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2011 has already been a banner year for the Journal and for 
GIFT as a whole. We are celebrating this 30th Anniversary issue of 
the Journal, the 15th Anniversary of GIFT, and the 5th anniversary 
of the two organizations merging. As if that weren’t enough for one 
year, GIFT recently hired me as the executive director, entrusted to 
lead it into the future. 

It’s humbling for me to look back on the Journal’s 30 years and 
to realize what wonderful resources have been generated by the folks involved over that time. Hav-
ing been the sole full-time fundraiser at a small social justice organization, I can speak personally 
to the tremendous impact the Journal had on me. As a subscriber I felt in dialogue with leading 
thinkers and organizations fundraising for social justice. By reading the Journal, I built a repertoire 
of how-to’s on topics ranging from planning special events to creating a fundraising board. As I 
begin my work with GIFT and the Journal now, it gives me tremendous pride to look back over my 
professional history and know what an invaluable resource we are providing.

Like many of you, there was a lot I didn’t know about the inner workings of the Journal. So as a 
special birthday treat, in this issue we have a fun info-graphic that shares a little more about how 
we work, you (our subscribers), and the context we are working in. Next, Journal founder Kim 
Klein shares what hasn’t changed in grassroots fundraising over the past 30 years: the importance 
of cultivating relationships. Then we hear about Oregon’s Farmworker Union, Pineros y Campesi-
nos Unidos del Noroeste, and what they’ve learned over the past 25 years raising money from their 
membership.

Cause Effective, a group that has also spent three decades helping nonprofits raise funds, shares 
some insights on how to deal with the shrinking amount of volunteer time available to board 
members and other volunteers. Finally, following up on Kim’s advice about relationship building, 
Maria Perez gives us some useful tools for communicating better with our donors, particularly 
through appeal letters. 

As a display of the tremendous generosity of our readership, donors and allies, this issue also 
includes messages, ads and announcements commemorating this special 30th Anniversary Issue. 
As you will see, many of the messages are thanks to our outgoing Executive Director, Priscilla 
Hung. So much of the joy and excitement I have about the next decade of our work can be at-
tributed to the foundation that Priscilla has built. Her leadership and thoughtful infrastructure 
development give me confidence in envisioning a strong future for GIFT and the Journal. 

So, an extra special shout out to Priscilla and a huge Nice to Meet You All of You, our subscrib-
ers. Let’s be in dialogue moving forward as we work to build a world we all want to see.

The cost of publishing the Journal is covered solely by subscriptions and donations 
made by people like you. 

Please help us continue this great resource! 
Subscribe, renew or make a donation today at grassrootsfundraising.org 

or call us toll-free: 888-458-8588 x306. Thank you!
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In my 25th Anniversary article for the Journal, “A Life in 
Fundraising,” I commented that when Lisa Honig and I founded 
the Journal we never imagined it lasting 25 years. Since then, as 
the Journal continues, I have been neither publisher nor editor, 
but I am a happy subscriber. 

Much has changed in the nonprofit world through these 
years, but there is one element of fundraising that has not 
changed, and that is the need to see fundraising as essentially a 
process of building relationships. Perhaps the most useful thing 
I can contribute to this anniversary issue is to remind us all of 
what that means.

The notion that the purpose of fundraising is not to raise 
money but to build relationships continues to get lost in the 
sheer overwhelm fundraisers face in doing their daily jobs. 
Ironically, were this principle to be put into practice more con-
scientiously, fundraisers’ jobs would become easier. 

The principle is this: “Don’t seek a donation, seek a 
donor. Don’t look for a gift, develop a giver.”

A good illustration of what it means to develop a giver 
comes from a story adapted here from my book, Fundraising for 
Social Change (6th edition). 

Gina Generous comes home from work, feeds her cats, 
kicks off her shoes, and sits down to glance through what little 
snail mail she still gets. Most she considers “junk” and throws 
away, but one piece of direct mail catches her eye. It’s from a 

program that helps lower-income women find work. Gina is 
attracted to their mission statement: “We believe in the power 
of women to change each woman and the potential of each 
woman to give all women power.” Because Gina generally sup-
ports women’s causes, she opens the letter, reads it quickly, and 
decides to send a small gift. As she waits for her dinner to cook, 
she writes out a check for $35 and puts it in the return envelope 
that came with the appeal. 

This impulse gift does not represent Gina’s true giving ability 
nor does it say much about her commitment to or even knowl-
edge of that organization. Now the program must try to get 
Gina to give again so that she begins to be a regular or “habitual” 
donor.

In a few days Gina again comes home tired, and again feeds 
her cats and starts her dinner. In her mail, she finds a short, 
personal thank-you note from the program. “How nice,” she 
thinks. She again feels good about her gift and the name of the 
organization is more firmly planted in her mind.

Over the next few months, Gina receives a copy of the pro-
gram’s newsletter. She looks at their website and “likes” them on 
Facebook. About three months later, Gina receives another letter 
from the program. This letter thanks her again for her previous 
gift and asks if she can make a special, extra gift to help buy play-
ground equipment for the children of the women at the program 
to use while their mothers take classes and get coaching on job 
skills. Gina is touched by the request and sends $50. 

Again, she is personally thanked with a note that specifically 
says, “Thanks so much for your extra gift of $50.” Gina appreciates 

Back to Basics 
How to Build Relationships 
that Last

Kim Klein
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that the organization notices these extra gifts. Another special 
request comes three months later, but Gina has had some extra 
expenses so sends nothing. 

Three months after this—now nine months since her first 
gift—Gina is invited to an open house and tour of the program. 
There she meets the director and some board members, includ-
ing some graduates of the program. Everyone who attends is 
asked to leave a check in a jar by the door if possible. Gina gives 
another $25. 

Over the next two years, this pattern is repeated. Gina comes 
to a few events. She volunteers with the phone-a-thon in re-
sponse to an e-mail asking for people who can give an evening 
during the week. She joins the group’s e-mail list for action 

alerts, and from time to time calls her congressperson or signs 
a petition to advocate for better services and more funding for 
work-preparation programs. 

By now, Gina has moved from being an impulse donor to 
being a habitual donor to the organization, giving whenever 
they ask if she can. She sees herself as a part of this organiza-
tion. She forwards e-mails from the organization to friends and 
asks her family to donate to them instead of buying her birthday 
presents. 

Now Gina receives a personal letter signed by a board 
member asking her to consider becoming a monthly donor by 
contributing $25 per month. The letter thanks her for her past 
support, talks again about how important the programs are, and 
asks her not to make a decision until the board member calls her. 
Gina now has to think about the organization: How important 
is it to her? Does she care enough to have $25 charged to her 
credit card every month? Can she afford it? What will she want to 
find out from the board member to help make her decision? 

Whatever her decision, Gina has moved to the next level, that 
of a thoughtful donor. She may thoughtfully decide to give $25 
a month or to give $100 once by check, or she may continue to 
give small gifts a few times a year, but she has had to think about 
her giving. After talking with the board member, she joins the 
monthly donor program. 

Over the course of about three years, Gina’s relationship to 
the organization has gone from impersonal giving by mail to 
a little more personal (attending events and volunteering for 
short-term projects) to very personal (being solicited by a mem-
ber of the board).

More years pass, during which Gina continues to be a regular 
donor and occasional volunteer to the organization, and her 
annual giving increases during that time. Now the group decides 
to buy a new building that will allow them to save money by 
bringing all their programs on-site. In addition to state, fed-
eral, foundation, and corporate funding, the group must raise 
$250,000 from individuals. Their capital campaign asks each of 
their donors for a capital gift in addition to their annual gift. Be-

cause she is both a reliable volunteer and a steady major donor, 
Gina is asked to serve on the capital campaign committee. She 
now knows several board members and the executive director 
and development director. Gina agrees to serve and decides to 
give $15,000 that she inherited unexpectedly from an aunt. She 
is happy to find a meaningful way to use this money. 

After the campaign is completed, Gina is invited onto the 
board and decides to join it. When the organization institutes 
a legacy giving program, Gina changes her will so that the pro-
gram receives a major portion of her estate.

Working with the Right Donors
Most organizations have relationships with some of their do-

nors that are similar to the relationship this organization devel-
oped with Gina. These relationships often turn into friendships 
between the donor and some of the organization’s key staff and 
volunteers, and it is possible that no one even quite remembers 
how the relationship started or progressed. But an organization 
needs a program that systematically builds relationships with 
donors, as the work-preparation program did with Gina. 

As your organization recruits more and more donors, it has 
to figure out which donors might respond the way Gina did and 
which donors really don’t want to do more than send a dona-
tion once or twice a year. Here are two examples from my own 

There is one element of fundraising that has not changed, and that is the need to see 

fundraising as essentially a process of building relationships.  
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experience to illustrate why someone may or may not become a 
thoughtful donor to a particular organization. 

I have given to one organization for about five years simply 
because the development director, who attended one of my 
trainings, asks me personally for a donation each year. He writes 
a letter (not an e-mail) and follows up by phone, trying two 
or three times until he gets me. He is a lovely person and very 
committed to his cause, and I hope his organization, which does 
important work well, raises a lot of money. However, theirs is 
not work that I am particularly drawn to, so in response to his 
requests to increase my gift, I finally told him, “I admire your 
persistence and I appreciate the work your group does, but it 
will never be one of my top ten organizations. The amount I 
donate now is likely to be the most I will give this group.” 

On the other hand, I have given money off and on for about 
30 years to an organization whose work I really care about. 
I go to some of their events and I tell friends about them. As 
the years have passed, I hear less and less from them. During 
years when they received a lot of foundation funding, I didn’t 
hear from them at all. I would see members of their staff and 
board at different events, so I felt connected, but they were not 
always on my list for giving, which I realized was because they 
hadn’t asked. Once I said to the then-new executive director, “I 
have been giving this organization money for years, yet I never 
have received a personal letter or any request to give more.” In 
response she said, “Our database is kind of screwed up. I don’t 
know what to do about that.” I thought to myself, “How about 
fixing it? Or getting a new database? Or how about saying, ‘I 
will call you next week to discuss what we are doing and to ask 
you for a bigger donation once you hear about our new work.’ ” 

Neither of these organizations will get very much more 
money from me, one because I don’t care enough to give more 
and the other because they don’t care enough to ask for more. 

Every organization will leave some donors behind and will 
make mistakes. You will pursue people who respond to your 
persistence but not your cause; you will leave donors off the list 
who love what you do and would give you much more money. 
You will spell names wrong and forget that Mary and John are 
divorced or Joe has died. But you will do this far less often and 
with far fewer consequences if you build into your organiza-
tional culture the importance of relationships. 

Keep the following points in mind:
• 	 Donors have a variety of really good organizations 

to give their money to. Few donors can give to every 
excellent organization, so most will choose the ones that 
pay attention to them. Among the half-dozen or more 
organizations most givers support, they tend to give 

most to the ones where they know people and they feel 
noticed. 

• 	 Organizations generally do a good job of getting donors 
to give for the first time and thanking them, but they 
often abandon their donors in the search for new donors 
or when they win foundation funding. In this way, they 
bring donors in only to drive them right back out again. 

• 	 Although an organization may use personalized letters 
and e-mails to solicit donors, it must remember that 
personalized is not the same as personal. Personal means 
knowing the person in question, not just making them 
think you have addressed them personally.

Building Relationships as a Cultural Enterprise
Every staff and board member should operate from two 

principles in developing relationships: 
•	 Having a lot of donors is more important than having 

a lot of money. Having lots of donors can lead to lots 
of money, but there is even greater value: having lots 
of donors means having lots of people who can write 
letters to the legislature, show up at demonstrations, ask 
other people they know to become donors. Your donors 
are ambassadors for your organization; the more you 
have, the more you can mobilize that energy. 

•	 Donors, being people, respond to genuine interest 
in who they are. Keep a list of questions in your 
mind to ask donors: how they found out about your 
organization, what other organizations they think 
do really good work, how long they have lived in the 
community, where they grew up, and so on. What 
separates good fundraisers from great ones is curiosity. 
Good fundraisers want to find out what the donor 
knows about their organization and fill in the blanks, 
get more excitement going, and ask for more money. 
Great fundraisers want to find out more about their 
donors because they love to know all the kinds of people 
who are attracted to their organization. 

Five Practical Ways To Build Relationships
Building on these two principles, here are five practical 

things you need to do to honestly say that relationship building 
is central to your fundraising practice. 

1.	 Flag those donors who seem most interested in your 
work. Pursue those people who give often, who give for 
years at a time, who write personal notes on Post-its 
that they attach to their checks, who come to events. 
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Spend 60 percent of your time with the 10 percent of 
your donors who are most interested in your work. 
Most, but not all, of these people will be major donors, 
but some will also be long-time donors, donors who 
give frequently, and people who are not giving to their 
capacity. 

2.	 Have a team of volunteers to work with donors. A 
strong donor program cannot be entirely staff driven. 
Give your volunteers a portfolio of donors: “These are 
your twenty people to keep in touch with, invite to 

events, e-mail with breaking news, and ask for money.” 
One staff person can maintain good relationships 
with 50 to 75 donors at the most. But one staff person 
coordinating just five reliable volunteers can build 
relationships with 200 or more donors. A national 
organization I talked with recently has 60 volunteers on 
a Resource Advisory Council. Each volunteer gives their 
own gift and is responsible to raise $5,000 or more. Each 
has a portfolio of 5 to 20 donors; among all of them, 
they keep in personal touch with about 750 donors 

Many of our readers know of Journal Founder Kim Klein and longtime Editor Stephanie 
Roth. But someone who has been here since the beginning and who has now been involved longer than 
Kim and Stephanie—and who doesn’t often get the recognition she deserves—is Senior Editor Nancy 
Adess. Given that we’ve never missed an issue, and neither has she, that means Nancy has edited more 
than 500 Journal articles over 30 years! Nancy also edits all of the books Kim Klein has written as well as 
other titles in Kim Klein’s Fundraising Series.

Nancy keeps the Journal clear, accurate, and consistent. She’s the one who makes sure readers like you 
get articles month after month that are interesting and relevant, that clearly spell out the key points, and 
that don’t have wayward spelling, grammar, or punctuation to distract you from the great content.

We owe much of the Journal’s success and staying power to Nancy. We thought you might like to learn 
a little more about her, so we asked her a few questions.

GFJ: What’s your favorite article the Journal has published?
NA:  Kim Klein’s early article, “Getting Over the Fear of Asking.” It touches on the most basic and most 

important part of grassroots fundraising in a way that really helps people see past their blocks about 
getting out and asking someone for money. I suggest everyone reread that article once a year to reinspire 
their asking!

GFJ: What’s one interesting or exciting thing you’ve seen change over the past 30 years in fundraising 
or nonprofits?

NA: There’s more sense of community and movement-building among nonprofits, of organizations 
seeing themselves as part of a larger movement that, working together, can change the way people think 
and create a greater sense of justice. That feeling of being part of something larger has resulted in groups 
finding ways to collaborate more on fundraising, too.

GFJ: What keeps you committed to the Journal after all this time?
NA: The Grassroots Fundraising Journal is no less an extraordinary resource now than it was when it 

began 30 years ago. Even though I’ve been doing this for many years, I still keep in my mind the hundreds 
of small, grassroots groups fueled by a critical sense of justice and run by people who believe in a better 
world. I’m delighted to continue to be part of that movement.

Thank you, Nancy!

Tribute to Nancy Adess
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giving $500 or more. This committee raises more than 
$100,000 a year. Most of these volunteers were found on 
the donor database. They were donors who gave $500 
or more and were asked to increase their gift and to 
become involved. They all do something to raise funds 
for the group. 

3.	 Be a donor yourself. Yes, it’s a cliché, but this is critical! 
You and everyone who deals with fundraising needs to 
know exactly how it feels to decide how much to give 
to your organization. Watch your mind as you choose 
between amounts you can really afford. Could you have 
given $100 but you chose $50 instead? Why? Do you 
think one of your programs isn’t well managed? Or is 
it that you need to send as much money as you can to 
your recently unemployed sister who is in danger of 
losing her home? Donors have the same concerns you 
do. Being able to say (or just know) that you are asking 
someone to do something you have already done and 
felt good about is very different than asking someone to 
do something you haven’t done and won’t be doing. 

4.	 See your donors (and your funders) as human beings. 
Far too often I hear condescending remarks about 
donors from development directors, along the lines of 
“The donors love that cheesy heartstring stuff.” Someone 
told me recently that a proposal I had written needed 
more “puppies and kittens about to get gassed” to “really 
get the funders going.” (The work had nothing to do 
with animals.) It is hard not to get cynical sometimes 
about donors, but when you feel that some of your 
donors are too demanding or your funders are “out of 
it” (a comment I hear often), you need to take a couple of 
hours off. See a dumb movie. Read a trashy novel. Get a 
massage. When I feet irritated with donors or funders, 
I have to remind myself that without these people the 
organizations I work for would not exist. It’s important 
to get back into feeling good about your organization 
and all the people who make your work possible. 

5.	 Remember that people change. Your organization 
may be a donor’s favorite for a few years, then not. 
Like friendships, relationships evolve. Someone who 
was your closest friend in college may be a person 
you write to once a year now. A donor who loved your 
organization when it was starting out may feel you have 
gone too mainstream as you have gotten bigger. On the 
other hand, someone who questioned whether your 
organization’s could deliver on your program promises 
when you were small may now be impressed with your 

growth and want to help more. These changes are why 
you always need to bring in new donors and you cannot 
take it personally if a donor stops supporting you (if you 
have done everything you can to find out why). 

The first thing I ever learned about fundraising is that is it 
is not really that hard. It is hard work, to be sure, but it is not 
hard to understand. Can you tell the truth? Can you make 
friends and keep them? Do you care about something? Are you 
interested in people? Then you can raise more and more money 
from more and more donors every year.  n

Kim Klein is the founder and publisher emerita of the Grassroots 

Fundraising Journal. Her classic book, Fundraising for Social 

Change, has recently been updated in a sixth edition, available from 

josseybass.com. Kim can be reached at kleinandrothconsulting.com.

 

In 1981, we were in the midst of a recession spurred 
by U.S. monetary policy and an energy crisis. In 2011, 
we are slowly coming out of a recession fueled by the 
subprime mortgage crisis exacerbated by rising oil and 
food prices. 

The amount of money given to charity by private 
sources was $60 billion in 1981 and $290 billion in 
2010. The United States Gross Domestic Product was $3 
trillion in 1981 and $14.7 trillion in 2010. Both grew 5 
times larger.

Of the money given to charity by private sources, 83% 
came from individuals in 1981 and 73% came from 
individuals in 2010.

The fundraiser’s job has become increasingly 
professionalized over the years. In 1981, the Association 
of Fundraising Professionals boasted 2,500 members 
and now they have almost 30,000. 

1981 was the first year that the word “Internet” was 
mentioned and MS-DOS was released by Microsoft 
along with the first IBM PC. In 2011, 90 percent of our 
subscribers report using Facebook regularly.

We launched our first issue in 1981. We’ve seen a 
lot of changes over the past 30 years:
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Oregon farmworkers have paid $2,000,000 to support 
their organization, Pineros y Campesinos Unidos del Noroeste 
(PCUN). This September, PCUN completes the first quarter-
century of its system of membership dues, a fitting occasion to 
recount and analyze some of its essential ingredients, as well as 
experiences, ideas, and lessons that shaped it.

Anatomy of a Hybrid Model
Although PCUN is a union, only a very small percentage 

of our dues income comes from members working under a 
collective bargaining agreement. In Oregon, there is not (yet) a 
legal framework for collective bargaining in agriculture. Since 
1988, PCUN has made huge progress in our iconic struggle to 
institute just such a system on a mass scale. Along the way, a 
few small growers have stepped forward to voluntarily negotiate 
and sign collective bargaining agreements recognizing PCUN 
as their workers’ union, affording seniority and grievance rights 

and better wages and benefits. At these farms, the workers 
(PCUN members) pay as dues 1.5 percent of their gross wages 
earned on farms under PCUN contract.

However, 97 percent of PCUN’s membership income has 
come from “associate” members, farmworkers not under PCUN 
collective bargaining agreements. They live or work in the 
Mid-Willamette Valley. A major county in the Valley,  Marion 
County generates more than half a billion dollars annually in 
farm products and is home to 40,000 farmworkers as well as  
the Oregon state capitol city of Salem, and Woodburn, PCUN’s 
home and Oregon’s largest city with a Latino majority.

Here’s how PCUN membership fees work. PCUN associate 
members pay a one-time initiation fee of $15 and quarterly dues 
of $36 ($21 if the member is a retired or permanently disabled 
farmworker). Members in good standing are covered under 
a group insurance policy that pays $5,000 in the event that a 
member, spouse, or minor child dies. Members in good stand-

Dues Worth Paying
Larry Kleinman

PCUN’s first board of directors, meeting with César Chávez in Woodburn, Oregon (December, 1985).  Photo courtesy PCUN.
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ing are also eligible for services, principally help with immigra-
tion applications. 

When PCUN members gathered at the organization’s second 
annual convention in 1986 first approved the associate member 
dues system, they set the rate at $9 per quarter and provided 
that it could be increased only by a secret ballot vote of the 
membership. During these 25 years, the membership has voted 
to raise dues on six occasions, never by a margin of less than 
four-to-one. Along the way, members agreed to assess them-
selves one-time contributions to major initiatives, including the 
1995 “Tenth Anniversary Organizing Campaign,” which won 

a crop-wide wage increase in the strawberry harvest and the 
establishment of PCUN’s low-power FM radio station, Radio 
Movimiento, in 2006.

The basic methods for assessing and collecting dues have 
remained essentially unchanged since 1986. Members are sent 
a simple news bulletin and dues reminder quarterly. Some 
members pay as much as a year’s dues in advance. We use 
fixed quarters and we have a simple formula for re-aligning 
lapsed members to that rhythm by collecting two, three, or 
four months’ dues from them. Members can send payment by 
mail, but most pour into PCUN headquarters during the three 
business days on either side of the first of April, July, October, 
and January. Not unintentionally, this contact provides ongoing 
and valuable opportunities to engage members about PCUN’s 
campaigns and programs.

Services and Benefits: Our Foundational Capital
The “flagship” services PCUN provides its members are im-

migration counseling and legal representation, both offered by 
PCUN’s service arm, the Centro de Servicios para Campesinos 
(Farmworker Service Center). The Centro pre-dates PCUN by 
eight years. It was founded as the Willamette Valley Immigra-
tion Project (WVIP) in 1977 and promptly gained recognition 
from the Board of Immigration Appeals, allowing it to provide 
representation in immigration matters at the administrative 
level (including family visa petitions and consular applications, 

naturalization (citizenship) applications, renewal of permanent 
resident and work authorization cards, and the like).

Legal workers and Chicano community activists started 
WVIP with little more than our anger—and our determina-
tion to do something—about the reign of terror in the Mexican 
community created by the INS’s roving dragnets, workplace and 
residential raids. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, INS arrested 
and deported a few thousand workers from Oregon annually. 
WVIP’s immigration defense complemented our strategy of 
community resistance (“Know and exercise your rights”) and 
it established our reputation as serious, effective, and honest. 

From 1977 to 1986, WVIP handled nearly a thousand cases, all 
on a donation basis. WVIP’s small staff scraped by financially, 
first with “CETA” (federal job training) funding. When that ran 
out, we moonlighted as interpreters, legal investigators, process 
servers. We taught school, did consulting, and occasionally 
worked in the fields. In those days, “sustainability” was synony-
mous with “survival.”

Immigration defense and visa help cemented our cred-
ibility. That trust prompted workers to bring us all manner of 
other problems, from workplace exploitation to collections for 
covering funeral expenses. The need for broader organizing and 
support impelled us to form PCUN. We appended WVIP to 
PCUN as its service arm and changed its name. The indignity 
of funeral “colectas” spurred us to offer an insurance benefit as 
part of PCUN membership. Though initially only $1,500, the 
benefit proved its utility and symbolism. More than $200,000 
has been paid out through union-based American Income Life 
Company. For some members, the notion of keeping up insur-
ance coverage reinforced the habit of dues payment.

Good Timing 
A few months after we founded PCUN, UFW co-founder 

César Chávez visited Woodburn and met with our first board. 
“Don’t give away services,” he admonished. His advice re-
affirmed the conclusion we’d already reached: link services 
(and benefits) to dues. Although 95 percent of WVIP “clients” 

although 95 percent of Willamette valley immigration project “clients” were 

eligible for membership, moving them from “donations” to “dues” represented a 

cultural shift.
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were eligible for membership, moving them from “donations” 
to “dues” represented a cultural shift. We (mostly) patiently 
answered concerns like, “Why can’t I just pay for this [service]?” 
For the most part, our base went along. Over time, membership 
grew on them. They owned something.

Seven weeks after PCUN members approved creation of 
the quarterly dues structure and made membership in good 
standing a condition of eligibility for services, President Reagan 
signed the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA). Six 
months later, IRCA would open the path to legal immigration 

status for more than three million undocumented immigrants, 
including thousands in Oregon. PCUN membership exploded, 
increasing from about 150 in September 1986 to more than 
2,000 in May, 1988. The Centro had simultaneously instituted a 
nominal fee for immigration cases, payable in addition to dues. 
Even so, the total cost represented only about 10 percent of 
what a private attorney would charge.

The flood of new members willing to pay quarterly dues as a 
part of the legalization assistance process swept away the “dona-
tions” mentality. Though many members fell (or moved) away 
after gaining legal status, we had the momentum we needed to 
sustain the dues system.

“Says Who?!”
At the height of the legalization “crush” in 1987, a member 

arrived at the PCUN office anxious to move his case forward. 
“Your dues are expired,” the receptionist informed him. “Why 
do I have to pay my dues?” the member protested. “Because 
Larry said so,” she replied.

Technically, I did say so. “All members are required to have 
their dues payments current in order to be eligible for service,” 
I had told her. Her answer to the member underscored both 
a shortcoming in my explanation and a key dimension of our 
organization’s governance: the members decide. Though I’m 
sure that, over twenty-five years, we’ve cut explanatory corners, 
the answer we can give to dues or membership-only “protesters” 
is, in my view, both powerful and elegant: “The membership 
imposed this requirement and you, as a member, have the right 
under our bylaws to attend the annual convention and propose 

an amendment to change it.” None of the countless recipients 
of that advisory has ever followed through. Apparently, they 
weren’t very motivated and/or they actually visualized how they 
would fare—or feel—attempting to sway a hall full of dues-
paying members.

What’s the Big Idea?
In 2003, PCUN co-led creation of the “CAPACES,” unit-

ing in joint capacity building what had become nine sister 
organizations serving and organizing in the Latino immigrant 
community in the Mid-Willamette Valley.  With a combined 
staff of 60, the CAPACES network engages workplace organiz-
ing, immigrants’ rights, farmworker housing development and 
management, education reform, voter organizing, economic 
micro-enterprise, young leadership, and ally solidarity, among 
other areas.  CAPACES’ trainings prompted us to more clearly 
articulate the principles underlying our work (see sidebar). 

PCUN’s Principles of Fundraising

Money does not drive our work, nor our 
organizational strategy; it only affects the 
speed of our work.

We raise and spend the organization’s money 
in the name of the people we serve, in doing 
so, we must do it in a manner that meets the 
interests of our community.

The process of raising funds is also organizing 
work.

Raising funds must be part of all educational, 
service, and organizational activities as much 
as possible and should not be seen as a 
separate work.

Even though the people we serve generally 
live in poverty, the workers and community 
members must be invited to contribute 
financially to the activities and organizational 
programs.

Over time, membership grew on our 

base. They owned something.
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PCUN’s dues system bespeaks the last two principles and they 
are engrained in our organizational woodwork. (The others may 
deserve discussion but that’s a whole other article.)

In 2005, CAPACES inspired me to synthesize a list of twelve 
ideas that have guided our work over the decades, whether we 
realized it or not. The PCUN dues and services model stand at 
the intersection of two of them: 

[#3] “Do work which people in the base value and can 
concretely measure in their own lives, not just work which most 
immediately or directly advances demands for change.”

		  and
[#7] “Expect and ask those who derive tangible and intan-

gible benefit from our movement to contribute.”

The services of PCUN and the Centro have generated huge 
political capital over the years. We only know of a fraction of 
the occasions where growers, labor contractors, union bust-
ing consultants, their minions, and others discomforted by our 
campaigns for institutional change have attempted to drive 
wedges dividing workers from PCUN. “PCUN is a bunch of 
worthless trouble-makers,” is the G-rated version of their mes-
sage. A few workers felt secure or bold enough to defend us 
head on. Others, no doubt, nodded, feigning approval; most 
probably said nothing. The growers’ rhetoric, however, changed 
few minds. Workers either knew first hand, or credited reports 
from their peers about what PCUN has done.

By charging for services and by tying services to dues, we are 
more vulnerable to our critics’ favorite slander: “PCUN is only 
in it for the money.” This accusation is undercut by the fact that 
we have not actively recruited members; members recruit other 
members. Many of PCUN’s organizing drives have involved 
workers who were not and did not become members. Only a 
fraction of PCUN’s 5,600 registered members consistently keep 

up their dues payment. Both of these facts suggest that we have 
opportunities to expand our financial base.

Finally, the gravitational pull of dues-paying members’ 
collective example inspires solidarity from our base of allies in 
organized labor, in religious, community, and student groups, 
academics, educators, and lawyers. Since PCUN’s founding, 
nearly 1,500 individuals and groups have contributed a total of 
$1,500,000 to support our work. The PCUN annual appeal to 
supporters in December 2009 opened with these two para-
graphs: 

The nurseries have scaled back. There’s a glut of Christmas 
trees. Residential construction and landscaping jobs—even part-
time ones—are scarce. Like farmworkers and immigrant workers 
most everywhere, PCUN members are dealing with high unem-
ployment. Some, no doubt, ask themselves: “Can we afford to 
support PCUN?”

On May 3rd, members set forth a clear answer: “We can’t 
afford not to.” That day, at PCUN’s annual convention, they voted 
by secret ballot to increase dues 20% to $12 a month. Only one 
vote was cast in opposition.

Though many of our allies no doubt faced hard economic 
decisions as well, donations remained steady. 

The Bottom Line
“Effectively offer people what they need and value, keep the 

administrative system basic and consistent.” Those fifteen words 
make it all sound easy and simple. After nearly a hundred thou-
sand payments, a hundred mailings, four database programs, 
and more than enough hours to fill someone’s entire work-life, 
we still think the work of maintaining PCUN is well worth it. 
And we see that value every time a minimum-wage-earning 
farmworker comes to our office with $36 in hand. n	

Larry Kleinman is a co-founder of both PCUN and the Willamette 

Valley Immigration Project. Since 1988, he has served as PCUN’s 

elected Secretary-Treasurer. 

the gravitational pull of dues-paying 

members’ collective example inspires 

solidarity from our base of allies 

in organized labor, in religious, 

community, and student groups, 

academics, educators, and lawyers. 

September–October 2011

13

case study

www.pcun.org


For three decades, Cause Effective has been helping 
nonprofits transform their fundraising, governance, and special 
events. As we look back over this time, we are struck by the 
changing nature of leisure time and the profound impact of this 
change on the nonprofit sector. 

From furtive smartphone checking under the table to the 
impossibility of finding a meeting time for a committee whose 
members’ work and family commitments have them doing 
double and triple shifts, the changing nexus between leisure 
time and work time is affecting volunteer-based fundraising and 
governance in multiple ways.

What are the impacts of these changes on nonprofits—and 
how can we adapt what we ask of people volunteering for social 
change, particularly around fundraising?

Sociologists have charted the squeeze on discretionary time 
over the past couple of decades. In the 1990s, Arlie Russell 
Hochschild wrote in The Time Bind about the blurring home-
work distinction; and in The Overworked American, Juliet Schor 
noted the historic shrinkage of leisure time that came from 
both additional work commitments and a higher standard of 
care for children and the household. In the wake of the current 
economic upheaval, a Harris Poll found that Americans lost an 
average of 20 percent of their available leisure time from 2007 to 
2008 alone.

But lately, and for nonprofit volunteerism especially, the 
situation seems to be getting worse. Board members are even 

more distracted: those who still have jobs have often taken on 
additional assignments at work, and those who’ve lost their jobs 
are expending all their energy looking for new work; when they 
find it, they’re absorbed in learning and succeeding in a new 
professional culture.

The result? Committees without leaders (“I could do a task, 
but not take on the whole responsibility”), opportunities left on 
the table (“It’s great that Ms. Connections agreed to be the hon-
oree but we don’t have anyone to chair the event”), and the con-
tinuance of the political status quo (“We just couldn’t get enough 
people out to the community meeting to make a difference”). 

We recently assisted a nonprofit in an excruciating three-
month search for a new board chair. A number of people were 
willing to accept a limited assignment (“Sure, I’ll write 20 thank-
you letters”) but not to take on a position they would need to 
take home and “own.” With another nonprofit, we went through 
two months of failed attempts to nail down a meeting date—
with the four committee members so overbooked that two 
meetings that were calendared fell through at the last moment 
(the group finally met by phone). 

The ultimate symptom of these competing claims on board 
members’ time is boards that pay attention on an episodic 
rather than a sustained basis—a board pattern that, at best, 
consists of putting out fires…then not responding…then 
springing back into action when more fires arise…then more 
unresponsiveness. Board members coming together to solve 

The Voluntary Shift
Responding to 30 Years of Shrinking Leisure Time
Judy Levine

Cause Effective workshop participants sharing their fundraising war stories. Photos courtesy Cause Effective.
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a crisis, then reverting to ignoring emails once the emergency 
is over. Boards ending up reactive instead of generative, with 
fundraising committees that come together for specific events 
rather than looking after the organization’s overall relationship-
building ladder. Boards that are complacent rather than driving 
nonprofit fundraising and outreach. 

You may have read about what’s called the Second Shift—
that stretch of housework and family responsibilities that await 
parents as they head home from work—and about the juggling 
that the electronic tether both enables and demands (come 
home from work, eat and put the kids to bed, back on the 
computer for a couple more hours of work). Not to mention 
the Third Shift—the time that women, in particular, spend as 
caregivers for family members outside the home.

But what about the Voluntary Shift—the time spent caregiv-
ing to heal the larger community, indeed the world?

In thirty years of energizing volunteers to participate in 
fundraising, we’ve been through lots of periods of economic 
ups and downs. During that time, government funding has 
increased, decreased, and even disappeared, pulling the rug out 
from nonprofit programming. Causes that were “hot” among 
foundations have lost their luster, with other theories of change 
taking their place. Corporations have swung from funding out 
of a sense of community responsibility to using corporate funds 
for flashier visibility purposes, and back again. But throughout 
the past three decades, we’ve always seen a steady increase in 
individual donations raised through the perseverance of dedi-
cated volunteers.

Adapting to the New Reality
How can we reconcile the time-pressed nature of America in 

the second decade of the twenty-first century with our contin-
ued need for volunteer-based fundraising?

Our first piece of advice is to adapt—not to fight. In un-
certain economic times like the present, it is helpful to return 
to Maslow’s famous hierarchy of needs (see Cause Effective’s 

5/3/10 blog post for a fuller exploration of this pyramid’s rel-
evance to fundraising). 

What the pyramid tells us, in essence, is that people can’t 
pay attention to the Voluntary Shift (which is part of self-
actualization) until they’re satisfied they’ve met their needs that 
fall lower on the pyramid. In other words, if someone is hungry 
(physiological needs), or doesn’t know where their kids are go-
ing to sleep (safety needs), they can’t concentrate on pursuing 
friendship (social needs), gaining social status (esteem needs), 
or striving for justice (self-actualization). No matter how much 
they might like to, they can’t focus on volunteering if they’re at 
a lower point on the pyramid at this moment in their life. The 
answer in that case is to keep the door open while letting them 
off the hook—for now. 

For others who are stressed but somewhere in the middle of 
this framework, here are some tips from 30 years in the trenches 
that we’ve found particularly useful in supporting volunteer 
fundraisers now.

Make it easy. In a practical sense, this means not insisting on 
an in-person meeting if you can’t get it—or at the least, offering 
childcare that seems like a plus, not simply low-quality daycare. 

Self-
Actualization

Esteem Needs

Social Needs

Safety Needs

Physiological Needs

the ultimate symptom of these competing claims on board members’ time is boards 

that pay attention on an episodic rather than a sustained basis.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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This holds true for fundraising activities as well—one Cause Ef-
fective client just sold out a previously languishing wine-tasting 
series to parents because they offered a pizza party and creative 
arts workshop to the kids at the same time.

Consider making the most of new technology for video 
chats, document sharing, and the like, so that people can work 
for you in their own time and space.

Chunk it up. We’ve found that assignments we used to 
be able to give out whole (“Thanks for taking on this year’s 
annual appeal, here’s the timeline and a template from last 
year”) need to be “chunked” into smaller pieces and divided 
up. While this strategy can be successful at spreading the tasks 
across several people who may each be able to do a part, it 

requires much clearer instructions and more work up front—if 
something’s not in the timeline and someone only has part 
of the job, they’re less likely to notice and the forgotten piece 
is less likely to get done (“Whoops! Getting stamps wasn’t in 
anyone’s job”). It means rethinking the order and even the 
shape of a voluntary assignment. 

Ask for something specific and small. We’ve seen that ask-
ing for a bounded amount of time—say, an evening—is likely 
to be more successful than giving a take-home assignment 
with an open-ended time frame. For example, an assignment 
of 10 follow-up calls is much likelier to get accomplished if the 
request is for “Next Wednesday evening from 7-9 and then you 
can go home and leave it behind” than if it’s an ask to “Take this 
list of 10 donors and call them to remind them about this year’s 
annual appeal.”

Give end times. One reason special events are so success-
ful at rallying boards to fundraising (even though they take an 
incredible amount of time) is that volunteers can see the light at 
the end of the tunnel. “Once it’s over I can clean the house”—or 
take the kids to the zoo, or even spend a day at the beach—goes 
the volunteer’s thinking. The chunk-it-up theory works here 
too—even if a project is long, lasting a year or more, divide it 
into smaller pieces so there’s always a goal-line in view. Volun-
teers can sprint, but not forever.

Offer flexibility. In the same way that performing arts 

organizations now offer subscriptions with maximum op-
tions and minimal commitment, we need to ask for voluntary 
time in ways that volunteers can fit into their lives and their 
priorities. Also, try a little psychology borrowed from child-
rearing—if you offer people a choice they are more likely to 
choose one of the options and feel in control of the one they 
choose (and empowered volunteers ultimately feel more obli-
gated to see the task through).

Respect people’s time. Run meetings well so people feel their 
time is used well for deliberation—that it was important that they 
showed up. And start on time, no matter how many people aren’t 
there—they’ll get the message after one or two sessions.

Build the team. Don’t expect a small board to manage all the 

responsibilities of governing and fundraising if you don’t have 
enough people to form viable committees. With clearly stated 
expectations in hand, continually be on the lookout to recruit 
more folks who care about your mission and can also find 
the time to help. Assign partners when parsing out volunteer 
responsibilities—it’s harder to let a person down than an organi-
zation, and it’s more fun to work with others.

You can also entice non-board members into serving on 
board committees—that’s one way to enlist someone with a 
special skill or a focused amount of time without their having to 
sign on to the full package of board service. To that end, recruit 
volunteers with clear expectations so that people excited about 
the mission don’t commit beyond their time or capacity.

Diversify the pool. Think about recruiting younger people 
who don’t yet have families, or young “professional-board” 
folks. Like attracts like, so you may want to create a “Young 
Supporters” group to throw bar parties and the like for your 
organization.

Create a learning culture. Don’t assume that because 
someone agreed to be on your board ten years ago or even two 
years ago, they’re still filled with the excitement of the mission. 
Re-cultivate your board members to keep them motivated. For 
example, ask board members to give out certificates of comple-
tion at the youth advocates training—then hold a board meet-
ing right after.

we need to ask for voluntary time in ways that volunteers can fit into their lives 

and their priorities. 
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In addition, consider providing some form of professional 
development or training to board members so they feel they are 
learning for their own futures. Give your board frequent op-
portunities to learn about the issues that surround your mission 
and work. Involve them in thinking together with you about 
what’s best for the organization.

Make activities do double duty. Organize volunteering to 
serve social as well as social justice aims. It’s well known that 
volunteering is a great way to meet people with similar interests. 
Highlight that advantage by building in collegiality (sharing 
food at meetings is a quick way to do so). Make sure board 
members party/eat/socialize together at least once a year, even 
at the cost of time on organizational business—that bonding is 
priceless. Add going out to dinner together to one board meet-
ing a year.

Involve kids. Don’t assume people can turn off (or hand 
over) the rest of their lives (see “Make it easy” above). There are 
so few occasions for family togetherness—make volunteering a 
win-win by offering this opportunity!

The common denominator to all these tips is that when 
volunteers can see how to fit the work within their time con-
straints, they’re happy to help. 

Here are two more important strategies that make volunteer-
ing rewarding enough to raise it above the fray of competing 
priorities.

Say thank you. Make sure people feel good about their 
volunteer service with you and that they see the gains their 
dedication has engendered. Let them know you value their 
efforts—and make a special attempt to praise them in front of 
their peers. Create a climate of appreciation.

Recognize small victories. People gravitate toward success. 
Just as in organizing, we need to call out the incremental wins—
and every effort counts. “You made two phone calls—terrific!” 
It’s more important that people are successful at fundraising—
and start to view themselves as successful at fundraising—than 
that they attempt a giant effort and fail. In the midst of the 
stresses of daily life, voluntary fundraising for our causes needs 
to be made deeply satisfying for those who engage in it.

Don’t Forget Yourself
Finally, the shrinking nature of leisure time has an impact on 

those of us who work in nonprofits as well.
“If I can’t dance, I don’t want to be part of your revolution” 

is a quote commonly attributed to Emma Goldman. Whether 
or not she actually said it, the attitude remains valid. Those of 
us working for social change need to recognize the toll that the 
relentless pace of today’s plugged-in environment takes on all of 

us (Cause Effective’s 6/7/11 blog post addresses this), and work 
to keep it at bay. 

Turn it off—at least one day a week. Renew and refresh. Read 
a novel, go swimming, get on a bike—whatever your passion. 
Do something with your leisure time that allows you to come 
back to work reinvigorated and ready to change the world again, 
one action at a time. n	

Judy Levine is executive director of Cause Effective (causeeffective 

.org), a nonprofit that for three decades has been helping people 

transform their passion for mission into an enduring ability to raise 

funds. She writes a blog on fundraising at CauseEffectivePerspective 

.net.

EDITOR’S NOTE: Colorado Conservation Voters (CCV) launched
their major donor campaign by training their board members in making
the ask, then going into high-gear follow-up. Each week, development
director Ben Gregory sent a chatty and cheering email to all the askers. 

In order to keep board members motivated, reward those who were
successfully completing their asks, and make their fundraising progress
visible, they created “The CCV Ask Tree” and included it in every email,
along with a “Tip of the Week” to reinforce good fundraising practices. 

The tree, shown here, got filled in as asks were made and dona-
tions received. Each leaf represented a meeting request or ask letter
from a board member. Meetings held were represented by fruit bloom-
ing on the tree, and donations received (the green stuff) piled up
beneath the tree’s branches, as in the second image on the next page. 

The emails also reminded askers of some key incentives, such 
as special gifts and benefits that accrue to their major donors, the fact
that people could become major donors by giving smaller amounts over
time to add up to a major gift, and the terms of a challenge gift from
an anonymous donor.

The weekly tips were a clever way of getting board members’
attention and reinforcing the fundraising training they had received by
reminding them of asking strategies. But their main effect was to keep
people engaged in the process by passing on news about the campaign
— each week updated progress toward meeting the challenge gift —
and about recent organizational accomplishments. Because the work
of board members in a campaign like this is very solitary — the calls
and meetings are done individually, as opposed to as part of a group
effort as with an event or phone bank — this weekly communication
served to keep people feeling connected to the larger campaign, which
in turn helped them stay on track with their tasks.

In addition, each email reinforced that help with their fundraising
asks was only an email or phone call away. A brief section at the end of
each email headlined “Let Me Help You” encouraged askers to contact
the development staff for help with letters, donor packets, supplies,
research, advice — “anything that will make your fundraising easier.” 

Gregory’s enthusiasm and cheerleading had the desired effect:
spurred on by the weekly reminders and encouragement, board mem-
bers raised more than $13,000 in the three months they had allocated
to the campaign.

Following are nine tips board members received over the course of
the campaign.
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BY BEN GREGORY

How to Encourage 
Board Members to Make Their

MAJOR DONOR ASKS

CheeringT
hemOn!

CCV Ask Tree
BEFORE

TIP #1: HOW TO HANDLE THE PUT-OFF
When making your meeting request calls,

many of your friends and colleagues will have
completely valid reasons for not meeting now.
The most important thing to remember is to lis-
ten to what they say and take it at face value. “I’m
too busy right now” means they are too busy right
now, not that they won’t consider a contribution
to CCV. Below are some suggestions for how to
handle common responses:

• “I don’t have time to talk right now.” = 
“When would be a good time to call?”

• “I don’t have time for a meeting, can’t we do
this over the phone?” =

“The meeting will only last 20 minutes or so
and I am happy to come to you. It really helps
to meet face to face, but we can do this over
the phone if we must.”

If, as the saying goes, the road to oblivion is paved with
good intentions, then I’ve met a lot of board members

walking down that road. Off they go, carting their fami-
lies, pets, friends, jobs, bills, chores, and health concerns
along with them. Somewhere in that cart is a list of board
tasks, including fundraising. Guess which tasks fall to the
bottom of the list, buried at the bottom of that cart?

Although it’s important to honor the best intentions
of our volunteer leaders, it’s even more impor-
tant to support them and help them to follow
through on those intentions. Here are a dozen
ideas that can assist you in creating a culture
of fundraising on your board and — even 
better — a culture of accountability. Not every
idea is relevant to every organization, so treat this list 
as a menu and choose the items that best fit your needs
and circumstances.

1. Identify a Sparkplug or a Team of Sparkplugs — Then
Empower Them to Lead. If you’re striving to build a culture of
fundraising on your board, somebody needs to say to the
other board members, peer to peer, “Yes, this is our job.
Let’s figure out how we can support each other to follow
through better on commitments.”

If the word sparkplug doesn’t work for you, how about
coach? Or cheerleader? Or enforcer? Without assertive
board leadership, the ideas that follow will be much 
less effective.

2. Develop a Board Agreement or Job Description That Includes
Fundraising. Be explicit and detailed. The best of these docu-
ments are reciprocal: they itemize both what you expect of
the board members and what they can expect in return.
For example, if you want them to raise money, it’s only fair
for board members to receive relevant training, materials,
and list of fundraising activities from which to choose.

3. At Each Board Meeting, Everyone Self-Reports. Take ten
minutes for a go-around so every board member can say,

“This is what I’ve done since the last meeting to support
fundraising.” There’s no shaming or blaming, just self-
reporting. However, the expectation of having to speak
might provide enough incentive to get those wavering
souls to follow through in advance of the meeting.

4. Create a Line Item in the Budget for Board Giving. When the
annual budget is prepared, trustees must ask themselves,
“How much can we collectively give? Are we a $2,000

board? A $5,000 board? Is $10,000 a good goal?” Debate the
number, set a target, then hand out pledge cards. At board
meetings, each budget review serves as an indirect
reminder to those who have not yet fulfilled their pledges.

5. Create a Line Item for Board Fundraising. This is money
that board members raise above and beyond their own
personal giving. Once again, the board debates a goal, sets
a dollar target, and reviews progress at each meeting.

If board and staff do something together — for example,
they team up to meet with a major donor — then credit the
gift to the board member. Since our overall goal is to pro-
mote follow-through, it helps to reinforce positive behavior.

6. Solicit Challenge Gifts Based on Board Behavior — Not 
Necessarily Tied to Dollars Raised. For example, approach a
major donor or foundation with the following request:
“To inspire our board, we’d like a challenge gift of $______

contingent on board involvement in major donor outreach.
We suggest a benchmark of 20 asks — if board members
participate in 20 donor meetings, we collect your gift.”
The beauty of this approach is that it’s tied to behavior,
not results; you can approach 20 prospects, get turned
down 20 times, and still receive the challenge grant.
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They Said They Would 
Raise Money… Now What?

Twelve Tips to Help Board Members 
Hold Each Other Accountable

BY ANDY ROBINSON

If board and staff do something together
then credit the gift to the board member.

As with many nonprofits, the organization I helped 
found thirty odd years ago, Tenants & Neighbors, relies

heavily on volunteers. We are a statewide (New York) mem-
bership organization that engages primarily in organizing,
advocacy, and policy work to promote tenants’ rights and
affordable housing at the federal, state, and local level. We
also provide technical and organizing assistance to tenant
associations, especially those in government-subsidized
developments at risk of conversion to market rents.

We encourage our members and supporters to
become volunteers. In fact, we rely on our volunteers to
carry out our fundraising and programmatic goals.

It seems to me that many nonprofits unnecessarily
limit their thinking about volunteers. They tend to see 
volunteers as people who either fold and stuff or who
assist with fundraising activities, such as helping produce
special events, participating in phonathons, or sponsoring
house parties. But do nonprofit staffers see volunteers as
players with a stake in the organization? Too often, I fear,
the answer is no.

At Tenants & Neighbors we try to develop a relation-
ship with our volunteers. As a result, many of our volun-
teers help carry out programmatic activities and support
our programmatic work as well as our fundraising efforts.
Some volunteers function in more than one capacity.
Many have also participated in focus groups we have orga-
nized or filled out surveys about the organization, giving
them an opportunity to influence our programs and goals.

About ten years ago we decided to get serious about
grassroots fundraising. At the time, our membership com-
prised about 1,500 individuals and 90 organizations, and our
budget had ranged from $40,000 to $90,000 per year. Using
direct mail and telemarketing, we grew dramatically — to
a high of 20,000 individuals and 160 organizations. (When
we are not in campaign mode and our issues are not in the

headlines as often, the individual memberships decline.)
You will no doubt understand that the Grassroots Fundraising
Journal became our bible in this endeavor. We also received
invaluable technical assistance from some experts, fore-
most among them Kim Klein and Stephanie Roth. 

Raising foundation funds for statewide organizations is
difficult at best, nor is tenant organizing high on the list of
priorities for many funders. Our grassroots income helps
insulate us against downturns in grants. In any given year

we raise between $250,000 and
$500,000 in gifts from individ-
ual tenants, tenant associations,
labor unions, and other indi-
viduals who support our work.

Despite our growth, like
most nonprofits, we never

have enough staff. So we spend a good deal of effort to
recruit, develop, and cultivate volunteers. In effect, their
work augments our staff resources and, to a degree, sub-
stitutes for additional staff that our budget doesn’t allow
us to hire.

At any given time, we have a pool of about 200 mem-
bers and supporters we can call on for help. We also have a
smaller “core” group of 30 to 40 volunteers who offer
their time on a regular basis, including two volunteers
who are, in effect, half-time staff members.

These two most committed volunteers for the past
few years are a loft tenant, who produces our weekly cable
television program, and a retired political director of a
labor union, who is a rent-stabilized tenant and serves as
our liaison to the labor movement.

In times when we are in campaign mode, for example
when we’re organizing to pass legislation, our volunteer
pool becomes larger, as does our grassroots income. Dur-
ing campaigns dozens of volunteers staff phone banks as
we call targeted voters in a particular legislator’s district or
call our “active members” list to turn people out for a rally.
We have volunteers who go out on speaking engagements
as well as volunteers who come to weekly mailing parties
and help out with office work.

We recruit volunteers in different ways: from speak-
ing engagements, by soliciting for volunteers in our 
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The Careand Feedingof Volunteers
BY MICHAEL MCKEE

We recruit volunteers in different ways: from speaking
engagements, by soliciting for volunteers in our newspaper,
and above all from our organizing and advocacy work.

Once someone asked me, “If you could offer one piece
of advice to fundraising staff, what would it be?” I had

no idea. How could I limit myself to one piece of advice?
As a consultant, I am in the advice business! I could easier
limit myself to one calorie.

But as with many questions that seem silly at first, I
think of that question often. And from time to time, I get
the same question again. Each time, I answer with one of
several clichés that I and others have trumpeted over the
years: “You get more money by asking than by not ask-
ing,” or “Fundraising is 10 percent planning and 90 percent
follow-up calls,” or “Thank before you bank.”

These truisms are actually important things to remem-
ber, but if I had to give one piece of advice today, it would
be this: “Stop complaining
about your volunteers.”
Every time a complaint comes
into your head about working
with volunteers or about a
particular volunteer, dismiss
it. Don’t engage in conversations that are litanies 
of complaints about board members and volunteers. 
Don’t ever say, “I could do it better myself ” or “I could do it
faster myself.”

Why not? Don’t volunteers often say they will do
something, and then not do it? Don’t board members shirk
their fundraising responsibilities as much as they can?
Couldn’t you do a better job yourself ?

Yes, yes, and yes. But volunteers are a fact of nonprofit
life. Without volunteers, our sector would not exist. And if
you take a few minutes to think about the challenges of
working with volunteers from their point of view, you’ll
often find they don’t feel they have the support, direction,
or follow-up communication from staff that will enable
and encourage them to do what they said they’d do.

Complaining about volunteers is like complaining about
getting older — it is pointless, and it uses up energy that
could be more effectively used organizing the volunteers.

In this article, I will give you seven suggestions for
working with volunteers around fundraising. They are
not simple “lose ten pounds without dieting” tips, and they

require discipline to implement. But they work, and the
more time you spend doing what these tips suggest, the
less time you will have to complain and the less you will
have to complain about.

WHY HAVE VOLUNTEERS
First, let’s step back a bit and remember why we have

volunteers. We recruit volunteers for four reasons:

1. You Can’t Do Everything Yourself. Not only do you not have
the time to do everything yourself, it’s good to remember
that you will not live forever and you will not always work
for this organization. So you have to take the time to train
others in how to do your work. Showing people how to do
things, sending people to trainings, checking in with 

volunteers on a regular basis
— by phone, not just email —
is part of the cost of doing
business. When you’re ready
to leave your position, you
may just have a fully trained

volunteer who wants to take your place. At the least you’ll
have a volunteer corps ready to help the next staff person.

2. We Rely on Some Unpaid Labor to Get Our Work Done. Nonprofit
organizations cannot afford the kind of staffing required
to do all the fundraising their organization needs to do,
nor would that be an appropriate use of a nonprofit’s
money. Even very large institutions, such as hospitals or
universities, rely on volunteer labor. Grassroots organiza-
tions generally have two kinds of staff: low-paid and
unpaid. Think of your volunteers as unpaid staff.

3. Getting Volunteers from Your Community to Help with Fund-
raising Is a Great Way to Engage Your Community in the Work You Do.
We often imagine that no one wants to volunteer to 
do fundraising. That is simply not true. For some people,
certain kinds of fundraising are the easiest and most com-
fortable way for them to be involved. Becoming more
intentional about recruiting volunteers to your fundrais-
ing team will strengthen your relationships in the commu-
nity. The key is to match the volunteer with the type of
tasks he or she enjoys.
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Building Your Fundraising Team: 
Working with Volunteers

BY KIM KLEIN

“We often imagine that no one wants 
to volunteer to do fundraising. 

That is simply not true.”

 

Want to read more articles on working 
with volunteers and boards? Visit the Journal 

archive at grassrootsfundraising.org/archive to 
fi nd articles like:

“Cheering Them On: How to Encourage Board Members to 
Make their Major Donor Asks” (v27 n5)

“Building Your Fundraising Team: Working with Volunteers” 
(v27 n4)

“They Said They Would Raise Money--Now What?” (v27 n4)

“The Care and Feeding of Volunteers” (v24 n5)

If you’re already a Journal subscriber and you don’t have 
your password to read these articles for free, please 
email jennifer@grassrootsfundraising.org to retrieve it.

If you don’t already subscribe, just visit                  
grassrootsfundraising.org/subscribe or call 888-458-8588 
X306 to start your subscription and gain free, unlimited 
access to over 350 grassroots fundraising articles 24/7, 
365 days a year!
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As fundraisers, we know several important things 
about people. They are generous. They like success. Despite the 
financial tremors of the last few years, the American people 
have continued their tradition of giving. 

We also know that the largest portion of donations to chari-
ties comes from individuals. But we inhabit a crowded solicita-
tion marketplace: Most people who are givers receive appeal 
letters from organizations they know and support as well as 
from others they neither know nor support. So how do we at-
tract people’s attention? What can we do as fundraisers to move 
people to donate and to invest in our cause?

In this article I offer four essential tips to create appeal letters 
that inspire your prospects to give money to your organization. 
In an appeal letter, you can take your readers through a journey 
that captures their interest, gains their trust, and makes them 
feel a part of the change you create. That’s contagious optimism.

The Four Essential Tips
You create a contagiously optimistic environment by un-

leashing your creative writing skills to talk about what you do 
best: serving community. Here, I describe the four essential tips 
that will help you achieve that environment. In addition, you 
will find a sample letter on the next page that shows how these 
tips translate into a powerful appeal.

1. Convey core competencies and values. In a compelling 
letter, you have an opportunity to engage your donors in 
a story that conveys your core competencies and values 
and demonstrates why these are important to them as 
donors and to the community you serve. 
	 In essence, your core competencies matter because 
of the impact they help generate—describe them 
in this light. For example, imagine that one of your 
organization’s core competencies is multicultural 
expertise and one of its programs is to teach English 
to English-language learners. There can be many 
impacts of having this core competency applied to your 
work. These impacts could include participant trust or 

comfort, exemplary participant program attendance, 
and pronounced English-language acquisition, 
including rapid improvement in reading skills. Perhaps 
your students are able to apply for employment or 
college admission, which they could not do before your 
program helped them. 
	 Whatever your core competencies, briefly describe 
them and explain how they translate into high-quality 
services that have direct and positive impacts for those 
you serve.

2. Describe effective outcomes. To illustrate how your 
services matter, describe your work in terms of effective 
outcomes. Share vignettes or quotes from staff and 
the people you serve, or paraphrase a funder’s praise 
for your service and results. Let others tell the reader 
about your impact in the community. The sample letter 
includes a funder’s quote, serving as an example of how 
to emphasize outcomes in an appeal letter. 

3. Describe the social returns on investment. 
Demonstrate your value to the community by 
highlighting the social returns on investment that your 
efforts produce. Put your services front and center in 
local and broader contexts. Imagine your organization’s 
services and impacts as a wave that expands and 
enriches the larger society. 
	 For example, offering educational services for Latino 
students will clearly make a difference in each of their 
lives. But how does educating Latino youth enhance 
community life on a broader scale? In this case, center 
attention on the Latino community and expand that 
focus to briefly elaborate on the broader benefits of 
this work in your community and beyond. Answer 
the question: What value does your service bring to 
society beyond the participants you serve? These are the 
impacts that will show how you create social returns on 
investment. Specifying and communicating this value 

Four Essential Tips to 
Motivate Individual 
Donors
Mara Perez
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September 1, 2011

Dear Reyna Del Castillo:

Last week, Margarita Flores received her acceptance letter from Stanford University. 
One year ago, Margarita was still challenged by the English language. She enrolled in our 
English and leadership development classes, led by our highly competent multicultural 
and bilingual staff. Margarita accelerated her learning and as a result unleashed her poten-
tial and tapped into her self-confidence. A year later, her personal statement for the Stan-
ford application was impeccable and memorable; it earned her a scholarship. We thank 
you for your role in this and other successful stories. We are writing today with great en-
thusiasm about the future, and ask you to help with a special gift that will move us toward 
meeting an important challenge grant and expand the reach of our valuable services.

Everyone at Win-Win in Education appreciates your financial investment and loyalty. 
We are excited about what we accomplished in the last year. We recruited and served 250 
youth through our educational and leadership development program and assisted them 
with college and employment applications. Our staff participated in monthly community 
outreach events, offering information about our educational services to local youth and 
recruiting new program participants at each event. In addition, we secured new program 
grants from four prestigious foundations. 

We are filled with enthusiasm about the future success of our program participants as 
we continue to deliver powerful educational and leadership services. Sara Grant, Program 
Officer at the Giving is Receiving Foundation, says:

“Win-Win in Education and powerful results are synonyms. I have overseen  their 
grants and assessed their outcomes for three consecutive years.  Consistently, we see their 
program participants enhance their English language  skills, write compelling school and 
job applications, and move from the margins  to the center of action enthusiastically and 
successfully.”

Our work not only provides educational services and tools to individual participants 
so that they may enhance their skills and achievements. Our work is also part of a larger 
web by producing social return on investments. As the demographic trends in our country 
shift, we are seeing the Latino population becoming the largest minority group in the U.S. 
By 2020, Latinos will constitute 20 percent of the U.S. population. The fate of the Latino 
population is critical for the nation as a whole.

Many opportunities lay ahead for Latinos, especially for the large numbers of young 
people whose futures are in the making now. We cannot afford to lose the talent of a gen-
eration. Our country benefits from the presence and growth of a brain trust that helps fuel 
innovation, creativity, and success. Expanding opportunities for underserved Latinos and 
supporting their future now, as individuals and productive members of society, is a power-
ful way to generate sustained social returns on investment. We wholeheartedly embrace 
this philosophy, bringing all our resources to our program participants, including our 
highly trained bilingual and multicultural staff and our state-of-the-art teaching methods 
and facilities. 

All of us together—our students, staff, volunteers, and donors—are integral links in 
a chain that connects opportunities with success. Your valuable role as a change agent 
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Social returns 
on investment. 

Values.

Effective
outcomes

Effective 
outcomes

Effective 
outcomes

Social returns 
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helped move Margarita and many others from the periphery to the center of an active, 
productive life, helping to clear pathways to real outcomes. Moreover, by working toward 
expanding social returns on investment we magnify the ripple effects of our participants’ 
successes—society wins.

This year, major donors to Win-Win in Education have a unique opportunity to double 
the value of their gifts as we meet a generous supporter’s $50,000 challenge gift. The total 
of $100,000 to be raised will enable us to expand our reach by helping 30 more promis-
ing Latino youth to blossom. We have great plans in place for this special campaign, 
and to mark the success of our challenge grant we will present our first Chain of Success 
Award Certificates to current and new program participants next Fall. In addition, we will 
acknowledge all donors who made this campaign and program expansion possible at the 
Award Certificates ceremony. 

Please consider becoming a major donor this year and contributing to the success of 
this very exciting challenge grant. A gift of $250 or more would place you in the major 
donor category and go a long way toward helping meet the challenge. We would like to 
invite you to visit our offices next month to meet and chat with our leadership program 
participant, Luz Delmar, and me. 

I will call you next week to set up an appointment. We would be delighted to see you 
again.

Sincerely,
Lilly Rosa Garden
Executive Director

P.S. We thank you for giving serious consideration to making a major gift this year. 
This is a wonderful time to have your gift go twice as far! 

gives you a competitive edge and fosters optimism. The 
sample letter shows how to effectively communicate an 
agency’s social returns on investment.

4. Highlight inclusiveness. The impact of your letter will 
be enhanced through a discussion about inclusiveness. 
Traditionally, we think of inclusiveness as community 
engagement, for example, by seeking participant 
and stakeholder input to keep your work relevant 
and grounded. In this case, inclusiveness means 
making your donors an integral part of your agency’s 
accomplishments. When inviting them to invest in this 
worthy cause, encourage them to tour your facilities, 
observe programs, or volunteer, or send testimonials 
about why others help fund your organization. In other 
words, help donors feel they are an essential part of your 
agency as opposed to simply a name on your annual 
report.
	 Make sure your donors feel that through their 
contributions they are part of a cycle of strength, 

positive energy, and success. This can be one of your 
pillars of excellence. 

The Four Tips in Action
When we apply the four essential tips, we develop a letter 

that is compelling, engaging, optimistic, and inviting. Here 
is an example of a letter written to invite a current donor to 
meet with the senior staff at the soliciting agency. The goal is to 
strengthen this donor’s engagement and commitment with the 
organization and ultimately have her increase the amount of 
her annual donation, becoming a major donor to help with the 
success of meeting a challenge gift. n

Mara Perez has been delivering fundraising, evaluation, and strategic 

planning services to nonprofit organizations and educational 

institutions for more than ten years. Find her at her consulting firm, 

Mara Perez, Ph.D., Fund Development and Planning Services: svn.net 

/mperez.

Social returns 
on investment.  
Inclusiveness.

Inclusiveness
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