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How nonprofit organizations use crowdfunding strategies to increase donations 
and create lasting donor connections 
 
Executive Summary 
 
In 2006, Jeff Howe articulated the idea of crowdsourcing in his Wired article “The Rise of 
Crowdsourcing.”  He defines crowdsourcing as “the act of taking a job traditionally performed by a 
designated agent (usually an employee) and outsourcing it to an undefined, generally large group of 
people in the form of an open call” (2006b). 
 
Crowdsourcing is related to Benkler’s description of commons based peer-production “networked 
environment makes possible a new modality of organizing production: radically decentralized, 
collaborative, and nonproprietary; based on sharing resources and outputs among widely distributed, 
loosely connected individuals who cooperate with each other without relying on either market signals 
or managerial commands” (2006). 
 
Bruns’ principles of produsage like open participation and common goals with individual rewards also 
parallel the idea of crowdsourcing.  Crowdsourcing even shares produsage’s preconditions such as a 
holoptic “bottom up” view, the division of a larger task into more manageable, granular tasks, and 
acknoweldegment that every person offers a valuable contribution (Produsage: key principles, 2007 and 
Produsage: necessary preconditions, 2007). 
 
But, while Benkler and Bruns’ refer to the act of producing something, Howe’s crowdsourcing is simply 
the act of asking  the crowd for something – work (crowdlabor), opinion (crowdvoting), information 
(crowdwisdom) and even money (crowdfunding) (2006b). 
 
This paper will answer the following questions: What is crowdfunding? What types of crowdfunding 
exist and how are they changing the economic landscape of fundraising in the non-profit space? How 
does a nonprofit create an environment in which crowdfunding will be successful?  Which nonprofits 
have done it successfully? Finally, what should a nonprofit consider before embarking on a 
crowdfunding strategy? 
 
Client benefits. The information presented in this paper will benefit clients in the non-profit industry 
seeking information on the types of crowdfunding options available, recommendations on choosing the 
right strategy, and examples of other organizations who successfully implemented a crowdfunding 
strategy.  Ultimately, a crowdfunding strategy should help a non-profit improve their organizational 
efficiency, build relationships with supports and influencers, and increase donations. 
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What is crowdfunding? 
 
Crowdfunding is a branch of crowdsourcing that specifically asks an audience to financially support a 
product, person or project with a small donation.  
 
Crowdfunding is important to nonprofits for a number of reasons.  For example: 

• With the rise of the internet and social media, charities have a larger platform to spread 
awareness for causes.  Using crowdfunding software, organizations have the ability to harness 
donor data to drive more targeted campaigns and create lifelong relationships with supporters. 

• Social media allows a nonprofit to build awareness for a project or a cause that leads to 
increasing community support.  Community support then translates into action – volunteer, tell 
others and give money. 

• Even small charities and causes now have an opportunity to spread their message and ask for 
financial support. 

 

Types of crowdfunding  
 
Crowdsourcing pools individual efforts as a collective whole to solve a problem.  In the case of 
crowdfunding, the problem or challenge is raising money for a person, cause or project. Several different 
types make up the crowdfunding continuum.  Microlending and microdonation focus on more fixed 
projects while online fundraising focuses building a continual relationship with donors using data 
mining. 
 
Microdonations  
Companies like Charity: Water, DoSomeGood, and Citizen Effect focus on individual donations for a 
project or person.  
 
Microlending 
Similar to microdonation, microlending organizations like Kiva.org focus on individual relationships.  Kiva 
acts as mediator between individuals without collateral or access to financial institutions, and individual 
donors. 
 
Online fundraising 
While microdonating and microlending generally focus on finite giving – a project with a beginning and 
an end or a person that needs a specific amount of money, online fundraising focuses more on building 
long term relationships with donors around a specific charity or cause. 
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Less from More: The changing economic landscape of non-profit fundraising 
 
Using the web for crowdfunding allows nonprofit organizations to exercise Chris Anderson’s Long Tail 
theory which operates under the idea lowering the distribution cost of products and information makes 
it possible to reach more market niches.  Further, many small hits/conversions from these markets can 
be just as or more profitable than the traditional 80/20 rule that theorizes 80% of profits come from 
20% of people. While at one point nonprofits relied on a smaller network of donor resources, the 
internet and the use of social media affords non-profit organizations ways of reaching more individuals 
and influencing more, smaller donations (2004). 
 
Individual donations deliver the majority of contributions for non-profit organizations, but in the past 
this often meant relying upon large contributions from a small group of donors.  Crowdfunding using 
technology resources challenges this dynamic by broadening the pool of donors and flipping this 
traditional model into one that allows for small contributions from many donors. 
 
In Rhetoric in (as) a Digital Economy (2010), Porter the following skills sets for working in a digital 
economy: 

•Repackage content for redistribution to a new audience 
•Maintain connections between people and between information resources 
•Design a social network that facilitates collaborative thinking for effective distribution of 
information 
•Select/tailor information for small niche markets 
•Design search strategies that allow audiences to find needed information 

 
The Rise of Crowdfunding 
 
In Information Ecologies: Using Technology with Heart, 
Nardi and O’Day discuss the idea of technology as an 
ecosystem, a localized “network.”  Crowdfunding using 
technology increases the sphere of influence for 
nonprofit organizations to an international social 
network of resources, and creates an opportunity for 
organizations to expand their collection of economic 
resources from a small pool of local supporters to an 
international community (Nardi and O’Day, 1999). 
 
With the rise of crowdfunding the traditional economic 
structure is shifting.  Social media provides non-profit 
organizations with a platform to reach a much larger 
audience.  Tools like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and email allow smaller organizations to create 
awareness for their causes and build a community of supporters and creating a new ecosystem for the 
non-profit space. 

“As online giving becomes 
more ubiquitous and 
overall growth of the 

channel slows, it will be 
critically important for all 
organizations to have an 

effective retention strategy 
in place.” (Blackbaud, 2011) 
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While government grants, corporate sponsorship, and religious donations experience little or declining 
growth, charitable donations by individuals continue to make up a majority of charitable donations.  
(Fig. 1)  In 2010, charitable giving increased overall by 3.8% with individual giving increasing by 2.7%. 
Combined individuals, bequests and family foundations accounted for 87% charitable donations in 2010 
(2011 Giving USA, 2011). 

 
The 2011 Giving USA Executive Summary also reports that 
charitable giving by individuals remained consistent over 
the past couple decades, even through periods of economic 
decline.  The report’s key findings show that in 2010, 
Americans still gave an average of 2% of their disposable 
income to charity. Giving to international affairs saw the 
largest donation increase in 2010 rising about 15.3% (Fig. 
2).  Much of this is attributed to the increasing awareness in 
global matters.  For example, consider the social media 
presence around the 2010 Haiti earthquake (2011 Giving 
USA, 2011).  
 
According to Blackbaud, a leading nonprofit software and 
services provider, it's increasingly common for first time 

donors to make their contributions online.  Their research also finds that these donors are younger (64 
years and younger) with higher median incomes than offline donors.  On average, these online donors 
also give more money, and overall are more valuable to non-profits than their offline counterparts.  The 
challenge of non-profit organizations is to retain these donors by engaging them and rewarding their 
contributions (Barry, 2012). 
  
Consistent giving year round  
Blackbaud’s 2011 Online Giving report states that a 
majority of online donations occur during the last three 
months of the year with December seeing over 20% of 
the entire year’s donations.  April and September also 
see an increase in donations as these months are 
targets for fundraising events. In order for better 
organizational and year round financial planning, 
nonprofits need to create better year round donation 
strategies (2012). 
 
 

www.givingusa.org 

      www.givingusa.org 
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Retention 
Crowdfunding, specifically online donating, also affords 
nonprofits the ability implement retention strategies to 
encourage consistent donating not just episodic donations.  
For example, 2010 donations saw a huge jump in part due 
to the donations provided to Haiti earthquake relief, but 
most of the programs did not invest in retention programs.  
According to a PEW Institute report on real time giving, 
most mobile donors who made a contribution to the 
earthquake relief didn’t pay attention to how their 
contribution were used in the reconstruction.  43% 
followed recovery efforts “not too closely” and 15% 
followed them “not at all” (Smith, 2012). 
 
Nonprofits using online fundraising usually partner with 
software companies like BlackBaud, Convio, or Global 
Cloud Donor Drive.  Software companies like these not only 
provide a donation platform to their partners, but they also 
provide valuable donor data such as who is donating, how 
they are donating, when they are donating, and how much 
money they are donating.  This type of information 
empowers non-profit organizations to create more 
targeted fundraising campaigns.  Software companies like 
these usually use a business model where they assume a 
percentage of donations or a charge the nonprofit a flat fee 
for their services. 
 
While microdonation and microlending platforms focus on 
project based donations, they still want repeat donors.  
Kiva.org retains donors by allowing them to support 
additional projects once a loan is repaid.  Citizen Effect and 
Charity: Water keep donors engaged by pushing the results 
of contributions out to donors showing them the direct 
effects of their participation. 

 
 
Case for Success #1: Red Cross 
changes the game with mobile 
donation 
 
In the wake of the 2010 earthquake in 
Haiti, the Red Cross set up mobile 
donation strategy.  Participants were 
asked to text HAITI to 90999 to make a 
$10 donation. 
 
Why it worked: 
The Red Cross collected and an estimated 
$43 million in charitable contributions 
using text messaging.  More than half of 
first time text donors subsequently 
contributed to additional disaster relief 
causes. 
 
Pew Institute research also found:  
• Mobile donation increases impulse 

giving 
• Most donors who responded (74%) 

were first time text donors making a 
single contribution 

• More than half of donors surveyed 
made subsequent mobile 
donations to other disaster relief 
funds  

• Mobile donors want a variety of 
donation channels 

• Mobile donors are young - 30% 
between ages 18-29  

• Mobile donors are racially/ethnically 
diverse   (Smith, 2012). 
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Rewards and Engagement 
In order to raise funds, an organization must 
first build a community of supporters.  And 
while the motivation of charitable supporters 
is moreover altruistic, they still expect some 
kind of individual rewards. 
 
Engaging and rewarding supporters is key in 
retaining donors and creating long term 
relationships.  How do nonprofit organizations 
do this and how do they find the resources to 
continuously engage and acknowledge 
contributors and influencers? 
 
Kent Gilliam of Convio, one of the largest 
online fundraising software platforms, 
recommends rewarding these people in a 
number of different ways.  For example, 
organizations can tie online engagement and 
in person engagement together using physical 
touchpoints such as events, and offer 
“freebies” to participants.  Engage the 
community by inviting local businesses to 
donate something to the cause or event.  
Other reward and engagement opportunities 
include offering member discounts, and using 
Twitter and Facebook to interact with 
members with questions and “challenges.”  
Gilliam also emphasizes the power of a social 
media rewards and acknowledgement via an 
@name Tweet or a Facebook post.  Other 
rewards ideas include providing supporters 
with exclusive information or giving them 
control by asking them to choose or vote on 
event names or themes (2012). 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Case for Success #2: Kony 2012 
creates an ecosystem for action  
 
In March 2012, Invisible Children launched a 
viral campaign targeting Ugandan war 
criminal and leader of the LRA, Joseph Kony. 
The video brought worldwide attention to 
Kony and the LRA in order  to build a support 
community, and to ask to for action.   
 
In addition to the video, the Kony2012 
website asks for action in 3 steps:  
1. Pledge your support and participate in 
the “cover the night” event 
2. Purchase a cover the night kit that 
includes event supplies and two “Kony 2012” 
bracelets 
3. Donate a few dollars a month to the 
Invisible Children organization. 
 
Why it works 
Video went viral because it’s compelling, 
emotional, even shocking. 
 
The request is simple and outlined in three 
steps – pledge, participate, and donate. 
 
The donation page is easy to navigate and 
contained within one page.  The video and 
the participation kit provide a sense of 
community and reward to the 
participant/donor.  
 
 The Kony2012 website uses a software 
platform stayclassy.org to provide valuable 
information on participants and allow the 
organization to follow up and create lasting 
relationships with donors.  
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Current Trends in Crowdfunding 
 
The Pew Institute Research reports that one in five, or 20%, of Americans 
currently participate in online charity donation, and one in ten, or 9%, 
use text messaging to make a charitable contribution (Smith, 2012). 
 
Mobile donating (Fig.3) 
The Red Cross created a successful donation campaign using mobile 
donating after the 2010 Haiti earthquake. (see Case Study)  Mobile 
donating is a successful impulse donation strategy that leverages 
emotion to drive an immediate action.  For example, a Red Cross 
commercial showing the devastation in Haiti might be accompanied by a 
call to action “text HAITI to 90999 now to make a $10 donation.” 
 
QR Codes  
Similarly, QR (quick response) codes (Fig. 4), a current marketing trend, 
operate in similar fashion by taking advantage of situational emotion.  QR 
code donation usage is not prominent, but generates conversation.  In 
addition, like mobile donating, QR codes are best used in event situations to prompt immediate 
donations.   
 
Drawbacks to mobile donating and QR codes 
While mobile and QR code donation campaigns successfully generate impulse donations, they currently 
lack the ability to drive long term donor connections since they do not collect data. These types of 

donation generate large donations under very specific 
conditions, but the limits on their technologies prevent 
organizations from accessing valuable donor behavior 
information.  
 
Experiential fundraising  
In the same way that experiential marketing connects 
consumers to a brand through a personal experience, 
experiential fundraising connects people to a cause through 
an event.  Global Cloud, makers of DonorDrive fundraising 
software, Co-founder and Managing Partner, Todd Levy, 
notes that online donating tied to events is the most 
popular way to drive online donations.  This strategy 
resonates particularly with Millennials – college age adults 

and young professionals who want to participate not simply write a check.   
 
Zac Johnson, Head of Youth Marketing at Children's Miracle Network Hospitals, a nonprofit organization 
that uses DonorDrive software said, “They [Millennials] don’t view their part as “I’ll write a $50 check, 

image from rmhines.com 

  qrcodegenius.com 
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I’m done. Their emotional touchstone is sharing their love of the cause with 10 other people. And if 
there’s a way you can monetize that sharing of the cause, all the better” (Global Cloud, 2012). 

  

Creating an eco-system for success 
 
Nardi and O’Day say creating an information ecosystem relies on 
“collective participation in socially shared and valued activities” That 
ecology must be a diverse and ever-evolving local system. Further, 
the technology must fit the needs of the ecology, but also be flexible 
to the changing spheres of influence (1999). 
 
Designing a social media strategy 
In order to generate donations, an organization must secure an 
audience.  Implementing an effective social media strategy leads a 
potential donor to an organization, increases awareness, community 
support, and action in support of the cause.  In this case, that action 
would drive a donation. 
 
To create an effective social media strategy, a nonprofit can use Dan and Chip Heath’s six principles of 
SUCCES.  Commonly used as a resource for social media marketing campaigns, this model also fits the 
nonprofit space (Heath and Heath, 2007). 
 

• Creating a simple, one sentence purpose 
• Engaging an audience’s curiosity with something unexpected 
• Be credible 
• Connect the audience’s senses to a concrete, familiar image 
• Use emotion to make the experience personal “people are more likely to make a charitable 

gift to a single needy individual than to an entire impoverished region” 
• Motivate an audience to act or participate by telling a story 

 
Create a community and ask for action 
How do people want to be reached and how do they want to donate?  Be where the audience is and 
provide opportunities to learn, share, and participate in the organization. Create an ecosystem by 
connecting and layering social media.  Build awareness, strengthen the community, and motivate action. 
Add compelling YouTube videos to a website, blog, Facebook, and Twitter.  Use these channels to ask for 
donations, participation, or support.  
 
Keep it simple, make it easy 
When creating a donation call to action, design for usability. Nick Ward chose Donor Drive software 
because of his poor experience using other software platforms, "Their platforms are clunky. They’re 
packed with sub pages of options to go here and click this, then this” (via Donor Drive, 2012). 
 

“They 
[Millennials] 
don’t view their 
part as “I’ll write 
a $50 check, I’m 
done.” 

-Zac Johnson, 
Children’s Miracle 
Network 

 



 

 ICE – Interactive Business Effectiveness 
 

10 To the Crowd! 

In The Design of Everyday Things, Norman emphasizes the need for visibility and accessibility and 
devises seven stages of design questioning that consider 
visibility, mapping, conceptual model, and user feedback. 
When a potential donor is lead to the point of action, make 
the process easy. Websites should be uncomplicated in an 
effort to make them accessible to as many people as 
possible.  Consider a straightforward, uncluttered format that 

does 80% of the work for a potential donor, and asks for just 20%.  Charity: Water and Invisible 
Children’s Kony 2012 (Fig. 5) both use a simple one page format for donations.  Kony 2012 simplifies the 
process even further by adding donation amounts for a simple point and click donation (1988). 
 
Create a relationship with donors, achieve 
lasting advocates and donors. 
Unlike equity based crowdfunding used by 
small businesses, financial returns on an 
investment are not a primary concern to 
those who provide charitable donations 
through crowdfunding. While this suggests 
donors have more altruistic motivations, 
these community members also want 
rewards. Crowdfunders must feel that they 
are part of a community of privileged 
consumers. Crowdfunding rewards are often 
provided in the form of special access to 
content or management through voting 
rights.  This potentially provides 
entrepreneurs with even more opportunity to 
gather information on supporters’ interests 
and values (Belleflame, 2011). 
 

Recommendations 
 
When deciding on which type of crowdfunding strategy to implement, non-profit organizations should 
consider the following during the process:  
 
Choose a strategy that fits your goal(s) 
First, decide what are the immediate and long term goals of the organization or cause?  Then choose a 
strategy that fits those goals.  Nonprofit organizations with long term goals of creating a community of 
consistent and lasting donors may consider a crowdfunding strategy that builds in data collection tools 
that provide valuable feedback on donor behaviors. 
 

      Fig. 5      http://www.kony2012.com/ 

“When things are 
visible, they tend to be 
easier...” (Norman, 1988) 
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Not every campaign goes viral – help donors find you 
The internet and social media provide a 
new economic model for nonprofit 
organizations allowing them to seek less 
money from more people.  However, in 
this new economy, attention and 
reputation become new scarcities.  
Nonprofits need to be conscious of how 
they reach customers and ultimately drive 
an action that leads to a donation.  
 
Like any business using technology or 
social media to engage and audience, a 
nonprofit organization must understand 
the purpose of these tools and their 
dynamic nature.  If a nonprofit 
organization chooses a crowdfunding 
strategy a plan must be put into place that 
supports the technology and drives 
donations with information like reports 
and white papers pushed through social 
media channels like Twitter and LinkedIn 
and engagement like videos, online 
challenges and in-person events.  An 
effective “ecosystem” allows donors to 
find, learn, do, and share.   
 
Provide an action or request 
With a successful multichannel “eco-
system” in place, decide what action to ask 
from donors and then make the action 
simple. For example, once a potential 
donor finds the organization website, if the 
main action is to make a donation, make 
the website navigation point to this action.  
Then, make the donation interface as 
simple as possible.  Use sites like Charity: 
water and Kony 2012 as templates for 
minimalist interfaces.  People donate when the request is clear and the process is easy. 
 
 
 

Case for Success #3:  
Children’s Miracle Network engages 
donors with dance marathons 
 
“This generation more than any other 
generation needs to feel impact. They need to 
feel an emotional touchstone to what they’re 
doing.”  (Global Cloud Donor Drive, 2012) 
 
Global Cloud Donor Drive partners with the 
Children’s Miracle Network to provide online 
fundraising software and social media 
integration.  Children’s Miracle Network 
drives online donations with experiential 
fundraising events like Dance Marathons.   
 
CMN Dance Marathons are held on 150 
college campuses across the country and raise 
$10 million annually and over $50 million to 
date for 175 children’s hospitals with 100% of 
the donations staying local.  The Dance 
Marathon program has grown 80% over the 
past three years. 
 
Why it works 
The Dance Marathon event provides student 
fundraisers with a sense of community and 
shared purpose.  The partnership with Donor 
Drive complements the event by providing 
social media integration that helps to drive 
enthusiasm for the cause as well as donations 
with an easy and user friendly interface and 
customer service support. 
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Continuously engage and reward  
Use social media to engage and reward members and followers.  Try tying in-person events like a charity 
race to online fundraising to offer donor touch points and create sense of community and purpose.  
Provide donors and supporters with special privileges such as input on an event theme, discounts, or 
freebies.   Acknowledge donors using social media; use Twitter or Facebook to tweet or post the name 
of a challenge winner or the “donor of the day.” 
 
Choosing the right crowdfunding strategy and creating an environment that cultivates an engaging and 
rewarding community of lasting supporters is the key to retaining consistent and profitable donations. 
  



 

 ICE – Interactive Business Effectiveness 
 

13 To the Crowd! 

References 
 
Anderson, C. (2004, October). The long tail. Retrieved March 26, 2012, from Wired.com: 

http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/12.10/tail.html 
Barry, F. Why online donors are worth more than offline donors. (2012, February) Retrieved April 25 

from http://www.netwitsthinktank.com/online-fundraising/why-online-donors-are-worth-
more-than-offline-donors-infographic.htm 

Belleflame, P. L. (2011). Crowdfunding: tapping the right crowd. Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium: Center 
for Operations Research and Econometrics. 

Benkler, Y. (2006). The Wealth of networks: how social production transforms markets and freedom. 
New Haven and London: Yale University Press. 

Bruns, A. (2007, December 31). Produsage: key principles. Retrieved March 26, 2012, from 
Produsage.org: http://produsage.org/node/11 

Bruns, A. (2007, December 31). Produsage: necessary preconditions. Retrieved March 26, 2012, 
from Produsage.org: http://produsage.org/node/12 

Charity: water. (2012). Retrieved April 10, 2012, from Charity: water: http://www.charitywater.org/ 
Gilliam, Kent. 8 Ideas for social media rewards.  (2012) Retrieved April 12, 2012 from: 

http://www.connectioncafe.com/posts/2012/04-april/8-ideas-for-social-
media.html?utm_source=socialhub&utm_medium=socialhub&utm_content=617301826719540
6451&utm_campaign=connection-cafe 

Global Cloud Donor Drive. (2012, March 30). Engaging millennial participants. Retrieved April 10, 
2012, from http://blog.donordrive.com/: http://blog.donordrive.com/wp-
content/uploads/2012/03/engaging-millennials.pdf 

Heath, C. and Heath, D . (2007). Made to stick. New York: Random House. 
Howe, J. (2006a, June). The rise of crowdsourcing. Retrieved March 11, 2012, from Wired.com: 

http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/14.06/crowds.html 
Howe, J. (2006b, June).  Crowdsourcing: a definition. Retrieved April 28, 2012 from 

Crowdsourcing.com: http://crowdsourcing.typepad.com/cs/2006/06/crowdsourcing_a.html 
Invisible Children. (n.d.). Cover the night. Retrieved April 14, 2012, from Invisible Children: 

http://www.invisiblechildren.com/ 
Invisible Children. (2012). Kony 2012. Retrieved April 14, 2012, from Kony 2012: 

http://www.kony2012.com/ 
Kiva. (2011). How kiva works. Retrieved March 23, 2012, from Kiva.org: 

http://www.kiva.org/about/how 
Nardi, B. and O'Day, V. (1999). Information ecologies. Cambridge: The MIT Press. 
Norman, D. (1988). The design of everyday things. New York: Basic Books. 
Porter, J. (2010). Rhetoric in (as) a digital economy. Rhetorics and Technologies: New Directions in 

Writing and Communication , 173-197. 
Smith, A. (2012). Real time charitable giving. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center’s Internet & 

American Life Project. 
The Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University (2011). Giving USA 2011 executive summary. 

Retrieved April 12, 2012, from www.givingusa.org: http://www.givingusareports.org/free.php 

http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/12.10/tail.html
http://produsage.org/node/11
http://www.charitywater.org/
http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/14.06/crowds.html
http://crowdsourcing.typepad.com/cs/2006/06/crowdsourcing_a.html
http://www.kiva.org/about/how

	References

