
In August 2000 Planned Parenthood
Federation of America was in a bind.
The 300-person umbrella organization
for 128 local chapters that promote
women’s rights to reproductive choice
and provide related services faced an
increasingly competitive marketplace
for fundraising. To make its dollars go
further, Molly Smith, the director of
development for direct marketing for the
organization, and her team turned
aggressively to the Internet. “It was an
important decision,” she says. “And it
has certainly paid off.”

Although the Internet has been a key
strategic component of many businesses
for half a decade or more, it’s still rela-
tively new turf for not-for-profit enter-
prises. “Nonprofits are notoriously late
adopters to anything technological,”
explains Chris Hollenbeck, a venture
capitalist with Granite Partners who has
invested in technology companies serv-
ing nonprofits. 

Consider the Internet environment in
which Planned Parenthood was living.
With only two people supporting its Web
site, it took months at times just to get a
page posted, and the site was mostly
brochureware. Information about con-
stituents and their donation behavior
lived only on a fairly unsophisticated
mainframe application. 

The organization was still communi-
cating with its constituents primarily
through direct mail, not e-mail, with
each new mailing done basically from
scratch. Smith says that, in all, the
organization spends roughly $6.5 mil-
lion a year on direct mailings. “It is by
far our biggest expense,” she says. 

With only a $1 million IT budget,
Planned Parenthood began shopping for
technological solutions that didn’t
require spending more on internal IT

support. “Most nonprofits like us just
don’t have the resources to hire people
and maintain complex IT,” says Robert
Kane, the organization’s CTO. 

That’s why Planned Parenthood
turned to an ASP to host and maintain its
site and provide the tools to help drive
further donations. After examining pro-
posals from custom Web publishers
Donor Digital, CTSG, and Convio,
Smith selected Convio as the organiza-
tion’s ASP. For roughly $6,000 a month
and a $50,000 start-up fee Convio hosts
the donation segment of the Web site and
manages the applications. All credit card
donations run through Convio into a
Planned Parenthood account. Smith and
her staff can directly post content on the
site simply by accessing a Convio Web
site. 

Possibly even more significant is that
Convio’s software gives Smith’s staff a
comprehensive CRM strategy. It tracks
constituents’ preferences and provides
tools that allow the Planned Parenthood
staff to maintain a running dialogue with
them. 

The results have been tremendous. For
example, when Planned Parenthood
posted a Presidents’ Day message online
to get people to donate a check in the
name of George W. Bush to protest his
policies on abortion, each visitor was
referred to the direct donation page
online or to a phone bank. Within a few
hours, the simple posting turned into an
online viral marketing campaign. Two-
and-a-half weeks later the organization
had raised $320,000 solely on this bit of
advocacy. 

In the offline world this kind of
groundswell would have been nearly
impossible, says Smith. “This showed
how the Internet can change fundrais-
ing,” she says. 

But that’s not the only way. Take for
example, the simple process of notifying
people of new political issues. Each
mailing costs Planned Parenthood
around $120,000, or about 60 cents to 75
cents per piece of mail, and that doesn’t
include all the labor it takes to actually
make sure the mailing gets out the door. 

Today the organization’s Web site has
become a focal point for information
distribution. The Planned Parenthood
site asks visitors to register, and that
process has given the organization a siz-
able database of e-mail addresses and
constituent profiles. Using Convio it can
then target registered users who fit the
profile for a certain campaign with e-
mail blasts at a cost of roughly 1 cent per
e-mail. The e-mail recipients can click
on a link in the message and go directly
to a donation page on the Web site. 

The CRM system has been a notable
success. In fiscal 2000 Planned
Parenthood received only $70,000 in
online donations. In fiscal 2001, since
adopting the new CRM and e-commerce
technology, that number has gone up to
$500,000. And that’s not money that
would have otherwise come in the mail
or by phone, argues Smith. “Most were
new donors,” she says. 

Compared to the cash outlay for the
new technology, the organization is get-
ting a very solid return on its investment.
In fact Planned Parenthood says it has
made up the ROI in only six months. 

Since outsourcing much of the tech-
nology last August, CTO Kane says he
couldn’t be more pleased, especially
considering his constraints of having to
pay nonprofit wages and a limited IT
budget. “There’s no way we could get all
this functionality on our own,” he says. 

David Lipschultz is a freelance writer
based in Aspen, Colo.
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In the nonprofit world, CRM takes on
a different meaning. Rather than cus-
tomer relationship management, it’s
constituent relationship management. 

That means it’s not only about manag-
ing customers so that you can get the
most money out of them, but it’s also
about keeping them informed about the
cause espoused by the nonprofit. That
requires technology that integrates Web
management and development, back-
office support, and e-mail interaction. 

Planned Parenthood Federation of
America, a nonprofit devoted to ensur-
ing individuals have a right to decide
when or whether to have a child, turned
to Convio, an ASP that serves the non-

profit market, to help consolidate all
these efforts. 

A major CRM function needed by
Planned Parenthood was related to advo-
cacy. The organization runs campaigns
to advocate positions on certain political
issues. When a public policy specialist
within the organization wants to make
constituents aware of a shift in Congress
or in the executive branch on an issue
such as abortion, he can use one of
Convio’s Web-based tools to alert con-
stituents. Another way to provide con-
stituents with accurate information and
solicit donations is through e-mail.
Convio has set up a member center for
Planned Parenthood. When constituents

log in, the system assigns them a cookie
that lets the organization track personal-
ized data about the constituents. For
example, it can monitor whether they
donate to public policy campaigns or
give money to be used to purchase sup-
plies for the various local branches. 

Data is stored on Convio’s servers.
When a new campaign is launched
Convio takes the information for it and
creates a target e-mail list for Planned
Parenthood. 

“This service has translated into many
first-time donors and a significantly
more amount of total donations,” Smith
says.
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Since Planned Parenthood Federation
of America began driving people to its
Web site for information and donations,
it needed to get into the e-business
game, which required fairly sophisticat-
ed transaction technology. Its applica-
tion service provider, Convio, has been
up to the task. 

When a user comes to the Web site of
the national organization (which serves
as a nonprofit organization for the local

chapters of the reproductive rights
group) and wants to donate money, he
can reach the donation page with a sin-
gle click. If the visitor has registered
previously, a cookie notifies the site to
eliminate re-registering. To make a
donation, the visitor must enter a credit
card number. 

Convio sends the credit card informa-
tion to ClearCommerce, a transaction
clearinghouse that validates the transac-

tion through the credit card company.
The donor’s credit card company then
sends the funds directly to Planned
Parenthood, and ClearCommerce sends
notice of the acceptance back to Convio,
which stores and sends a record for the
donor that he can use as a tax receipt for
a charitable deduction. 

The online donation system brought in
$500,000 in fiscal 2001, a 614 percent
gain over the previous year.
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