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greatest return.
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People power is vital to winning on social justice issues, and an 

engaged membership can also bring in needed donations. here’s how 

one group continually builds membership using key organizing and 

fundraising principles. 

 11  How to Take Advantage of Changing Demographics in 
Fundraising 
by Mike roque

People of color will soon be 

the majority in the u.S.—an 
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St. peter’s housing committee, which has now merged 

with Just Cause Oakland (cjjc.org), builds the leadership 

of their members and clients through both fundraising 

and organizing. here, members rally in support of the 

renters economic relief Package in June 2009, which 

would have helped tenants afford rents as the economic 

crisis reduces wages and jobs. the package was 

approved by the San Francisco board of Supervisors but 

was vetoed by Mayor Gavin newsom.



War. recession. Global WarminG. Corporate welfare. Budget cuts. Natural disasters 
exacerbated by neocolonialism and militarism. In the face of these crises, many of us are 
searching for reasons to be hopeful and for solutions to these problems that are so much 
bigger than any one of us. And in this search for inspiration and the ability to make a 
positive impact, many people are joining organizations, as members and/or as donors.

Although some fundraising experts suggest that now is not a good time to reach out to 
new donors given the economic climate, many people are actually hungry for inspiration 
and a chance to make a difference. Also, continually searching for new donors is essential 
to the health and sustainability of our organizations.

With the goal of inviting more people to join our efforts, this issue of the Journal 
focuses on finding and building relationships with new donors. Fundraising consul-
tant Rona Fernandez kicks off the issue by reminding us to not overlook our clients as 
potential donors, and provides steps for how to respectfully invite them to give. Next, 
Amy O’Connor suggests ways to optimize your direct mail response, and cautions against 
abandoning this tried-and-true strategy, with ways to customize your mailings to avoid 
the declining response rates of the standard approach. Amy partners with long-time Jour-
nal contributor Andy Robinson to feature Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement, 
demonstrating how their organizing work has built their membership base, increased 
their individual donations and decreased their dependence on foundation funding. An 
article by former GIFT Executive Director Mike Roque offers tips for how we can incor-
porate demographic shifts in the U.S. into our program and fundraising plans to better 
serve our communities, expand our pool of supporters, and strengthen our work. Finally, 
Nzinga Koné-Miller rounds out the issue with an email strategy for converting your 
friends’ friends from one-time donors to repeat supporters.

A few housekeeping items: There have been some technical glitches with accessing 
the online Journal archive, and we apologize for the inconvenience. If you are still having 
difficulty or have not received an email with instructions for accessing the archive, please 
email jennifer@grassrootsfundraising.org and I’ll walk you through the process. 

If you’d like to update your contact information or change your delivery preferences 
for the Journal and/or renewal notices, please email info@grassrootsfundraising.org or 
call us toll-free: 888-458-8588 x304. Please don’t hesitate to get in touch if something isn’t 
working for you.

Finally, we have a correction to make from the Jan-Feb 2010 issue. On page 5 we 
wrote,  “...to qualify for nonprofit bulk mailing rates, each letter has to be identical, which 
literally means you can’t have a separate name/address/salutation for each one.” This is 
actually not the case. Personalizing letters does not disqualify you from nonprofit bulk 
mailing rates, as long as it’s done electronically and not by hand.

Until next time, here’s to keeping hope and inspiration alive for ourselves, our donors, 
and the movement!
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in my Work as a FUnDraisinG consUlTanT, I’m always 
surprised at how many nonprofits overlook what seems to be 
an obvious source of new donor prospects: the people who are 
served by or are most involved in their program work. For most 
grassroots organizations, these key constituents are often the 
backbone of their donor program, but for many other groups, 
their clients or members are rarely (if ever) asked for money, 
and they rarely fundraise for the organization either. If your 
group is one whose donors come mostly from outside your core 
constituency, then the good news is that you probably have a 
whole other pool of people you can tap to make your grassroots 
fundraising program more successful: the people served by your 
program.

It’s not surprising that the people directly affected by your 
program work would make good donor prospects. In her 
November/December 2009 article for the Journal, “Silos Are for 
Farms,” consultant Tina Cincotti quoted researcher Penelope 
Burk’s finding that 93 percent of donors volunteer, and 95 
percent of volunteers give money to the organizations they vol-
unteer with. Although statistics for client-based giving are not 
available, we know anecdotally that the people who benefit the 
most from your services—whether you provide free health care 
services or free legal advice, as the two groups that are profiled 

in this article do, or some other low- or no-cost service—would 
also want to support your work financially. 

I spoke to the directors of two San Francisco organizations 
that have regularly raised several thousand dollars each year 
from their client base: Belma Gonzalez, former executive direc-
tor of what was then called the Women’s Needs Center (now 
the Women’s Community Clinic), and Marianna Viturro, co-
director of St. Peter’s Housing Committee. Their stories affirm 
some of the most basic principles of grassroots fundraising in 
powerful and inspiring ways. 

The Women’s Needs Center was a free clinic that provided 
crucial reproductive health services to low-income women in 
San Francisco. Although the agency raised the majority of its 
income from non-clients through a canvassing program and 
direct mail, they also brought in an average of $3,000 a month 
from client donations—more than $36,000 a year. However, 
the original reason behind asking for a donation was not just 
a financial one—it was that the clinic needed to comply with 
federal funding requirements.

“As a licensed community clinic, we were supposed to get a 
co-payment from our clients,” says Belma Gonzalez, who was 
the executive director of the clinic for five years in the 1990s. 
“But as a free clinic, we didn’t want to require a co-pay from 

Fundraising in your own back yard:
inviting clients to be Donors
By Rona Fernandez

PHOTO BY BRIDGET KANE

A Women’s Community Clinic health worker speaks with a client.
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folks or be seen as a sliding scale clinic. So, our compromise 
originally was to ask clients for the co-pay as a donation. The 
amount was based on the difference between what our funders 
would pay for the visit—which was based on the client’s income, 

and all clients were living below the Federal poverty guide-
lines—and what the visit actually cost.”

St. Peter’s Housing Committee, based in the Mission District 
of San Francisco, a working-class neighborhood with a large 
Latino immigrant population, provides free tenant counsel-
ing, mostly for low-income, Spanish-speaking clients. As at the 
Women’s Needs Center, these services are offered free of charge, 
but the organization also makes a donation request that has 
become a standard part of their work. 

“It’s optional,” explains Mariana Viturro, co-director of St. 
Peter’s. “We have taped up on every computer monitor that we 
are supported by the community and that we suggest a donation 
of $30. Most people give in that range because that’s what we 
put out.” The group receives about $7,000 per year from these 
donations. 

St. Peter’s is unique in that it started out as mostly a social 
service agency and over time evolved into an organization that 
both provided services and did broader advocacy, grassroots 
organizing, and movement-building to help preserve affordable 
housing in San Francisco. As the group’s work changed, so did 
their fundraising strategy—shifting from being funded mostly 
by government and large institutions to having more individual 
donors, including their clients, whose donations could be used 
to support the group’s broader agenda. 

Drawing from these organizations’ experiences, here are five 
things you can do in your organization to find new donors in 
your client base. You may not be able to make these changes 
immediately or all at once, but by doing just one or two of these 
things you can identify many prospects who have been right in 
your own back yard all along.

Five Things you can Do to raise money from  
your clients
1. Don’t assume that people won’t or can’t donate.

The underlying assumption that many people in social 
service nonprofits make is that their clients, who are often 
low-income people, don’t have any money to give. But the large 

majority of people in the United States give money to nonprofits 
(about seven out of every ten people), and on average, about 60 
percent of the total donations given by individuals in this coun-
try come from households with incomes of less than $100,000 

per year. Even about 20 percent of people who receive Tempo-
rary Assistance for Needy Families (formerly known as welfare) 
give money to charities.

“One of our monthly donors is a client. He gives $25 a 
month,” says Viturro of St. Peter’s Housing Committee. “I think 
he makes $1,500 a month. That $25 is a lot for him.” If you 
assume that some people are just too poor to give or that they 
should spend their money on something else, not only are you 
robbing them of the opportunity to show their support and ap-
preciation for your work, but you’re not raising as much money 
as you could be or bringing in all the donors who can and 
should be supporting your work.

2. Call it what you will…it’s still fundraising! 
If program staff in your organization have a mental block 

around fundraising from your clients—which is common for 
many groups who are used to seeing their clients as recipients 
of services only—then by all means call it something else! It’s 
not as important that your staff identify as fundraisers as it 
is that they carry out the work of bringing in support for the 
organization. 

Viturro’s experience at St. Peter’s has shown her that calling 
an activity “fundraising” may make it unnecessarily intimidat-
ing. “When I show people spreadsheets with dollar amounts, 
they just don’t relate to it and get bored and think, ‘Oh, it’s just 
the fundraising report and it has nothing to do with me.’ When 
we approach it more from how it relates to community-building 
and our services, it’s more effective. It makes sense program-
matically in terms of bringing people into the organization—it’s 
just one of the ways to do that.“ 

At the Women’s Needs Center, Gonzalez says that staff never 
called their requests for donations from clients fundraising, 
but that looking back on the experience, she sees that it was 
definitely a way of raising money for the organization from its 
clients. Once the practice was firmly in place, however, staff saw 
the importance of having clients as donors. “Later,” she said, “we 
felt it was important for clients to be on board with us.”

as THe GroUP’s Work cHanGeD, so DiD THeir FUnDraisinG sTraTeGy—sHiFTinG From beinG FUnDeD 
mosTly by GovernmenT anD larGe insTiTUTions To HavinG more inDiviDUal Donors, inclUDinG 
THeir clienTs.

March–April 2010
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3. Educate everyone in the organization about how much it 
costs to do the work. 

All the people who care about your work (donors, board 
members, staff, clients, members) should have a sense of your 
budget size and what it costs to do the work. Not only is this a 
good way to build a more democratic organizational culture, 
but people will be more motivated to fundraise if they know 
what they are fundraising for and what kind of an impact the 
donations they bring can make. However, talking about money 
in your organization can bring up thorny feelings—and some-
times conflict—over how to handle fundraising activities.

At times these conflicts center on whether it’s appropriate 
to even ask low-income people for money (see point #1 above), 
and can have more to do with staff members’ own issues with 
money and fundraising than about whether clients want to give. 
Gonzalez emphasized the need for transparency with clients as 
a way to cut through some of these challenges.

“We would be lying to pretend that health care is free,” she 
says about how she responded to staff concerns about asking 
for donations. “The value I advocated for was transparency,” ex-
plains Gonzalez. “[I would suggest staff tell clients that] it costs 
us lots to be here and if you can help us out by donating toward 
what isn’t covered for your visit by our funders, then you’re 
helping to ensure your clinic will remain open.”

4. Be respectful of and value each person’s giving capacity. 
“When folks made their appointment we let them know 

about the donation and we didn’t ask for the donation until 
their visit was finished,” says Gonzalez about the client dona-
tions at the Women’s Needs Center. “And we made sure the 
front desk folks were gracious and respectful with folks if they 
couldn’t give.” 

No matter the size of the donation, it’s important to value all 
donations by your clients and core members, as these are the 
people who are most committed to your work and most likely 
to give repeatedly when asked. At St. Peter’s, more than 300 of 
their clients (about half of the people they see each year through 
their free legal advice service) make donations. 

“Some clients give every time they come. It may only be $5 
each time but by the end of the year it’s $120,” says Viturro. “The 
most incredible donations are when people win a case [thanks 
to St. Peter’s free legal help], which meant they got their deposit 
back or were compensated for some abuse in their housing. 
There was one case with three tenants who were able to get their 
$1,000 deposit back, and they each gave $100 to the organiza-
tion.” Even small donations can add up if you are giving people 
multiple opportunities to give.

 Gonzalez emphasizes the importance of getting clients to 
see themselves not just as recipients of services, but as part of 
your work, and to impress this attitude upon program staff, who 
often have the most contact with clients. “I always ask folks to 
think about how they feel when they contribute to something 
or help out in some way,” she says. “How they then feel a part 
of something, and are not simply an outsider looking in, or a 
person being served.” 

5. Make fundraising a part of everyone’s job. 
Even if fundraising is not part of everyone’s job description, 

every person—especially program staff, who often think of 
fundraising as something that happens ‘over there’ in another 
department, and not as part of their work—should be respon-
sible for at least one key fundraising task. 

At St Peter’s, the counseling staff, not fundraising staff, are 
in charge of collecting donations from clients. “It’s part of the 
counseling ask,” she says. The counseling staff also do fundrais-
ing asks of the lawyers who volunteer their time to give legal 
advice to St. Peter’s clients. “When new staff come on it’s always 
part of the rap that we teach them, and in our client database 
there is information to put in about whether they made a dona-
tion and the amount.”

At the Women’s Needs Center, the front desk staff asked for 
donations. “The phone folks were taught to stress that it was a 
donation,” says Gonzalez, “and to figure out what the donation 
would be with the client so she could be prepared to bring a 
donation if she could. If the client had no money it was OK.” 
Gonzalez says that very few clients did not make a donation, 
and some gave more than the suggested amount.

The main lesson from these two organizations’ experiences 
is that everyone who cares about your work should be asked to 
make a contribution to your work on a regular basis. Not only 
will doing so increase the number of prospective donors you 
have and the amount of money coming in, it will also increase 
people’s feeling of ownership of your organization and make 
them feel more invested in your work. 

“Most of the time people feel really invested and honored to 
be able to contribute,” says Viturro. “It helps with their relation-
ship with the organization, and they want to see other people 
have access to the services that they used.” n

Rona Fernandez is a fundraising consultant with Klein and Roth 

Consulting. Join Rona on March 16th to learn how to create a culture 

of fundraising at your organization. Call 888-458-8588 x304 or visit 

grassrootsfundraising.org/webinars to register today!
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THe economy is in a slUmP. Foundation giving is generally 
down. People are hanging on to their money and those who are 
still giving are giving less. This is old news by now. Odds are 
that you’ve seen the same trends in your own organization. 

Unfortunately, an argument that has been around for nearly 
30 years has been resurfacing in these tough times. The argu-

ment goes that, due to rising costs and lower response, acquir-
ing members through mass direct mail  is no longer a viable 
strategy. (Members are typically individuals who make one or 
more monetary gifts or in-kind gifts to an organization. In some 
cases volunteers are also considered members even if they don’t 
make a financial donation.)

Like the economy and most fundraising results, direct mail 
membership acquisition is certainly down. However, it is far 
from dead, and nonprofits abandon this work horse at their 
peril. For the last 26 years, Ken Kerber of the Conservation Co-
alition, based in Marlborough, NH, has followed the response 
trends as he manages direct mail acquisition campaigns for state 
and regional nonprofits. He points out that “dollar for dollar, 
direct mail is still the most efficient way for organizations to 
obtain new long-term members. And without an ongoing influx 
of new members, membership revenue will start to shrink due 
to normal attrition.” Whether an organization has 500 or 5,000 
members, this advice holds true. However, at what scale the 
organization conducts direct mail member acquisition and how 

personalized they make it will vary depending on their size and 
resources (see The Role of Personalization below). 

Because so many nonprofits depend on their supporters and 
volunteers for funding and political clout, this is not a time to 
give up on the most efficient way to acquire members. However, 
it is a time to use it cautiously and to make sure you understand 

how direct mail works, which factors can increase its effec-
tiveness, and how to raise more revenue while we wait for the 
economy to strengthen.

lists: The critical ingredient
Because direct mail acquisition entails a significant up-

front cost—whether in money and/or staff time—it is vital to 
maximize response. The quality of the lists used is still the most 
important element in predicting direct mail success. During 
better economic times, many organizations send mass direct 
mail (i.e., mailings consisting of relatively impersonal packages) 
that achieves 0.8-1.0% response rates and breaks even in two 
to three years, as new donors from the mailing give subsequent 
and greater gifts. At these rates, it is worth the cost of the mail-
ing when taking into account the lifetime contributions of the 
new members. However, when response rates dip to 0.5% or 
below, it becomes difficult to justify using this type of direct 
mail because it simply takes too many years to break even on 
any given mailing to make it worth the investment.

Direct mail: Down but not out
By Amy O’Connor

like THe economy anD mosT FUnDraisinG resUlTs, DirecT mail membersHiP acqUisiTion is 
cerTainly DoWn. HoWever, iT is Far From DeaD.

March–April 2010
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The best way to increase direct mail success is to ensure that 
the lists used are well targeted, up to date, and “hot”—that is, 
they contain prospective members who are most likely to care 
about your issue or who have a personal connection to your 
organization. Instead of simply renting lists from or exchanging 
lists with relatively like-minded nonprofits, the current climate 
requires that we are always on the lookout for contact infor-
mation from the most likely of prospects who will respond at 
dramatically higher rates than those seen for mass direct mail. 

Look to these for the best sources for great prospects:
•	 Relatives,	friends	and	acquaintances	of	staff,	board,	and	

current members
•	 Petition	signatures	from	folks	interested	in	your	issues
•	 People	who	have	attended	your	events	(and	whose	

contact information you’ve gathered using sign-up sheets, 
door prizes, and registrations)

•	 People	who	have	called	your	office	for	information
•	 People	who	have	used	your	services
•	 People	who	enter	raffles	and	other	prize	drawings	you	

host
•	 Activists	who	have	written	the	legislature	via	software	

programs that track online activism tools and that allow 
you to collect snail mail information

•	 Rallies,	meetings,	or	public	events	where	sign-up	sheets	
were available

•	 Prospective	members	and	leaders	who	have	been	
contacted by your organizing staff and volunteers

As shown in the illustration, all contact information from 
these and other sources must be captured and funneled into the 

organization’s direct mail acquisition program. 
Once we have people’s snail mail information, 
we must send them repeated acquisition mail-
ings until the returns no longer justify mailing. 
Folks rarely respond the first time and we must 
give them multiple opportunities to respond over 
time. Sending a few acquisition mailings to a 
smaller list of people may be more cost effective 
both because the costs are spread out over the 
year and because smaller, hotter lists will be more 
productive.

By carefully collecting snail mail contact infor-
mation at every opportunity and then funneling 
the information into the membership acquisition 
system, nonprofits can create productive lists for 
their direct mail acquisition campaigns.

The role of Personalization
While the lists we choose are very important to mailing suc-

cess, it is equally important to remember that direct mail pack-
ages are produced on a spectrum from the most impersonal 
(often thought of as “mass direct mail”) to the highly personal-
ized. The more a mailing is personalized, the greater the return 
rate tends to be. The following elements, from the simplest to 
the more labor intensive, serve to personalize a mailing:

 Closed-face envelope rather than a window envelope
 Nonprofit stamp rather than post office indicia
 Letter salutation using first name
 First class, collector stamp 
 Generic but hand-written notes (often accomplished 

with volunteer help)
 Personal notes from one or more persons the individual 

knows
 Letter from a person the individual knows
 Hand-addressed envelope

Note that some of these techniques, such as nonprofit 
stamps, can be automated and can therefore be used in mail-
ings that go bulk rate at the post office. Others, such as hand-
addressed envelopes and personal notes, can only be used on 
smaller mailings where hand labor is practical and bulk mail 
rates are not being used.  Of course, regardless of how person-
alized a package is, every mailing must also have the essential 
elements of an acquisition package: a letter (industry standard 
remains four pages of text on two separate pages), a return card 
indicating suggested gift amounts, and a reply envelope into 

Direct mail acquisition inviting all 
to join as members—repeatedly.

Organizing

Collected
from calls
to office

From email
lists, website,

social networking

Member,
board, staff

connections

Rented
lists

Events,
rallies

petitions
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which the return card easily fits. In addition, the letter must be 
well crafted, with an urgent message that relates to the pros-
pect’s self-interest; an emotionally compelling story to which 
the reader relates; clean formatting that selectively uses bold, 
italic, and indented text; and plenty of white space. In short, the 
package must be visually inviting and emotionally compelling.

irresistible Premiums to boost return
In addition to using hot lists and personalization to succeed in 

today’s funding climate, we can also boost returns by using pre-

miums. These are small gifts, limited in cost by IRS regulations, 
that organizations offer to send a prospective member if he or 
she joins and/or donates. Kerber points out that “premiums can 
boost return rates, but they are not foolproof. Some don’t work 
at all. The ideal premium is one that’s irresistible to your target 
audience. That may not be another mug, tote bag, or baseball 
cap because the most effective premiums are relatively unique, 
broadly appealing, and closely linked with your mission.” 

Considering the tight economy, attractive premiums these 
days can even include self-published coupon books for dis-
counts from local businesses. These require some effort to 
compile, but Kerber emphasizes that discount books can help 
nearby businesses as well as the organization and provide a 
monetary benefit to donors. For example, a coupon book worth 
$250 in discounts can often make a $35-$50 donation a much 
easier sell.

Other mission-related premiums are relatively inexpensive 
information booklets that can be printed locally. For example, 
a group working to eliminate toxins from the environment 
could offer a booklet about how to keep toxins out of your 
home. An organization protecting waterways from runoff 
could provide a how-to guide that helps prevent household 
and automobile chemicals from entering the water stream 
while saving money. And an organization working on getting 
at-risk kids a head start in education could provide infor-
mation about how to engage children in games that teach 
particular lessons.  The opportunities are virtually limitless for 
providing something of value to prospective members while 
also engaging them in your issues.

The Place of online acquisition
While online giving has increased dramatically in the past 

few years, online acquisition has still proven relatively elusive 
to most small to medium-sized nonprofits. Large organiza-
tions with significant visibility (such as the Obama presidential 
campaign), urgent causes (such as Hurricane Katrina), or a 
high-profile human services component (such as Habitat for 
Humanity) tend to be the most successful.

Perhaps the most successful online member acquisition tools 
are those that allow your board, staff, and members to solicit 
friends, relatives, and acquaintances by email. A company called 
firstgiving.com, for example, makes it easy to set up personal 

fundraising pages for anyone who participates in this “inner 
circle” of solicitors. (See “Welcoming Your Friends’ Friends” in 
this issue for more information on boosting the returns from 
these types of asks.) 

The solicitors send an email to their personal email list and 
ask those being solicited to visit their personal fundraising page 
and to give to their organization. Although gift amounts per 
solicitor will vary depending on the organization, the campaign, 
and the means of those being solicited, each solicitor typically 
raises hundreds of dollars for the organization. However, the 
rate at which the new donors become members is yet to be 
determined. It may be that they have to be re-solicited by their 
contacts in order to give to the organization again.

Proceed with caution—but keep mailing
Although this is a time to be cautious, it is definitely not a 

time to give up on direct mail completely, for that will simply 
translate to declining growth and revenue for your organiza-
tion in the future. Organizations also need to be ready to gear 
their fundraising program up as the economy improves and 
people have (or feel that they have) more discretionary money. 
You may want to tighten up your current acquisition program, 
increase the level of personalization, test an “irresistible” pre-
mium, collect contact information for the more likely prospects, 
and mail fewer packages less often. 

As times get better on the economic front, be sure to in-
crease your direct mail acquisition efforts so that you will have 
the volunteers, donors, and activists you need to achieve your 
mission in the long run. n

Amy O’Connor (integrated-development.biz) is an organizational 

development consultant and trainer based in Salt Lake City, utah. 

THe mosT eFFecTive PremiUms are relaTively UniqUe, broaDly aPPealinG, anD closely linkeD WiTH 
yoUr mission. 
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iF yoU can imaGine a really larGe Prison crammed with 
livestock—chickens, pigs, or cattle—you’ve got some idea of 
what a factory farm is like. Thousands of animals stand in their 
own waste until the employees—often low-wage immigrant 
workers—hose it into large, foul holding ponds. These practices 
are not only hard on the animals and the workers, they’re also 
hard on the neighbors, the land, and the water they depend on.

Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement helps local 
communities fight back on social, economic, and environmen-
tal justice issues, including the impacts of factory farms. Iowa 

CCI members organized to counter intensive pressure from 
the Farm Bureau and other special interests as citizens sought 
to protect Iowa’s water quality. The resulting victory took their 
opponents by surprise—the new legislation was even stronger 
than the original rule that Iowa CCI had been working to pass. 
Without a large and active membership, it never would have 
happened—and without an aggressive “ask” program, the orga-
nization would never have built the membership base needed 
to win. 

People Power is the key
Since 1995, Iowa Citizens 

for Community Improvement 
has recruited and engaged 
more than 3,000 members 
(see Figure 1) on a wide range 
of issues. (The recent decline 
in membership is discussed 
below.)  In addition to factory 
farming, these include exces-
sive interest on pay-day loans, 
reducing corporate influence 
in politics, and non-payment 
and abuse of undocumented 
workers. As member Judy 

always be asking
Using organizing to build membership

Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement members head to their 
state capitol in January 2009 to rally for campaign contribution 
limits, access to higher education for immigrant students, and 
local control and tougher standards for factory farms.

Figure 1.  membership Growth at ia cci, 1997-2009

By Amy O’Connor and Andy Robinson

Number
of Members

PHOTO BY STEVE FRY, FRYGuYIMAGES.COM

8
Grassroots Fundraising Journal  •  grassrootsfundraising.org



Lonning says, “I’m so impressed with the way we get things 
done. When we work together we have tremendous power to 
advance the cause of justice, and CCI empowers us to stand 
together on critical issues.”  

The group’s philosophy of membership development makes 
it particularly effective. As Katie Bryan, membership and com-
munications co-coordinator, points out, “Our theory of social 
change is that the people most affected by issues should be in 
the driver’s seat. We believe in people power versus staff power.” 
Member Francisco Contreras adds, “The open line of commu-
nication between members and staff is key. Also key is having 
members be involved in the leadership and planning process.”

member Growth and engagement: it’s all about 
organizing 

Everyone at Iowa CCI understands that increasing their 
membership and engaging members in meaningful organizing 
are essentially the same work. Staff ask people to join at every 
opportunity. In addition to regular mass mailings, the group 
recruits new members in the following ways:  

•	 Organizers	make	it	clear	that	membership	is	required	for	
anyone wanting to work on an issue: a minimum of $25 
per individual, $35 per family. Introductory letters and 
conversations make this precondition clear to prospective 
leaders.

•	 At	house	meetings,	organizers	ask	for	membership,	
explaining that they’re building a movement beyond the 
particular issue in question. On average, 70% of house 
meeting participants join.

•	 The	initial	organizing	meetings	are	typically	followed	
by larger community gatherings. Here organizers or 
seasoned leaders make another pitch for membership. As 
Kristin Schaaf, membership and communications co-
coordinator notes, “They [long-time members] do direct 
asks better than staff.”

•	 Once	people	who	are	not	yet	members	have	taken	action,	
such as writing to legislators, staff members send them an 
invitation to join. People who do not respond initially are 
included in future mailings until return rates no longer 
justify the effort.

•	 The	organization	has	four	staff	teams	that	compete	at	
recruiting new and lapsed members. Regular team check-
ins and inexpensive prizes—“from the discount bin at 
Target,” Schaaf says—help everyone stay focused and 
make the friendly competition fun.  

•	 The	group	asks	for	membership	at	their	annual	
convention attended by 200-300 people. Once people 
attend, they usually join.

•	 Action	alerts	are	distributed	via	email,	social	networking	
sites, and Iowa CCI’s website. After responding to an 
action alert, activists are offered the opportunity to join 
online and are added to the organization’s database. 
Because people are required to include their snail 
mail addresses when emailing their legislators, Iowa 
CCI receives all the contact information needed for 
acquisition mailings. 

•	 Membership	invitations	are	sent	to	everyone	who	signs	a	
petition or calls the office for information. 

it all adds Up to a big membership
Through steady growth, Iowa Citizens for Community 

Improvement doubled its membership to 2,000 between 1997 
and 2003. Then it shot up to more than 3,000 members between 
2004 and 2007. The significant growth and retention of mem-
bership was the result of a very diversified acquisition and culti-
vation program as outlined in Figure 2, which shows a snapshot 
of 2008 membership acquisition. Note that organizing-related 
efforts bring in nearly the same percentage of members as tradi-
tional, mass member-acquisition mailings.

Figure 2. ia cci acquisition and cultivation Program, 
2008 results

While about 44% of new members were acquired from mass 
direct mail, an equal percentage joined through the group’s or-
ganizing efforts. The remaining 12% came from a combination 
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of events, organizational communication, and member efforts.
As a result, Iowa CCI is now far less dependent on grants 

than many comparable organizations. In 2008, they received 
only half of their revenue from foundations (see Figure 3). This 
kind of independence is especially important during the current 
recession, when foundations are cutting back.

maintaining and increasing membership: 
it’s not That simple

Starting in 2007, the organization noticed that membership 
was leveling off and then declining. Kristin Schaaf says, “We’d 
always grown! Seeing a decline in membership was difficult, as 
we depend on members for winning our issues. We needed to 
evaluate our tactics.” They discovered a number of reasons that, 
as the membership grew, it became more difficult to sustain that 
growth:

•	 Because	60%	of	members	typically	renew	from	year	to	
year, the larger the membership, the more members you 
have to acquire just to replace those who drop out. One of 
the challenges of success: to keep expanding the base, you 
have to find ever more people.

•	 Some	new-member	acquisition	tactics	didn’t	work.	For	
example, most people who received complimentary 
memberships didn’t renew.

•	 Fewer	new	members	from	mass	mailings	renewed	after	
the first year than they did in subsequent years. Although 
a respectable 50% renewed after the first year, even more 
of those people renewed in the second and third years. 
However, the overall effect is to reduce renewal rates, 
thus requiring more new members to replace those lost 

 to attrition.
•	 Iowa	CCI’s	Latino	members	don’t	renew	through	direct	

mail as frequently as other demographic groups, despite 

receiving mailings in Spanish. Staff conjectures that this 
group represents a more transient population as well 
as one that simply responds better to face-to-face asks. 
Turnover among organizers also affected renewal rates 
in the local Latino community, since organizer-member 
relationships often need to be rebuilt before members will 
renew.

next steps in building the membership
As they look to the future, Iowa Citizens for Community Im-

provement is emphasizing the following membership-building 
strategies. 

•	 Continued	focus	on	inviting	membership	at	every	
opportunity. Iowa CCI has done a remarkable job of 
creating a “culture of fundraising” where everyone on 
staff is an asker, and everyone asks all the time. 

•	 Using	members	to	find	more	members.	The	next	step	in	
deepening this culture is to expand the pool of askers: 
3,000 supporters equals a lot of potential askers. If only 
5-10% of the members could be actively engaged in 
fundraising, the membership base would continue to grow.

•	 Continued	personalization.	As	every	fundraiser	knows,	
the closer you get to the donor, the more money you 
raise. By strengthening and deepening contact with 
members, Iowa CCI expects higher renewal rates and 
larger gifts. These are some of the strategies they are 
using to increase personal contact:

n Volunteers call new members to thank them for 
joining

n Staff call $100-plus donors
n Board members call $500-plus donors
n Hand-written notes on appeals and renewals
n Phone banks to lapsed donors
n Personalized envelopes to major donors
n Face-to-face visits with 5-10% of their most generous 

members
As she reflects on Iowa Citizens for Community Improve-

ment’s membership and organizing successes, Katie Bryan says, 
“Everything ties back to our organizing work and our reputa-
tion as a group that tackles tough issues and gets things done. 
We don’t let up. The same can be said about our approach to 
fundraising and building the membership.” n

Amy O’Connor (integrated-development.biz) and Andy Robinson 

(andyrobinsononline.com) are consultants and trainers based, 

respectively, in utah and Vermont. Both are long-time contributors to 

the Journal.

Figure 3.  ia cci 2008 income sources

Revenue Source % of total

Foundations 50.6%

Businesses 7.2%

Individuals 17.2%

Churches 10.5%

Government 6.3%

Events 3.6%

Other 4.6%
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THe eTHnic anD racial makeUP of the United States has been 
steadily changing, with the number of people of color increas-
ing much more quickly than the number of whites. Whereas 
in the 2000 Census people of color accounted for 30 percent 
of the U.S. population, by 2050 people of color are projected to 
outnumber whites throughout the U.S. They have already done 
so in several states and cities, both large and small. The largest 
increases over time will be in the Asian/Pacific Islander and 
Latino communities. The black population will increase more 
slowly, while growth in the non-Hispanic white population will 
decrease somewhat.

These trends, along with the fact that members of communi-
ties of color are more likely to be younger than those of white 
communities, have profound implications for fundraising. The 
younger median age in communities of color translates into 
emerging economic clout—and more potential donors—for this 
population.  

The annual income gap between whites and communities of 
color is also narrowing. Although the wealth gap remains, the 
much talked about “intergenerational transfer of wealth” be-
tween World War II-generation parents and baby-boom-gener-
ation children will include many people of color whose parents 
benefited from the civil rights victories that brought affirmative 
action policies and access to higher education.

Many mainstream nonprofit organizations have recognized 
that their (largely white) donor bases are aging and they are 
developing planned giving campaigns that speak to their donors’ 
life situation. These groups are also making concerted efforts to 
attract younger donors from more diverse communities, but few 
are culturally competent to reach them or have staff and board 
members that reflect this population, nor have they changed their 
programs to focus better on the needs of these communities.

Organizations that do serve communities of color are there-
fore poised to make big gains in donor growth if they lay the 
foundation now for a strong individual donor program.

People of color as Donors
There are many studies on donors of color, largely focused 

on why they give and how much they give compared to whites. 
Studies on why people of color give reveal similarities among 

them and between them and white donors: they want to give 
back to the community and to institutions that have helped 

them or their families, they have a strong preference for being 
asked by someone they know, and they have a strong connec-
tion to religion, which has a direct correlation to giving.

Finding common themes in reports of how much people of 
color give is trickier. Some reports state that people of color are 
less generous with time and money than are whites. Others find 
that education and income are more important factors in size 
of gifts than is ethnicity and that giving would be comparable 
between people of color and whites if education, income, and 
other factors were all accounted for. For others, the differences 
are in the recipients. The authors of Philanthropy in Communi-
ties of Color state, “The amount of giving by people of color may 
be roughly consistent with that of whites, relative to personal 
resources, but the forms and beneficiaries of people of color giv-
ing may be quite different.”

As a fundraising trainer, I have worked primarily with people- 
of-color organizations all over the U.S., and I spend a lot of time 
dispelling myths among people working in communities of color 
about the lack of philanthropy in their own communities. I often 
hear from the groups themselves, “Our people don’t give.” “Lati-
nos don’t give.” “Blacks don’t give.” We need to shift the conversa-
tion away from incorrect perceptions that people of color don’t 
give to focus on how to reach people of color as donors.

Giving USA reports that 95 percent of households where 
people are asked to give do give, but that only 56 percent of 
households are asked. Another report states that people of color 
are disproportionately not asked to give or volunteer. It theo-
rized that this factor—more than any other—may account for 
differences in giving percentages. 

I want to change the thinking that “People of color don’t 
give” to “People of color aren’t asked to give.” In trainings, when 
people say “Our people don’t give,” I ask them when was the 
last time they asked. Even in nonprofits serving people of color, 
many have never asked their people to give. As Kim Klein says, 
“Fundraising success is in the asking. Ask enough people and 
you will raise the money you need.”

Taking advantage of the change in Demographics
Is your organization poised to take advantage of this upcom-

ing change in demographics and ready to rethink how to ac-
quire more people of color as donors? Start by answering some 
of the following questions.

How to Take advantage of 
changing Demographics 
in Fundraising 
By Mike Roque
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Do you know the age, race, and other demographics of 
your donors?

Organizations should conduct a donor survey at least every 
three years to learn who their current donors are and their 
interests. Surveys should be brief and anonymous, and can be 
conducted easily and inexpensively online. Ask your donors 
for demographic information such as age, race, ethnicity, 
income, and number of children. Ask for giving information, 
such as how much they give to your organization, who else 
they give to, how much they give to other organizations, how 
long they have been giving, and why they give.  You can then 
use this information to shape your fundraising and commu-
nications with donors.  For example, older donors with no 
children are good prospects for planned giving. Or if you find 
that many of your donors are giving to the same organizations, 
you might want to consider trading mailing lists with those 
groups to acquire new donors.

is the diversity of your community reflected in your 
staff, board, programs, and publications?

Organizations that have not diversified to keep up with the 
changing demographics of their community will have a much 
harder time building trust, reaching new networks, and prov-
ing their relevance. If people of color are only treated as service 
recipients rather than as leaders in your organization, you may be 
sending a message that you don’t view people of color as potential 
donors.  By asking people of color to give, we are including them 
in the governance of our organizations. If you want people to take 
ownership, it is always easier to build the house together than 
to be asked to live in a house others have built. No matter how 
much the owner tells you that it is your house too, you will almost 
always feel like a guest.

are your fundraising strategies culturally competent?
People of color tend to be younger, more transitory, and 

have lower incomes. They may be more comfortable giving in 
cash. For example, fewer than half of Latinos have checking 
accounts compared to 90 percent of whites. There may also be 
language and cultural barriers. Mailing an appeal letter only in 
English with a remittance envelope may not be as successful as 
strategies using in-person contact, the option to give cash, or a 
bilingual letter from a respected member of the community. 

Do you have an active planned giving program?
According to the Planned Giving Roundtable, planned giv-

ing is the fastest-growing segment of the fundraising sector. If 
you are not asking your most committed donors to consider 
planned giving, you can rest assured that other organizations 

are. A planned giving campaign can range from simply suggest-
ing language for bequests in newsletters or brochures to having 
financial advisors on planned giving strategies and paid staff 
who work with donors. 

are you moving to more online communications with 
your donors?

With younger donors, it is critical that organizations develop 
marketing strategies that are more comprehensive than a quar-
terly mailed newsletter. Websites and eNewsletters should be 
kept up to date with fresh information about programs and 
activities. They should be used to profile clients and show how 
your organization serves the community and is changing lives. 
Use email blasts, Facebook, and Twitter to alert your donors 
about upcoming threats, actions, and victories. You can also 
conduct real-time surveys about your programs and strategic 
direction online. Develop a communications strategy that keeps 
donors informed and active in your programs, but don’t over-
whelm them with useless updates.

Do you use census data in your planning?
Utilizing data such as that provided by the U.S. Census Bu-

reau (census.gov) can help with planning your fundraising and 
programs not only today but in the future. Your organization 
can get ahead of the curve by using these changing demograph-
ics to build your donor base and target your programs. For 
example, if your organization serves seniors or at-risk youth, it 
is important to know not only where they live today but where 
they are projected to be in ten and twenty years.  Also, you need 
to know if their numbers are growing or shrinking and what 
other services are available to them. The Census Bureau infor-
mation is easily the most comprehensive source of data we have 
about people in the United States. If you are not using Census 
data in your organizational strategic planning you are missing 
out on a valuable free resource.

conclusion
Demographic changes throughout the U.S. are happen-

ing very quickly and will affect how fundraising is done in the 
future. Make sure your organization is ready. If you use the 
available data to develop your fundraising and programmatic 
strategies, you will increase your organization’s impact in your 
communities and help create a more just society. n

Mike Roque is director of the Denver Office of Strategic Partnerships, 

which serves as a liaison between the City of Denver and the nonprofit 

sector (denvergov.org/strategicpartnerships). Mike can be reached at 

mike.roque@denvergov.org. 
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camPaiGns anD evenTs that harness the power of your sup-
porters’ networks by getting people who are already engaged 
with you to advocate on your behalf can be tremendously suc-
cessful. But the question arises: How do you keep these friends 
of friends engaged with your organization after their initial 
donation has been made? You can start by welcoming them to 
your list.

Many of these friends of friends are probably not going to 
become long-term supporters. They give for a variety of rea-
sons, perhaps with just an inkling of interest in supporting your 
specific organization. But once they give, many of them end up 
in the midst of a communication stream from your organization 
that assumes too much—especially that they know who you are 
and that they care about your issue—and that bypasses the nice-
ties that are important to building any relationship. 

When you’re trying to get someone who doesn’t know you 
to stick around for a while, find out more about you, and—you 
hope—decide they want to continue their relationship with you, 
a good introduction might be your one shot at doing it.

There are a number of things to consider about how to in-
troduce new people to your organization, but let’s focus on how 
you should welcome these new donors to your list. First things 
first, of course—make sure you’ll actually be able to contact 
these new donors. Not all online tools and/or settings allow 
you to communicate back to these new donors. Whether you’re 
setting up a campaign using Causes on Facebook or managing 
an	offline	event	using	your	ASP’s	toolset	(such	as	Blackbaud	
Sphere, Democracy in Action, or Convio), make sure your new 
donors can opt-in to receive your communications. If your tools 
don’t allow this access and you have the option of going with 
another solution that does, do so. 

If you don’t have a way for new donors to sign up to hear 
from you, you’ll need to get creative. Brainstorm a compel-

ling (but topical) case for them to join your list, and promote 
it wherever your toolset allows—on the donation confirmation 
page or automated confirmation message. 

The Honeymoon series
Once you’ve determined a way to contact these new donors, 

carefully consider how you’ll welcome them to your email list 
and introduce them—in your own words—to your organiza-
tion. A “welcome” or “honeymoon” series of emails is one way 
to quickly engage new list members when they’re likely to be 
most receptive. These email messages should be written in 
advance and launched on a rolling, automated basis if your tools 
allow. Barring that, they should be sent in weekly batches.

Typically, a honeymoon series seeks to move people up the 
ladder of engagement—converting list members into activists, 
activists into donors, donors into recurring or repeat donors, 
and so on. In the case of friends-of-friends donors, consider a 
welcome series with a twist—you’re trying to convince someone 
who has already jumped ahead on the engagement ladder by 
donating to engage further with your organization. You could 
argue that these new donors haven’t truly engaged with you yet. 
They’ve shown up in the way most organizations would like 
their supporters to show up—by donating. But most of them are 
doing it more for their friends than they are for you.

The first email
Your first email in your honeymoon series should welcome 

these new donors while referring to how the initial “introduc-
tion” was made. Think of it this way: when you contact someone 
you’ve met through someone else, you usually remind them of 
how you met: “Hi, Amanda introduced us the other day because 
she knew we had some interests in common.” 

Keep this memory-refresher in mind when crafting the very 

By Nzinga Koné-Miller

Welcoming your Friends’ Friends
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first email this new donor will receive from you—the donation 
confirmation (which will ideally be generated automatically 
after the donor makes their gift). Instead of sending the typical 
confirmation receipt, take advantage of this opportunity to start 
with copy that echoes how the person was introduced to your 
group. You may not know exactly what their friend told this 
donor about you, but in many cases your organization will have 
provided copy and talking points for emails or conversations 
relating to your campaign—refer to those when deciding what 
to say in this email. 

In order to engage the person you’ve just been introduced 
to, focus on one of the most compelling—but genuine—aspects 
of how your organization makes a difference in the world. If 
your tools include a database field from which you can merge 
the name of the person who introduced the new donor to you, 
incorporate that name in this email. Here’s a sample:

Dear Jane,

Thank you very much for your donation to the Watershed 

Foundation. 

I’m so glad that Amanda shared our work on [this cam-

paign], and I want to tell you just a little more about how 

your support will be used to [save the world]—[fill in some 
details about campaign and outcomes].

The second email
Send the second email in your series within two weeks of a 

new donor’s gift. This email should strive to engage the donor in 
a slightly different way. Be personable—and personal. Remind 
them again of the introduction, and reiterate the name of the 
person who introduced them to you if possible. Tell a success 
story about your organization: the story of someone who has 
been helped by your work…the difference you’ve made in a 
community…the encounter you had with someone who told 
you how your organization’s work changed their thinking for 
the better. 

Consider also including a couple of other brief highlights 
about your online presence, with at least one of them offering a 
way for the new donor to engage immediately. Link to the most 
compelling and current content on your website or your most 
highly trafficked online action.

The third email
The third email, which you’ll want to send within a week and 

a half of the second, could be a cultivation piece—your most 
recent eNewsletter or other online update with a very brief, 
personalized note above the main content: 

Hi John, 

I want to thank you again for making a donation in sup-

port of our second annual Summer Book Drive. I thought 

you might be interested in knowing what we’re up to this 

month, thanks to the support of donors like you. 

Abbe

after the Honeymoon
After sending the honeymoon series, you have a couple of 

options for continuing your contact. If you have the tools and 
resources, consider trying both options and tracking how each 
performs for your organization. 

One option is simply to merge your new donors into your 
communication stream and treat them like the rest of your list. 
This approach is the easiest, though depending on the frequen-
cy and nature of your communications (and your new donors’ 
interest levels), it may also be the least effective at transitioning 
them to engaged members of your larger list. 

A more complex and time-intensive alternative is to main-
tain these friends-of-friends donors as a separate segment and 
limit the number of emails you send to them, providing them 
only with your most compelling content (at least once a month) 
until their behavior suggests that they’re interested in hearing 
more from you. 

For example, if a subset of the new donors who receive your 
bimonthly eNewsletter click through to take the action featured 
in last month’s content, they’re expressing an interest with their 
action. It’s not a guarantee that they’ll want to see everything 
you might send to them if you then incorporate them into your 
regular communication stream, but it could mean that any time 
you have an update, action item, or appeal related to that topic, 
they should be included in your recipient list.

While a honeymoon series isn’t likely to turn all your friends’ 
friends into core donors and activists, this approach will help 
lay the groundwork for developing a relationship with these 
donors that lasts beyond a single transaction. n

Nzinga Koné-Miller is an Account Director at Watershed, a consulting 

and services firm designed to help organizations build, grow, and 

sustain relationships with constituents online.

insTeaD oF senDinG THe TyPical conFirmaTion receiPT, Take aDvanTaGe oF THis oPPorTUniTy To 
sTarT WiTH coPy THaT ecHoes HoW THe Person Was inTroDUceD To yoUr GroUP.
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www.ahadirect.com 703-248-0025

So if you are looking for a marketing partner that shares your
passion and will maximize your potential, visit us online or give
us a call and discover why AH&A is the place for you.

At AH&A, you always 
get so much more.

“Focusing your life solely on making a buck 
shows a certain poverty of ambition.

It asks too little of yourself.
Because it’s only when you hitch your wagon

to something larger than yourself
that you realize your true potential”

—BARACK OBAMA

www.granthelper.com
…support for changemakers

DEVELOPMENT
SERV ICES

READY FOR A NEW WEBSITE?
Call us — we can help you create a professional, accessible 
website.  We’re easy to work with.

Fast Smart Web Design
http://fastsmartwebdesign.com
info@fastsmartwebdesign.com
(718) 720-1169Ahhh, that feels right!



Presented by Association of Fundraising Professionals— Golden Gate Chapter 
in collaboration with Development Executives Roundtable 

Fundraising Day is for You! 
 Emerge with new strategies and tools to increase revenues 
 Emerge with new skills and knowledge 
 Emerge with new peer networks with fellow fundraising experts 

Topics will cover the latest fundraising trends and strategies, plus nuts & bolts for beginners and 
ways to rejuvenate for senior-level professionals. 

Who attends? 
 Seasoned development professionals 
 New and mid-career fundraisers 
 Board members and volunteers 
 Executive directors 

Fundraising Day is the West Coast’s premier fundraising training conference, produced by the 
Association of Fundraising Professionals Golden Gate Chapter in collaboration with the 
Development Executives Roundtable. 

A limited number of scholarships and volunteer opportunities are available. 

Special room rates available at the San Francisco Marriott and W San Francisco for out-of-town 
attendees. Book now! Visit www.afp-ggc.org/frd2010. 

Sponsorship, exhibit, and advertising opportunities available at www.afp-ggc.org/frd2010. 
Register Now at www.afp-ggc.org/frd2010. 

www.afp-ggc.org/frd2010

DYNAMIC KEYNOTE PRESENTERS 

Chris Waddell Emerge inspired!

The most decorated male skier in Paralympic 
history. U.S. Ski and Snowboard Hall of Fame 
Inductee. First paraplegic to climb Mt. Kilimanjaro, 
founder of The One Revolution Foundation, and one 
of People Magazine’s “50 Most Beautiful People in 
the World” will inspire us with thoughts on 
leadership, adversity and quality of life. 

Sarah Durham Emerge informed! 
Principal and founder of Big Duck, located in New 
York City. Author of newly released Brandraising: 
How Nonprofits Raise Visibility and Money Through 
Smart Communications. Non-profit communica-
tions expert on stewardship, cultivation, 
cost-effective print and web materials, branding 
and the board’s role in communication. 

June 16, 2010 
8:00 am to 5:00 pm

San Francisco Marriott Hotel 
55 4th Street, San Francisco

Register Now at www.afp-ggc.org/frd2010 
Early Bird Rates: From January 10 to April 15, 2010
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