Fundraising: How Volunteers Can Share the Load
By Katie Mulembe, Catholic Volunteer Network Membership and Recruitment Coordinator

I spend a lot of time talking to potential volunteers at colleges and universities across the country. One of the most common questions I hear from them is “How much does it cost to volunteer?” It should be no surprise that finances are on the minds of college students today – they carry more debt from student loans than ever before and their employment prospects are limited due to our current economic situation. Money is on their minds, with good reason.

Of course, we do not want finances to prevent dedicated individuals from serving – so I try to assure potential volunteers that fundraising for all or a portion of their expenses might be easier than they think. There are many simple ways to gain support from family, friends and their local communities for the good work they are doing. In addition, fundraising can be a great way to involve others who are unable to participate directly in an intensive service experience like this and heighten awareness about the social, political and spiritual issues being addressed. Donors always have an increased interest in the causes they support and they may listen more attentively to the stories our volunteers share.

From a program’s perspective, asking the volunteers to assist with fundraising has many benefits. First, the volunteer may take their service more seriously because they feel a greater investment in their experience. The knowledge that there are individuals backing them may place some healthy pressure on them to stick through it during the difficult times. Secondly, spreading out the weight of fundraising may free up program staff to provide more qualitative support to the volunteers. And finally, this method may help broaden a program’s donor base dramatically.  It is not unlikely that consistent donors will continue to fund the program, even after their volunteer has completed his or her term of service.

The following are a few ideas you may want to use to assist your volunteers in their  fundraising efforts:

Revive the Lost Art of Letter Writing Most people rely on email or text messaging for communication these days, which means that a handwritten letter or note is now a unique means of communication, and therefore can have a huge impact. Even if a volunteer sends a general letter, but addresses the envelopes by hand, the receiver will be far more likely to read it. The recipient will also take note of the time and effort put into getting this appeal to them individually. Inside the letter or note, the volunteer should mention a bit about the organization they are serving with and also provide some powerful examples of the importance of their work. A story about an individual who was personally impacted by the volunteer’s presence will leave a far greater impression than a general overview of the agency.  Volunteers can send out these appeal letters before and even during their term of service.

Contact Diocesan Mission Offices Catholic volunteers should always get in touch with the Office of Mission in their home diocese. Sometimes this office may be known as the Society of the Propagation of the Faith or Office of Pontifical Missions. The task of this office is to promote the vocation of mission for all Catholics, both lay and religious. Often, volunteers can easily gain financial support and perhaps even diocesan-wide publicity for the good work they are engaged in.

More Bang for Your Buck! Volunteers are engaged in extremely important and transformative work and they should not be shy to share that information. Donors should know that they are supporting not only the volunteer’s living expenses, but also the great work that is being done. Without that volunteer’s presence, the community being served would not benefit in the same way.

Be Specific Although it is tempting for volunteers to say “give whatever you can,” this is not always the most effective strategy. Advise volunteers to give their friends and family guidance on what amount of donation they are asking for. Also, volunteers should increase that amount when writing to schools, parishes or other organizations they are affiliated with.

Make It Easy to Give This is one area where volunteer programs can really help. If you have an online donation tool on your website, enable donors to indicate which volunteer they are supporting. This helps donors feel that they know where their money is going, and they are more likely to donate again in the future. Of course, programs are not expected to use only the money donated for a volunteer on that particular volunteer’s individual expenses, it is okay to pool the money together. Be sure to keep volunteers up to date on which donations have arrived in their name. Also, remind donors that their contributions are tax deductible. You may want to consider including a page specifically for benefactors on your website that includes information about your 501 (c)(3) status and the organizations that you are affiliated with, like Catholic Volunteer Network. This enhances your credibility and makes donors confident they are supporting a reliable agency. Also include information about where they can send a check if that is their preferred method.

Dinner and a Movie Volunteers can ask friends and family to come by for dinner and a movie one night. The volunteer can prepare a simple meal – similar to one that would be eaten by the communities they will serve. After the meal, show a movie related to the area the volunteer will serve or the type of work they will be involved in. In exchange for the evening entertainment, friends and family can donate the amount that they would have spent on a dinner and a movie if they went out on the town.

Don’t Beg, Blog! If your volunteer keeps a blog, this can be an easy way to draw in potential donors. Ask him or her to include information about making a donation right on the homepage of the blog. They could also download a free “fundraising thermometer” to show the progress of their campaign. (This can be found at: www.easy-fundraising-ideas.com/tools/fundraising-thermometer.)

Promise to Give Back Schools and parishes would love to hear about the volunteer experience. They may be more likely to give when they know they will also be able to benefit from the volunteer’s experience through education. The volunteer can agree to set up a speaking engagement before or after their term of service.

And, most importantly, Always Say Thank You It is important that the donor be thanked by both the volunteer and the program. You may be surprised to receive additional donations in response to a simple thank you note!

Additional Resources 
•     Cross Cultural Solutions has a great fundraising guide on their website. Check it out at www.crossculturalsolutions.org/resources/fundraisers.
•     Volunteers interested in serving internationally may enjoy the article “Why Pay Money to Volunteer?” by Le Ann Joy Adam found at: www.transitionsabroad.com/publications/magazine/0007/advisor.shtml.
•     Concerned about raising funds during this economic recession? Check out Brian Walsh’s article, “Recession?  What Recession? Fundraising in Difficult Times” on page one. 
•     For information on how former volunteers can assist in the fundraising process, please see Alyssa Sickle’s article “Alumni Fundraising” also on page one. 

