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Introduction 

As online fundraising has moved from novelty to necessity for non-profits worldwide, many 

organizations are wondering how to run true online fundraising “campaigns,” which stand-alone 

as a development strategy instead of serving as simply a web-based add-on to other fundraising 

efforts. 

Thousands of non-profits of all shapes and sizes have run successful online fundraising 

campaigns to raise the money they need to carry out their mission.  In this class, and in the 

podcast that accompanies it, you will learn how your organization can follow their lead and run a 

successful and effective online fundraising campaign. 

First, we’ll take a look at online fundraising in general… how it differs from offline fundraising, 

and the most important principles to understand when focusing on online development.  Then, 

we’ll move into the specific steps you need to take to launch and run an online campaign.  Let’s 

get started… 

How Online Fundraising Differs from Offline Fundraising 

You already know that online fundraising differs from offline fundraising in many ways, but 

here are three important differences you may not have thought about, which will greatly impact 

your ability to raise money online: 

Attention Span 

People’s attention span online is short.  Very short.  I would say that for the average person, their 

attention span online is shorter than almost every other fundraising method… perhaps save for 

telemarketing.  People like to be entertained and enlightened on the web, and this means that 

they are willing to click links or the “back button” on their browser (or delete your e-mail) if it 

doesn’t garner their attention. 

Ability to Spread Your Message 

Nowhere else can your non-profit’s message spread as quickly as it can online.  People forward 

e-mails and links, post things to Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, et al, and create personal 

fundraising pages for the causes they like.  In short, people share online in a way that has never 

happened online.  This means your message needs to be “shareable” and worthy of sharing.  

More on both of those later. 

Ease of Measurement 

Finally, just about everything you do online can be measured.  Sending out an e-mail appeal?  

You can see how many people opened your e-mail (try that with snail mail!).  Posting a link on a 

social network?  You can track how many people click it, and in many cases, how long they 

spent looking at the page you send them to.  Everything is trackable, and measureable. 
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This means your non-profit can do split testing (sometimes called A/B testing) to see what e-mail 

headlines get opened more… and what works best on your website, etc.  The most successful 

non-profits measure everything they can online to make the best decisions possible about their 

online fundraising campaigns. 

The Four Key Principles of Online Fundraising 

As you plan your online fundraising efforts, it is important to understand these four key 

principles which govern non-profit development on the internet: 

Relationships Matter 

We’ve all seen the supposed “promised land” of online fundraising, and the dream we’ve been 

sold is that it’s passive, impersonal, and quick.  You know, the kind of place where you can slap 

a page up online asking for money, forget about it for a couple of months, and when you look at 

your bank account, be surprised to find $100,000 worth of donations from people you never met 

or heard of, who live on a different continent, and just happen to support your cause. 

Wouldn’t it be nice if it really worked that way? 

The truth is that fundraising is fundraising is fundraising… and in fundraising, relationships 

matter.  This fact of non-profit life is true offline, and it’s equally true online.  And while you 

certainly will raise some money online from people who just “came across” your fundraising 

page or otherwise found you serendipitously, most of the money you raise there will be based on 

relationship-building. 

There are two types of relationships that matter online – those that you build online, and those 

that you maintain online.   

The former are those people that visit your site, or your fundraising page, because a friend sent 

them a forward, or they found you through a search engine, or because they saw a news story 

that mentioned your organization.  You don’t have a prior relationship with them, but they found 

you online, and now you start building a relationship with them online – through your website, 

social networks, e-mails, etc. 

The latter are those people that you do have a relationship with from the offline world, and you 

build, strengthen, and maintain that relationship online through all of the tactics mentioned 

above. 

In either case, your goal online should be to build and strengthen relationships, because all 

fundraising comes down to relationship-building. 
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It’s Fundraising - You Have to Ask 

There’s a similar myth in online fundraising that says that if you simply show people the great 

work you are doing, they will throw money at your feet, and ask all of their friends and 

colleagues to do so to.  As you might imagine, this too is far from the truth. 

Once again, online fundraising mirrors offline fundraising… and in all fundraising, you have to 

make asks.  This means that if you want people to spread the word about your online campaign, 

you have to ask them to – specifically and concretely.  If you want people to whip out their credit 

cards to make a donation to your campaign, you have to make an ask online, through e-mail, 

your fundraising page, or your website.  You have to make asks, or the money won’t roll in. 

Trust is an Issue – Use it to Your Advantage 

As you run online fundraising campaigns and encourage your supporters to spread the word, 

many of the people who come across your message will not have a prior relationship with your 

organization in the offline world.  They will not have shaken your CEO’s hand, attended your 

amazing annual gala, or seen your glossy, full-color annual report.  Their only interaction with 

you will be online, through social networks, e-mail, and your website. 

Because of this, when running an online fundraising campaign, trust will always be an issue.  

People will want some proof that you are a real organization, doing real good in the world, and 

not wasting donors’ money on lavish non-essentials.  In the offline world, gaining trust is fairly 

easy – donors can come to events to hear from the people you have helped, they can visit your 

offices they can meet your board members.   

Establishing trust online is more difficult, but it can be done.  And the good news is that so many 

non-profits are not effectively communicating trustworthiness online that when your 

organization does, it ends up being a huge advantage in your fundraising efforts.  Trust is an 

issue – use it to your advantage. 

How can you establish trust online?  Include testimonials from well-known supporters.  Post 

videos of your work, your clients, and your staff.  Put pictures of your work on your website.  

Make sure people can find your phone number to call you with questions.  Be active on social 

media.  Most importantly – help your supporters to spread the word about your organization to 

their own friends and colleagues.  Nothing establishes trust as well as having a friend or 

colleague tell you how great a non-profit is. 

Messages Spread Online – But Only if They Are “Spreadable.” 

Finally, remember that one of the biggest benefits to raising money online is that the fundraising 

messages you create there, as well as your asks, can spread virally… but only if you design them 

to be “spreadable.” 
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What makes an online fundraising campaign “spreadable?”  First, you have to have an 

emotionally compelling and easily understandable message.  Remember… your goal is to make 

your ask so compelling that people want to send it to their friends.  If your supporter can’t easily 

explain your message/ask, they won’t want to spread it. 

Similarly, the asks that spread best are those that are for smaller, bite-sized amounts.  Which 

would you be more likely to e-mail out to your entire list:  a pitch to donate $10 to buy an anti-

malaria net for a family in Africa, or a request for $1,500 towards an organization’s annual 

campaign?   

Online, people like to donate to… and spread… easily understandable bite-sized asks that fund 

concrete projects. 

What Do We Mean by an “Online Fundraising Campaign?” 

Now that we’ve taken a look at the principles that govern online fundraising, we will move to the 

six steps your organization can follow to launch an online fundraising campaign.  Before we do 

so, however, let’s take a moment to discuss what we mean when we say an “online fundraising 

campaign.” 

Some online fundraising efforts are one-shot strategies: you send out an fundraising e-mail, or 

you place an ask on your website, and that’s it – you hope the money comes in.  An online 

fundraising campaign, on the other hand, is a more all-encompassing effort, similar to an annual 

or capital campaign, but of shorter duration. 

A true online fundraising campaign marshals all of your online efforts and directs them into a 

fundraising push towards a defined goal.  You create a campaign message, recruit leaders, launch 

and spread your message, and track results.  This generally results in a higher return than simple 

one-shot online fundraising tactics.  

Here’s how your organization can launch its own online fundraising campaign: 

Step #1: Design a Campaign Message 

The first step in launching an online fundraising campaign is designing an effective campaign 

message.  Your campaign message is like a case for support.  It details who you are, what you 

do, and why you are raising this money.  In order to be effective, your campaign message should: 

1. Be Concise and Easy to Understand – As noted above, your goal is to make your message 

“spreadable,” and thus it must be easily understood and explained by your supporters. 

 

2. Be Emotionally Compelling – Tell stories, use client profiles, show the impact your non-

profit will have once the campaign is successfully completed. 
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3. Have a Concrete Goal – You wouldn’t launch an open-ended capital campaign, would 

you?  Campaigns – whether offline or online – are much more effective when they set a 

concrete goal in terms of the amount of money they are seeking to raise. 

 

4. Be Visionary – Don’t think small when designing your campaign message – think BIG.  

Set big goals, and encourage people to help you reach them. 

Step #2: Create a Campaign Hub and Determine Your Outposts 

Once you have designed a campaign message, it’s time to create your campaign hub and 

outposts.  Great online fundraising campaigns work on a hub and spoke system.   

The hub of your campaign is the online location where you have all of your campaign 

information, including text, testimonials, stories, asks, videos, pictures, etc.  It’s where people go 

to make a donation to your campaign by clicking on that big old “donate now” button.  The hub 

can be an online fundraising page on a fundraising provider, a special page you set up on your 

own website, or a campaign on a crowd-funding site. 

If You Use an Online Fundraising Service or Crowd-Funding Site as Your Hub… 

Over the past several years, a number of online fundraising services and crowd-funding sites 

have been created which can serve as your hub – generally these sites allow you to set up 

fundraising pages for your project, handle credit card / payment processing, and have some built 

in ways to promote your site.  Using an online service or crowd-funding site can be a good 

option for your online fundraising campaign.  If you decide to use an online service, be sure to 

check the following: 

 Is the look and feel of your fundraising page customizable?  You’ll want to make sure 

you can insert your own logo and graphics and change around the look of your page, 

instead of having your fundraising campaign look the same as everyone else’s. 

 

 Is payment processing easy to set up?  Your organization will want to double check that 

the service’s payment options are easy to set up and cost-effective. 

 

 Is the pricing reasonable?  Make sure that you’re not overpaying for use of the service. 

No matter which type of hub you choose, it is important that your online fundraising campaign 

only have one hub – one place that you and your team will send everyone you can to in order to 

make their donations. 

The outposts for your campaign are those places online where you will spread your campaign 

message, driving people back to your campaign hub.  These places include e-mail, social 

networks, blogs run by people that support you, etc.  Remember – the goal for your outposts is 
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always to drive people back to your campaign hub where they can make a donation to the 

campaign. 

Step #3: Put Together Your Campaign Evangelists 

One you have your campaign hub set up and you have determined where your outposts will be, 

it’s time to recruit a group of “campaign evangelists,” people who will help spread the message 

about your online fundraising campaign to their own lists and groups. 

Many organizations understand that having a leadership structure, host committee, or 

development committee together is important for an offline campaign, but very few realize that it 

is equally important to establish a group like this for an online campaign.  Setting up a group of 

campaign evangelists will greatly multiply the amount you are able to raise through your online 

fundraising campaign. 

The mission for your campaign evangelists is to spread the word about your campaign by asking 

their contacts online to donate to the effort, and directing those contacts to your campaign hub.  

Your team can spread the word by: 

 Sending out an e-mail to everyone they know 

 Tweeting out messages about your campaign 

 Posting updates on your campaign to Facebook, Google+, or other social networks 

 Writing a story about your campaign on their blog or website 

Try to recruit people for your campaign team that not only passionately support your cause, but 

that also have good sized networks online.  Help your evangelists spread the word by giving 

them lots of information about the campaign you are running, drafting sample tweets and e-mails 

for them, and making sure they know exactly how much you appreciate the work they are doing 

on your behalf. 

Step #4: Launch Your Campaign and Spread Your Message 

Once your team is in place, it’s time to launch your campaign.  Do so with as much fanfare as 

possible. Get your evangelists on board with the launch effort, and see if you can get some local 

or regional press coverage as well. 

After launching your campaign, you’ll need to continually push in order to keep your message 

front and center.  Half of the battle comes after the launch… in trying to spread the word and get 

more people interested and donating. 

Stay on top of your team and encourage them to send out messages about your campaign weekly 

or daily.  Make sure your organization stays active as well by continually posting, e-mailing, and 

using social media to drive people to your campaign hub. 
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Step #5: Track Results 

As your campaign progresses, you’ll want to keep track of two primary types of results: 

1. Overall Campaign Results – Track how well the campaign is progressing by tracking 

progress towards your overall campaign goal as well as how well each outpost is 

performing in driving people towards your campaign hub.  Use this information to shift 

around resources when needed to bring extra firepower to certain outposts. 

 

2. Individual Evangelist Results – As far as possible, track the activity of you’re the 

campaign evangelists on your team.  Hold regular meetings or conference calls to keep 

everyone motivated and reward those who are being most active in carrying out 

campaign-related activities. 

Step #6: Wrapping Up the Campaign and Stewarding Your Online Donors 

Treat this final stage of your online fundraising campaign as you would the end of any 

fundraising campaign.  Thank your donors profusely, recognize the work of your team, and enter 

your new donors in your donor database. 

Then… start the stewardship process.  Many organizations fail to add new online donors into 

their standard stewardship process.  Don’t make this mistake. 

What does it mean to ‘steward’ a donor?  Simply put, stewarding a donor is what a non-profit 

does (or should be doing) from the time of the first gift, and lasting until that donor no longer has 

a relationship with the organization. 

Stewarding after a donation is like cultivating before a donation: it is a process by which the 

organization develops an ever-stronger relationship with the donor, and involves constant 

communication to deepen the relationship. 

Your online campaign donors can and should become a source of ongoing financial support for 

your organization in the future. 

You Can Do This! 

Running an online fundraising campaign takes some time and lots of hard work, but this is a 

tactic that can be successfully applied by almost any organization that has already built a 

minimum base of support.  Consider adding a stand-alone online fundraising campaign to your 

non-profit’s fundraising mix for the coming year. 

Special Thanks to Our Class Sponsor - I want to take a moment to thank the sponsor of this 

class, DoJiggy, for making it possible for us to offer this class free of charge to non-profits 

http://www.dojiggy.com/app/services/index.cfm?pc=DOJIGFUNAU
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worldwide.  DoJiggy provides a complete line of online fundraising solutions for running 

successful fundraising events and online fundraising campaigns. 

http://www.dojiggy.com/app/services/index.cfm?pc=DOJIGFUNAU

