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Your tireless efforts to effect change are what keep us motivated each and every day. We won’t stop until you can give a personal experience to every supporter.
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INTRODUCTION


The Giving Dilemma


Meet your authors: Jeremy Berman and Nick Black, tech and philanthropy entrepreneurs. As cofounders of GoodUnited, they are experts in understanding why and how donors give to their favorite causes. They’ve worked with nonprofits across the country to help them maximize their fundraising potential and to establish a one-on-one relationship with each supporter of their cause.


Jeremy: How long have we been on this fundraising journey, Nick?


Nick: It’s been a while, man. At this point, we’ve been partnering with and supporting nonprofits in their fundraising for probably over a decade? Hard to imagine that.


Jeremy: It’s true. At this point, it’s like we’ve seen every single kind of fundraiser you could possibly imagine. Some of the stories you’ve told me from your time fundraising for Stop Soldier Suicide makes me think about all the wild ways people have tried to get the funds to keep their organizations running. The poker night for example?


Nick: Now, the poker night we had to put a stop to—couldn’t encourage gambling. But then we had the rodeo clowns, the brewery tours, the motorcycle rides, and, I mean, who could forget the wine night?


Jeremy: Right, I remember that one! That turned out to be a—


Nick: A nightmare, man. Fundraising really feels like an exercise in futility sometimes. You have to pull together a team, then you gotta plan the event, then you must market the event to make sure people come, and, after all that work, you have to host the event itself. I mean, it’s just a herculean task and at the end of it, you sometimes feel like you haven’t gotten anywhere.


Jeremy: That can be disheartening for the fundraising team at a nonprofit. Like you’re putting in all this effort just to get the bare minimum to keep your operations afloat.


Nick: Sure, and these extravagant fundraising events often inspire wealthy donors to give year after year—ensuring they have the budget to do their work. In our time working with nonprofits, we’ve found that these big gala events help those wealthy donors feel connected to the impact of their donation.


Jeremy: But wealthy people aren’t the only kind of donors that give to a nonprofit’s cause. This is becoming even more apparent as fundraising has become more decentralized with companies like GoFundMe or Facebook getting involved. Thousands of people contributing $5, $10, $20 compound into high gains for a fundraising campaign. These accumulated microdonations have become a huge source of revenue for nonprofits. Yet many nonprofits continue to operate like social giving is just a flash in the pan and focus their efforts on their high-ticket donors.


So, why shouldn’t the person who gave five dollars get that same connection? This question became a huge driver for the work that we do at GoodUnited today. It wasn’t always easy. We had some success, but that only came from the lessons we learned through our failures.


Nick: Our many, many failures.


Jeremy: [laughs] And that’s why we wanted to write this book! To share our experiences in the nonprofit arena to help nonprofits maximize their fundraising potential in a way that feels authentic to their organizational mission. I think we both know how hard it is to keep a nonprofit running. Every year it can feel like more and more resources are needed to accomplish just the basics. As time goes on, a nonprofit’s fundraising department grows larger just to keep up with the demands of the operations. These two things—fundraising and operations—can sometimes feel at odds with each other. This became clear to me when I first started volunteering with nonprofits.


It was 2008, and I was working at a consulting firm when the financial crisis hit. At that time, instead of laying people off, my company decided to allow employees to take a sabbatical of up to three months to do volunteer work. During that time, we would still receive a portion of our salary and maintain all our benefits. This gave me the opportunity to step back and to explore something that I felt passionate about. When I heard about it, I immediately volunteered—it seemed like something I had to do.


I decided that I wanted to find an international volunteer experience where I could enrich the lives of kids through sports. You see, I had already been doing this through various other organizations stateside. In my search, I found this one surf school in South Africa that worked with a local group called Penny’s Way. This school used surfing lessons to reinforce good behavior in kids that were experiencing poverty the likes of which I hadn’t seen before.


Penny of Penny’s Way is an absolute saint of a woman. She started the school with a big dream and very little money. The school building was incredibly basic—two rooms, no running water, and very few toys and supplies. When we weren’t surfing, we taught two- to five-year-old children basic reading and writing skills. And when we were on the water, we taught hang tens and cutbacks while mentoring these young minds.


Before long, however, my responsibilities at Penny’s Way changed. The school was running out of cash to keep them open. Surfing and teaching became D-list priorities, and fundraising became my major concern. So, I switched out the surf suit for my consulting polo and began to work on a fundraising plan. We spent weeks organizing locals, planning strategies, and making connections with local philanthropists. We spoke to politicians, or anyone within our limited network that could connect us with someone with the means to donate. We even went door to door to try and solicit donations. And yet, we were wildly unsuccessful.


Fundraising with Penny’s Way was definitely challenging, but despite our failures, I had never felt more passionate or inspired by the work I was doing. When I returned to the United States, I began to prepare for a career change. I knew I wanted to combine my consulting skills and my IT background to help nonprofits fundraise more effectively. At the same time, I had this huge entrepreneurial drive that kept me involved in the startup community. I knew working at an individual nonprofit wasn’t the right course for me. With all of this in mind, I applied to business school at the University of North Carolina. That’s where I met Nick.


Nick: Yeah, but not until after we graduated. We chatted about my experiences with Stop Soldier Suicide, the nonprofit I founded to provide mental health support to returning service members. I remember commiserating with you about how tough it is for a nonprofit to fundraise and keep operations going. Money is the complicated part of a nonprofit. But we do all need it to pay the bills so that we can accomplish our missions. I didn’t start Stop Soldier Suicide to get rich—I started it because I wanted to save the lives of returning soldiers who were dealing with real trauma.


When I returned from deployment in 2011, out of my whole battalion of 120, we hadn’t lost a single soldier. A huge achievement. I know everyone was looking forward to being back home after a long deployment. But, as I was adapting to life back, one of my fellow service members took their own life. I was shocked, as were the others in my battalion. How could you survive the war that we all served in together, come home, and then decide to end it?


That’s when I knew that I had to do something to help those who served and were returning with real mental health problems—not just with us, but everywhere. To do that, I needed people and resources. I had to set up a helpline that soldiers could call for help. To keep those helplines on twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, I needed employees with various certifications to deal with the sensitive nature of these calls. To get all that up and running, I needed cash. And this started the odyssey of suffering that I call fundraising.


Jeremy: I remember you complaining about fundraising one night that we had you and your wife over for dinner. It reminded me of the impact I felt I had when I was working with the kids at Penny’s Way and how I lost track of that when I started fundraising.


Nick: I think this is when we first landed on that problem statement that we found GoodUnited on. How do we connect people to the impact of their donation? How can a nonprofit create a community around its cause?


Jeremy: The idea that a nonprofit can have a deep one-on-one relationship with each of their donors was very appealing to us. I knew there was a way we could use emerging technology to create those connections that could be so valuable for nonprofits. Yet it took us many ideas and iterations to finally figure out what would work.


Nick: Yeah, everything from an automated newsletter with the latest news on fundraising to a fundraising solution that was more gift registry than dollars donated. We really did try it all, and, after a lot of failures, there were times we felt like just folding.


Jeremy: But we couldn’t give up. We could either die by a thousand paper cuts, or we could try something new and bold.


Nick: So, we buckled down and really interrogated our mission. Failure was such a core element to what we were doing at the beginning of GoodUnited that it shifted our approach from a “we need to succeed now” mindset to one based in “fail often and fail fast.” That mindset is still with us today. Now, our teams iterate around a problem, test out a solution, and scrap it if it doesn’t meet our mission.


Jeremy: From those failures, we learned a lot. Even in our successes, we learned too! Through it all, we’ve taken that experience into our partnerships with nonprofits from across the country. Through the power of social giving, we show them how they can have a one-on-one relationship with each of their donors. Together, our nonprofit partners have collectively raised over $1 billion through social channels since partnering with GoodUnited. All through a frictionless, one-click to give experience that makes giving easy for their donors. What’s more, our partners have energized their communities of fundraisers and donors that make their mission possible.


Now, we’re ready to share how we did all that with you. In the following chapters, we’ll show you how social giving, a new mode of fundraising, has been making digital-first fundraising the new normal. By engaging your social media channels and investing in your digital strategy, you’ll create a strong and sustainable community around your cause that will create new revenue streams for your organization.


Nick: While we’ve talked a lot about how grueling fundraising can be, the folks doing this work should take a moment to remind themselves of why they’re doing this work. It can be easy to forget about your organization’s cause while raising enough funds to keep the lights on. To them I say, remember why you started your nonprofit. Bring that reason into your fundraising. Envision it as a necessary part of accomplishing your organization’s mission. Doing good is definitely not easy, and making a real impact means you might crash a few times on your journey.


Jeremy: Yep, but when you invite your donors along for the ride, you’ve got people who can navigate your nonprofit to its ultimate destination. [image: imgcursor.jpg]
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CHAPTER ONE


A New Wave in Fundraising


Nonprofits represent the best of us. The people who run them tirelessly give the most of themselves to accomplish a near-impossible mission. Those who seek careers in the nonprofit world often sacrifice high salaries from corporate jobs in order to impact a cause they care about. And the causes nonprofits handle are in no way easy to accomplish. These organizations take on huge missions in the hope that they might change the world for the better. Curing cancer, ending hunger, saving whole populations of animals, ensuring human rights for marginalized communities—these and many more are the goals of some nonprofits. With such lofty missions, however, they often have a miniscule budget directed toward their operations. Nevertheless, they continue their work because they believe in their cause.


But nonprofits can’t run on goodwill alone. To close the gaps in their budget and continue their activism, they must fundraise, and they must do it often. And they don’t just do it in one way. From fundraising mailers to in-person events, nonprofits employ various tactics in their fundraising campaigns to continue their operations. As time goes on, a nonprofit’s fundraising department may grow larger just to keep up with the demands of operations. This puts an immense amount of pressure on the fundraising team. Their success or failure doesn’t just mean lost revenue for nonprofits. It could mean lost meals for hungry kids, lost time in the lab to research a deadly disease, and even lost lives of those who couldn’t get the support they needed in time.


If you’ve been in the nonprofit sector for a while, you’ve seen how fundraising has drastically changed over the past few decades. The history of giving is a long one that has gone through many waves of donor behavior. The first way donors used to give was through mailed checks sent via direct mail. Then, the emergence of the internet led to online donation pages that were followed up with email blasts. These tactics, while still useful today, represent the donor behavior of yesterday. As newer generations access wealth, they are more comfortable with donating on the channels where they’re spending their time—like social media. Many nonprofits, however, continue to fundraise like it’s 1998 for fear that more innovative methods of fundraising are too risky. And who can blame them? Their margins for success are razor thin, and they know what works for them and their donor base.


Yet, in the past few years, a new kind of giving has been putting checks into the mailbox of nonprofits across the country. In 2017, Facebook first launched its fundraising capability for nonprofits, which started a revolution in fundraising known as social giving. Social giving is fundraising powered by social connections. You may be familiar with this term as it relates to peer-to-peer and crowdfunding campaigns on platforms like GoFundMe. The “social” aspect of social giving, however, more commonly refers to the connections between people that exist on social media networks such as Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok. This new mode of fundraising creates a frictionless donor experience, expands awareness into new donor groups, and represents a force multiplier for your fundraising efforts.


There is a shift in donor behavior happening right now, and it is inspired by the power of social giving. Today, there are donors who prefer to give virtually by clicking on a “donate” button they might see on Facebook under a friend’s birthday. And in that one click, they can give instantly. This makes the transaction simple and frictionless. No need to pull out your checkbook. The ubiquity of social media also means they can give wherever they want and whenever they want, transforming one-day fundraising “marathons” into a twenty-four-seven giving experience. In truth, many large-ticket fundraising events like 5ks and walkathons cost more to run today and result in fewer overall donations. While part of this is the ease provided by social giving, the COVID-19 pandemic pushed all of us toward digital experiences.


During stay-at-home orders, consumer behavior changed and it impacted every industry including nonprofits. Over grabbing a table at a restaurant, we ordered takeout. Online shopping skyrocketed while large storefront retailers like J.Crew and Neiman Marcus went bankrupt. Movies were premiering on streaming services instead of in theaters. While we were all getting used to this convenience, nonprofit fundraising teams were panicking. A downtrodden economy and depressed job market meant many donors had less to give than they would have had previously. In addition, those big in-person events that accounted for a large part of their fundraising budget became too risky to host for fear of spreading the virus. What little supporters did have available to donate was often directed to pandemic-related causes (and rightfully so during those early and uncertain months).


As a result, the nonprofit sector had to get creative. While fundraising departments sought the support of donor-advised funds and planned gifts, they still struggled to make ends meet, even when foundations lessened the red tape separating organizations from much-needed grant funding. Many nonprofits turned to their communities on social media in order to raise what they needed. In many ways, GoodUnited was key in helping nonprofits pivot fundraising efforts to social. At GoodUnited, we were already partnering with nonprofits from various causes who seek to turn their social media following into real support. In doing this work, we discovered that social giving supercharged the fundraising potential of our partner organizations. Social giving, along with our expertise, helped our partners exceed their revenue goals and reach new categories of untapped donors.
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