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Fundraising in Tough Times
How to survive in a challenging economy B y  M a l  Wa r w i c k

Our economy is in bad shape  and will only get worse. So 
what can we fundraisers do to minimize the impact of this diffi  -
cult period on our organizations, and at the same time maximize 
our income?

For starters, let’s agree that panicking and crawling into a hole is 
not a reasonable option. Nor is pretending that economic troubles 
will create multiple opportunities for venturesome fundraisers, 
who need only invest more in raising money. Instead, I believe, a 
cautious middle course is the only rational way to respond to the 
crisis. And that middle course boils down to nine concrete steps:

Reassess the Whole Ball of Wax: Fundraising, Marketing, and 
Communications. Accountability mechanisms and systematic eval-
uation are essential management practices. Unfortunately, the non-
profi t sector does not universally employ them. But economic 
distress has a way of pushing us to assess thoroughly all that we’re 
doing. Now’s the time to put in place a regular process that will al-
low your fundraising, marketing, and communications programs to 
function at the highest degree of effi  ciency and eff ectiveness.

Strengthen Your Case for Giving. Although many of us in the social 
sector believe the public owes us a living—we’ve nobly accepted 
lower pay and longer hours, after all—money doesn’t just material-
ize. It has to be earned. And there’s nothing better than a recession 
to drive this point home. Take the opportunity to reexamine your 
case for giving. And be certain your donors understand both the 
more urgent need for your services during tough times and the 
many concrete steps you’re taking to increase your effi  ciency and 
eff ectiveness. Just be careful not to make a big deal about how your 
organization’s fundraising eff orts are suff ering. Take it from me: 
Your donors don’t care. They care about how your clients or benefi -
ciaries are faring.

Stick with What Works. Many fundraising consultants and non-
profi t managers are enamored with “creativity.” But when that 
word means nothing more than fl ashy graphics and splashes of 
brightly colored ink, everyone loses. If the decades-long experience 
of direct marketers has anything at all to teach the fundraising pro-
fession, it’s that diff erent isn’t always better. An economic downturn 
does not justify throwing out what has worked in the past. In fact, 
it’s a time for caution and cost cutting.

Cut Costs with a Scalpel, Not an Ax. There are lots of easy ways to 
cut fundraising costs. You can stop prospecting for new donors. 

You can eliminate thank-yous to donors. You can cut out telemar-
keting eff orts, slash the direct mail budget, and reduce the major 
gift staff . The only problem with this heedless approach is that it’s a 
prescription for bankruptcy.

Business goes on, whatever the economic conditions. You can’t 
not raise funds. You can’t treat loyal and responsive donors like sta-
tistics. And you can’t stop building your donor database. If you do 
these things, your donor list will shrink through attrition and your 
income will slack off  to a dribble. The only defensible, businesslike 
way to respond to an economic crisis is to recognize that fundrais-
ing requires both continuing investment and ongoing care. If the 

choice arises between cutting back slightly 
on programs or slashing the fundraising 
budget, you may shoot yourself in the foot if 
you opt for the latter. It doesn’t take long to 
destroy an eff ective fundraising operation—
and then where will your programs be?

Fish Where the Big Fish Are. It’s obvious to 
anyone professionally involved in fundrais-
ing that it’s generally more cost-eff ective to 

MAL WARWICK has 
been raising money pro-
fessionally since 1979. 
This article is adapted 
from his 19th book, Fund-
raising When Money Is 
Tight: A Strategic and 
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ing Tough Times and 
Thriving in the Future, to 
be published April 2009 
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raise money in big chunks than in little ones. A grant from an insti-
tutional funder or a signifi cant gift from an individual major donor 
rarely comes at a high cost of fundraising. And anyone who’s at-
tended even one fundraising conference or workshop has surely 
become acquainted with the Pareto Principle, or 80/20 rule, which 
teaches us that a relatively small number of more generous donors 
account for the lion’s share of the net philanthropic revenue our 
organizations receive. All of this points to the wisdom of focusing 
more time, eff ort, and money on generous and responsive donors 
and less eff ort on less productive ones.

Yet how many nonprofi ts truly make use of the simple computer 
tools that allow us to take advantage of these self-evident truths by 
grouping donors into distinct segments based on their giving histo-
ries? If your organization has the habit of treating all of your donors 
the same way, it’s time to examine how you can fi ne-tune your pro-

gram with a well-considered segmentation plan. 
 If you’re already well acquainted with segmentation, then it’s 

time to consider focusing more on mid-level as well as major do-
nors and excluding your least generous supporters from expensive 
appeals by mail or phone.

Be Attentive to Your Donors. A study of high net worth American 
donors conducted late in 2008 by the Center on Philanthropy at 
Indiana University for Bank of America revealed that the No. 1 rea-
son donors stopped giving to a particular charity was “no longer 
feeling connected to the organization.” This is no surprise. All do-
nors need to feel appreciated. They need to feel informed. Their 
confi dence in the charity needs to be constantly reinforced. At no 
time can a nonprofi t operate as though its donors will continue giv-
ing no matter how they’re treated.

Do Due Diligence. No major gift offi  cer worth her salt would dream 
of visiting a prospect without attempting to uncover every possible 
bit of intelligence on the prospect’s giving history and personal in-
terests (among many other things). Why, then, is it wrong for a 
fundraiser who deals with hundreds or thousands of donors at a 
time—through the mail, by phone, or online—to gather person-
al information about potential donors before approaching them for 
gifts? Sadly, most direct response fundraisers act as though this is 
an unnatural act. We work from bare-bones databases. Generic 
appeals predominate. We write to our “Dear Friend” or our “Dear 
Donor” without any inkling of what might interest or motivate that 
person. Surely, we all understand that such an impersonal ap-
proach might be necessary in new-donor acquisition eff orts. But 
don’t we know more about our donors than simply that they’ve 
given us money once upon a time?

If we have anything more than the most rudimentary of data-
bases, we know how much our donors have given, and how fre-

quently. We know how long they’ve been giving to us. And we know 
what sort of appeal triggered their initial gifts, whether it was a let-
ter, a phone call, e-mail, a visit to our Web site, or a conversation 
with a friend. Even if that’s all the information we integrate into our 
appeals, surely it’ll do a better job of securing additional support 
than a crude “Dear Donor” letter! 

Step Up Your Eff orts Online. Billions of dollars have been raised 
online. But the lion’s share of that money has gone into the coff ers 
of humanitarian relief organizations such as the American Red 
Cross, The Salvation Army, and UNICEF; the highest-profi le U.S. 
presidential campaigns, most notably Barack Obama’s; and, to a 
lesser extent, the leading advocacy organizations, such as the 
Human Rights Campaign, Amnesty International, and Greenpeace. 
And all those billions, despite how large the numbers might seem, 

represent a tiny fraction of general philan-
thropic revenue (somewhere between 1 and 
3 percent in the United States, depending on 
whom you ask).
       Online fundraising for its own sake does 
not represent the salvation of the nonprofi t 
sector in a diffi  cult economy. And yet the 

online channel has multiple benefi ts for nonprofi t fundraisers, 
most of them having nothing to do directly with money: attracting 
younger supporters, providing constituents with opportunities for 
participation in your work, and reinforcing appeals sent through 
other channels, to name just three. An enhanced investment in 
online communications will pay many dividends, reinforcing near-
term fundraising eff orts and laying the foundation for a more pros-
perous future.

Break Down the Silos. Here’s how fundraising typically goes at ma-
jor universities: The communications department sends an alumna 
a magazine. The liberal arts college sends her its solicitations a cou-
ple of times a year. The university annual fund enlists students to 
call her. The history department (her major) is all over her for a gift, 
too. So is the graduate school of social science (where she received 
her MA) and the alumni association, which is constantly mailing 
brochures about exotic trips around the world. And I could go on. 
Is it any wonder so many universities cry about the low rate of an-
nual fund “participation” by their alumni?

This reality, which also applies to some degree at thousands of 
nonprofi ts and institutions, cries out for a referee to minimize the 
midair collisions of all those messages. Some minimal degree of 
centralized scheduling among all these competing offi  ces would 
surely reduce donor attrition. Indeed, a truly integrated program of 
fundraising, marketing, and communications would boost revenue, 
even under the worst external conditions.

Am I saying that if you follow this recommendation—and all of 
my others—the recession will go away? Will you achieve fundrais-
ing nirvana? Hardly. I off er these suggestions because I believe that 
if you apply them judiciously, you’ll maximize your income in the 
short run and preserve your capacity for renewed growth once eco-
nomic conditions improve.

At the least, I hope you’ll fi nd my optimism reassuring. ■

If the choice arises between cutting back slightly on 
programs or slashing the fundraising budget, you may 
shoot yourself in the foot if you opt for the latter. 
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