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Recession? What Recession? Fundraising in Difficult Times

By Brian Walsh, Catholic Volunteer Network Board Member

Unemployment rising…retirement accounts shrinking foreclosures through the roof... consumer spending tanking… Americans struggling with no money to pay their bills, or even put food on the table…Fundraising during the recession?  I’d rather discuss a root canal…

There is good news – a silver lining to this dark cloud. There have been six economic recessions since 1966, and although charitable giving has slowed during these periods, there has never been a philanthropic recession. That’s right: Overall giving for charitable organizations has never decreased below the prior year’s giving.

But fasten your seat belts, folks – it looks like the economy will continue to struggle… maybe for another twelve months, and maybe even long enough to spark our first philanthropic recession in almost fifty years.

Regis, give me a lifeline! Here is some more good news – there are ways to ride out the fundraising storm: Here are fifteen ways to get through.

1.   Thank your donors, continuously.  If you can afford it, drop them a note without a donation request.  Share a specific success story, or let them know of the impact their continued support has had. Gather some of your volunteers and have them phone donors to say thanks.

2.   Do NOT be afraid to ask for money!  Your mission depends on it.  Remind your donors that those you serve are the ones most in need.  Recognize times are tough, that we all have mortgages, utility bills, tuition, and health insurance premiums to pay, but stress to your donors that your organization can’t provide without their support.

3.   Be sensitive, but don’t go too far;.Americans are struggling, but don’t go overboard in your communications on the state of the economy. You might wind up convincing the donor not to give at all.

4.   Provide fiscal transparency.  How are donations being spent: how much do the services your organization provides actually cost per individual? How much do you spend on administration, and fundraising? These are questions your supporters want to see answered.

5.   Consider asking for an increase.  How about $1.00 per day, or $365 per year (see #3) to give you the resources to build God’s kingdom on earth?

6.   Implement a monthly recurring giving program.  Don’t expect your donors to automatically visit your website and make a donation. Invite them to join a program that enables them to conveniently support your organization on a monthly basis. It does wonders for cash flow.  Drive them to give this way through creative email and direct mail marketing.

7.   Establish a Planned Giving Program.  Yes, even during a recession.  This gives your organization the assurance that during the next recession, resources will be available.  You’d be surprised at the number of diamonds in the rough you have among your $20 donors.  Too many non-profits, small and large, are missing out on a tremendous opportunity to be included in their donors’ wills.

8.   Gifts are tax-deductible. With April 15 on the horizon, tax-deductibility will be on your donors’ minds.

9.   Tax Refunds.  Speaking of taxes, ask your donors to consider giving a portion of their refund to your organization.

10.  Ask your donors to reflect on their giving.  Yes, their IRA may be off 50%, but for those employed, has their income been interrupted?  Your donors are likely to be more reflective in these difficult times.

11.  Fundraising is a Ministry. It’s okay to talk about money. You might be surprised to find that your donors have feel the need to give, in addition to their desire to give to your need.  God does provide, but I suggest God recognizes that donations are critical to successful ministry.

12.  Don’t try to ride it out. It is probable that the economic situation is going to get worse before it gets better.

13. Analyze what works, and do more of it.  if you have a strong direct mail program, add an extra mailing or two.  NET dollars are the name of the game.

14. Diversify your development. Email, direct mail, telemarketing, major gifts, events, planned giving, grants… have you tried all of these different vehicles for fundraising?  Depending upon the size, and budget of your organization, the more resources you have to raise money, the better.

15.  Competition.  Yes, all of the member organizations of Catholic Volunteer Network are true to the mission of working for the common good, but be realistic. If you are not out there asking for money, your local YMCA, High School Marching Band, or church, is.  Get to the front of the line, and make your case.  

Now the next step is to repeat #1, and #2.  I wish you good luck in all your fundraising endeavors. 
