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Today’s 24-hour
news cycle means
big stories come
and go quickly,
and the audience’s
attention span is
short.
Today’s 24-hour news cycle means
big stories come and go quickly,
and the audience’s attention span is
short.
When news breaks that grabs your
audience’s attention, capitalizing
on the opportunity requires getting
your message out quickly. These
messages, or “special appeals,” can
be key contributors to fundraising,
membership drives, and more.
A recent example came from
the ACLU. Following the initial
Trump Administration travel ban,
the ACLU asked for donations to
help support stranded refugees
and immigrants at airports. The
campaign raised $24 million
online in just two days—nearly
seven times the total amount it
raised in 2015.
Regardless of your special appeal’s
purpose, follow these four steps to
maximize your success:
1. Prepare your message in
advance. While the specific
issue, tone, and call-to-action
will change, you can set up a
few simple templates in advance.
Anticipate what you may need—a
call for donations, a petition-drive
appeal, etc. --write it up, and have
it ready to customize when news
breaks. (We’ve included a sample
emergency-donation appeal letter
below to get you started.)

2. Tailor your message to your
audience’s emotions. If the story
makes them angry, remind them of
its seriousness. If it’s good news,
provide a quick example of why this
is good news, and why they need to
act.

4. Move quickly! Time is of the
essence. With social media feeds
that encourage sharing and amplify
headlines, there’s no wrong time
of day or day of the week to send a
message. The most important step is
to respond as soon as possible.

3. Include a clear call to action.
A message that resonates isn’t
effective unless people act. Make it
as simple as possible: include links
to donation pages, sample messages
to send lawmakers, phone numbers
to call, etc.

Now that you have a basic plan, it’s
time to prepare. Here’s some sample
copy that you can have on hand to
customize. The brackets signify
variable text fields that you can tailor
for your organization, recipients, and
the specific news event.

Emergency Appeal Template
Dear {Donor First Name},
As you have seen in the news, {short description
summarizing event}. Stories like these underscore why our
{describe nonprofit’s services} are needed now more than ever
to provide much-needed assistance to those affected by these
events. Our organization depends on donors like you to help
make us make a difference for these people.
We’re reaching out to ask for your support on behalf of
{specific org’s beneficiaries}, people just like you.
We promise that your donation, regardless of the amount, will
play a key role in furthering {specific org’s cause or mission}.
We also promise that we will keep you informed directly on
our progress, every step of the way, in response to these latest
developments.
Make no mistake {Mr./Mrs./Ms.} {last name}, you are the
fuel driving {org’s name} engine of social change. Our goal is
to ensure that the next time you pick up a newspaper, turn on the
television, or check your social media feed, you will see exactly
how you’ve helped us drive positive change in {specific org’s
field of interest}.
Help us change history!
Yours truly,
{Org head signature}
{Org head name}

Online Fundraising: Do The
Risks Outweigh The Rewards?
Online fundraising platforms may seem
like the ideal solution for maximizing your
campaign’s reach and minimizing costs,
but a recent lawsuit filed against a donation
website operated by PayPal illustrates the
many pitfalls of trying to raise funds via the
web.
Terry Kass is the lead plaintiff in a
class-action suit alleging that PayPal’s
Giving Fund online donation platform
is misleading. [https://techcrunch.
com/2017/03/01/class-action-lawsuitalleges-paypal-diverts-charitable-donationsfrom-intended-recipients-misleadsconsumers/ ]. The site lists some charities
that are not set up to receive PayPal
donations, but accepts donations for them
anyway. Kass says she donated more than
$3,200 through Giving Fund, to 13 charities,
but only $100 made it to the intended
organization.
Here’s the catch: PayPal will both list and
accept donations a charity that has not set up
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Donations made to organizations that don’t
set up PayPal accounts—as was the case
with most of Kass’s chosen charities—are
held by PayPal in “a secure and segregated,
non-interest bearing account maintained
by PayPal Giving Fund,” the company
says. [https://www.paypal.com/stories/us/
information-about-our-paypal-giving-fundprogram]
What happens if the money is never claimed
is not clear. What is clear, though, is that the
intended charities don’t receive it.
Another thing that all this makes clear:
online fundraising isn’t as simple as it
seems.
And it’s not just setting up accounts with

well-meaning (yet profit-driven) companies
like PayPal or Amazon, which operates its
Smile fundraising platform.
Some platforms do a poor job of
scrutinizing the groups that use their sites.
“There’s an impetus to include as many
charities as possible without doing any
vetting of them,” says Art Taylor, chief
executive of the BBB Wise Giving Alliance.
“It leaves donors in a very vulnerable
position. More should be done to make
sure charities on these platforms get some
vetting.”
Donors who find out that their gifts never
made it to the charities they selected or
realize they gave their hard-earned dollars to
unscrupulous groups are much less likely to
give again. That puts entire causes at risk of
losing potential lifelong supporters.
Efforts to protect donors are top of mind for
the industry. The BBB Giving Alliance will
set up working groups with charity leaders
(continued on page 4)

QUOTE OF THE MONTH
Listening without conversation is preferable to
barely listening at all. And that’s where most nonprofits find themselves today: barely listening to
their members and supporters, leaning on the same
approaches that have seemed to work well enough
before.
- David Karpf, ‘Step 1 for Effective Advocacy in the Age of Trump –
Learn to Listen Better’ – Nonprofit Quarterly – 02/01/2017
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a PayPal account. If donations for charities
without PayPal accounts come in, PayPal
will notify the charity and encourage it to
get set up. (The charity benefits from getting
the money, but PayPal, which is paid fees
for its service, does too.)
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Online Fundraising: Do The
Risks Outweigh The Rewards?
(continued from page 3)

to figure out ways to ensure that the new fundraising landscape
preserves the very valuable brands and supporter bases that
nonprofits strive so hard to maintain.
Online giving via portals is attractive because of the potential
reach But the transactional, anonymous nature threatens the donornonprofit relationship. This prevents orgs from connecting with the
donors on a personal level.
Establishing a rapport with the individual behind the money is
one of the most critical functions of an org’s staff. The core focus
of sustainable fundraising should not be meeting revenue goals
with minimal effort. Rather, it should be cultivating a lifelong
relationship with a human being who not only gives you money, but
also advocates your cause and spreads awareness of your group’s
mission.
If you don’t capture your donor’s name and address, you can’t
follow up with them, or send those updates on your org’s progress.
You cannot send them thank-you notes, and you cannot send them
future solicitations.

donor data, places orgs at risk of not cultivating donors.”
So while online fundraising appears to be more convenient and less
messy than crafting a well-thought out, multi-channel engagement
strategy, the drawbacks might be a deal-breaker. Adding third-party
donation sites into the equation could cost orgs one-time gifts and,
worst-case, full-time supporters. “They’re robbing them of more
than just the money,” argues Kass. “They’re damaging the donorcharity relationship.” [https://www.philanthropy.com/article/PayPalLawsuit-Shows-a-Wild/239414]
Reply devices, which entail writing a check or filling out a creditcard form and placing it in the mailbox, might seem old-fashioned.
But at least your donor knows where her gift is headed.
Terry Kass, whose online donation to DC Central Kitchen (and
several other local charities) never made it, certainly cannot say the
same.
Do you want to risk putting your donors in the same position?

In short, you cannot connect. And they can’t, either.
While it’s possible to obtain donor information from third-party
sites, it is extremely difficult and time consuming. As Jennifer
Chandler of the National Council of Nonprofits points out, “relying
on these sites, the administrators of which are reluctant to share
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