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Mae West was pleased that millions of moviegoers considered her an attractive actress. She 
loved the attention. Once she winked, “It’s better to be looked over than overlooked.”  

 

Does your nonprofit get looked over or overlooked? Amidst the videos, pictures, stories, 
statistics, podcasts, postings, and reports that surround us, how can your organization catch 
and command attention? 

 

A simple and compelling message is often the answer. In your communications, streamline 
your daily passion and hard work into a sentence, a picture, a reason, and a clear call to 
action. Tell your story well, and your audiences will be eager to promote it through their 
friends and their wallets.  

 

Here’s an example. The National Canine Defence League picks up, cleans, rehabilitates, and 
finds new homes for abandoned dogs. This organization brings love and safety into the lives 
of dogs that had suffered under cruel owners or been left to die on the soggy streets of 
Britain. It might take a thousand £ (pounds) to care for a hundred-pound dog, or a hundred 
thousand £ to bear the weight of the organization’s operations. But if you say lots of words 
about dollars, services, numbers of dogs, and so on, soon audiences won’t know what to do 
with this information. Even if the cause is compelling, the message becomes overwhelming. 
In light of this problem, the National Canine Defence League did a few things. It shortened 
its name. It turned its mission into a bite-sized emotional plea. It streamlined its call for 
support. It used a text code and dedicated web address so donors could easily get in touch. 
Most important, it took cute pictures. 
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The result? The National Canine Defence League, freshly scrubbed and newly groomed as 
DogsTrust, became the largest dog welfare charity in the United Kingdom. Annual income 
rose from 20 million £ in 2003 at the time of the name change and new messaging, to 100 
million £ today. The organization now operates fifty public phone lines and twenty 
rehoming centers, while caring for 15,000 rescue dogs every year.  

 

 
 

As this example shows, you don’t need a mountain of money to make your name known. 
The DogsTrust campaign blended a creative concept with clean images, a simple format, a 
phone number, and a web site. Soon a stream of support wound its way to the nonprofit. 
Your message can be straightforward, too. A line like “sponsor a dog today” is easy to say 
and you won’t hound anyone by saying something so benign.  

 

Relationships are crucial to fundraising, too. Research in the field indicates that it may take 
seven or more “touches” with an individual before that person decides to support a 
nonprofit. A steady assortment of volunteer activities, public events, conversations, 
occasional appeals, and expressions of gratitude can yield support in many forms. If you 
express genuine interest in the people who are learning about your cause, those people may 
take a genuine interest in your organization, too. Ask them what they care about and why, 
and then think about how you can advance their interests through your nonprofit’s work. 
When those people feel comfortable about you and your organization, they may donate 
food, share a skill, write a check, and spread the word on your behalf.  

 

Sprinkle seeds and wait patiently for the fruit to grow. Some members of your audience may 
tell you, “You had me at hello,” while others must warm up to you gradually before they will 
“show you the money.” You can’t gauge how each person will respond from the outset, so 
prepare your organization for either case by setting up campaigns and processes that will run 
throughout the year and across the years. Your fans can then support you whenever they are 
so inclined. Eventually your nonprofit will attract resources that make it more visible and 
attractive. People won’t overlook your cause any more. They will be eager to look you over! 
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“Some talk to you 

in their free time 

and  

Some free their time 

to talk to you.” 
 

Anonymous 

 

 

 

“’Rocky’ is the one thing I’ve done right.  

I’d say my life is about 96% failures,  
but if you just get that 4% right,  
that’s all you need.” 

 

Sylvester Stallone 

 

 

 

“WEDDING DRESS FOR SALE. 

Worn once, by mistake. 

Call Stephanie.” 

 

Classified ad 

 

 

 

"Borrow money from pessimists – they don’t expect it back."  

 

Steven Wright 
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“Over the past fourteen years, we have seen a decline in the share of Americans who are 
donating at all, and a decline in the amounts donated by the typical American household. 
Conversely, we have seen the growth of aggregate household giving and total giving overall. 
Evidence suggests this growth at the aggregate levels is being fueled by gifts from donors 
who are at the higher ends of the income (and presumably wealth) distribution.”  

Patrick Rooney 

Patrick Rooney is the Executive Associate Dean for Academic Programs and  

Professor of Economics and Philanthropic Studies, IU Lilly Family School of Philanthropy. 

 

This observation suggest that nonprofits may succeed in raising funds by focusing on high-
income donors more than in past years. In this case, nonprofits may need to do more 
research into where such donors live and what motivates these donors. 

 

 

“New federal tax law increases the standard deduction for individuals (to $12,000), couples 
(to $24,000), and heads of households (to $18,000), resulting in a decline in the number of 
those who itemize from 30% of taxpayers to approximately 13% of taxpayers, according to 
the Joint Committee on Taxation. The increase in the standard deduction expires after 
2025.”  

www.councilofnonprofits.org/trends-policy-issues/federal-charitable-giving-incentive  

 

The effective result of the change in tax policy is that the price of donating has gone up by 
66%, after factoring in the new deduction levels and the marginal tax rates for donors. 
Patrick Rooney comments, “It is now estimated that only 5 to 10% of tax filers will itemize 
in the future” – an even lower percentage than the Joint Committee on Taxation forecast.  

 

One likely effect of this change is that people won’t donate to nonprofits as much as in 
years past. A related possibility is that people will switch to giving every other or every third 
year instead of annually. This tactic is called “bunching.” Donors would itemize in their 
giving years to get the deduction, and take the standard deduction in other years. 

 

https://www.jct.gov/publications.html?func=startdown&id=5060
http://www.councilofnonprofits.org/trends-policy-issues/federal-charitable-giving-incentive
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The House of the Seventeen Gables was first formed in the early 20th century in Salem, 
Massachusetts by a philanthropist named Prudence Lemming. She attempted to revive 
colonial heritage in the face of newer immigrants. Prudence and her friends Mildred, Gladys, 
Edna, and Willie believed that opening the historic house to tourists would do the following: 

 Reintroduce colonial culture 

 Provide enough revenue to keep their settlement running 

 Provide residences for social workers 

 

 
 

100 years later, The Gables House struggles to survive. Tourism today centers on high 
energy attractions, while The Gables seems stuffy and dusty. Revenue and admissions at 
Seventeen Gables have run low for twenty years straight. Over the past five years, the 
nonprofit has laid off a dozen “non-essential” staff members, removed many long-time 
board members, halved the budget for the Gables’ backyard bunny farm, and started 
recruiting new talent to fill gaps on the board. These efforts have streamlined expenses and 
eliminated some fossilized thinking, but unless the organization makes fundamental changes, 
it will become weaker and may eventually die.  
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In light of these concerns, you have been hired as the new executive director of the 
organization. Your charge is to help The Gables transition into the new age and leverage its 
board to become more relevant and attractive as a cultural destination. The board members 
say they are willing to do whatever you say, but the board president is fond of musing that 
“the best story is history, and a tree grows by staying rooted where it stands.”  

 

As autumn leaves drift down on the rooftops and those many gables, you pull your 
windbreaker tightly around and wish the building’s heater hadn’t blown out during the 
Reagan years. Looking out your office window, you see a lush green yard, a weathered 
tractor barn, and 10,000 square feet of peeling yet majestic architecture. The scent of baking 
pumpkin pie wafts from the kitchen down the hall. “Time to figure this out,” you smile as 
you sip a mug of hot chocolate and fire up your Gateway office computer.  

 

It’s your job to turn this organization toward a brighter future! You have a $10 million 
budget and you’re only $2 million in debt. What, oh what, shall you do?   

1. How might you encourage change while serving at the will of the Board? 
What forms of communication might be effective or ineffective? 

2. What will you do to honor the Gables’ historical legacy? 

3. How might you build excitement and lure tourists to the Gables? 

 


