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Greetings,

Things are exciting and busy here at GIFT as we enter the final stretch of planning the 
Money for Our Movements conference, which is taking place on the East Coast this 
year for the first time. This is the second year I have been part of the planning team for 
the conference after attending my first GIFT conference in 2010 as a participant. It has 
been a joyous, inspiring and humbling experience to see so many incredible fundraiser-
organizers come together each year, and I am looking forward to learning more at this 
year’s gathering in August in Baltimore. 

In this issue, we look back at the fundraising movement legacies we have inherited while 
looking forward toward the future we want to build together.  Rona Fernandez digs up 
some of the unknown and untold stories of fundraising movement history from the 
United Farm Workers (UFW). Next, we share a planning tool for creating an organiza-
tional strategy to use with your group in determining your shared fundraising values and 
strategies. Media Mobilizing Project then discusses how they have developed and grown 
a successful, people-powered monthly sustainer program to ensure long-term organiza-
tional sustainability. Mike Roque then provides a new, revised version of  his 1998 article, 
“Why People of Color Need to Be Good Fundraisers,” reflecting on what has and has not 
shifted in the field of social justice fundraising for people of color. We wrap up this issue 
with a training exercise developed by GIFT Board Member Sha Grogan-Brown for you to 
determine who you can ask for money from based on your networks and who you know.

I hope you find this issue as useful as I do. And if you can’t make it to Baltimore to con-
tinue these conversations, please follow or join the dialogue on Twitter @GIFT_Tweets 
#mfom14 and #abundancenotscarcity.

In solidarity,

Looking Back, Looking Forward
By Ryan Li Dahlstrom 
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FOR MANY PEOPLE, the words “Sí Se Puede” and the image of the 
angular black eagle on a red and white flag are synonymous with 
César Chávez, the United Farm Workers (UFW), and the popular 
social movement for farm worker dignity in the United States in 
the 1960s and 1970s. The UFW holds an almost sacred place in 
movement history as an example of a true grassroots movement 
that changed not only the lives of many farm workers, but also 
how Americans thought about the people who grew their food.

Many movement fundraisers, myself included, have heard sto-
ries about how Chávez exhorted a young Dolores Huerta not to 
shy away from asking poor people to pay membership dues. But 

the story of how the UFW’s fundraising strategies helped build the 
organization might be different than you imagine. It is a practical 
yet inspiring story about asking for what was needed and of many 
hours of hard work by both paid staff and countless volunteers 
who raised money for and gave money to La Causa. 

In 1966, the UFW Organizing Committee was born out of 
the merger of two unions: the AFL-CIO affiliated Agricultural 
Workers Organizing Committee (AWOC), whose members were 
mostly Filipino, and the Chávez-founded National Farm Work-
ers Association (NFWA), whose members were predominantly 
Mexican. The merger came out of a five-year strike in California’s 

Viva La Causa: Fundraising Lessons from 
the United Farm Workers Movement
By Rona Fernandez

Author’s Note: This article is the first in a series that will explore how different social justice movements in history were resourced. How past 
movements, and the organizations that led them, fundraised has not been well documented. Sometimes all we see is just a few sentences 
buried in the middle of a larger book about the movement’s political strategy or a flyer or memo stored away with other archived documents. 
Thus we have little regular access to the fundraising successes and mistakes of past activists, making it harder for us to learn from their work 
in order to strengthen our own. The goal of this series is to shed some light on these stories and hopefully inspire you to ask the movement 
veterans in your organization or community how fundraising was done back in their day. You might be surprised by what you learn.

Members of ILGWU Local 2329, ILGWU Local 23-25, and SEIU Local 1199 picket for a boycott on grapes, 1970s estimated.

KHEEL CENTER FOR LABOR-MANAGEMENT DOCUMENTATION AND ARCHIVES
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Central Valley and a subsequent national boycott against several 
growers including grape, lettuce and wine companies. The striking 
farm workers were often met with violent and racist opposition 
but, under the leadership of Chávez and others, adopted the prac-
tice of non-violence, which helped them win public broad sup-
port. During the boycott, millions of Americans stopped eating 
grapes, which put pressure on the companies to meet the workers’ 
demands. The result was that the union won unprecedented con-
tracts for farm workers with better pay, benefits and protections. 
The movement also powerfully connected middle class Americans 
with the struggles of the workers who grew their food.

One Fundraising Decision Shapes the Union
It is not widely known that César Chávez did not imagine 

building the organization that eventually became the UFW 
through the traditional trade union route of organizing at the 
worksite, which was difficult to do given the migratory nature 
of farm work and the hostile conditions in the fields. Instead, his 
vision was to offer social services to help poor farm workers as 
a way to build relationships with and organize them for better 
working conditions. To that end, his NFWA had been awarded 
a $270,000 Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) government 
grant to fund these services around the same time that the famed 
Delano grape strike had begun. When the powerful growers who 
were being targeted by the strike protested the grant, the OEO 
held it back for investigation. Chávez and the NFWA faced a big 
decision: take the money and put the strike and all that they had 
built at risk, or refuse the money and continue building the union 
in a different way, including raising money via membership dues. 
According to Thomas Karter, chief of the OEO Migrant Division 
who met with Chávez during this time, “[Chávez] decided that 
the strike and the concept of collective bargaining were more im-
portant than the $267,000 grant and calmly informed me that he 
would not accept the OEO grant until the strike was successful.” 

The UFW Movement: “All We did was Constantly Ask 
People”
Like all unions, the UFW, once it was established, brought in most 
of its income from dues paid by its members. But that was after 
the UFW had won the contracts needed to ensure its members 
would have steady jobs with decent wages. Some of those con-
tracts were won through the grape strike and boycott, but during 
the strike itself, UFW workers were dependent on the generosity 
of others to help them survive with no wages. Also, UFW leaders 
always had a vision of building a broad social movement to sup-

port farm workers, not just a trade union, so fundraising became 
a key way to engage non-members in the work as well as build 
a much-needed strike fund for workers. For UFW staff working 
during the boycott, asking for money and in-kind donations was 
an integral part of their organizing work.

“All we did was constantly ask people,” says Mary Jane Friel, 
who worked for the UFW from 1969 to 1978. The union paid 
each organizer a tiny salary of $5 a week (about $34 in today’s 
economy) and covered room and board. “[We fundraised] because 
we knew we had to survive, but that wasn’t the key. The key was 
that we had a vision for making life better for farm workers.”

Some of the ways that the UFW raised money included hold-
ing large benefit concerts (Joan Baez and Santana were just two 
of the big names that played at fundraisers), selling UFW buttons 
and bumper stickers, getting supporters to host house parties (one 
party, attended by César Chávez in Chicago, raised at least $10,000 
during the grape boycott, equivalent to $67,000 today), and ask-
ing for honoraria or other donations when doing presentations at 
churches or community groups. 

Veteran organizer Alfredo de Avila—who organized for the 
NFWA and then UFW from 1967 to 1973 in California as well as 
in Houston, Chicago and Buffalo—also spoke about how fund-
raising was part of his work with the union: “I had to raise $2,500 
[about $17,000 today] to meet my budget... Anytime you made 
a presentation, at a school, church, etc., you would ask for an 
honorarium. You’d make a fundraising pitch at every event that 
you were speaking at.”

de Avila notes the importance of keeping in mind the differ-
ences in the economic conditions of the United States during the 
1960s and 1970s and today: “Money went a lot farther back then,” 
says de Avila, remembering his time in the UFW in the 1960s. 
“Back then, $1 could buy three gallons of gas. So raising $1 back 
then is like $12 today.”

The art of thanking donors early and often was not lost on 
Chávez, a consummate relationship-builder. Friel, who was 
Chávez’ assistant from 1971 to 1973, spent a good deal of time 
on this important fundraising task. “My first job was to make 
sure that every letter and donation from [Chávez’] first fast was 
thanked and documented. Back then it was all on paper...and the 
donations were arranged by state, county, etc. So thanking was big. 
[As] César's assistant, my job was to know at each event who he 
was meeting, who had given $10, $25 $50 or more. He wanted to 
thank them, individually. I traveled with him and would tell him 
about each gift, big or small.”

More established trade unions were also asked to support the 

UFW LEADERS ALWAYS HAD A VISION OF BUILDING A BROAD SOCIAL MOVEMENT TO 
SUPPORT FARM WORKERS, NOT JUST A TRADE UNION, SO FUNDRAISING BECAME A 
KEY WAY TO ENGAGE NON-MEMBERS IN THE WORK AS WELL AS BUILD A MUCH-
NEEDED STRIKE FUND FOR WORKERS. 
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movement, although sometimes rank-and-file workers were more 
willing to give than the union leadership, which de Avila once 
used to the UFW’s advantage. “When I was in Buffalo,” he re-
counts, “I asked the Steelworkers to make a donation, and they 
were hesitant. Then we asked if we could make an ask [from the 
workers] at the plant. We raised $357 in change and small bills, 
and then we told the union leadership. They got all embarrassed 
and ended up giving us $1,000.”

A few larger unions were a major source of financial support 
for the fledging UFW, giving tens of thousands of dollars over sev-
eral years. The United Auto Workers (UAW), for example, pledged 
$5,000 a month early on for the duration of the grape strike and 
also gave $50,000 (more than $300,000 in today’s dollars) for the 
construction of the UFW’s main office building in Delano. 

volunteers Make the Difference
While UFW leaders certainly asked for money, they also asked 
for time, and lots of it. None of the major accomplishments of 
the UFW—from the grape boycott to construction projects at its 
headquarters in Delano, CA—would have been possible without 
a veritable army of volunteers.

“[Volunteers] devoted a lot of their time and energy working 
for the UFW,” stated long-time AWOC and later UFW organizer 
Philip Vera Cruz in his memoir1. “The UFW...was able to get ac-
tive volunteer support from outside the actual membership of 
the union... The boycott, for example, was based in cities around 
the United States and all over the world. And these were not farm 
workers alone who were responsible for the success but also stu-
dents, church people, professionals, housewives and other labor 
unions in countries as far away in Europe as England, Sweden, 
France and Germany.” 

According to another long-time UFW staffer, Leroy Chatfield, 
the first UFW office building in Delano, a farm worker health 
clinic, a gas co-op, and even Agbayani Village, a retirement com-
pound for aging Filipino UFW members, were built entirely with 
volunteer labor led by Chávez’ brother Richard who was a master 
craftsman. 2

1  Craig Scharlin and Lilia Villanueva, Philip Vera Cruz: A Personal His-
tory of Filipino Immigrants and the Farmworkers Movement (University of 
Washington, 1992), 100
2  Leroy Chatfield, Forty Acres Delano: United Farm Workers: https://
libraries.ucsd.edu/farmworkermovement/category/commentary/forty-acres-
delano-united-farm-workers/

Volunteers were a crucial part of the UFW’s organizing and 
fundraising efforts during the grape boycott as well. “[In towns] 
where we didn’t have a lot of staff, we depended on our [volunteer] 
committees to raise money,” says de Avila. “Some committees were 
just five people in the neighborhood; they were taking on the 
main responsibility of taking on house meetings.” In larger cities, 
de Avila remembers having 30 to 40 volunteers on hand each 
day handing out tens of thousands of flyers to the public about 
the boycott, a feat that never could have been accomplished with 
just paid staff.

Friel also emphasized the importance of in-kind donations of 
food, shelter and other necessities for organizers and farm workers 
during the grape boycott. As important as cash donations, these 
contributions of goods and services provided crucial sustenance 

to UFW staff and farm worker members who traveled all over the 
country organizing pickets and other public support for the grape 
boycott. “I went on the boycott to New York [with] 87 farm work-
ers,” says Friel. “We got places [to stay] in every borough donated. 
I got an office at Riverside drive, the Methodist church had a free 
office, and they had a farm worker committee. They provided us 
with phones, a copier, all that kind of stuff.” 

Another UFW organizer during that time, Mary Ann Mc-
Givern, recalled how Catholic religious communities and other 
unions were a resource for the movement. “[We would] ask vari-
ous large houses of Catholic sisters that had their own Xerox copi-
ers to run 1,000 pages [for boycott leaflets],” says McGivern. “We 
laid out the leaflets in half-pages, so that gave us 2,000 leaflets. 
Another route was to ask individual modest donors to cover the 
cost of a week's printing. Sometimes a union or a union print shop 
would donate a leaflet run—maybe a month's worth of leaflets.”

There was tremendous goodwill in the broader community 
for the UFW and la Causa, so organizers never went hungry—or 
thirsty. “People always knew that we [UFW organizers] had no 
money and were feeding us all the time,” says de Avila, who adds 
with a laugh, “I even had a bar where I paid 35 cents and I could 
drink beer all night.” 

Big Changes at the Union
After the victories of the grape boycott, the UFW Organizing 
Committee was finally accepted into the AFL-CIO in 1972 and 
officially became the United Farm Workers. Unfortunately, in the 
years that followed—as often happens in popular social move-

yOUR FUNDRAISING STRATEGy BOTH SHAPES AND IS SHAPED By yOUR PROGRAMS, 
yOUR ORGANIzING, AND yOUR CORE vALUES. 
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ments—internal strife plagued the union. For many, Chávez’ lead-
ership became increasingly autocratic and problematic, leading to 
many key leaders resigning or being purged from the organization. 
Vera Cruz, who had been with the UFW since before the merger 
and was the main representative for the Filipino workers, was 
pushed to the margins of key decision-making and resigned in 
1977. In addition to this hemorrhaging of leadership, the UFW 
board decided that same year to halt its organizing work and focus 
only on internal issues and the maintenance of current contracts. 
Eventually, this would ultimately weaken the union’s position.

“[From 1973 to 1977], Chávez’ drive to transform the UFW set 
the agenda. Only external events which could not be ignored, such 
as contract expirations or wildcat strikes, drew the union’s atten-
tion elsewhere,”3 writes Marshall Ganz in his book about the UFW.

On the financial end of things, the UFW moved to solidify 
its political power through large campaign contributions, includ-
ing a controversial 1982 gift of $750,000 to California Assembly 
Speaker Willie Brown4. The organization turned to fundraising 
from individual donors who were not members of the union to 
maintain its budget. By 1981, membership dues only made up 27 
percent of the union’s income, while 60 percent came from various 
fundraising strategies5, including direct mail. This stands in stark 
contrast to the UFW in 1971, when membership dues made up 
60 percent of its income, or more than $1 million ($5.8 million 
in today’s dollars).

“Someone came and taught [the UFW] about direct mail,” says 
de Avila of this big shift in the UFW’s funding model. “That started 
raising almost $1 million year. My aunt gave at least $50 a year for 
30 years to the UFW that way. There were a lot of donors like that." 

While the organization was still being supported by a broad 
base of individuals, farm workers’ membership dues were no lon-
ger made up the majority of the UFW’s income.  Fewer mecha-
nisms existed that held the UFW accountable to either their farm 
worker members or to their donors. Marshall Ganz sums up the 
decline of the union: “[The] living and working conditions of Cali-
fornia farm workers are little better at the beginning of the 21st 
century than when [Chávez] began organizing in the early 1960s... 
The UFW no longer functions primarily as a farm workers union. 
Rather, it anchors a network of 14 nonprofit entities with com-
bined assets of $42 million, collectively run by the Chávez family.”6

3  Marshall Ganz, Why David Sometimes Wins: Leadership, Organization, 
and Strategy in the California Farm Worker Movement (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 246
4  Ganz 248
5  Ganz 249
6  Ganz 239-240

Lessons to be Learned
Despite this eventual shift away from its original mission and 
goals, the UFW and the farm worker movement it spearheaded 
offers valuable lessons for today’s fundraiser-activists:

Lesson 1: Ask, ask, ask! The first rule of fundraising is to 
ask for money. The UFW did this in spades, especially during the 
boycott, and involved everyone in the organization in fundrais-
ing efforts.

Lesson 2: Volunteers and in-kind donations are crucial parts 
of strong fundraising and strong movement building. Unpaid 
activists played a key role in building the boycott movement by 
walking picket lines, hosting house parties, organizing fundrais-
ing events, and providing food for striking farm workers. Without 
its huge base of volunteers, the UFW’s big victories would never 
have been won.

Lesson 3: Separating your core members/constituents and 
your donors can weaken your group’s accountability to both. 
Once the UFW had separated its main source of financial support 
from the base of people it claimed to represent, it lost much of 
its moral credibility and ability to win even bigger victories for 
farm workers. 

Lesson 4: Fundraising matters. You can follow the changes in 
the way that the UFW fundraised and see a clear pattern of how its 
organizing and program work changed along with it.  Organizing 
shaped fundraising and vice versa. Before the union won its con-
tracts, external support from a broad base of people was crucial 
to help striking farm workers survive. After the boycott, union 
dues bolstered the UFW but were supplanted by individual dona-
tions when the group decided to move away from farm worker 
organizing. 

If there is one overarching lesson to be learned from the ex-
ample of the UFW, it’s that how your group raises money is deeply 
connected to everything else in your organization. Your fundrais-
ing strategy both shapes and is shaped by your programs, your 
organizing and your core values. Does your group’s fundraising 
align with your mission and deepest beliefs? We can learn much 
from both the achievements and mistakes of our forebears, like 
the UFW, about the powerful change that can take place when it 
is, and what can happen when it’s not. n

Rona Fernandez is a senior consultant with Klein & Roth Consulting.
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By GIFT

Often groups don’t know where to start when it comes to creating an organizational fundraising 
strategy. People have a lot of ideas about what they should do but don’t often take the time to
first assess where they are and then map out where they would like to be.

This planning tool provides a guide for any group to use toward developing a shared set of or-
ganizational values and strategies for building a fundraising culture and team.

Why: It surfaces and challenges assumptions people have about fundraising
 It helps create buy-in from key stakeholders
 It helps your fundraising further your organizational mission

Questions to Ask:

1. Who should pay for the work your organization does (putting aside issues of whether   
 they can or will)?
2. What kind of funding does your organization need most?
3. Who should be involved in fundraising for your organization (e.g., members, board, all  
 staff, past and present program participants, etc.)?
4. How should funders and donors be involved in the work of your organization?
5. Which strategies would most resonate with your constituents (e.g., online fundraising,  
 dance-a-thon and other events, monthly membership or sustainer program, etc.)?

Components of an Organizational Fundraising Strategy:

• Explains why fundraising is important to the organization
• Shares your organizational values around fundraising
• States which sources you will seek funding from and which ones you won’t (if any)
• States who will be involved in fundraising and how

Creating an Organizational 
Fundraising Strategy: 

A Training Exercise

6
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Key Fundraising Values (based on “Components of an Organizational Fundraising Strategy”):

1.  ________________________________________________________________________  

2.  ________________________________________________________________________  

3.  ________________________________________________________________________

Organization’s main constituency

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Who should pay for our work?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Current Three years from now

In the space below, create pie charts to represent the approximate current and desired funding 
sources (individuals, foundations, government, corporations, earned income, etc.) for your group:

July—August 2014
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MEDIA MOBILIZING PROJECT (MMP) uses media, communica-
tions and political education to unite a growing working people’s 
movement across struggles in Philadelphia and Pennsylvania. Our 
sustainer program is how we ensure that we are an independent, 
sustainable and people-powered movement media organization. 
Our sustainer program taps into our greatest resource: people’s 
commitment to working for a more just society.

MMP launched our monthly sustainer program in 2010 with 
the understanding that we had to build a broad base of donors 
who cared deeply about our mission if we were to sustain this vital 
organization. Launching a sustainer program aligned our fund-
raising practice with our theory of change. We saw sustainership 

as a way to build a broad base of donors who are deeply impacted 
by social and economic injustice and thus have the most at stake 
in a fundamental transformation of society. 

The program launch was also about creating a solid path to-
wards sustainability. We knew that we needed to be supported 
financially by the very people rooted in the organizing work and 
struggles we were documenting. We knew that this would ensure 
that our media would remain independent from the interests of 
the current powers-that-be. 

Building a Network of Investment 
In our experience, a monthly sustainer program has been an ex-

Building People-Powered Organizations 
Through Sustainership
By Kristin Campbell and Allison Budschalow 

MMP sustainers participate in a photo campaign in the lead up to its annual Sustainer Celebration as a way to encourage others to join.

MEDIA MOBILIZING PROJECT
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cellent way to generate general operating funds that drive and 
resource our most innovative work. Knowing that grassroots dol-
lars are coming through our doors everyday takes a big load off of 
our minds and allows us to focus on telling the stories of everyday 
people who are leading the struggle for human rights.  

Sustainership is the place where everyone who has ever been 
touched by our work can pitch in and keep it going, at whatever 
level matches their ability to give. The taxi drivers, students, res-
taurant workers, nurses, teachers, grandparents, and fire fighters 
whose struggles we document are also MMP sustainers. Giving 
ranges from $5 to $100 a month, ensuring a broad base of donors. 
And over time, we have seen many people increase their monthly 
donation amount. 

In the first three months after launching the program, we 
signed up 100 sustainers, including our entire staff, board and 
Leadership Council (a body made up of founding members of 
MMP and representatives of organizations in our communications 
network). A year later, we had more than 200 monthly sustain-
ers. Today, 300 sustainers donate $25,000 to support our work 
annually.

We see these 300 sustainers as nodes in a network of invest-
ment that will continue to resource our mission for years to come. 

For us, the question of resources is a question of strategy: what 
will it take to win? This is what we’re trying to figure out. And 
we believe that part of what it will take is a growing network of 
people who are deeply invested in a movement-based media and 
communications infrastructure. We see sustainership as a mark 
and measure of people’s investment in what we are fighting for. 

Sustainers have signed on from every corner of our work—ev-
ery media training that we have done, every organization we have 
worked with, and every struggle we have produced media pieces 
for. Our staff, board, members, families, friends and neighbors 
are also sustainers.  

Every time we bring people together in our work, we talk about 
our sustainer program—why it is an important, organic extension 
of what we need to build—and ask people to sign on.

Launching a Sustainer Program
We have learned that it is very important to have a certain set 

of organizational practices in place for a sustainer program to be 
successful. Strong organizational vision, commitment, infrastruc-
ture and capacity are essential.

Some of the key commitments and tools include:
■n an organization-wide commitment to thank sustainers in a 
timely manner;

■n a set of regular communication tools that can keep sustain-
ers informed; 

■n a database to track monthly donations; 
■n the ability to accept online donations at regularly scheduled 
times;

■n an established base of people who would give on a monthly 
basis if asked; and 

■n adequate time and people-power to manage the program in 
an ongoing way. 

We started the process of launching our sustainer program 
by forming a volunteer-based grassroots fundraising committee 
and studying up using a variety of resources, many of which Kim 
Klein and GIFT have produced. This included article after article 
from the Grassroots Fundraising Journal on similar programs that 
depend on monthly contributions. As a grassroots fundraising 
committee, we read Kim Klein’s Fundraising for Social Change to 
build a common understanding of the general practice of grass-
roots fundraising. This was formative for infusing a culture of 
member-driven fundraising within MMP. 

We also read The Revolution Will Not Be Funded early in our 
process. We developed our analysis around the nonprofit indus-
trial complex and knew we wanted to create sustainable sources 
of revenue without becoming overly dependent on foundations 
or corporations. Thus, we have put considerable capacity into our 
sustainer program because of its flexibility and reliability. 

After looking at all these resources, we knew we wanted to take 
our grassroots fundraising program to the next level. Up until 
that point, our only individual fundraising activities were the two 
appeal letters a year we sent asking for individual contributions. 
Together, these raised about $10,000 a year. But the potential was 
so much greater. We had connections with so many people and 
organizations and had built so many relationships through our 
media work. We knew many of these people would give on a 
monthly basis if asked.

We wanted to emphasize that people contribute monthly be-
cause they believe in the work. Sustainership reminded us of the 
church tradition where congregants give on a weekly basis because 
of the deep role it plays in their lives. We wanted to build our 
monthly fundraising program from a similarly deep place. Above 
all else, we knew that our sustainers would support our work in a 
consistent manner because it directly related to their lives. There 
was no concern that their interest in MMP would be fleeting. 

We also wanted to give a broad range of people an opportunity 
to express their commitment to MMP’s work by investing in our 
organization’s success. Funding something, especially on a monthly 

WE SEE THESE 300 SUSTAINERS AS NODES IN A NETWORK OF INVESTMENT THAT 
WILL CONTINUE TO RESOURCE OUR MISSION FOR YEARS TO COME. 
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basis, is a concrete way to deepen that ownership and investment.
It was very important that whatever model we used be acces-

sible to poor and working people, so we started the sustainer range 
at $5 a month. We gave people a variety of ways to give—online, 
through the mail, or in person—whatever worked best for each 
person. We knew that sustainership would encourage and enable 
supporters to give a more significant contribution over the course 
of a year than they could give at one time.

Throwing a Big Old Party
Once all the pieces were in place to launch our program, we said, 
“Let’s do this, and let’s do it big.” We set a high yet attainable goal 
of bringing on 100 sustainers. We knew that with such an ambi-
tious goal in the first year, we would need to do something really 
public to get the word out. So, in 2010, we decided to launch the 
sustainer program by throwing a big party, which we called the 
Sustainer Celebration. The party was a great opportunity to get 
our community and members all in one room and ask them to 
sustain our work. We relied on the voices of our newest sustainers 
to encourage others to join in and give monthly. 

Our Sustainer Celebration brings together the broadest range 
of people we are connected to as MMP and is the flagship activity 
that recruits the most MMP sustainers at one time during the year. 
In addition to giving guests a deeper understanding of MMP’s 
mission and strategy, the event is an opportunity to lift up sustain-
ers as important leaders in MMP. The celebration is a powerful 
movement-building space that is intergenerational, multi-sector 
and multi-racial. It is both a donor base-building opportunity 
and a leadership development opportunity for our members to 
sharpen their logistical planning and grassroots fundraising skills. 
We mark and measure our sustainer base as well as our organiza-
tion’s ability to turn people out.

One of the keys to our success has been the creation of a vi-
brant Sustainer Celebration host committee each year made up 
of local movement-builders, media-makers, organizers, strate-
gists and everyday people fighting on the front lines of the most 
important struggles in our communities. Every host committee 
member signs up as a sustainer and backs our work, while publicly 
encouraging many others to do the same, especially through social 
media. They become the fuel for our sustainer program. 

This year, we hosted our 5th Annual Sustainer Celebration. It 
has been institutionalized in our annual program plan. Only now 
it’s so much more than a party. This year, our Sustainer Celebra-
tion featured the launch of our new public access TV season of 
The Spark: Stories that Change Our Times.  

We were very driven in the first three years of the program, 
growing at a rate of 100 new sustainers every year. And now, in 

our fifth year, we have made the decision to prioritize cultivating, 
engaging, and maintaining our base of 300 sustainers. 

The Day-to-Day Work of Our Sustainer Program
A lot of work goes into building and maintaining so many rela-
tionships with sustainers. Here is a snapshot of what we do to keep 
our sustainer program up and running:

■n Create a culture of fundraising as organizing. Creating 
a cultural shift to view fundraising as a critical element in 
building our power and strengthening our organizing has 
been foundational to our success. It is far more than just ad-
ministrative work. Everyone in our organization sees fund-
raising as an extension of organizing ourselves and growing 
our power. 

■n Invest in training and leadership development. We stay up 
to speed on creative and innovative practices in fundrais-
ing by subscribing to the Grassroots Fundraising Journal, 
signing up for webinars, going to trainings, and connect-
ing with grassroots fundraisers from partner social justice 
organizations to share stories and lessons learned. We train 
MMP staff, members and leadership on how to grow and 
maintain our sustainer program by identifying and asking 
new people to become sustainers. We give everyone con-
crete roles to play in the Sustainer Celebration so they can 
develop their fundraising skills through experience.

■n Consistently engage and appreciate sustainers. We are 
committed to regularly communicating by mail, email, 
phone, and social media with our sustainers at planned 
intervals throughout the year. We send out monthly e-
newsletters to keep sustainers in the loop. We coordinate 
fun and engaging events for sustainers to attend. We set up 
phone banking drives twice a year where members make 
calls to update sustainers on our work and thank them for 
their support. We write personalized hand-written thank 
you notes so sustainers feel our love and appreciation. 

■n Maintain data to maintain relationships. We spend a lot 
of time keeping track of our sustainers’ contact informa-
tion. We enter information into the database regularly so 
donations can be tracked consistently. We include time in 
our plan for monitoring any lapsing sustainers—often those 
whose credit or debit cards have expired. 

This may seem like a lot of work, and it is likely that you al-
ready have some version of this if you have an individual donor 
program. But once you have your sustainer program up and run-
ning, the payback from having members, staff and board engaged 
in fundraising and donors engaged with the work is incredibly 
worthwhile. 
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The Future of the Sustainer Model
As we move into the next five years of our sustainer program, 
we look forward to creating new and innovative ways of growing 
this work. We are certainly not the only group with a successful 
sustainer program. We hope to learn what others are doing in 
order to encourage our community to stretch and grow in in-
novative ways in order to resource the work. We look forward 
to attending the 5th Money for Our Movements conference in 
Baltimore in August 2014 to learn more about the incredible 
movement-based fundraising work that organizers are doing 
across the country. 

Most recently, we have taken on the question of how our grass-
roots fundraising work can be integrated with our media distribu-
tion. As we share our media with more and more people, we are 
working to leverage the commitment of our sustainers so they 
see themselves as grassroots distributors as well as donors. Our 
upcoming six-episode TV series, The Spark: Stories that Change 
Our Times, started airing locally in Philadelphia this Spring and 
can be viewed on thespark.tv. The series will provide a great op-
portunity for current sustainers to dig deeper into our work and 
for our sustainer membership to expand through increased vis-

ibility. It is a bold, new approach that we’re hoping will build both 
excitement and relationships for our work.

Fundraising as Organizing
Ultimately, our sustainer program is about turning our members 
into our funders and connecting our donors to something they 
believe in. In our experience, sustainership blurs the lines between 
donor, member and supporter—because we truly need everyone 
to build the movement we need to win. We don’t see fundraising 
as an administrative side note in this work; instead it is what pow-
ers the movement we are building.  

We use media and communications to strengthen and project 
the inspiring organizing happening around us, and believe that 
organizers are critical to continuing that work. In a similar way, we 
also believe that sustainers play a critical role in resourcing media 
that builds movements and is rooted in organizing. n

To learn more about our sustainer program or other grassroots 

fundraising efforts of the Media Mobilizing Project, contact Kristin at 

kristin@mediamobilizing.org.  And don’t forget to watch us on The 

Spark: Stories that Change Our Times at thespark.tv. 
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WHEN I WROTE THE ORIGINAL ARTICLE “Why People of Color 
Need to be Good Fundraisers” 16 years ago, I lamented the lack of 
people of color who were professional fundraisers and explained 
why this existed. Much has changed since the original article, but, 
unfortunately, a lack of professional fundraisers who are people 
of color remains an issue. And so we have to question, what has 
changed about the fundraising field, what has stayed the same, 
and what opportunities do we have to shift fundraising culture?

What Has Changed?
There has been considerable growth in the number of nonprofits 
in the U.S., now estimated by the National Center of Charitable 
Statistics to be about 1.5 million. With this large growth, we have 
seen more fragmentation in the sector and in the fundraising field. 
Even in small nonprofits, you see staff who specialize in grantwrit-
ing or special events but lack the overall knowledge and skills to 
be a development director.

The growth of the nonprofit sector has also led to a high turn-
over of fundraising professionals and a loss of institutional mem-
ory for nonprofits. A recent study, “UnderDeveloped: A National 
Study of Challenges Facing Nonprofit Fundraising” cites high 

levels of turnover and lengthy vacancies in development direc-
tor positions, a lack of basic fundraising systems, and inadequate 
attention to fund development throughout the sector. With the 
average work span of a development director now less than 18 
months, the need for a strong donor tracking system and cross 
training among development staff is critical. Having an organiza-
tion’s primary contact with foundations and major donors leave 
every 18 months makes it virtually impossible to sustain the work.

We have also seen a professionalization of the nonprofit field 
as colleges and universities have created certificate, undergradu-
ate and master’s programs in nonprofit management. However, 
many of these programs lack basic fundraising training. When 
executive directors of color do not succeed, it is often because of 
the lack of fundraising skills. If these programs include fundrais-
ing courses as part of their program, they often focus on federal 
grants or raising money from wealthy, white donors. Graduates 
of color who choose to work for social change organizations often 
find themselves struggling to translate these fundraising skills to 
a small organization with little development infrastructure whose 
grassroots donors may lack checking accounts.

Development positions in the past were often a stepping stone 

Why People of Color (Still) Need to be 
Good Fundraisers
By Mike Roque

GIFT Fellow alum Cristina González training at the 2012 Money for Our Movements Conference
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to becoming an executive director, but this dynamic has changed 
with the influx “crossover” hires. These are people who are moving 
from the for-profit or government sectors to the nonprofit sector. 
As a result, new executive directors may lack the skills to build and 
sustain an organization and lack the knowledge of the community 
to respect its history and culture. 

A number of programs and initiatives have been designed to 
diversify the nonprofit sector.  These programs have targeted non-
profit boards and staffs but have had little effect on diversifying 
the fundraising profession. Ironically, many of these programs are 
created by foundations who themselves are fighting the green-
lining movement or making their organizations reflective of the 

communities they serve. What is needed are programs that train 
people to respond to economic and cultural realities of commu-
nities. We must create cultural shifts in thinking about who asks 
for money, who we ask money from, and why we raise money for 
social change instead of social services.

Another big change has been the growth of both online giv-
ing and planned giving. Online giving continues to increase and 
has been successful in bringing in younger donors who are com-
fortable buying products over the internet. Planned giving has 
targeted the aging baby boomer generation who, in their prime 
earning years, are now thinking about their retirement and their 
legacy. Yet, few studies have been done to show how people of 
color have utilized both online giving and planned giving.

What Has Stayed the Same?
Unfortunately, the percentage of people of color who are fund-
raising professionals has shown little growth in the past 16 years. 
Although this reality has been acknowledged by the Chronicle of 
Philanthropy and other organizations and books, knowledge and 
intent have not turned into action.

I have seen more people of color getting interviews and even 
becoming finalists for development director positions but not get 
hired. It often comes down to, “Who will our donors be comfort-
able with?” Most organizations, including organizations serving 
people of color, still cater to mostly white middle and upper class 
donors. White women have been the primary beneficiary of this 
dynamic as new development director hires.

A dominant mentality of who can give, who can’t give, and who 
should ask still exists. In study after study, people of color are seen 

primarily as recipients of philanthropy and not as philanthropists. 
Consequently, they are asked less than their white counterparts 
to give to nonprofits. 

A lack of training programs and internships for people of color 
to learn fundraising skills still exists. With the growth in the non-
profit sector and the urgency to raise money now, organizations 
are reluctant to take a “chance” on hiring a person of color. At the 
same time, you see a number of organizations hiring development 
directors with no fundraising experience who have “connections” 
with donors. This often excludes people of color since they are less 
likely to have personal access to wealth.

Opportunities for Moving Forward?
A growing pool of potential donors, especially among middle and 
upper class people of color who came of age in the 1960s and 70s, 
are now in their prime earning years and are starting to realize 
their role as philanthropists. We also know that generous giv-
ing is done at all income levels. As illustrated by Social Capital 
Benchmarks survey, households making $20,000 donate 4.6 per-
cent of their earned income, while households making $75,000 to 
$100,000 donate 2.4 percent of their earned income. 

Donors of color are starting to be pursued by mainstream non-
profits but are often disappointed that they don’t see people like 
them in leadership positions among these nonprofits. These same 
donors also worry about the lack of infrastructure and systems 
in small, grassroots nonprofits. For social justice organizations of 
all sizes, cultivating and soliciting these donors based on shared 
values of social change can be the game changer they need to 
resource their work to scale and be sustainable for the long haul.

Now is the time to turn intent into action when considering 
hiring a person of color as a development director. It is not enough 
to recognize and acknowledge the lack of people of color as fund-
raising professionals. Organizations need to take action and hire 
people of color and ask people of color to become donors. Sixteen 
years is too long for such little action to be taken.  Organizations 
must step up and do the right thing, not because of guilt, but 
because it will lead to long-term financial sustainability and an 
alignment of our fundraising with our values. n

Mike Roque is a former GIFT executive director and the president of 

Adobe Consulting.

WE MUST CREATE CULTURAL SHIFTS IN THINKING ABOUT WHO ASKS FOR MONEY, 
WHO WE ASK MONEY FROM, AND WHY WE RAISE MONEY FOR SOCIAL CHANGE 
INSTEAD OF SOCIAL SERVICES. 
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Who Do You Know? 
By Sha Grogan-Brown

“Prospecting” can be an intimidating concept, but often the mood changes when you frame it as 
a simple question: “Who Do You Know?”  Offer your board members, staff, volunteers, or member 
leaders a chance to get creative through this interactive exercise that will inspire them to think 
concretely about the ways they are connected to people who might be interested in supporting your 
work, and what they can specifically ask them for.

Goal: Through examining the networks and communities they are connected to, participants will 
identify at least 25 prospects.

1. Introduce activity (3 minutes)

■n Cite a few stats from Kim Klein’s article, “Prospect Identification: You Already Know All the People 
You Need To Know To Raise All The Money You Need To Raise” 

■n Ask participants: Who are the people that donate money in your community?

■n Explain that most money given away in the U.S. comes from middle income, working class and 
poor families. Having money and Giving money are not always related, which means, we don’t 
have to rely on wealthy people to fund our work. The most under-asked people are youth and 
people of color.  When those groups are asked, they tend to give 78 percent of the time.

■n This all means…We Need To Ask!  The biggest barrier in fundraising is not asking.

2. Where can we find people to ask? (5 minutes)
In a large group: 

■n Brainstorm a list of all the different ways you know people (neighbors, social networks, people 
you work with, house of worship, etc.)

3. Who Do You Know? (7-12 minutes)
Individually: 

■n Fill out the chart called “Who Do You Know?” on page 16  (encourage participants to draw sym-
bols, but allow them to write if their discomfort with drawing is getting in the way of the exercise.)

14
 Grassroots Fundraising Journal • Subscribe today at grassrootsfundraising.org!

www.grassrootsfundraising.org


■n First, draw with a symbol that represents yourself in the center circle

■n Now, pick five communities or networks you are connected to (e.g., co-workers, neighbors, people 
you volunteer with, exercise classmates, health practitioners, political activists, etc.). 

■n In each box on the chart, draw a little icon or symbol to represent that community or network.  (You 
can also write it out if you don’t want to draw.)

■n Under each icon, list five to ten people who you think might be interested in the work of your orga-
nization, and what you will ask them to do.

■n Example of types of asks: donate $500, become a monthly sustainer at $20, host a house party 
and invite 20 people, join the planning committee for the anniversary party, etc.

4. Reflection (5-10 minutes)

Report back to larger group:

■n Share your chart: How many people did you come up with?  Any revelations about someone you 
never thought to ask before? Did anything surprise you?

Sha Grogan-Brown is the development and communications coordinator with Grassroots Global Justice and serves on the GIFT board.
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—BARACK OBAMA
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