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Forecasting the New World

What happens to nonprofit giving when the donation page dissolves into the
conversation

“Traffic was never the point. Gifts are. For the first time, the two are moving in opposite
directions, and most of us are still measuring the one that matters less.”

Graham Covington - Founder, Escalator
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1. The question
Can Al assistants become the new donation page?

Every nonprofit benchmark this year reports the same thing: organic search traffic is falling, and Al
chatbots are the reason. This has sounded an alarm in the sector, but I actually believe that technology
developing right now paints a different picture of the future. Gifts and website visits are decoupling.
Visits will keep falling. Gifts, from the same pool of searchers, can hold and then grow because the
growth is arriving in a channel most nonprofits cannot yet see in their analytics: the conversation itself.

[ will take you through four sequential blocks of thinking. What is measured. What we assume. What the
forecast shows. I end with some recommended priorities.

2. What we know
These are the measured facts. Everything later in the paper is built on them.

Search traffic to nonprofits is shrinking. Organic search was 39% of nonprofit website visits in
2025 and declined through the year; M+R attributes the fall to Al overviews, zero-click search and
chatbot discovery.! The monthly trajectory ran from 43% of visits in January to 26% in December.2

The web as a whole is losing search referrals. Page views from Google Search across Chartbeat’s
publisher network fell 34% between December 2024 and December 2025. Chatbot referrals grew
more than 200% in the same period but remain under 1% of page views.3 Publishers expect search
referrals to fall a further 43% over three years.*

Al answers suppress clicks. When a Google Al Overview appears, users click a result 8% of the
time, against 15% when it does not.> Fewer than one in three Google searches now sends a click to
the open web.¢

Assistants cite more, and users click those citations rarely. Citations appeared in 1.6% of US
ChatGPT prompts in June 2025 and 6.8% by May 2026.7 A displayed citation earns a click 5.8% of
the time; transactional citations 8.6%, informational 3.6%.8 A server-log study found assistants
fetching a page roughly 100 times for every visitor they sent.”

The visitors who do click convert unusually well. Adobe, tracking over a trillion US retail visits,
reports Al-referred traffic converting 42% better than non-Al traffic by March 2026, with revenue
per visit 37% higher; a year earlier it converted worse.10 Ruler Analytics, across 110 million
sessions, puts Al referral conversion at 5.8%, above organic search and comparable to paid.!! The
base is small: about 1% of website traffic.!2

Nonprofit websites convert 1.6% of visitors into donors, at $1.33 per visitor.!3

One fact is missing. Nobody has published a conversion rate for Al-referred visitors to nonprofit
websites. The paper says so wherever that gap matters.
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3. The assumptions, in plain terms

The forecast indexes gifts from two channels, organic search and Al assistants, to 100 in 2025. Every

other channel is excluded and held constant. Each assumption below is graded with a confidence score.

Assumption

Organic search visits

Al assistant referral visits

Website conversion,
search visitors

Website conversion, Al-

referred visitors

In-chat gifts

All other channels

Value

Fall 25% a year

Grow 3x, 2x,1.5x a
year from a 1% base

1.6% donate

4.0% donate (2.5x
search)

Pilot 2027; 2028 at

1.5x Al-referral gifts

Constant

Basis

M+R shows the decline under way;
publishers expect —43% over three years

Citation rates quadrupled in a year;
clickable brand links lifted ChatGPT
referrals 158% in one week

M+R site-wide average; conversion by
channel is not published

Premium measured in retail (Adobe,
Ruler); not yet measured for giving

Requires a charity category in a commerce
protocol and the nonprofit as merchant of
record

Email, direct, paid and social are outside
the model

Confidence

Measured trend

Measured trend

Assumed

Assumed

Speculative

Scope

Two points on the weakest of the data foundations. The Al conversion premium is transplanted from

commerce. The mechanism, that the conversation qualifies the visitor before the click, has no obvious

reason to fail for giving; a donation is a more decided act than a purchase. But it is untested. And the in-

chat segment depends on decisions the platforms have not yet made. It is the upside case.

4. The forecast

Organic search referral - donate on site

200

150

100)

Gifts, indexed (2025

50

100 —

) Al assistant referral - donate on site

70

2026

projected

88

In-chat transaction - no website visit (contingent)

98
9

53

2027
projected - in-chat pilot

175

81

40

2028

projected - in-chat at scale

Figure 1. Gifts from search and Al channels, indexed to 2025 = 100, base scenario. Light blue: organic search visitors donating
on the website. Blue: Al-referred visitors donating on the website. Yellow: gifts completed inside the assistant, with no website

Visit.
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This figure of the forecast illustrates the case for optimism. You can see that organic search continues to
decline, while Al referrals increase, and ultimately in-chat donations start to drive a lot of the giving.
Some detail below.

Three things are visible.

1. Gifts hold flat while visits fall. Total website visits in the model drop 14% by 2028. Gifts from the
same two channels finish 2027 at 98. The conversion premium on Al referrals offsets almost all of
the volume loss, because a search click was always a weak signal and an assistant click is a strong
one.

2. The growth arrives without a visit. By 2028, in the base scenario, in-chat gifts are the largest
source, larger than organic search ever was. None of them appears in website analytics.

3. The website changes job. It stops being the destination and becomes the source: the place
assistants read to decide whether to recommend you, and the checkout they hand off to.

The scenario is deliberately moderate. A steeper search decline with a larger conversion premium, which
is what M+R’s monthly data and the log studies suggest, produces a higher total by 2028, not a lower one.

The warning in the chart

The yellow segment can go one of two ways.

In-chat giving can arrive through a protocol that keeps the nonprofit as merchant of record: the gift
is yours, the donor is yours, the receipt is yours. That is how the Agentic Commerce Protocol and
Google’s Universal Commerce Protocol are designed for retail.

Or it can arrive through a fund. The simplest way for an assistant to offer giving to two million
charities is one integration with an intermediary that disburses cheques, the way social fundraisers
already work. That raises money and destroys the supporter relationship at the same time.

Same segment, opposite futures. Which one the sector gets is being decided in protocol
specifications this year.

5. Three channels, three jobs

Organic search: shrinking, and changing purpose

Search is not dying; Google’s search revenue grew 19% in the first quarter of 2026. What is dying is the
click. Google now answers, calls businesses on the user’s behalf, and is building a cart that completes
purchases without a site visit.

Google’s “Have Al check pricing” feature calls local businesses ranked in the map pack, gathers quotes
and emails the user a comparison; businesses that do not answer are listed as unreachable.* Universal
Cart, announced at I/0 in May 2026, completes purchases inside Google’s surfaces with the seller
remaining merchant of record.!>
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The job is no longer to rank. It is to be read correctly and cited. Answer engine optimisation is the
practical expression of that:

e Adirect answer in the first paragraph of every key page. What you do, for whom, where, with what
result.

» Documented impact numbers. Assistants quote specifics and skip vague claims.

» Registry hygiene. Identical legal name, registration number, founding date and mission across your
site, Candid, Charity Navigator and Google Business Profile. Assistants recommend what they can
corroborate.

o Structured data. Schema markup for organisation, campaigns and donation actions.

* A phone that gets answered. When an assistant calls to check what you do (silence is
disqualification.)

Al assistant referral: growing, and worth more per visit

Two tasks. Be cited, then be worth the click.

Being cited is the search job above. Being worth the click means treating an Al-referred visitor as what
they are: someone who has already decided. The landing page should confirm and convert, not persuade.
And the channel must be visible: tag ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini and Perplexity as a referrer group in
analytics, or the growth in Figure 1 will show up as unexplained direct traffic.

Beyond the page, there is the door. An MCP server is a small hosted service that lets assistants query a
nonprofit directly: current campaigns, documented impact, designations, a giving link. It is opt-in, not
crawled; assistants connect through directories and the MCP Registry, which remains in preview.16
Benevity already runs one, exposing 2.4 million verified nonprofits to Claude for discovery, with
donations linking out to each organisation’s site.!” Figure 2 shows what this looks like.

~ ESCALATOR PLATFORM  ~--------------—ooooooooooooooy

’
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DONOR Al ASSISTANT : MCP SERVER HOSTED ENVIRONMENT

: Thin door. Stores nothing.

"Which local food Third-party !

bank should | ChatGPT - Claude - Gemini - Perplexity : > find_nonprofit
support, and what —

< > > get_campaign <>

Nonprofit data
> get_impact One tenant per client

does $50 do?" :

R 1
First-party ’ : > subscribe

1

1

1

1

1

i

Campaigns - impact - supporters
Consent - registry IDs

Asked in a chat Escalator Conversational Giving

> start_donation_

Donor record never leaves.

A - Link out to hosted checkout + In-chat checkout (ACP) C - Agent checkout (UCP / AP2)

Announced Beta Live Announced Beta - retail only Live Announced - retail Beta Live
Donor finishes on the nonprofit's page. ChatGPT takes the card, sends you the order. Google's agent completes the gift for the user.
Any assistant. Data 100% yours. ChatGPT only. You stay merchant of record. Google surfaces. You stay merchant of record.
Precedent: Benevity Nonprofit MCP No charity implementation yet Charity category not yet opened
Found by Trusted because Kept safe by
Directory listings and the MCP Registry. You own the domain. Directories review. No card data through MCP. Login for anything personal.
Opt-in, not crawled. Answers carry registry IDs to cross-check. Public callers see public data only.

Figure 2. An agent-answerable nonprofit. The MCP server is a thin door into the platform; data stays inside; payment can
follow three options at different stages of readiness.
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In-chat transactions: contingent, and the largest prize

Nothing here is live for charities. OpenAl launched in-chat checkout in September 2025 and scaled it
back in March 2026, moving to discovery in chat and transaction on the merchant’s site.!8 Google,
Perplexity and Amazon are still building embedded checkout. All three card networks now support
agent-initiated purchases.!® Fundraise Up has named “agentic giving” as a category without naming a
product or a date.20

The job now is readiness and influence. Readiness means having the front door built so that the week a
charity category opens in a commerce protocol, you can plug in. Influence means the sector saying that
giving inside an assistant must keep the nonprofit as merchant of record and deliver the donor record
with the gift. That is the difference between the two futures of the yellow segment

6. How to live in the new world

Everything in the first two stages pays off whether or not in-chat giving arrives. They improve citation
and conversion today. The third stage is a bet.

Stage Moves Why it is no-regret

Now (0-6 months)  Registry hygiene. Rewrite key pages for direct answers and Raises citation and search
documented impact. Tag Al referrers in analytics. Make sure the performance immediately;
phone is answered. costs little

Next (6-18 Publish an agent front door (MCP or equivalent) exposing identity, Converts the visitors who

months) campaigns, impact, FAQ and a hosted giving link. Deploy come; the owned channels
conversational giving on channels you own: email, web, SMS, are where a nonprofit can
WhatsApp. Setupa voice agent for Al-initiated calls. still initiate

Then (18-24 Implement protocol checkout (ACP, UCP) when a charity category ~ Optionality on the largest

months+) opens, keeping merchant-of-record status. Pilot apps inside segment; worthless without
assistants. the first two stages

One measurement

The single most useful number the sector lacks is the conversion rate of Al-referred visitors to nonprofit
websites. Any platform with a few dozen clients can produce it in a quarter by tagging assistant referrers
and counting gifts. Escalator intends to publish it. Whoever does so first will own the benchmark this

paper had to assume.

7. What would change our mind
Three findings would break the forecast.

1. Al-referred donors converting no better than search visitors. The flat line in 2026-27 would
become a falling one.

2. Assistants routing gifts through funds by default. The yellow segment would grow, and the
supporter file would not.

3. Citation click-through stalling below 5% while citation rates plateau. The blue segment would stop
growing before it mattered.

None has happened yet. All three are measurable within a year. We will report which way they go.
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