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Al can’t do donor relationships... can it?

Or what if AI companions can? June Steward takes on a brave new world.
By June Steward

Everyone agrees — the one thing Al can’t do in fundraising is the R word. Relationships.
The personal touch. Personalisation. Caring. Donor love.

To date, talk of Al applications to fundraising have centred around efficiency, data models
and analysis, or streamlining admin tasks. For those on the communications side, some
fundraisers have dabbled in applying Al to content generation from copy to images, both for
appeals and donor care materials.

However, all the experts (including myself) have protested that while Al can help you speed
up manual tasks, write interview questions, process surveys, draft your social media posts,
and put together one heck of a data model, it can’t replace humans when it comes to
developing relationships, rapport and connection with donors. Supposedly, Al can’t replace
those human conversations and interactions that build up trust, liking and love for your cause.

But what if it can... with Al companions? That’s what I want to explore in this article. But
first, a big disclaimer: many of the ideas in this article are likely only possible with further
development of Al companions. However, if the intellectual property, logistics and ethics
issues can be worked through, then the charitable sector could be leaders in using Al for
positive rather than negative purposes.

What exactly is an AI companion?

Al companions are designed to mimic real relationships and provide emotional support.
Specialised types of Al companions have gotten a bad rap in recent times. For example,
fictional Al companions generated through apps such as Character.Al have been blamed for
teen suicides. Meanwhile, adults are falling in love with AI companion chatbots or ‘virtual
girlfriends’ specifically tailored to them offered through businesses such as Replika.

On the nonprofit side, some charities have experimented with chatbots but the goal has
mostly been to achieve efficiencies rather than developing donor relationships. We’ve seen
chatbots implemented to answer FAQ related to campaigns or events, or deal with common
admin tasks or enquiries.

As yet, most charities have not taken the leap into the following kinds of scenarios:

1. Training an Al companion that can build a relationship and ask for a donation from a
prospective donor.

2. Developing Al companions that can provide incredible relational donor
care experiences.
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3. Using Al companions to represent program participants*®, enable richer storytelling and
protect them from harm.

Let’s take a look at these in more detail.

1. Training an AI companion that can build a relationship and ask for a
donation from a prospective donor.

Such an Al companion would take into account known donor characteristics, psychology and
preferences. Ultimately this leads to a point where the AI companion can ask for a gift. If an
Al companion character can ‘learn’ the preferences, needs and language of the average teen
user, then surely we can train a bot to identify and speak the language of a potential
charitable giver?

1.

Here we go way beyond the capabilities of a mere chatbot. Chatbots work with very limited
training data while AI companions learn from massive amounts of data.

Imagine you have an incredible major gifts officer. Let’s call her Joan. She’s fantastic at
building donor relationships, getting to know their motivations and who they are, then
making an ask. But at best, Joan can manage 100-150 people in her caseload. Yet you have
hundreds more donors in your pipeline who could give you tons more money if properly
stewarded.

But what if you could create an Al companion clone based on Joan’s content, emails, Zoom
calls, speeches and personality? JoanSmithAl could look for patterns in Joan’s approach
towards donors, identifying the key data points needed to ascertain whether a donor is ready
to give. In the background, JoanSmithAl could even conduct real-time propensity scoring.
And imagine the huge amounts of data with the donor’s personal details or speech
mannerisms being collected. You could hyperpersonalise not only direct mail or email but
also future conversations with JoanSmithAlI.

And when JoanSmithAl determines that a donor meets certain giving criteria, it could go
ahead and make an ask. With the right training and data, JoanSmithAI could handle
objections and provide all the information the donor needs to give.

Also, JoanSmithAlI could be very useful in cases where it’s just not possible to meet donors
in person. They may live too far away or be too old or have a condition
that means face-to-face meetings are not possible.

Even if JoanSmithAI didn’t manage the entire relationship but was used as a donor relations
assistant, JoanSmithAl could conduct many stewardship conversations on real-life Joan’s
behalf. JoanSmithAl could help qualify whether a donor was interested in a particular project
or ascertain why a donor might be reluctant to give at a certain point in time. If at any time
the donor appeared agitated or hostile towards JoanSmithAl, then real-life Joan could be
notified and she could intervene.

Now take all the data that JoanSmithAl has collected on your most generous donors with the
strongest affinity for your charity. How could you then use that for acquisition? Not only
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could you use more detailed selection criteria for prospects but once you acquire new donors,
you can build donor connection surveys and polls that can prequalify donors with the best
potential for higher level giving or gifts in wills — and use JoanSmithAl to build
relationships with them. Or you could use JoanSmithAl to engage prospective donors in
conversations.

2. Developing AI companions that can provide incredible relational donor
care experiences.

These Al companions would tune into the needs, identity, emotions and motivations of
current donors to make them feel loved, cared for and acknowledged as donors. After all, if
adults can fall in love with a bot that is meeting their emotional needs for companionship and
intimacy, why can’t we train a donor care bot that can meet the emotional, gratitude and
informational needs of donors throughout the Ask — Thank — Report Back fundraising
cycle?

On the subject of thanking donors, think of how hard it is to get your CEO to call donors and
thank them for their gift. Could CEOAndrewAl assist? Overworked fundraisers already
struggle to do tasks such as sending out thank you letters for donations, let alone personalised
birthday cards to donors. What if JoanSmithAI — or even CEOAndrewAl — could call or
text the donor on their birthday, anniversary and Christmas and have meaningful
conversations with them? At a time when more Australians than ever are reporting being
lonely, donor care Al companions could give much-needed connection.

Or what if you could implement stronger cultural personalisation? Why not give the Al
Companion a name that reflects the donor’s cultural background whether they come from the
UK, China, India or Kenya? So as well as JoanSmithAl, you could assign LucyWongAlI,
DeepakSinghAl or MaryMwangiAl. Each would communicate with the donor with the
language nuances they understand best. Or the donor could name their own Al companion.

Consider the perennial debate over whether to include an ask in nurture communications.
Should the newsletter have an ask? Should a thank you call have an ask? Should the donor
event have an ask? The pressure on fundraisers is to always be asking. Because of budget and
time constraints, not enough attention is given to to relationship-building, getting to know the
donor and showing appreciation.

But could AI companions help alleviate that pressure? The potential here is that not every
interaction with an Al companion needs to have an ask. JoanSmithAl could just call or
contact a donor to see how they are, better simulating real-life relationships. Everyone wants
someone in their lives who just wants to know how they are as opposed to having those
friends who only call when they want something.

You could even make Al companion versions of celebrities aligned with your cause.
Celebrities are busy people and if you’re fortunate enough to partner with one, chances are
you’ll be hard-pressed to get much of their time in person. But what if Oxfam donors could
interact with ambassador SammyJComedianAl at any time and hear him explaining what
their gifts have done? Or think of Taylor Swift who has donated large sums to foodbanks in
many cities she visited as part of her Eras Tour. What if donors could have a conversation
with TaylorAl about what motivates her to give and what she loves about the city she’s
visiting?
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Or what if you’re one of those organisations that has a highly well-known charismatic
founder? Take the Fred Hollows Foundation. Even though Fred has passed, if there are
enough transcripts, interviews or documents available in his voice for a chatbot to learn from,
you could conceivably make an Al companion in his image. Imagine a donor talking to
FredHollowsAlI as he explains the intricacies of eye surgery or reports back on what
donations have made possible.

Conversely, what if you don’t want to capitalise on celebrity status but protect people?
Consider charities that work with family violence where survivors often don’t want to be
identified. With permission, could you introduce FleeingMumAlI to donors? Or could an Al
companion give a voice to children affected by family violence and abuse? This could bring a
whole new dimension to fundraising storytelling. This brings us to a third possibility in Al
relationships.

3. Using AI companions to represent program participants* and enable richer
storytelling so donors can feel more love and connection to the cause.

These Al companions would be able to interact with donors, having conversations and
sharing details of participant lives and stories. In many cases, they could go beyond what is
possible within the confines of an online ad or direct mail pack.

Let’s start with what would be functionally useful to preserve stories. If your participants are
nearing end of life, this would be the perfect time to start developing Al companion clones
that can keep their stories alive. For example, some nonprofits that help people such as war
veterans or Holocaust survivors already have projects to capture and catalogue their stories
via print, audio and video. Interacting with an AI companion could simply be an extension of
that. While videos can be compelling, imagine donors in the 2040s (20 years from now)
building a relationship with the virtual versions of people who lived through WWII a century
ago. Donors could ask VeteranCaptBobAl or HolocaustSurvivorAriel Al questions about their
experience, feel their trauma, resolve to live their lives differently... and donate.

Or what if you have participants that are hard to love because their problems are perceived to
be their fault? For example, an Al companion, either a clone or composite, could be trained
on real-life interviews and data with drug addicts or prisoners, many of whom are homeless.
StreetSurvivorDeclanAl could then dialogue with donors and help them understand the
bigger picture issues that lead to drug use or crime — and the systemic problems that stop
him from making a better life. All this is possible without the danger of featuring a real-life
reformed addict or criminal in your direct mail pack or as a speaker at a public donor event,
only to have them relapse three days after your fundraising appeal launches — rendering
your campaign unusable. And yes, [ know of cases where this has occurred but Al
companions could eliminate this risk.

What about the charities serving patients with life-threatening or debilitating illnesses? You
could develop Al companions based on real experiences for every kind of disease from
cancer to dementia. Charities fundraising for rare or hard-to-picture diseases could benefit
from this. For example, mental health is typically hard to fundraise for because the illnesses
are hard to picture, unlike a child with a bald head from cancer. People with mental illnesses
may not look sick — in fact, they may appear happy and well-adjusted while dealing with
immense internal pain or hiding suicidal thoughts. And it’s tough to ask someone living with
a debilitating mental illness to be featured in a campaign — there’s no good time since the
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illness doesn’t ‘end’. But an Al companion could help explain to a donor what it’s like to live
in the head of someone with a mental illness, the challenges of others thinking they don’t
have a real illness and the impact on their daily lives — while protecting real-life humans
from reliving their trauma over and over.

“If an AI companion character can ‘learn’ the preferences, needs and language of the
average teen user, then surely we can train a bot to identify and speak the language of a
potential charitable giver?”

Finally, consider developing Al companion clones for child sponsorship. If the right
precautions were taken to protect identity and locations, donors could build a deeper
relationship with their sponsored child through MaraCambodiaAl or LocalChildScottAl. You
could even bring in other people in the child’s life such as SchoolTeacherAl or DoctorAl to
tell a much broader story of family or community impact in Cambodia. Or introduce
ChildPsychAl or SchoolCounsellorAl to explain the impact of poverty and bullying at
school. Donors could share and compare their own experiences, allowing them to forge closer
connections with the Al versions of your participants.

Also, depending on how the chatbot is trained, Al companions could also help overcome
saviourist attitudes. As a donor interacts with MaraCambodiaAl, hopefully they would come
to view their sponsored child as a whole person with their own culture, ideas and visions for
the future. In theory, it should be possible to train Al companions to push back against
negative stereotypes and language that promotes unequal power structures. If done with
sensitivity, donors should feel their views are heard and considered while being challenged to
be more accepting, caring and loving.

MaraCambodiaAl may also offer stronger protection for sponsored children. All charities that
offer child sponsorship have strict guidelines for how and when donors can contact or visit
their sponsored child (if visits are allowed at all). But instead of offering a donor direct
contact with Mara in Cambodia, they can first interact with MaraCambodiaAl, which then
also acts as a screening tool. If a charity can see Al interactions from donors that are
culturally or socially inappropriate, they can take steps to better educate donors about how to
speak and behave with respect towards their sponsored child. They can also use this data to
help decide whether a specific donor should be approved to visit their sponsored child.

Issues to resolve

At this point, I can imagine the outcry at many of these suggestions. Yes, there are lots of
issues. Below I’ve summarised the main ones, but no doubt you can think of more.

Authenticity At a time when donors crave true connections, how authentic can a relationship
with an Al companion really be? Well, it’s not authentic — but Al users don’t seem to care.
Media reports indicate that teens who create fictional character chatbots know they aren’t
real. But that doesn’t stop them from forging close connections with chatbots that lead to
damaging effects such as depression, social withdrawal or worse. On the other hand, some
studies have found using Al chatbots for mental health therapy can be effective. Therefore,
instead of intensifying loneliness and isolation, couldn’t we train AI companions to magnify
connection and community? So donors have such fulfilling relationships with charity Al
companions that they become more kind, tolerant and caring people? Also, consider Dentsu’s
Consumer Vision 2035 study of 30,000 respondents. It found that by 2035, over 50% of
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consumers expect their relationships with Al companions to be as fulfilling as human ties.
The same study says 79% of respondents want an Al companion clone of themselves to
complete daily tasks such as scheduling personal and work meetings for them.

Donor privacy How will donors feel about data from their interactions being mined and used
through Al companion interaction? Much will depend on how invasive the technology feels
to donors. You don’t want an Al companion to feel creepy — like googling an item you want
to buy then seeing it pop up in every social media platform you’re on. But if it’s seamless and
feels like you’re speaking the donors’ language and trying to make life easier for donors, then
connection and convenience will most likely outweigh privacy concerns.

Identity licensing This applies to your fundraising staff, ambassadors, participants — in fact,
anyone whose knowledge, identity and experiences you use to train an Al companion. How
will your fundraising staff feel about their unique approaches and personalities being used to
train a chatbot? What happens if these staff leave your charity? Will you have to pay a
celebrity a licensing fee to use their voice, mannerisms and likeness in an Al companion
clone? How will participants be compensated for the use of their lives and experiences in an
Al companion?

Identity misuse What if JoanSmithAl, FredHollowsAl, VeteranCaptBobAl or
MaraCambodiaAl behave in ways that their real-life humans don’t approve of or which
misrepresents their real-life identity? One influencer, Caryn Marjorie, had to shut down her
digital clone when her fans became sexually aggressive. In this case, Caryn was horrified at
the way CarynAl accepted and encouraged sexual advances, something Caryn herself would
never condone in real life. While we don’t necessarily expect donors to make sexual
advances, they can behave in other inappropriate ways, which means Al companion clones
must be trained to respond in ways which preserve the dignity and safety of their real-life
humans. That brings us to the next point.

Boundaries on donor centricity While you want Al companions to build relationships and
better meet your donors’ needs, you only want Al to respond to reasonable needs. While most
donors are lovely, generous souls who just want to help others, some donors are narcissistic,
controlling, irrational and demanding. Whether they want special treatment, unrealistic levels
of reporting, demand that you run certain programs in specific ways, display prejudiced or
saviourist attitudes, or behave in other undesirable ways, you don’t want JoanSmithAlI or
MaraCambodiaAl to cater to their every unreasonable whim.

But if we can train Al companions to have nuanced conversations with people who
experience extreme loneliness then surely we can train them to push back on problematic
donor attitudes? Of course, you risk angering a donor if JoanSmithAl or MaraCambodiaAl
responds in a way they don’t like. But likely you would risk angering the donor in a human
interaction anyway — and is this the kind of donor you really want? Also, would using Al
companions be a good way to protect your female participants, staff — or even female CEOs
— from those donors who do use their power and privilege to make inappropriate sexual
overtures? And we definitely don’t want donors falling in love with JoanSmithAlI or
MaraCambodiaAl. While some people want Al companions to fulfil their needs for romantic
or sexual love, we want Al companions to fulfil donor needs for altruistic or philanthropic
love.
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This is where we’d need Al companions to be skilled at differentiating reasonable donor
needs from unreasonable donor wants. Or they need to distinguish when a donor demand
must be passed on to a real human for resolution. That’s an interesting idea in itself — how
many donors talking to an Al companion would make irrational demands or use sexist, racist
or rude language if they knew their entire conversation could be made available to a human
to review?

Final massive disclaimer

At this point in time, the nonprofit sector is very far away from any of these scenarios. To
train Al companions effectively for any of these fundraising relationship situations, you need
to understand and love donors well in the human realm.

But many charities perform poorly at this.

However, as fundraisers, we work in the sector that is supposed to do good. Rather than a
race to the bottom to use Al in ways that yield the absolute worst results in people —
technology addiction, tragic relational outcomes, biased messaging and imagery — we ought
to be leaders in taking Al and using it in ways to make donors feel part of a bigger,
worthwhile cause while encouraging them to be more generous, open-minded, caring and
loving.

* Rather than using the term ‘beneficiaries’ which promotes a power imbalance, we have
opted to use ‘participants’.
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