they were brought to the donation process on the main website. 
From there, users could select a chapter to direct a donation towards, but it would 
have been better if the referring chapter was selected by default. 

 
When users chose to donate from a Make-A-Wish affiliate site, they were routed 
to the donation process on the main site where they could choose a local 
chapter to direct their donation towards. It would have been better if the site 
had chosen the appropriate chapter, by default, based on the chapter site that 
the user initiated the donation from. 
 

Some sites offered both options: to donate through the local site or to donate 
through the main site. This was unnecessary and confusing.  
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If users chose to make a donation from the Southeast New Hampshire Habitat for 
Humanity website, there were two links to donate: one that routed users to the 
national Habitat for Humanity site and another that routed people to PayPal. This 
was unnecessary and very confusing for users. One user noticed this, and said, “On 
this one, they have two places to donate… One brings you to the PayPal page and 
the other brings you to a page on the site. It’s confusing. Why not just have one 
[link to donate] instead of taking up space on your site with two?” 

 
There were two links to the donation process on a local Habitat for Humanity 
site; one brought users to PayPal and the other brought users to the donation 
process on the main site. This was unnecessary and confusing. 
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Social Media and Interaction 
 

42. Provide links to the organization’s presence on social networks. 

Social networks, such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Flickr, are powerful tools 
that can help organizations reinforce their mission and objectives. If an organization 
has a presence on social networks, provide links to those pages on the official 
website.  
The Interfaith Alliance offered links to various social tools throughout the site. One 
user navigated to the YouTube site by clicking a link on the About Us page, and she 
watched a video that reinforced some of the organization’s objectives. After watching 
the video, she said, “The message they are trying to get across is keeping religion 
separate from the government… that’s what it seems they are trying to say.” 

 
Information found by following links to popular social network tools helped one 
user better understand the Interfaith Alliance’s objectives. 

Another user, while exploring The Brain Aneurysm Foundation homepage, 
commented on the recognizable icons to connect with the organization on Facebook, 
Twitter, and YouTube. She said, “I like that it’s connected to larger online 
communities here. It’s right there on the homepage.” 

 
The Brain Aneurysm Foundation’s homepage included links to friend, fan, or 
follow them on Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. 

The American Red Cross site included a page that highlighted the various social 
networks where the organization had a presence. Although one user didn’t navigate 
to any of the tools, he thought it was nice to have the option. He said, “You can 
connect with them on the most popular online websites, which is nice.” 
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The American Red Cross provided information about and links to their presence 
on social networks.  

43. On Facebook, default to information about the organization. 

When users navigated to an organization’s page on Facebook, they wanted to be 
presented with information about the organization. They didn’t want to be 
immediately prompted to make a donation, sign up for a newsletter, or provide 
personal information. 
The Volunteers of America’s Facebook page defaulted to the eNewsletter tab, which 
contained open fields for First Name, Last Name, and Email. This was immediately 
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off-putting to users, especially those who weren’t familiar with the organization. 
Although there was a brief description underneath the logo on the left hand side of 
the page, it would have been best to default to the Info tab, the Our Services tab, or 
the Wall. 

 
Image 1 of 2: The Volunteers of America’s Facebook page defaulted to the 
eNewsletter tab, which prompted users to sign up to receive email from the 
organization. 
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Image 2 of 2: Instead of defaulting to the eNewsletter tab, the Volunteers of 
America’s Facebook page should have defaulted to information about the 
organization, which was provided on the Our Services tab. 

44. Provide information about current news, events, and initiatives. 

Social networks were a good place to inform users about what an organization had 
been doing or planned to do. Details about current projects, organizational news, 
and upcoming events or initiatives were welcomed by users.  
One user, while viewing the American Red Cross page on Facebook, appreciated the 
tab dedicated to the various disasters they were currently working on. One user said, 
“I like how they tell you about recent disasters.” 
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A tab on the American Red Cross Facebook page was dedicated to current 
disaster alerts. 

45. Post stories and examples to connect with users. 

Users were interested in hearing about people who had benefited from the efforts of 
a non-profit or charity organization. Not only did they gravitate to this information on 
organizations’ official websites, but they were also attracted to similar content on 
social networks.9  
One user reviewed the Make-A-Wish Facebook page and appreciated the stories and 
examples of how people were benefitting from and contributing to the organization. 
She said, “I prefer to hear about how people are benefiting from it [the 
organization].” 
 

9 For additional information and guidelines about improving notifications, messages, 
and alerts sent through social networks and RSS, please see our separate report on 
this topic. http://www.nngroup.com/reports/streams/ 
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The Make-A-Wish Foundation used Facebook to share stories about donors and 
those who had benefited from the organization. 

46. Allow users to initiate or make donations from social networks. 

If users were interested in making a donation to an organization while viewing 
information about them on a social network, they wanted to do so quickly. Don’t 
force users to search for a Donate call to action. Make it immediately noticeable and 
allow users to initiate or complete the donation via the social network.  
For example, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) and Volunteers of 
America both had a Donate tab on their Facebook page which included a donation 
form. Users could fill out the form and submit a donation from Facebook. After 
completing a donation to PETA, one user said, “That was surprisingly easy [to make 
a donation] through their Facebook site.” (It took him just under two minutes to 
make a donation to them through Facebook, which was two minutes and 15 seconds 
less than the average time it took for users to make donations on organizational 
sites.) 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 115 

 



 

 
Some organizations, such as PETA, had a donation form on Facebook so users 
could make donations through the social network. 

Other organizations included a link to donate, which routed users to the official 
organization’s website. For example, The American Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) included a link to donate on their Facebook page that 
brought users to the donation process on their main site. 
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Asking for Monetary and Non-monetary Donations 
 

GENERAL GUIDELINES 

47. Include details for those interested in making tax deductions. 

Users were interested in how making donations would help them when filing taxes. If 
users are able to write-off donated goods or funds, provide details. 
For example, Global Links stated that all monetary donations were tax deductible “to 
the fullest extent of the law” on their Financial Support page. 

 
The Global Links site clearly stated that all donations were tax-deductible on 
their Financial Support page.  

In addition to monetary donations, include tax deduction details for non-monetary 
goods. Goodwill dedicated an entire page to information about taxes and explained, 
in simple terms, what qualified as a tax deduction. The page said, “If you’re unsure 
whether your item qualifies for a tax deduction, then consider this: if you would give 
it to a relative or friend, then the item is most likely in good condition and is 
appropriate to donate.” Additionally, they provided a downloadable Donation Value 
Guide, which classified the values of commonly donated items. 

 
The Goodwill included tax deduction details for those who donated clothing and 
other goods to the organization. 
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48. Provide contact information specifically for donations. 

If users have questions that aren’t answered on the site, provide a way for them to 
get in touch with someone at the organization. List a contact person’s name, phone 
number, email address, and the hours when they can be reached. 
If users are unsure about what they can donate, where to bring it, or when it can be 
dropped off, it will be unlikely that the donation will reach the organization in need. 
Additionally, if users have trouble with the online donation process or have questions 
about how the money will be used, they likely won’t make a monetary donation.  

MONETARY DONATIONS 

49. Tell people exactly how donations are used, providing details about 
the percentage of donations that goes to programs and services 
versus administrative and overhead costs. 

Almost every user mentioned that they wanted to know where their money would go 
and how it would be used. Users made many comments throughout the study, 
including: 

• “It’s always good to know how much of your money is going to the 
cause as opposed to the administration.” 

• “My issue with fundraising is the cut that telemarketers get.” 

• “If you are going to give your money to someone, it’s nice to know 
that it’s going to be used efficiently and effectively.” 

• “I want to know that the money is going to the cause and not to the 
CEO.” 

Unfortunately, this information wasn’t clear on a majority of the sites we tested.  
The Environmental Defense Fund didn’t clearly explain how they used donations. One 
user, after spending ten minutes on the site looking for this information, said, “They 
are not getting the information across. How will they use my money? I’m not saying 
that their work isn’t valuable, but they don’t do a good job of explaining where your 
money goes.” 
Some sites provided information about how they used donations in a very clear and 
concise manner. The Conservation Fund site included a pie chart that broke down 
how they used their money. One user was impressed, because they only spent 3% of 
their budget on fundraising and administration costs. The same user also appreciated 
access to other financial documents, such as audited financial statements and tax 
returns, from the same page. 
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The Conservation Fund provided a breakdown of how they used their money, 
which persuaded one user to donate to them. 

While this pie chart was helpful, the label “Conservation Programs” was extremely 
vague. More detail about the programs they funded (or links to them), along with the 
percentage of donations allocated to each program, would have been helpful and 
would have made the organization’s spending more transparent. 
 
The Defenders of Wildlife site also provided a breakdown of how they used their 
funds—as well as how they obtained them. Users appreciated this disclosure, 
because they were interested in both how the organization raised and used their 
money. One user said, “It’s good to know if you donate if it’s going to go to the 
cause or the administrative overhead. It says 90% goes to the organization.” This 
same user also appreciated the links to their annual report and IRS Form 990. He 
said, “They even have a link to their financial report, which is nice that they are 
upfront about where their money goes.” 
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Users were drawn to the pie charts that communicated how the Defenders of 
Wildlife earned and spent their money. 

Again, in this example, the label “program and support services” is open to 
interpretation. A more detailed breakout of the percentage of funds allocated to each 
program would improve users’ trust in the validity of this diagram and the 
organization itself. 

50. Make it easy for people to donate to the organization on every page of 
the site. 

When users were ready to make a donation, they wanted to get to the donation 
process quickly and easily. Unfortunately, many users spent time too much time 
looking for a way to donate when they were ready to.  
Some sites included a menu item in their main navigation that allowed users to 
quickly get to the donation process. This worked well, because it was available on 
every page of the site.  
The Seacoast Family Food Pantry had a Donate menu item as part of their main 
navigation. When one user was interested in making a donation to this charity, he 
quickly found the menu item, and said, “They have a link to donate online right 
here.” 
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The Seacoast Family Food Pantry of New Hampshire included a Donate menu 
item in their main navigation, which was available from any page within their 
website. 

The American Red Cross included a menu item in their main navigation labeled 
Donate Money, which was visible throughout the site. When users were ready to 
make a donation, they could easily find the link to do so. 

 
The American Red Cross had a menu item named Donate Money in their main 
navigation, which was available on every page throughout the site. 

Some sites provided an easy-to-find link to make a donation consistently throughout 
the site, which helped users when they were ready to make a donation. The link 
wasn’t in the main navigation, but it was in an area of the site that remained 
unchanged regardless of the page the user was on. One user, after deciding to 
donate to the Nancy Davis Foundation for Multiple Sclerosis, said, “There’s a big 
square at the top right that says DONATE NOW! so it’s pretty easy to figure out how 
to do that.” 

 
The Nancy Davis Foundation for Multiple Sclerosis site featured a large DONATE 
NOW! button consistently throughout the site. 

Similarly, the American Cancer Society included a DONATE call to action in the upper 
right hand corner on every page. It wasn’t part of the main navigation, but it 
remained visible as users navigated throughout the site. 
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A DONATE call to action was available in the upper right hand corner of every 
page on the American Cancer Society website. 

Other sites buried the donate call to action, and users had a hard time finding a way 
to contribute to them. To make an online donation on the National Education for 
Assistive Dog Services’ (NEADS) website, users had to click on an image on the 
Individual Contributions page to launch the donation process.  
Both users who donated to this organization struggled to find a way to make a 
donation. Once they navigated to the correct page, users had to click an image of 
two golden retriever puppies to launch the donation process. After discovering this, 
one user said, “It doesn’t say click here, but you have to click the dog. If it said click 
here or something, it would have been easier.” While on the Individual Contributions 
page, another user said, “I’m looking to donate with a credit card, but I’m having a 
hard time finding it.” 

 
In order to launch the donation process on the NEADS site, users had to 
navigate to the Individual Contributions page and click on the image of the 
dogs to the left of the text, which was unintuitive. 

51. Use the labels “Donate” or “Donate Now” to describe the link that 
launches the donation process. 

When users were ready to make a donation, they quickly scanned the page they 
were on and looked for a link that described the act of donating. It’s best to use 
clear, concise words, especially when asking for monetary donations. The words 
“Donate” and “Donate Now” were immediately understood by users in our study. 
The “I Have A Dream” Foundation had a link to donate on the homepage, but it was 
labeled as CONTRIBUTE. Users noticed the orange CONTRIBUTE button right away, 
because it was big and bold and the first button in a series of three, but they 
questioned what the word contribute meant. Most assumed it was a monetary 
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donation, but it could also be interpreted as another type of giving, such as time or 
goods.  

 
The orange button on the homepage labeled CONTRIBUTE was immediately 
noticed by users, but users weren’t sure what CONTRIBUTE meant. 

52. Avoid being too pushy when asking for donations. 

There is a fine line between making it easy for users to donate and being too 
aggressive in asking for donations. A consistent link to donate is a good idea, as 
noted above, but be cautious of how the link is presented. 
One user, while viewing the Children’s Scholarship Fund site, noticed that the Donate 
menu item was larger than the rest of the menu items, which was off-putting. She 
said, “I notice that they have the word ‘donate’ bigger and in a different font. I don’t 
like it. I need to learn more before it’s in my face. I don’t want to say it’s rude, but 
it’s a little pushy.” 

 
The large donate in the main navigation off-put one user, because it was larger 
than the other navigation items. 

53. Don’t bombard users with donation requests via pop-ups. 

Some sites used pop-ups to prompt users to make a donation. Unfortunately, this 
backfired, because people didn’t want to be interrupted by a pop-up soliciting them 
for money. 
One user, while visiting the American Heart Association to purchase a product, was 
presented with a pop-up that asked her to donate to the organization seconds after 
the homepage loaded. She became annoyed, sighed, and said, “That’s obnoxious. 
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Pop-ups are obnoxious.” Not only do users find pop-ups annoying and immediately 
dismiss them, but they are also ineffective if users have pop-up blockers installed in 
their browsers.  

 
One user was prompted with a pop-up to donate to the American Heart 
Association. She was annoyed, because she had gone to the site to purchase a 
product, not to make a donation. 

54. Tell the stories of individuals or situations that will be helped with 
donations.  

Users were interested in how their donations would be used, and they appreciated it 
when sites provided stories about how the money would be spent.  
Two users viewed the National Education for Assistance Dog Services’ (NEADS) 
website and were immediately drawn to the Our Clients page, which described 
specific individuals in need of assistive dogs. Each client story included the person’s 
name, why an assistive dog was needed, an image of the client, and a link to the full 
story. This layout allowed users to quickly scan through the list of clients and their 
stories, and they could easily navigate to additional details, if desired. 
One user, after viewing some stories on the page, said, “This gives a personal touch, 
because you see the faces of people who need these animals: one is hard of hearing, 
one was in a car accident, one has MS… So this is a very personal page. I like that… I 
can see what I’ll be donating towards.” 
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The Our Clients page on the National Education for Assistance Dog Services’ 
website described the people waiting for assistive dogs, which convinced one 
user to donate to the organization. 
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55. Provide information for those interested in making larger donations 
through planned giving or a charitable gift annuity. 

Some users may be interested in researching options for making larger contributions 
now or in the future. It’s important to provide users with the information and tools to 
answer questions they may have. 
For example, the Southern New Hampshire University included a list of planned gifts 
with supporting details for each. This allowed people to understand how they could 
contribute to the university in ways that would have a larger impact than a smaller 
monetary or non-monetary donation.  

 
The Southern New Hampshire University included information about planned gifts for 
those who wanted to make high-impact contributions. 
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NON-MONETARY DONATIONS 

56. Provide a list of needed items. 

When users were interested in giving a non-monetary donation to an organization, 
they wanted to be sure that they were giving something that the organization 
needed.  
One user was interested in donating pet food to an animal shelter. She couldn’t 
locate the types of pet food they needed on their site so she said she’d probably just 
“give them some money, because they know best what the animals need.” 
Another user was interested in donating food to the Seacoast Family Food Pantry. He 
navigated to the Donate page on their site and found a list of needed items. He 
immediately knew what was needed and what he could donate. 

 
The Seacoast Family Food Pantry included a list of acceptable items to donate 
to the organization. 

57. Explain donation requirements. 

Some organizations that collect non-monetary donations have specific requirements 
for donated items. For example, a food pantry may only accept non-perishable goods 
and a consignment shop may only accept clean clothing and accessories. 
If there are specific requirements for donated goods, they should be explicitly stated. 
One user located the requirements for donating stuffed animals on the How to 
Donate page on the Stuffed Animals for Emergencies site; donated items were 
required to be “gently used.” 
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The Stuffed Animals for Emergencies site stated that donated items must be in 
“good condition” and free of “stains, smells or rips.” 

Another user was interested in donating used books and toys to the Dartmouth-
Hitchcock Medical Center. She found the page on their site with basic information, 
but key questions, such as what could be donated and where they could be dropped 
off, weren’t answered. She said, “I would prefer if it had information about the items 
they need and any germ concerns. Also, I’m certain there are toys they can't take, 
so a list of good items and perhaps a contact email address would be helpful.” 

 
The Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center’s website didn’t provide adequate 
details about what could be donated to the Children’s Hospital. 

58. State when and where users can drop off items. Provide or link to 
directions and a map. 

If users were interested in donating items, they wanted to know where to bring the 
items and when they could be dropped off. 
Unfortunately, some sites, such as the Salvation Army, required users to contact the 
organization prior to making a donation. One user wanted to donate some clothing, 
but he couldn’t find a way to locate the donation boxes on their site. Instead, the site 
told him to call someone to find out where they were. He said, “That's annoying. If I 
wanted to donate, I wouldn't, because I don't want to call someone. I want to know 
where those big boxes are that I can drop stuff off at.”  
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The Salvation Army website informed users interested in donating items to call 
a toll-free number to find out where drop-off locations were or to schedule a 
pick up. 

Other sites, such as the Seacoast Family Food Pantry, provided the location where 
and times when donations were accepted. 

 
The Seacoast Family Food Pantry provided an address where donations could be 
dropped off, along with the times when they were accepted. 
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Attracting Volunteers 
 

59. Provide a list of common volunteer duties, along with typical hours or 
shifts. 

Users who were interested in volunteering wanted to know what the opportunity 
would entail. Details such as typical duties as well as hours or shifts when volunteers 
are needed should be provided on the site.  
The New Hampshire Children’s Museum provided a list of common duties that 
volunteers could expect to do. Activities such as “assisting with off-site events and 
outreach programs” and “providing office support” helped set expectations with 
users. Additionally, the typical museum and office shifts were listed on the site so 
users could quickly determine whether or not volunteering at the museum would fit 
into their schedule. 

 
The New Hampshire Children’s Museum listed typical volunteer tasks and shifts 
to help set expectations and weed out those who weren’t interested or 
available.  

60. If volunteers must meet specific requirements, list them.  

Some organizations may require volunteers to meet specific requirements. For 
example, volunteers may be required to be over the age of 18. Other organizations 
may require volunteers to be CPR certified, and others may ask volunteers to have 
their own transportation. 
If specific requirements must be met, identify and explain them. If necessary, 
provide links to resources, such as CPR training courses, for those who want to 
volunteer but don’t yet meet requirements.  

61. Collect volunteer information via a form. Allow users to choose their 
volunteer interests on the form. 

To avoid spending too much time fielding phone calls and email regarding volunteer 
opportunities, provide an online form for those interested in volunteering. Ask only 
necessary information, such as a name, contact information, availability, and how 
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they’d like to contribute to the organization. For example, The Friends Program 
asked potential volunteers to select their Areas of Interest.  

 
The Friends Program asked users to choose the volunteer opportunities they 
were interested in as part of the online form. 

62. Provide contact information along with the form. 

Although the volunteer process can be streamlined by collecting information via an 
online form, not all users were interested in doing so.  
One user, who was interested in volunteering at the New Hampshire Children’s 
Museum, appreciated that the site provided him with the name and phone number of 
the person who managed volunteers. He said, “You can call or fill out the form. Not 
everyone likes to fill out a form. Some people want to talk.” 

 
The New Hampshire Children’s Museum gave interested volunteers the option 
to call the volunteer coordinator for more information or fill out the volunteer 
form. 

At the very least, sites should list the name, phone number, and email address for 
the individual who oversees the volunteers at the organization. 

63. Tell users when to expect a response on the form and the 
confirmation page. 

If volunteers can submit their contact information and interests through an online 
form, it’s important to clearly state when they can expect to be contacted by 
someone at the organization. This information should be provided on the form as 
well as on the confirmation page, which should appear after the information has 
been submitted.  
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Setting proper expectations will help users understand when they will be contacted 
and can potentially save organizational staff time by not having to field phone calls 
and email from potential volunteers who are waiting to hear about the opportunity. 
The Friends Program clearly stated that a team member would be in contact with the 
potential volunteers within five business days. This was stated at the top of the 
volunteer form and on the confirmation page.  

 
Image 1 of 2: The Friends Program included details about when to expect to 
hear from someone at the organization at the top of the volunteer form. 
 

 
Image 2 of 2: On the confirmation page that appeared after users submitted 
the volunteer form, The Friends Program’s website reiterated when potential 
volunteers could expect to hear from someone at the organization. 
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The Donation Process 
 

DONATIONS VS. E-COMMERCE TRANSACTIONS 
Users have been making purchases on the Web for years, and many saw similarities 
between purchasing an item and making a donation. They said: 

• “Even though it’s a donation, they are going to send you a receipt for 
your records, and they have all your information as if you were buying 
something online.”  

• “It’s very similar, but easier. You don’t have to put in shipping 
information.”  

• “If you are buying two things from a website, you have a cart, but you 
are choosing one [donation] amount, so there’s no cart. It's more 
streamlined.”  

• “It’s pretty similar. They learn from Amazon.com.” 

Because of the similarity between the processes of making a donation and 
purchasing an item, all users were able to make a donation successfully. In fact, the 
average success rate for the donation task was 100%. This high success rate can be 
explained with three reasons: 

• Familiarity with completing online transactions: Users are 
already familiar with completing e-commerce transactions on the Web. 
As mentioned previously, they’ve been doing it for years. For this 
reason, non-profit and charities should pay close attention to best 
practices on e-commerce sites so they can integrate them into the 
donation process on their sites.  

• Less required information: The amount of information required to 
make a donation is less than the amount of information needed to 
complete an e-commerce transaction, so the process is simpler and 
more streamlined—leaving less room for error. 

• Non-profit and charities’ necessity for an easy-to-use donation 
process: Non-profit and charity organizations rely on donations to 
survive. For this reason, they must design and implement a donation 
process that is easy-to-use. To their benefit, they can refer to many 
other successful e-commerce and donation processes to help inform 
their donation process design.  

As compared to the checkout process on an e-commerce site, the donation process 
on a non-profit or charity site has less required information. To complete a donation, 
organizations must collect three essential items:  

• Donation amount 

• Donor’s name (or “anonymous”) 

• Billing information (credit card details and billing address) 

Additional information that can be collected during the donation process, but is not 
be required to complete a donation, includes: 

• A name the donation is being made in honor or memory of 
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• A specific program or area to apply the donation toward 

• A donation frequency (one-time donation or a recurring donation) 

Although the donation process requires less information than the checkout process, it 
took longer for users to complete, on average, than the checkout process. In our 
studies, the donation process took, on average, four minutes and 15 seconds (from 
clicking the “donate” call to action until the confirmation page displayed). In our e-
commerce study, the checkout process took, on average, three minutes and 58 
seconds (from clicking the “checkout” call to action until the confirmation page 
displayed). 

 
The chart above shows the average task time for the checkout process (3 
minutes and 58 seconds), as tested in our e-commerce studies, and the 
donation process (4 minutes and 15 seconds). 

The longer task time, on average, was likely caused by a few factors: 

• More familiarity with the checkout process: Most users in our 
studies made more online purchases than online donations per year, 
so they were more familiar with the checkout process and knew what 
to expect. For this reason, it’s imperative that non-profit and charities 
strive to mimic the checkout process within the donation process on 
their sites. 

• More cognitive processing required in the donation process: 
Some donation processes had fields or actions, such as making a 
donation in someone’s honor or setting up recurring donations, which 
required more cognitive processing than the typical e-commerce 
checkout.  

• Streamlined checkout processes: A typical checkout process 
required users to provide more information, such as a shipping 
address, as compared to a typical donation process. However, some e-
commerce sites provided the option to replicate the billing information 
in the shipping fields, or vice versa, by selecting a checkbox. This 
streamlined design allowed users to complete the process more quickly 
than if they were required to input all requested information manually.  
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Less information is required to complete a donation as compared to an e-commerce 
transaction, so the donation form can easily be contained to one page. The sites we 
tested took various approaches to the donation process, but many limited the form 
to one page. Some sites broke the process down into multiple steps on several 
pages. Sites that use this approach should display the steps throughout the process, 
and allow users to navigate back to previous steps to make a change—which is 
something that is often done on e-commerce sites. 
Most e-commerce sites allow users to create an account that retains their 
information for future purchases. Non-profits and charity sites may also want to do 
the same, especially if they have online donors who make regular contributions. In 
our study, very few sites offered this option for repeat donors.  
As observed in both e-commerce and donations studies, users are reluctant to give 
up personal information, especially phone numbers and email addresses. Non-profit 
and charity sites should explain why they are asking for this information, and how it 
will be used.  
Confirmation pages are critical on both e-commerce and donation sites. However, 
non-profit and charity sites must include a confirmation page as part of the donation 
process, which should include a receipt for tax purposes. Additionally, a receipt 
should be emailed if an email address is provided during the donation process.  

GENERAL GUIDELINES 

64. Answer people’s questions before they initiate the donation process.  

As mentioned previously, users were interested in two things before they felt 
comfortable making a donation to a non-profit or charity organization. They wanted 
to know what the organization did and how they used donated funds. Users 
struggled to locate these facts on the homepages and within the sites of non-profits 
and charity organizations.  
In many cases, critical details, such as how donations were used, were only available 
once users initiated the donation process. Unfortunately, this information was only 
found by people who had already decided to make a contribution to the organization. 
Other users simply researching and evaluating an organization never found these 
critical details, because they were placed within the donation process.  
For example, the Habitat for Humanity website included details about how common 
donation amounts would be used on the first page of the donation process. One user 
saw this and said, “It tells you what your donation will buy. That’s interesting. I like 
the fact that you are actually seeing where your money is going. For $10, I’m buying 
a box of nails.” 
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The Habitat for Humanity site provided examples of tangible items that would 
be purchased with various donation amounts, but the information was hidden 
within the donation process.  

One user noticed information to convince users to donate to Sustainable 
Conservation after clicking the Donate link. However, he was surprised by its 
placement on the first page of the donation process. He said, “If I'm going to this 
page, I've already decided to donate. I think you are already preaching to the choir 
here.” 

 
The first page of the donation process on the Sustainable Conservation website 
included reasons to give to the charity. Users who had decided to donate to the 
organization thought it was too late in the process to present this information.  

Although providing this information was helpful, it would have been better to show 
this prior to the first page of the donation process. Users didn’t see this information 
until they had already decided to make a donation, but it was critical information 
that should have been available to everyone researching and evaluating the 
organization. 
Other sites were better at disclosing information about how donations would be used 
prior to the donation process. The Big Brothers Big Sisters website highlighted how 
donations would be used on their Support Us page; they specifically listed four ways 
that donations would improve their programs. The page also stated that 92.2% of 
their donations were put towards their programs. This information was available 
prior to moving into the donation process, which allowed users to fully understand 
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how donations were used within the organization before initiating the donation 
process. 

 
The Big Brothers Big Sisters site provided information about the percentage of 
donations that were put towards their programs, along with some brief details 
about the programs being funded. 

65. Make registration optional. 

Users want to get through the donation process as quickly and easily as possible. 
Sites shouldn’t require users to register or log in to make a donation. It’s a 
deterrent. If site registration or logging in is required, people will be less willing to 
donate.  
One user thought she might have to be a member to donate to the Defenders of 
Wildlife, because a donation call to action was labeled Donate/Become a Member. 
This actually wasn’t the case, but the unclear label discouraged her from making a 
donation. She said, “Defenders of Wildlife might be asking for a membership. I don’t 
like to subscribe on the Internet, and you get lots of spam mail. I don’t mind 
donating though.” 
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A link to donate to the Defenders of Wildlife was labeled Donate/Become a 
Member, and one user thought she had to be a member to donate. 

Users were required to register or log in to donate to Paws with a Cause, which was 
annoying for one user, who decided to donate to another charity.  

 
Users shouldn’t be required to register in order to donate to an organization, 
which was done on the Paws with a Cause website.  
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Registration should not be required, but it can be optional. Some users visiting 
charity or non-profits sites may know they will donate on a regular basis, so they 
may benefit from setting up an account; creating an account that includes and stores 
all necessary information makes regular donations quicker and easier.  
Registration can be optional by the simple addition of an optional password field in 
the donation process. The optional password field should be clearly marked as 
optional. Also, sites should consider listing the benefits of registration, such as 
quicker future donations, next to the optional form field. 
For example, the Child Advocates donation process included optional registration 
fields, along with an explanation of why regular donors may want to register. 
Although registration was optional, the placement of the fields in the right margin 
was problematic; users typically ignore this area of the page because it’s where 
advertisements typically appear. Additionally, the visual treatment was similar to 
that of an advertisement. It would have been better to incorporate the Password 
field into the form, preferably after the Email field. (Also, using an email address as 
the user name would have been better; that way users wouldn’t have to create or 
remember a login ID.) 

 
The Child Advocates donation process included optional registration. 

66. Explain why someone would want to register on the site. 

Users don’t want to register on a site unless there are clear benefits for doing so. If 
site registration is offered, sites should clearly communicate what they offer for 
those who register. 
The Children and Adults with Attention Deficit Disorder (CHADD) website included a 
page at the beginning of the donation process that asked users to log in, sign up, or 
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make a donation without logging in or signing up. Although the three options were 
presented, the benefits of registering on the site weren’t communicated to donors. 

 
The CHADD website provided an option for users to register for the site before 
making a donation without explaining why users may be interested in doing so. 

67. Provide login fields for returning donors. 

For those who have created a site registration, provide login fields or a link to them.  
On the first page of the donation process, the American Heart Association provided a 
Sign In link in the left-hand navigation for returning donors. However, the call to 
action was hidden within the navigation, which made it difficult for returning donors 
to quickly locate it on the page. Instead, the page could have included a Sign In link 
at the top of the form for returning donors, which wouldn’t distract new or 
unregistered donors from making a donation—and might catch returning donors who 
don’t want to enter all their information again.  
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The American Heart Association provided a Sign In link within the navigation. It 
would have been better to place this link at the top of the page where it would 
be more noticeable. 

68. Create a donation process that makes sense to users. Consider the 
transaction and the required information to craft an appropriate 
donation process.  

When users decided to make a donation, they wanted to do so quickly and easily. 
Creating a seamless donation process will increase the odds of getting users to 
complete the process.  
In our study, we saw varying approaches to the donation process. Some processes 
had two steps—a form and a confirmation page—and others were broken down into 
smaller, incremental steps. Users didn’t gravitate towards one process over another. 
As long as the information being requested was presented in a clear and easy-to-
understand manner, users completed transactions successfully. Problems with 
completing donations were attributed to undefined steps, poorly labeled fields, 
required site registration, and unclear error messages, but they weren’t related to 
the overall method of collecting the information. 
Some donation processes were extremely short and to the point. The donation 
process on the Environmental Defense Fund website was only two steps: a donation 
form and a confirmation page. The donation form only collected the required 
information to complete the transaction: the amount of the donation and billing 
information (name, address, and credit card details). This donation process didn’t 
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offer a verification page that allowed users to review details before submitting their 
donation, but a message at the bottom of the page under the Donate Now button 
said “Your credit card will be charged.” After the form was submitted, a confirmation 
page containing the donation details displayed. 

 
The donation process on the Environmental Defense Fund website had two clear 
steps: a short donation form and a confirmation page.  

The American Heart Association also consolidated their donation process to two 
steps: a donation form and a confirmation page. Users submitted the donation 
amount and billing information (name, address, and credit card details). When users 
completed the form and clicked the Donate button, the information was submitted 
and a confirmation page appeared. 
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The American Heart Association broke the donation process into two steps: a 
donation form and a confirmation page. 

Some sites broke the donation process down into smaller steps, which was also 
successful with users. Each step in the process collected specific information so users 
could focus on the information being requested, and they weren’t distracted by 
unrelated fields on the page. 
The Defenders of Wildlife’s donation process was five steps: select a gift amount, 
accept or deny a gift (discussed in more detail on page 148), payment and billing 
information, a verification page, and a confirmation page/receipt.  

 
The Defenders of Wildlife broke their donation process down into five smaller 
steps, which were displayed at the top of the page throughout the process. 

Other sites used the shopping cart method to process donations. In some instances, 
this made sense, because users were donating a tangible item as opposed to money. 
For example, users could purchase an animal or a share of an animal for a 
community or family in need on the Heifer International site. The site needed to 
support multiple donations in one transaction, so it made sense to use an e-
commerce type process that included a shopping cart and a checkout process. 
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The donation process on the Heifer International website followed a more 
traditional e-commerce process, but it worked because users were purchasing 
animals or shares of animals for families in need. 

69. Show the steps in the donation process, and allow users to go back to 
previous steps. 

For multi-step donation processes, it’s important to indicate the step the user is 
currently on. This allows users to understand what they have completed and the 
steps they still need to complete.  
It’s not uncommon for users to make mistakes during the donation process. For this 
reason, it’s important to allow users to go back to previously completed steps to 
make changes.  
The American Red Cross website used a four-step donation process: the first step 
required users to select a program to apply their donation towards; the second step 
collected billing and personal information via a form; the third was a verification 
page; and the fourth was a confirmation page. The first step of the process, the 
program selection, was technically a step, but it wasn’t shown as a step in the 
overall donation process. If users wanted to change the program they’d selected 
when they were further along in the process, they had to abort the donation process 
and start over. 
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Image 1 of 2: The first step in the American Red Cross donation process was to 
select a program to receive the donation. 
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Image 2 of 2: The Gift & Payment Information page was listed as Step 1 in the 
donation process on the American Red Cross website, but it was actually the 
second step; the first step was the program selection. Users couldn’t go back 
and change the area they wanted to donate to unless they started the donation 
process again. 
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The American Cancer Society had a four-step donation process. The first step asked 
users to select a donation amount, gift type (general, memorial, or honor) and 
program to apply the donation towards. The second step asked for a name and 
billing information (contact information, credit card details, and a billing address), 
and the third and fourth steps asked users to review and submit the provided 
information.  
Throughout the donation process, users could see their location in a progress bar at 
the top of the page. Before they submitted the donation, they could navigate back to 
a previously completed step to make changes or edits to the provided information by 
clicking on the step in the progress bar.  

 
The American Cancer Society included a four-step donation process. Users 
could see their progression through the process and navigate to previously 
completed steps to make changes. 

70. Streamline the donation process.  

Some of the sites we tested had unnecessary steps within the donation process, 
which only confused users.  
When users tried to make a donation on the Defenders of Wildlife website, they 
selected a donation amount, and were then asked if they wanted a free jacket with 
their donation of $20 or more. This step was unexpected and confusing for users. 
Instead, this site should have grouped this with another step, such as the Gift 
Amount step, or removed it altogether from the donation process. 
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This random Premium step in the donation process on the Defenders of Wildlife 
site was unnecessary and unexpected as a separate step. 

The first step in the donation process on the National Gallery of Art website showed a 
brief statement and two images that had to be clicked in order to launch the second 
step in the process, the donation form. This was an unnecessary step and should 
have been omitted. 

 
Users had to click on one of these two images to get to the second step in the 
donation process, which was an unintuitive and unnecessary step.  

71. Avoid routing users to a third-party application as the only option to 
complete the donation process.  

On several sites, users were routed to a third-party application when they initiated 
the donation process. Of the 39 donation processes we tested, 69% brought users to 
a third-party payment application, such as PayPal, Google Checkout, GiveDirect, or 
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another payment application, to complete the donation process. Users were annoyed 
and confused when this happened. They said: 

• “I’ve never seen a charity site link to Google Checkout.” 

• “I think I have a Google Checkout login, but I’m not sure.” 

• “The credit card is easier, because I can’t always remember my PayPal 
login.” 

• “This must be like ‘PayPal’ for charities.” 

Not only was the experience jarring and unexpected, but it also caused a lot of 
frustration. Applications like PayPal and Google Checkout suggested that users log in 
to complete a transaction, but users in our study either didn’t have a login or 
couldn’t remember it. Although these applications allowed users to complete the 
transaction without registering or logging in, they were designed in a way that made 
this unintuitive or confusing.  
Unfortunately, if users are routed to a third-party application to complete the 
donation process, organizations have no control over the usability or performance of 
the system and may lose donations due to these factors. 
The Seacoast Family Food Pantry required users to check out using PayPal, which 
was problematic for one user. The “Update Total” interaction wasn’t entirely clear, 
which caused him to type in his information twice. It took him twice as long to make 
a donation as it should have, and he grew frustrated with the process. 

 
If users wanted to make a donation to the Seacoast Family Food Pantry, they 
were required to complete the transaction using PayPal. One user was slowed 
down when he didn’t understand he needed to click Update Total in order to 
submit his donation amount. This was a poor design.  
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To make a donation to the Nancy Davis Foundation for Multiple Sclerosis, users 
had to complete the donation using Google Checkout. 

72. If routing users to a third-party payment application, warn them. 

If organizations use a third-party payment application, this should be clearly stated 
within the donation process. This allows users to be fully informed about who is 
handling their sensitive information.  
The American Heart Association clearly stated that Kimbia, Inc. was used for the 
“secure processing” of donations. This statement was provided at the bottom of the 
donation form and reiterated on the confirmation page. 
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The American Heart Association’s donation form clearly stated that a third party 
was being used to process donations given to the organization. 

73. If using a third-party payment application, create a seamless 
experience. Use a visual design that’s the same as the organization’s 
main site, and don’t launch the payment application in a new window.  

Some third-party payment applications, such as those provided by Blackbaud, 
allowed organizations to design and integrate the application into their own site so 
the experience was seamless; the payment application opened in the same window 
and the visual design followed the organization’s main website.  
For example, when users clicked the Make a Gift link on the Lymphoma Research 
Foundation website, the first page of the donation process loaded in the same 
window and was visually consistent with the rest of the site.  

 
Image 1 of 2: The Lymphoma Research Foundation’s homepage had a white 
background and used blue, black, and red as main site colors. 
 

 
Image 2 of 2: The first page of the donation process on the Lymphoma 
Research Foundation’s site had a visual design and navigation system that was 
consistent with the rest of the site, which created a seamless donation 
experience for users. 
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In contrast, when users chose to donate to Pro Portsmouth Inc., a new window 
launched with the JustGive.org third-party payment application, which had a visual 
design that was jarringly different than the main site. 

 
Image 1 of 2: The Pro Portsmouth Inc. homepage included a white background 
and the use of yellow, blue, and red as the main colors.  
 

 
Image 2 of 2: The donation process for Pro Portsmouth Inc. launched in a new 
window, and the visual design and navigation system were drastically different 
than the organization’s main site. 
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74. Don’t allow third-party payment applications to solicit additional 
funds from donors. 

The third-party payment application used by some sites asked users to give an 
additional donation that would be directed to them.  
One user in our study noticed that JustGive.org selected a checkbox by default that 
would direct an additional $3.00 donation to them when he made a $10.00 donation 
to Pro Portsmouth Inc. He was annoyed that the application tried to trick him into 
making an additional donation to them, because he knew the company likely already 
received a percentage of the total donation. He said, “I don’t want to donate to 
JustGive. They are just the vehicle. Besides, I’m sure they already take a portion of 
this $10.00.”  

 
The third-party payment application used by Pro Portsmouth Inc., JustGive.org, 
automatically opted users into a $3.00 donation that would be directed to them.  

Don’t allow third-party payment applications to solicit additional donations from 
donors. If it must be provided as an option, ensure that users have to select the 
option by default, not de-select it. 

75. Consider providing familiar third-party payment options in addition to 
payment through the website. 

Although sites shouldn’t rely on third-party payment options as the only way for 
users to make a donation, they should consider providing options for those that want 
to use familiar payment applications. People in our studies made comments about 
the lack of a PayPal option during the donation process on some sites. One user said, 
while completing the donation process on the New Israel Fund website, “It’d be nice 
if there were a PayPal option.” 
Another user talked about what prevented her from making a donation to some 
organizations in the past. She said, “The only thing that has prevented me [from 
donating] is when I didn’t have my wallet in front of me and the site didn’t have a 
PayPal link.” 
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76. Provide information and a link to more details about secure payment 
processing. 

Users were cautious when providing sensitive information online. Some looked for 
information about secure payment processing. Information about security should be 
provided on every page of the donation process, along with a link to additional 
details. 
Paws With A Cause included an Authorize.Net security logo, which linked to 
additional details about how the third-party protected provided sensitive information.  

 
An Authorize.Net logo informed users that the third-party protected their 
sensitive information. The logo linked to additional information about their 
transaction processing security. 

77. Clearly present options to make an offline donation, such as over the 
phone or through the mail. 

Some users may want to donate to an organization, but they may not feel 
comfortable providing sensitive information online, especially if they are brought to a 
third-party site that doesn’t seem to be part of the main organization’s website.  
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For this reason, it’s important to provide information about other ways to donate to 
the organization, such as through the mail or over the phone. For example, the 
Children’s Scholarship Fund described three ways to donate: online, through the 
mail, or through wire transfers/stock. This allowed users to choose the donation 
method they were most comfortable with. It also would have been helpful to provide 
a toll-free number for those who wanted to donate over the phone. 

 
The Children’s Scholarship Fund provided three ways to donate to the 
organization: online, through the mail, or through a wire transfer/stock. 

Goodwill provided details about mobile text (SMS) donations on the first page of 
their donation process. In addition to the texting instructions, details about the 
donation amount, applicable rates, additional tips, and a link to the full terms were 
provided.  

 
Goodwill provided instructions on texting donations to the organization. 

The ability to receive mobile donations is especially important for causes that can 
have a time-sensitive or location-dependent element—these being the two main 
reasons for people to use a mobile device instead of a desktop computer. Examples 
include disaster relief (when they hear breaking news, people may be motivated to 
donate here and now) and museums and performing arts (for example, while 
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somebody is viewing a painting that’s currently on loan, ask them to contribute to 
the permanent acquisition of that painting).10 

DATA COLLECTION 

78. Focus on collecting the required information to complete a donation: 
the donation amount, the donor’s name (as well as an “anonymous” 
option, and the billing information (credit card details and billing 
address). Make optional fields clearly optional. 

Sites should pay close attention to making it quick and easy for users to provide the 
information required to make a donation: the donation amount, the donor’s name, 
and billing information.  
Additional optional form fields, such as making a donation in honor of someone, 
should only be displayed if users have indicated that they want to provide it. 
For example, the American Heart Association presented users with a form that 
focused on the required information. This allowed users to focus on what they 
needed to provide in order to complete the donation, and they weren’t distracted by 
optional form fields.  

 
The donation form on the American Heart Association website was streamlined 
and only asked for the information required to process a donation. 

Other sites had more complex donation processes and included optional form fields 
even when users hadn’t indicated that they were interested in completing them.  
For example, the donation form on the St. Anselm College’s website included options 
to create a joint gift with a spouse, make a donation in honor of someone, and make 

10 For detailed usability guidelines for the design of mobile user interfaces, please see 
our separate report on this topic. http://www.nngroup.com/reports/mobile/ 
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a donation on behalf of a person or organization. These options didn’t apply to the 
user in our study, and he had to scroll past them to get to the required fields. 
Additionally, the optional fields weren’t clearly labeled as optional, so the user had to 
review each field individually to decide whether or not he was required to provide the 
information. 

 
The donation form on the St. Anselm College’s website included numerous 
optional form fields that cluttered the page and added unnecessary complexity. 

If optional form fields are provided by default, clearly indicate that users do not need 
to provide the information to make a donation. Users must be able to quickly identify 
what’s required. Otherwise, they may be overwhelmed by the amount of information 
they think they need to provide. This can be done by placing an asterisk at the 
beginning of the form field label, like the Alzheimer’s Association did, so users can 
quickly identify required fields as they scan down the left side of the page. 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 157 

 



 
The Alzheimer’s Association indicated required fields on their donation form 
with a red asterisk at the beginning of the form field label. 

79. Use progressive disclosure to simplify forms.  

Some sites used a progressive disclosure approach on the donation form to simplify 
the process. Users were only shown additional fields if they selected the applicable 
option, such as making a gift in honor of someone. This streamlined the donation 
form and didn’t cause users to become overwhelmed with the amount of open form 
fields (both required and optional) that displayed on the donation form.  
For example, the “I Have A Dream” Foundation’s donation form collected two types 
of information: donor information and billing information. However, if a user selected 
any of the checkboxes on the form, such as Yes, my employer will match donations., 
additional fields appeared.  
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The Company and Special Instructions fields only appeared if the checkbox 
above the fields (Yes, my employer will match donations.) was selected. 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 159 

 



The American Cancer Society asked users a series of questions during the first step 
of the donation process. If certain selections were made, such as making a gift in 
someone’s honor, the applicable fields would display.  

 
Image 1 of 2: The first page of the American Cancer Society donation process 
included a series of three questions. Additional fields displayed when necessary. 
For example, users could choose to make a general gift, a memorial gift, or an 
honor gift. If they chose to make a memorial or honor gift, additional fields 
displayed.  
 

 
Image 2 of 2: If users chose to make an honor gift, the form displayed 
additional applicable fields: First Name, Last Name, and the option to send an 
announcement card. 
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80. Consider using a gateway page to route users to the appropriate 
form. 

Another option that can be used to simplify the donation process is to present a 
gateway page to send users to the appropriate form. This allows the site to identify 
the donation type so the appropriate information can be collected during the 
donation process.  
For example, the first step in the Southern New Hampshire University donation 
process asked users to choose to make a one-time gift or a monthly gift. Based on 
what users selected, the appropriate form fields displayed.  
Although the two options were provided, the page was text-heavy and the calls to 
action weren’t prioritized. It would have been better to present two links or buttons 
(Make my Single Year Gift or Enroll in Monthly Giving) at the top of the page, 
followed by an explanation of each option.  

 
The first step in the donation process on the Southern New Hampshire 
University site asked users to choose to make a one-time or recurring donation. 
However, the page contained too much text, which pushed the calls to action 
further down the page.  

Although a gateway page can simplify the process, there are some things to be 
cautious of. First, when users click a “donate” call to action, they expect to see a 
form that asks for the donation amount and payment information. If they are 
presented with a page asking them to identify their donation type, they may be 
confused or think they did something wrong. Additionally, users may be put-off by 
having to make such a detailed decision so early in the donation process.  
Also, gateway pages can be designed incorrectly. For example, the gateway page on 
the Sustainable Conservation website asked users to make a one-time gift, a 
recurring gift, or an honorary gift. Unfortunately, these options weren’t mutually 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 161 

 



exclusive. If a user wants to make a one-time gift in honor of someone, what link 
should they choose? 

 
The first step in the donation process on the Sustainable Conservation site 
asked users to select a one-time, monthly, or honorary gift. Although it may 
have streamlined the next steps in the process, the options weren’t mutually 
exclusive. 

81. Allow users to make an anonymous donation. 

Some sites provided users with the option to make an anonymous donation, which 
some users appreciated, because they didn’t want to get bombarded with mail, 
phone calls, and email.  
One user noticed the option on the Sustainable Conservation site. Although he didn’t 
select it, he said, “It’s nice, because I can donate anonymously so my name doesn’t 
get traded to other lists or charities.” Another said, “I like that you can do it 
anonymously. Unfortunately, after you make a donation, they do nothing but hound 
you repeatedly for repeated ones.” 

 
Users were able to make an anonymous donation on the Sustainable 
Conservation site, which was appreciated by some users. 

82. List pre-defined contribution amounts, along with an “other” option 
for users who want to donate a different amount. 

Some sites suggested various donation amounts, which some users found helpful. 
Some users selected a pre-defined amount and others chose to input their own 
donation amount.  
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The Boys & Girls Clubs of America listed predefined amounts, along with an “other” 
option for users who wanted to contribute a different amount.  

 
Users could select a suggested amount or type in a different amount on the 
Boys & Girls Clubs of America site. 

83. Consider associating donation amounts with tangible items.  

Users wanted to know how their donations would make an impact. To help users 
visualize how their donation will be used, sites should associate donation amounts 
with tangible items that will be provided to individuals, families, or communities, 
For example, the Action Against Hunger site listed pre-defined contribution amounts 
as well as what each amount would purchase, which helped users understand the 
impact of their donation. 

 
The Action Against Hunger site suggested donation amounts and associated 
tangible items with each amount. 

The Heifer International charity allowed individuals to purchase animals for 
communities in need instead of giving a general donation. For each animal type, they 
explained how the recipients would benefit from the gift. One user said, “I’d probably 
choose to donate to this, because it’s so unique… so personable.” 
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The description of how families would use a pig convinced one user to donate to 
Heifer International.  

84. Provide the option for users to set up a recurring donation, but 
always provide the option for a one-time donation. 

All users made one-time donations during our study, but some appreciated the 
option to set up a recurring donation. The National Education for Assistive Dog 
Services (NEADS) website allowed users to make a one-time donation or set up a 
recurring donation. 

 
The NEADS website allowed users to make a one-time donation or set up a 
recurring (monthly or quarterly) donation. 

One user, while attempting to donate to the Corcoran Gallery of Art, couldn’t find a 
place to make a one-time donation. All pre-defined donation amounts included the 
phrase “Annual Fund Donor,” which made her think it would be a recurring donation. 
She became frustrated, and said, “It says annual fund. I’m not sure what annual 
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fund is. Is it some sort of term that galleries use? It looks like annual contributions. 
At this point, I would hightail it out of here.” 

 
One user couldn’t find a way to make a one-time donation to the Corcoran 
Gallery of Art. The word “annual” made her think it was a recurring donation. 

The same user went to the National Gallery of Art’s website and had trouble finding a 
way to make a one-time donation on their site as well. She thought she could only 
make an annual donation and was skeptical to choose General Support, because it 
wasn’t clear if she was committing to donate to them each year. She said, “If this is 
a way to make a one-time donation, they need to clearly state it. It’s really hidden. 
It leads you to think that whatever the ‘circle’ is, you’d be a regular contributing 
member.” 

 
It wasn’t clear to users if the General Support donation on the National Gallery 
of Art’s website was a one-time donation or an annual commitment. 

85. Allow users to apply their donation to a specific area or program, but 
always provide a “general support” or “greatest need” option. 

Some users wanted control over where their donated money would be applied. 
Several sites we tested allowed users to designate a program or area that their 
donation would be used for.  
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For example, users who donated to the University of New Hampshire could choose to 
direct their donation to various programs or schools. They also had the option to 
direct their donation to the Greatest Need/Unrestricted.  

 
Donors could choose how they wanted to direct their donation on the University 
of New Hampshire website. 

The Children’s Scholarship Fund allowed users to select a geographical area to 
support. One user appreciated the option, but decided to apply her donation as 
General Support. 
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Users could select a Program Area to support on the Children’s Scholarship 
Fund site or they could choose the General Support option. 

Goodwill allowed users to direct their donations to a local chapter. On the first page 
of the donation process, they asked users to direct their donation to one of three 
areas: programs in their local community, programs in the United States and 
Canada, or programs outside of the United States and Canada.  
If a user chose to donate locally, for example, they were able to search for affiliates 
by state, which returned relevant affiliates to direct a donation towards.  
These options were nice to have, but the site should have also provided a “greatest 
need” option for those who didn’t have a preference. 
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Image 1 of 2: At the beginning of the donation process, Goodwill asked users to 
select one of three areas to direct their donation towards. It also would have 
been nice to provide a “greatest need” option. 

 

 
Image 2 of 2: Users could search for and choose the local Goodwill chapter they 
wanted to direct their donation towards during the donation process.  

In addition to selecting a location or program on the donation form, some sites 
provided tools that routed users to affiliate or chapter sites. This isn’t as desirable, 
because it removes users from the donation process on the main site and routes 
them to the local site which may not have an easy-to-use donation process. 
However, users still appreciated the option to donate locally. 
One user had an option to specify her donation on the Boys & Girls Club website, and 
said, “I like the idea of donating to a specific club, so let me look for a local club.”  
The Find a Club link on the donation page brought her to the site’s search feature 
that allowed her to locate a club by ZIP Code. The site returned a list of local 
chapters, and she navigated to the Manchester, New Hampshire club’s website and 
made a donation through their site. 
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Users appreciated the Boys & Girls Club Find a Club feature; it allowed users to 
search for and navigate to local affiliate sites to donate to. 

86. If users can designate their donation to a specific program, define the 
programs in context. 

Although users appreciated the ability to choose where their money went, it 
was useless if they didn’t understand what the programs were about.  

While making a donation on the Wildlife Alliance website, one user noticed she could 
designate her donation to a specific program and said, “So you can choose a 
program, which is pretty nice. I will choose ‘The Rescue Center’… or the ‘Wildlife 
Rapid Rescue Team.’ I’m not entirely sure what these programs are.” 
 

 
One user wanted to choose a specific program for her donation to the Wildlife 
Alliance, but she wasn’t sure what the various programs were about. 

The American Red Cross allowed users to select the program they wanted to donate 
to, and provided ample information about each program. While making a donation to 
the American Red Cross, one user said, “I like the idea that I have a choice to 
designate my donation, and I can see what each program is about.” 
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The American Red Cross clearly defined the programs users could direct their 
donations towards. 

87. Consider allowing users to identify an individual to make a 
contribution in honor or memory of. 

Some charities, especially those that support medical research, treatment, 
and awareness should allow users to specify an individual to make their 
donation in honor or memory of. Other charities should consider doing the 
same, because users in our study appreciated the option (although no one 
actually did it). Another reason to have this feature: It’s becoming more 
common for family members of a deceased person to request that people 
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send donations to a charity instead of sending flowers. Several people in our 
study said they made donations in honor of loved ones after they had passed. 

Some of the sites we tested allowed users to do this. On The Conservation Fund site, 
users could identify an individual to make a tribute to, and they could also send a 
tribute card to the individual or a family member. 
 

 
Users could make a tribute to someone when they made a donation on The 
Conservation Fund’s website. 

Other sites were simpler when capturing this information, such as the American Red 
Cross. The donation form asked for the individual’s first name only, and the donor 
wasn’t able to send a tribute card. 

 
Users could make a donation as a tribute to an individual on the American Red 
Cross site.  

88. Don’t ask for unnecessary information. 

Avoid collecting information that isn’t relevant or necessary to complete the 
transaction. Asking for information that isn’t required to complete a donation 
causes user confusion, creates a longer donation process, and increases the 
number of opportunities for users to make mistakes that prevent them from 
successfully completing the task.  

One user, while making a donation on The Conservation Fund website, was stumped 
by the field Name Recognition. She also was annoyed by the How Did You Hear 
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About Us? field. Although these fields weren’t required, they got in this user’s way as 
she filled out the form. 
 

 
Some fields on The Conservation Fund’s donation form annoyed one user, 
because the information wasn’t necessary to complete the transaction.  

Several users were confused by the Comments field on many of the donation forms 
we tested. One user came across the Comments field on the New Hampshire Food 
Bank site, and said, “Comments? I don’t have anything so I’ll leave that blank.” 
 

 
The Comments field on the New Hampshire Food Bank’s donation form 
confused one user. 

The Mission American donation form had a field for Designation/Notes and 
instructional copy that asked users to specify the name of the national facilitator that 
the donation was for. If this was a popular piece of data collected, there should have 
been a specific field on the form dedicated to it. 
 

 
The Designation/Notes field on the Mission America donation form was 
unnecessary.  

89. If an email address or phone number is required, explain why it’s 
needed and how it will be used. 

Users in our study were hesitant to give out their phone numbers and email 
addresses, but one or both were required to complete a transaction on most 
of the websites we tested. Although the organizations requested this 
information, most websites failed to explain why they needed it or how it 
would be used. 
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Users made comments throughout the studies when they were asked for their phone 
numbers and email addresses. They said: 

• “I hope they don’t call me.” 

• “I hate giving my email, because I don’t want to get spammed.” 

• “It’s asking for my phone number, and I don’t like to give that out.” 

• “Phone number isn’t required… good. I don’t want people calling me at 
home.” 

In our study, many sites failed to explain why they asked for an email address or 
phone number. However, some sites we tested, such as Heifer International and 
Habitat for Humanity, provided some explanation about why they needed an email 
address.  
Heifer International provided a short explanation under the email field label that 
explained that a receipt would be emailed to the address for tax purposes. 
 

 
The donation form on the Heifer International site explained how the provided 
email address would be used. 

Habitat for Humanity had a similar explanation about why they requested an email 
address on their donation form. 
 

 
The donation form on the Habitat for Humanity national site explained why they 
needed the donor’s email address. 

90. Let users opt-in (not opt-out) to further email communications. 

Users were aware that organizations may use their email address to send 
further communications. As he was filling out the email address field while 
completing a donation, one user said “I’ll use the one I don’t really check,” 
because he didn’t want to be bombarded with unwanted email.  

If offering newsletter or email subscriptions as part of the donation process, 
always give users the choice to opt-in to the email by default. Don’t 
automatically register users for email as part of the donation process. Users 
may not notice the pre-selected checkbox as they complete the donation 
process, and they may feel annoyed and deceived when they start receiving 
unsolicited email. Even worse, they may decide to stop supporting the 
organization if they feel as though they’ve been “tricked” into receiving email 
or become annoyed with the messages. 
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Sustainable Conservation offered a subscription to their email publications as 
part of the donation process, giving the users the option to choose to receive 
them by selecting the checkbox.  

NARAL Pro-Choice America opted users in for email updates by default as part of the 
donation process. It would have been better to leave the checkbox deselected by 
default so users could make a conscious decision to receive email communications 
from the organization.  

 
NARAL Pro-Choice America opted-in users to email communications by default 
during the donation process on their site. 
 

SUBMITTING AND VERIFYING INFORMATION  

91. When an error occurs, indicate which fields had the problem and how 
to fix the error. 

When error messages are poorly indicated, users overlook them and question 
why the form isn’t being accepted by the site. When a user has left a required 
field blank or filled in a field incorrectly, indicate which field has the problem 
and explain how to fix the error. 

One user, while making a donation to The Conservation Fund, forgot to put her credit 
card number in the form before she hit the Submit button. The form wasn’t 
accepted, but it displayed a clear error message at the top of the page and the 
problematic field was indicated on the form. 
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Image 1 of 2: The error message at the top of the donation form on The 
Conservation Fund’s website clearly indicated what the problem was. 

 

 

Image 2 of 2: The field that needed to be corrected was highlighted in red, 
which was helpful, because the form was extremely long and the Card Number 
field was below the fold. (Note that a small percentage of the population has 
color-deficient vision and may not perceive red as a distinct color. Thus, it’s 
recommended to employ redundant design cues that work even for users who 
can’t distinguish the colors: here, upper-case text and a bolder border.) 

Another user, while trying to make a donation to the National Gallery of Art, didn’t 
provide his evening telephone number in the form and received an error message 
when he tried to submit his donation. The error message displayed at the top of the 
form in tiny red text and was easy to miss because there was a substantial amount 
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of text at the top of the form. He didn’t realize what was wrong and blamed himself. 
He said, “Oh no, what did I do? Maybe I can’t donate online. Maybe I have to print 
this out and send it in.” 
He read through the text at the top of the screen very intently but continued to miss 
the error message because it wasn’t big enough, and the problematic field wasn’t 
indicated on the form itself. 

 
The error message on the National Gallery of Art’s donation form was easy to 
miss, because the text was too small and placed above a large block of text, 
and the problematic field wasn’t indicated on the form itself.  
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92. Provide a page where people can review and verify information 
before finalizing the donation. 

Users make errors while filling out forms and are especially wary when 
submitting sensitive information, such as billing information. When all 
necessary information has been collected, present it back to the user so it can 
be verified.  

One user, when making a donation to the New Hampshire Food Bank, completed a 
donation form and when she clicked Submit, her donation was immediately 
processed. She expected to have a chance to review the details before she 
committed to the transaction and said, “I see a confirmation page. There’s no way to 
check my information before submitting?” 

93. Allow users to go back and make changes before submitting their 
donation. 

In addition to presenting information back to the user to verify, allow users to 
go back to make edits to incorrect information. If this isn’t allowed, users will 
need to abort the process and begin again—which may never happen.  

The Boys & Girls Clubs of America provided a verification page that users could 
review before submitting the transaction. The page allowed users to go back and 
make changes by clicking the Previous button. 

 
The verification page on the Boys & Girls Clubs of America site allowed users to 
go back and make changes, if necessary. 
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CONFIRMATION PAGE 

94. Confirm that the transaction has been processed. 

Once a user’s information has been submitted, present a confirmation page 
that details the donation. Confirmation pages communicate to users that their 
actions were successful. If a confirmation page isn’t presented, users will 
doubt that they submitted the donation correctly.  

One user, after submitting a donation on the National Education for Assistive Dog 
Services site, received a confirmation page that highlighted the details of his 
contribution. He said, “It’s always nice to have an acknowledgement, because if not, 
you don’t know if it went through or not.” 

95. Thank users for their donation, and tell them how it will be used. 

On the confirmation page, thank users for their donation. It doesn’t need to 
be elaborate, but a simple recognition is appreciated. Also, it’s nice to 
reiterate how the money will be used. 

The Wildlife Alliance’s confirmation page thanked the user and explained how the 
money would help improve specific programs. 

 
The Wildlife Alliance’s confirmation page thanked the user and provided details 
about how the money would be used.  

The Action Against Hunger’s confirmation page thanked donors for the contribution 
and provided the specific percentage (90%) of the donation that would be used for 
their programs. 
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The Action Against Hunger confirmation page thanked the donor and stated 
that 90% of the donation would be used towards funding their programs. 

96. Provide a printable receipt that can be used for tax purposes. 

People write off donations. Allow users to print the donation information for 
tax purposes by presenting a receipt that includes necessary information, 
such as the amount, date, the name of the charity, and the charity’s tax ID. 

97. If an email address is collected during the donation process, state 
that a receipt will be sent to the provided email address. 

In addition to presenting a printable receipt on the confirmation page, also 
tell users that a receipt will be sent to the email address provided during the 
donation process. Some users may not have access to a printer at the time of 
donation, so sending another copy to their email for their records is helpful. 
Emailed receipts are especially important for donations made on mobile 
devices. 

One user, while skimming a confirmation page, noticed that it asked him to print the 
receipt for his records, and it didn’t state if it would be emailed to him. He was 
annoyed that a copy of the receipt wouldn’t be emailed to him, and said, “It’d be nice 
if they emailed this to me as well since I gave them my email address. It doesn’t 
look like they will.” 

98. Consider asking users to email the site or information about the 
charity to their friends. 

It’s a good idea to use donors as messengers, but organizations should be 
tactful and ask at the right time.  

One user, after making a donation on the Habitat For Humanity website, received a 
confirmation page that requested he send information about the charity to his 
friends. This user thought it was a good idea, and he said, “When it comes to 
fundraising, I’m open to anything. There are never enough ways to get the word 
out.” 

 
The confirmation page on the Habitat for Humanity site prompted donors to 
send a link to the site to their friends, which one user appreciated. However, 
the non-descriptive link name, clicking here, was easy to overlook, because it 
didn’t accurately describe where it would bring the user. 
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99. Consider including a tracking code or an identification number unique 
to the transaction. 

Some users may need to contact an organization regarding a donation. To 
make things easy, consider providing a tracking code or unique number for 
each donation made on the site. This will be handy for both the organization 
and the donor if they are contacted about the transaction in the future. 

The Boys & Girls Club of America provided a 4-digit transaction ID on their 
confirmation page, which could be used if the donor needed to contact the 
organization about the donation. 

 
The confirmation page on the Boys & Girls Club of America’s site provided a 
transaction ID.  

The Interfaith Alliance also offered a transaction ID for each donation made on the 
site. 

 
The Interfaith Alliance assigned a unique 6-digit transaction ID to each donation 
made on the site. 

100. If the name of the charge that shows up on a credit card statement 
will be different than the charity name, notify users. 

To avoid calls, questions, and credit card disputes, let users know if the 
charge name on their credit card statement will be different than the charity 
name. Users are wary of unrecognizable charges made to their credit cards, 
so alerting them ahead of time may help in avoiding unnecessary phone calls 
and email at a later date.  

The Children’s Scholarship Fund used GiveDirect to process their donations, and let 
users know on the verification and confirmation pages that the name GIVEDIRECT 
would be associated with the donation on their credit card statement. However, the 
information was overlooked by users in the study, because it was easily mistaken for 
fine print, which is something that users typically ignore. 
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The Children’s Scholarship Fund explained that GIVEDIRECT would be 
associated with the charge on the donor’s credit card statement. 

Similarly, GROUNDSPRING.org processed the donations made through the 
Sustainable Conservation website, and this was stated in a bolded red font in all caps 
on the confirmation page, which was overkill, particularly since red is commonly used 
for error messages. It would have been better to use bolded text in sentence case; it 
would have caught users’ attention without being over-emphasized. The formatting 
also made the message more difficult to read. 

 
Sustainable Conservation informed users that GROUNDSPRING.org would 
appear on their credit card statement.  

101. Prioritize details on the confirmation page. 

Many details need to be provided on the confirmation page, but they should 
be prioritized. If information isn’t prioritized on the confirmation page, it can 
be easily missed by donors.  

Information on the confirmation page should be given priority and presented in the 
following order: 

• “Thank you” 

• Receipt will be sent to email address, if provided 

• Printable receipt 

• Tax deduction details 

• How the money will be used 
 

The following optional details can be provided afterwards, if necessary: 

• The name of the charge to expect on a credit card statement, if 
different than the organization name 

• Tracking code or ID number 

• Requests to email friends or share on social networks 

The Heifer International confirmation page displayed optional details before higher-
priority details. For example, they provided a link for donors to tell their family and 
friends about the organization via email towards the top of the page. This call to 
action pushed other essential information, such as the printable receipt, below the 
page fold.  
When one user saw the confirmation page, she wasn’t sure if her donation had been 
processed. She said “So, I’m not really sure where it says that it’s complete, but I 
guess that’s it.” 
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Important information wasn’t prioritized on the Heifer International 
confirmation page.  
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Selling Products 
 

Users expected the shopping experience on non-profit and charity websites to mimic 
their experiences on other e-commerce websites. For that reason, it’s important to 
integrate recognizable and usable e-commerce interactions and patterns into product 
browsing, the shopping cart, and the checkout process. 
The purpose of this section is to identify and discuss guidelines that are specific to 
the e-commerce process on non-profit and charity sites. For additional information 
and general e-commerce guidelines, please see our extensive report series. 
http://www.nngroup.com/reports/ecommerce/ 

102. Sell items users expect to purchase from a non-profit or charity: 
branded items and products related to the organization’s mission. 

Users who purchased items from non-profit and charity websites were drawn 
to items that included the organization’s name, such as a t-shirt, or were 
related to their work. Some users became overwhelmed with the number and 
variation of items available for purchase on some sites.  

For example, the American Diabetes Association sold a variety of different branded 
products: from t-shirts to cookbooks. These were items that users expected to see 
on the site. However, they also sold other items that weren’t clearly branded or 
related to their overall mission. For example, users could purchase a travel alarm 
clock from the site.  

 
Users could purchase a travel alarm clock from the American Diabetes 
Association, but it didn’t contain branding and wasn’t clearly related to their 
mission and goals.  

Other sites only provided items that were clearly related to the organization’s work. 
The MSPCA Angell website provided two mini-stores on their site: a dog store and a 
cat store. One user in our study was interested in buying a toy for her cat, and she 
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was able to quickly navigate to the appropriate area of the site and locate an item to 
purchase.  
 

 
One user purchased a cat toy from the MSPCA Angell organization. She was 
able to quickly locate the item, because the store was organized by pet type: 
dog and cat. 

103. Create a cohesive site experience by placing the e-commerce area 
within the main site. 

To create a cohesive user experience for users who are interested in 
purchasing a product, place the shopping area of the site within the main site. 
This will allow users to seamlessly navigate to the e-commerce area of the 
site without being interrupted by a new window or a change in visual design 
or navigation. 
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The American Diabetes Association contained the e-commerce area of the site within 
the Shop category. Users navigated to this area of the site to browse products and 
make a purchase, which had a navigation system and a visual design that was 
consistent with the rest of the site. 

 
Image 1 of 2: Users could access the e-commerce area of the American 
Diabetes Association’s site from the homepage (shown above) or from any 
other page in the site. 

 
Image 2 of 2: When users navigated to the e-commerce area of the American 
Diabetes Association, the visual design and site navigation was consistent with 
the rest of the site. 
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104. If users are sent to a new site or URL, create a visual consistency 
between the main site and the shopping site. 

If users must be sent to a specific e-commerce site to make a purchase, 
ensure there is visual design consistency between the main site and the e-
commerce site. If the look and feel of the shopping site is drastically different 
than the main site, users may questions whether or not they are in the right 
place, and they may hesitate to browse products or make a purchase.  

For example, the main colors on the MSPCA Angell homepage and site were bright 
blue, white, and yellow. If users clicked on the Online Store category in the main 
navigation, they were brought to a new site that used dark blue, white, and red as 
the main colors. The visual design was inconsistent and jarring.  

 
Image 1 of 2: The MSPCA Angell homepage and site used bright blue, white, 
and yellow as the main colors.  

 
Image 2 of 2: Most colors used on the MSPCA Angell online store were 
inconsistent with the main site: dark blue, white, gray, and red. 
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The Appalachian Trail Conservancy had a shopping site that was more visually 
consistent with the main site. The main colors used on both sites were light green, 
blue, orange, and white, which created a more cohesive experience for shoppers. 

 
Image 1 of 2: The Appalachian Trail Conservancy homepage and site used a 
specific set of colors: bright green, blue, orange, and white. 

 

 
Image 2 of 2: The colors used on the Appalachian Trail Conservancy shopping 
site were consistent with the organization’s official site. 
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105. Allow users to purchase an item without registering on the site. 

Users don’t want to register on a site to make a purchase (or a donation, as 
discussed in Guideline 65 on page 137). Users don’t want to take the time to 
register, provide personal information, and create (yet another) username 
and password. For this reason, it’s important to allow users to make a 
purchase without registering on the site.  

Some sites, such as the Appalachian Trail Conservancy, required users to register in 
order to make a purchase. When a user who wanted to make a purchase saw the 
registration request, he became annoyed and said, “I don’t like this business about 
having to register. I just want to buy without registering on the site. For this site, I 
don’t think it’s possible. I don’t want to open an account and all that jazz. I just want 
to buy something.” 

 
The Appalachian Trail Conservancy required users to register or sign in to the 
site in order to make a purchase. This was off-putting to one user. 

If users wanted to make a purchase on the American Heart Association’s website, 
they were give three options: log in, create a new account, or checkout as a guest. 
This allowed users to purchase without registering or logging in to the site. A user in 
our study didn’t have an existing account and didn’t want to create one, so she 
purchased a product as a guest. 

 
Users who purchased from the American Heart Association weren’t required to 
log in or register on the site; they could make a purchase as a guest. 
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106. Don’t ask users to donate or become a member during the checkout 
process. If it can’t be avoided, be graceful when doing so. 

Users who purchase from charity or non-profit sites expect the experience to 
be quick, easy, and similar to experiences on other e-commerce sites. They 
don’t want to be distracted or annoyed with additional offers or solicitations. 
Sites should avoid any additional requests for money during the checkout 
process, because users may become irritated and leave the process 
altogether—resulting in a lost sale. 

If donation or membership requests must be integrated into the checkout 
process, be sure the request isn’t bombarding or overly distracting.  

For example, during the checkout process on the American Red Cross’ e-commerce 
site, a pop-up displayed on the page where users were asked to review their order 
details. The pop-up asked users to donate to disaster relief by “rounding up” the 
order total or by specifying a donation amount. The pop-up was intrusive and 
appeared during a very critical step in the checkout process: the Review page. 
Additionally, the “rounding up” option was unclear. One user wasn’t user wasn’t sure 
if his $7.95 order would be “rounded up” to the nearest dollar or up to $10.00. 
 

 
The American Red Cross’ checkout process included a pop-up on the Review 
page that asked users to donate to disaster relief by “rounding up” the order 
total or by specifying a donation amount. 

The American Heart Association used a more subtle approach to asking for donations 
during the checkout process. The request displayed within the Shopping Cart before 
users began the checkout process. It was placed below the item listed in the 
Shopping Cart and gave users pre-defined donation amounts, along with an open 
field for specifying a different amount. This was less intrusive than the American Red 
Cross’ approach, because it didn’t abruptly interrupt the purchasing process and 
could be easily ignored.  
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The American Heart Association asked for donations on the Shopping Cart page, 
but placed the information below the most critical details—what was in the 
cart—and provided pre-defined donation amounts along with an open field for 
specifying another amount. 

The New Hampshire Historical Society integrated membership options into the 
checkout process on their site. When users added an item to the shopping cart and 
initiated the checkout process, they were provided with various membership options, 
along with an option to checkout without becoming a member.  
If users decided to become a member, they’d receive 15% off their order along with 
“other great year-round benefits.” Benefits of membership should have been 
displayed on the page so users could make an informed decision about joining. 
Simply offering membership, with a fee of at least $40, wasn’t enough to entice 
users to join. One user, while viewing the offer, said, “I’m not going to pay $40.00 to 
get $5.00 off my book purchase.” 
Both users who made purchases on the site chose not to become a member during 
the checkout process, but they weren’t annoyed with the request. One user said, “It 
doesn't surprise me, and it doesn’t offend me or bother me either.” 
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During the checkout process, the New Hampshire Historical Society gave users 
the option to become a member and save 15% off their order or to make the 
purchase without becoming a member. 
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Maintaining a Relationship with Donors and 
Volunteers 
 

107. Use confirmation messages to verify donation details.  

Similar to a confirmation page that displays after a donation has been 
submitted (See the Confirmation Page guidelines, beginning on page 178), 
there are details that must be communicated to donors in a confirmation 
email message.11  

Information in confirmation email should be given priority and presented in 
the following order: 

• “Thank you” 

• Printable receipt 

• Tax deduction details 

• How the money will be used 

The following optional details can be provided afterward, if necessary: 

• The name of the charge to expect on a credit card statement, if 
different than the organization name 

• Tracking code or ID number 

• Requests to email friends or share on social networks 

In a confirmation message sent from UNICEF, some of the required details were 
included, such as a “thank you,” a printable receipt, and how the money would be 
used, but most of this information was placed below the optional details, such as 
links to share the donation with friends on social networks or through email. This 
information should have been provided below the critical details, which were 
displaced by these lower-priority calls to action. 
 

11 See our separate report with more general guidelines for confirmation email and 
other transactional messages. http://www.nngroup.com/reports/confirmation/ 
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The confirmation message from UNICEF included some of the required details, 
but they were displaced by requests to share the donation details with friends 
and family via social networks or email. 
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108. If users opted-in to receive additional information during the 
donation process, use email to build and maintain relationships.  

If users choose to receive further email communications during the donation 
process, messages can be sent to build a stronger relationship with donors. 
However, messages should be sent strategically, because users don’t want to 
be bombarded with email. Choose the best times to send email, such as 
during times of need or times of the year when making donations and 
volunteering are popular.  

For example, the Environmental Defense Fund sent an email requesting donors, 
volunteers, and advocates to help support their work after a catastrophic oil spill had 
occurred. 

 
The Environmental Defense Fund sent an email asking for support after an oil 
spill. 
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New York Cares sent an email asking for coat drive donations on a cold winter 
morning. The email asked for donations so the organization could purchase coats, 
meals, and other items for those in need. 

 
New York Cares sent a timely email during a cold winter day asking for coat 
drive donations. 

Popular times to donate can also be used as the basis for an email. For example, 
American Cancer Society sent a donation reminder three days before the year-end 
tax deadline. 
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The American Cancer Society sent a donation reminder during a popular time of 
year to give: the year-end tax deadline. 

109. Include donation and/or volunteer calls-to-action in standard 
newsletters.  

Email newsletter recipients can be reminded to donate or volunteer in 
standard newsletters, but the request should be placed in a low-priority area, 
such as the footer navigation (unless there is a large emphasis on donating or 
volunteering in a particular newsletter).12  

The Bentley University newsletter included a “Make a Gift to Bentley” call to action in 
the footer navigation. It was de-emphasized in the footer, but it was still available 
for those interested in contributing to the university. 

 
Bentley University included a link to donate in the footer of an email newsletter. 

12 For additional information and guidelines about email newsletter usability, see our 
separate report on that topic. http://www.nngroup.com/reports/newsletters/ 
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110. Provide links to the organization’s social network presence within 
email messages. 

To develop relationships with donors and volunteers on social networks, add 
links in your newsletter to your social network presence on sites such as 
Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube. Again, ensure that high-priority messages 
are communicated before these calls-to-action. These can be placed towards 
the end of the message, such as how a Hoboken Museum newsletter 
displayed the link to their Facebook page. 

 
The bottom of the Hoboken Museum newsletter included a link to their 
Facebook page. The newsletter should have also provided a link to Twitter, 
which is mentioned but not linked. Don’t leave people guessing, especially since 
it can be hard to locate the correct Twitter account, given that site’s confusing 
search. 

For more information and guidelines about creating a presence on social networks, 
see the Social Media and Interaction guidelines, beginning on page 110. 
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Site-Wide Guidelines 
 

This section contains guidelines that can be used throughout charity or non-profit 
sites and aren’t necessarily related to a specific site area.  

111. Use images that reinforce the charity’s work and help convey 
information. Avoid using images purely for decoration or aesthetics. 

Several sites we tested used images on the homepage purely for decoration. 
These types of images take up precious real estate that can be used for more 
important information or meaningful graphics. Graphics that show real 
content can complement the site’s text and make it more interesting and 
appealing to users.  

The Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple Sclerosis site had images of people across 
the top of the page. These images caught the attention of users but quickly confused 
them. One user said, “There are pictures of people at the top, but I don’t know who 
they are at this point. Are they people with MS? It doesn’t say anything about them.” 
Another user said, “I’m pretty drawn to people’s faces, and the variety of different 
people is appealing. I’m not sure if these people have MS or work for this project.” 
 

 
The images of people at the top of the Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple 
Sclerosis homepage confused users. 

Although this site used poor imagery on the homepage, they used an information 
graphic to communicate their research efforts on another page of the site. While one 
user was reviewing their work, she came across the Cure Map Diagram, which 
displayed where the organization was in their research process. This user found the 
graphic very helpful, and said, “They have a diagram which shows how they’ve 
broken down the five different causes that contribute to MS and the four different 
phases, and then they have ‘complete’ listed. That’s a cool graphic. It shows that 
progress is being made in finding a cure or treatment … The cure map breaks down 
the research that’s necessary for each phase of the disease.” 
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The Cure Map on the Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple Sclerosis 
communicated where the organization was in their research process.  

The New Hampshire Food Bank featured a graphic related to a hair show in the 
middle of their homepage, which confused a couple users who visited the site. One 
said, “Now this is a food bank site, so I’m not sure what the hair competition is 
about.” Another user said, “What does the hair show have to do with this? That’s 
weird.” 
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The advertisement for a hair competition on the New Hampshire Food Bank 
homepage confused users. 

112. Avoid using stock photography. 

Users were put-off by imagery that appeared to be fake or overly-staged. If 
images are used, particularly those of people, ensure that they are truly 
involved with the organization: donors, leaders, or people who have benefited 
from the organization are good candidates to include in imagery.  

The images of “students” on the Southern New Hampshire University website 
bothered one user. She said, “They are trying to be multi-cultural and ethnically 
diverse, right on the front page. That doesn’t really appeal to me. I think they are 
trying too hard to be politically correct.” She compared that with the images of 
students and donors on the University of New Hampshire website, which were paired 
with stories about the individuals. She said, “The website seems a little more 
genuine. I like that this one has personal stories about people, about donors, and the 
decisions that they make.” 
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Image 1 of 2: One user didn’t respond well to the stock photography on the 
Southern New Hampshire University site. 

 
Image 2 of 2: An image (and accompanying story) of a University of New 
Hampshire donor seemed more “genuine” to one user. 

113. Present information in a way that supports scanning. 

Our research has shown that users don’t read word for word on the Web. 
Instead, they skim pages trying to pick out a few sentences or words that 
hold the information they want.  

People prefer information that is short and to the point. They don’t want to be 
overloaded people with too much text. Websites should support people’s 
online reading behaviors by providing key elements that facilitate scanning, 
such as headings, subheadings, large type, bold text, highlighted text, and 
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bulleted lists. Content that is properly formatted will encourage people to read 
more about the organization.  

One user, while trying to learn about the Nancy Davis Foundation for Multiple 
Sclerosis, was annoyed when she reached the About page, because it was a large 
wall of text. She said, “I don’t want to have to read a lot of information. I like to 
have smaller bits of information that I can click on to get more.”  

 
The About page on the Nancy Davis Foundation for Multiple Sclerosis was a 
daunting wall of text, which discouraged users from reading. 
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Another user, while viewing information on the Hate Crimes page on the Interfaith 
Alliance’s website, said, “It doesn’t have anything in between to break it out to make 
it more interesting, like pictures of what they’re doing. Although they have stuff on 
the side to click on, it’d be helpful to have a video right on the page directly related 
to the topic.” 

 
Although the Hate Crimes page on the Interfaith Alliance’s website used 
headings, bold text, and bulleted lists, one user was still overwhelmed by the 
amount of information on the page and wanted to see images or videos to 
break up the text. 
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114. Avoid using organization-centric terms. 

Some websites we tested used made-up terms, jargon, and internal names, 
which confused users. Don’t assume users understand these terms. If they 
must be used, they should be explicitly explained.  

One user, while viewing the Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple Sclerosis website, 
noticed the use of “cure map” on their About Us page, and said: “They have a 
process called ‘cure map’ but that doesn’t mean anything to me.” 
In this case, the term was hyperlinked, and she clicked on the link to get more 
information about the name of their research program. It would have been better to 
include a brief explanation in context, as well as providing a link to additional 
information. 

 
The use of the term “cure map” on the Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple 
Sclerosis’ About page confused users. 

The “I Have A Dream” foundation referred to the children in their programs as 
“dreamers,” which confused one user, because she didn’t have a firm grasp on what 
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the organization did. She said, “They are calling the kids ‘dreamers.’ What is it that 
they give these kids to call them ‘dreamers?’” 

115. Don’t place essential information in PDF documents. 

In our previous studies, we’ve found that users don’t like downloading and 
reading information in PDF files. Users often get lost inside PDF files, which 
are typically big, linear files that are good for print, but unpleasant to read 
and navigate online.  

One user in our study was trying to understand how the Children’s Scholarship Fund 
worked and navigated to their Results page. She clicked on a link titled The Effects of 
School Choice: An Evaluation of the Charlotte Children’s Scholarship Fund, which 
launched a PDF. She said, “I’m just scanning this, because it looks like a lot of 
information. This would be presented better if it were visual.” She quickly closed the 
PDF and moved onto another page in the site. 

 
The links on the Results page launched PDF files, which made it difficult for 
users to locate essential information. 

Another user in our study was interested in the recovery plan for the Ivory-Billed 
Woodpeckers on the Defenders of Wildlife website. He clicked a link titled recovery 
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plan for the ivory-billed woodpecker, which launched a PDF that was 182 pages long. 
As he scrolled through the document, he became frustrated and said, “I would not 
necessarily read all of that, but I would read whatever plan they had to help the 
animal. I would probably print this and read it offline. I like to get brief flashes of 
information on the Web, and if I need to read something long, I’ll print it out and 
read it [offline].” 

 
Both links to the recovery plan for ivory-billed woodpeckers opened a lengthy 
PDF document that was difficult to parse. 

116. Use a readable font, and ensure adequate contrast between the 
background and text. 

Reading onscreen is much more difficult than reading printed material. 
Remember your target audience when selecting font sizes. Choose sharp, 
crisp fonts. We recommend using 12-point fonts. When possible, use fonts 
that are optimized for onscreen reading. Sans-serif fonts, such as Verdana, 
are easiest to read onscreen. 

Maximize legibility by using highly contrasting text and background colors. For 
optimal legibility, we recommend using black text on a white (or very light 
gray) background.  

Large fonts and clear contrast are particularly important for sites with many 
elderly users, but our research with younger users (such as teenagers and 
college students) has found that young people also prefer text with good 
legibility. Young eyes may still be keen enough to cope with less-legible text, 
but young users tell us that they prefer not having to bother. 
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Users made comments about text size and contrast throughout our study. One user, 
while viewing the Who We Are page on the Boys & Girls Club of America website, 
said, “I like this website. When I need to read something, I prefer white backgrounds 
and black letters, or at least dark letters.” 

 
One user thought the Who We Are page on the Boys & Girls Club of America 
website had proper contrast between font and background colors. 

Another user struggled to read the tiny, poorly contrasted font on the Corcoran 
Gallery of Art entry page, which only appeared when she placed her mouse over the 
image to the right. She said, “The text on the left is popping in and out, and it’s 
really tiny print for this big white space.” 

 
The grey font on the left hand side of the page was too small, and there wasn’t 
enough contrast with the white background. 

 
 
 

© NIELSEN NORMAN GROUP WWW.NNGROUP.COM 207 

 



Appendix 

WEBSITES TESTED  
We tested the websites of a variety of 60 non-profits and charities. The table below 
includes the organization names and URLs included in our study. 
 

Website URL 

4-H http://www.4-h.org 

Accelerated Cure Project for Multiple 
Sclerosis 

http://www.acceleratedcure.org 

Action Against Hunger http://www.actionagainsthunger.org 

Acumen Fund http://www.acumenfund.org 

The Adoption Exchange http://www.adoptex.org 

The Alzheimer’s Association http://www.alz.org 

American Cancer Society http://www.cancer.org 

American Heart Association http://www.americanheart.org 

American Red Cross http://www.redcross.org 

Appalachian Trail Conservancy http://www.appalachiantrail.org 

Beverly Hospital http://www.beverlyhospital.org 

Big Brothers Big Sisters of America http://www.bbbs.org 

Boys & Girls Club of America http://www.bgca.org 

The Brain Aneurysm Foundation http://www.bafound.org 

Bread for the World Institute http://www.bread.org 

Child Advocates http://www.childadvocates.org 

Children’s Scholarship Fund http://www.scholarshipfund.org 

Cocheco Valley Human Society http://www.cochecovalleyhumanesoc.org 

The Conservation Fund http://www.conservationfund.org 

Corcoran Gallery of Art http://www.corcoran.org 

Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center http://www.dhmc.org 

Defenders of Wildlife http://www.defenders.org 

Environmental Defense Fund http://www.edf.org 

The Friends Program http://www.friendsprogram.org 

Global Links http://www.globallinks.org 

Goodwill http://www.goodwill.org 

Habitat for Humanity http://www.habitat.org 

Heifer International http://www.heifer.org 

Hope for Haiti http://www.hopeforhaiti.com 

“I Have A Dream” Foundation http://www.ihaveadreamfoundation.org 

International Center for Agricultural 
Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA) 

http://www.icarda.org 

The Interfaith Alliance Foundation http://www.interfaithalliance.org 

Lymphoma Research Foundation http://www.lymphoma.org 
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Website URL 

Kitty Angels http://www.kittyangels.org 

Michael J. Fox Foundation for Parkinson’s 
Research 

http://www.michaeljfox.org 

Mission America Coalition  http://www.missionamerica.org  

MSPCA Angell http://www.mspca.org 

Nancy Davis Foundation for Multiple 
Sclerosis 

http://www.erasems.org 

NARAL Pro-Choice America http://www.naral.org 

National Education for Assistance Dog 
Services 

http://www.neads.org 

National Gallery of Art http://www.nga.gov  

New Hampshire Children’s Museum http://www.childrens-museum.org 

New Hampshire Food Bank http://www.nhfoodbank.org 

New Hampshire Historical Society http://www.nhhistory.org 

New Israel Fund http://www.nif.org 

Paws with a Cause http://www.pawswithacause.org 

Pro Portsmouth Inc. http://www.proportsmouth.org 

Resource Renewal Institute http://www.rri.org 

Saint Anselm’s College http://www.anselm.edu 

Seacoast Family Food Pantry of New 
Hampshire 

http://seacoastfamilyfoodpantry.org 

Southern New Hampshire University http://www.snhu.edu 

Specialist Schools and Academies Trust http://www.ssatrust.org.uk 

Stuffed Animals for Emergencies http://www.stuffedanimalsforemergencies.org 

Sustainable Conservation http://www.suscon.org 

Team Hoyt http://www.teamhoyt.com 

United Way http://www.liveunited.org 

University of New Hampshire http://www.unh.edu 

WaterStone http://www.waterstone.org 

The Wentworth-Gardner and Tobias Lear 
Houses 

http://www.wentworthgardnerandlear.org 

Wildlife Alliance http://www.wildlifealliance.org 
 

Additionally, we tested the Facebook pages of six organizations. The table below 
includes the organization names and Facebook URLs included in our study. 
 

Organization Facebook URL 

American Red Cross http://www.facebook.com/redcross 

The American Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) 

http://www.facebook.com/aspca 

Make-A-Wish Foundation of America http://www.facebook.com/makeawish 

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals 
(PETA) 

http://www.facebook.com/peta 
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Organization Facebook URL 

Ronald McDonald House Charities http://www.facebook.com/rmhcglobal 

Volunteers of America http://www.facebook.com/VolOfAmerica 

METHODOLOGY 
The usability sessions included in both rounds of research were held in Portsmouth, 
New Hampshire. In our first round of research, each session lasted 60 minutes. In 
our second round of research, each session lasted 90 minutes. In each session, we 
gave users tasks to perform. The facilitator asked users to think aloud, or explain 
what they were doing as they were doing it, as they worked through each task. The 
facilitator sat next to the user, observed, and took notes as the participant 
attempted tasks on various charity and non-profit websites. 
Users completed tasks on a computer using Windows Vista and Internet Explorer 
(Version 7). Sessions were recorded using Morae, which recorded the screen and 
mouse movements, as well as facial expressions and comments from participants.  
To ensure consistency, the same facilitator ran all sessions in both studies. 

Tasks and Questionnaires: First Study 

Task 1: Use organizational websites to research two non-profit/charities 
and choose one to donate to 

The moderator gave each participant two similar non-profit or charity organizations 
to research. She gave users 10-15 minutes to conduct some research on the two 
organizations using their websites, which were bookmarked in the browser. Users 
were asked to choose one of the two organizations to make a small donation to.  
The two organizations given to the user had similar missions and goals so users 
could make a fair comparison between the two; for example, users weren’t asked to 
choose between a medical research non-profit and a youth enrichment non-profit.  

• Task description (given to users): Review these two websites and 
decide on the best organization to make a donation to: 

<non-profit/charity 1>: www.org1.org 
<non-profit/charity 2>: www.org2.org 
The sites are bookmarked in the browser.  

Task 2: Make a small donation to the non-profit or charity chosen in the 
previous task 
The second task was to make a small donation ($10–15) to the charity or non-profit 
they chose in the previous task. Users were required to use their own credit card to 
make the donation; the donation was reimbursed at the end of the session. (Users 
were told they would be required to do this during the recruiting process.)  

• Task description (given to users): Please use your credit card to give a 
$10 donation to one of the charities you just reviewed. 

Questionnaire (given after Task 2 was completed) 
After choosing one of two non-profit or charity sites to make a donation to and 
completing the donation using the organization’s website, users were asked to fill out 
two questionnaires: one questionnaire for each site.  

210 INFO@NNGROUP.COM Appendix 

 



We asked users to evaluate each site they visited on a 7-point scale for the following 
attributes: 

• Satisfaction 

• Ease of use 

• Understanding/Comprehension 

Each participant completed Task 1 and Task 2 twice, evaluating a total of four 
organizations. After tasks were completed, participants answered some interview 
questions about the websites they visited during the session.  

Tasks and Questionnaires: Second Study 

Task 1: Research a non-profit/charity and determine trustworthiness 

The moderator gave each participant a non-profit or charity organization to research 
and evaluate. She gave each user about five minutes to conduct some research on 
the organization’s website, which was bookmarked in the browser.  

• Task description (given to users): Find out what <non-profit/charity> 
does and decide whether or not they are trustworthy. 

Questionnaire 
We asked users to evaluate the website and organization they researched on a 7-
point scale for the following attributes: 

• Ease of understanding 

• Writing 

• Design 

• Frustration while completing the task 

• Trustworthiness 

Post-Task Questions 

• What made you think this organization was trustworthy/not 
trustworthy? 

• What did you think about how the organization described what they 
did? 

• Do you have any unanswered questions? Is there anything you want to 
know about the organization that you couldn’t find? 

• After reviewing information about the organization, would you be 
interested in donating to them? Why or why not? 

Task 2: Use organizational websites to research two non-profit/charities 
and make a donation to one 
This task was similar the two tasks given to users in the first study, but the 
organizations chosen for the tasks were different.  
The moderator gave each participant two similar non-profit or charity organizations 
to research. She gave users 10–15 minutes to conduct some research on the two 
organizations’ websites, which were bookmarked in the browser. Once users had 
chosen an organization to donate to, they were asked to complete the process.  
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• Task description (given to users): Review the websites of the following 
two organizations and decide on the best organization to make a 
donation to. Make a small donation ($5-10) to the organization of your 
choice using your credit card. You will be fully reimbursed for the 
donation you make: 

<non-profit/charity 1>: www.org1.org 
<non-profit/charity 2>: www.org2.org 
The sites are bookmarked in the browser.  

Questionnaires 
After choosing one of two non-profit or charity sites to make a donation to and 
completing the donation using the organization’s website, users were asked to fill out 
three questionnaires: one questionnaire about the information on each site and 
another questionnaire about the donation process. 
We asked users to evaluate the websites and organizations they visited on a 7-point 
scale for the following attributes: 

• Ease of understanding 

• Writing 

• Design 

• Frustration while completing the task 

• Trustworthiness 

Additionally, we asked each user to evaluate the donation process on the site 
they used to make a donation. Users evaluated the following attributes on a 7-
point scale: 

• Ease of use 

• Frustration while completing the task 

• Comfort 

Post-Task Questions 
Asked for each site: 

• What was your overall impression of the site? 

• What are some things you liked about the site? 

• Was there anything the site could do to improve?  

• Was there anything you didn’t like? 

• Was there anything that confused you? 

• What made you think this organization was trustworthy/not 
trustworthy? 

Asked about selecting an organization to donate to: 

• Which site did a better job of informing you about what you were 
interested in? 

• What made you decide to donate to the organization you chose? 

• Was one site more convincing than the other? If so, how? 
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Asked about the donation process: 

• What did you like about the donation process? 

• What would make the process better? 

Task 3: Find out how to make a non-monetary donation to a charity or non-
profit organization. 

Participants were instructed to find a way to donate tangible items, such as pet food, 
used toys and books, non-perishable goods, and clothing to a non-profit or charity of 
their choice. They weren’t directed to a specific site; they used the Web to complete 
the task. 

• Task description (given to users): You’d like to give some <non-
monetary item> to an organization that distributes these items to 
people in need. Use the Web to find out how and where you can do 
this. 

Questionnaire 
We asked users to evaluate the organization and site they visited on a 7-point scale 
for the following attributes: 

• Ease of use 

• Frustration while completing the task 

• Comfort 

• Trustworthiness 

Post-Task Questions 

• What made you choose this charity/non-profit to donate to? 

• What did you think about completing this process? 

• What did you like the process? 

• What would make the process better? 

Task 4: Purchase a product 

Participants were instructed to purchase an item for themselves using a site selected 
for the study. The sites were bookmarked in the browser. 

• Task description (given to users): Purchase an item for yourself. You 
will be fully reimbursed for the item you purchase. 

Questionnaire 
We asked users to evaluate the site and purchasing process on a 7-point scale for 
the following attributes: 

• Ease of use 

• Frustration while completing the task 

• Satisfaction 

• Comfort 

Post-Task Questions 

• Will any proceeds from your purchase go directly to the organization? 
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• What did you like about the purchasing process? 

• What would make the process better? 

Task 5: Find a way to volunteer 

Participants were instructed to find information about volunteering at an organization 
selected for the study. The sites were bookmarked in the browser. 

• Task description (given to users): Find information about how to 
contribute some of your time to <non-profit/charity name>. 

Questionnaire 
We asked users to evaluate the site they visited on a 7-point scale for the following 
attributes: 

• Ease of use 

• Frustration while completing the task 

Post-Task Questions 

• What made you choose this charity/non-profit to volunteer for? 

• What did you like about completing this task? 

• What would make the process better? 

Task 6: Donate to a charity you regularly donate to. 

The facilitator asked users to donate to a charity or non-profit that they made 
regular donations to. Eight out of nine participants in the second study completed 
this task.  

• Task description (given to users): Make a small donation ($5-10) to an 
organization you regularly donate to. You will be fully reimbursed for 
the donation you make. 

Questionnaire 
We asked users to evaluate the donation process on a 7-point scale for the following 
attributes: 

• Ease of use 

• Frustration while completing the task 

• Comfort 

Post-Task Questions 

• Why did you choose to donate to this charity/non-profit on a regular 
basis? 

• How frequently do you donate to this organization? 

• What did you like about the donation process? 

• What would make the process better? 
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Task 7: Use Facebook to research two non-profit/charities and make a 
donation to one.  

If time permitted, the moderator gave each participant two similar non-profit or 
charity organizations to research using Facebook. Users were instructed to research 
the organizations and make a donation to one.  
Three out of nine users researched organizations on Facebook, and one user made a 
donation on Facebook. 

• Task description (given to users): Use Facebook to review the 
following two organizations and decide on the best organization to 
make a donation to. Make a small donation ($5-10) to the charity of 
your choice using your credit card. You will be fully reimbursed for the 
donation you make. 

<non-profit/charity 1> 
<non-profit/charity 2> 

Each organization’s Facebook page is bookmarked in the browser. 

Questionnaire 
After choosing one of two non-profit or charity sites to make a donation to and 
completing the donation using Facebook, users were asked to fill out three 
questionnaires: one questionnaire about the information on each organization’s 
Facebook page and another questionnaire about the donation process. 
We asked users to evaluate each organization and its Facebook page on a 7-point 
scale for the following attributes: 

• Ease of understanding 

• Writing 

• Design 

• Frustration while completing the task 

• Trustworthiness 

Additionally, we asked each user to evaluate the donation process on the 
organization’s Facebook page. Users evaluated attributes on a 7-point scale: 

• Ease of use 

• Frustration while completing the task 

• Comfort 

Post-Task Questions 

Asked for each site: 

• What was your overall impression of the organization’s page on 
Facebook? 

• What were some things you liked about the organization’s page on 
Facebook? 

• How did the information about the organization on Facebook compare 
to the information you saw on organizational sites in the previous 
tasks? 
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• Would you consider using Facebook to make a donation in the future? 
Why or why not? 

• Was there anything that could be improved?  

• Was there anything you didn’t like? 

• Was there anything that confused you? 

• What made you think this organization was trustworthy/not 
trustworthy? 

Asked about selecting an organization to donate to: 

• Which organization did a better job of informing you about what you 
were interested in? 

• What made you decide to donate to the organization you chose? 

• Was one organization more convincing than the other? If so, how? 

Asked about the donation process: 

• What did you like about the donation process? 

• What would make the process better? 

• How did the donation process on Facebook compare to the donation 
process you completed in the previous task? 

Post-Test Questions 

Study 1 

In our first study, we didn’t ask any post-task questions. Instead, we waited until the 
end of the study and asked a series of post-test questions. 

• What are the things you’d need to know about a charity before you 
make a donation? Did the sites you visited answer those questions? 

• For the first two charity sites you visited: 

• What was your overall impression of site A/site B? 

• What were some things you liked about site A/site B? 

• What were some things you disliked about site A/site B? 

• Which site did a better job of informing you about what you were 
interested in, site A/B? 

• Is there anything Site A/Site B could do to improve?  

• What made you choose charity A over charity B? 

For the second two charity sites you visited: 

• What was your overall impression of site A/site B? 

• What were some things you liked about site A/site B? 

• What were some things you disliked about site A/site B? 

• Which site did a better job of informing you about what you were 
interested in, site A/B? 

• Is there anything Site A/Site B could do to improve?  
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• What made you choose charity A over charity B? 

Study 2 

In our second study, we asked users a series of post-test questions, which were 
broken into categories. 
Donation History 

• When was the last time you made a donation? 

• What was the last organization you donated to? 

• What prompted you to make the donation? 

• On average, how many donations do you make per year? 

• When do you typically give donations? 

• Are there any organizations/types of organizations you prefer to make 
donations to? Why? 

• Are there any sites you’ve had a good or bad experiences on when 
finding information about an organization or making a donation? 
Please explain. 

Organizational Websites vs. Facebook 

• What did you think about the information about organizations available 
on Facebook? 

• How did the information about the organization on Facebook compare 
to the information on an organization’s website? 

• Have you ever made a donation through Facebook in the past? Why or 
why not? 

• [If user answered no in previous question, ask] Now that you have 
made a donation (as part of the study), is this something you might do 
on your own in the future? Why or why not? 

• Was it easier or harder to make a donation through Facebook vs. an 
organization’s website? 

Information Needed/Biggest Turnoffs  

• What do you need to know about an organization before you feel 
comfortable donating to them?  

• In your opinion, what information is the most convincing when you are 
considering making a donation to an organization? 

• Is there anything on or about an organization’s website that makes 
you not want to donate to them? If yes, what? Why? 

Donation Process 

• What did you think about the donation processes on the sites you 
used? 

• Is there anything you liked? Anything you think could be improved? 

• How did the donation process compare to your experience with 
purchasing products on other sites? 
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Purchasing Process 

• What did you think about the purchasing process on [organization 
name]’s website? 

• Is there anything you liked? Anything you think could be improved? 

• How did the purchasing process compare to your experience with 
purchasing products on other sites? 

Volunteering History/Volunteering Process 

• Have you ever volunteered for a charity/non-profit in the past? 

• If yes, what was the last organization you volunteered for? 

• What prompted you to volunteer for them? 

• On average, how often do you volunteer per year? 

• When do you typically volunteer? 

• Are there any organizations/types of organizations you prefer to 
volunteer for? If yes, which ones and why? 

• What did you think about the volunteering process on [organization]’s 
website? 

• Is there anything you liked? Anything you think could be improved? 

Participants 
We recruited people who had a range of Internet experience, from relative novices 
(1–2 years) to more experienced users (3+ years).  
We screened out any participants who were “technical experts,” such as IT 
personnel, programmers, or Web or software engineers, since they have expert 
knowledge in using the Web. We also screened out any participants who worked at a 
non-profit or charity organization, because they have expert knowledge about these 
types of organizations.  

First Study 

A total of 12 people participated in the study, all from the United States. Participants’ 
ages ranged from 20–61, and there were 7 men and 5 women.  
Study participants had diverse occupations, including: 

• Assistant Vice President of a bank 
• Attorney 
• Database Analyst 
• Financial Advisor 
• General Contractor 
• Microbiologist 
• Police Officer 
• Professional Photographer 
• Sales Representative 
• Server 
• Small Business Owner 
• Teacher 
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All users were required to: 

• Have made a donation (online or via mail) to a non-profit or charity in 
the 12 months prior to the study.  

• Be willing to make small donations to non-profits or charities using 
their credit card during the session. They were fully reimbursed for the 
contributions made during the study. 

At least six participants were required to: 

• Have made a donation online using the organization’s website in the 
12 months prior to the study. (Seven out of 12 participants met this 
requirement.) 

Second Study 

A total of nine people participated in the second study, all from the United States. 
Participants’ ages ranged from 20–59, and there were 4 men and 5 women. 
Study participants had diverse occupations, including: 

• Baker 
• Business Analyst 
• Lecturer 
• Political/Campaign Worker 
• Respiratory Therapist  
• Retail Associate 
• Small Business Owner 
• Special Educator 
• Wedding Coordinator 

In our second study, we wanted to ensure we had a strong mix of users who had 
varying experience with and frequency of online giving, volunteering, and online 
purchasing. Additionally, we recruited users who donated to a mix of international, 
national, and local non-profits and charities. 

We used the following criteria to locate appropriate people for the study: 

All users were required to:  

• Have made an online donation to a non-profit or charity in the 12 
months prior to the study 

• Be willing to make small donations (no more than $40 total) to non-
profits or charities using their credit card during the session. They 
were fully reimbursed for the contributions made during the study. 

At least six participants were required to: 

• Have volunteered at a non-profit or charity in the three years prior to 
the study. (All nine participants met this requirement.) 

• Have a Facebook account that they logged into at least several times 
per week. (Eight out of nine participants met this requirement.) 

At least three participants were required to: 

• Make regular donations to the same charity. (All nine participants met 
this requirement.) 
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• Work for an organization that matched donations to a non-
profit/charity. (We were unable to recruit anyone who met this 
requirement.) 

ABOUT USING THIS METHODOLOGY 
After planning and conducting the first study, we learned some lessons that helped 
inform our second study. When planning for the second study, we kept the following 
things in mind: 

Participant requirements 
The participants in our first study provided many insights and clearly communicated 
what they liked and didn’t like about the information and donation processes on non-
profit and charities websites.  
However, in our second study, we made a stronger effort to recruit a wide range of 
participants that had varying frequencies of making donations, volunteering, and 
making online purchases. This allowed us to gain a range of perspectives from users 
who had varying levels of involvement with non-profit and charity organizations. (For 
example, some were frequent donors and volunteers and other only donated or 
volunteered once or twice per year.) Additionally, we wanted to recruit users who 
had involvement with varying non-profits and charities (size, work, and areas 
served).  

Task variation 
In our first study, we tested two tasks: 1) research two similar non-profits/charities 
and 2) make a donation to one. When planning our second study, we wanted to 
incorporate additional tasks, such as asking users to donate non-monetary goods, 
volunteer, and make purchases. We also asked users to review non-profit 
information on Facebook, as well as make donations through that site. 

Variety of organizations to research and donate to 
Each user in our first study was able to choose a “type” of organization to research 
and donate to. Once they chose a type, the facilitator gave them the names of two 
organizations they were to use to complete the tasks. Some users were very 
interested in the organizations they were asked to research and donate to, and 
others were not.  
For our second study, we tried to select organizations that would appeal to a broad 
audience. However, we ran into the same problem in the second study; some users 
were interested in donating to, volunteering at, or purchasing from the organizations 
we selected and others were not. In our next round of research, we plan to include 
more open-ended tasks that allow users to choose the specific organizations they 
want to engage with. 

Future considerations 
After the planning and conducting the second study, we have some additional items 
to consider in the next round of research: 

Session length 

In the next round of research, we plan to allow more time to complete tasks and ask 
follow-up questions. Although we had 90-minute sessions in the second round of 
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research, it was difficult to get through all the tasks on time. In the next round of 
research, we plan to allot two hours per session. 

Additional research areas 

Although we covered a wide range of topics in our second study, there are additional 
areas we’d like to research in the next round of research, which includes, but is not 
limited to: gaining advocates, making donations with matching contributions, and 
obtaining larger gifts or contributions. (Note: although we tried to recruit users who 
had employers that matched donations, we were unable to meet the recruiting 
requirement.) 
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  conducting	
  research	
  that	
  informs	
  

the	
  three	
  pillars	
  of	
  our	
  business:	
  training,	
  consulting	
  and	
  research.	
  In	
  that	
  work	
  we	
  have:	
  

• Tested	
  over	
  2,000	
  different	
  interfaces	
  

• Observed	
  more	
  than	
  4,000	
  users—in	
  person—in	
  18	
  countries	
  and	
  on	
  5	
  continents	
  	
  

• Analyzed	
  thousands	
  of	
  hours	
  of	
  recorded	
  user	
  observations	
  sessions	
  

• Conducted	
  countless	
  diary	
  studies,	
  focus	
  groups	
  and	
  remote	
  user	
  tests	
  

	
  

Our	
  collective	
  experience	
  will	
  save	
  you	
  time…	
  and	
  money	
  

Making	
  technology	
  easier	
  to	
  use	
  is	
  no	
  longer	
  a	
  nice-­‐to-­‐have.	
  Useful,	
  usable	
  products	
  make	
  money.	
  And	
  our	
  

expertise	
  can	
  help	
  your	
  team	
  achieve	
  their	
  design	
  goals	
  quicker	
  and	
  easier	
  than	
  going	
  it	
  alone.	
  Choosing	
  NN/g	
  

means	
  you	
  benefit	
  directly	
  from	
  our:	
  

• Finely	
  tuned	
  methodology:	
  We	
  have	
  an	
  arsenal	
  of	
  proven	
  tools	
  at	
  our	
  disposal	
  and	
  know	
  how	
  and	
  where	
  

to	
  apply	
  each	
  one,	
  taking	
  the	
  guesswork	
  out	
  of	
  how	
  to	
  achieve	
  the	
  optimal	
  design	
  solution	
  to	
  meet	
  your	
  

business	
  goals.	
  

• Comprehensive	
  body	
  of	
  knowledge:	
  We’ve	
  taken	
  the	
  results	
  of	
  our	
  decades	
  of	
  research	
  and	
  testing	
  and	
  

distilled	
  it	
  down	
  into	
  actionable	
  guidelines,	
  best	
  practices	
  and	
  proven	
  methodologies.	
  Our	
  research	
  

library,	
  containing	
  over	
  50	
  published	
  reports,	
  X	
  books	
  and	
  an	
  email	
  newsletter	
  archive	
  dating	
  back	
  to	
  

1995	
  is	
  unrivaled.	
  	
  

• Practical	
  approach:	
  Our	
  approach	
  is	
  100%	
  practical,	
  useful	
  and	
  actionable.	
  Whether	
  you	
  attend	
  one	
  of	
  

our	
  Usability	
  Week	
  events	
  or	
  invite	
  us	
  to	
  consult	
  at	
  your	
  place	
  of	
  business,	
  the	
  training	
  you	
  will	
  receive	
  

can	
  be	
  put	
  into	
  action	
  immediately	
  so	
  that	
  you	
  can	
  see	
  the	
  results.	
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Our	
  people	
  are	
  the	
  best	
  in	
  the	
  business	
  

At	
  NN/g	
  there	
  is	
  no	
  “B	
  Team”.	
  When	
  we	
  dispatch	
  consultants	
  to	
  work	
  with	
  you	
  and	
  your	
  team,	
  or	
  when	
  you	
  

attend	
  a	
  Usability	
  Week	
  course,	
  you	
  are	
  learning	
  directly	
  from	
  some	
  of	
  the	
  best-­‐educated	
  and	
  most	
  experienced	
  

minds	
  in	
  the	
  business.	
  

• Our	
  principals	
  are	
  considered	
  pioneers	
  in	
  the	
  fields	
  of	
  user	
  research	
  and	
  interface	
  design.	
  	
  

• Our	
  researchers	
  and	
  consultants	
  tackle	
  the	
  most	
  recent	
  and	
  relevant	
  topics	
  in	
  usability,	
  from	
  evergreen	
  

challenges	
  such	
  as	
  information	
  architecture	
  and	
  intranet	
  usability	
  to	
  emerging	
  trends	
  in	
  social	
  media	
  

and	
  mobile	
  usability.	
  

	
  

Stay	
  Informed	
  

Jakob	
  Nielsen’s	
  Alertbox	
  Newsletter	
  

Summaries	
  of	
  our	
  latest	
  research	
  and	
  insights	
  published	
  twice	
  per	
  month.	
  

To	
  subscribe:	
  http://www.nngroup.com/articles/subscribe 
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TRAINING	
  	
  

Usability	
  Week	
  Events	
  

Usability	
  Week	
  training	
  events	
  are	
  offered	
  in	
  the	
  U.S.,	
  Canada,	
  the	
  U.K.,	
  Europe,	
  Asia	
  and	
  Australia.	
  	
  

Each	
  week-­‐long	
  event	
  features	
  full-­‐day,	
  immersive	
  training	
  courses	
  where	
  attendees	
  learn	
  practical	
  skills	
  directly	
  

from	
  experienced	
  practitioners	
  so	
  they	
  can	
  solve	
  complex	
  UI	
  problems	
  and	
  create	
  better	
  interface	
  designs.	
  

	
   	
   	
   	
   	
   	
  

Over	
  40	
  courses	
  offered	
  in	
  these	
  categories:	
  

• Agile	
  
• Applications	
  
• Content	
  Strategy	
  
• Credibility	
  &	
  Persuasion	
  
• Email	
  
• Information	
  Architecture	
  
• Interaction	
  Design	
  
• Intranets	
  
• Mobile	
  &	
  Tablet	
  
• Non-­‐Profit	
  Websites	
  
• Prototyping	
  
• Social	
  UX	
  
• User	
  Testing	
  
• Visual	
  Design	
  
• Web	
  Usability	
  
• Writing	
  for	
  the	
  Web	
  

Available	
  courses	
  and	
  upcoming	
  locations:	
  	
  www.nngroup.com/training	
  

	
  

In-­‐house	
  Training	
  

Many	
  of	
  our	
  courses	
  can	
  be	
  taught	
  at	
  your	
  location	
  and	
  customized	
  to	
  fit	
  your	
  unique	
  offerings,	
  methods	
  and	
  

resources.	
  	
  

In-­‐house	
  training	
  is	
  ideal	
  for:	
  

• Large	
  teams	
  that	
  want	
  to	
  spread	
  user	
  experience	
  perspective	
  throughout	
  the	
  group	
  
• Teams	
  working	
  on	
  large	
  projects	
  that	
  need	
  to	
  kick	
  start	
  the	
  creative	
  process	
  and	
  head	
  in	
  the	
  right	
  

direction	
  
In-­‐house	
  training	
  information:	
  	
  www.nngroup.com/consulting	
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REPORTS	
  

NN/g	
  has	
  published	
  over	
  60	
  reports	
  that	
  detail	
  thousands	
  of	
  evidence-­‐based	
  design	
  guidelines	
  derived	
  from	
  our	
  

independent	
  research	
  studies	
  of	
  websites,	
  intranets,	
  application,	
  and	
  mobile	
  interfaces.	
  

	
  

	
  

Over	
  60	
  reports	
  addressing	
  these	
  topics:	
  

• Agile	
  
• Applications	
  
• Audience	
  Types	
  (e.g.,	
  children,	
  college	
  students,	
  seniors,	
  people	
  with	
  disabilities)	
  
• B2B	
  Websites	
  
• Corporate	
  Websites	
  
• Ecommerce	
  
• Email	
  
• Information	
  Architecture	
  
• Intranets	
  
• Mobile	
  &	
  Tablet	
  
• Non-­‐Profit	
  Websites	
  
• User	
  Testing	
  
• Social	
  UX	
  
• Strategy	
  
• Web	
  Usability	
  

	
  

Shop	
  for	
  reports	
  here:	
  www.nngroup.com/reports	
  

	
  

	
  

	
   	
  



     
Evidence-Based User Experience Research, Training, and Consulting 
 

CONSULTING	
  

The	
  same	
  experts	
  who	
  conduct	
  our	
  research	
  and	
  teach	
  Usability	
  Week	
  training	
  courses	
  are	
  available	
  for	
  custom	
  

consulting	
  including:	
  

• Evaluating	
  your	
  website,	
  application,	
  intranet	
  or	
  mobile	
  interface	
  (average	
  cost	
  $38,000	
  USD)	
  

• Usability	
  testing	
  (average	
  cost	
  $35,000	
  USD)	
  

• Strategic	
  planning	
  (average	
  cost	
  $12,000	
  USD)	
  

• On-­‐site	
  training	
  with	
  your	
  team	
  (average	
  cost	
  $9,000	
  USD	
  per	
  day)	
  

Consulting	
  details:	
  www.nngroup.com/consulting	
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