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1 Finding 
Supporters and 
Catching Their 
Attention

N ew supporters are a key to the survival of any 

organization — new donors, advocates, volun-

teers, and members are all vital to helping an 

organization thrive. Recurring donations generally only 

account for a fraction of money raised from donors, so 

new supporters are especially key to development.

Through online engagement, nonprofits can connect with donors and 
supporters by using timely, impactful messages and active, grassroots 
participation opportunities like never before. Consider that an 18-year-
old American can barely remember a world without the Web and 
Facebook. With the explosion of social media reaching across 
generations and the availability of online metrics and segmenting, 
there’s no time like the present to grow an online supporter base. This 
chapter helps you get started.

Establishing a Presence Online
The advantages of moving your offline supporter files into an integrated 
online program are numerous. Instead of one-way communication, 
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you’ve opened an interactive dialogue — or at least the potential for one. 
If a hot-button issue occurs for your organization, you can communicate 
with your supporters immediately and get their feedback (and avoiding 
the unbudgeted cost and delay of a direct-mail piece). Increasingly, video, 
GIFs and photos can deliver a dynamic message of an organization’s 
purpose or need with potent impact unmatched by a one-dimensional 
brochure or letter.

Top ten quick and easy 
tactics to grow your list
 1. Social media: Put social sharing on every web page and in every 

e-mail. Make sure the landing page has a place to sign up for e-mail.

 2. Social media ambassadors: Recruit staff members and supporters 

who already use social media to be ambassadors. Give them 

suggested posts with a tagged URL for tracking.

 3. Tell-a-friend pages: Every sign-up page should include an 

opportunity for supporters to input friends’ e-mail addresses for a 

pre-written message (that they may edit).

 4. Timed reminders: Two days after someone completes a donation, 

send them an e-mail thanking them again for their donation and 

urging them to ask friends to donate, too.

 5. More sign-up pages: Make sure every page of your site has some 

way to sign up, even if it is just to receive a newsletter. You can turn 

them into a donor later.

 6. Personal fundraising: Empower your donors to host their own 

fundraising pages or distributed events.

 7. Get your offline supporters online. Reach out to supporters in your 

print and direct mail materials encouraging them to sign up for your 

e-mails or join the conversation on your social media outlets.

 8. Lead generation services: Groups such as Care2 and Change.org 

find people to opt-in to your campaigns.

 9. Leverage chapters and affiliates: Organizations that allow their 

chapters or affiliates to manage their own lists often see dramatic 

list growth.

 10. Build a coalition of giving: Partner with organizations similar to 

yours to send your appeal to their lists in trade for a chance to send 

to yours. Remember: Don’t swap lists (that goes against all opt-in 

best practices).
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The first step to growing your supporter base, then, is to look at your 
online presence as a whole. Is your website up to date? Are you getting 
good traffic and producing good online content? If you aren’t, start 
there (Chapters 2 and 3 provide tips on creating solid content). If you 
are, it’s probably time to turn your focus to your social media outlets.

Using social media effectively
E-mail and direct mail are staples of supporter outreach; however, 
generally with those tools you are only reaching people you already 
know. So how do you reach new audiences and add new people to your 
supporter list? Create a presence in the major social media outlets (think 
Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, YouTube, and LinkedIn), where you can 
engage your supporters and encourage them to truly connect with you.

While it’s important to use as many channels as possible to reach your 

supporters, it’s best to focus your energies where they have the most 

reach, so figure out who you want to reach and where they are. Global 

social-media and fundraising consultant Ephraim Gopin says, “It’s best 

to start with two or three platforms, get comfortable, engage, and as 

time goes on add new outlets that suit your organization’s social-media 

needs.”

Go deeper with “The Essential Guide to Social Media for Nonprofits.”  
Download the eBook at: www.salsalabs.com/SM4NP.

The top five types of social 
media posts that engage

Funny/entertaining: Don’t underestimate people’s desire to just have fun 

sometimes.

Touching: Tell a story or anecdote that stirs an emotion.

Educational: Teach about your industry or cause.

Polling: Ask a question to find out more about your community.

Controversial: Get people thinking about a recent event, ruling, or other 

topic.
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To make the most of social media, follow these general principles:

 • Use social media to build relationships, not as a fundraising 

tool. These channels are excellent places to engage your commu-

nity by sharing your story, the results of the donations you’ve col-

lected, and much more through photos, posts, and other forms of 

content (see Chapter 3 for more on content marketing).

 • Look for and create influencers. These people believe in your 

organization and use social media to spread the word of their con-

victions to other friends. We recommend e-mailing your list and 

asking them to become Facebook fans/Twitter followers — it’s a 

great free way to bump up your social network fan base in a hurry. 

After they’re your fans, encourage them to help you spread the 

word about your latest campaigns, advocacy efforts, and so on.

  Make the influencers your social media ambassadors, and reward 

them for their efforts regularly. Recognize them in social media 

communications, invite them to contribute blog articles or photos, 

make them special guests at events (where they may even take 

photos and tweet about your event), and show your gratitude the 

old-fashioned way with a thank-you message.

 • Build your network of organization-friends. If social media is all 

about forming connections and building relationships, then you 

could have a lot of success by extending that beyond just your 

supporters. Find like-minded organizations to connect to on your 

social-media channels and see whether they’ll do the same. You 

can share each other’s social-media posts with your respective 

audiences when appropriate. It increases both the content you 

have to share as well as your social-media reach.

 • Make your supporters aware of social media in your e-mails 

and on each web page. Make sure your presence is active and 

current and that your pages have visible call-to-action links and 

“Donate Now” apps or icons.

 • Use social media to complement your existing campaigns, not 

host a brand new one. Spread excitement about an upcoming 

effort, or drive traffic to your website by sharing your activities 

with your fans and asking them to share with others.

For more details about maximizing your use of Facebook, watch  

the videa on advanced Facebook Engagement at www.salsalabs.

com/AFE.
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Optimizing your website to  
encourage e-mail sign-ups
When your supporters land on your website, they need a compelling 
reason to hand over their e-mail address. Sometimes offering a free 
newsletter just isn’t enough. Explain what information you’ll send 
them, and be sure you have a good content strategy in place before you 
do anything. Then you’ll need to optimize your website to make sign-up 
a breeze! Here’s how:

	 • Create a prominent “above-the-fold” e-mail sign-up button on your 
website home page. Visitors shouldn’t have to scroll or navigate 
around to find it.

	 • Make sure your e-mail sign-up box appears on every page of  
your site.

	 • Use a sign-up incentive such as informative content – like a 
whitepaper, newsletter or eBook – or have them sign a petition 
or enter to win tickets to your next event. Just make certain the 
incentive is tied to your cause, and don’t offer chachkies that even 
people who don’t care about your cause would sign up to get.

	 • Whenever people donate or register for an event, tell them that 
they’ll automatically receive regular communications, like an 
e-mail newsletter, from you.

	 	 Supporters are more likely to sign up for e-mails if they know 
what content to expect and how frequently you will contact them. 
A simple way to do this is to segment your e-mails by giving 
supporters the options of receiving e-mails only on the topics 
they’re interested in and tell them how often they will recieve that 
information.

CAN SPAM laws require you to have someone’s permission to collect and send 

to his or her e-mail address, so be sure to develop and publish a clear online 

privacy policy (a quick Google search offers templates that you can use).
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Easy web sign-ups helped 
Safe Horizon grow base  
10 percent each year

Founded in 1978, Safe Horizon is the largest victim’s services agency in 

the country, providing support and education, preventing violence and 

promoting justice for victims of crime and abuse as well as its families 

and communities, serving approximately 250,000 children and adults 

affected by violence. With 57 locations in New York, and a wide partner 

program with government and community organizations nationwide, 

Safe Horizon is able to make a strong impact on those who need support 

during the most challenging moments of their lives.

Although Safe Horizon has been working diligently to serve victims of 

violence and their families, in 2009 it needed to engage its supporter 

network and further develop both its fundraising and advocacy efforts to 

provide back-end support for its vital services. That’s where Paulette Hodge, 

Safe Horizon’s director of online and direct mail marketing came in, with the 

goal of initiating donor and supporter growth for the organization.

At the time, Safe Horizon was also largely focusing its outreach efforts 

on direct mail, underutilizing its web presence for both fundraising and 

advocacy efforts, and attracting new supporters. To accomplish her goals, 

Hodge started behind the scenes looking for a cost-effective supporter 

management platform that would support both basic functionality 

and allow her to expand and experiment in areas of fundraising and 

supporter outreach that Safe Horizon had yet to explore.

With the new Salsa Enterprise platform in place (in about two weeks!), 

Hodge was able to expand her online fundraising efforts, which 

resulted in a nearly 65 percent increase in fundraising in less than two 

years. Beyond fundraising, the platform provided Safe Horizon simple 

opportunities to grow its supporter base and advocacy efforts. Its once 

stagnant supporter list has grown, completely organically, by 10 percent 

per year since implementing Salsa, made especially easy as new website 

visitors could quickly sign up to receive information and share their 

contact details. Even more powerful for the organization has been the 

increase in supporter actions on advocacy campaigns.

To grow an online base, you must constantly seek and invite supporters 
to join your online list. You can easily start by asking for e-mail addresses 
on every piece of paper communication you currently use from pledge 
cards to newsletters. Every page of your website should offer an easy 
option to sign up and share with others. Don’t forget to solicit e-mails 
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during meetings, events, presentations, and so on as well — ask for 
business cards, create a sign-in sheet, and ask for e-mail addresses at 
event registration desks. Also remember to ask for e-mail addresses in 
your direct mail appeals.

Sending productive e-mails
Don’t forget to use your e-mail communications to drive, nurture, and 
grow your list:

	 • Send new subscribers a welcome e-mail that introduces your 
organization and your cause and tells them how they can get 
involved.

	 • Add social sharing features and “forward to a friend” options so 
supporters can share your e-mails with friends.

	 • Use analytics and A/B testing to see what e-mail content is 
working and what isn’t. Are folks unsubscribing? What are they 
responding to?

	 • Be sure to communicate with your subscribers regularly — twice a 
month ideally, once a month at a minimum. This keeps your list 
active, engaged, and more likely to grow and support your goals.

Targeting Your Messaging
To retain your supporter list and to harness their grassroots ability to 
forward and share, your content needs to be compelling — this is the 
hard part. In messages and social media, your information needs to be 
creative, useful, and impactful. The content should be relevant to the 
recipient and not just to the organization.

One way to ensure you are meeting supporters’ needs is to engage in 
deliberate social listening. Pay attention to what your followers are talking 
about in the social media space and craft your messages accordingly. 
Meet supporters where they are in terms of interaction with your organi-
zation and you can gradually move them along the ladder of engagement.

If your organization covers more than one aspect of a broad topic, it’s 

important to understand the interests of your subscribers. If someone 

signs up to be a volunteer tutor of a literacy program, they want to know 

teaching tips, event dates, and successes but may not be interested in 

political action or the book-buying program.
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Online databases provide a wealth of segmentation information, 
allowing you to separate by gender, geography, key words, and much 
more. Social media giants can provide detailed metrics that give you 
very specific targets and intel on who’s interested in you and who else 
might be. Companies such as Attentive.ly can analyze how your current 
database of supporters uses social media and what they’re talking 
about. With all the options for collecting data, you can target new 
supporter acquisition efforts with precision.

Posting-just-to-post isn’t furthering your connection and may actually 
turn off subscribers. For example, opening a Twitter account doesn’t 
mean you need to tweet 20 times a day. Consistency is important, and 
staying fresh is crucial, but saying something worthwhile is even more 
valuable. Brevity is also appreciated in e-mail and social media. PDFs, 
videos, images, and testimonials are all optional add-ons that can tell 
your story for those who are genuinely interested. Chapters 2 and 3 help 
you tell compelling stories and often myriad means of distributing those 
stories.

Allowing Supporters to Opt-In
A successful online program requires a quality subscriber list. An 
organically grown contact list where the individuals have “opted in” 
represents an immediate audience who chooses to associate with your 

Targeted messaging catapults 
Reform Immigration for 
America’s list growth
When	the	Campaign	to	Reform	Immigration	For	America	(RI4A)	was	born	
on June 1, 2008, the organization didn’t have a single name on its list of 
supporters’ e-mails. Within a month of using online fundraising, advocacy 
communications, and supporter management platform, it grew its list 
to	35,000,	and	RI4A	now	boasts	an	additional	47,000	contacts	on	its	
cellphone	action	network.	Today,	The	Campaign	to	Reform	Immigration	
For	America	is	a	powerful	force	for	Immigration	reform	nationwide.

These materials are the copyright of John Wiley & Sons, Inc. and any 
dissemination, distribution, or unauthorized use is strictly prohibited.



Fin
d

in
g Su

p
p

orters an
d

 C
atch

in
g T

h
eir A

tten
tion

 
• 

ch
ap

ter 1
9

cause or purpose. Collecting your own contacts who’ve elected to opt-in 
may take effort, but the organic list performs far better than purchased 
or rented lists and keeps you from being blacklisted as a spammer 
(which keeps your communications from getting to even your most 
ardent supporters). A clean, voluntary list drives results and safeguards 
your reputation.

In the e-mail world, it’s detrimental to be labeled a spammer, a designa-

tion with potentially drastic consequences. Offering supporters opportu-

nities to reinforce their voluntary participation or to unsubscribe is vitally 

important. To ensure that you focus resources on truly interested pros-

pects, offer a double-opt-in, where a verification message allows people 

to validate their interest again in receiving your communications.

Offer many different ways for supporters to opt-in. Surveys, petitions, 
contests, coupons, giveaways, newsletters, and quizzes that lead to an 
opt-in page are all ways to gain e-mail addresses and move the follower 
further along the your ladder of engagement, so be creative with your 
means of allowing readers to opt-in. These simple yet effective vehicles 
for opt-in sign-ups, particularly online petitions, are often overlooked to 
the detriment of the nonprofits. (For more on creating online petitions, 
check out Salsa’s book The Essential Guide to Online Advocacy for  
Nonprofits — www.salsalabs.com/egoa.)

Contractual and legal issues surround the methods you use to obtain 

your supporter lists, so it’s best to be educated about what’s okay and 

what isn’t. If you decide to swap lists with a similar organization, make 

sure you do so with full disclosure to supporters and give informed  

consent to all involved supporters. In short, be respectful of potential 

supporters. Not only do you maintain goodwill in the Internet commu-

nity, but also you ensure that your list contains people who are actually 

interested in your work, and you avoid a mess of problems in the  

process. Also, as you plan and schedule your outreach strategy to new 

supporters, ask yourself what expectations the subscriber has. For 

instance, if she signed up for an e-newsletter, avoid bombarding her 

with more fundraising requests than substantive updates.
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Getting Supporters to  
Spread the Word
According to a 2012 Pew Internet and American Life study, the average 
Facebook user has 229 friends. Every time one of your supporters  
“likes” or “shares” one of your posts, the number of contacts quickly 
becomes exponential. The same Pew study found that within two 
degrees of separation (friends of friends), users can reach over 150,000 
additional Facebook members. Naturally, friends are more likely to  
read and show interest in a cause advocated by another friend. Even  
if they have no personal connection to the cause — organ donation, for 
example — their interest may be piqued because of the friend’s 
experience.

That viral power can be encouraged by knighting social ambassadors 
among your dedicated and tech/media-savvy supporters, volunteers 
and staff. Your current subscribers, in fact, can be your best lead 
generators. To harness this power, suggest and make it easy for  
your supporters to tell a friend (or friends) about you:

 • Frequently give your supporters the option to input a friend’s 
e-mail address with an accompanying personalized message of 
invitation.

 • Make it easy for them to post an invitation message on their social 
network with just a couple of clicks and pre-written material. 
Encourage them to be advocates of your cause through their 
tweets, posts, and blogs.

 • You can also empower some donors to host their own fundraising 
or event pages on behalf of your organization, especially if you 
have an online fundraising platform with the tools to make it easy 
for both you and the donor.
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KaBOOM! grows its donor base
Play has been proven to help children develop physically, socially, and 
cognitively, yet only 20 percent of children live within walking distance of 
a park or playground. To fight this play deficit, KaBOOM! was founded 
in 1996 with a vision of creating a great place to play within walking 
distance	of	every	child	in	America.	Since	then,	KaBOOM!	has	mapped	
over 89,000 places to play, built more than 2,100 playgrounds, and 
successfully advocated for play policies in cities across the country.

With	a	goal	of	ensuring	that	every	child	in	the	U.S.	has	an	engaging	place	to	
play, KaBOOM! sought a solution that would enable it to exponentially grow 
its supporter base and turn those one-time donors into lifelong supporters 
empower communities to build their own playgrounds. By using social media 
and an online donor management system, KaBOOM! found that solution.

In	December	2011,	KaBOOM!	Partnered	with	Groupon	Grassroots,	the	
philanthropic arm of the popular buying site, Groupon, to raise funds and 
awareness	about	the	nonprofit’s	efforts.	Similar	to	a	standard	Groupon	
deal, donors could make a $20 or $50 gift to KaBOOM! by contributing 
at the discounted price of $10 or $25. By partnering with Groupon, 
KaBOOM! could potentially reach any Groupon customer visiting that 
site in search of a local deal, significantly expanding its reach.

Groupon Grassroots provided KaBOOM! with a simple call-to-action — 
have supporters invite five to ten of their friends to participate in the 
campaign. Then, when a Groupon customer stumbles on the campaign, 
she’s excited to support it because 200 people are already backing it.

To quickly and easily reach existing supporters with the message, 
KaBOOM! used the communication and supporter management tools in 
Salsa.	The	group	sent	customized	and	consistently	branded	e-mails,	built	
targeted lists, and tracked performance. Then for everyone who “bought” 
the Groupon, it created a redemption offer web form and put the link to it 
in the “thank you” e-mail from Groupon. The link web form asked visitors 
to input their contact information and suggest a location for the next 
playground.	When	KaBOOM!	captured	the	data,	it	was	coded	in	the	Salsa	
online donor database as a Groupon contact. That segmentation allowed 
KaBOOM! to follow up and track long-term results from the campaign.

Following the close of the Groupon campaign, KaBOOM! achieved an 
impressive	40	percent	response	rate	from	donors,	as	well	as	raised	funds	
from both existing supporters and engaged hundreds of new donors. 
KaBOOM!’s true success wasn’t just in fundraising, but in its ability to 
capture donor data and create relationships with its new support base.
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Online advocacy helped  
EFF and ECA preserve 
Internet freedoms

On January 18, 2012, organized protests occurred against two bills in 
the	United	States	Congress:	the	Stop	Online	Piracy	Act	(SOPA)	and	the	
Protect	IP	Act	(PIPA).	Protesters	were	concerned	these	bills	contained	
measures	that	could	impede	online	freedom	of	speech,	hamper	Internet	
innovation,	and	invite	Internet	security	risks.	Opposition	also	argued	
that there were no safeguards in place to protect sites based on user-
generated content. Media coverage of the bill was minimal. Proponents, 
including the entertainment industry, wanted this legislation to pass 
quietly without opposition.

The Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF) and the Entertainment 
Consumers Association (ECA), therefore, needed to increase the 
visibility of the proposed legislation and get their message more broadly 
distributed to create enough public pressure to stop the anti-piracy bills 
in Congress.

Using EFF’s online petition built with online advocacy software, 
supporters	who	chose	to	fight	the	SOPA	and	PIPA	bills	needed	only	their	
addresses to send off advocacy messages matched to their appropriate 
districts or to a custom target. Using just their addresses, they could 
send messages directly to the appropriate national and state legislators. 
Bill	co-sponsors	could	be	told,	“The	SOPA	bill	is	ineffective	and	here’s	
why.” The majority of targets were sent a message stating, “You have 
the power to stop this vote; call your local senator.” and the appropriate 
phone number is listed.

Over	the	course	of	this	campaign,	EFF	collected	more	than	400,000	
names, approximately doubling its contact database as a direct result 
of the campaign. As a direct result of the efforts of EFF, ECA, and other 
online	sites,	the	legislation	was	pulled	in	the	House	and	Senate	and	won’t	
come back up until there’s consensus. And EFF now has a database 
of people they can reach out to for support if and when these bills 
resurface. 
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2 Attracting 
Supporters with 
Storytelling

I f your nonprofit is like most, you assume that the 

public shares your passion for your cause, so you 

spend a lot of time and resources trying to persuade 

potential supporters with facts and research reports. 

Think for a minute, though, about how that’s working 

for you — are you getting the kind of interest you want 

and think you can garner? (Because you’re reading this 

book, we’ll go ahead and guess no.)

While arming your supporters with important facts is certainly useful, you 
also must share powerful stories that inspire them to get involved — or 
even more involved — in your movement and cause. In this chapter, we 
explain why creating a compelling narrative is vital and provide some 
suggestions to help you do that (as well as a few stellar examples of 
inspiring stories from successful nonprofits).

The Importance of Storytelling
Amanda Foster, who helps hundreds of nonprofits build support online 
through her work at Salsa, is adamant in suggesting that when you are 
building your following, it all comes down to emotional connection. 
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Emotional connection is not talking at someone. It’s not about quickly 
reciting a lot of information at someone and then walking away.

An emotional connection is what happens when you evoke within your 

audience a feeling they recognize — a real surge of energy that makes 

them feel alive and connected to others to the world. If you want their 

support, you have to make them feel what it is you’re trying to commu-

nicate and internalize it, and that isn’t an easy feat. Why? Because not 

everyone is emotionally moved by the same things, to the same degree 

of urgency. And if you want to get people to do something, you have to 

show them what’s in it for them — even if that something is a happy feel-

ing. And you have to light a fire under their rears if you want it to hap-

pen anytime soon.

Think, for example, about advertising. Consider a few memorable 
commercials, print ads, or billboards — what is it about them that 
causes them to linger in your mind? What beliefs, desires, or values are 
they tapping into? And how are they creating urgency within the 
viewer? When you look around, the most prominent, most effective 
marketing efforts are those that appeal to their audience’s emotions. By 
and large, humans are influenced by emotion, whether they like to 
admit it.

That’s the sort of thinking you need to do when planning to share your 
nonprofit’s story (or stories). What beliefs, desires, or values do you 
want to touch when people hear or read your story? And what sorts of 
ideas, people, places, situations, and so on may touch those sensitive 
places most deeply, most powerfully? Find your way to those places 
within potential supporters’ psyches, and you’re far more likely to 
incite a reaction than you would by spouting off facts and figures. You 
also limit any opposition you may encounter; facts can always be 
countered with the opposition’s arguments, but if you focus on telling 
more stories, it becomes a lot more challenging for the opposition to 
counter the emotional effects of these stories.
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Telling Effective Stories
Generally speaking, the stories you tell comprise many little stories  
that — if someone read them all — would add up to one big one story: 
the story and mission of your nonprofit.

The little stories can focus on a variety of topics and can serve multiple 
purposes. Perhaps they provide useful and helpful information that 
helps people in their daily lives. Perhaps they tell supporters more 
about the history of the community in which they live. Or perhaps they 
entertain supporters with funny stories about the hijinks that happen 
behind the scenes of whatever events you’re putting on. These little 
vignettes spread through social media help build the larger story of the 
impact your nonprofit has.

Storytelling makes Protect 
Our Defenders 20,000 strong

For generations, young service men and women have traveled to 
dangerous parts of the world to protect our freedom. In this midst of 
their self-sacrifice, more than 500,000 of our veterans became survivors 
of mostly unpunished sexual violence; today, 30 percent of active women 
in the military are sexually assaulted. Protect Our Defenders founder 
Nancy Parrish, says Americans and individuals owe them, especially those 
that have been victimized by their own countrymen. But those facts 
weren’t enough to move people to affect change.

Recognized nationally, Protect Our Defenders leads the effort to reform 
the U.S. Military’s system for handling rape and sexual assault. In its first 
year, the nonprofit gained more than 20,000 supporters. How did they 
do it? By using video testimonials that powerfully tell the emotional 
stories of victims. Then, with the help of an online organizing platform, 
Protect Our Defenders grew from Parrish’s initial idea and a handful of 
supporters to a solid organization that’s positioned to drive a cultural 
change in the way the military handles its sexual abuse claims. They 
continue to further engage supporters with a website that provides 
survivors a platform to share their stories, a support services network, a 
resource library, and a forum to connect with each other, all to find help. 
To see one of Protect Our Defenders’ inspirational videos, visit www.
protectourdefenders.com/the-johnson-family-story.
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Whatever stories you tell, they need to be interesting, funny, inspira-
tional, motivational, or touching. They also need to be humble (your 
supporters should be the heroes of your story, not your brand) and sin-
cere (make sure that you’re practicing what you preach, and that you’re 
doing so transparently). And they should be balanced with the hard data 
that gives credence to your nonprofit’s existence.

Defining the moral of your story
Before you can create an engaging story, you need to have a goal in 
mind. What’s the moral of your story? That is, what do you stand for 
that you can teach your audience and that will resonate with them? 
What values do you hold? Every communication you put out should be 
illustrative of that moral of your story and of your brand, and your 
stories should center on the shared values of your nonprofit and 
supporters in order to form a connection between you.

Identifying the protagonist(s)
After you’ve decided which values you want to promote, think about 
the protagonist of your nonprofit: Who’s the face of your organization’s 
mission? What stories can he, she, it, or they tell? It’s about finding 
characters who encapsulate what your core objective is all about — and 
conveying their stories with power, genuineness, passion, and humility. 
People like to hear stories of unlikely heroes healing the world. For 
example, is your Executive Director a rebel providing innovative 
solutions to change the world? Or, is there a specific, named 
endangered animal fighting to survive with the help of your 
supporters?

Determine what your gift to the world is, identify your hero(es) or 
heroine(s), and honor them. For example, the company Toms Shoes 
built its socially conscious brand around the idea that with every pair of 
shoes you purchase, it donates another pair of shoes to a child in need. 
Who are the unlikely heroes here? The consumers — with a little help 
from their trusty sidekick Tom’s shoes.
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Begin by making a list of characters who are important to your nonprofit. 
You may list staff members, volunteers, donors, the people you serve, or 
the people or animals you’ve helped (but have since moved on to do 
great things). After you have a good-size list, decide which characters 
move you the most, and why. Think about who connects most directly to 
the moral or value(s) that you most want to convey, and build your story 
from there. Don’t throw out the list of candidates — it can serve you well 
later on as you find other ways to share your story.

Structuring the story
Part of a story’s power comes from the way it’s written. You can have an 
incredible story, but if you don’t tell it in a way that captivates your 
audience, you probably aren’t much better off than without it. So ask 
yourself, “How can I grab my audience’s attention? What kind of people 
are they, and what will spark their interest or emotions?” Quotes and 
facts are usually good attention-getters, but feel free to consider other 
options.

As soon as you’ve grabbed hold of your audience’s interest, start to 
unfold the story by providing details and by logically drawing the reader 
through the action. Remember, your audience may or may not be 
familiar with all the background, jargon or other elements, so even if 
you know what you’re trying to say, explain things clearly so the reader 
with the least amount of knowledge about the subject can follow along. 
The structure of the narrative is also important, so make sure you’re 
continually considering your audience’s interests and catering to them 
while remaining focused on the story’s central point.

The key element in any nonprofit’s storytelling is to end with an action. 
After you’ve told your story and have pulled on the reader’s heartstrings, 
now’s the time to make an ask. Whether it’s requesting a donation, 
encouraging the audience to sign a petition, or even offering a volun-
teer opportunity, here’s your chance to turn your reader into your sup-
porter. Oh yeah, and don’t be afraid to make a big ask. If supporters are 
acting on their emotions, now is a good time to tell them how to make 
the biggest possible impact. 
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A 30-second shocker works 
for The Animal Legal  
Defense Fund

For most Americans, their beloved pet is treated as a highly respected 
member of the family. But in the eyes of the United States legal system, 
animals are technically viewed as property — with the same rights and 
protections as a household chair. The mission of Animal Legal Defense 
Fund (ALDF) is to change all that, seeking a re-categorization of the way 
the law regards animals, providing for their interests, ensuring their safety, 
and allowing them to engage in behaviors that are natural for their species.

In 2011-2012, the corporate agriculture industry launched a concerted 
effort to introduce legislation, nicknamed “ag gag” laws, in numerous 
states that would make it illegal to take photographs or video at 
agricultural facilities, as well as to possess and distribute such material. 
While these laws claim to protect the interests of factory farms, they 
also serve to quiet potential whistleblowers and limit access to evidence 
of farmed animal abuses, illegal working conditions, and risky food 
practices. Ag gag laws present a problem for consumers who want and 
deserve to know the origin of their food.

With the potential to mobilize thousands of supporters, ALDF needed 
to find a way to unite a broad spectrum of ag gag opponents under one 
voice, speaking out against the legislation and offering state lawmakers 
an alternative that would benefit both the residents of the state and 
its bottom line. The ALDF then proposed the Protect Your Food Act, a 
model law that if adapted would enable states to take a stand against 
gag restrictions. The resulting campaign was a combination of action and 
education.

ALDF partnered with See3 Communications to create a 30-second video 
designed to hook viewers with an edgy introduction and allow them to 
click directly through to a sign-the-petition landing page (check it out on 
YouTube; it’s called “What’s in the Fridge?”). The video was distributed 
through paid advertising on YouTube, running as the ad prior to the 
showing of premium video content. “The video campaign is really where 
we saw the brightest results,” said Nasser Asif, director of marketing 
at See3. “Sometimes you have to shock the audience a little to remind 
them of the issue at hand and create the desired emotional response. 
That’s what we were able to do here. We reminded them that they had a 
way to fight back against an unethical, unsafe system that leads from the 
factory farm to their dinner table.”
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Choosing your medium
After you have a general idea of the story you’re going to tell, you get to 
the fun part: deciding how you’ll share it. You can tell your story through 
photos, video, or just straight-up text, though visual storytelling is 
particularly effective (and easy to create and disseminate given the 
number, affordability, and accessibility of media-making tools nowadays).

You don’t have to conquer Rome in one day. Neither do you need a big 

motion picture budget to tell your visual story. You may simply commit 

to taking one photo a day that demonstrates your hero(es) or heroine(s) 

at work. Or, maybe you just follow one individual in your program for 30 

days. You may post one pic each day to Facebook, Instagram or Pinter-

est with a caption. Then, the photos may be compiled into a slide pre-

sentation, which may then be recorded with an audio overlay telling the 

story. Just start with a plan and then give a little each day to pull it 

together. It takes time, but it can still have a big impact.

Video is one of the most effective means of storytelling and is a must-
have for nonprofit organizations trying to ignite action. Remember, 
though, it doesn’t really matter how fancy your message is. Some are 
elaborate productions, with narration, titling, and musical score all 
working together. Others are as simple as holding up a video-capable 
smartphone to capture a moment. Both are effective, depending on 
your audience and purpose.

An exemplar of effective video storytelling is Mark Horvath, whose 
InvisiblePeople.tv project has involved a broad community in 
understanding the reality of what homelessness looks like and  
inspired the establishment of new programs and community  
solutions. Mark’s evident empathy and his matter-of-fact attitude  
in his interviews with homeless individuals serves as an example  
of how one person can make a difference. The stories he shares grow 
the movement and give people courage not to be afraid of a situation 
that often seems intractable.
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Deciding on distribution channels
After you have a visual story (or several) that you can draw on, begin 
using it in your public outreach: on your website or blog, on your 
Facebook page, in your annual report, in your e-mail newsletters, 
wherever you can find a place for it.

“Look at each platform and decide where you can best tell your organi-
zational story,” advises global social-media and fundraising consultant 
Ephraim Gopin. For instance, while provocative and compelling photos 
are great on any platform, Pinterest would be a better option for an 
organization that has an abundance of such photos than one that 
doesn’t. If your mission is conducive to creating emotionally charged 
videos, YouTube is a good way to go. Facebook is good for slightly lon-
ger posts; and if you prefer to craft richly detailed stories in print, blog-
ging can provide a forum. Of course, Twitter can help you point to all 
these features in 140-word quips.

Polaris Project’s 
“friendraising” campaign

The decade-old Polaris Project, based in Washington, D.C., is one of the 
leading organizations in the global fight against human trafficking and 
modern-day slavery. It runs the national, 24-hour hotline that receives 
requests for assistance and tips on human-trafficking situations across 
the country; public outreach and communications to raise awareness and 
create social change at the grassroots level; policy advocacy; training 
and technical assistance to other organizations involved in anti-trafficking 
efforts; and a fellowship program to train future leaders in the effort.

As with many nonprofits, much of Polaris Project’s fundraising work 
includes a healthy dose of “friendraising.” Its recent peer-to-peer 
campaign proved to be a highly successful way to accomplish both.  
The campaign successfully leveraged emotion, e-mail, and social 
networks.
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The campaign consisted of three e-mails, written in the first person and 
signed by Polaris Project’s director of client services, Dr. C. De Los Rios. 
E-mails went to the organization’s donor file as well as its file of grassroots 
supporters. Ever careful not to overwhelm supporters, Polaris Project 
removed donors who’d given within a month of the campaign launch.

The first e-mail served as the campaign launch message. It explained 
the goals, including the deadline and how the funds would be used. It 
also offered a powerful story from a survivor of human trafficking who 
had been helped by Polaris Project — a top fundraising strength for the 
organization in terms of sharing its message. The e-mail described a 
woman who had been trapped in a residential brothel here in the U.S. 
where she was forced to provide commercial sex. It noted that when she 
was eventually connected with Polaris Project, the organization was able 
to “give her a safe place to sleep, a warm meal to eat, and emotional 
support to help her start rebuilding her life.” The initial e-mail concluded 
with two calls to action — either to donate online immediately, or 
spread the word and solicit family and friends by creating a peer-to-peer 
fundraising page.

The second donor touch went out about two weeks later, at the mid-
point of the campaign, in the form of the organization’s regular monthly 
e-newsletter. Those who had taken action after the first e-mail were 
removed from receiving subsequent communication. In addition to a 
progress update and encouragement to help reach the Project’s goal, the 
newsletter included a video link to another survivor story. Directly below 
the video was a bit of encouragement for supporters to sign up for their 
own peer-to-peer campaign, along with an option to donate.

The final e-mail was sent three days before the campaign conclusion 
and stressed the campaign’s current progress (halfway to the goal) 
and approaching deadline. The e-mail’s call-to-action was again a 
“friendraising” directive: reach out to at least five friends and ask them 
to donate.

Through this outreach, Polaris Project exceeded its $10,000 goal by 
nearly $700. The head of the campaign attributed the basis of the 
organization’s awareness and fundraising successes to its compelling 
stories of life as a modern-day slave and the abundant impact the 
organization can have on survivors.
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Helpful storytelling tools
Many applications are available to help you tell stories with the power of 
video, maps, and more. Here are five that are highly recommended:

	 •	 Historypin is a new (and free) application for Android, iPhone, or 
the Web that arranges photos, videos, and text in the context of 
time and location (leveraging the Google Maps API).

	 •	 Animoto isn’t a new tool but is nevertheless terrific. With Animoto, 
you can put together photos, slides, and text with audio and video 
to create a compelling story from all the various elements you may 
have created separately or gathered at an event. Bonus: nonprofits 
can apply to get Animoto Pro for free (head to http://animoto.com/
cause)!

	 •	 Posterous is a blogging tool that is really so much more. As with 
traditional blogs, you can have a site that shares your posts with 
the world. You can also create groups to share privately across a 
team, and organization, or a network. Plus, you can add authors to 
a blog so you are the only one responsible for posting. The best 
part is that you can post in a manner of ways: from the platform, 
from your e-mail, from your phone, and so on.

	 •	 Storify allows you to search across multiple social platforms and 
pull together the content that’s of interest, as well as add additional 
text, to create a story (whether a recap of an event or a chat, or 
highlights from the news) that’s shareable and includes voices from 
across the community. You can also use it to pull together content 
you and your organization have shared across the Web to tell the 
story of your work. You need a Twitter account to use it.

	 •	 Instagram allows you to take photos, apply filters, and share all 
from your phone. Also try using complimentary tools like Tweegram 
to add Twitter text to your Instagram timeline.
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3 Placing Content 
in Multiple 
Formats and 
Channels 

If you aren’t doing content marketing, or aren’t focus-

ing heavily on it, you should be. The reason is simple 

and straightforward: Content marketing is about pro-

viding valuable information or entertainment, and at 

the end of the day, all nonprofits are providing valuable 

information to their supporters, to society, about how to 

make the world a better place. In simplest terms, you 

provide value in exchange for opt-ins. How you provide 

this information differs; you may do it in an entertain-

ing way, through news, videos, whitepapers, eBooks, 

infographics, blog articles, photos, memes, cartoons . . . 

the list goes on and on. Educating the public about what 

it is that you’re doing is content marketing in some 

shape or form — so you should be doing it strategically. 

This chapter shows you how.
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The Value of Content  
Marketing
Content marketing is valuable for three major reasons:

 • It fosters organic list growth. Nonprofits are always looking for 
new supporters, and of course there are non-organic ways to 
do that. But organic growth allows a few different ways to draw 
people in:

 • Opt-in: Instead of trying to force people immediately into a 
donation page or to sign a petition, have supporters opt-in to 
get the content that you’re offering, and you can move them 
along the ladder of engagement to become donors or petition 
signers at a later date.

 • Search engine optimization (SEO): The better and fresher 
the content, the more related it is to your subject, and the 
more of it you put on the Web, the more your search engine 
rankings can go up — and the greater your chances of 
becoming an authority on your subject.

 • Viral opportunity: Content marketing has more opportunity 
to go viral than any other type of marketing that you do.

 • It gives you an opportunity to educate supporters. All nonprofits 
want to change minds and deepen the buy-in into their causes. 
And as you achieve that goal, you also want to educate people  
on what actions they should be taking and motivate them  
to action. Finally, you want them to associate you with your  
cause synonymously, so branding is another piece of content 
marketing.

 • It provides value. Nonprofits provide value to others through ser-
vices, lobbying, and yes, even the content you create.  Content 
marketing also provides value to the nonprofit through education 
or information, and it can lower supporter acquisition costs. It’s a 
lot less expensive to bring a supporter on board through content 
marketing than it is to host a big fundraising event.

In short, content marketing makes this a give-and-take relationship 
with your supporters — a win-win for all.
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Considering Your Myriad 
Options for Content
The content that you create can take any number of forms, whether 
text- or image-based. Text is certainly valuable for information delivery 
and SEO (see Chapter 4), but image-based content enables you to tell 
powerful stories in ways that words can’t. Your best bet is to have a 
mixture of both in many different forms.

Videos
Videos are one of the best means of raising visibility. In today’s digital 
world, an organization’s videos have great potential to be shared by 
others, thereby reaching a wider audience outside of its own supporters 
and even establishing the organization as a subject matter expert. A 
well-produced video also includes links back to the organization’s 
website or social media pages. This scenario is especially useful for 
smaller nonprofits because it enables them to reach a potentially larger 
audience. The video doesn’t have to be long — it can be as little as two 
minutes on a focused subject and still be valuable to supporters.

Increasing Facebook 
functionality

Not long ago, if you had asked the smartest people in the nonprofit 
sector if you could access the e-mail addresses of your own Facebook 
fans, give fans actions that are more engaging than Like, Share, or 
Comment, or give action takers a one-click way to take action on your 
behalf on their mobile phone and have it automatically shared with their 
Facebook friends, they would have simply said, “No! Sorry . . . Facebook 
just won’t allow it.” But in recent history, organizations began running 
campaigns that do these very things by employing special apps.

When a Facebook user takes an action through one of these apps, 
the organization gets the person’s name, e-mail address, any social 
connection with other action takers, and whether the person is a Fan 
of its page. Some of these apps are also mobile friendly, making the 
one-click “Sign Socially” button a great option for anyone visiting your 
petitions via mobile devices.
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Blogs
Blogs provide a platform for you to communicate with your audience 
about a wide variety of topics, so search engines give them a lot of 
weight if you refresh the content regularly. (This means that they help 
maximize your search engine optimization — see Chapter 4.) Blog 
articles should be relatively short and conversational and should have a 
clearly identified author. As an organization, you can have a variety of 
contributors to your blog, including your staff and external experts who 
are passionate and knowledgeable about your cause.

Communicating  
through videos

Bikes for the World, a nonprofit based in the Washington, D.C. area, 
collects unwanted bicycles and related material in the United States and 
delivers it at low cost to community development programs, assisting the 
poor in more than a dozen countries. What ultimately became Bikes for 
the World began shipping its first container of bicycles to Ghana in 1997 
and continued to grow steadily, enlisting civic groups, jurisdictions and 
bicycle retailers to spearhead collection drives.

Rapid growth, ability to scale, and the need to communicate effectively 
became increasingly more complicated. “Bikes for the World maintains a 
listserv of more than 2,400 volunteers and donors who provide generous 
in-kind donations as well as other operational support,” said Keith 
Oberg, director. “There is a lot going on, and how we communicate and 
build our support base is critical to our success.”

Active on Facebook and YouTube, Bikes for the World is growing its fan 
base by consistently communicating events and success stories. One type 
of content they’ve found especially useful is video. “Our supporters are 
more interested in seeing videos than just reading text on our website,” 
said Yvette Hess, outreach coordinator. “It’s very visual, and with social 
media the way it is, it’s really easy for us to receive content from our 
partner organizations. Many of them are starting to use Facebook and 
YouTube, so we can access those videos, put them on our website, and 
incorporate them into our materials. The most effective use of these 
videos has been through the e-mail blasts we do.”

Since 2005, Bikes for the World has delivered more than 72,000 bikes, 
including a record-setting 13,508 bikes in 2012 alone. And already 
another 1,529 have been delivered year to date in 2013.
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White papers
White papers allow you to share the depth of your knowledge, one specific 
topic at a time, and you can position your organization as an expert and 
thought leader on a certain subject. They’re typically the more detailed, 
technical, or scientific approach to your topic, targeted at your die-hard 
supporters who want to become subject matter experts.

eBooks
eBooks give you room to give more examples and practical advice in an 
easy-to-use format or allow you to cover a few related topics in in a 
central place. eBooks work best when they cover a subject in a way 
that’s easily consumed and understood by all supporters and potential 
supporters. That is, they should have mass appeal.

Infographics
Infographics provide your supporters with an easy way to digest 
information. Think about the Food Pyramid and how it helps parents 
figure out how to serve a balanced diet to their kids.

Online magazines
Online magazines are a great way to combine your resources with others, 
creating a publication that’s regularly updated with articles you produce 
or ones you’ve gotten permission from others to publish. By including 
third-party content, you add credibility to your cause, because hey, you’re 
not the only one who’s writing about this issue. If you do it right, you can 
create a community around your online magazine that discusses the 
articles you provide, perhaps even hosting a healthy debate about 
relevant topics.

Showing an Example of 
Excellent Content Marketing
A wonderful example of content marketing is Salsa’s client the 
Environmental Working Group (EWG). This section highlights EWG’s  
use of content marketing and multiple channels.
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Using helpful information to gain 
visibility and supporters
The EWG uses the power of public information to protect public health 
and the environment. And through content marketing, it also gains 
visibility and supporters. Its focus is to protect the most vulnerable 
segments of the human population — children, babies, and infants in 
the womb — from health problems attributed to a wide array of toxic 
contaminants. Specializing in providing useful resources to consumers, 
the EWG simultaneously pushes for national policy change.

By regularly producing Consumer Guides (such as sunscreen guides and 
cancer-prevention tipsheets) that appeal to your day-to-day lives, EWG 
provides the public with very useful information. In exchange for that 
info, people give EWG their names and contact information and 
regularly visit the EWG website. And, just as importantly, EWG 
publicizes its content through multiple social media and traditional 
channels in carefully planned campaigns.

Because of its focus on really effective content produced in a variety 
of readable and interesting formats, EWG hasn’t had to do much 
traditional campaigning for donations. The challenge the nonprofit 
faces isn’t about getting people to care and visit its website; it’s about 
figuring out how to convert the people who read the content to those 
who are willing to take action or make a donation.

EWG effectively does this through web page design and opt-ins (topics 
we cover more in Chapter 1). Visit EWG’s website to see examples of 
how it ties opt-ins like “Donate Now” and “Take Action” and “Sign Up” 
throughout the site.

Reaching a 100-percent organically 
acquired base
EWG’s supporter base is 100 percent organically grown, meaning each 
person has opted in to the organization. It has a large list of 1.1 million 
supporters thanks in part to the strength of its operational teams 
providing relevant content and engaging web pages on high-traffic 
websites.

EWG has never bought or traded a name, and it tries to really engage 
its supporters with information that they’re looking for. When the 
company knows it’s going to be a big media hit with a particular topic 
of interest, it uses a lot of flash pages on the website. EWG targets those 
pages and makes them stand out — it’s a quantity driver.
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Growing support through 
questionnaires

Campaign for a Commercial-Free Childhood (CCFC) wanted to add new 
supporters and generate enthusiasm for their campaign. By setting up a 
simple Salsa questionnaire, CCFC grew its supporter base by 2,000 names.

Questionnaires let you ask questions of your supporters that they can 
answer online. Like all Salsa forms, surveys and questionnaires create 
URLs that can be included in e-mail blasts, advocacy campaigns, 
or content pages. CCFC grew its list by including the link to its 
questionnaire in every piece of communications it sent out. CCFC wanted 
to draw attention to the toy industry’s role in commercializing childhood. 
In response to the Toy Industry Association of America’s TOTY (Toy of the 
Year) awards, in February 2009, CCFC launched the first annual TOADY 
AWARD (Toys Oppressive And Destructive to Young Children), asking 
people to vote for the worst toy of the year. CCFC asked folks to pick 
the worst toy using a Salsa questionnaire and asked people to enter their 
e-mail address to enter a drawing for a DVD.

Supporters and bloggers responded enthusiastically to the idea and began 
spreading the word. The campaign quickly went viral and picked up 2,000 
new supporters along the way. Over 6,000 people voted in the contest. By 
including a drawing for a DVD giveaway as incentive for people giving their 
e-mail addresses (who weren’t required to vote), CCFC greatly expanded 
its supporter contact list. The results of the contest received a significant 
amount of press and CCFC grew its list of supporters by 10 percent.

Giving its base the tools to spread the word allowed CCFC to grow its 
list tremendously and engage its supporters. Through actions like this, 
Commercial Free Childhood has been able to increase its base from 2,200 in 
2005 to over 30,000 supporters today — all with just three staff members!

Strategizing Your Content 
Marketing
If you’re a sucker for efficiency, the “how” of content marketing is really 
going to make you smile: Reduce, reuse, recycle, and repeat. The best 
strategy starts with the idea that you shouldn’t aim for quantity when 
it comes to content marketing — you should aim for quality. Reduce the 
amount of time you spend creating new content. You don’t want to 
rebuild a house to sell it to someone new; start by building a strong, 
well-crafted architecture, and then you just need to give it a fresh coat 
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of paint to keep it marketable. The same policy applies to content 
marketing: you can update your information and publish it annually 
rather than build something new every single quarter.

You can (and should) also stretch your content’s reach by reusing it. That 
is, take one piece of content to multiple channels. The Children’s Radio 
Foundation, for example, started by creating shareable Valentine’s Day 
e-cards and found a way to use the concept in multiple channels: They 
Tweeted about the e-cards, linked them to the donation page, created a 
landing page with additional information about the foundation and their 
cause, wrote Facebook posts about the e-cards, and so on. Your goal 
should be to reuse every single piece of content in multiple channels.

Another way of stretching existing content is to recycle it, which can 
take one of two shapes: 

 • Start big and go small. Suppose you’ve created an ebook all about 
a subject related to your nonprofit. That’s not the only form it has 
to take. You can create a webinar about this ebook. You can then 
do a whitepaper focusing deeply on one aspect or one chapter of 
the ebook. From there, you can distribute graphics from the ebook 
to Pinterest. You can record the ebook and make it an audio book. 
You can break the ebook into blog articles. It doesn’t stop there — 
you can slice all those parts further.

 • Start small and go big. Salsa, for example, followed this approach 
to help nonprofit organizations with fundraising. They created a 
whole series around planning an end-of-year fundraising cam-
paign, starting with a blog article about how to best build a donor 
list, and then creating a webinar. They found small things they 
could do over time (lots of different blog articles, then a chart, then 
an infographic, then whitepapers), and they collected these arti-
facts over time. After they had a good collection, they created an 
ebook. And, now that they have all that information, they only 
need to update it to use it year-after-year.

Remarkable marketing is worth repeating or telling to someone else. The 
key to human comprehension is repetition in more than one form, in 
more than one place, over a period of time. And just when you think you 
have said it enough, say it one more time for good measure. Be creative. 
Do something controversial or compelling. That, Reader, is stellar con-
tent marketing. (For more ideas on creative storytelling, head back to 
Chapter 2.) 
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4 Optimizing Your 
Presence with 
Digital Strategy

Putting a digital marketing strategy into place for 

your nonprofit sounds like an intimidating task — 

SEO, SMO, web ads, pay-per-click . . . what does it 

all mean? Add in the thought of tracking everything and 

perhaps you feel like putting it off for another day.

The good news: If you put up quality content with your audience in 
mind, you’ve already taken the first big step. To put a digital strategy  
in place, you can follow some simple steps that, taken one at a time, 
really aren’t intimidating (trust me). Remember that it’s okay to start 
small — assess what platforms and technology makes sense for your 
organization to leverage, and start with those. (In this chapter, I give 
you some tips to get you started.) 

Perhaps the most important keys to success are being consistent and 
realistic. Keep your message and your story consistent across all chan-
nels, and don’t expect results overnight — they take some time and  
diligence. It’s important to continually evaluate and alter your digital 
strategy based on the current trends and results you see.
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Advertising Online
One method of list growth that is gaining attention in the nonprofit world 
is paid online advertising. For-profit companies have used paid online 
advertising for years, but many nonprofits have ignored this means of 
growing their supporter list because of the expense. But online advertising 
can be very affordable — even free until you get a benefit. Your basic 
options include the following:

Pay-per-click ads
Pay-per-click (PPC) advertising is one of the simplest means of getting 
your nonprofit some exposure with no risk, because you don’t pay a 
dime until someone actually clicks through your ad to your linked 
content. The most popular places for purchasing PPC ads nowadays are 
on Facebook and Google:

 • Facebook ads: Facebook is one of the most affordable options for 
targeted advertising. Ads are displayed on the right-hand side of 
the user’s newsfeed, and because users tell Facebook so much 
about their likes, demographics, and interests, you can target your 
ideal audience.

 • Google AdWords: Pay-per-click AdWords are the “Sponsored Links” 
that appear to the right of your main search results on Google 
Search. You could receive a Google Grant (a grant of up to $10,000 
worth of advertising and access to its suite of business tools), so 
Google AdWords is worth considering. Take a look at Google’s 
Guide for Nonprofits, which offers a step-by-step plan for estab-
lishing and executing your AdWords campaign. New Organizing 
Institute (NOI) also offers some tips on getting the most out of 
your Google Grant at neworganizing.com.

Web ads
Of course, one method of online advertising is completely traditional 
and straightforward — you simply pay for an ad to be run online 
through a web publication. If you want to run an ad to get possible 
supporters or donors to your website, run the ad where your target 
audience can be found. For example, if your nonprofit saves animals, 
consider running ads on a pet adoption website. Or if your nonprofit is 
healthcare-related, you might want to run ads on healthcare 
publication websites.
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Web ads are particularly good for exposing a wide audience to your brand 
that you may not otherwise reach. And even though the Internet is a vast 
space, you can reach the specific, targeted audience that you’re trying to 
influence. They’re also easy to track and measure conversion — the 
publications can tell you exactly how many people saw your ad and how 
many clicked on it. Web ads also work 24 hours a day, 7 days a week so you 
always have the possibility of reaching people.

However (and this is a big however), some cons exist with advertising 
on the Web:

 • It can be expensive, depending on what publication you use.

 • While it may work for branding, it can be difficult to attract donors 
and supporters.

 • Unless you have a really catchy ad, many people tend to ignore 
ads, so your click-through rate may not be what you hoped.

 • There’s an incredible amount of web ads out there, so yours may 
not get noticed.

Re-targeting
Re-targeting, or re-marketing, is a type of online advertising where 
advertisers target consumers based on their previous Internet actions. 
After a person has left a website without purchasing, donating, or 
taking the desired action, re-targeting serves ads to that person.

For example, a prospective donor visits your website, reads your blog, 
and browses your Get Involved page but doesn’t actually donate or sign 
up for e-mails. Remarketing works by “marking” or “tagging” these 
visitors with a pixel or a cookie. Then, as that website visitor peruses 
the Internet, she sees your ads. The goal is to recapture her interest — 
and hopefully she is reminded to go back to your website to take the 
desired action. Companies like Google and Fetchback provide these 
retargeting ad services.

Cost-per-lead ads
Cost-per-lead (CPL) advertising, where you pay only for leads to your 
website has been used successfully by many nonprofits and political 
campaigns. The way it works is that you create a call-to-action such as 
a pledge, petition, or poll on a third party site, and the third party site 
drives people to that action. When people participate in your action, 
they’re invited to sign up for your list. You pay for only those people 
who sign up.
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Because you pay only when people actually sign up for your list, CPL can 
be quite cost-effective and low-risk, enough so that many nonprofits are 
jumping on the bandwagon, and companies such as Care2, Left Action, 
and Change.org have risen up to meet the demand. CPL can have major 
advantages over Google and Facebook ads; because these leads are 
generated by people taking action on your issue, they are more likely to 
stay engaged and respond to future calls to action, so you’re not wasting 
funds paying for clicks or impressions that may go nowhere. And it’s easy 
to budget: If you want to grow your supporters by 1,000, you can calculate 
the exact cost for those supporters when you plan your campaign.

Making Your Content 
Discoverable
Beyond paying for ads, you can draw supporters to your nonprofit by 
creating content that shows up on their radars, so to speak. You do this 
first of all by creating good content and reusing, recycling, and 
repeating it in as many formats and places online as you can (for more 
on these strategies, see Chapter 3). If you want to take your efforts a 
step further, you can employ some basic search engine optimization 
(SEO) and social media optimization (SMO) strategies, which I cover in 
this section, to make your content appear more often and more 
prominently in people’s web searches and social media feeds. And as a 
nonprofit, you have some unique considerations to keep in mind, which 
I highlight in this section as well.

Basic principles to follow
First and foremost, you need a website. If you don’t have one, stop 
reading this section right now and get a web development agency to 
help you. You can find a great list of organizations that specialize in 
nonprofit websites at www.salsalabs.com/partner-directory. If you 
do have a website, congrats — you’re halfway there!

Although many strategists throw around SEO terms that can make your 
head spin, don’t worry, it’s really not rocket science. In fact, there are 
several simple things you can do to improve your site’s SEO:

 • Choose URLs wisely. Whenever possible, URLs should have 
keywords that match the keywords you’re targeting and content 
on each set page.

 • Make sure that every page in your site has a unique, relevant 
title in the page’s html title tags. For example, don’t just list your 
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website name or even “About Us”; instead, use “About [Name of 
Organization].” This text appears in search engine results and 
helps tell both the search engine and users what the page is about.

	 • Use the description meta tag. By giving each page in your website 
a unique, useful, 150-character-or-less description of the page 
content, you make it easier for a user to decide whether to click 
through. The description usually is shown right below the page 
title in search results.

	 • Use heading tags in your content. Heading tags (h1 to h6) are 
great ways to organize your content and provide search engines 
(not to mention users who are reading your content) clues about 
the key points in your content. If your organization uses a CMS, 
you’ve probably seen a drop-down list that starts off with “Format” 
and then lists a few things including heading 1, heading 2, and 
so on. Use it. If it doesn’t size or color the text the way you want, 
have your web developer style them. Don’t use the font size or font 
color buttons — you’ll waste an excellent opportunity to improve 
your SEO.

	 • Use meta keywords in your content. A meta keyword doesn’t 
appear on your page but gives search engines brief information 
about the content on your page. Ideally, you should have 1 to 10 
meta keywords. Separate them with commas when inserting them 
into the code. A keyword can be more than one word; for example, 
mountain bikes would be one keyword. Mountain, bikes would be 
two. Mountain bikes, road bike would be two. Meta keywords aren’t 
taken into consideration by Google but are used to index your site 
by Yahoo, Bing, Ask and some of the other search engines. It isn’t 
too time intensive and is worth doing.

Google has a free keyword tool (adwords.google.com/select/

KeywordToolExternal) that allows you to search for traffic sizes and 

difficulty to rank for keywords. You can use this tool to determine which 

keywords you may choose over others. If you use Google Analytics, you 

can see what keywords are utilized to reach your site, which helps you 

narrow down which ones you want to target in your content or possibly 

make changes to content if people are reaching your site on terms that 

don’t matter to you. People need to come to your site and stick (stay to 

read the page) and not to immediately bounce (leave the site). Learn 

more about Google Grants and how to use them at www.salsalabs.

com/google-grants.
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 • Use descriptive link text. When you’re adding a link, don’t just 
link words like “click here.” Instead, link something like “click here 
to read this article about....” This text tells both search engines and 
users something about the page being linked to.

 • Get indexed by search engines. In order to do this, follow a few 
steps:

 1. Head over to www.dmoz.org and put your URL, page name, 
and description into the correct category.

 2. Visit www.zoominfo.com/Search/AddNewCompany.aspx and 
enter your organization’s info again.

 3. If you have a physical location, go to Google’s local business 
center found at www.google.com/placesforbusiness.

 4. Visit www.freewebsubmission.com and provide your info all 
the way at the bottom.

  It also has a list of different directories to add your organization 
to as well — some are free, and others come with a fee.

 • Seriously consider starting a blog. If you don’t have a blog, 
start one (for more, see Chapter 3). A blog shouldn’t be a direct 
fundraising pitch; instead, it should be keyword rich. A single 
blog for what was a low ranking keyword could easily move your 
organization to the top results.

 • Update your content regularly. Search engines love fresh content. 
While you don’t necessarily have to constantly create new pages or 
blog posts (though it’s great if you can), updating the pages you have 
with fresh information or adding new pieces can help a great deal.

Now are you feeling better about integrating SEO and SMO into your 
strategy? The best advice I can give is to roll up your sleeves, get a little 
dirty and test these things out. One of the easiest ways to learn this 
stuff is just to do it. Good luck (not that you need it).

Unique considerations for nonprofits
There are plenty of great SEO guides out there, but few address unique 
considerations for nonprofits. Here are five specific ways to optimize 
your nonprofit’s site:

 • Encourage links from supporters. One of the most important 
factors for SEO is having incoming links from reputable external 
websites. As a nonprofit, you have an advantage in this area, 
because you likely have supporters who are happy to promote your 
cause with a link. Take advantage of this — if your organization has 
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a blog or makes announcements online, make sure that content 
is easily shareable. Provide logos, badges, or widgets that your 
supporters can easily plug into their own websites. (Remember, 
though, that badges must incorporate text links in order to be SEO-
friendly, because search engines can’t yet read graphics.)

 • Don’t forget about pages hosted elsewhere. The pages stored in 
your content management system may already be search engine 
optimized — but if some of your most important pages are hosted 
elsewhere (through your CRM system, for example), they may 
not be optimized in the same way. The externally hosted page, 
for example, may have a different domain name than the rest of 
your site, which makes it difficult for search engines to associate it 
with your organization. For example, a donation form hosted on a 
separate domain cannot be listed as one of your Google Sitelinks. 
However, if you create a “Donate” page on your own site that directs 
users to your donation form, that can appear as a Google Sitelink.

You may not have as much control over the format, URL, title, heading 
usage, and meta tags for pages hosted elsewhere. Take the time to 
identify workarounds or dig deeper into the customization options for 
your highest priority pages.

 • Evaluate the calls-to-action throughout your site. Identify the 
pages on your site that already receive plenty of traffic from search 
engines, and then make sure your most important calls-to-action are 
featured on or are at least accessible from those pages. You can also 
make your calls-to-action SEO friendly by incorporating text links 
containing strong keywords and using alt tags for banners/images.

 • Manage your online identity. Which is more recognizable to your 
target audience: your organization’s full name or its acronym? 
Or maybe neither — are people most likely to be searching for a 
well-publicized project or campaign you’ve run recently? Does it 
depend on the audience? Account for these variations in your SEO 
strategy. Also be sure that your website is listed where it should be, 
both in broad nonprofit listings sites (Idealist, Charity Navigator) 
and in topic or geographically-focused resources.

 • Do your keyword homework. When branding new campaigns and 
projects, do keyword research. Does the title of your new campaign 
align with the terms that your audience is searching for? Identify 
the keywords that are most specific to your cause and be able to 
differentiate yourself.
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5 Messaging for 
Mobile Devices

Why does text messaging make a great strat-

egy for building your list? Because it’s 

prevalent. Consider this: According to the 

Pew Research Center, 83 percent of American adults 

own cellphones, and three-fourths of them send and 

receive text messages. If you overlook this opportunity 

for allowing supporters to get involved with and advo-

cate for you, you may well be forfeiting a nice chunk of 

your potential base.

Considering the Many  
Uses of Texting
Nonprofits are using texting to grow and deepen their supporters’ 
involvement with their organizations in a number of ways:

 • Soliciting donations: Text messaging opens up some doors 
for communication with people who may not be interested 
in connecting with your organization in other ways. One part 
of growing a list is soliciting donations from people who are 
interested in that type of relationship with your organization, and 
text messaging may be a way to do that.
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 • Promoting advocacy and providing a call to action: Your 
supporters may be open to receive a text message from you with 
a phone number and a call-to-action. Many opportunities exist for 
this kind of support rallying.

  Include a clickable phone number for people with smartphones, so 
they can make the call immediately.

 • Announce emergency rallies and/or last-minute events. Text 
messages are an excellent means of organizing people quickly 
because they make it easy to send people last-minute messages.

 • Coordinate events: If you’re at an event where using a walkie-
talkie among staff members and volunteers is risky or challenging, 
or where cellphone reception for conversations is spotty, text 
messaging can be a real lifesaver.

 • Send reminders for trainings and/or upcoming volunteer oppor-
tunities: Text messaging is particularly handy for those of you who 
constantly have a phone on hand. Another great feature of texting 
is that you can quickly get the word out when things change.

Creative tips for effective 
texting in the real world

Several companies have used a variety of text messaging strategies to 
successfully grow their base. They use texting to

	 •	 Build relationships with supporters who likely don’t check e-mail 
regularly: Jobs with Justice, for example, uses texting to reach 
union members whose jobs don’t require them to sit in front of a 
computer.

	 •	 Collect other contact information, like names and e-mail 
addresses: The Huffington Post ran a paperless campaign that 
involved getting supporters to text in this information.

	 •	 Collect info that helps you segment your list: If you want to 
organize supporters according to neighborhood, you could have 
people text in their addresses. Or to organize by occupation, have 
them text in their workplaces. You have many options here!

	 •	 Run an info- or service-based texting campaign: Text messages 
can be part of a multi-channel content marketing campaign (see 
Chapter 3). Planned Parenthood of Maryland uses texting to 
promote its organization and build brand recognition by providing 
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valuable content via text messaging. On buses, the group uses 
signs that say, “Need prenatal care?” and such, with a “Text [this 
number]” call-to-action. When a supporter texts that number, she 
gets a message back that says something like, “Thank you; this is 
the nearest clinic. Call us to make an appointment today.”

Other organizations have done informational campaigns to raise 
awareness of their issues. If your organization is bringing attention to the 
ongoing war in Afghanistan, for example, you could publicize statistics 
on Facebook and on posters that you’ve strategically placed at public 
libraries, asking something like, “Do you know how many soldiers have 
been killed in the past 6 months?” You can engage folks by asking them 
to text in and get a response. In short, you’re providing value to the user.

Is Texting Right for  
Your Organization?
Of course, there’s no sense in using text messaging to build your list 
unless it makes sense for your long-term goals. In order to find out 
whether it’ll work or is working, ask! Check in with your donors, your 
volunteers, your supporters — the people who are most active in your 
organization — and find out whether they use text messaging and 
whether that would be a preferred method for them to interact with 
you. If it sounds like there’s overwhelming support from your base, then 
your next step is to make sure it’s realistic to implement.

As with all campaigns, make sure you have the time, talent, and 
resources available within your organization. Make certain that 
supporters specifically opt-in to text messages before you start sending 
them. Like e-mail, people may get very upset if they start receiving text 
messages from you without their permission, and the last thing you 
want is your supporters to feel negatively about your cause because of 
an error in communications etiquette.

Running a Text Messaging 
Program
If you really strategize how to use text messaging to help you reach 
your organizational goals and grow your base, then you’re more likely 
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to succeed. If, on the other hand, you launch a text messaging program 
just for the sake of jumping on the bandwagon, it’s not likely to yield 
results — just as if you set up a Facebook page but do nothing to 
promote that page; you aren’t going to get very far. The process of 
incorporating text messaging into your base-building efforts is simple 
and straightforward — just follow the steps in this section.

Figure out who does what and when
Designate a ring leader for the project. If possible, a single point person 
should coordinate the texting program on an ongoing basis. You can 
have each staff member brainstorm how texting can supplement his 
existing work, but have one person managing the text program so the 
message is consistent.

Come up with a tactical plan suited  
to your campaign strategy
Ask yourself how you can use text messaging to maximize the amount 
of people that opt-in or rally behind your cause. With any text service 
on the market, these basic services are available to you to incorporate 
into your larger plan:

 • Enable text-to-join. To see just how simple a text message opt-in 
is, text Salsa to 32075. (When you do, you’ll be added to Salsa’s 
list, but you can easily opt-out afterward if you like.)

 • Use widgets. Widgets enable you to copy code provided to you by 
your vendor, which you can put on your website to enable people 
to join your text list right from your site. You can also use a widget 
to have people join a specific sublist. Doing as much as possible 
upfront to collect information for segmentation later is a good 
idea. People are less likely to opt-out if you only send the texts 
that interest them.

 • Invite people from your database to opt-in. Ask existing supporters 
for their permission to send them text messages, and you can then 
upload your list to the service provider. (Remember, though — you 
can’t just ask for their phone numbers and start texting them! Be 
clear about what you plan to do with their mobile numbers.)
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Opt-in and opt-out are crucial parts of your campaign. Be meticulous 
about getting people’s permission for texting just as you would for any 
type of correspondence. In fact, be a bit more stringent because with 
text messages, people can be charged money — and unwanted mes-
sages for a fee really don’t make people too happy.

Finding the right vendor
When searching for a vendor, consider asking the following questions:

 • Is your service compatible with all cellphone carriers and pre-paid 
services?

 • What does your pricing include? Is it monthly, or do we have to 
sign a contract?

 • What features and functionality distinguish your service from 
your competitors’? What do you consider to be your most valuable 
feature?

 • How long have you been in business?

 • Can you provide me with a list of existing customers?

Sending your messages
The most important advice for running a list-building campaign is to be 
patient but persistent. After all, the list won’t grow itself. To get your 
supporters to help grow the list for you, take two simple actions:

 • Ask the people on your list to help spread the word. Text 
messaging offers huge opportunities for the viral possibilities for 
growing your list, especially if you’re vigilant about saying in your 
text blasts, “Please forward this message.” (Feel free to use texting 
shorthand if you prefer.)

 • Ask your supporters for feedback early on, changing course if 
necessary. Are people appreciating the content you’re sending 
through text messages? Are you sending them at the right times, 
with the right frequency, for the right reasons? Monitor response 
rates as much as possible to ensure your texts are getting you the 
desired results, which is more engaged supporters.
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Assessing return on investment
The value of growing a list is only as good as how you capitalize on that 
list. There are some ways that you can assess whether text messaging 
is serving your bigger, broader organizational goals. These ways include 
the following:

 • Do texts save staff time?

 • Are your texting efforts cutting back on paper use?

 • Are text messages generating new donations?

 • Do texts increase the value of donations?

 • Are text messages making it easier for people to take action?

 • Can texts help people share their passions for your cause by ask-
ing friends and family to be supporters?

You can evaluate your campaign’s successes by considering the times 
your list grows the most. If, for example, you find that your list grows 
most at times where you’re promoting it at events, with growth spurts 
every time you send a message out, that’s a good indication that people 
are forwarding your message and are asking other people to sign on as 
well. 
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Appendix

C an’t get enough information on building your 

base of support? We’ve got more resources for 

you in this appendix.

GrowYourBase.org
GrowYourBase.org is an educational site packed full of advice about 
how to organically increase support for your cause. It includes training 
videos, reading assignments, and optional course materials that walk 
you through each step of your outreach. There’s also an exam that allows 
you to become Grow Your Support Certified.

Visit www.growyourbase.org today for more info or to become certified.

The Essential Guide to Social 
Media for Nonprofits
This ebook provides you with a primer for making effective decisions 
for your strategy, whether you are new to the social media space or 
looking to improve your existing presence. In it, you will learn how to:

	 	 • Choose the right channel.

	 	 • Gain followers and friends.

	 	 • Listen to your audience and learn about them. 

	 	 • Be heard where you want to be heard.

Easy-to-understand language and practical tips make The Essential 
Guide to Social Media for Nonprofits a quick way to get that much 
closer to your social media goals, and your organization’s mission.

Download the book at www.salsalabs.com/SM4NP.
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Raise More Money with a 
#GivingTuesday Plan Now: 
Archived Webinar
View this on-demand webinar presented by Henry Timms, founder of 
#GivingTuesday, and Christine Schaefer, VP Community and Marketing, 
Salsa, to see how your non-profit can use #GivingTuesday as part of a wider 
online and offline campaign to help increase your end-of-year funding. 

Watch the archived webinar at www.salsalabs.com/gtwebinar.

Social Loves Email:  
Archived Webinar
Direct mail acquisition costs continue to rise, and while most 
organizations have a social media presence, most aren’t using it to 
fundraise. You can change that by viewing a webinar on Social Loves 
Email, and learning how a simple, effective strategy for getting the most 
out of integrated email, social media, and multichannel marketing will 
pay off with your donor outreach.

You’ll learn simple strategies and tools that will help you to:

	 	 • Recruit more donors and superactivists.

	 	 • Raise more money more efficiently.

	 	 • Save loads of time and budget.

	 	 • Simplify your multi-channel integration.

	 	 • Stretch your marketing efforts further.

Watch the archived webinar at www.salsalabs.com/sociallovesemaill.

Twitter for Nonprofits:  
A Guide to #doingitright
This guide will prepare you with the basics to be successful in the world 
of Twitter, including pointers on how to grow and manage your audience. 
In addition, the guide gives you definitions, step-by-step instructions, 
answers to frequently asked questions, best practices and much more. 

Visit www.salsalabs.com/doingitright to download the guide.
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