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As a web design and development agency, we often come 
across nonprofit websites in desperate need of a refresh. We 
prepared this guide to help nonprofits more effectively plan 
and execute their next website redesign, so you don’t waste 
valuable donor dollars on a failed project - or fixing the 
ineffective and incomplete work of a missing volunteer. 

Here is an all-inclusive guide to follow before and during 
your next nonprofit website redesign.



Stage 1
When you should consider a 

website redesign
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You should definitely kick off a redesign project if you answer YES to any of the following:

1. Has your organization recently experienced any type of service change, name change, or logo change? Not only 
should your website reflect the new you, but you can use this as an opportunity to kickstart interest in your brand 
and generate new donations.

2. Is your donation button more than one click away from giving you money? Your donation button should be highly 
visible and extremely easy to process a payment. Any friction in the funnel could mean thousands if not millions of 
potential donor dollars lost.

3. Is your website more than two years old? In the last two years, there have been 53 different updates in Wordpress 
alone. Not staying up with the latest web and browser enhancements can cause long load times and security issues. 
By not staying current, you are also losing out on many new features that consumers expect now in their experience 
(not to mention new emojis!).

4. Is your website only viewable on a desktop or laptop computer? 51% of all internet users only use their mobile 
phone to access the internet. If your audience is based in a developing country, the number of mobile-only users is as 
high as 70%+. Mobile apps and responsive websites are imperative to reach them.

5. Looking for something exciting to share or an indicator of growth and impact? If your org hasn’t grown in size or 
impact lately, if you have nothing new to update your donors on, or if you aren’t attracting new donors in general, a 
new site could offer a kickstart.

If none of the above applied to you, good news - you probably don’t need a redesign. But if you did say yes, use the rest of this 
guide to help you.

https://wordpress.org/news/category/releases/
https://wordpress.org/news/category/releases/
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/01/24/smartphones-72percent-of-people-will-use-only-mobile-for-internet-by-2025.html


Stage 2
Getting buy in from your 

organization
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If you think it’s time to redesign the website, you will probably need to get approval from several groups and stakeholders. Plan 
ahead to avoid wasting time and increase your chances of everything going smoothly. 

Step 1 - Create a project proposal

Before you jump in and excitedly tell your stakeholders about your big idea, take some time to gather ideas and crunch the 
numbers. Presenting everything as a well-thought out and a nicely presented proposal will carry your excitement and ideas 
much further. 

● Include what a new website will do for your organization, what it will fix, and the kind of opportunities it will allow once 
the changes are made. We recommend attaching the website redesign to a major organizational milestone or event, 
like a fundraiser. The board might provide more support if they think the project can improve a fundraising initiative.

● Consider whether you have budget for initial design work (expect $1000-$5000 for most nonprofits’ marketing sites). 
Especially for more complex sites, you may be able to obtain finished designs that you can show donors to make it 
easier for them to say “yes” to funding your project.

● Include a budget with your proposal.  Costs for a typical website redesign can be broken down by an estimated 
percentage of cost per phase, though all estimates in software are necessarily fluid. If you engage with a professional 
to determine their estimate in one area you can extrapolate the rest. 
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Other budgeting tips:

● Pad your initial budget by at least 30%. There is generally more to setting up a website than you think, especially if you 
need to work with a designer. You should generally expect to pay hourly, so many rounds of comment and revision with 
designers can add up (to avoid this, see our “Planning” section below). Also, you’ll need to consider related ongoing 
costs, like monthly or annual hosting fees, domain registrations and renewals, photo license fees, etc. 

● If you’re not sure of what you want your site to do, add extra budget padding. We often see organizations change their 
mind about what they want once they it on paper or on the web - even down to the fonts they THOUGHT they liked. 
Make sure you have enough funds reserved to get you all the way to what you want - or make sure you are prepared to 
trim your expectations to create a solid site that is simpler than what you may have imagined.  

● Note: this is not an exact science but is helpful for benchmarking and gaining approval:
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Step 2 - Engage stakeholders & get approval

Now that you have your ideas clearly spelled out, you can move forward and present your proposal to your organization. 

● Share the proposal with your manager and get their buy in first. Continue to go up the chain and across the 
organization until the Executive Director is on board. Since a quality website will be a material budget line-item for 
most organizations, reminder your ED that a Site upgrade will improve all marketing and development initiatives, too.

● Make sure all the key decision makers on your team are sold on the proposal not only to build a website, but on what 
the goal of the website will be. This makes it easier to get team approvals through the design and development process.  
Being clear on what you want to accomplish and why you want to accomplish it will also help limit expected costs.

● Identify who the “approver” is for your team. Designers and developers need to have someone who can say “yes, this is 
right” or “no, this has to change” at various points in the process. It’s better to agree with your whole team who that 
person will be in advance, or who else the one project driver needs to check with to move the process forward.

● When you approve a budget, make sure your team is clear on whether it is a “do not exceed,” or strictly limited pool of 
funds versus a budget target that you can cross for good reason.  Communicate this to your developers early and often.
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Great, you have the go-ahead! Now you are ready to work on your messaging and branding. It’s time to collaborate with your 
team to gather all the pieces you will need, seeking the highest possible quality.

● As much as 80% of a successful website redesign is driven by the quality of your prep work on things like verbiage, 
imagery, and brand. 

● Before you contact a developer or designer, develop crisp mission and vision statements, clear descriptions of 
programs and services, and confident ideas that are ready for visuals. Remember that designing a website and making 
general branding and copywriting choices are different. For larger budgets, you can work with a branding consultant or 
copywriter to hone your content before you provide it to a web designer.  Whether you build this content with just you 
team or you hire outside consultants, do this before you start a web designer.  Seemingly small things like length of 
titles and number of words in a section can change designer outputs substantially.  For this reason, finalizing copy early 
will usually save you web designer fees.

● Identify any images required or desired for use on your website, any logos or trademarks, etc. - and make sure the files 
you have for these “assets” are as high-resolution as possible. It’s easier to make files smaller or lower-resolution, but 
pretty impossible to make them higher-resolution. Having these elements ready before you meet with anyone will 
lower costs and keep your timeline steady. A designer can help you with what you don’t have, but they will bill you for 
that help. Be upfront with your web developer and/or designer about what you have and what you need when you get 
an estimate. This will keep your costs limited to time spent actually working for you, rather than telling you what work 
you need to do for yourself. 



10

● If you don’t yet have a logo you want to use, there are free and cheap paid options for this are around $300. In both 
logos and graphic design, you get what you pay for, so if your budget is limited you might want to seek a volunteer and 
see them actually finish your design before you start your website - just be sure to set expectations with the 
volunteer in advance, or you could find yourself waiting a very long time for the promised logo.  (Pro Tip: ask your logo 
designers for versions of your logo in all of the most common file types, including SVG, PNG, and JPG, in both full 
color and black and white versions). For higher-cost logo designers, you should get a whole “style guide” that would 
include fonts, colors, and other branding items. Expect one to three rounds of revision, minimum, to reach something 
your whole team likes.  

● We often see nonprofits get bogged down in the “goal” or “brand” phase of this process, so if your team is circling and 
not coming to definite answers, assign someone to assemble what you already have in terms of newsletters, flyers, 
events, case studies, pitch decks, or from grant language and identify what has resonated most with your donors in 
the past.

If you don't have a logo, branding, or visuals, you should look into having a contractor or agency create them for you before you kick off 
development. They are among the first things a website developer will ask for.

https://www.wix.com/createlogo6/wix_logo_maker
https://99designs.com/
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You are not ready for Stage 3: Planning if you: 

● Can’t completely describe your mission in one line.

● Don’t have any idea what you want visitors to take away from your site. 

● Don’t have clear goals for the website.

● Don’t yet know what actions you want users to take on the site.

● Are on a super tight execution timeline but don’t have completed messaging or branding.

● Have both a small budget and no idea where to start (BUT a small budget is okay if you have a very 
clear idea of what needs to be built).



Stage 3
Planning
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Before you start to look for a developer to build your site, you should come prepared with any and all specific requirements for 
your new website. This will help make sure your developer is aligned with your needs and can appropriately scope your project. 
For AnnieCannons clients, we use these hard-line requirements to evaluate whether we can hit a tight budget and design your 
site accordingly - but most web developers will at least be able to tell you how much they will charge for what your 
requirements are. Here are a few tips for writing effective requirements:

● Pull together what pages you specifically want to change or add on your site, and what the sub-goal is of each page.  

● Determine if there are specific, new actions you would like your site visitors to take. If so, what are they and what steps 
do they need to take to complete that action? Write them out step by step and include that in your planning documents 
for potential partners. To write these, start with the input the visitor or user gives you, and end with the output you 
want your site to give them (for example, “sends acknowledgment of processed donation”). These are generally called 
“user stories.”

● If your former website didn’t include any SEO research, conduct SEO research to incorporate into the content of your 
new website. Create a list of keywords that relate well to your organization (not just “donate”!) and be sure to provide 
them to any copywriters, brand consultants, and/or web designers. For a little refresher on what SEO is and why it is 
important, here is an SEO resource we found most useful.

● Aggregate other industry-related website examples that you’d like to use as models for your new website. For 
nonprofits, you can look at organizations that have similar donors or donor prospects as well as those that have similar 
missions. Take specific notes on what you like as a guide for your design team.. 

● Decide on a “go live” date. Don’t make it the same day as the ultimate due date. Have the site ready to launch a few 
weeks before the final deadline so you have ample time to test. Make sure you communicate these dates to designers 
and developers as you talk about engaging them to ensure they can meet your timelines.

https://ahrefs.com/blog/seo-tutorial/
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User Stories sync the expectations of 
business leaders, customers, designers, and 
developers. They are a convenient anchor 
for developing software because each of 
these groups can easily identify whether the 
goal of the story has been fulfilled, and 
because they provide a clear testing plan.

User Stories

SEO stands for “Search Engine 
Optimization”, which is the practice of 
increasing the quantity of traffic to your 
website as well as the quality, i.e. people who 
are looking for exactly what you are offering. 
Improving this aspect of your website can 
help drive donations to your organization as 
well as add more value to your redesign. 
Create the content you’d like for each of 
those pages and include your results from 
SEO and new market research, sketches of 
the visuals you’d like to show, and any high 
quality images or videos.

SEO
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Step 2 - Choose your software and determine if you need a developer

Your budget and customization needs have a big impact on the software required to support your redesign, and what kind of development 
help you might need. Below are examples of how to think about the level of site and service you need.

Basic needs or low budget:

If you have plenty of time but little money, both Wix and Squarespace give the ability to make a visually pleasing website with a monthly fee 
of $30 - $100. Depending on your resources, you might be able to do this in-house without a developer. Keep in mind that Wix or 
Squarespace itself is software, so it may take time to learn how to use the platform effectively even if you don’t have to write any code. We’ve 
actually been hired to design and build Squarespace sites for clients that found they didn’t really have the time to figure it all out.

Medium customization or mid-level budget:

If you have clear brand guidelines you want to stick to, and have development needs outside of a drag and drop setup, Wordpress has the 
capacity to create a compelling web presence with a middle of the line budget. They have loads of templates and integrations to choose from, 
which can give you features like logins, online shops, or chat bots. You will have less room to customize and design these items according to 
your desired style, but you can get the functions themselves for less development cost than it would take to build them from scratch. 
However, a developer is required to build and launch a site like this, because soding is required to put all of these pieces together effectively.  
Sometimes a web designer will know just enough code to work in Wordpress, but most web designers do not write code.

Extensive customization or need for custom apps and portals:

If you have a larger budget and a grand vision, a custom self-hosted website is your best option. The sky’s the limit with a custom website - 
including e-commerce tools that sync with internal tools, building custom experiences and mobile apps for your customers, complex 
databases or data visualization, adding interactive modules, etc. There is no way around hiring a developer for this level of site.  A great 
designer won’t generally focus on programming enough to also code this site or app for you.
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More importantly, you will need more than one kind of developer speciality if you a complex interaction with 
data:

● A front-end developer writes code that renders in the browser and syncs 
with the back end

● A back-end developer writes code that functions on the server and 
supplies data to the front-end

● A dev ops engineer creates systems that manage new releases of code, 
including both the initial launch of your site or app and future updates.
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Finding a partner who understands your mission and will manage the project in a way that is consistent with your culture is 
imperative. While getting a low-cost or free developer might be appealing, we find these arrangements often cost more than 
they save; volunteers may leave projects incomplete, may not take the time to produce the kind of documentation necessary 
for maintenance, may not include the comments in the code itself that make it feasible for a new developer to pick up work 
easily, and/or don’t have the skills to complete all of the key pieces of a project from design to launch. Remember that 
volunteers usually have other jobs, and if they disappear it can be harder to make what they did helpful than would be to start 
from scratch. 

Whether you work with volunteers or hire a developer, your relationship will probably work best if you:
● Clearly define your budget and timeline expectations to that partner and confirm clear understanding from their side 

before engaging them. 

● Ask the developers if they have any templates they can leverage from a previous website design to help reduce costs.

● Discuss their execution pace as well as their style and tone of communication. Is this in line with your expectations and 
needs? Conversely, are their expectations in line with your team and any internal or external stakeholders are likely to 
communicate and complete action items?

● Discuss any ongoing expenses that they expect beyond their hourly fees. Nonprofits often forget, for example, that 
hosting a site is a separate cost that you pay as long as the site is live (usually annually or monthly, in advance).

● Make sure they can and will provide every skillset you need, which usually includes at least planning and product 
management, UX Design, Visual Design, Front-End Development, hosting setup and launch. Be sure you are getting all 
of these from somewhere.

● Ask for references before signing the dotted line. Talk to people in your industry at a similar size company with a 
similar size budget about their experiences, if possible.



Stage 4
Kick off development
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If you are going the custom website route, you typically will go through a discovery and design process before you 
get to coding. At AnnieCannons we use a 3-step design process across clients - discovery, design, and development. 

Step 1 - Discovery 

The discovery process resolves critical questions necessary for design. Discovery is intended to identify the key 
assets and design constraints in building the platform. Some sample questions we cover and deliver in this step are:

● What is the key action or actions site visitors should be able to take?

● What is the overarching goal for the project?              

● Who are our target users?

● What assets, research, and other information do we already have that can improve or streamline our design 
process?
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The design process creates the visual treatment for an interactive and engaging platform. This step 
plans out the visual treatments, animations, layout, interactions, and content of the site. Some 
sample questions we cover and deliver in this step are:

● What is our "user story" - the path a user follows through our experience?

● What actions can users take on the site?

● What is the back-end result of these user actions?

● What do our target users think of our provisional designs and concepts?

Step 3 - Development

In the development process, we build, host, and launch the new platform. Development makes 
designs into an interactive reality available to users over the internet. Some sample questions we 
cover and deliver in this step are: 

● How do we execute the functions and user stories reflected by the designs?  How do they all 
work together in practice?

● How do the browser, database, hosting, and any content management systems work 
together?

● What analytics, records, logs, and other data do we create and store?

● What will the server architecture of the site be?



Stage 5
Assess content and calls to 

action
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At this point you are adding the content that actually gives information to the site visitor and tells your story. Remember, it’s 
best to develop this content much earlier, but you can’t wait any longer to finalize it! Your developer will need the words she 
puts into the website.

Remember to focus on your mission, assess the donor experience, and evaluate the optimization of the site itself.

Step 1 - Make your mission statement as clear as possible

Your mission statement is what it’s all about! Keep that at the forefront of the development process.  At AnnieCannons, we use 
this as prep for our testing team so the can flag if the mission and the function of the website have any gaps.

❏ From the moment somebody lands on your site, the content should tell the viewer what you do before they even click 
on anything. Your organization’s purpose should be as clear as possible and as soon as possible. 

❏ Your mission statement on the website should match what you say on your grant applications. A grant evaluator should 
be able to easily validate that information if they are viewing your website, and it should be a fast and clear evaluation. 
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Whether you know it or not, your donors are comparing you with other nonprofits to choose where their money is best spent.

❏ Your website clearly highlights the impact they will have by donating to your organization. 

❏ Let them know specifically how their donation will be used. This works best if you can be specific, for example “we are 
raising $X to allow us to do Y.” This shows you have a clear plan on how to use funds.

❏ Give them the chance to make a donation above the fold on the home page, and minimize the number of clicks they 
need to go forward from there.

❏ There should be a donation button on the navigation of every page to make it easy for visitors to donate whenever 
they feel the urge. Consider showing visitors a pop up notification if they linger on the donation page with a newsletter 
invitation, which will help you keep in touch with them if they aren’t ready to donate yet.

❏ Request a monthly donation on your form.

❏ Allow donors to donate anonymously.  Most payment processors that AnnieCannons integrates into nonprofit 
donation pages will allow this setting.

❏ Keep your forms short - the more questions you ask, the less likely they will fill it out.
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From a general overview of how everything looks to the specifics of SEO, the logistics are the framework that will bring in your ideal site visitors and 
serve them an amazing experience. 

❏ Check for typos! Developers will usually copy and paste what you give them into the site, so be sure to give them what you want the world to 
see, and make sure when you approve designs they have the right words on them for the developers to copy!

❏ Make sure your website is mobile responsive. Many if not most donors will come to your site when they hear about you first, which is often 
when they have only their phone. Your mobile site must make a good impression. Donors should be able to easily access your website on 
their phone after they just saw someone from your organization speak at an event.

❏ Your website should be inclusive of all offered programs and services, but it should break these down into pages. Refrain from putting all the 
information on one or minimal pages which can create clutter and a poor user experience. 

❏ Your homepage should have clear calls to action to your primary audience. Secondary audiences like volunteers or candidates should be able 
to easily navigate to the pages they are looking for.

❏ Your nonprofit website should look clean and modern. This means lots of space between images and text. Refrain from an overload of boxed 
content and images. Also keep in mind that most people stop reading a section of text after three sentences.

❏ Make sure every page has a unique title, a meta description, and is optimized for keyword usage.

❏ Ensure there is a sitemap for your website. This will further improve your SEO because it makes it easier for Google to find all of your site’s 
pages. 

❏ Try out your social icons to see if they are working as they should. Do they link to the right pages? Do you have the right buttons installed? 
Does the “share” functionality work right, if you’re using it?

❏ Make sure your legal bases are covered.  Did you add your privacy policy and terms and conditions? Are you compliant with GDPR (and do 
you need to be)? Do you need a cookie warning? (Note: AnnieCannons offers compliance consulting by a software attorney in house, but you 
usually need a separate lawyer. Make sure you understand the difference between a lawyer who is engaged to represent you and compliance 
suggestions made by a lawyer who is not technically your counsel.



26Donation button

Clear mission

Mobile responsive
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Clear CTA

Bold message



Stage 6
Testing
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You should never launch a site without thoroughly testing across four core areas to ensure your site doesn’t have a mishap on 
your big launch day. Below are the areas your team should consider:

● Quality Assurance Testing: This test requires you to check the functionality of your website. Does every click refer to 
the right webpage after clicking? If donors or viewers put in their personal information, are there any glitches? Is the 
grammar correct? Are the images coming through? Basically, scan and click every link and page of the website as if you 
were a user.  

● Usability Testing: Usability tests require someone to observe the end user as they perform a list of tasks. Make sure 
the user in this situation is unfamiliar with the site to ensure accuracy for a real situation. See where they go and if they 
have trouble navigating any part of your site. www.usertesting.com is a great resource for this. While this does add a 
cost, it helps make sure your team’s baises don’t make it hard for your donors to understand the site.

● Vulnerability Testing: In this test, you would use a vulnerability testing tool to probe your website for any viruses, 
hackers, or website weaknesses. Vulnerability testing is usually expensive, so it’s most worthwhile if you collect and 
store sensitive information through your site. If you don’t have the budget, make sure you site shows up as “https://” 
rather than “http://”for basic security - if you are on http, some browsers won’t let visitors open the pay or input 
payment information.

● Stress Testing: Since your website redesign is a new feature to your organization, there might suddenly be more 
visitors than usual on your site. In this case there are tools available to implement before you launch your website that 
handle high-activity, high-stress situations on your webpage. 

http://www.usertesting.com


Stage 7
You are ready to launch!
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Step 1 - Go live

This is it! There is just one last thing to do before you flip the switch on your new website. 

● Back up the old site to have available in case anything fails.  

● There are three places your site can be “hosted” so that you can click through it:

○ Local Hosting is where a developer runs a server on her own computer.  From there, she may screenshare it with you for 
approval.

○ A Staging Server is a clone of the ultimate website hosting environment that has some sort of access control, like a 
password, to enable viewing and use. This allows multiple stakeholders to use the site and find bugs before outsiders can 
see them - but it costs money to set up. Expect to have one of these only for more expensive sites with more complex 
functionality.

○ A Production Server means the live hosting environment, which is accessed by links that your website visitors will click or 
input in their browsers from anywhere in the world. 

● After the site has been approved and thoroughly tested, it is time to transfer it from the Staging Server to the Production Server. 
We’d consider your site “launched” once it is on a Production Server.  (Pro tip: If you’re on a budget and can’t afford a staging 
environment, you may want to “soft launch,” or limit announcement about the site that you make live on a Production Server, to 
enable some testing by friendly folks before you do marketing around it to the general public). 

● If affordable, keep your web developers on call or close by for at least a week in case there is a problem during the launch. For 
AnnieCannons’ clients, we generally propose a 30-day period where we’ll fix anything that went wrong for free - ask about a 
“Warranty Period” like this before you “approve” your launch. 
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Step 2 - Promote! 
This is the best time to drive new donations for your site, leverage it!

● Combine the announcement with a donation campaign.

● Announce your new site via email and across social media to your followers and past donors.  

● Encourage your board members and advocates to help spread the word.

● Show off the new you in meetings and conferences.
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Last but not least, it is imperative to uphold a maintenance routine on your brand new website. Websites, like all living things, need energy 

put into them in order to grow, stay healthy, and become the best versions of themselves. The internet around your website will be evolving, 

and if you do nothing for your site long enough, it could stop working well in a couple of years.

● Assign a team in charge of keeping up with your website. Here is an ideal team for ongoing site maintenance:

○ Project manager - A new website will entail a lot of moving parts and in the future, there will be changes. Put someone in 
charge of tracking due dates, deliverables, and expenses for those changes when you plan them. 

○ IT tech support - As your site grows, someone will need to conduct regular site backups, manage linked domains and email 
servers, and maintain quality performance of the site. However, to update plugins or other technology you use to perform 
some functions (like payments) on your site, you will probably need to engage your developer.

○ Content managers - Part of nourishing your site requires feeding it good content, constantly. Content managers write 
blogs, edit articles, and prepare news releases. This sector of website maintenance should have at least two people, one for 
editing and one for writing. 

○ Marketing and public relations specialist - Considering your new website will attract a lot of attention, incorporate your 
marketing and communications team in the process of a new launch, especially to cover the announcement of the new site. 
Your existing donors and viewers should be informed about the new changes, and will hopefully be excited about them! 

○ Web analyst - Leverage web analytic tools to collect patterns about your donors and web viewers if you were able to 
budget to set them up. Observe data patterns and integrate them into the new content.

● Keeping track of present nonprofit media trends will help grow your audience and keep their attention, which will result in more 
donations.

● Don’t let your website be stagnant! You spent a lot of time and money to complete a redesign, don’t let it go to waste. 

● Listen to the people who use it, and update accordingly.
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We hope this guide answers some website design questions for 
your nonprofit. Since AnnieCannons is a nonprofit, we know what 

website features help automate donations, workflows, and 
time/budget management with a nonprofit budget in mind. We 
offer website redesign services for a wide range of budgets and 

organizations of all sizes, and if you would like to talk about a new 
website design that fits right for your organization, contact us at 

info@anniecannons.org. 

We build mobile and web apps, too! Visit our portfolio at 
anniecannons.org/portfolio.

mailto:info@anniecannons.org
https://anniecannons.org/portfolio

