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Welcome Session:

Innovation’s Trojan Horse



“Doing the same thing 
over and over again and 
expecting different 
results.”

Insanity:

- Albert Einstein
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Doing the same thing over and over again 
and expecting the SAME Results.

Insanity (in the modern world):
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Innovate or die.
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innovator
What kind of person is capable of 

innovation?
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Thomas Edison Robert Kahn Steve Jobs

Light Bulb Internet (really) Smart Phone

Eccentric, really smart, rich, white guys
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“Good for them.  
But I’m not any of 
those things.”
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Johannes Gutenberg
1400-1468



The Printing Press



This was NOT another eccentric, really 
smart rich person at the time of his 

greatest invention…



Metal Worker
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So how did this seemingly ordinary man 
come up with one of the most important 

inventions in the last thousand years?
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“I took part in the wine harvest. I 
watched the wine flowing, and 

going back from the effect to the 
cause, I studied the power of this 
press which nothing can resist...”
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“At that moment, he realizes 
that the same, steady 
pressure of a screw-based 
wine press could be applied 
via a lead-based seal (which 
is easy to make), and through 
that pressure, the lead would 
leave a trace on paper.
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“At that moment, he realizes that 
the same, steady pressure of a 
screw-based wine press could be 
applied via a lead-based seal 
(which is easy to make), and 
through that pressure, the lead 
would leave a trace on paper.

+We have been getting originality and 
innovation all-wrong…
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innovate
“The creative act … does not create something 
out of nothing; it uncovers, selects, re-shuffles, 
combines, synthesizes already existing facts, 

ideas, faculties, skills.”

--Arthur Koestler, The Act of Creation



is about
ASSIMILATION

not
FORMATION

INNOVATION
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That’s why we created this 
conference.
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66% of Speakers come from the 
For-Profit Marketing Space



True innovation feels unreachable, 
at least for many of us.
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Challenges
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1. Risk Aversion
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2. Stewardship Distortion
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3. Talent Seepage
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Misconstruction:
“There has to be a limit on the 
amount of money people can make in 
charity.”

“To place a limit on compensation is to place a 
limit on outcomes.  If a limit were placed on the 
amount of profit the stockholders of the Edison 
Electric Light Company could make, there would 
be a limit on the innovation they would be 
willing to fund and pursue.  There would be less 
innovation.  Similarly, limits on compensation 
for alleviating social problems only limit the 
degree to which people finance, work on, and 
innovate on behalf of those problems.”

- Dan Pallotta



The man with a plan
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Optimization is Innovation’s Trojan Horse
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Optimization

1. Mitigates Risk
Reduces the potential downside of failure

2. Produces Key Learnings
Evolves your understanding of your value proposition

3. Builds Credibility
Demonstrates the power of perpetual performance improvement

4. Attracts Co-Conspirators 
Finds people that share your value of innovation

5. Smokes-out Detractors
Identifies people that are a threat to innovation
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My Story
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Nonprofit Industry 
Benchmarks

1% - 4% 
Donation Conversion Rate

0.15% 
Email Response Rate
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Nonprofit Industry 
Benchmarks

96% - 99.85%
Failure Rate

@digitaldonor



The conference that changed my life.

@digitaldonor





My First Experiment
Version A - Control Version B - Treatment

139% increase in clickthrough
42% increase in revenue



Small Changes >> Big Impact

Optimized

Original

139% Increase in Clickthrough
42%   Increase in Revenue



@digitaldonor

Small Changes >> Big Impact

Optimized

Original

139% Increase in Clickthrough
42%   Increase in Revenue

This Could Change Everything
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The 5 most important learnings 
from the last 9 years of testing—and more 

than 800 documented experiments.



There is a difference 
between ORDERING 
A PRODUCT and 
MAKING A GIFT.

LEARNING #1
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The difference between Buying and Giving



@digitaldonor

Status Quo

Sparkline of a Donation
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Your prospective donor 
doesn’t understand the 
reasons WHY THEY 
SHOULD GIVE to you (and 
that’s probably your fault).

LEARNING #2
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How a donation page can be 
improved by clarifying the 
reasons to giveExperiment ID: #3793

Research Library



@digitaldonor

Background:
• Client: Texas State Historical 

Association
• Primary donation page for 

TSHAOnline.org
• Four different membership 

options presented
• Copy is not specific and makes 

unclear and unsubstantiated 
claims

Control

This page needed a radical redesign



“If I am your ideal donor, why should I give to 
you rather than some other organization, or 

no one at all?”

Every Potential Donor Asks This Question



@digitaldonor

Treatment

Treatment Changes:
• Radical redesign with long 

form copy to appropriately 
convey the value proposition

• Added copy outlining reasons 
why visitor should join the 
TSHA as a member

• Included evidentials to back up 
each claim

Here’s the radical redesign



• Headline arrests attention 
by conveying an exclusive 
offer

• First paragraph focuses on 
primary value proposition



The value proposition is reinforced throughout the copy



@digitaldonor

Control Treatment

146.5% increase
in conversion rate

Here they are side-by-side



@digitaldonor

Version Conv. Rate Relative Diff Stat Confidence
C: Short Form 1.1%

T1: Radical Redesign LF 2.6% 146.5% 100%

Key Learning:

A radically different treatment is sometimes needed to get big increases
in conversion.  By altering the page to more forcefully communicate a
compelling argument that highlighted the exclusivity of membership, we
were able to increase donations by 146.5%.

✓

146.5% increase in conversion rate

This is the impact of a radical redesign



NOT This BUT This

Experiment ID: #1780

186.5% increase
in Donations



NOT This BUT This

258.1% increase
in Donations

Experiment ID: #111



NOT This BUT This

127.6% increase
in Donations

Experiment ID: #294



Don’t COPY what other 
people do– they may be 
DOING IT WRONG.

LEARNING #3
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How a modern design trend 
affected conversion on a 
donation pageExperiment ID: #3552

Research Library



@digitaldonor

Modern design trend experiment

Background:
• Partner: Hillsdale College
• Main Donation Page form
• Used traditional design styling 

and static field labels

Control



@digitaldonor

Modern design trend experiment
Treatment

Treatment Changes:
• Modernized the form by 

implementing current design 
trends

• Minimized the visual size of 
the form by removing field 
labels

• Implemented new technique 
“adaptive placeholders”
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Adaptive Placeholders



@digitaldonor

Modern design trend experiment
Control Treatment

69.7% decrease
in donations
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Modern design trend experiment

Version Conv. Rate Relative Diff Stat Confidence

C: Traditional form 3.0%

T1: Modern Form 0.91% -69.7% 100%

Key Learning:

Beware of modern design fads!  Test everything and don’t make
decisions based on what’s popular, make decisions on what works.
✓

69.7% decrease in donations
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Impact of asking for too much too soon.
Control Treatment

42.6% decrease
in donor conversion

Experiment ID: #2112
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“Ugly” vs. “Pretty” Design
Control Treatment

75% decrease
in conversion

Experiment ID: #779
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Video vs. Text on Donation Pages
Control Treatment

Experiment ID: #1985

77.4% decrease
in conversion
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Video vs. Text on Donation Pages
Control Treatment

Experiment ID: #3970

203% increase
in Donations
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Video vs. Text on Donation Pages
Control Treatment

Experiment ID: #5827

560% increase
in Donations



There are THREE 
PRIMARY METRICS 
that affect revenue (and they 
can all be OPTIMIZED).

LEARNING #4

@digitaldonor



The Flux 
Capacitor of 

Revenue 
Maximization



Exponential Impact of Optimization

Baseline 26.2% in one 
Area

26.2% in two 
areas

26.2% in three 
areas

Web Traffic 100,000 100,000 126,200 126,200

Conversion Rate 2.00% 2.52% 2.52% 2.52%

Avg. Gift Value $70.00 $70.00 $70.00 $88.34 

Revenue $140,000.00 $176,400.00 $222,617.00 $280,942.00 

Change in Revenue 0% 26.2% 59.0% 100%

Revenue = Traffic X Conversion Rate X Avg. Gift
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Strategic Framework

When it comes to increasing online revenue, 
there are three primary strategies:

 Optimize Traffic 
Get more of the (right) people to show up

 Optimize Conversion Rate 
Get more people to say, “Yes!”

 Optimize Average Gift
Get more people to say “Heck yes!”
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OPTIMIZATION can 
change the WORLD.

LEARNING #5
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Research Library
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Cumulative Net Impact (CNI)
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Help us unleash the most generous 
generation in the history of the world

@digitaldonor


