





Fundraising
in Baby Steps

From Your First Conversation to a Lifetime of Generosity



A complete beginner's guide for small organizations,

home churches, ministries, charities and grassroots projects



White Lotus Society Publications






Before You Begin



You may be sitting at a kitchen table with a notebook and no money. You may have a home church of nine people, or an idea about the children on your street, or a van full of donated tins and no plan.

You are not behind. Every organization you admire started here.

You do not have to know how to do all of this today.
You only need to know what the next step is.
Let's take that step together.




How to Use This Book

Read this page. It is the shortest chapter in the book and it will save you the most time.




This is a book for someone who has never raised money before and who does not have much of anything to start with — no staff, no list, no budget, and no idea how to ask a neighbour for twenty dollars without wanting to sink through the floor.


It is built as a staircase. Each part assumes the one before it, and the whole thing moves from “I have an idea” to “we have an organization that will outlast me.”


The nine parts


Part One changes how you see fundraising. Do not skip it; almost every practical problem later in the book has its root here.

Part Two is preparation — your mission, your problem, your story, your systems, and the one page that does everything.

Part Three is fear, taken seriously, with a six-week programme for walking through it.

Part Four finds your first supporters and raises your first hundred dollars.

Part Five teaches the ask itself, with scripts for every situation.

Part Six works through every method of raising money, one at a time.

Part Seven runs a small event from first idea to final thank-you.

Part Eight is everything that goes wrong, and what to do about it.

Part Nine builds the systems, ethics and relationships that make an organization last.

Part Ten is the toolkit: worksheets, templates, letters, case studies, a glossary, and the baby-step ladder.


What is at the end of each chapter


Most chapters close with some of these:


Baby step — the single smallest action that moves you forward. If you do nothing else, do this.

Try this today — three things you can complete before the day ends.

Checklist — what “ready” actually looks like.

Mistake to avoid — the error beginners make in this exact area, and how to sidestep it.

Conversation script — words you can use, adapted to your own voice.

Reflection questions — slower questions, for when you have time to sit with them.


Three ways to read it


Straight through, if you are at the very beginning. It is written as a journey and it works best that way.

Parts One to Four, then act, if you are impatient. Raise your first hundred dollars, then come back for Part Five.

Straight to the problem, if you are already running and something is stuck. The contents page is detailed for exactly this reason.


One instruction


Do not read this book without doing anything. Reading about fundraising is pleasant and produces nothing. Pick one baby step from one chapter and do it before you read the next chapter. That is the whole method, and it is the reason for the title.


A note on law and money


Rules on charity registration, tax receipts, raffles and lotteries, public solicitation, data protection and employment vary by country and often by state or province. Nothing here is legal, tax or financial advice. Where this book says “check what applies to you,” check — with your national charity regulator, or an accountant or lawyer who advises small nonprofits. One phone call now is cheaper than one mistake later.



Part One
What Fundraising Actually Is
✦
Before you write a letter, book a hall, or say a number out loud, you need to understand what you are really doing. This part changes the picture in your head. Everything else in the book rests on it.




Chapter 1

The Kitchen Table

Where almost every organization actually begins




Somewhere tonight, a person is sitting at a kitchen table with a notebook and a cold cup of tea. There is an idea in the notebook. Maybe it is a food pantry for the four streets around the church. Maybe it is a Saturday school for kids who are falling behind. Maybe it is a home church of nine people who want to send help to a family in another country. Maybe it is an animal rescue, a community garden, a recovery meeting, a small choir, a hospice visiting group.


The idea is good. The person knows it is good. And they have no money.


They are not sitting there wondering how to run a capital campaign. They are wondering something much smaller and much more frightening: how do I ask my neighbour for twenty dollars without feeling like a beggar?


This book is written for that person. If that person is you, I want to say something before we go one step further. You are not behind. You are not doing it wrong. Almost every organization that now looks impressive, established, and well funded began exactly where you are, with somebody nervous at a table.


What this book assumes about you


It assumes you have little or no money. It assumes you do not have a staff, or if you do, it is you and perhaps one other person who is also doing three other jobs. It assumes you do not have wealthy friends, a board of directors full of bankers, a marketing budget, or a professional fundraiser on call.


It assumes you have never done this before, and that most fundraising books you have picked up seem to be written for organizations with an office and a photocopier.


It assumes you are willing to work, and that you would rather be told the truth than be flattered.


What this book does not assume


It does not assume you are charming. It does not assume you are an extrovert, a good public speaker, a natural salesperson, or a person who finds it easy to talk about money. Most of the best fundraisers I have known were none of those things. They were ordinary people who were clear about what they were doing and who kept their promises.


It does not assume you want to become large. Growth is not the same as success. A home church of twelve that quietly feeds four families every week is not a failed megachurch. It is a whole and complete thing. If the mission is best served by staying small, stay small, and fund the small thing well.


Why we start with a table and not a strategy


Most fundraising advice fails small organizations because it starts in the wrong place. It starts with a plan, a pyramid, a spreadsheet of donor levels. Those things have their uses, and we will get to them. But they are the roof of the house, and you are standing on bare ground.


What you need first is a change in how you see the act of asking. Not a technique. A change of picture. Because the reason most new founders never raise their first hundred dollars is not that they lack a strategy. It is that every time they open their mouth to ask, something in them recoils, and they close it again and say, "I'll do it next week."


So we start with the recoil. We take it seriously. We look at where it comes from, and we replace it with something truer.


The shape of the journey


Here is the whole book in one paragraph, so you can see where we are going. First you will learn what fundraising actually is, and why people give. Then you will prepare, so that when you finally do ask, you can answer any question a reasonable person might put to you. Then you will face your fear directly, in small doses, on purpose. Then you will find your first supporters and raise your first hundred dollars. Then you will learn to ask properly, in person and in writing. Then we will walk through every method of raising money one at a time. Then we will run a small event together. Then we will look honestly at everything that goes wrong. And finally we will build the systems, the habits, and the ethics that turn a burst of effort into an organization that lasts.


You do not have to do all of that. You have to do the next thing. That is the entire method of this book, and it is why it is called Baby Steps.


A word about the size of the numbers


Throughout this book you will see small numbers. Five dollars. Twenty-five dollars. A hundred dollars. A goal of six hundred for a Saturday event. I use small numbers deliberately, and not because I think small is all you can manage.


I use them because a person who has successfully raised one hundred dollars has done every single thing that a person raising one hundred thousand dollars does. They identified someone. They explained the need. They asked. They received. They recorded it. They thanked. The scale changes. The moves do not. Learn the moves at a scale where a mistake costs you an afternoon rather than a year.


Baby step
Say the sentence out loud
Say this once, alone, in a normal voice: “I am raising money for something worth doing.” That is all. You are not asking anybody yet. You are getting used to the sound of your own voice saying it without apology.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write, in one sentence, what your organization does. It does not have to be good yet.
	Write down the amount of money you need in the next three months. Not the amount you dream of. The amount you actually need.
	Write down the name of one person who already believes in what you are doing.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What is the honest reason you have not asked anyone for money yet?
	If your organization disappeared tomorrow, who specifically would notice?
	What would you attempt this year if you knew the money would be there?






Chapter 2

Fundraising Is Not Begging

The single most important idea in this book




Ask a new founder why they have not started fundraising, and underneath the practical answers — no time, no list, no website — you will usually find one sentence: I don't want to be that person.


That person who corners you after church. That person who sends the guilt-laden email. That person whose friendship suddenly has a price tag on it. Nobody wants to be that person, and the fear of becoming them stops thousands of good organizations before they begin.


So let us deal with it now, plainly.


What begging actually is


Begging is asking someone to relieve your distress, with nothing offered in return, on the strength of pity. The beggar's position is one of need and the giver's position is one of superiority. That is why it feels humiliating on one side and awkward on the other. Nobody in that exchange is happy.


Fundraising is a different transaction entirely. In fundraising you are not asking anyone to relieve your distress. You are inviting someone to join a piece of work that they already care about, in a way that would be difficult for them to do alone.


Look at what actually happens when a woman gives forty dollars to a food pantry. She does not want forty dollars less in her account. She wants hungry people in her town to eat. She cannot personally shop, sort, store, and distribute food to sixty households. You can. Her forty dollars buys her a share in an outcome she wants and cannot otherwise get.


She is not doing you a favour. She is buying something she wants, and the thing she is buying is a change in the world with her name quietly attached to it.


Fundraising is the art of helping people participate in something they believe is worthwhile.



The three-sided exchange


Here is a picture worth keeping. Begging has two sides: the one who needs and the one who gives. Fundraising has three: the donor, the organization, and the people or purpose being served.


The money does not stop with you. You are not the destination. You are the bridge. That is why you can ask without shame — because you are not asking on your own behalf. When you understand this in your gut rather than just in your head, your voice changes, and people can hear it.


A founder I knew ran a tiny hospice-visiting group. For a year she could barely get the words out. Then one evening a woman she had asked said, "Thank you for letting me be part of that. My mother died alone and I have felt sick about it for eleven years." The founder told me afterwards that she had spent a year believing she was taking something from people. She had been offering them something the whole time and had not known it.


Invitation, not extraction


Try replacing the verb. Do not think of it as getting money out of people. Think of it as opening a door and stepping back.


An invitation has certain qualities. It is clear about what is being proposed. It is specific about time and place and cost. It leaves the other person genuinely free to decline. It does not sulk when declined. And it is offered to people who might plausibly want to come.


Every one of those qualities is also a rule of good fundraising, and we will return to each of them. But notice what an invitation is not: it is not a trap, not a guilt trip, not a manufactured emergency, not a thing you spring on somebody who cannot get away from you.


The test that keeps you honest


There is a simple test you can apply for the rest of your life. Before any ask, in any medium, ask yourself:


If this person knew everything I know about my organization, would they still be glad they gave?


If the answer is yes, ask boldly. If the answer is no, do not fix your pitch. Fix your organization.


That test protects you from the two failures at either end. At one end is the person who never asks and lets a good work die of politeness. At the other is the person who learns the techniques of persuasion and starts using them on people who cannot afford it. The test rules out both.


What about people who cannot afford to give?


They exist, and they are often the most generous people you will meet. This is why your ask must always be genuinely refusable, and why you should never build an appeal that makes a poor person feel that their dignity depends on giving.


Give people other doors. Someone who cannot give twenty dollars may be able to give an hour, a car boot, a spare table, a phone call to their cousin who owns the print shop. In Chapter 49 we will look at how in-kind support — goods and labour instead of cash — often outstrips the cash you raise. A person who can give nothing at all can still give their good opinion of you, and that is worth more than most cheques.


Saying it in your own mouth


Words matter here, so pick yours on purpose. Notice the difference in these pairs, and how the second one in each pair sits differently in your chest:



	Begging language	Invitation language

	"Sorry to bother you about money again."	"I wanted you to know what we're doing next month."

	"We're desperate. We really need help."	"We need six hundred dollars by the fifteenth to keep the Saturday meals running. Would you take a share of that?"

	"Anything you can give would be appreciated."	"Would fifty dollars work for you? If a different amount suits you better, that's completely fine."

	"I hate having to ask."	"I'm glad to be able to ask you, because I think you'll like what this pays for."




Read the right-hand column out loud. Notice that none of it is pushy. It is simply not apologetic. Apologizing for the mission teaches the listener that the mission is an imposition. It is not. It is the best thing you have to offer them.


Mistake to avoid
Apologizing your way into the ask
Opening with “I'm so sorry to ask, I know everyone's stretched right now…” feels polite. What it actually does is tell the listener, before they have heard a word about the work, that this conversation is an imposition on them. They will agree with you. Open with the work instead, and let them decide for themselves whether it is an imposition.

Baby step
Rewrite one apology
Take the most apologetic sentence you have ever used about your organization and write it again without the apology. Keep the honesty; drop the cringe. Read it aloud twice.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write down what your organization makes possible for someone else — not what it needs.
	Find one sentence in something you have already written or said that reads as begging. Rewrite it as an invitation.
	Apply the honesty test to your own work: would a fully informed donor be glad they gave? Write down your honest answer.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Where did you learn that asking for money is shameful?
	When have you given money to something and felt glad rather than pressured? What did the asker do?
	Whose good opinion are you most afraid of losing by asking, and is that fear based on anything they have actually said?






Chapter 3

Why Money and Mission Are Not Enemies

What the money is actually for




Many people who start good works have a quiet suspicion of money. This is especially common in faith communities, where scripture and conscience have warned them about it for years, and among activists, who have seen money bend organizations out of shape.


That suspicion is not foolish. Money does distort things. But an organization that refuses to think clearly about money does not become pure. It becomes unreliable, and unreliability has victims.


The plain arithmetic


Mission is what you intend to do. Money is one of the things that lets you keep doing it. If the meals programme runs out of money in March, the meals stop in March, and the people who were eating them do not stop being hungry.


Write this somewhere you will see it: money is not the mission, but there is no mission without fuel. Refusing to fundraise is not humility. It is a decision to serve fewer people, made quietly, without telling them.


The three things money actually buys


New founders often think of fundraising as paying for things — food, supplies, rent. It buys three things, and only one of them is obvious.


Programme costs. The direct stuff. Food, blankets, petrol, printing, the hall on Saturday. This is the part everyone is comfortable funding, and it is the easiest to raise for because a donor can see it.


Capacity. The things that let you do the direct stuff at all. A phone. A bank account. Insurance. A shelf. A laptop that does not take four minutes to open a document. Boring, unglamorous, and the reason many organizations stall at the same size for years.


Continuity. Money held back so that a bad month does not become a closure. Reserves. The buffer. Almost no new organization has this, and building it is one of the great quiet victories of the second or third year.


Donors are trained — by decades of bad charity advertising — to fund only the first category and to regard the other two as waste. Part of your job over the years is to teach the people close to you otherwise, gently and by example. You do that by being specific: not "we need money for overheads" but "the insurance is four hundred a year and without it we are not allowed in the hall."


Restricted and unrestricted — a term worth learning early


Restricted funds are gifts a donor has told you to use for a particular purpose. If someone gives you two hundred dollars "for the children's books," that money is for children's books. You may not spend it on the electricity bill, even if the electricity bill is what is actually going to sink you. Doing so is a serious breach of trust and, in many places, of law.


Unrestricted funds are gifts given to the organization to use as it judges best. These are the most valuable money you will ever receive, and the hardest to raise, because they require the donor to trust your judgement rather than their own.


Two practical consequences follow. First, keep track of which is which from your very first donation — a column in a spreadsheet is enough at this stage. Second, when you design an appeal, be careful what you promise. "Every dollar goes directly to the families" is a lovely sentence that will strangle you within a year, because it means you have promised that nothing may be spent on the fuel to drive to the families.


The overhead trap


You will meet the phrase "administration costs" used as an accusation. Somebody will ask what percentage of donations goes to the cause, expecting a high number.


Do not be defensive and do not lie. Have a plain answer ready. Something like: "Nearly all of it, because we're volunteers. The costs we do have are insurance, the hall, and printing, and I can show you exactly what those come to." Specificity ends the argument faster than any principle. Vagueness confirms the suspicion.


Money and the small faith community


A special word for home churches and tiny congregations, since so much of this book is written with you in mind.


You are not a business, and the ledger is not the point of your life together. But the family of nine that meets in a living room still has electricity, still buys the bread and the wine, still sends something to the mission field, still wants to help when a member's car dies. Someone has to think about that, and the person who thinks about it should not have to feel worldly for doing so.


The healthiest small congregations I have seen do three things. They talk about money openly, a few times a year, without drama. They show everyone the numbers. And they treat giving as a practice of the community rather than an emergency measure. That takes the strangeness out of it. Where money is only ever mentioned in a crisis, money becomes a thing associated with crisis, and people brace whenever it comes up.


Where money goes wrong


Because it does, and pretending otherwise helps nobody. Money bends an organization in three recognizable ways, and knowing the shapes helps you spot them early.


Mission drift. A grant is available for something adjacent to your work, so you write the proposal, and eighteen months later half your effort goes to a programme nobody in your community asked for. We will look hard at this in Chapter 61.


Donor capture. One person or one grant supplies most of your income, and gradually their preferences become your decisions. Chapter 72 deals with the arithmetic that prevents this.


Fundraising becoming the mission. The events multiply, the calendar fills, everyone is exhausted, and one day you notice that the organization exists mainly to fund the organization. Chapter 62 is about that.


All three are avoidable, and all three are avoided by the same thing: knowing clearly what you are for, writing it down, and checking your decisions against it. Which is exactly what the next part of this book will have you do.


Mistake to avoid
Promising that every dollar goes to the cause
It is the most tempting sentence in fundraising and one of the most damaging. It commits you, in writing, to spending nothing on fuel, insurance, or the very supplies that make the work possible — and it teaches your donors that any real cost is a betrayal. Say instead: “We're all volunteers, so almost everything goes straight to the work. Here's exactly what our costs are.”

Baby step
Name your three buckets
On one sheet of paper make three columns: programme, capacity, continuity. Put every cost you can think of into one of them. Most founders discover they have been fundraising for column one only, while column two quietly holds them back.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	List every cost your organization has in a year, however small. Include the ones you have been paying personally.
	Mark each cost as programme, capacity, or continuity.
	Write one honest sentence you could say to a suspicious donor about where the money goes.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What did you learn about money growing up, and how is it showing up in how you run this?
	Which of your costs have you been quietly paying out of your own pocket, and what happens to the work when you cannot?
	Is there anything you would refuse money for? Write it down now, while it is easy.






Chapter 4

Why People Give

Nine real reasons, none of which are what you assume




If you want people to give, it helps enormously to understand why they do. Not in a manipulative way — you are not looking for a lever — but because most beginners guess wrong about the motive, and so they make the wrong argument to the wrong person.


Here is the first surprise. People very rarely give because of need. Need is everywhere and is not, by itself, persuasive. If need alone opened wallets, no charity would ever have to ask twice.


People give for these reasons instead, usually two or three at once.


1. They were asked


This is not a joke and it is not the bottom of the list by accident. Study after study, and every experienced fundraiser's own history, says the same thing: the single most common reason a person did not give is that nobody asked them. The most common reason they did give is that somebody did.


Sit with that, because it is the most encouraging fact in this book. You do not need to be persuasive. You need to be present and clear. Half the work is simply not skipping the ask.


2. They trust the person asking


Early on, people do not give to your organization. Your organization is three months old and has no track record. They give to you. They are making a judgement about whether you are honest, whether you will actually do what you said, and whether you will tell them the truth about how it went.


This is why your first supporters come from people who already know you, and why your reputation for keeping small promises is the foundation of everything. Return the borrowed table. Show up when you said. Send the receipt.


3. They already care about the problem


People arrive with their causes already chosen, usually by their own lives. The man who gives to your literacy programme had a brother who could not read. The woman who funds the animal rescue has buried three dogs. You are not creating their concern. You are meeting it.


The practical consequence is enormous: your job is mostly matching, not persuading. Find the people who already care and tell them clearly what you are doing. Trying to convert the indifferent is exhausting and rarely works.


4. They want to belong


Giving is a way of joining. When a person gives to the community garden, they are also saying "I am the kind of person who is part of this neighbourhood." Money buys membership in a story about themselves that they like.


This is why membership programmes, donor circles, and named groups work so well at small scale — and why a thank-you that says "you are one of the forty people who made this happen" lands harder than one that says "your donation was received."


5. Someone they respect is involved


Generosity is contagious and social. If a person's friend, pastor, colleague, or neighbour is involved, giving becomes normal rather than unusual. This is the entire engine behind peer-to-peer fundraising, which we cover in Chapter 46.


6. They want to say thank you for something


An enormous amount of giving is repayment for a kindness that cannot be repaid directly. The family that was fed in a bad year gives for a decade afterwards. The man whose son got sober gives to the recovery house every January. Never underestimate the people you have served as future supporters — not as an obligation on them, but as an opportunity you should not deny them.


7. Faith, conscience, and duty


For a great many people, giving is a practice, not a decision — a tithe, an alms, a discipline, a thing done because it is right and done regularly regardless of feeling. Such people are the most reliable donors in the world. They are already giving. The question is only where.


8. Practical benefit


Sometimes the exchange is partly commercial and there is nothing wrong with that. The business sponsors the fun run because two hundred families will see its name. The donor gives before December because of the tax position. Acknowledge these motives calmly. Pretending everyone acts from pure altruism just makes you sound naive to the people who do not.


9. It felt good last time


Giving produces a real and pleasant feeling — a small warmth that psychologists have measured and that everyone has experienced. A donor who was thanked properly, told what happened, and made to feel effective will come back for that feeling. A donor who gave into a silence will not.


This is the whole argument for the chapters on gratitude later in this book. Thanking is not manners. It is the mechanism by which a first gift becomes a second.


What this means for how you ask


Four practical rules fall straight out of the list above.


Ask. Actually ask. Most of your unraised money is sitting behind conversations you did not have.


Start with people who already know you or already care. Not strangers. Not the rich list. The warm ones.


Make it easy to say what they got. A donor should be able to tell their spouse in one sentence what their money did. "It bought a week of Saturday breakfasts for about thirty kids." If your explanation takes a paragraph, tighten it.


Close the loop. Tell them what happened. Every time. Without fail. This is the cheapest and most neglected act in the whole trade.


Donor perspective
What it looks like from the other chair

You are worried you are imposing. Meanwhile the person across the table is thinking one of these: Is this real? Where does the money go? Will they hound me now? How much are they expecting? Will they tell me what happened?

Not one of those is “how dare you ask me.” They are questions of information and reassurance, and every one of them has a plain answer you can prepare in advance. Most fundraising anxiety is a conversation you are having with yourself while the other person waits for the facts.


Baby step
Guess the motive, then check it
Pick three people you might approach. Beside each name write which of the nine reasons you think would move them. Next time you speak to one of them, listen for whether you were right. You are training the most useful instinct in fundraising.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write down the last three donations you personally made and why.
	List five people who already care about your issue for reasons of their own.
	Write your one-sentence version of what a fifty-dollar gift buys.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which of the nine reasons do you find hardest to accept as legitimate, and why?
	Who has served you or your family, whom you have never had the chance to thank with money?
	Are you trying to convert the indifferent when you could be finding the already-concerned?






Chapter 5

The Psychology of Generosity

How giving actually works in a human being




The previous chapter listed the reasons people give. This one goes underneath them, to the machinery. You do not need this to raise your first hundred dollars, but it will explain a hundred things you are about to observe, and it will stop you drawing the wrong lessons from your early results.


Giving is emotional first and justified afterwards


People decide to give with the older, faster part of the mind and then explain the decision to themselves with the newer, slower part. You will see this constantly. A person is moved by a story about one family, gives, and then tells you they gave because of your efficient use of funds.


What you do with this is not manipulation. It is balance. An appeal that is all data does not move anyone. An appeal that is all emotion feels like being handled, and gives the reasoning mind nothing to hold on to afterwards. You want both: something that moves them, and something that lets them defend the decision to themselves and their spouse.


The practical form: one story, one number. "Marta's family had been eating one meal a day. We now cook for eleven families every Thursday, and it costs us about ninety dollars a week." That is a complete appeal.


One person outweighs a thousand


This is one of the most reliably observed and most uncomfortable facts in the field. People give more generously to one identified individual than to statistics about mass suffering. Worse, adding the statistics to the story of the individual actually reduces giving, because numbers switch the mind into an analytical mode where compassion is dampened.


It is not that people are callous. It is that the mind cannot feel a number. It can only feel a person.


What to do with it: lead with one, follow with scale. Tell the story of the one, and only then say how many there are. And keep an ethical guard up, because this is precisely where charity communication goes rotten. We deal with the ethics of storytelling properly in Chapter 66. The rule in advance: real people, real permission, real dignity, no exaggeration.


The warmth is real and it fades


The good feeling that follows a gift is genuine and it is also short. This has two consequences.


First, do not be embarrassed that giving feels good; it is a feature, not a corruption. Second, if you want a second gift, you must renew the feeling. That is what an impact update is: a small, honest reminder to a donor that the good thing they did was real. Send one, and giving again becomes easy. Send nothing, and their gift becomes a transaction that has closed.


People follow people


Whether others are giving strongly affects whether a person gives, and how much. A crowdfunding page at zero dollars stays at zero for a long time; the same page at forty percent moves fast. A collection plate with a note already in it does better than an empty one.


Use it honestly. Line up your first few gifts before you go public with any campaign — not to fake momentum, but because real momentum is worth showing. Never invent it. Never write "join 200 supporters" when there are eleven. Getting caught doing that costs more than the campaign is worth.


Specific beats general, always


"Help us continue our vital work" raises very little. "Forty dollars buys a week of nappies for a family we're supporting" raises money. The specific number does three jobs at once: it tells the donor what is expected, it makes the gift feel effective, and it removes the anxiety of guessing.


This is the single most repeated correction I make to beginners' letters. Wherever you have been vague, get concrete.


Loss, ownership, and the closing gap


People respond more strongly to preventing a loss than to creating a gain, and more strongly to finishing something than to starting it. "We are three hundred dollars short of keeping the van on the road" outperforms "help us grow our transport."


There is an obvious ethical hazard here, which is manufacturing an emergency every time you need money. Do it once and you have used a true fact. Do it every month and you have trained your community that you are always in crisis, which is both exhausting and eventually disbelieved. Chapter 70 draws the line between urgency and panic.


Identity is the strongest force of all


Beneath every motive on this list sits something stronger: people act in ways consistent with who they believe they are. Someone who thinks of themselves as a supporter of the community garden will give again, defend it at a meeting, and bring their neighbour.


So the deepest fundraising work is not persuasion at all. It is helping people take on an identity they are already inclined toward, and then being worthy of it. Say "you're one of our people" and mean it. Name the group. Give it a shape. That is why a donor circle with a name outperforms an anonymous list, every time, at every scale.


The ethical line, stated once and for all


Everything above can be used to help someone do a thing they will be glad they did, or to pressure someone into a thing they will regret. The difference is not in the technique. It is in whether you are working with their real values or against them.


Two questions keep you on the right side. Would I be comfortable if this person could see exactly what I am doing and why? And: am I making it genuinely easy for them to say no? If both answers are yes, use everything in this chapter without a moment's guilt.


Mistake to avoid
Burying the person under the numbers
A new founder writes: “1 in 5 children in our county is food insecure, a 12% rise since 2019.” It is true, it is important, and it raises almost nothing. Lead with one child whose name you have permission to use, then give the number once. Statistics are for the second paragraph.

Baby step
Write one story and one number
Four sentences about one real person your work has touched (with their permission, and change the name if they prefer), followed by one sentence of scale. That paragraph is now the heart of your first appeal letter, your website, and your two-minute talk.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Find the specific cost of one specific unit of your work — one meal, one week, one visit, one book.
	Ask one person you have served whether they would be willing to have their story told, and what they would want left out.
	Look at anything you have already written and count how much is emotion and how much is evidence. Adjust the balance.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Have you ever given because of a story? What did the story do to you?
	Where might you be tempted to overstate, and what would keep you from it?
	What would you call the group of people who support you? Does that name make someone want to belong to it?






Chapter 6

How Fundraisers Think

Seven habits of mind that separate the confident from the anxious




Fundraising skill lives less in technique than in a handful of mental habits. These can be learned, and they change everything about how the work feels. Here are the seven that matter most.


1. They think in relationships, not transactions


A beginner sees a donation as an event that has concluded. An experienced fundraiser sees it as the second step in a relationship that may last thirty years.


This changes the arithmetic entirely. If a donor gives fifty dollars, a beginner has raised fifty dollars. If that donor gives fifty dollars twice a year for twenty years, brings two friends, and leaves something in a will, you did not raise fifty dollars. You began a stream. Treat every first gift as the opening of something, and you will behave differently in the ten minutes after receiving it.


2. They separate the person from the answer


When someone says no, the beginner hears "you are not worth supporting." The experienced fundraiser hears information: wrong time, wrong amount, wrong project, wrong month, or a private financial situation they will never learn about.


Cultivate this deliberately, because it is the difference between a person who can keep asking and a person who quietly stops after four rejections. Chapter 35 is entirely about this.


3. They ask before they need to


The single clearest marker of an amateur is that they only appear when there is a crisis. The single clearest marker of a professional is that they build relationships in the calm months so that they have somewhere to turn in the hard ones.


The rule is old and worth memorizing: if you want money, ask for advice; if you want advice, ask for money. Going to someone with a genuine question about your work, months before you need anything, does more for your future funding than any appeal letter.


4. They are specific about everything


Vagueness is the beginner's habitual defence, because a vague request cannot be firmly refused. But it also cannot be firmly accepted. Experienced fundraisers name the amount, the purpose, the date, and the next step, and they do it without flinching, because they have learned that clarity is a kindness.


5. They write things down


Not because they are tidy, but because memory fails and relationships depend on detail. That a donor's daughter is at university in another city, that they prefer to be called Jim, that they gave last October and asked not to be phoned in the evening — all of that is the substance of a relationship, and none of it survives in your head across two years and four hundred conversations.


A spreadsheet is not bureaucracy. It is memory. We build yours in Chapter 16.


6. They finish things


Most of the value in fundraising is captured in the boring part after the exciting part. The thank-you note. The receipt. The follow-up call. The report on what happened. The evaluation meeting.


Beginners run the event and then collapse. Everything left undone in the week after an event is money and goodwill left on the floor. Chapter 56 exists for this reason alone.


7. They think in seasons, not sprints


New founders swing between frantic activity and guilty silence. Experienced ones work to a calendar: this is the month we ask, this is the month we thank, this is the month we report, this is the quiet season, this is the season when everyone in this community has money and this is the season when nobody does.


Rhythm removes an astonishing amount of anxiety, because you stop having to decide constantly whether it is a good time to ask. The calendar already decided. Chapter 68 builds yours.


What they do not do


Two false pictures, both common, both worth discarding now.


They are not natural performers. Some of the most effective people in this work are quiet, awkward, and dislike parties. What they have instead is preparation, follow-through, and a genuine interest in the other person. A shy person who listens well and always sends the note will out-raise a charmer who does neither.


They are not chasing a magical wealthy donor. Every beginner has the daydream: one rich person hears about us and writes a cheque that solves it. It happens roughly as often as lottery wins, and when it does happen it usually arrives after seven years of unglamorous relationship-building — and it frequently brings the problem of donor capture with it. Build the broad base. If a large gift comes, it will land on something sturdy.


Mini case study
Two founders, one year

Ana ran a neighbourhood reading club. She held one event, raised $340, and spent the next nine months building the programme. When the money ran out she sent a panicked email to everyone she had. Result: $95, from four people, and a sense that she had used something up.

Dev ran an almost identical club three suburbs away. He raised $310 at his first event. Then he sent a photo and a two-line update in month two, asked three attendees for advice over coffee in month four, sent a proper report in month six, and asked in month nine. Result: $1,180, eleven donors, three of whom set up small monthly gifts, and one who offered a room for free.

Same idea, same neighbourhood, same starting money. The difference was entirely in what happened between the asks.


Baby step
Ask one person for advice
This week, ask one person who might one day support you for their opinion on something real — a decision you are actually weighing. Do not ask for money. Do not hint. Just listen and thank them. You have begun a relationship, which is the thing that later makes an ask feel natural.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Open a spreadsheet and create four columns: name, how I know them, what they care about, last contact.
	Put in the first ten names that come to mind. That is your database.
	Mark one person to ask for advice this month.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which of the seven habits is furthest from how you currently operate?
	What have you left unfinished from your last effort — a thank-you, a report, a receipt?
	Are you waiting for a rescuer? What would you do differently if you knew no rescuer was coming?






Chapter 7

This Is a Skill, Not a Talent

Why you will be better at this in six weeks




People talk about fundraisers the way they talk about singers — as though there is a gift you either received or did not. It is a comforting belief for people who do not want to try, and a crippling one for people who do.


Fundraising is a skill. It has components. The components can be isolated, practised, and improved. That is the definition of a skill, and it means the relevant question is not "am I the sort of person who can do this?" but "what am I practising this month?"


The components, separated


Here is the whole craft broken into parts. Nobody is good at all of them. Look down the list and notice that you are probably already decent at three or four.



	Component	What it actually is

	Clarity	Explaining what you do in one sentence a stranger understands

	Listening	Learning what someone cares about before deciding what to say

	Storytelling	Making one specific situation vivid and true

	Asking	Naming a number and then keeping quiet

	Handling no	Staying warm and unbothered when refused

	Follow-through	Doing the boring thing on the day you said

	Record-keeping	Writing down who, what, when, and what they said

	Gratitude	Thanking fast, specifically, and more than once

	Planning	Knowing what happens in which month and why

	Money handling	Counting, banking, receipting, reporting without errors




Take your worst one. That is your practice for the next month. Not all ten. One.


What improvement actually looks like


Not confidence. Confidence is a result, not a method, and waiting for it is how people waste years. Improvement looks like this instead:


Week one: you cannot say the number out loud. You get to "would you consider supporting us?" and stop.


Week three: you can say the number, but you rush past it and immediately fill the silence with reasons it is fine to say no.


Week six: you say the number and wait. It is uncomfortable for four seconds. You survive.


Month three: you notice you are more curious about their answer than afraid of it.


Month six: someone says no and you find, to your surprise, that you are already thinking about who to see next rather than replaying the conversation.


Nothing on that ladder requires talent. Every rung requires repetition. That is the whole secret and it is unglamorous.


Repetition needs volume, and volume needs small stakes


A person who makes one ask a year improves at roughly nothing, because the gap between attempts is longer than memory. A person who makes ten small asks in a month improves quickly.


So structure your early practice for volume, which means keeping the stakes low. Ten conversations at twenty-five dollars each will teach you more than one conversation at five hundred, cost you far less if they fail, and probably raise a comparable amount.


Learn in the safe direction first


The components have an order of difficulty, and beginners routinely start at the hard end — a cold approach to a business, or a grant application — fail, and conclude they are not cut out for it.


Start where the risk is low:


Ask a friend for advice. Then ask a friend to attend something. Then ask a friend to volunteer. Then ask a friend for five dollars. Then ask five friends. Then ask an acquaintance. Then send a written appeal to twenty people, where nobody is watching your face. Then run a small event. Then ask a local business you already buy from. Then approach a stranger.


That is a ladder, not a list. Chapter 20 turns it into a six-week programme. Do not skip rungs because you are in a hurry. The hurry is what causes the fall.


Keep a log


One page, one line per attempt: who, what I asked for, what happened, what I would change. Nothing else in this book will improve you faster.


The reason is that memory lies about failure. It remembers the four refusals vividly and loses the eleven successes. A log tells you the truth — and the truth, for almost every beginner who keeps one, is that they are doing considerably better than they feel they are.


You will be a different fundraiser in a year


Not a different person. You will still dislike the same things. But you will have a list of people, a record of what worked, four or five sentences you know are good because you have watched them land, and the settled knowledge that a no on Tuesday does not mean anything at all about Wednesday.


That is what competence feels like from the inside. It is quieter than you expect.


Mistake to avoid
Waiting to feel ready
“I'll start fundraising once the website's done / once we're registered / once I've got a proper brochure.” None of those things is what is stopping you, and you know it. The website is a hiding place. Ask one person for twenty-five dollars this week, with no website at all, and you will learn more than another month of preparation can teach you.

Baby step
Pick one component
Choose the single weakest item from the ten-row table above. Write it on a card. For the next four weeks, that is the only thing you are trying to improve. Everything else is allowed to stay as it is.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Start a practice log: a single page with columns for date, who, what I asked, what happened, what I would change.
	Make one low-stakes ask before you go to bed — advice, attendance, or five dollars from someone who loves you.
	Write the first line in your log.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What else have you learned in your life that felt impossible at the start? How long did it actually take?
	Which rung of the ladder are you standing on, honestly?
	What are you calling preparation that is really avoidance?






Chapter 8

The Fundraiser's Rules

Nineteen sentences to keep on the wall




What follows is the ethical and practical spine of this book. Every one of these rules is expanded somewhere in the chapters ahead. Read them now, and come back when you are in trouble — the answer to most fundraising crises is here in one line.


The rules


1. Tell the truth. About your size, your results, your finances, your failures. Every lie in fundraising is a loan against a reputation you have not finished building.


2. Know the mission. If you cannot say it in a sentence, you cannot expect anyone else to repeat it.


3. Ask clearly. Name the amount. Name the purpose. Name the date. Vagueness is not politeness; it is a way of avoiding a real answer.


4. Ask respectfully. In private, at a decent hour, with a genuine way out.


5. Never apologize for the mission. You may apologize for interrupting. Never for the work.


6. Never manipulate generosity. No manufactured emergencies, no engineered guilt, no pressure on people who cannot afford it.


7. Never promise what you cannot deliver. Under-promise in the appeal. Over-deliver in the report.


8. Never forget a donor. The person who gave five dollars in your first month gets the same courtesy in year six as they did in week two.


9. Thank people quickly. Inside forty-eight hours, always. This one rule will put you ahead of most organizations twenty times your size.


10. Track what matters. Who gave, how much, when, why, what they asked for, what you promised.


11. Protect trust. It is your only real asset and it is not insured. One mishandled donation costs more than a failed event.


12. Learn from every campaign. Hold the evaluation even when it went badly. Especially when it went badly.


13. Keep expenses under control. Money spent to raise money is real money. An event that grosses two thousand and costs nineteen hundred is not a success.


14. Build relationships before you need money. The calm months are when the work gets done.


15. Never let one donor control the mission. Gratitude is owed. Obedience is not.


16. Never let fear make the decisions. Fear will tell you to wait, to shrink the number, to send an email instead of visiting. Notice it, then decide on the merits.


17. Never let fundraising replace the mission. If the calendar is full of events and empty of the work, something has gone wrong.


18. Always leave people with dignity. Donors, volunteers, and above all the people you serve. Nobody's hardship is your marketing material.


19. Always leave the door open. Today's no is tomorrow's yes only if you are gracious now.


How to use them


Print them. Put them somewhere the whole team can see. Read one at the start of each meeting if you like; it takes twenty seconds and it slowly forms a culture.


When a decision is hard — and the hard ones are nearly always ethical rather than technical — go down the list. You will usually find that one rule speaks directly to your situation, and that you already knew what it was going to say.


What to do when you break one


You will. Everyone does. You will forget a thank-you, overstate a result, or let a deadline slide.


The rule for broken rules is simple: name it, fix it, fast. A late thank-you sent with "I'm sorry, this should have reached you in March" is repaired. A late thank-you never sent is a lost donor. An error in a report corrected voluntarily builds more trust than the report would have had if it were right. People do not expect you to be flawless. They expect you to be honest about it, quickly.


Important distinctions
Eleven pairs to keep straight

Need is what the mission cannot function without. Desire is what would be nice. Fund need first; be honest about which is which.

Urgency is a real deadline honestly stated. Panic is urgency manufactured monthly. One raises money; the other burns a community.

Persuasion gives a person true information so they can decide. Manipulation engineers a decision they would not make with clear eyes.

Confidence is believing the work deserves support. Arrogance is believing the donor owes it.

Persistence is a considered follow-up. Harassment is contact after someone has told you to stop.

Stewardship is caring faithfully for what was entrusted. Control is treating the money as yours.

Ambition is wanting to serve more people. Mission drift is chasing money into work you never meant to do.

Growth is getting bigger. Success is doing the thing well. They overlap sometimes and are frequently confused.

Smallness is a size. Failure is a result. A small organization that has served the same street faithfully for fifteen years has not failed at anything.

A no is an answer to one question on one day. Rejection is a verdict on you, and it is a story you told yourself.

A mistake is an event you can learn from. Failure is a conclusion you draw. Only one of them is optional.


Baby step
Put them on the wall
Copy the nineteen rules onto a single sheet and pin it wherever you do this work. Not as decoration — as a reference for the day when something has gone wrong and you cannot think clearly.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Choose the three rules you are most likely to break, given your temperament.
	Choose the one rule you have already broken and can repair this week. Repair it.
	Read rule nine and check: is there anyone you have not thanked?



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which rule made you uncomfortable? That discomfort is worth examining.
	Which rule does your organization already keep well? Say so out loud to whoever else is involved.
	Is there a rule you would add from your own tradition or experience?






Chapter 9

Small Is Not a Problem to Be Solved

The advantages you have and do not know about




Almost everything written about fundraising is written by and for large organizations, and it leaves a small founder with the persistent feeling of being a deficient version of something else — a real charity in embryo, waiting to become legitimate.


That feeling is worth arguing with, because it has consequences. Founders who feel illegitimate apologize when they ask, undercharge for their events, hide their smallness, and imitate practices that make no sense at their scale.


So before we go to work, an accounting of what you actually have.


You can answer the phone


When someone gives to a national charity, they receive a letter generated by a system. When someone gives to you, the person who received the money can call them and say thank you by name, and mention their daughter.


Large organizations spend enormous sums trying to simulate what you can do for free. Do not throw it away by trying to sound like them.


Your overhead is nearly nothing


You have no salaries, no offices, no departments. A hundred dollars given to you does more visible work than a hundred dollars given to almost anyone else, and this is a genuinely powerful thing to be able to say — provided you say it accurately and do not pretend you have no costs at all.


You can decide on Tuesday


A family loses their home on Monday. You can be helping on Tuesday. A large organization would need a committee, a policy check, and a budget line. Speed is a real service, and donors who have watched bureaucracy fail someone they love will pay for it.


You know the people you serve


Not as case numbers. By name, and their circumstances, and what they are proud of. This means your stories are true and specific, your work is well aimed, and you find out immediately when something is not working.


Your donors can see the result


The woman who gave sixty dollars for the school shoes can, if she wants, stand in the hall and watch the children come in wearing them. There is no substitute for this at any budget. It is the reason small organizations retain donors at rates the big ones envy.


You are trusted differently


Public trust in large institutions has been falling for decades. Trust in the neighbour who runs the food run has not. You benefit from that whether or not you deserve it — which is exactly why the rules in the last chapter matter so much. You are borrowing against your community's willingness to believe a person rather than an institution.


The things you genuinely lack


An honest ledger has two sides. You do lack things, and pretending otherwise leads to bad planning.


You lack capacity, so you cannot run four things at once and should not try. You lack reserves, so a bad month is dangerous and building a buffer should be an early goal. You lack formal standing, so certain grants and corporate programmes are closed to you until you have a legal structure and accounts. You lack cover, so if you are ill for a fortnight, everything stops. And you lack an obvious answer to "who are you?" for people who have never heard of you.


Every one of those is addressed later in this book. None of them is a reason to feel like a fraud.


Do not imitate the machinery


The commonest error of ambitious small organizations is copying the forms of big ones: the gala, the glossy annual report, the three-tier membership scheme, the strategic plan with a mission, vision, and values statement that nobody can recite.


These are solutions to problems you do not have. A gala requires an audience willing to pay ninety dollars a head, which you do not have yet, and it will consume four months and lose money. A glossy report costs six hundred dollars to produce and communicates less than eleven personal phone calls.


Do the small version well. It out-performs the big version done badly, and it does not break you.


When smallness is the mission


One last thing, and it matters especially to home churches, contemplative communities, and neighbourhood groups.


Not every organization should grow. Some things are good precisely because they are small — because everyone knows everyone, because there is no bureaucracy between the need and the help, because the founder can still sit with a dying man for three hours on a Wednesday.


Growth costs something. It costs intimacy, flexibility, and often the very quality that made people love the thing. Choose it deliberately if you choose it, and do not be shamed into it by anyone's assumption that bigger is the natural direction of a good work.


Fundraise so that you can keep doing the thing well at the size that suits it. That is a complete and honourable ambition.


Baby step
Write your advantage sentence
One sentence naming the thing you can do that a large organization cannot. Example: “When you give to us, the person who spends it is the person who will phone you and tell you what happened.” Use it in your first appeal.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	List three things your organization can do that a national charity in your field cannot.
	Identify one big-organization practice you have been trying to imitate. Decide whether it is worth it at your size.
	Decide, in writing, whether you actually want to grow, and why.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Where does your sense of being “not a real organization” come from?
	What would be lost if you doubled in size next year?
	Which of the things you genuinely lack is the most urgent to address, and what is the smallest first step toward it?





Part Two
Getting Ready
✦
Everything that should happen before you ask anyone for a dollar. It is less than you fear and more important than you think. Preparation is where confidence actually comes from.




Chapter 10

Who Are We?

Writing a mission you can say out loud without wincing




Somebody is going to ask you what you do. It will happen in a supermarket queue, and you will have about eleven seconds. What you say in those eleven seconds is the single most valuable piece of communication your organization owns.


Most new founders answer badly. Not because they do not know what they do, but because they know too much, and try to fit all of it in.


What a mission statement is for


A mission statement is not a poem, a policy, or a paragraph for a plaque. It is a sentence that lets a stranger understand what you do and decide whether they care.


Its actual job is to be repeatable. Not by you — by other people, when you are not in the room. That is how organizations grow. Someone at a dinner table says "there's a group near us that does X," and if X is clear, the person listening might turn up. If X is fuzzy, the sentence dies in the air.


The formula


Use this to draft, then loosen it once the content is right.


We help [who] to [do what] by [doing how], in [where].


Examples that pass:


"We cook and deliver a hot Sunday meal to about thirty housebound older people in the Northside."


"We run a free after-school reading club for children in Grades 2 to 4 at Elmwood Primary."


"We're a home church of about fifteen people, and we fund a well and a school in Malawi."


"We take in dogs from the county pound in the last week before they're put down, and we foster them until they're rehomed."


Examples that fail, and why:


"Empowering communities to achieve their full potential through holistic engagement." — no one can picture anything. Nothing here is falsifiable, which means nothing here is real.


"We seek to address food insecurity in the region through a multi-stakeholder approach." — the phrase "multi-stakeholder approach" tells the listener you have been to a workshop. It does not tell them whether anyone eats.


"Our mission is to be the leading provider of youth services in the county." — this is an ambition about your status, not a description of a service. Nobody funds your status.


The three tests


The picture test. When you say it, does an image appear in the listener's mind? "We cook a Sunday meal and drive it round" produces a picture. "We provide nutritional support services" does not.


The repeat test. Say it to someone. Two days later, ask them to tell you what you do. What comes back is your real mission statement, whatever you wrote down.


The grandmother test. Could you say it to an eighty-year-old who has never heard of a nonprofit and have her understand it completely? If not, there is jargon in it.


Common failures and their fixes


Too many verbs. "We educate, advocate, empower and connect." Pick the one you actually spend your Saturdays doing. You can mention the rest later.


Trying to sound big. Founders inflate because they are embarrassed by their size, and the inflation is audible. "We serve the tri-county region" when you serve four streets makes the four streets sound like a disappointment. Say four streets. Four streets is wonderful.


Describing the philosophy instead of the work. Especially common in faith communities and healing traditions. Your theology may be the reason you do the work, but it is not the work. Lead with the deed and let the deeper reasons come out in conversation with the people who ask.


Leaving out the numbers. "We help some families" is weaker than "we help about eleven families." Small real numbers are far more persuasive than none, because they prove you are counting.


Mission, vision, and values — what you actually need


You will be told you need all three. At your size, here is the truth.


You need a mission: what you do, now. Non-negotiable.


A vision — what the world looks like if you succeed — is genuinely useful, in one sentence, because it is what people fall in love with. "A neighbourhood where no older person eats Sunday dinner alone." Write it, keep it short.


Values as a bulleted list on a wall are mostly decoration. What you actually need is a short list of things you will and will not do, and you will discover those by making decisions rather than by holding a workshop. Write them down as they emerge.


The three lengths


Prepare your mission at three lengths and practise each. You will use all of them constantly.


Eleven seconds — one sentence, for the supermarket queue.


Thirty seconds — the sentence, plus who it is for and roughly how many, plus one concrete detail. "…about thirty people. Most of them don't see anyone else that day, so the driver stays for ten minutes."


Two minutes — the above, plus one specific story about one person, plus what it costs, plus what you need next. This is your standing answer to "tell me more," and it is the backbone of every ask you will ever make.


Write all three out in full. Say them into your phone and listen back once. It is unpleasant and it will improve them more than an hour of editing.


Mistake to avoid
Writing the mission by committee
Six people around a table produce a sentence with everyone's favourite word in it and nobody's meaning intact. Have one person draft it, test it on outsiders, and bring the winning version back. Committees are good at approving; they are terrible at composing.

Baby step
Eleven seconds
Write one sentence beginning “We…” that describes what you actually do. Say it to two people who are not involved. Ask them to repeat it back tomorrow. Rewrite based on what comes back, not on what you meant.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Draft your mission using the formula: we help [who] to [what] by [how] in [where].
	Cut every word a stranger would not use.
	Say it out loud into your phone, listen to it once, and fix the part where you hesitated.



Checklist
Your mission sentence is ready when
A stranger can picture it
It contains no word you would not use in a pub
Someone else can repeat it two days later
It says who, what, and roughly where
It does not inflate your size
You can say it without your voice going up at the end


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	When someone asks what you do, what do you currently say? Write down the real answer, not the ideal one.
	What are you leaving out because you think it sounds too small?
	If you had to drop one of the things your organization does, which would it be?






Chapter 11

The Problem You Are Solving

Being specific about what is wrong




People do not fund activities. They fund the closing of a gap between how things are and how things ought to be. Your mission says what you do. This chapter is about being able to say, precisely and briefly, why it needs doing at all.


Most founders know this instinctively and then get it wrong on paper by going too wide. They start with world hunger and work down. Start at the other end.


Local, specific, countable


Compare these two statements of the same problem.


"Food insecurity affects millions of households and remains one of the most pressing challenges of our time."


"There are about forty families in our two postcodes who run out of food in the last week of the month. The nearest food bank is on the other side of the ring road and opens Tuesday mornings, when most of them are at work."


The first is a fact about the world. The second is a problem someone can solve, and it names the reason the existing solution fails. That second sentence is worth more to you than any statistic, and you can get it by walking around and asking.


The four questions that define a problem


What is happening? Describe the situation as a neighbour would, not as a report would. Plain nouns and verbs.


To whom, and how many? Get a number, even a rough one, and be honest that it is rough. "About forty households, based on what the school office sees."


Why is it not already solved? This is the question beginners skip, and it is the one that persuades. There is nearly always a specific, mundane reason: the service closes at the wrong time, the eligibility rules exclude them, the bus does not run, nobody has asked, the funding ended in 2019. Name it.


What happens if nothing changes? Concretely. Not "outcomes will worsen" but "the same four kids will fail the reading assessment again in June."


How to find out, when you have no research budget


You will not commission a study. You do not need one. Do these five things over two weeks and you will know more about your problem than most funded organizations know about theirs.


Talk to ten people affected. Not a survey. Conversations. Ask what makes it hard, what they have already tried, and what would actually help. Listen for the thing they say twice.


Talk to three people who already work nearby. The school secretary, the district nurse, the pharmacist, the person who runs the community centre. These people carry an astonishing amount of unwritten knowledge and are usually delighted to be asked.


Find out who else is doing this. Ring them. Two outcomes are possible and both are good: either there is a gap you can fill, or there is a good organization already doing it and you should join them instead of duplicating. The second outcome saves you three years.


Count something. Anything, consistently. How many turned up. How many were turned away. How many phoned. Counting from week one gives you, by month six, the only evidence anyone will ever ask you for.


Write down what surprised you. The gap between what you assumed and what you found is where your real programme design lives.


Do not describe the people you serve as a deficiency


There is a way of writing about need that reduces human beings to a list of the things they lack, and it is standard in the sector. Resist it. It is inaccurate, it is undignified, and the people concerned will eventually read what you wrote.


Write about a situation rather than about defective people. Not "our clients suffer from low aspiration and chaotic lifestyles," but "the bus that used to run at 7:40 was cut in 2021, and the parents who could get to the morning session now cannot."


This is not politeness. It is accuracy. Situations can be changed by you. Alleged character deficits cannot, which is one reason organizations that describe people that way tend to fail at helping them.


Problem, not method


Keep the problem and your chosen solution separate in your own mind, because your first solution will probably be wrong in some detail and you will need the freedom to change it.


If your identity is "the Tuesday breakfast club," then when Tuesday stops working you have an existential crisis. If your identity is "we make sure the kids on this estate have eaten before school," then Tuesday is just this year's method, and moving to Thursday is a small operational decision.


Write the paragraph


By the end of this chapter you should be able to write one paragraph, about eighty words, that a donor could read and understand completely. Here is the shape:


[What is happening, plainly.] [To how many, and where.] [Why the obvious existing answer does not reach them.] [What we do about it.] [What it costs.]

Worked example: About forty families in the Northside run short of food in the last week of the month. The nearest food bank opens Tuesday mornings, when most of them are working. We run a Thursday evening collection point out of the church hall, open from six to eight, no forms and no eligibility test. It costs us about $95 a week in stock we cannot get donated.



That paragraph, written honestly, will do more work over the next two years than anything else you produce. It goes in your appeal letters, your grant applications, your website, and your mouth.


Mistake to avoid
Leading with the global statistic
“Every 3 seconds, a child…” That sentence has been used so often it now signals ‘marketing’ rather than ‘truth’, and it tells the reader nothing about you. Your local, specific, verifiable problem is stronger precisely because it is small enough to be believed and small enough to be solved.

Baby step
Ask three people
This week, ask three people who are actually affected by your problem what would genuinely help. Do not defend your plan. Just write down what they say. Almost every founder who does this changes something.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write your problem paragraph using the template above.
	Find out who else in your area works on the same thing, and write down their name and number.
	Decide on the one thing you are going to start counting from this week.



Checklist
Your problem statement is ready when
It names a place
It contains at least one real number, however rough
It explains why the existing solution does not reach these people
It describes a situation, not a defect in people
It could be checked by someone who wanted to check it
It fits in one paragraph


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What do you believe about this problem that you have not actually verified?
	Who is already working on this near you, and have you spoken to them?
	If your current method became impossible next month, what would you do instead?






Chapter 12

The People You Serve

Knowing your community, and the ethics of speaking about them




You cannot serve people you do not know, and you certainly cannot describe them accurately to a donor. This chapter is about both halves: understanding the community, and handling their stories with the care they deserve.


Learning your community without a research department


Start by writing down what you think is true. Then go and check it. The gap will surprise you, and the gap is the most useful thing you will learn this year.


Useful questions to hold in mind as you go about the work:


Who actually turns up, as opposed to who you designed the thing for? What time of day is genuinely possible for them? What are they embarrassed about, and what are they proud of? Who do they trust, and who do they avoid? What have they tried before, and how did it go? What do they call the problem — because it will not be what you call it?


That last one matters more than it sounds. If people in your area say "we're skint this week" and you write "food insecure households," you are advertising to a group that does not recognize itself in your words.


Beneficiaries are not a category


You will meet the word "beneficiary" and it is worth using carefully. It describes a relationship in one direction only, and that direction is usually false. The people you serve also serve you: they tell you what works, they bring their neighbours, they defend you when someone complains, and remarkably often they end up volunteering, and giving.


Small organizations that treat the people they serve as participants rather than recipients get better information, better outcomes, and — this matters to your fundraising — a far more convincing story, because the story includes people with agency instead of people who are done unto.


The ethics of telling someone's story


Sooner or later you will want to tell a donor about a real person. Here is the whole discipline, and it is not complicated.


Ask, properly. Not "you don't mind if I mention this?" while they are receiving help from you — that is not a free choice. Ask later, separately, and make it obviously easy to decline. Say what you want to write, where it will appear, and who will see it.


Show them the words. Before it goes out. Always. This takes ten minutes and prevents the single worst thing that can happen to a small organization's reputation.


Let them choose the level of exposure. Full name and photo, first name only, changed name, or no story at all. All four are fine. If you change details, say so: "names have been changed."


Do not use children's stories as the emotional centre unless a parent or guardian has given explicit, informed, written permission, and the child is old enough to be asked as well. Be much more cautious here than you think you need to be.


Never trade dignity for donations. The photograph of the crying child raises more money in the short term. It also teaches a whole community that the price of your help is being displayed at your worst moment. That is a trade you cannot afford, ethically or practically.


Consent expires. Someone who agreed three years ago, in a difficult period, may feel very differently now that their circumstances have changed. Do not keep recycling old stories indefinitely without checking.


What to do when you cannot tell the story


Sometimes the situation is too sensitive, the person has declined, or telling it would identify them in a small town. This happens constantly in recovery work, domestic violence work, and anything involving children.


You have four honest alternatives:


Tell it from your side. "I spent Tuesday afternoon on the phone to three different offices trying to get one family's electricity reconnected. That is what your money paid for this week." True, vivid, and identifies nobody.


Compose a representative account and label it. "This is a typical week; the details are combined from several families." Never present a composite as an individual without saying so.


Use the volunteer's story. What it is like to do the work is genuinely interesting and involves no one's private business.


Use the numbers and the texture. "Eleven households. Four of them had no working oven, which changed what we could give out." That single detail about the ovens does more than a paragraph of adjectives.


Privacy in a small place


In a village, an estate, or a congregation, everybody knows everybody. Details that would be anonymous in a city identify a specific family instantly — "a single mother of three on the Fairview estate" may as well be a name.


The rule for small places: assume anything you publish will be read by the person it is about and by their neighbours. Write accordingly. If you would not be comfortable reading it aloud to them, do not send it.


Keep records carefully


If you hold information about the people you serve — names, addresses, circumstances, health details — treat it as confidential from day one. Keep it in one place, password-protected. Do not keep more than you need. Do not discuss cases in the group chat. Do not leave the sign-in sheet on the table.


Data protection rules vary by country and some of them apply to organizations of any size. Check yours. But the underlying principle needs no legal training: this is not your information, and you are holding it on trust.


Mistake to avoid
Getting consent while handing over the food parcel
A person receiving help cannot freely refuse the person helping them. Consent obtained in that moment is not consent. Ask a week later, in a different setting, and make declining visibly cost-free — including by mentioning that plenty of people say no.

Baby step
Write a consent sentence
Draft the exact words you will use when asking permission to tell someone's story. Make it short, specific about where it will appear, and end with a genuine exit: “Lots of people would rather not, and that's completely fine.”

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	List what you believe about the people you serve, then mark which items you have actually verified.
	Write down what the people you serve call the problem, in their words.
	Check where you currently store personal information and whether anyone who should not see it can.



Checklist
Before publishing anyone's story
They gave permission away from the moment of receiving help
They have read the actual words
They chose the level of naming and photography
Composites are labelled as composites
No child is identifiable without written guardian permission
You would be comfortable reading it aloud to them


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Whose story are you tempted to use, and have you truly asked?
	What do the people you serve know about your work that you do not?
	Is there anyone you serve who might want to be a volunteer or a donor, and whom you have never invited?






Chapter 13

Your Founding Story

Why you, why this, why now




The mission says what you do. The problem statement says why it matters. The founding story says why you — and in a new organization with no track record, that is the question your first donors are silently asking.


They are not really evaluating your programme design. They are deciding whether you are the sort of person who will still be doing this in two years.


What a founding story is


It is a short account of the moment the thing became unavoidable for you. Not your whole biography. One moment.


Notice what the good ones have in common in these examples:


"I ran the food bank collection point at church for three years. Then in 2022 they changed the opening hours, and I watched the same woman come to a locked door twice. I couldn't stop thinking about it."


"My brother couldn't read properly until he was nineteen. He hid it for years and it cost him three jobs. When I found out how many kids in our school were where he had been, I couldn't leave it alone."


"We're a small church. One winter a family in our street had no heating for eleven days and nobody knew. We decided we were never going to be a church that didn't know again."


Each is specific, each contains an actual moment with a date or a season, each explains a personal connection, and none of them takes more than twenty seconds to tell.


The four parts


Before. Where you were and what you assumed. One sentence.


The moment. The specific thing you saw, heard, or lived through. This is the heart. Give it detail — the locked door, the eleven days, the third job.


The decision. What you did about it. Usually small and unglamorous: I started making sandwiches, I rang the school, I asked four friends to a meeting in my kitchen.


Now. Where it has got to, in one factual line. "That was two years ago. We do about thirty meals a week."


Rules for telling it


Keep yourself proportionate. You are the reason the story begins, not the hero of it. A founding story where the founder is heroic makes listeners uneasy; a founding story where the founder is simply the person who could not leave it alone makes them lean in.


Do not exaggerate. Ever. Not the numbers, not the drama, not your own hardship. Somebody in the room can usually check, and a story that grows in the telling will eventually be caught in a version that contradicts an earlier one.


Include what it cost you. Briefly. "I used my holiday to do it that first year." One line of genuine cost does more for your credibility than a paragraph of vision, because it demonstrates that you are already invested.


End in the present tense with a fact. Facts stop stories from floating away.


Do not perform it. If you have told it a hundred times, it can develop a polished quality that people hear as a script. Vary it. Tell it as though you have just remembered it, because that is what it should feel like to hear.


If your founding story is faith


Many readers of this book began because they believe they were called to it. That is a true and sufficient reason and you should not hide it.


Two practical notes. First, when speaking to people inside your tradition, say it plainly — it is the strongest thing you can say to them. Second, when speaking to a mixed audience, lead with the deed and let the calling come second, because "we cook for thirty older people every Sunday" is understood by everyone, and it earns you the right to explain why.


What you must not do is disguise it. A donor who discovers later that your motivation was different from what you implied will feel handled, and rightly.


Stories for the whole organization


The founding story is one of several you will use constantly. Learn to tell each in under a minute, and collect new ones as they happen — write them down the same evening, because you will forget the detail that made them good.



	Story	What it does

	The founding story	Explains why you, and why this will not be abandoned

	The problem story	Makes one person's difficulty real and specific

	The change story	Shows the same person after help — the proof that you work

	The volunteer story	Shows what it is like inside; recruits helpers

	The donor story	Shows another supporter's reasons; makes giving normal

	The community story	Places you in a neighbourhood rather than in a vacuum

	The future story	What one more year of funding makes possible

	The failure story	Something that went wrong and what you changed. Used sparingly, this builds more trust than any success




Where to keep them


A single document called "stories." One paragraph each, dated, with a note on whether you have permission to use it publicly. Add to it whenever something happens. When you need to write an appeal at eleven at night in six weeks' time, you will have material instead of a blank page and a bad feeling.


Conversation script
Telling the founding story in a doorway
Them: So how did you get into this?
You: I helped at the food bank collection for a few years — just Tuesdays.
You: Then they changed the opening hours, and I watched the same woman come to a locked door twice in a fortnight.
You: I couldn't stop thinking about it. So I asked the church if I could open the hall on Thursday evenings instead, and four of us started with about $40 of stock.
You: That was two years ago. We're at about thirty households a week now.
Twenty-two seconds. Before, moment, decision, now. Then stop and let them ask.


Baby step
Write it in four sentences
Before, moment, decision, now. One sentence each. Read it aloud. If any sentence takes longer than a breath, cut it.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write your founding story in four sentences.
	Start a document called ‘stories’ and put it in there.
	Write down one thing that happened this month that might become a story later.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What is the actual moment this became unavoidable for you?
	What has it cost you so far, and are you willing to say that out loud?
	Is there a failure in your history that would build trust if you told it?






Chapter 14

Credibility From Zero

How a brand-new organization becomes believable




Here is the trap every new organization sits in. People give to organizations they trust. Trust comes from a track record. A track record requires having done things. Doing things requires money. Money requires trust.


The way out is not to wait. It is to understand that credibility is assembled from small pieces, most of which are free, and to start assembling them this week.


The six pieces


1. A borrowed reputation. Before you have your own, you use someone else's. The pastor who says a word for you. The head teacher who lets you use a room. The respected neighbour who agrees to be listed as a supporter. Each of these transfers a portion of their standing to you.


How to get it: ask, specifically and modestly. "Would you be willing to let me say that you support what we're doing?" Most people say yes, because it costs them nothing and they like being asked.


2. Evidence you have done something. Anything. One evening, one delivery, twelve meals. Photograph it, date it, count it. "Last Thursday we handed out fourteen bags" beats "we plan to distribute food" by an enormous margin, and the gap between those two sentences is one Thursday.


3. Visible competence in small things. This is the most underrated. Do you reply within a day? Does the flyer have the right date on it? Did you return the borrowed urn? People generalize wildly from tiny signals, and small reliability is read as large reliability.


4. Financial transparency. The willingness to show your numbers, unasked. We deal with this in the next chapter; note here that it is a credibility instrument as much as an accounting one.


5. A named, findable human being. A person with a name, a face, a phone number, and a real address of some kind. Anonymity is fatal to a new organization. An organization with a photograph of a woman called Ruth and her mobile number is more credible than one with a professionally designed logo and a contact form.


6. Consistency over time. The one you cannot shortcut. Turning up on the same day, month after month, is the strongest credibility signal there is, and it is why year two is so much easier than year one.


What credibility does not require


New founders spend money and months on things that do not move the needle. Save your resources.


You do not need a professional logo. You do not need a website with five pages before you begin. You do not need business cards, branded shirts, a strapline, or a brochure. You do not need charitable registration to accept a donation from a neighbour, although you will need it for certain other things — see below.


What you need is to be identifiable, contactable, and demonstrably active. A one-page site with what you do, a photo, a phone number, and a bank account is enough for years.


Legal standing: the honest version


This is where beginners get anxious, so let us be direct.


The rules for registering a charity or nonprofit, accepting donations, issuing tax receipts, running a raffle, and soliciting funds vary enormously by country, and in some countries by state or province. Nothing in this book can tell you what applies to you.


What is broadly true: informal groups can usually receive gifts from people who know them, and you can begin serving people immediately. What generally requires formal registration is issuing donors a tax-deductible receipt, applying to most foundations, receiving corporate matched giving, holding property, and in some places soliciting the public at all.


The practical sequence for most small organizations is: start doing the work, take gifts informally with careful records, and pursue formal registration when you either need it for something specific or when your income makes it sensible. Find out what your jurisdiction actually requires before you fundraise publicly — a phone call to your national charity regulator, or an hour with a lawyer or accountant who advises nonprofits, is worth far more than a month of guessing.


Two things to avoid absolutely: telling a donor their gift is tax-deductible when it is not, and running a lottery or raffle without checking the gambling rules where you live. Both are common, both are serious, and both are easily avoided.


The bank account


Open a separate account for the organization as early as you can. Not for tax reasons — for credibility and sanity. Money passing through your personal account is the single most common source of both suspicion and honest confusion in small organizations, and it looks bad even when everything is fine.


If you genuinely cannot open one yet, keep the money physically separate, keep a written record of every movement, and get a second person to see the records monthly. Then open the account as soon as you can.


Building the file


Start a folder today, physical or digital, and put things in it as they happen: photographs with dates, thank-you notes from people you helped, your first ledger, a letter from the head teacher, a local newspaper mention, a count of attendance.


In eight months, when someone asks you to prove you are real, you will open that folder. Founders who did not start it spend a frantic week trying to reconstruct their own history and find they have nothing but memories.


Mistake to avoid
Spending the first $400 on branding
A logo, printed cards, and a five-page website absorb the exact money and weeks that should have gone into doing the work once and photographing it. Nobody has ever given because of a logo. They give because you did something last Thursday and can show them.

Baby step
Get one borrowed endorsement
Ask one respected person — a minister, a head teacher, a shopkeeper, a nurse — if you may say publicly that they support what you are doing. One sentence from them, with their name, on your first appeal.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Open a folder called ‘evidence’ and put one dated photograph in it.
	Find out one thing: what your jurisdiction requires before you can solicit donations publicly.
	Check whether you can open a separate bank account this month, and start the process.



Checklist
Minimum credibility kit
A named person with a real phone number
One sentence describing what you do
One dated photograph of you doing it
One number: how many, how often
One respected person willing to vouch for you
A separate account, or a written record and a second pair of eyes
A clear answer to ‘where does the money go?’


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What would a cautious person want to know before giving you fifty dollars?
	Which small reliability are you currently failing at?
	Whose endorsement would matter most in your community, and have you asked?






Chapter 15

Transparency Before Anyone Asks

Being ready with the money answers




At some point someone will ask what happens to the money. They will usually ask it apologetically, and often it will be the person who is about to give you the most.


Your answer in that moment does more for your fundraising than anything else you will say. Not because of the numbers, but because of how you behave while giving them. Ease reassures. Vagueness alarms. Defensiveness ends the conversation.


The five questions, and how to answer them


"Where does the money go?" — Answer with categories and rough figures. "About eighty percent goes straight into food. The rest is the hall hire and the insurance, which come to around four hundred a year between them."


"How much do you take?" — If nobody is paid, say so plainly and immediately: "Nobody's paid, including me." If somebody is paid, say that too, without embarrassment: "We pay one part-time coordinator eight hours a week. It's the reason anything happens reliably." Paid staff are legitimate. Hiding them is not.


"Are you registered?" — Say exactly what you are. "We're not a registered charity yet, so I can't give you a tax receipt. We're an informal group of eleven volunteers and I can show you our accounts." Honest is fine. Ambiguous is not.


"Can I see your accounts?" — The answer is yes, always, and it should be an easy yes. If the answer makes you nervous, the accounts are the problem, not the question.


"What happened to what I gave last time?" — The best possible question and the one you should be able to answer in a sentence. If you cannot, you have a reporting problem to fix immediately.


The one-page financial summary


Make one. Update it every few months. It fits on a single side of paper and it is the most disproportionately useful document a small organization owns.



Northside Thursday Table — money, January to June

Came in: Donations from individuals $2,140 · Church collection $600 · Bake sale $185 · Total $2,925

Went out: Food stock $2,180 · Hall hire $240 · Insurance $190 · Printing $46 · Total $2,656

In hand at 30 June: $269

What that bought: 24 Thursday sessions. About 31 households a week. Roughly 740 food parcels.

Prepared by Ruth Ellis, 4 July. Questions welcome on 555‑0142.




Note the last line of the figures: what that bought. Money in and money out is accounting. Money translated into results is fundraising. Never publish one without the other.


Transparency is not the same as full disclosure


Two things you should not publish. Personal details of the people you serve — obviously. And individual donors' names and amounts, unless each has agreed.


Donor privacy is a real duty. Some people give and want it known; many give and would be mortified. The default is private. Ask before naming anyone, and always give a "prefer not to be listed" option on any form.


Two-person rules and why you want them


Everything that follows protects you as much as it protects the money. In a small organization the person handling the cash is usually the founder, and the founder is the person with the most to lose from a rumour.


Two people count cash. Always. At the collection, at the event, at the bake sale. Both sign the same sheet.


Two signatures, or at least two sets of eyes. On payments over a threshold you set — a hundred dollars is a reasonable starting point for a small group.


Someone other than the money-handler checks the bank statement monthly. Ten minutes, once a month, and it prevents most of what goes wrong.


A receipt for everything. Money in and money out. No exceptions, including for the founder's own reimbursed petrol.


If someone in your group resists these, that is worth noticing. Honest people are usually relieved by controls, because controls mean nobody can ever wonder about them.


Volunteering the information


Here is the move that separates trustworthy organizations from merely honest ones: give people the numbers before they ask.


Put the summary in your update. Mention costs unprompted. Tell a donor what a bad month looked like. When you volunteer information that reflects poorly on you — an event that lost money, a mistake in a previous total — you gain far more credibility than the loss costs you.


People do not expect small organizations to be perfect. They expect them to be honest, and honesty that only appears under questioning is not quite honesty.


Mistake to avoid
Going quiet after a bad result
The event lost money, so nobody mentions the event again. Supporters notice the silence and draw their own conclusions, which are always worse than the truth. Send the short note: “The quiz night raised $180, less than we hoped — the hall cost more than we'd been told. Here's what we're doing differently in the autumn.” Nearly everyone respects it, and a few will give because of it.

Baby step
Make the one-page summary
Even if your total income so far is $95. Write it out on one page: in, out, in hand, what it bought. Show it to one person who is not involved and ask whether anything is unclear.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write down your three biggest costs and their actual amounts.
	Draft your answer to ‘where does the money go?’ in two sentences.
	Ask someone to be the second pair of eyes on the bank statement each month.



Checklist
Financial readiness before you fundraise
A separate account, or physically separated money with a written record
Two people count all cash and both sign
A receipt for every payment in and out
Someone other than the treasurer checks statements monthly
A one-page summary you could hand over today
A clear, honest answer about registration and tax receipts
Donor names kept private by default


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which money question would you least like to be asked, and why?
	Who currently could not be exonerated if money went missing, and how would you fix that?
	Have you ever told your supporters about something that went badly?






Chapter 16

The Smallest Possible Systems

Four files and a habit




The word "systems" makes founders imagine software, procedures, and a filing cabinet. At your stage it means four files and a weekly habit, and if you set them up now they will save you hundreds of hours and at least one serious embarrassment.


Set them up before your first ask, not after. Retrofitting records onto eight months of chaos is genuinely miserable, and most people never manage it.


File one: the people list


A spreadsheet. One row per person. Columns:


Name · how to contact them · how I know them · what they care about · supporter type (donor, volunteer, both, maybe) · last contact · notes.


That is it. Not a database. Not a customer relationship management system, whatever anyone tells you. A spreadsheet will serve you well past five hundred names, and you do not have five hundred names.


The "notes" column is the one that will surprise you with its value. Put in it the things a friend would remember: her mother is unwell, he asked to be contacted in autumn not spring, they prefer a phone call, do not email at work.


File two: the money log


Every gift, on the day it arrives. Columns:


Date · who from · amount · method (cash, transfer, cheque) · restricted or unrestricted · thanked (date) · receipt sent (date).


The last two columns are the ones that make it a fundraising tool rather than an accounting one. A glance down the "thanked" column tells you instantly whether you are keeping the most important promise in this book.


File three: the outgoings log


Date · what · amount · who paid · receipt kept? · which budget line.


Include reimbursements to yourself. Especially those. The founder who quietly pays for things out of pocket and never records it is doing two damaging things at once: hiding the true cost of the work from everybody, including future funders, and making the accounts impossible to reconstruct.


File four: the diary


Not appointments. A running log of what actually happened. One or two lines per session or event: date, how many people, what worked, what went wrong, anything anyone said that struck you.


This file feels pointless for three months and then becomes the most valuable document you own. It is the source of every story, every statistic, and every grant application you will ever write, and it is impossible to reconstruct from memory.


The weekly habit


One appointment with yourself. Thirty minutes, same time each week, written in the diary like anything else. In it you do exactly four things:


Record. Enter the week's gifts, costs, and diary lines. Ten minutes.


Thank. Anyone who gave and has not yet been thanked. Ten minutes. If this takes longer than ten minutes, you are having a good week.


Reach. One contact with someone who is not currently giving you anything — a note, a call, an update, a question. Five minutes.


Look ahead. What is coming in the next fortnight and what needs doing now. Five minutes.


Half an hour a week, done consistently, will put you ahead of the great majority of small organizations, most of which do this in panicked bursts three times a year.


Keep it boring, keep it safe


Three practical points that people learn the hard way.


Back it up. Cloud storage or an emailed copy to yourself, weekly. Laptops die, and the founder who lost the donor list is a recurring and preventable tragedy.


One other person should have access. If you were hit by a bus tomorrow, someone must be able to open the files and thank the donors. This is not morbid; it is basic stewardship of other people's money.


Keep personal data minimal and protected. Collect what you need, not what might be interesting. Password-protect anything containing personal circumstances. Check what your local data protection law requires — in several countries it applies regardless of your size.


When to upgrade


Do not buy donor software because you feel you should. Buy it when you hit a specific pain: you are sending more than a hundred personalized letters by hand, you cannot answer "which donors have lapsed?" in under five minutes, or you have several people who all need to update the same records at once.


Until then, every hour spent choosing software is an hour not spent talking to a human being, and the software will not tell you anything your spreadsheet cannot.


Template
The money log, first five rows


	Date	From	Amount	Method	Restricted?	Thanked	Receipt

	3 Mar	Ruth E.	$50	Cash	No	3 Mar	3 Mar

	5 Mar	D. Okafor	$25	Transfer	No	5 Mar	5 Mar

	9 Mar	Anon (plate)	$38	Cash	No	—	—

	11 Mar	M. Kaur	$200	Cheque	Yes — books	11 Mar	12 Mar

	14 Mar	Bramley’s Hardware	$100	Transfer	No	14 Mar	14 Mar



Total to date: $413. Unthanked: none. That second sentence is the whole point of the file.


Baby step
Build the four files in one sitting
Open a spreadsheet, make four tabs, put in the column headings above. Twenty minutes. Then enter one real row in each — a person you know, a gift you have had, a cost you have paid, and today's date with what happened.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Create the four files.
	Put the weekly half-hour in your calendar as a repeating appointment.
	Email a copy of the files to yourself as a first backup.



Checklist
Systems ready
People list exists and has at least ten rows
Money log exists with a ‘thanked’ column
Outgoings log exists and includes your own out-of-pocket costs
Diary file exists with today's entry
Weekly half-hour is in the calendar
Files are backed up somewhere off your laptop
One other trusted person can access them


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What have you already lost track of that you wish you had recorded?
	Who would take over if you could not continue next month?
	What is the real reason you have been avoiding the spreadsheet?






Chapter 17

The One Page That Does Everything

Your case for support




Everything in this part now converges into a single sheet of paper. Fundraisers call it a case for support, which sounds grand; it is one page that answers every question a potential supporter has, in order.


You will use it constantly. It is what you hand to someone after a conversation. It is what you attach to an email. It is the first page of every grant application. It is what you give a volunteer who has offered to ask their book group. It is what you read the night before an ask to remind yourself why you are not embarrassed.


The seven questions, in order


The order matters, because it follows the order the questions actually arise in a reader's mind.


1. What is wrong? Your problem paragraph. Local, specific, countable.


2. What do you do about it? Your mission sentence, plus one line on the method.


3. Does it work? Numbers so far, and one story. This is your evidence.


4. Who are you? Names of real humans. How long you have been going. Anyone respectable who vouches for you.


5. What does it cost? The honest annual figure and the two or three big line items.


6. What will my money do? Two or three specific amounts tied to specific outcomes.


7. What do I do next? Exactly how to give, and who to contact. Name, number, account details or link.


A worked example



THE THURSDAY TABLE — Northside

The problem. About forty families in the Northside run out of food in the last week of the month. The nearest food bank opens Tuesday mornings, when most of them are at work. Several have told us they simply stopped going.

What we do. We open the church hall every Thursday from six to eight. Anyone can come. There are no forms and no eligibility test. People take what they need and we make tea.

Does it work? We started in March 2024 with four volunteers and about $40 of stock. We now see around 31 households a week and have run 24 consecutive Thursdays. One woman told us in May that it was the first month in two years she had not borrowed from a doorstep lender.

Who we are. Eleven volunteers, all unpaid. Ruth Ellis coordinates; she ran the church's food bank collection for three years before this. Rev. T. Abara at St Chad's and Mrs P. Lyle, head teacher at Elmwood Primary, are both happy to be contacted about us.

What it costs. About $5,600 a year. Food stock we cannot get donated is $95 a week; hall hire is $10 a week; insurance is $190 a year.

What your money does. $25 fills the gap for one family for one week. $95 covers a whole Thursday. $500 keeps the doors open for five weeks. Every dollar we don't spend on food goes to hall hire and insurance, and nobody is paid anything.

How to help. Ruth Ellis, 555‑0142, thursdaytable@example.org. Transfers to Northside Thursday Table, sort 00‑00‑00, account 00000000. We are not yet a registered charity, so we cannot issue tax receipts, but we send a written receipt and a note on what your gift bought.




Read that again and notice what it does. It never asks for pity. It contains six checkable facts. It admits a limitation (no tax receipt) without apologizing. It gives three price points. And it ends with a human name and a phone number.


Rules for the page


One page. Truly one page. If you cannot fit it, you have not decided what matters.


Plain type, no design. A designed brochure signals that money was spent on the brochure. Clear type signals that money was spent on the work.


Numbers, not adjectives. Delete "vital," "crucial," "life-changing," and "passionate." Every one of them is a claim you are asking the reader to accept rather than a fact they can check.


Name the limitation. Whatever you are worried they will find out — say it yourself, briefly, in a subordinate clause. It converts a weakness into evidence of honesty.


Update it quarterly. Change the numbers, change the story. An out-of-date case is worse than none, because it tells the reader your last achievement was in 2023.


The versions you will need


Write the one page first. Then everything else is a cut-down or expansion of it, which is why doing this properly now saves you months.


The two-minute spoken version is questions 1, 2, 3 and 6. The appeal letter is the whole thing in a warmer voice with one ask at the end. The grant application is the whole thing, expanded, with a budget attached. The website is the whole thing, broken into headings. The sponsorship approach is questions 1, 2, 3 plus what the business gets.


One page. Everything else is derived.


Mistake to avoid
Writing it in the voice of a large institution
“The organisation was established to address multi-faceted challenges facing vulnerable populations.” Nobody talks like that, nobody trusts it, and it hides the two things that would actually persuade a reader: that a specific person is doing a specific thing, and that they can be telephoned. Write it as you would say it.

Baby step
Draft the one page today
Use the seven headings in order. Write badly and fast; do not stop to polish. You already have the material — it is spread across the last seven chapters. Then cut it until it fits on one side.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write the seven sections, one paragraph each.
	Add three price points tied to specific outcomes.
	Give it to one person outside your organization and ask what question it left unanswered.



Checklist
Your case for support is ready when
It fits on one side of one page
It contains at least five checkable facts
It names real people, including one who will vouch for you
It gives an honest annual cost
It offers two or three specific price points
It names any limitation before the reader finds it
It ends with a human name and a phone number
An outsider read it and had no unanswered questions


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What are you leaving off the page because it embarrasses you? Should it be on there?
	Which of the seven questions is hardest for you to answer, and what does that tell you about what to fix?
	Who is the first person you will hand this to?





Part Three
The Founder's Fear
✦
The real obstacle is almost never strategy. It is the thing that happens in your chest when you go to say the number. This part takes that seriously, and gives you a programme for walking through it in six weeks.




Chapter 18

The Catalogue of Fears

Naming every one of them, out loud




Fear is the reason most small organizations stay small, and almost nobody writes about it, because fundraising books are written by people for whom it stopped being a problem twenty years ago.


So here is the whole catalogue. Read it slowly and mark the ones that are yours. There is enormous relief simply in discovering that your particular fear is a standard model with a name, fitted to almost everyone.


Fear of asking


The base model. A physical reluctance that arrives in the moment before the words. Usually described as a tightening, a change in the voice, a sudden urge to make a joke.


Fear of rejection


Not of the word "no" but of what you will conclude from it. Beginners hear a refusal as a verdict on the work, on their competence, and often on the friendship.


Fear of appearing greedy


The suspicion that the other person is thinking, "so that's why you came." Especially strong among people from cultures or households where discussing money was impolite.


Fear of bothering people


"Everyone's stretched. It's not a good time." Note that it is never a good time. This fear has infinite patience and will keep you waiting forever.


Fear of being judged


That someone will look at your small, unregistered, five-volunteer operation and think you are playing at it. This one is particularly acute in front of people whose opinion you value professionally.


Fear of asking friends and family


A specific and painful variety: the worry that you will make the friendship transactional, that they will feel obliged, that Christmas will be awkward.


Fear of asking strangers


The opposite variety. No relationship to draw on, no context, and the certainty that you will be seen as a cold caller.


Fear of asking for larger amounts


You can say twenty-five. Fifty is uncomfortable. Five hundred sticks in the throat entirely. Interestingly, this fear is usually strongest in people who most need to overcome it, because they are talking to someone for whom five hundred is a small sum.


Fear of public speaking


Standing at the front of a room, at a church announcement or a community meeting, and asking a group. Different from one-to-one fear and often much worse.


Fear of social media


Posting an appeal where everyone you have ever known can see it, including people from school, and finding it sitting there with two likes.


Fear of the silence after


An underrated one. You send the letter and then nothing happens for four days, and in those four days you learn something unpleasant about yourself.


Fear of success


Real, common, and rarely admitted. If they say yes, you have to deliver. The money creates an obligation, and obligations can be failed.


Fear after a failure


The worst of them, because it has evidence. You ran an event, eleven people came, you lost sixty dollars, and now the whole enterprise feels like something you should be embarrassed about.


What all of them have in common


Three things.


They are all about you. Look back down the list. Every single fear concerns your standing, your reputation, your comfort. Not one is about the people you serve. This is not a criticism — it is how the mind works — but noticing it is useful, because the cure is to move your attention back to the work.


They all predict social punishment. Underneath is the same ancient fear: that asking will lower your standing in the group. Which is why reason alone will not shift it, and why practice will.


They all shrink on contact. Every one of these fears is worse in anticipation than in the event. Ask a hundred experienced fundraisers and every one will tell you the same thing: the imagined conversation is far more unpleasant than the real one. Almost always, the real one is pleasant.


The thing nobody tells beginners


Most people, when asked directly and respectfully for a specific amount for a specific purpose by someone they know, are pleased to be asked. Not neutral. Pleased.


Being asked means you were thought of. It means someone believed you were the sort of person who would care. Even people who say no frequently say so warmly and ask to be told how it goes.


Your fear is predicting a reaction that mostly does not occur. It is running a simulation with the wrong parameters, and no amount of thinking will correct it. Only data will — which is what the next four chapters are for.


Founder exercise
Mark your own

Go back through the thirteen fears above and write the numbers of the ones that are genuinely yours. Most people mark three or four, not thirteen.

Now write, beside each, the specific thing you predict will happen. Not the feeling — the predicted event. “She'll think I only got in touch because I wanted money.” “He'll say yes but resent it.” “They'll tell other people I asked.”

Keep that page. In six weeks you will come back and check the predictions against what actually happened. This exercise, done honestly, has converted more nervous founders than any amount of encouragement.


Baby step
Name yours in writing
Write down the two fears from this list that are most yours, and the exact thing each one predicts will happen. Nothing else. Naming a fear precisely is the first thing that reduces it.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Mark your fears from the catalogue.
	Write the specific prediction each one makes.
	Ask one person who has fundraised before what they were afraid of at the start.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which fear has cost you the most time so far?
	Whose disapproval are you actually imagining? Picture the face — is it someone specific?
	When someone has asked you for money for a good cause, how did you actually feel about them afterwards?






Chapter 19

Where the Fear Comes From

And what it is trying to protect




It helps to understand the machinery, because a fear you understand is easier to move alongside than one that simply arrives.


It is a status alarm, not a money alarm


Human beings are built for group life, and in a small group, standing matters more than almost anything. Asking is a status-risky act: it exposes need, it creates a debt, and it invites judgement about whether you deserve support.


So the alarm is not really about money. It is about being lowered in someone's eyes. This is why the fear does not respond to arguments like "it's for charity." Your rational mind knows it is for charity. The alarm is not listening to your rational mind.


It is inherited


Most people absorbed rules about money before they were ten. Money is not discussed. We don't take charity. Never borrow. It's vulgar to ask. Be grateful and don't make a fuss.


Those rules were installed for reasons, often good ones, and they do not switch off just because your situation has changed. It is worth actually identifying yours — write down the sentences about money you heard growing up — because once a rule is visible it stops operating invisibly.


It is often a story about one incident


Frequently there is a specific memory underneath: a time you asked for something and were humiliated, or watched someone else be. A parent who had to ask for help and came home diminished. A moment at fourteen.


You do not need to resolve that memory to fundraise. You only need to notice that it is doing the predicting, and that it is predicting from a single very old data point.


It is also, sometimes, correct


Honesty requires this. Some of what the fear says is true and useful, and treating all of it as irrational will make you obnoxious.


It is true that if you ask badly, people will be uncomfortable. It is true that if you ask the same friend repeatedly with no reporting back, the friendship will suffer. It is true that if you press someone who cannot afford it, you will do harm. It is true that if you promise things you do not deliver, your standing will fall — deservedly.


So the fear is not your enemy. It is a badly calibrated instrument pointed at real hazards. The answer is not to silence it but to satisfy it: ask well, ask honestly, report back, do not press the vulnerable, keep your promises. Do those things and the alarm gradually recalibrates, because it stops finding evidence.


Why courage is the wrong frame


People will tell you to be brave, and it is not helpful, because it makes the fear a character test you are currently failing.


A better frame: fear is a passenger, not a driver. You are not trying to become someone who does not feel it. You are trying to become someone who can feel it and dial the number anyway. Those are entirely different projects, and only the second one is possible.


Every experienced fundraiser I know still gets a version of it before a significant conversation. What changed was not the sensation. It was the relationship to the sensation: it stopped being a signal to stop and became merely weather.


The three legitimate ways to reduce it


Preparation. A large part of what you feel as fear is actually uncertainty about what to say. This portion vanishes entirely with a script and a rehearsal, and it is often half the total. If you have your case for support, your number, and your first three sentences prepared, you have already cut the problem down.


Lowering the stakes. Fear scales with what is at risk. Ask for twenty-five dollars instead of five hundred; ask a friend instead of a stranger; ask in writing instead of in person. The skill transfers upward later. Deliberately choosing an easy first attempt is not cowardice, it is training design.


Evidence. The only thing that permanently recalibrates the alarm. You have to accumulate actual experiences of asking and not being punished. There is no shortcut and there is no substitute. It takes about ten to fifteen asks for most people, which is why the next chapter is a six-week programme rather than a pep talk.


A word to the person who has already failed


If you ran something that flopped, this chapter is most for you, because your fear now has evidence and feels like wisdom.


Two things are true. First, the failure was probably about a fixable specific — wrong date, wrong price, no promotion, wrong audience — and not about whether people will support you. Second, you almost certainly have not tested that, because after a failure people stop testing.


The way back is one small ask to one warm person for one small amount. Not another event. One conversation. That single data point does more to repair the damage than six months of recovery.


Mistake to avoid
Waiting for the fear to go before you start
It does not go first. It goes second, after the evidence, and the evidence only comes from asking. Founders who wait to feel ready wait for years, and the waiting itself becomes proof that something is wrong with them. Nothing is wrong with them. They have the order backwards.

Baby step
Write the money rules you inherited
Three sentences about money you heard before you were twelve. Write them down and note, beside each, whether it still serves you. Most people find at least one that is quietly running their fundraising.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Identify which part of your fear is uncertainty about what to say. That part is fixable this week.
	Write down the earliest memory you have of someone asking for money or help.
	Decide the smallest possible ask you could make this week, and to whom.



Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What was the alarm right about? What genuinely would damage a relationship?
	If fear were a passenger rather than a driver, what would you do differently this month?
	What is the smallest ask that would still count as a real ask?






Chapter 20

The Confidence Ladder

A six-week programme for becoming someone who asks




This chapter is the practical centre of the whole book. Everything before it was preparation; everything after it assumes you have started.


The method is exposure in graded steps. You do the easiest thing until it is dull, then the next thing. Each rung is small enough that failure costs nothing and large enough to produce real evidence.


Do not skip rungs, even if you feel you could. The point is not to reach the top quickly. The point is to arrive at the top having built a floor under yourself.


Week one — asking for things that are not money


Rung 1. Ask one person for advice. Someone whose opinion you respect. A real question about a real decision. Fifteen minutes. Say thank you afterwards, in writing.


Rung 2. Tell three people what you do. Not an ask. Just your eleven-second sentence, said out loud to a human face. A colleague, a neighbour, someone at church.


Rung 3. Ask one person to come to something. An event, a session, a meeting. This is your first request with a yes-or-no answer attached, and it teaches you that a no is survivable.


What you are learning this week: that asking is a normal social act, and that people are generally warm about it.


Week two — asking for time and things


Rung 4. Ask one person to volunteer for one specific, bounded task. Not "help out sometime" — "would you drive the van on the fourteenth?"


Rung 5. Ask for one donated item. A local business, a friend with a garage. A table, a box of paper, some bread at the end of the day. Your first "would you be willing to donate this?"


Rung 6. Ask one person to introduce you to someone. "Do you know anyone who might be interested in this?" This is the highest-value low-risk ask in fundraising and almost nobody does it.


What you are learning: that specific requests get answered, and vague ones do not.


Week three — the first money, from the warmest place


Rung 7. Ask one person who loves you for five dollars. Yes, five. The amount is irrelevant; you are practising the mechanics. Say the number, then stop talking.


Rung 8. Ask two more people for twenty-five dollars. People who know you well. In person or by phone, not by text.


Rung 9. Send a written ask to five people. An email or a note. Written asks are much easier because you are not present for the pause, and they teach you to be specific because you cannot rescue a vague sentence in the moment.


What you are learning: that saying a number out loud does not end friendships.


Week four — volume


Rung 10. Ask ten people for twenty-five dollars. Any mix of methods. Some will say no. That is the point — at ten asks, refusals become statistical rather than personal.


Rung 11. Ask one person for fifty dollars. Notice the difference in your body between saying twenty-five and saying fifty. That difference is the thing you are training.


Rung 12. Post one public appeal. Social media, a church bulletin, a noticeboard. Public, where people who know you can see it.


What you are learning: the actual yes-rate among warm contacts, which is nearly always higher than you predicted.


Week five — the uncomfortable ones


Rung 13. Ask a stranger or near-stranger. A local business you buy from, someone at another organization.


Rung 14. Ask in front of a group. Two minutes at a church announcement, a community meeting, a club. Prepare exactly what you will say and end with a specific number and a specific next step.


Rung 15. Ask someone for a recurring gift. "Would you consider ten dollars a month?" Harder than a one-off, because it feels like asking for more. It is also the single most valuable ask in this book.


Week six — the summit and the review


Rung 16. Make the biggest ask you can stand. Whatever number makes your voice change — two hundred, five hundred, a thousand. One person, chosen carefully, in person.


Rung 17. Follow up on someone who did not answer. Almost nobody does this, and it is where a large fraction of gifts actually come from.


Rung 18. Review your log. Count the asks, the yeses, the noes, and the total raised. Compare with the predictions you wrote in Chapter 18.


The rules of the ladder


Log every rung — date, who, what you asked, what happened, one line on how it felt. The log is the mechanism; without it your memory will keep only the bad ones.


Repeat a rung rather than retreat. If rung 10 goes badly, do rung 10 again. Do not go back to rung 3.


Do not let a no move you down. A no is a completed rung. The rung is the asking, not the outcome.


You may take longer than six weeks. Take twelve. Do not take a year; at that spacing you are not building anything.


Thank everyone, including the noes. Every single time. This is what keeps the door open, and it is also what makes the next ask easier — because you will remember that the last conversation ended warmly.


Try this today
The five-dollar ask, in full

Choose the person in the world most likely to say yes. Your sister. Your closest friend. Someone who would give you five dollars for a parking meter without thinking.

Say, in person or on the phone: “I've started doing this thing, and I'm practising asking people to support it, which I find horrible. Would you give me five dollars so I can find out that I survive it?”

They will laugh and give you five dollars. It sounds like a joke and it is not one. You have now completed a real ask, received a real gift, and you will record it in your money log and send a real thank-you. The mechanism has run end to end. Every subsequent ask is a variation on something you have now done.


Baby step
Rung one, this week
Ask one person for advice. Nothing else. That is the entire assignment for the next seven days, and it is not a warm-up — it is the first rung, and people who do it are markedly more likely to reach rung eighteen than people who start at rung seven.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write the eighteen rungs on a page and pin it up.
	Book rung one: pick the person and send the message.
	Start your ask log with today's date.



Checklist
Ladder discipline
Every rung logged with date, person, ask, result
No rung skipped
Repeating rather than retreating after a bad one
Every person thanked, including refusals
A no counts as a completed rung
Review scheduled for the end of week six


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which rung are you already dreading? What specifically about it?
	Who is your five-dollar person?
	What will you tell yourself when someone on rung ten says no?






Chapter 21

Rehearsal

Practising the ask before it costs you anything




Musicians rehearse. Surgeons rehearse. People about to have the most important financial conversation of their organization's year generally do not, and then wonder why it went badly.


Rehearsal removes the portion of fear that is really just not knowing what you are going to say, and that portion is larger than you think.


What you actually rehearse


Not the whole conversation. Five specific moments, which are the ones that go wrong.


The opening. Your first two sentences, which set whether this is an apology or an invitation.


The transition. The moment you move from talking about the work to making the ask. Beginners either lunge at it or never arrive.


The number. Saying the specific amount, clearly, without a nervous laugh or an immediate qualification.


The silence. The three to eight seconds after the number, during which you say nothing at all.


The response to no. Your warm, unbothered reply to a refusal.


Rehearse those five and the rest of the conversation looks after itself, because the rest is just talking about work you know well.


The silence deserves its own paragraph


After you name the amount, stop. Do not add "but obviously whatever you can manage." Do not add "no pressure at all." Do not fill it.


The silence is where the other person thinks. It feels, to you, roughly four times longer than it is. Almost every beginner ruins the ask here, by rescuing the listener from a discomfort the listener is not actually feeling, and in doing so withdrawing the request they just made.


Practise it literally. Say your number out loud and then count to six in your head. Do it ten times. It is a physical skill, like a rest in music, and it can be trained in fifteen minutes.


Four ways to rehearse


Alone, out loud. The minimum. In the car, in the kitchen. Out loud matters — rehearsing in your head trains nothing, because the words never have to leave the mouth.


Recorded. Phone voice memo. Play it back once. You will hear the hesitation, the rising inflection at the end that turns your statement into a question, and the apology you did not know you were making.


With a partner. Someone plays the donor. Ask them to be pleasant the first time, hesitant the second, and to say no the third. Twenty minutes of this is worth more than a book chapter, including this one.


In the real world, on low stakes. Rungs 1 to 9 of the ladder are themselves rehearsal. This is why the ladder works.


The awkward-question drill


Write down the six questions you least want to be asked. Then write a two-sentence answer to each and say it aloud until it is boring.


Common ones and their honest shapes:


"How much do you take for yourself?" — "Nothing. Nobody's paid, including me."


"Are you a registered charity?" — "Not yet, so I can't give you a tax receipt. I can show you our accounts and I'll send a written receipt."


"How do I know the money gets there?" — "You'll get a receipt within a week and a note in a month telling you exactly what it bought. And you're welcome to come on a Thursday and see it."


"I gave last year — what happened to that?" — "It paid for eleven weeks of stock. Here's the summary." (If you cannot answer this, stop reading and go and fix your reporting.)


"Isn't the council supposed to do this?" — "Probably. They don't, and the families still need to eat this month."


"Can I think about it?" — "Of course. May I call you next Tuesday?" (Note: an agreed follow-up date, not a vague hope.)


Preparing these is not scripting yourself into a robot. It is making sure that the six moments most likely to knock you off balance do not knock you off balance.


Rehearse the follow-up too


Beginners rehearse the ask and forget that the conversation has an ending. Know in advance exactly what you will say for each of the three outcomes:


Yes: "Thank you — that's genuinely a help. I'll send you a receipt this week and I'll write in about a month and tell you what it did."


Maybe: "That's completely fine. May I call you on the twelfth?"


No: "No problem at all — thank you for hearing me out. Would you still like the occasional update?"


That last question is the most valuable sentence in the chapter. It converts a refusal into a continuing relationship, and a surprising number of the people who say yes to updates say yes to money eighteen months later.


Conversation script
The full one-to-one ask, rehearsed
Opening: “Thanks for making time. I wanted to tell you where we've got to, and then I've got something to ask you.”
The work (60 seconds): “We're open Thursdays now, six to eight. About thirty households a week. A woman told us in May it was the first month in two years she hadn't borrowed from a doorstep lender.”
The need: “The stock we can't get donated costs about $95 a week. That's the whole thing that's holding us back — there's no shortage of volunteers.”
The transition: “Which is why I wanted to ask you directly.”
The ask: “Would you consider $250, which would cover us for about two and a half weeks?”
Then stop. Count to six. Say nothing.
If yes: “Thank you. I'll get you a receipt this week, and in about a month I'll write and tell you exactly what it bought.”
If maybe: “Of course. May I ring you on the twelfth?”
If no: “That's absolutely fine, and thank you for hearing me out. Would you like me to keep you on the update list?”


Mistake to avoid
Rescuing them from the silence
You say “would you consider $250?” and then, after two seconds, “— or honestly anything at all, even $20, I know it's a lot to ask.” You have just negotiated against yourself and turned a clear invitation into an apology. Say the number. Count to six. Let them answer.

Baby step
Rehearse the six-second silence
Say your ask out loud and then count to six, ten times in a row. That is the whole exercise. It takes four minutes and it is the single highest-return four minutes in this book.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write your six most-feared questions and a two-sentence answer to each.
	Record yourself making one ask on your phone and listen back once.
	Ask someone to role-play a donor with you for twenty minutes this week.



Checklist
Rehearsed and ready
Opening two sentences prepared
One story and one number ready
A specific amount decided in advance
Able to stay silent for six seconds after the number
Six awkward questions answered aloud
Yes, maybe, and no responses all prepared
A follow-up date ready to propose


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which of the five moments is hardest for you?
	What question do you most hope they will not ask? Have you written the answer yet?
	Do you actually know the number you are going to say, or are you planning to decide in the room?






Chapter 22

The Hour Before and the Hour After

Managing yourself around the ask




The conversation itself lasts twenty minutes. The two hours around it do most of the damage, and almost nobody plans them.


The hour before


Re-read the case for support. Not to memorize it — to remind yourself that the thing you are asking for is real, costed, and already working. Fear thrives on abstraction, and the page is concrete.


Decide the number now, not in the room. Write it down. The most common cause of a disappointing ask is a founder who intended to say five hundred, felt the atmosphere, and said one hundred instead. Deciding in advance takes the decision away from your nerves.


Decide your fallback. If they hesitate, what is the smaller or different thing you will offer? A monthly amount, a smaller sum, a specific item, an introduction. Have it ready so that a wobble does not become a collapse.


Do something physical. Walk round the block. Fear is a body state and it responds to the body faster than to argument. Ten minutes of walking will do more than an hour of self-talk.


Say the first two sentences out loud once. In the car, at the door. Starting well carries you a long way.


Lower the stakes deliberately. Tell yourself the truth: this is one conversation with one person about one amount on one day, and your organization's future does not rest on it. That happens to be accurate, and accuracy is calming.


During: the two things to remember


Be more interested in them than in your performance. This is the whole trick. Attention pointed outward — at their reaction, their questions, their situation — cannot simultaneously be pointed inward at your own anxiety. Ask them something. Listen to the answer. Your nerves will drop away without your noticing.


You are allowed to say that it is hard. "I'm still not very good at this bit" is a perfectly acceptable and rather disarming sentence. Honesty about the awkwardness dissolves it. What you must not do is turn it into an apology for the mission.


The hour after — the part that matters most


This is the hour that determines whether you ever do it again, and it has two jobs: capture the information, and manage the story you tell yourself.


Write it down within the hour. What you asked, what they said, what they mentioned about their circumstances, what you promised, what happens next and when. Do it immediately — by the evening you will have lost the detail, and the detail is where the next gift lives.


Do the promised thing today if you can. If you said you would send the summary, send it now. Speed here is worth more than eloquence, and it is completely within your control.


Thank them regardless of the answer. A message that evening. Two lines. This is not politeness, it is the mechanism by which today's no becomes next year's yes.


The post-mortem trap


Here is what beginners do in the hour after: they replay the conversation, find the four seconds where they stumbled, decide that the stumble is why the person hesitated, and conclude that they are not suited to this.


Two facts to hold against that. First, the other person has almost certainly not noticed what you noticed; they were thinking about their own answer. Second, the outcome of an ask is determined overwhelmingly by whether the person has the money, cares about the cause, and trusts you — not by your fluency.


Replace the replay with the log. Write one line about what you would change, and then stop. The log is analysis; the replay is punishment, and they feel similar from the inside, which is why the discipline of writing the single line matters.


If it went badly


Sometimes it does. They were cold, or you froze, or the answer was a flat no delivered without warmth.


Do three things. Write the line in the log. Tell one person — a co-founder, a friend — because saying it out loud shrinks it and keeping it private inflates it. And book the next ask within seventy-two hours, with someone warmer, for a smaller amount.


That last one is the important one. A bad ask followed by nothing becomes evidence. A bad ask followed by an ordinary ask three days later becomes an anecdote.


Celebrate the ask, not the answer


You control whether you ask. You do not control whether they say yes. So build the habit of counting the thing you control.


Mark it in the log. Tell someone. If it helps, keep a running total of asks made rather than money raised for the first three months. Founders who do this ask three or four times as often as founders who do not, and asking more often is, in the end, almost the whole of fundraising.


Mistake to avoid
Deciding the amount in the room
You planned $500. Their kitchen looked tired, they mentioned the car needing work, and you heard yourself say $100. Now you have raised $100 from someone who might have given $500, and you cannot go back and ask again for eighteen months. Decide the number in advance, in writing, and let them — not your guesswork about their finances — be the one to lower it.

Baby step
Write the number on your hand
Literally, or on a card in your pocket. Before your next ask, write down the amount you intend to say. Look at it in the doorway. It is remarkable how much this one physical act protects the number from your nerves.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Plan the hour before your next ask: what you will read, where you will walk, what you will say first.
	Decide and write down the number.
	Decide your fallback offer if they hesitate.



Checklist
Around the ask
Number decided and written down beforehand
Fallback offer prepared
Case for support re-read
Physical movement before
Notes written within the hour after
Promised item sent same day
Thank-you sent regardless of answer
One line in the log — and no replay


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What story do you tell yourself after a conversation goes badly? Where did you learn it?
	Who is the person you can ring afterwards to shrink a bad one back to its real size?
	Are you currently counting asks made, or only money raised?





Part Four
Your First Supporters, Your First Hundred Dollars
✦
Nobody starts with a donor base. They start with a handful of people who already know them. This part is about finding those people, warming them properly, and raising the first real money.




Chapter 23

The Founding Circle

The people who will carry you through the first year




Every organization that survives has a founding circle: somewhere between five and thirty people who believed in it before there was any evidence. They are not usually the wealthiest people you know. They are the ones who show up.


Your first task is not to find donors. It is to identify this circle, because everything else grows out of it. Your first hundred dollars comes from here. So do your first volunteers, your first introductions, your first honest feedback, and — in five years' time — a startling proportion of your income.


The ten kinds of supporter


Beginners look at their contacts and sort them into "might give money" and "no use." That sorting throws away most of your assets. Sort them this way instead.


People who believe in the mission. They care about the problem independently of you. The most durable supporters you will ever have.


People who know you. They are backing a person, not a programme. This is the largest category at the beginning and there is nothing shameful about it.


People who have benefited from the work. Chronically overlooked. They understand the value better than anyone alive.


People who care about the place. Not your issue specifically — the neighbourhood, the town, the congregation. They will support anything that visibly improves it.


People with relevant skills. The accountant, the printer, the electrician, the person who is good at spreadsheets. Their hour is often worth more than their cheque.


People who can introduce you. The connectors. One introduction from a well-placed person outperforms fifty cold approaches.


People who can give time. Retired people, students, shift workers with weekdays free.


People who can give money. Some of your circle simply have income and a habit of generosity.


People who can give things. A van. A freezer. A room. Bread at closing time. Printing.


People who can open doors. The head teacher, the priest, the councillor, the manager who can say yes to a room booking.


Most people sit in two or three categories. The point of the exercise is to stop asking one question ("will they give?") and start asking a better one ("what is this person actually able to offer, and would they be pleased to be asked for it?").


The person who cannot give a penny


Say this to yourself now, because it will save you from insulting some of your best people: a person's value to your organization has nothing to do with their bank balance.


The woman on a pension who tells nine people about you every week is worth more than a fifty-dollar donor. The man who fixes the van for free saves you six hundred dollars a year. The neighbour who lets you store stock in her garage is the reason you can operate at all.


Treat them as supporters in the full sense. Put them on the list. Thank them in the same way. Report to them. Some of them will surprise you later with money; all of them will surprise you with loyalty.


How to identify your circle


Sit down with a blank page and go through these prompts. Do not filter as you go — write every name that surfaces, however unlikely.


Family. Close friends. Neighbours. People at your place of worship. Current and former colleagues. Old classmates. People from clubs, teams, choirs, groups. Parents of your children's friends. Your professionals — doctor, dentist, mechanic, hairdresser, accountant. Local business owners you actually buy from. People who have used your service. People who have volunteered once. Anyone who has ever said "let me know if I can help."


That last one deserves a paragraph. Almost everyone has ten people who have said some version of "let me know if I can help," and almost nobody has ever taken them up on it. Those ten sentences are unredeemed vouchers sitting in your pocket. Go and redeem them.


The size you are aiming for


Thirty to fifty names is a good first list. Under fifteen and you will exhaust it quickly. Over a hundred and you cannot maintain real relationships with them, which is the whole point at this stage.


If you genuinely cannot reach fifteen, you do not have a fundraising problem. You have a "not enough people know this exists" problem, and the solution is conversations, not appeals. Spend a month telling people what you do — rungs 2 and 3 of the ladder — before you ask anyone for anything.


The circle is a group, and groups want to be named


Once you have your list, do something that costs nothing and changes everything: give the circle a name and tell them they are in it.


"The first forty." "Founding friends." "The Thursday circle." Whatever suits your voice. Then write to them and say so: "You're one of about forty people who knew about this before it existed. I'm going to write to you every couple of months and tell you the truth about how it's going."


You have just converted a spreadsheet into a community. People behave differently when they belong to something named. They forward your messages, they defend you, they bring their friends, and when you ask, they respond as members rather than as targets.


Mini case study
A home church of nine

A house fellowship of nine adults wanted to fund a water project. Their first instinct was to look for grants, which took four months and produced nothing, because grant-makers rarely fund unregistered groups with no accounts.

They then did the founding-circle exercise and reached sixty-one names between them — family, work, the school run, two former congregations. They wrote to all sixty-one with an honest letter and a photograph.

Twenty-three responded. Fourteen gave, totalling $1,890. Four offered skills, including an accountant who did their books free for three years. Two made introductions, one of which led to a business sponsor the following year. Five asked to be kept informed and gave nothing for eighteen months; three of those five later became monthly donors.

Nine people had a network of sixty-one. Yours is bigger than you think.


Baby step
Write thirty names
One sitting, blank page, no filtering. Use the prompt list above. Do not decide whether anyone will give — just get the names down. Filtering is a separate job for a separate day, and doing both at once is why most people stop at eight names.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write your list of names using the prompts.
	Beside each, mark which of the ten kinds of supporter they might be.
	Circle the three who have said ‘let me know if I can help’.



Checklist
Founding circle assembled
At least thirty names written down
Each name categorised by what they could offer, not just money
People you have served are on the list
People with no money are on the list
The circle has a name
You have decided how often you will write to them


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Who did you leave off because you assumed they would say no?
	Who has offered help that you never took up?
	Which of your ten kinds of supporter is missing entirely from your list?






Chapter 24

Building the List

Turning names into a working database




You have a page of names. This chapter turns it into the single most valuable asset your organization will own for the next ten years.


That is not an exaggeration. Organizations lose buildings and survive. Organizations lose their donor list and often do not.


What goes in each row


Open the people list you created in Chapter 16 and fill it in properly. Seven columns:


Name — as they would like to be addressed. Jim, not James, if he is Jim.


Contact — the method they actually use. Some people never open email. Some never answer the phone. Note which.


How I know them — the relationship in four words. "Sarah's neighbour, met at quiz." In two years this column is what saves you from an embarrassing conversation.


What they care about — the thing that would make them interested. "Her mother had dementia." "Runs the scout troop." "Passionate about the river." This is the column that turns a mailing list into fundraising.


Type — donor, volunteer, both, connector, supplier, prospect, served.


Last contact — a date. Nothing else on the sheet is as diagnostic as this column. Sort by it once a month and contact whoever is at the bottom.


Notes — everything a friend would remember. Gave in October. Asked not to be phoned after six. Recovering from surgery. Prefers a letter. Does not want to be listed publicly.


Ranking without being crude


You need some way to decide who to approach first, and the honest way to do it is on two axes at once.



		Knows you well	Barely knows you

	Cares about the issue	Ask first. These are your yeses.	Warm them up, then ask. Third wave.

	Doesn't know the issue	Ask, but tell the story properly first. Second wave.	Not yet. Invite them to something.




Notice what is not on either axis: how much money you think they have. Guessing at people's wealth is unreliable, faintly disrespectful, and leads you to ignore the retired teacher who has been quietly giving to four charities for thirty years.


Ask people who know you and care. Everyone else needs a step before the ask.


Growing the list


A list that does not grow will shrink, because people move, change, and drift. Build in the habits that add names.


A sign-up at everything. A sheet at every event, a card at every session. Name, email, and a tick-box: "keep me posted." Six words of admin per person, and it compounds relentlessly.


Ask for introductions, specifically. Not "do you know anyone?" but "is there anyone at your golf club who might be interested in this?" The specific version gets an answer; the general version gets a thoughtful pause and nothing.


Add everyone who touches you. The person who asked a question at the meeting. The one who shared your post. The one who dropped off a bag of tins. Every one of these people has already raised their hand.


Add the people you serve, with care. Only if they wish it, and never in a way that makes receiving help conditional on being on a mailing list. But do offer — many of them want to be part of it, and denying them the option is its own kind of condescension.


Permission, privacy, and not being a nuisance


Three rules, and in many countries the first two are also law.


Get permission for marketing contact. A tick-box, a verbal yes, a reply to your first note. Keep a record of when and how they agreed.


Make it easy to leave. An unsubscribe line on every email. And when somebody asks to be removed, remove them immediately, without a wounded reply. Do it gracefully and some of them come back.


Never share or sell the list. Not to a partner organization, not to a friendly charity, not to anyone. Your list exists because people trusted you personally. That trust is not transferable.


Check what your jurisdiction requires on consent and data. The rules apply to small organizations in more places than founders expect, and the penalties are real.


Segment lightly


You do not need marketing sophistication. You need four groups, and you can make them with a single column:


Inner — the founding circle, volunteers, regular donors. They get everything, personally.


Active — have given or come to something in the last year. They get updates and two or three asks a year.


Interested — on the list, have never given. They get updates and one ask a year.


Lapsed — gave once, more than eighteen months ago, nothing since. They get a personal note, not a bulk email.


That is the whole system. It takes one column and it will serve you until you are ten times your current size.


Maintain it or lose it


Fifteen minutes in your weekly half-hour. Add the week's new names. Update "last contact." Fix the bounced addresses. Note anything you learned about someone.


Back it up weekly, off your laptop. Make sure one other trusted person can access it. And once a year, read the whole thing top to bottom — you will find six people you have entirely forgotten, and two of them will be delighted to hear from you.


Mistake to avoid
Keeping the list in your head
“I know who my supporters are.” You know the twelve most recent. You have already forgotten the person who gave $40 in your second month, the one who offered a van in the spring, and the woman who said ‘ring me in the autumn’ last March. Every one of those is a real loss, and the fix is a spreadsheet you update for fifteen minutes a week.

Baby step
Fill in the ‘what they care about’ column
For the first fifteen people on your list, write one thing each of them genuinely cares about. Leave blanks where you do not know — the blanks are a list of conversations you should be having.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Transfer your names into the spreadsheet with all seven columns.
	Sort by ‘last contact’ and see who is at the bottom.
	Make a sign-up sheet for your next session or event.



Checklist
List hygiene
Seven columns filled in for the top twenty names
Consent recorded for anyone you will email
An unsubscribe route exists and works
The list is backed up off your device
One other trusted person can access it
A segment column exists: inner, active, interested, lapsed
Fifteen minutes a week is booked for maintenance


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	If your laptop died tonight, what would you lose?
	Which of your people have you not contacted in over a year?
	Are you avoiding adding someone to the list because you would then feel obliged to ask them?






Chapter 25

Warming

The conversations that come before the conversation




Between "this person exists" and "this person gives" there is a stage almost every beginner skips, and skipping it is the main reason first asks fail.


The stage is warming: a small number of contacts, over weeks or months, that move someone from vaguely aware to genuinely interested. It costs nothing but attention, and it roughly doubles your success rate.


Why cold asks fail


Put yourself in the chair. A person you have not heard from in eleven months rings up and, after two minutes of pleasantries, asks for two hundred dollars.


You are not offended. You are calculating. Is this real? Why me? Why now? Do I know enough to say yes? And the easiest way to resolve all of that uncertainty is a polite deferral: "let me think about it."


The cold ask does not fail because people are ungenerous. It fails because it asks for a decision before it has supplied the information and the trust needed to make it.


The four warming moves


1. Tell them something without asking for anything. A short message, a photograph, a two-line update. "We opened for the twentieth Thursday last night, thought you'd like the picture." No ask, no hint, no link to a donation page. Just news.


This single move is the most underused instrument in small-organization fundraising. It costs four minutes and it changes the whole shape of the later conversation, because when you do ask, you are asking someone who has been watching.


2. Ask their advice. A genuine question about something you are actually deciding. "We're thinking of moving to Tuesdays — you know that estate better than I do. Would that work?"


Advice does three things at once: it gives you useful information, it makes the person feel their judgement is valued, and it involves them. Involvement precedes investment. This is why the old rule holds: ask for money and you get advice; ask for advice and you get money.


3. Invite them to see it. The single most powerful warming move available. Come on a Thursday. Come to the session. Come and see the garden.


Most will not come. Ask anyway, because the ones who do come almost always become supporters, and because the invitation itself signals that you have nothing to hide.


4. Ask them to do something small. Share a post. Drop off tins. Come to the quiz. Bring a friend. A small yes makes a later, larger yes substantially more likely — not through trickery but because people become what they repeatedly do.


How long, how often


For a warm contact who already knows you: two or three touches over a month or six weeks is plenty.


For someone you barely know: four to six touches over three months, and no ask until you have had at least one real conversation.


For a business or a larger donor: expect six months, sometimes a year. Chapters 43 and 45 deal with this properly.


The wrong answer at every level is "none, because I need the money in a fortnight." If that is genuinely your position, ask your warmest people now — and start warming the rest today so that next time you are not in this position.


What warming is not


It is not manipulation, and the difference is easy to state: a warming contact must be worth receiving even if you never ask.


If your "update" is a thinly disguised set-up and would be worthless to the reader without the ask that follows, it is not warming, it is manoeuvring, and people can feel the difference immediately.


The test: would you send this message to someone you already knew could never give you a penny? If yes, it is genuine. If no, rewrite it.


The three-touch rhythm


Here is a simple pattern that works for most first asks with someone who knows you a bit.


Touch one (week one): News. A photograph and two lines. No ask.


Touch two (week three): A question. Advice, or an invitation to come and see, or a small favour.


Touch three (week five or six): The conversation, in person or by phone, containing the ask.


Six weeks, three contacts, perhaps twenty minutes of your time in total. Compare that to the cold ask, which takes ten minutes and works far less often, and the arithmetic is obvious.


Warming at scale, when you have forty people


You cannot have six individual conversations with forty people. You do not need to.


Run the general warming to the whole list — one honest update every six to eight weeks, with a photograph and a real number. Then do individual warming only with the ten or fifteen people you intend to ask personally.


The bulk update keeps everyone connected at almost no cost. The individual attention goes where it will make a difference. That is the entire architecture of small-organization fundraising, and it does not change as you grow. Only the numbers do.


Conversation script
A warming message that asks for nothing
Subject: Twentieth Thursday
“Hi Jim — no ask in this one, I promise.”
“We opened the hall for the twentieth Thursday running last night. Thirty-four households. The picture is Marion, who has been on the door since week one and has never once missed.”
“I thought of you because you asked me back in the spring whether it would last past the summer. It has.”
“Hope the family's well. If you're ever free on a Thursday evening, come and see it.”
Four sentences. One photograph. One fact. One invitation. No ask. This is what makes the ask in six weeks' time work.


Mistake to avoid
Only appearing when you need money
If every message you have ever sent a person contained a request, you have trained them to feel a small sinking sensation when your name appears. That reflex takes about a year to install and about two years to undo. Send three things that ask for nothing for every one thing that asks.

Baby step
Send one message that asks for nothing
Pick one person from your list. Send them a photograph and two lines of news today. Do not include a link, a hint, or a mention of money. Just tell them something true about the work.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Choose ten people you will warm before asking.
	Send the first no-ask message to three of them.
	Book the second touch in your calendar for two weeks' time.



Checklist
Ready to ask this person?
They have heard from you at least twice with no ask attached
They have had a chance to ask you a question
They have been invited to see the work
You know one thing they personally care about
You know roughly what amount to ask for and why
Your last contact with them was less than six weeks ago


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Who have you been meaning to ask, whom you have not warmed at all?
	Would your last update have been worth reading to someone who could never give?
	Whose advice would genuinely be useful to you right now?






Chapter 26

Your First Hundred Dollars

The most important money you will ever raise




A hundred dollars will not change your organization. Raising it will change you.


Everything that happens in a hundred-thousand-dollar campaign happens in a hundred-dollar one: identifying, warming, asking, receiving, recording, thanking, reporting. Do it once at this scale and you have the whole shape in your hands.


Why the first goal should be small


Beginners set a first goal of five thousand because it sounds like a real number, fail to reach it, and conclude that fundraising does not work for them.


Set a goal you are more likely than not to reach. Reaching it does three things: it proves the mechanism works, it gives you a story to tell the next set of people, and it establishes in your own body the feeling of succeeding at this, which is the thing you are actually short of.


You can be ambitious later, on the strength of evidence. Right now you are buying evidence.


Six routes to the first hundred


Route one: four people, twenty-five dollars each. The simplest and the one I would choose. Four warm people, asked individually, in person or by phone. Time: about two hours. Success rate among genuinely warm contacts: usually three or four out of four.


Route two: twenty people, five dollars each. Better if you are very nervous, because five dollars is almost impossible to refuse and you get twenty repetitions of the mechanism. Also good for a young or student-led group.


Route three: one person, one hundred dollars. Fastest, and it teaches you to say a bigger number. Choose the person most likely to say yes and least likely to be strained by it.


Route four: a written appeal to thirty people. Email or letter. Expect between four and ten to respond and an average gift somewhere between fifteen and forty dollars. Much easier emotionally; slightly lower yield per person; teaches you to write clearly, which is a permanent asset.


Route five: a very small event. A bake sale, a soup lunch after a service, a coffee morning. Thirty people, small amounts, one afternoon. Raises the money and recruits people at the same time, which nothing else on this list does. Chapters 52 to 59 cover events properly.


Route six: sell something small. A car boot sale of donated items, a plant sale, jam, cards, honey. Good for communities with practical skills and people who would rather make than ask.


Choose one. Actually one.


The commonest error at this stage is doing all six badly and simultaneously. Choose the one that fits your temperament and your community, do it properly, finish it, and evaluate it. Then choose the next.


A worked plan: the first hundred in ten days


Day 1. Write your case for support on one page (Chapter 17). Decide your goal: one hundred dollars. Decide the date you will have it by.


Day 2. Choose six people from your list who know you and care. Six, not four, because you should expect a couple of noes and you want to reach the goal without needing every yes.


Day 3. Send each of them a short no-ask message with a photograph.


Day 4. Decide your amount — twenty-five dollars — and rehearse the ask out loud, including the six-second silence.


Days 5 to 8. Have the conversations. Two a day at most. Log each one within the hour.


Day 9. Follow up with anyone who said "let me think about it," on the date you agreed.


Day 10. Bank it. Record it. Thank everybody in writing, including anyone who said no. Write down what you learned.


Ten days, perhaps four hours of work, and at the end of it you are a person who has raised money. That is a different person from the one who started this book.


Where the first hundred should go


Spend it on something visible and tell everyone what it bought.


Not on a website. Not on a logo. Not held in reserve. Buy the thing that does the work — the stock, the books, the fuel, the paint — and then photograph it and write to your six donors: "your money bought this, here it is, this is what happened."


The reporting is not an afterthought. It is what turns four one-off gifts into four supporters, and four supporters into your second hundred dollars without a cold conversation.


If you do not reach it


Two of six said yes and you have fifty dollars. What now?


First, notice that you raised fifty dollars from nothing, which is infinitely more than zero. Second, diagnose rather than despair. Nearly always the cause is one of four things: they were not warm enough, the amount was wrong for them, the purpose was vague, or you did not actually make a clear ask — you hinted and hoped.


That last one is far more common than founders admit. Go back to your log and check what you actually said. If there is no sentence in it containing a specific number, you did not ask. Try again with four more people and a number in your mouth.


The $25, $100, $500, $1,000 versions
The same campaign at four sizes

The $25 version. One person, one conversation, one afternoon. Purpose: to prove you can say a number out loud.

The $100 version. Four to six warm people over ten days. Purpose: to run the full cycle — ask, receive, record, thank, report.

The $500 version. A written appeal to your whole list, plus five personal asks at $50–$100. Six weeks. Purpose: to learn appeal-writing and to discover your real response rate.

The $1,000 version. A small event or a focused campaign with a deadline, plus three larger personal asks. Eight to ten weeks. Purpose: to learn planning, delegation, and how much things actually cost.

Do them in order. Each one teaches the skill the next one requires.


Mistake to avoid
Hinting instead of asking
“So that's what we're doing — anyway, if you ever wanted to support it, that'd be amazing.” That is not an ask. There is no number, no purpose, and no moment where the other person is invited to answer. They will say “that sounds great” and nothing will happen, and you will conclude that asking does not work. Put a number in a sentence.

Baby step
Set the ten-day plan in motion
Write today's date and the date ten days from now. Between those dates you will raise one hundred dollars. Choose your six people now and write their names down. That is the commitment; the rest is execution.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Choose your route and write down your six names.
	Decide the exact amount you will ask each person for.
	Send the first no-ask message.



Checklist
First hundred complete
Six people identified and warmed
A specific number named in every conversation
Every conversation logged within the hour
Money banked and recorded in the money log
Everyone thanked within 48 hours, including refusals
The money spent on something visible
A report sent to donors saying what it bought


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which route suits your temperament, and which one are you avoiding?
	In your last attempt to raise money, did you say an actual number?
	What will you photograph when the money is spent?






Chapter 27

The First Five Hundred, the First Thousand

Scaling up without changing what works




You have your first hundred. The instinct now is to reach for something dramatically bigger — a gala, a grant, a crowdfunding campaign with a five-thousand-dollar target. Resist it for one more step.


Five hundred and then a thousand are the two rungs where you learn planning, writing, and delegation. Skip them and you will attempt something at five thousand with none of those skills and it will go badly.


The first five hundred


Five hundred is where a written appeal starts to make sense, because you are now asking more people than you can hold individual conversations with.


The shape: a written appeal to your whole list (thirty to fifty people), plus five personal asks at fifty to a hundred dollars each. Six weeks from start to finish.


What to expect from a written appeal. Among warm contacts on a first appeal, somewhere between one in eight and one in four will respond. Average gifts commonly land between twenty and forty dollars. So forty warm people might produce six to ten gifts and two hundred to three hundred dollars. Your five personal asks supply the rest.


Those are rough figures, not promises, and they vary enormously with how warm the list is and how well you write. Record your own numbers, because after two appeals your own figures are far more useful than anyone else's.


What you are learning here. How to write an appeal that works (Chapter 32). What your real response rate is. And that written asking scales in a way that conversations do not — the fortieth letter costs you almost nothing extra.


The first thousand


A thousand needs a reason. Nobody gives to a general fund with enthusiasm; people give to a specific, finishable thing.


Give it a purpose with an edge. "A thousand dollars keeps the Thursday table open through the winter." "A thousand buys the second-hand freezer and a year of running it." "A thousand covers the whole summer programme for eleven children." A number attached to a completable object beats a number attached to a hope.


Give it a deadline. A real one, ideally an external one: before the winter, before the term starts, before the lease is up. Deadlines are what convert intention into action, and without one, a campaign simply drifts.


The shape: either a focused six-to-eight-week campaign, or a small event, plus three larger personal asks at a hundred to two hundred and fifty dollars.


Line up the first third before you go public. This is the single most useful campaign technique in existence and it works at every scale. Ask three or four of your warmest people privately first. Then launch publicly with three hundred and fifty already in hand.


You are not faking momentum. You are creating real momentum and then showing it. A campaign that opens at zero looks like a request; a campaign that opens at thirty-five percent looks like something already happening that a person can join.


Delegation begins here


At a thousand dollars you can no longer do everything yourself without it costing more than it raises. This is the moment to hand something over, and most founders do it badly — either not at all, or all at once to someone unprepared.


Hand over one bounded, describable task with a deadline. "Would you ring these eight people between now and Friday and ask if they'll come?" Not "would you help with fundraising?"


Two rules that will save you: give the person the words (a script, a template, the case for support), and check in once before the deadline rather than three times after it.


What to do when you overshoot


Occasionally a campaign runs past its target. This is a happy problem and it is also a trust question.


If you said "a thousand for the freezer" and you raise thirteen hundred, tell everyone what happened to the extra three hundred. "We got the freezer and the extra is paying for a year's electricity to run it." Donors do not mind at all — they mind not being told.


If you raised money for something that then became impossible, contact the donors and offer them a choice: reallocate or refund. That conversation is uncomfortable for ten minutes and buys you a decade of trust. Quietly spending restricted money on something else is the fastest way to lose a supporter permanently, and in some jurisdictions it is unlawful.


Do not stop between campaigns


The classic small-organization pattern is a burst of activity, a target reached, exhausted silence for five months, then panic.


Between campaigns you do three things and they take almost no time: send the report on what the money bought, keep the six-to-eight-week update rhythm going, and warm the people you will ask next time.


Organizations that do this find their second campaign takes half the effort of their first. Organizations that go silent find their second campaign is as hard as their first, forever.


Worked example
$1,000 for a second-hand freezer, eight weeks


	Week	What happens	Running total

	1	Decide purpose and deadline. Get a real quote for the freezer: $640 plus $180 fitting.	—

	2	Three private asks to warmest supporters at $150–$250.	$400

	3	Public launch to whole list. Photo of the empty corner where it will go.	$520

	4–5	Written appeal follows up. Two volunteers each ring six people.	$735

	6	Progress update: “$265 to go.” The closing gap is the strongest message of the campaign.	$880

	7	Personal follow-up to the eleven people who opened the email and did nothing.	$1,050

	8	Buy it. Photograph it. Report to every donor by name.	Closed



Note that nothing here is clever. It is a real object, a real deadline, a private start, a visible gap, and a follow-up.


Baby step
Name the object
Write down one specific, purchasable, photographable thing your organization needs, and find out what it actually costs. Get a real quote. That object is your first thousand-dollar campaign, and it will raise money that “general funds” never would.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Decide the purpose and the deadline for your next campaign.
	Identify three people to ask privately before launching.
	Write down one task you will hand to someone else, with the words they will need.



Checklist
Campaign readiness
A specific, finishable purpose
A real cost, from a real quote
A genuine deadline
Three private asks lined up before the public launch
One task delegated with a script and a date
A plan for reporting back afterwards
A decision in advance about what happens to any surplus


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What is the concrete object or outcome your community would most like to fund?
	Who could take one task off you, and what would you have to give them to make it possible?
	What happened after your last successful push — did you report, or did you go quiet?






Chapter 28

From Idea to System

Why your third fundraiser is easier than your first




There is a difference between a fundraising idea and a fundraising system, and understanding it is the difference between an organization that lurches and one that grows.


An idea is a thing you do once. A quiz night. A crowdfunding page. A car boot sale. It produces money and then it is over, and next time you start from nothing.


A system is a thing that keeps producing, because the machinery persists between uses. A list that grows. A repeatable event with last year's notes. A monthly giving programme. A calendar that tells you what happens in March.


Most small organizations are a collection of ideas, executed heroically, one at a time, forever. It is exhausting and it plateaus.


What turns an idea into a system


It repeats on a date. The quiz night that happens every March is a system. The quiz night that happens when someone remembers is an idea. Putting it in the calendar for next year, on the day after this year's, is the single cheapest systemizing act available.


It is written down. After every event, one page: what we did, in what order, what it cost, what it raised, who did what, what to change. Next year that page saves twenty hours and prevents four mistakes. Without it, whoever runs it next year starts from zero, and if that person is not you, they will invent their own worse version.


It captures people, not just money. An event that raises four hundred dollars and produces nothing else is an idea. The same event with a sign-up sheet, which adds nine people to your list and recruits two volunteers, is a system, because it has fed the thing that produces next year's money.


It does not depend on one person. If only you can do it, it is not a system, it is a bottleneck wearing a system's clothes.


The four systems worth building first


In this order, because each makes the next easier.


1. The list. You have started it. It grows at every event and every conversation. Everything else runs on it.


2. The thank-you and receipt routine. A fixed sequence that happens automatically whenever money arrives: recorded same day, thanked within forty-eight hours, receipt within a week. Not a decision each time — a routine.


3. The update rhythm. Something honest to the whole list every six to eight weeks. Photograph, two paragraphs, one number. This is what makes every future ask easier.


4. Recurring giving. The highest-value system a small organization can build, and the one most of them never get round to. Twenty people at ten dollars a month is two thousand four hundred a year that arrives without you asking. Chapter 40 shows how to set it up.


The repeatable event


One properly systemized annual event is worth more than four improvised ones. It becomes known, people expect it, the venue knows you, the volunteers know their jobs, the suppliers give you the same rate, and the effort halves while the income rises.


So after your next event, do the boring hour: write the page. Date, timeline, costs, income, jobs, mistakes, what to change. File it where someone else can find it. That hour is the difference between having run an event and owning one.


Keep the ideas too


None of this means abandoning one-off ideas. A spontaneous car boot sale, an appeal when a crisis hits, a friend's marathon — these are good and you should say yes to them.


The point is proportion. If your entire income comes from one-off ideas, you are permanently improvising and you will burn out in about two years. If most of your income comes from systems — the list, the recurring donors, the annual event, the regular appeal — then the one-offs become a welcome bonus rather than the thing keeping you alive.


The test


Ask yourself one question about any fundraising activity: if I did this again next year, would it be easier?


If yes, it is a system and it is compounding. If no, it is an idea and it is costing you the same every time.


You do not have to convert everything. Convert one thing a year. In five years you will have a machine that works while you sleep, built out of things you were doing anyway.


Mistake to avoid
Never writing the event down
The quiz night went well. Everybody is tired and pleased. Nobody writes anything down. Eleven months later you are trying to remember what the hall cost, who had the raffle licence, and why you decided against doing food. One hour, the week after, saves that entire fortnight. Write it while it is boring, not when it is urgent.

Baby step
Write one event page
Take the most recent thing you did — even a small one — and write a single page: what happened, in what order, what it cost, what it raised, who did what, three things to change. File it somewhere someone else could find it.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Put next year's date for your best event in the calendar now.
	Write down which of the four core systems you are missing.
	Add a sign-up sheet to your next event so it captures people, not just money.



Checklist
Is it a system?
It has a date next year
There is a written page describing how to do it
It adds people to the list
Someone other than you could run it
Its costs and income were recorded
It would be easier the second time


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which of your activities would be impossible if you were ill for a month?
	What are you doing from memory that should be written down?
	Which single system, if you built it this year, would change the most?





Part Five
Learning to Ask
✦
The mechanics of the request itself — in person, in writing, in front of a room. With scripts you can use as they stand, and an honest treatment of hesitation, refusal, and what to do afterwards.




Chapter 29

The Anatomy of an Ask

Six moves, in order, every time




Every effective ask, in any medium, at any size, contains the same six moves in the same order. Learn the order and you will never again be lost in the middle of a conversation.


Move one: connect


Establish that this is a conversation between two people, not a transaction. Ask about them. Mean it. Thirty seconds to two minutes.


Do not skip it and do not fake it. And do not let it run so long that you lose your nerve — a great many asks die here, in twenty-five minutes of pleasant conversation that never turns.


Move two: bridge


One sentence that signals a change of subject. "I wanted to tell you where we've got to with the Thursday table — and then there's something I want to ask you."


Saying up front that you will be asking for something is a kindness. It removes the sensation of being ambushed, and it commits you publicly, which stops you from losing courage later.


Move three: the work


Sixty to ninety seconds. One story and one number, as in Chapter 5. Concrete, specific, no adjectives.


Then stop talking about it. Beginners, made anxious by the approaching ask, talk about the work for eleven minutes. The listener stops absorbing after about two.


Move four: the need


What is missing and what it costs. One or two sentences, with a real figure. "The stock we can't get donated costs about ninety-five dollars a week. That's the only thing limiting us — we've got plenty of volunteers."


This move does something important: it makes the ask that follows feel like a natural consequence rather than an imposition. By the time you name an amount, they already know where the number came from.


Move five: the ask


One sentence. A specific amount, a specific purpose. Then silence.


"Would you consider two hundred and fifty dollars, which would cover us for about two and a half weeks?"


Three things about that sentence. It uses "would you consider," which is an invitation rather than a demand. It names an exact figure. And it translates the figure into a result, so the number means something.


Then you stop. Count to six. This is move five and a half, and it is the one everybody fails.


Move six: respond and close


Whatever they say, you have a prepared response (Chapter 21). Yes: thank, state exactly what happens next and when. Maybe: agree a specific follow-up date. No: warm, unbothered, and ask whether they would like to stay on the update list.


Then close cleanly. Do not linger, do not over-thank, do not re-ask. The conversation should end feeling like a conversation, not like a sale.


The whole thing in ninety seconds


Written out, the six moves look long. Spoken, they take about ninety seconds plus however much the other person talks. That is the entire event you have been dreading.


Three things that break it


Never arriving. The most common failure by a distance. You do moves one, three, and three again, and then leave. If you notice yourself explaining the work for the fifth minute, that is fear talking. Bridge and ask.


Arriving too fast. The opposite failure, usually from nerves: you sit down and ask within forty seconds, before the person has any context. They have no basis for a decision and will defer.


Negotiating against yourself. Naming the number and then immediately lowering it, qualifying it, or offering an easier alternative. Say it once and let them respond.


The same six moves in every medium



	Move	In person	In a letter	To a room

	Connect	Ask about them	Personal first line	Thank them for the time

	Bridge	“There's something I want to ask”	“I'm writing because…”	“I've got two minutes and one request”

	The work	Story and number	One paragraph, one story	One story, told well

	The need	What is missing, costed	The costed gap	The costed gap

	The ask	The number, then silence	The number, on its own line	The number and how to give it, now

	Close	Prepared response	What happens next	“The forms are on the table by the door”




Learn it once. Adapt it forever.


Mistake to avoid
Explaining instead of asking
Founders who love their work can talk about it indefinitely, and the talking feels productive. It is not. The listener decided how they felt about your cause in the first two minutes; everything after that is delay. Say the story, say the cost, say the number.

Baby step
Write your six moves on a card
One line for each move, in your own words, for your own organization. Keep the card in your pocket. Read it in the doorway. You will not need it after about the tenth ask, and until then it will hold you steady.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write out the six moves for your next specific conversation.
	Time yourself saying moves three and four aloud — aim for under ninety seconds.
	Write the exact sentence of your ask, with a number in it.



Checklist
Ask structure
A genuine connecting question prepared
A bridge sentence that announces the ask is coming
One story and one number, under ninety seconds
The need stated with a real cost
One sentence containing a specific amount and its result
A plan to stay silent afterwards
Prepared responses for yes, maybe, and no


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which move do you habitually skip?
	Have you ever left a conversation having explained everything and asked nothing?
	What is your bridge sentence, in your own voice?






Chapter 30

How Much to Ask For

Naming a number without guessing at someone's bank balance




"How much should I ask for?" is the question beginners ask most, and it has a better answer than most of them expect.


Ask for a specific amount, always


Start here, because it is the whole game. "Would you consider supporting us?" performs dramatically worse than "would you consider a hundred dollars?"


The specific amount does four jobs. It tells the person what is expected, so they need not guess and risk embarrassment. It anchors the conversation at a level you have chosen rather than one they invent. It signals that you have thought about it. And it makes a decision possible — a vague request can only be vaguely agreed to.


The most common consequence of vagueness is not refusal. It is a gift far smaller than the person would have given, because in the absence of information people default low.


How to choose the number


Four inputs, in order of usefulness.


1. What they have given before. If you have a record, this is the best guide you will ever have. The standard move is to ask for somewhat more than last time — commonly around half again — and to say why. "You gave fifty last year, which paid for a fortnight. Would you consider seventy-five this year? We're open an extra evening now."


2. What the thing costs. Tie the number to a real unit. A week of stock. A month of a child's place. A quarter of the freezer. People find it much easier to say yes to an amount that corresponds to a thing.


3. What is normal in their world. Not their wealth — their giving. A person who tithes, or who sponsors every walker who asks, has a giving habit. A person who has never given to anything has a different one, regardless of income.


4. What you can say without your voice changing. An amount you cannot say cleanly will be delivered badly and refused. Ask for the largest number you can say steadily, and grow that number over the year.


Do not guess at wealth


Beginners look at cars and houses and construct an estimate. It is unreliable and it distorts the ask in both directions.


People with visible money frequently have visible debts. People with modest homes are frequently the most generous donors in the country. And the assumption is faintly insulting in both directions: it treats the wealthy as cash machines and the poor as incapable of participating.


Ask on the basis of the work and the relationship. Let them tell you what they can do.


The three-tier ask


Useful when you genuinely do not know where someone sits. Offer three amounts, highest first.


"Some people are giving two hundred and fifty, which covers a whole month. Others are giving fifty or twenty-five. Anywhere in that range would be a real help."


Highest first matters: it sets the frame, and people move down from it. Leading with the lowest figure caps you at the lowest figure.


Use this in writing constantly, where you cannot read a face. Three amounts, each tied to a result, is the standard structure of a good appeal letter.


Ask high, but not absurdly


The characteristic beginner's error is asking far too little. It comes from a decent instinct — not wanting to impose — and it costs organizations enormous amounts.


Consider what actually happens if you ask too high. Almost always the person says "I couldn't manage that, but I could do fifty," and you have a fifty-dollar gift and a completely undamaged relationship. Whereas if you ask for twenty-five from someone who would have given two hundred, you get twenty-five, they feel fine, and you never learn what you missed.


The asymmetry is stark. Too high costs you a moment of awkwardness. Too low costs you the difference, silently, forever.


The limit: do not ask an amount that would embarrass or strain someone. If you know a person is struggling, ask for something small, or ask for time instead, or do not ask at all. That is not timidity; it is the rule about dignity.


Asking for a recurring gift


A different arithmetic and worth learning. Ten dollars a month sounds smaller than a hundred and twenty dollars a year and is worth more, because it recurs.


Ask monthly whenever you can: "would you consider ten dollars a month?" And always translate it: "that's about a hundred and twenty over a year, which is more than a whole Thursday's stock."


The number is not a judgement


One last thing, because it causes real distress. When someone gives less than you asked for, that is not a rejection, a rebuke, or a comment on your work. It is an answer to a question about money, given by a person whose finances you do not know.


Thank them exactly as warmly as you would have thanked a larger gift. This is not a technique. It is simply true that the fifty-dollar gift from someone stretched is worth more than the five hundred from someone who will not notice, and behaving otherwise is both bad manners and bad fundraising.


Worked amounts
Turning your costs into ask levels

Take your real annual cost and break it into units people can buy. For a $5,600-a-year food project:


	Amount	What it buys	Who to ask

	$10/month	A week of stock every three months	Anyone. This is your standard recurring ask.

	$25	Fills the gap for one family for a week	First-time askers, colleagues, acquaintances

	$95	A whole Thursday	Warm supporters, second-time donors

	$250	Two and a half weeks	Close supporters, small businesses

	$500	Five weeks open	Your best relationships

	$1,400	A quarter of the year	Major supporters, after long cultivation



Every one of those numbers means something. “$250” means nothing; “$250, which is two and a half weeks” means a great deal.


Mistake to avoid
Asking for ‘anything you can spare’
It sounds humble and it performs terribly. You will receive the smallest amount the person thinks is socially acceptable, which is usually far below what they would have given to a specific request — and they will often feel vaguely unsatisfied, because you gave them no way to know whether they had helped.

Baby step
Build your ask ladder
Write six amounts, from your standard monthly figure up to your largest realistic gift, and beside each write exactly what it buys. Pin it up. Every ask you make from now on uses one of these six numbers.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Convert your annual cost into unit prices — per week, per person, per session.
	Decide the specific number you will ask your next three people for.
	Practise saying the largest of the three out loud until your voice stops changing.



Checklist
Before naming a number
It is a specific figure, not a range or a hint
It is tied to a concrete result
It is based on their giving history if you have one
It is not based on a guess about their wealth
It is the highest amount you can say steadily
You have a monthly-gift version ready as a fallback
You are prepared to thank a smaller gift just as warmly


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What is the largest number you can currently say out loud without flinching?
	Who have you asked far too little of?
	What does your smallest meaningful unit of work cost?






Chapter 31

Asking Face to Face

The conversation, with full scripts




The one-to-one conversation is the highest-yielding form of fundraising there is, and it is the one beginners avoid hardest. This chapter gives you the words.


Use the scripts as scaffolding, not as text to be recited. Change every phrase that does not sound like you. What must survive the rewriting is the structure: connect, bridge, work, need, ask, silence.


Practicalities before the words


Where. Somewhere the person can talk and think. Their kitchen, a quiet café, a walk. Not a noisy pub, not in front of others, not in a doorway.


When. Ask for the time in advance and say roughly what it is about. "Could I come round for half an hour next week? I want to tell you about where we've got to, and there's something I want to ask you." Ambushing someone under cover of a social visit is a technique that works once per relationship.


Who goes. One person is usually right. Two can work if one has the relationship and one has the detail — but agree in advance exactly who says the number. The commonest two-person failure is that each waits for the other, and nobody asks.


What you take. Your one-page case for support. A pen. Whatever they need in order to give you money today — a form, the bank details, a card reader if you have one. Do not make a person who has just said yes go and find their own way to pay.


The core script, annotated


Conversation script
A first ask to someone who knows you ($250)
[Connect] “How's your mum doing? … Good, I'm glad. And is Sam still enjoying the new job?”
[Bridge] “Look — I said I'd tell you where we've got to with the Thursday table, and then there's something I want to ask you.”
[The work] “We've been open every Thursday since March. About thirty-four households a week now. There's a woman called Marion who's been on the door since the first night — she told me in May it was the first month in two years she hadn't borrowed from a doorstep lender.”
[The need] “The only thing limiting us is stock. We get a lot donated, but the gap costs about $95 a week. Volunteers we've got plenty of.”
[Bridge to ask] “Which is why I wanted to ask you directly rather than send you a letter.”
[The ask] “Would you consider $250? That's about two and a half weeks of us being open.”
[Silence] Count to six. Say nothing. Look at them pleasantly.
[If yes] “Thank you — that genuinely helps. I'll get you a receipt this week, and in about a month I'll write and tell you exactly what it bought.”
[If hesitant] “Of course — would it be easier as $25 a month? It comes to about the same over a year and it's much easier for us to plan around.”
[If no] “That's completely fine, and thank you for letting me ask. Would you like me to keep sending you the updates?”


Conversation script
Four short variants

The $25 ask, to an acquaintance. “We're open Thursdays now — about thirty families a week. Twenty-five dollars covers one family for a week. Would you like to do one?”

The recurring ask. “The thing that would help most isn't a one-off, it's something regular, because then I can actually plan. Would you consider $10 a month? It takes about two minutes to set up and you can stop it whenever you like.”

The ask to someone who has given before. “You gave $50 last spring, and it paid for a fortnight — I should have told you that at the time. We're open an extra evening now. Would you consider $75 this year?”

The ask when you are the one being helped. (Home church, small congregation.) “We need $600 by the end of the month for the boiler. There are fourteen of us. If everyone can find $45 we're there — and if that's not possible for you this month, say so quietly to me and it stays between us.”


Mistake to avoid
Bringing a second person who has never been briefed
Two of you turn up, both nervous, each assuming the other will name the amount. The conversation is warm, thorough, forty minutes long, and contains no ask at all. If you go in pairs, decide in the car who says the number and at what point.

Baby step
Book one conversation
Not “think about who to ask.” Send one message today proposing a specific half hour with a specific person, and say honestly that you will be asking them for something. The message is the hard part; the conversation is easier than the message.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Rewrite the core script in your own words and your own numbers.
	Send one message asking for half an hour.
	Decide what you will take with you so they can give on the spot.



Checklist
Before the meeting
A quiet place where they can think
Time agreed in advance and the purpose flagged honestly
One page of case for support in your bag
The number decided and written down
A monthly-gift fallback ready
A way for them to give immediately
Yes, maybe, and no responses rehearsed


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Who is the one person you most need to have this conversation with?
	What is stopping you from sending the message today?
	When someone asked you face to face for something, what made it feel good or bad?






Chapter 32

Asking in Writing

Letters, emails, and messages that work




Written asking is easier emotionally, scales far better, and forces you to be specific. It also fails silently, which makes it harder to learn from. This chapter gives you the structure and the templates.


The seven-part appeal letter


1. A personal opening line. One sentence that could only have been written to this person. "I hope the allotment survived that storm." If you are sending forty letters, write forty different first lines. It takes twenty minutes and it changes the response rate more than anything else in this chapter.


2. The story. One person, one situation, four or five sentences. Specific, permitted, undramatized.


3. The bridge to scale. One sentence putting the story in context. "There are about thirty households like Marion's coming through the door every Thursday."


4. The need, costed. What is missing and what it costs, in figures.


5. The ask. On its own line. Three amounts, highest first, each tied to a result.


6. How to give. Precisely. Bank details, link, cheque payable to, address. Make it impossible to want to give and not know how.


7. A human sign-off. Your name, handwritten if the letter is printed, and a phone number. Then a postscript — because the postscript is, reliably, the most-read line in any appeal letter. Put your single strongest sentence there.


The letter itself



Dear Jim,

I hope the allotment survived that storm — I thought of your greenhouse when the wind got up.

I want to tell you about Marion. She's been coming to the Thursday table since we opened in March, and she's been on the door helping since the second week. In May she told me it was the first month in two years she hadn't had to borrow from a doorstep lender. She said it in passing, like it was nothing.

There are about thirty-four households like Marion's coming through the hall every Thursday evening.

We're all volunteers — nobody is paid anything, including me. Our only real cost is the food we can't get donated, which runs at about $95 a week, plus $10 for the hall and $190 a year for insurance.

Would you consider $250, which keeps us open for two and a half weeks? Or $95, which covers a whole Thursday? Or $25, which fills the gap for one family for a week?

If a regular amount is easier, $10 a month helps us more than anything, because it's the only money I can actually plan around.

You can transfer to Northside Thursday Table, sort 00‑00‑00, account 00000000, or send a cheque to the address above, or just ring me and I'll come and collect it. We're not a registered charity yet, so I can't give you a tax receipt — but I'll send you a written receipt within a week and, about a month later, a note telling you exactly what your money bought.

With thanks,
Ruth

P.S. If you'd rather come and see it before you decide anything, come any Thursday between six and eight. Marion will make you a cup of tea and tell you what she thinks of my organisational skills.




Email: what changes


Shorter. Half the length. The subject line does the work the envelope used to do: make it specific and human rather than promotional. "Twenty weeks of Thursdays" beats "Support our vital work."


Put the ask above the point where a phone screen cuts off — roughly the first hundred and fifty words. Many people will never scroll.


One link, not five. Plain text, not a designed template with a banner; personal-looking email substantially outperforms marketing-looking email from small organizations, because the marketing look tells the reader they are one of thousands.


Text messages


Only to people who would not be surprised to hear from you. Very short. Never a mass text to your list — it reads as intrusive in a way email does not.


Good use: a follow-up to someone who has already said yes ("here are the details for that transfer"), or a nudge to a warm supporter during a campaign ("we're $265 off the freezer, thought you'd want to know").


Rules for all written asks


One ask per message. Not "donate, volunteer, share, and come to the quiz." Choose one. Every additional request lowers the response to all of them.


Write to one person. "Dear friends and supporters" is a sentence written to nobody. Even a bulk email should be composed as though to a single reader.


Short sentences and ordinary words. Read it aloud. Anything you stumble over gets rewritten.


Say when you will report back. "In about a month I'll tell you what it bought." It is a small promise, it distinguishes you from almost everyone, and — this is the point — you must then keep it.


Send it and follow up. A written appeal without a follow-up captures perhaps half of what it could. Chapter 36 covers this.


Physical letters still work


Especially for older supporters, and especially when handwritten or hand-addressed. A stamped, handwritten envelope in a pile of printed post gets opened first, every time.


They cost money and time, so use them where they will count: your top twenty supporters, your annual appeal, your thank-yous. Email everyone else.


Mistake to avoid
Sending one bulk email to forty people and calling it a campaign
Response rates on a generic, obviously-mass email from a small organization are dismal — often one or two out of forty. The same forty people, sent individually addressed emails with a personal first line and a follow-up ten days later, will commonly produce six to ten gifts. The difference is about ninety minutes of your time.

Baby step
Write one letter to one person
Not a template. One real letter to one real person on your list, with a first line only they could receive. Send it. Then write the next one by adapting it — that is how you produce forty personal letters in an evening.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Draft the seven-part letter for your own organization.
	Write your postscript first — it is the most-read line, so give it your strongest sentence.
	Check that the letter says exactly how to give, in three different ways.



Checklist
Before you send
A personal opening line unique to this reader
One story, with permission
One real cost figure
Three amounts, highest first, each tied to a result
A monthly-giving option
Complete instructions for how to give
A promise to report back, with a timeframe
A phone number and a human name
One ask, not four
A follow-up date in your diary


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	When did you last receive an appeal letter you actually read to the end? What kept you there?
	How much of your writing would you say out loud to someone's face?
	Who on your list should get a handwritten envelope rather than an email?






Chapter 33

Asking a Room

Announcements, presentations, and the collection




Speaking to a group is the fear that outranks all others for many people, and it is also the most efficient ask available — thirty people in two minutes.


The good news: a fundraising talk is not a speech. It is a short, structured, factual request, and it works better when it is plain than when it is polished.


The two-minute structure


Twenty seconds: who you are and why you are standing up. "Most of you know me — I'm Ruth, I run the Thursday table at the hall."


Sixty seconds: one story about one person. Told simply, without dramatics. This is the whole emotional content and you need no more.


Twenty seconds: the number. How many, how often, what it costs.


Twenty seconds: the ask and the mechanism. A specific amount, and exactly how to give it, right now, in this room.


That is it. Two minutes. Do not go to five. Almost every fundraising talk that fails does so by being three times too long.


Make it possible to act in the room


This is where most group asks are lost. You move a room and then give them nothing to do, and by the car park the feeling has dissipated.


Have all of these physically present: envelopes and pens on the seats or by the door; a form for regular giving with the bank details already on it; a sign-up sheet for the list; a QR code on a large card if your community uses phones; and a person standing by the door who is not you, whose only job is to receive things and answer questions.


Say explicitly what to do: "There are envelopes on the chairs. If you'd like to help, put something in one and give it to David on your way out. If you'd rather set something up monthly, the form is on the table and it takes two minutes."


Speaking in a church or congregation


Particular considerations, since much of this book's readership is here.


Clear it with whoever leads, and agree the length before you stand up. Fit the moment — an appeal after a service has a different tone from one at a meeting. Never let it turn into pressure; a congregation is a captive audience and that carries an obligation on the asker.


Say plainly if the collection is separate from the normal offering, so nobody accidentally gives twice or gives to the wrong thing.


And make refusal invisible. Envelopes rather than an open plate. Nobody should be able to see who gave what. In a small congregation this matters enormously — people know each other's circumstances, and a visible plate turns generosity into a performance and poverty into an exposure.


The longer presentation


Occasionally you get fifteen or twenty minutes — a service club, a business breakfast, a community meeting. Same structure, more room to breathe.


Two minutes: who you are and how it started. Five minutes: the work, with two stories. Three minutes: the numbers and how it operates. Two minutes: what you need and what it costs. Two minutes: the specific ask. Then questions, which is where most of the real work happens.


Prepare for questions more than for the talk. The talk you control; the questions decide whether they believe you. Have your answers to the awkward six from Chapter 21 ready, and never bluff a figure — "I don't know, but I'll find out and send it to you tonight" is a strong answer, and then you send it tonight.


Slides, or not


Mostly not. A small organization with a slide deck looks like it is imitating something. You standing up and telling the truth about Thursday is more effective, and less can go wrong.


If you use anything, use two or three photographs on a phone or a printed sheet passed around. Real photographs of real people in your real hall beat any graphic.


Managing the fear of the room


Practical, not inspirational.


Write your first sentence and last sentence out in full and memorize both. The middle can be spoken freely; it is starting and stopping that people fumble.


Get there early and speak to four people individually before you stand up. It converts a mass of strangers into a room with four friends in it, and the physiological difference is remarkable.


Hold something — a card, a page. It gives your hands a job.


Slow down deliberately. Everyone speeds up when nervous. Consciously halving your pace lands you at roughly normal.


And know that they want you to do well. Audiences are not hostile; they are mildly uncomfortable on your behalf and relieved when you are clear and brief.


Conversation script
A two-minute appeal after a service
“Most of you know me — I'm Ruth, and I run the Thursday table down at the hall.”
“I want to tell you about Marion. She started coming in March because she'd run out of food in the last week of the month, which was happening to her most months. By the second week she was helping on the door, and she's been there every Thursday since. In May she told me it was the first month in two years she hadn't borrowed from one of those doorstep lenders. She said it like it was nothing.”
“There are about thirty-four households coming through on a Thursday now. We're all volunteers. Nobody's paid, including me. The only thing we actually need money for is the food we can't get donated, and that's about $95 a week.”
“So here's what I'm asking. There are envelopes on the chairs. Twenty-five dollars covers one family for a week. If you can do that, put it in the envelope and give it to David by the door on your way out.”
“And if you'd rather do something regular — ten dollars a month is honestly the most useful thing anyone can give us, because it's the only money I can plan around. The form's on the table and it takes two minutes.”
“That's all. Thank you.”
Under two minutes. One story, one number, one ask, one mechanism, and a clean ending.


Mistake to avoid
Moving the room and then giving them nothing to do
The talk lands, people are genuinely moved, and then they file out past a table with nothing on it. By the time they get home the feeling has gone and nobody has given anything. Envelopes on the seats. A person by the door. A form for monthly giving. Decide the mechanism before you write the talk.

Baby step
Write the first and last sentence
Just those two, word for word, and memorize them. “Most of you know me — I'm Ruth, and I run the Thursday table” and “That's all. Thank you.” Everything in between can be improvised once you know how you start and how you stop.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write your two-minute talk to the four-part structure.
	Time it. If it runs over two and a half minutes, cut the second story.
	Decide the mechanism: what will physically be in the room for people to act on?



Checklist
Before you stand up
Length agreed with whoever is running the event
First and last sentences memorized
One story, permitted and undramatized
One cost figure
One specific amount named
Envelopes, forms, and a sign-up sheet physically present
Someone other than you receiving gifts at the door
Giving is private — nobody can see who gave what
Answers ready for the six awkward questions


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which room could you speak to this month?
	Who would stand by the door for you?
	What is your one story, and have you asked that person's permission?






Chapter 34

The Psychology of Resistance

Why people hesitate, and how to meet it honestly




When you ask, you will meet resistance. Not hostility — hesitation. Understanding what it actually is transforms your response from defensive to useful.


Here is the key idea, and it is the opposite of what sales training teaches: your job is not to overcome resistance. It is to remove unnecessary uncertainty and then respect the answer.


Resistance is usually a question in disguise


Most hesitation is not "no." It is an unanswered question the person has not articulated. Learn the translations.



	What they say	What it usually means	What actually helps

	“I don't know much about you.”	I need evidence you are real.	Facts, names, an invitation to come and see.

	“Where does the money go?”	I want to give but I need reassurance.	Categories and figures, offered easily.

	“I already support another charity.”	My giving budget is allocated.	Respect it. Ask if they would like updates. Ask again in a year.

	“I can't afford it.”	Often literal. Sometimes: not at that amount.	Offer a smaller or monthly amount once, then stop.

	“Let me think about it.”	I am not ready to decide in front of you.	Agree a specific date to speak again.

	“I need to talk to my husband/wife.”	Usually true, and a good sign.	Offer something they can show them. Agree a date.

	“I don't trust charities.”	Something happened, to them or in the news.	Ask what happened. Listen. Do not defend the sector.

	“I don't want to be pestered.”	A previous organization did exactly that.	State plainly how often you contact people and stick to it.

	Silence, changing the subject	Embarrassment — often, that they cannot give.	Move on gracefully. Never make them say it.




The one you must never push through


Look again at the row about affordability. There is a version of "I can't afford it" that is entirely true, said by someone who is ashamed to say it, often to someone they like.


Offer the smaller option once, lightly. If there is any further hesitation, close it down yourself and take the discomfort onto your own shoulders: "Honestly, forget the money — would you come on a Thursday instead? We could use the hands." Then change the subject and never raise it again.


Pressing here does real harm to a real person for a small sum, and it is the clearest ethical line in fundraising.


How to receive resistance


Do not argue. Arguing converts a hesitation into a position, and positions get defended.


Ask a question instead. "What would you want to know?" or "What happened, if you don't mind me asking?" You will learn something true, and being asked rather than countered dissolves a surprising amount of hesitation on its own.


Answer the actual question, briefly. Then stop. Over-answering signals anxiety.


Give them a way out that costs them nothing. "It's completely fine if the answer's no." Said sincerely, this frequently produces a yes, because the pressure they were resisting was never yours — it was their own discomfort at being cornered, and you have just uncornered them.


Take the first no as information, not as final. But take the second one as final.


Your own resistance


There are two parties to this and the other one is you. Watch for these in yourself.


Pre-refusing on their behalf. Deciding not to ask because "they're probably stretched." You do not know their finances. Asking respects their capacity to decide; not asking makes the decision for them.


Shrinking the number at the last second. Covered in Chapter 22 and worth repeating: decide beforehand.


Hearing hesitation as rejection and retreating. "Let me think about it" is not a no. Most beginners treat it as one and never follow up, which is where a large fraction of unraised money goes.


Getting defensive about the sector. When someone says charities waste money, they are frequently right about some charity. Agree where you can — "some of them do, which is why I'll show you exactly what ours costs" — and move to specifics.


Ethical persuasion, defined


Since this chapter is where the line lives, here it is stated plainly.


Legitimate: giving true information; making the need concrete; naming a specific amount; explaining what a gift achieves; describing real urgency; showing that others are involved; asking more than once, at reasonable intervals; making it easy to say yes.


Not legitimate: manufacturing urgency; implying a relationship is at stake; asking in front of others so refusal is public; exaggerating results; pressing someone who has said no; targeting people whose judgement is impaired; using shame; withholding information that would change their decision.


The distinction is not about strength of feeling. It is about whether the person is deciding with clear eyes.


Mistake to avoid
Treating ‘let me think about it’ as a no
It is not a no. It is a request for time, and it converts to a yes remarkably often — but only if you follow up. Never leave that sentence without agreeing a date: “Of course. May I ring you on Tuesday the twelfth?” Then ring on Tuesday the twelfth.

Baby step
Write your two responses
For the two objections you most fear, write a two-sentence reply that answers the real question and then stops. Say each aloud until it is boring. Boring is the goal — it means you will deliver it calmly.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	List the objections you have actually heard, not the ones you imagine.
	Write down what each one was really asking for.
	Draft your ‘it's completely fine if the answer's no’ sentence in your own words.



Checklist
Meeting resistance well
You asked a question rather than argued
You answered briefly and stopped
You offered a genuine, cost-free way out
You did not press anyone who indicated they were struggling
You agreed a specific date if they wanted time
You asked whether they would like to stay on the update list
You logged what they actually said


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which objection knocks you off balance, and what is it really asking?
	Have you ever pre-refused on someone's behalf?
	Where is your own line on pressure, and have you ever crossed it?






Chapter 35

When People Say No

The chapter that keeps you in the work




You will be refused more often than you are accepted. This is normal, it is permanent, and it is not a sign of anything. Every fundraiser who has ever lived has a longer list of noes than yeses.


What varies between people who continue and people who stop is not the number of refusals. It is what they conclude from them.


The nine things "no" means


Beginners hear one message. There are at least nine, and only the last is about you.


Not now. Bad month, bad year, waiting on something. The commonest by far.


Not this project. They like you and this particular thing does not move them.


Not this amount. Yes at fifty, no at two fifty. Frequently unspoken, because saying "I could do less" is awkward.


Not this method. They will not give online, or by standing order, or to a stranger at a door.


Not from you. Uncomfortable but real: some people find it hard to give to a friend, or to someone they see socially.


Not enough information. They did not understand what you do, and did not want to say so.


Not financially possible. Which they may be too proud to say.


Not interested. Fair enough. Not everyone cares about everything.


Just no. No reason, or none they will give. Also fair enough.


Notice that seven of those nine are about circumstances and one is about interest. Only one — "not from you" — is even slightly personal, and it is rare.


What to do in the moment


Four sentences, in this order, and then leave.


"That's completely fine." Said warmly and immediately. No pause, no visible disappointment.


"Thank you for letting me ask." You mean it. They gave you their time and their honest answer.


"Would you like to stay on the update list?" The single most valuable sentence available after a refusal.


"Is there anyone else you think I should talk to?" Optional, and only if the conversation was warm. People who cannot give often know someone who can, and are pleased to help in a way that costs nothing.


Then change the subject entirely and talk about something else for five minutes before you leave. This prevents the whole encounter from being about the refusal, which is a gift to both of you.


What not to do


Do not ask why, unless they seem to want to explain. Do not counter with a smaller amount immediately — you may offer one alternative, once, gently, and then stop. Do not go quiet and leave. Do not say "no problem, I completely understand, honestly it's fine, I know things are hard" — over-reassurance makes the moment far more awkward than a simple "that's fine."


And do not remove them from your list. This is the most common and most costly mistake after a refusal. A person who said no in March is a person who might say yes in November, and they will certainly not do so if they have heard nothing from you in between.


The distinctions that protect you


Learn to separate these, because collapsing them together is what ends careers in this work.


Rejection is a story about your worth. A no is an answer about money. They feel the same and they are not the same.


Feedback is a no that came with a reason you can use. Treasure it.


Indifference is a no with no energy in it — usually means you approached someone who never cared about the issue. That is a targeting error, not a quality error.


Confusion is a no because they did not follow. Your fault, easily fixed, and worth catching.


Bad timing is the largest category and the one most often misread as rejection.


Diagnosing a pattern


One no is noise. Six noes in a row is data, and here is how to read it.


They all said they liked it but couldn't just now. Timing, or you asked too high. Try a smaller amount or a monthly option.


They asked a lot of questions and then declined. Credibility gap. Go back to Chapter 14.


They were vague and changed the subject. They do not care about the issue. Wrong audience — and this is the most common single cause of a failed appeal.


You cannot actually remember what you said. You probably did not ask. Check the log for a number.


Everyone said yes. Also data: your amounts are too low. Raise them.


Asking again


Yes, you may. Most first-time noes are not lifetime noes.


Reasonable intervals: after "not now," ask again when they said, or in about six months. After "not this project," ask about a different one. After a flat no with no warmth, keep them on updates and ask again in a year, or never — but do not exile them.


The one rule: if someone has said "please don't ask me again," that is permanent, and you honour it completely and immediately. Note it in your list. Persistence past that point is harassment, and it is one of the few things that will genuinely damage your reputation in a small community.


The arithmetic of refusal


A closing thought for the bad afternoon.


Suppose one person in four says yes, at an average of sixty dollars. Then every single ask — including every refusal — is worth fifteen dollars, because you cannot get the yeses without working through the noes.


The three refusals are not failures. They are the cost of the fourth conversation, and they are already priced in. On a bad day, that piece of arithmetic is more useful than any encouragement.


Mini case study
The no that became the largest gift

A community arts group asked a retired builder for $500 towards a kiln. He said no — flatly, with no explanation, in about four seconds. The founder thanked him, asked if he wanted the newsletter, and he shrugged and said he supposed so.

She kept him on the list. He received an update every couple of months for nineteen months and never responded to any of them.

In the twentieth month he telephoned. His wife had died. She had liked the pottery, he said, and had been reading the updates. He gave $4,000 and asked that nothing be named after anybody.

Had the founder taken the no personally and removed him from the list — which is what most people do — none of that would have happened. The updates cost her about four minutes each.


Baby step
Send a thank-you to someone who said no
Find the most recent person who declined. Send two lines thanking them for hearing you out and asking whether they would like the occasional update. Costs you nothing, and it is the move that keeps the door open.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Count your asks and your yeses. Work out your actual rate.
	Check your list for anyone you quietly dropped after a refusal, and put them back.
	Write your four-sentence response to a no and learn it.



Checklist
After a refusal
You said ‘that's completely fine’ immediately and warmly
You thanked them for letting you ask
You offered to keep them on the update list
You did not press or counter-offer more than once
You stayed and talked about something else
You logged which of the nine noes it was
They are still on your list


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What do you tell yourself when someone says no? Is it true?
	Which of the nine meanings have you been mistaking for the ninth?
	Who did you drop from your list after a refusal, and should they go back on?






Chapter 36

Following Up

Where a third of the money actually is




Here is a fact that surprises everyone: a large share of the money raised by any campaign comes from people who did not respond the first time.


They meant to. They read it, thought "yes, I should," put the phone down, and life happened. They are not refusing. They are unfinished, and the only thing standing between them and a gift is a reminder.


Almost nobody sends it, because it feels like nagging. It is not nagging. It is the most reliably profitable ten minutes in fundraising.


The three kinds of follow-up


1. The unfinished. No response to a letter or email. Send a short, friendly note eight to twelve days later. Not a resend — a shorter, warmer version, one paragraph, ending in the ask.


2. The deferrers. People who said "let me think about it." These convert at a high rate and are the easiest follow-up of all, because you agreed a date. Ring on the date. Not before, not three weeks after.


3. The promisers. People who said yes and have not yet given. This is not the same as reneging — usually they simply have not got round to it. Two weeks later: "I'm just putting the accounts together — would it help if I sent the bank details again?" Blame the admin, never the person.


How to follow up without cringing


Give a reason for making contact. Something has moved on: a new number, a deadline approaching, something that happened. "We're at $735 of the $1,000 and the freezer man is holding it until Friday." A reason turns a nag into news.


Keep it much shorter than the original. Three sentences.


Change the medium. Emailed first? Ring or text. A different channel does not read as a repeat of the same message.


Assume goodwill, out loud. "I know you're busy — this is just in case it got buried." True, generous, and removes any implication that they were ignoring you.


Make it effortless. Repeat the details in the follow-up. Do not make them scroll back to find your bank number.


How many times


For a campaign: the ask, one follow-up at ten days, and one final note at the deadline. Three touches. Then stop until the next campaign.


For an individual who has not replied at all: two attempts. If nothing, leave them on the update list and try again next time. Silence is a soft no and does not need to be forced into a hard one.


For someone who agreed a date: on the date. Once. If they do not answer, one more attempt a week later, then leave it.


The rule that keeps you decent: never make someone say no twice. If you have asked twice and heard nothing, stop asking and keep informing.


Follow-up after a yes


Different job, equally neglected, and this is the part that determines whether they give again.


Within 48 hours: thank them.


Within a week: receipt, or written confirmation.


Within a month: tell them what their money bought. Specifically. "Your $250 covered the last week of June and the first two of July — ninety-eight households."


Within six months: an update that asks for nothing.


Almost no small organization does all four. The ones that do have retention rates that look like errors to everyone else.


The follow-up log


Three columns added to your people list: what I promised them, what they promised me, next contact date.


Every Monday, sort by "next contact date" and do whatever is due. It takes ten minutes and it is the difference between a founder who is haunted by a vague sense of things left undone and one who knows exactly where everything stands.


The most valuable sentence in this chapter


"I said I'd get back to you, and I have."


Say that once to somebody and you have distinguished yourself from most organizations they have ever dealt with. Keeping a small stated promise on the stated day is, in the end, the entire foundation of the trust this whole book runs on.


Conversation script
Three follow-up messages
To someone who did not reply (10 days later, different channel): “Hi Jim — short one. We're at $735 of the $1,000 for the freezer, and the chap's holding it till Friday. If you did want to be part of it, $95 covers a whole Thursday. Details below. If not, absolutely no problem and I'll stop mentioning it.”
To someone who asked for time (on the agreed date): “Hi Rachel — you said to ring today, so I am. Have you had a chance to think about it? And if the timing's wrong, just say so, it's completely fine.”
To someone who said yes but has not given (2 weeks later): “Hi Dev — I'm doing the books this week and realised I might not have sent you the details properly. Here they are again. No rush at all.”
Note that all three are short, all three assume goodwill, and all three make it easy to decline without embarrassment.


Mistake to avoid
Sending the same appeal twice
Forwarding your original email with “just following up on this” at the top is the weakest possible follow-up. It contains no new information, so it reads purely as a demand for attention. Write three fresh sentences with something in them that has changed since last time.

Baby step
Follow up on three people
Look at your log. Find three people who never replied, never came back, or said yes and never gave. Send each of them three sentences today. On the balance of probability, one of them will give you money this week.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Add three columns to your list: what I promised, what they promised, next contact date.
	Sort by next contact date and do whatever is overdue.
	Send one follow-up to someone who has gone quiet.



Checklist
Follow-up discipline
Every ask has a follow-up date in the diary
Follow-ups are shorter than the original and contain something new
The channel changes between attempts
Nobody is asked to say no more than once
Everyone who said yes is thanked within 48 hours
Everyone who gave is told what it bought within a month
Every promise you made has a date attached


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	How much unfinished business is sitting in your log right now?
	When did you last keep a small promise exactly on the day you said?
	What stops you from following up — is it politeness, or is it the fear of a definite answer?





Part Six
Every Way to Raise Money
✦
Fourteen methods, each explained the same way: what it is, who it suits, how to start, the steps, what goes wrong, and how to do better. Read the two or three that fit you and ignore the rest until you need them.




Chapter 37

Individual Donations

The foundation everything else rests on




What it is. Money given by one person, directly, because they were asked. No event, no product, no grant application. Just a request and a decision.


Why it matters more than anything else here. It is unrestricted, meaning you can spend it where it is actually needed. It is renewable, because a donor can be asked again. It costs almost nothing to raise. And it is the base on which every other method depends — your event attendees, your monthly givers and your major donors all come out of this pool.


An organization with fifty individual donors and no events is stable. An organization with four events a year and no individual donors is exhausted and fragile.


Who it suits


Everybody, at every stage, permanently. This is the one method nobody may skip.


Advantages and disadvantages



	Advantages	Disadvantages

	Almost no cost to raise	Requires you to actually ask people

	Usually unrestricted	Slow to build in the first year

	Renewable and compounding	Depends on relationships, which take time

	Works at any size	Emotionally harder than most other methods

	Builds a community, not just income	Needs record-keeping from day one




How to start


Step 1. Build the list (Chapter 24). Thirty names minimum.

Step 2. Segment it: who knows you and cares (ask first), who knows you but not the issue (tell the story first), who barely knows you (warm them).

Step 3. Warm the first group with two no-ask contacts (Chapter 25).

Step 4. Decide the amount for each person individually, tied to a unit of work (Chapter 30).

Step 5. Ask — face to face for your best relationships, in writing for the rest.

Step 6. Record every gift the day it arrives.

Step 7. Thank within 48 hours. Receipt within a week.

Step 8. Report what it bought within a month.

Step 9. Keep the update rhythm going between asks.

Step 10. Ask again in six to twelve months, for slightly more, with a reason.


The annual rhythm


Once you have thirty or more donors, most small organizations settle into something like this: two asks a year to the whole list, four or five updates that ask for nothing, personal contact with the top fifteen supporters, and a proper thank-you and report after every gift.


That is roughly twelve pieces of communication a year, of which two are asks. If your ratio is worse than that — if half of what you send is a request — your list will erode.


Retention: the number that actually matters


Getting a new donor is roughly five times harder than keeping one. So the question is not "how many donors did we get?" but "how many of last year's gave again?"


Across the sector, first-time donors are notoriously hard to keep. Small organizations that thank fast and report honestly do far better than average, because the personal touch that is expensive for a large charity is free for you.


Count it once a year. Of the people who gave last year, how many gave this year? If it is under half, your problem is not asking — it is what happens after the gift.


Where it goes wrong


Asking only in crisis, so the relationship is entirely negative. Asking without a number. Not asking at all and hoping the newsletter does the work. Failing to thank, which is the single largest cause of donor loss. Never reporting back, so the gift feels like it went into a hole. Treating small gifts as less worthy of attention than large ones.


How to raise more


Convert to monthly. The highest-value move available. See the next chapter.

Ask for more, with a reason. "You gave $50 last year, which covered a fortnight. Would you consider $75?"

Ask them to bring someone. "Is there anyone you think would be interested?" Your existing donors are your best recruiters.

Report better. Specific reporting demonstrably raises the next gift.

Thank faster. Forty-eight hours. It sounds trivial and it is the difference between a donor and a former donor.


Baby step
Ask five people this month
Not an event, not a campaign. Five individual conversations or letters, each with a specific number in it. This is the method that will still be earning for you in twenty years.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Segment your list into ask-now, warm-first, and not-yet.
	Write the specific amount beside each of your top ten names.
	Check your money log: is anyone unthanked?



Checklist
Individual giving programme
A list of at least thirty people with notes
Every gift recorded the day it arrives
Every donor thanked within 48 hours
Every donor told what their gift bought within a month
Two asks and four or five no-ask updates a year
Retention counted annually
A named amount in every single ask


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	How many of last year's donors gave again this year?
	What proportion of your communication is asking versus telling?
	Which donor have you never properly thanked?






Chapter 38

Monthly Giving

The single most valuable thing a small organization can build




What it is. A supporter sets up a small automatic payment — five, ten, twenty dollars a month — that continues until they stop it.


Why it changes everything. Because it is money you do not have to raise again. Twenty people at ten dollars a month is two thousand four hundred a year that arrives whether or not you have the energy to run a campaign, whether or not you are ill, whether or not it is a bad season.


For a small organization living hand to mouth, predictable income is worth more than its face value. It lets you commit to a lease, promise a family that the Thursday table will still be there in November, and stop making decisions out of panic.


The arithmetic worth memorizing



	Supporters	Each per month	Per year

	100 people	$5	$6,000

	50 people	$10	$6,000

	25 people	$25	$7,500

	10 people	$50	$6,000

	20 people	$10	$2,400




Look at the last row. Twenty people. You almost certainly know twenty people who would give ten dollars a month if you asked them properly, and that alone would transform most organizations reading this book.


Monthly donors also give longer, give more over a lifetime, and are far more likely to respond to an additional appeal at Christmas or in a crisis.


Who it suits


Every organization with more than about fifteen supporters. Especially home churches and community groups, where the members already have a habit of regular giving and simply need a mechanism.


How to set it up, cheaply


Step 1. Choose the mechanism. A standing order from the donor's bank costs you nothing at all — they set it up, no fees, no platform. An online recurring-donation platform is easier for the donor but takes a percentage. Direct debit gives you control over the amount but usually requires registration.


For a very small organization, start with standing orders. Zero cost, zero setup, and the donor stays in control, which many people prefer.


Step 2. Make a form. One side of paper: your bank details, a space for the amount, the date of the month, and their contact details. Include a line explaining they can stop it at any time by telling their bank.


Step 3. Name the programme. "The Thursday Circle." "Friends of the Garden." A named group people join rather than a payment they set up.


Step 4. Set suggested levels tied to results. $5 — a family's gap once a quarter. $10 — a family's gap every month. $25 — a whole Thursday every four months.


Step 5. Ask, in person, one at a time. Monthly giving is not won by newsletters. It is won by a specific conversation with a specific person.


Step 6. Confirm and welcome. When someone joins, write within days. Tell them what they have joined and what to expect.


Step 7. Look after them differently. Monthly donors get more, not less: a report every quarter, first news of anything happening, an invitation to come and see. They are your inner circle.


How to ask for it


Three sentences that work.


"The thing that would actually help most isn't a one-off. It's something regular, because it's the only money I can plan around. Would you consider ten dollars a month?"


Then the two objections and their answers:


"I'd rather keep control." — "You do. It's your standing order, you can stop it in thirty seconds at any time, and I'd never know until it stopped."


"Ten a month doesn't sound like much." — "It's a hundred and twenty a year, which is more than a whole Thursday's stock. And it's worth more than a hundred and twenty, because I can rely on it."


Where it goes wrong


Only asking in writing, which converts poorly. Making the amounts too high — five and ten dollars are the workhorses, not fifty. Setting it up and then treating monthly donors exactly like everyone else, which is the main cause of quiet cancellation. Never asking existing monthly donors to increase. And failing to notice when a payment stops.


How to raise more


Ask every one-off donor to convert. When you thank someone for a one-off gift, mention it once: "if you ever wanted to make it regular, ten a month is the most useful thing anyone gives us."

Run a recruitment push once a year. A month where every conversation includes the monthly ask.

Ask for an increase after two years. Once, politely, with a reason. Many say yes.

Watch for failed payments. Cards expire and accounts change. A friendly note recovers most of them; silence loses them permanently.


Template
The standing order form


Join the Thursday Circle

A small amount every month is the most useful gift we receive, because it is the only income we can plan around.

☐ $5 a month — fills one family's gap every three months

☐ $10 a month — fills one family's gap every month

☐ $25 a month — covers a whole Thursday three times a year

☐ Other: $_______

Please set up a standing order with your bank to:

Northside Thursday Table · sort 00‑00‑00 · account 00000000

Reference: your surname

Your name _______________ Email _______________ Phone _______________

☐ Please keep me on the update list (about six times a year)

☐ Please do not list my name publicly

You control this payment. You can change or stop it at any time by telling your bank — you do not need to tell us, though we would love to know why.




Mistake to avoid
Only mentioning it in the newsletter
Monthly giving converts at a dismal rate in writing and a good rate in conversation. It requires a person saying, to another person, “this is the thing that would help most.” Put the monthly ask into every face-to-face conversation you have for the next three months and watch what happens.

Baby step
Ask three people for $10 a month
Three of your warmest supporters, individually, this month. If all three say yes you have added $360 a year to your income in about forty minutes of conversation, and it will still be arriving in 2030.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Make the standing order form — one side of paper.
	Name your monthly giving circle.
	Write down the three people you will ask first.



Checklist
Monthly giving in place
A named circle, not just a payment option
A one-page form with bank details on it
Suggested levels tied to concrete results
The ask is made in person, not only in writing
New joiners get a welcome within a week
Monthly donors get a quarterly report
Someone checks for stopped payments each month


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	How many people do you know who would give $10 a month if asked properly?
	What could you commit to if you had $200 a month arriving reliably?
	Have you asked your existing one-off donors to convert?






Chapter 39

Fundraising Events

The anatomy of raising money by gathering people




What it is. You gather people, they enjoy something, and money is raised — through tickets, food, a raffle, an auction, a collection, or all four.


What events are actually good at. Not money. Events are the least efficient way to raise cash per hour of effort, and beginners consistently underestimate the cost and overestimate the take.


What they are extraordinarily good at is everything else: recruiting volunteers, finding new supporters, letting people see the work, giving your community something to belong to, and generating the stories and photographs you will use for the next year.


Run events for those reasons and treat the money as a bonus, and you will run good ones. Run them purely for money and you will be disappointed.


Who it suits


Organizations with willing volunteers and a community that gathers — churches, schools, neighbourhood groups, clubs. Poor for a founder working alone; an event run by one exhausted person is the classic route to burnout.


The event ladder


Start at the bottom. Almost everyone who fails at events started three rungs too high.



	Event	Typical take	Effort	Volunteers

	Bake sale after a service	$80–$250	1 week	3–4

	Coffee morning	$100–$300	2 weeks	4–5

	Soup lunch or community meal	$200–$600	3 weeks	5–8

	Quiz night	$300–$900	4–6 weeks	5–8

	Car boot / yard sale	$200–$700	4 weeks	6–10

	Concert or talent night	$400–$1,500	8 weeks	8–12

	Auction or gala dinner	$1,000–$10,000	4–6 months	15+




Those ranges are illustrative and depend entirely on your community. Record your own figures; after two events yours are worth more than any table.


The ten steps


1. Decide the purpose. Money, or recruitment, or visibility? It changes every subsequent decision. An event for money charges properly; an event for recruitment is cheap and welcoming.

2. Set a specific financial goal and a break-even figure. Know both before you book anything.

3. Choose the date carefully. Check what else is on. Avoid school holidays, big matches, and the week before payday.

4. Build the budget before you commit — venue, food, printing, licences, insurance. Write down what you can get donated.

5. Recruit the team and give each person one named job.

6. Work backwards from the date to a timeline. Chapter 51 gives you one.

7. Promote it three times: announce, remind, final call.

8. Run it, with a written run-of-show and two people on money.

9. Follow up within the week: thank everyone, add names to the list, bank and reconcile.

10. Write the event page so next year is half the work.


The four income streams


Most beginners use one and leave money on the table. A well-run small event has four.


The ticket or entry. Your baseline. Price it properly — underpricing is the commonest error.

Something sold on the night. Food, drinks, cakes, a stall.

A game of chance or an auction. Raffle, tombola, silent auction. Frequently out-earns the tickets. Check your local gambling and lottery rules before selling any raffle ticket — requirements vary widely and small groups do get caught out.

A direct ask on the night. Two minutes, a story, envelopes on the tables, someone by the door. Most events skip this entirely, and it is often the largest single line.


Where events go wrong


Spending too much to raise too little. Choosing a date nobody checked. Selling forty tickets to a room hired for a hundred and twenty. Depending on one person who then gets ill. Forgetting the licence or the insurance. No plan for weather. No sign-up sheet, so the event produces money but no supporters. And no follow-up, which wastes most of the value.


How to raise more from the same event


Add the direct ask. Two minutes and envelopes. Frequently doubles the take.

Get the costs donated. Venue, food, prizes. Every donated cost is pure profit and asking is free.

Sell sponsorship. A local business will often pay $100–$250 to have its name on the tickets.

Capture everyone. A sign-up sheet at the door turns a one-off into a supporter list.

Repeat it. The second year is half the work and usually more than the money.


Mistake to avoid
Running an event that loses money and calling it a success
Gross $1,400 feels wonderful until you total the hall, the food, the printing, the prizes and the licence and find you cleared $190 for six weeks of work by eight people. Always calculate net, always calculate hours, and always ask whether five personal asks would have raised more. Sometimes the honest answer is yes — and sometimes the event is still worth it for the volunteers and the visibility. Just decide with the real numbers in front of you.

Baby step
Cost it before you commit
Before booking anything, write two figures on a page: what it will cost, and what you must take to break even. If you cannot see a clear path past break-even, change the plan — not after the deposit is paid.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Choose the smallest event on the ladder that suits your community.
	Write down every cost you can think of, then mark which could be donated.
	Work out your break-even number of attendees.



Checklist
Event go/no-go
Purpose decided: money, recruitment, or visibility
Budget written and break-even known
Date checked against the local calendar
Venue capacity matches realistic attendance
Licences and insurance checked, including for any raffle
Every job has a named person
All four income streams planned
A sign-up sheet exists
A follow-up plan for the week after


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Has an event of yours ever actually lost money? Do you know for certain?
	What could you get donated that you are currently planning to buy?
	Would five personal asks raise more than this event, for less effort?






Chapter 40

Crowdfunding

Online campaigns for small organizations




What it is. An online page with a target, a deadline, and a visible progress bar, promoted mostly through your own networks.


The critical misunderstanding. Crowdfunding does not find you donors. It gives your existing supporters an easy way to give and to share. The "crowd" is your crowd. A campaign launched to an audience you do not have raises nothing, and this is the reason most small-organization campaigns fail.


Who it suits


Organizations with a specific, finishable, photographable goal, an existing network of at least fifty people, and someone willing to post regularly for three or four weeks. Poor for general running costs, which nobody finds exciting.


How to start


Step 1. Choose a concrete thing. A freezer. A minibus repair. Twelve weeks of Saturday sessions. Roof tiles. Not "our work."


Step 2. Get a real cost. An actual quote. Then add the platform fees and any card charges — typically several percent — so that hitting the target actually pays for the thing.


Step 3. Set a target you will hit. Nothing repels giving like a stalled campaign. Better to set $1,000, hit it in week two, and raise a stretch goal than to set $3,000 and finish at 40 percent.


Step 4. Set a deadline. Four to six weeks. Shorter feels rushed; longer loses urgency and exhausts you.


Step 5. Line up 30 to 40 percent privately before you launch. The most important step on this list. Ask six warm supporters to give on day one. A page that opens at $350 of $1,000 behaves completely differently from a page at zero.


Step 6. Write the page. Short. One story, one cost, one clear description of the thing. A photograph of the actual problem — the empty corner where the freezer will go — is worth more than any graphic.


Step 7. Make a video, or do not. Sixty seconds on a phone, you talking, badly lit, standing in the actual place, outperforms a polished production for a small local cause. If you cannot face it, photographs are fine.


Step 8. Recruit five sharers. People who commit in advance to share on the launch day and again at the halfway point.


Step 9. Post updates. Twice a week. Progress, a photograph, a thank-you to named supporters, the amount remaining.


Step 10. Message people individually. This is where the money actually comes from. Public posts remind; private messages convert.


Step 11. Close hard. The last 48 hours reliably produce a surge. Say so plainly: "$180 to go, closes Friday."


Step 12. Deliver visibly. Buy the thing, photograph it, and post the picture. Then thank every donor individually.


Platform fees and the alternative


Platforms charge a fee, and card processing adds more. For a small local campaign there is a legitimate alternative: run the campaign yourself with a simple progress thermometer you update by hand, and take money by bank transfer, cash, and cheque.


You lose the convenience and the ready-made page. You keep every dollar. For a community that is mostly local and mostly known to you, this often works better — and it keeps the donor data in your hands rather than the platform's, which matters more than most founders realize.


Where it goes wrong


Launching to no audience. A target set on hope rather than arithmetic. A vague purpose. Going quiet in week two, which is where most campaigns die. Relying on public posts instead of private messages. Forgetting the fees, so that hitting the target still leaves you short. And never delivering visibly, so nobody trusts the next one.


How to do better


Have a matcher. One supporter who agrees to match every gift up to a limit during a set period. "Everything given before Sunday is doubled" is the strongest single message in crowdfunding.

Break the target into visible units. "Forty tiles at $25." People like buying a thing.

Name people, with permission. Public thanks encourages others and costs nothing.

Keep the list. Export or record every donor who allows it, and add them to your list. A campaign that raises $1,200 and gains you thirty contactable supporters is worth far more than one that raises $1,500 anonymously.


Mistake to avoid
Launching at zero and hoping
A page sitting at $0 after three days is nearly impossible to revive, because every visitor reads it as a project nobody believes in. Ask six people privately to give on day one. Launching at 35 percent is not a trick — it is real support, shown at the moment it will do the most good.

Baby step
Line up the first third
Before you create any page, ask four to six of your warmest supporters to give on launch day. Get their commitment first. If you cannot find six people to back it privately, the campaign is not ready — and that is useful information you have obtained for free.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Choose the specific, photographable thing you will raise for.
	Get a real quote and add the fees.
	Write down the six people you will ask to give on day one, and the five who will share.



Checklist
Crowdfunding launch
A specific, finishable, photographable goal
A real cost including platform and card fees
A target you are confident of hitting
A deadline of four to six weeks
30–40 percent committed privately before launch
Five people committed to sharing
An update plan: twice a week
A plan to message people individually, not just post
A way to capture donor names for your own list
A plan to photograph the delivered result


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Do you actually have an audience, or are you hoping strangers will find you?
	What is the specific object you are raising for?
	Who could act as a matcher for a weekend?






Chapter 41

Online and Social Media Fundraising

Digital tools for organizations with no advertising budget




What it is. Using email, a website, social platforms and online payment to raise money and keep supporters connected.


The honest picture. For a small local organization, social media is a poor direct fundraising channel and an excellent supporting one. It reminds, it reassures, it recruits, and it makes people feel part of something. The money still mostly comes from personal contact and email.


Founders who invert this — who post constantly and never ask anyone directly — work extremely hard for very little.


The order of value


1. Email. By some distance the most valuable digital channel for a small organization. You own the list, it reaches people, and it converts. Build an email list before anything else.


2. A way to receive money online. Bank transfer details, a payment link, a QR code. Not being able to accept money from someone who wants to give is a wound you inflict on yourself.


3. A one-page website. What you do, where, who you are, how to give, how to contact you. That is all. It exists so people who hear about you can check that you are real.


4. One social platform — whichever your actual community uses. One, done consistently. Not four, done sporadically.


5. Everything else. Video, newsletters with graphics, a blog. Only if you enjoy it and have time.


How to start


Step 1. Set up an email address for the organization, not your personal one.

Step 2. Collect email addresses at every single point of contact, with permission and a tick-box.

Step 3. Set up a way to receive money: bank details you can share, and a payment link or QR code if your community uses phones.

Step 4. Build a one-page site. A free site builder is fine. Put the phone number on it.

Step 5. Choose one platform and post consistently — once or twice a week, not five times one week and nothing for a month.

Step 6. Send an email to your whole list every six to eight weeks. Photograph, two paragraphs, one number. No ask most of the time.

Step 7. Ask by email twice a year, properly, using the seven-part structure from Chapter 32.


What to post


The rule of four: for every post that asks for something, post three that do not.


The work happening. Photographs of Thursday. Ordinary, undramatic, real.

People, with permission. Volunteers especially — no consent complications and they love being seen.

Numbers. "Thirty-fourth Thursday. Thirty-one households."

Thanks. Naming supporters, with permission. Recruits others quietly.

Needs that are not money. "Anyone got a spare chest freezer?" These get shared more than anything else and often work.

Honesty. Something that went wrong and what you did. It builds more trust than any success post.


Photographs and consent


Everything from Chapter 12 applies, and more strictly online, because a post is permanent and shareable.


Never photograph someone receiving help without explicit permission, asked separately. Never photograph a child without written guardian permission. When in doubt, photograph the hall, the boxes, the volunteers, the empty chairs at the end of the night. Those pictures are often better anyway.


QR codes and payment links


Worth ten minutes of setup. Put a printed QR code on the table at every event, on the noticeboard, on the back of your one-page case. Some people will give in the moment and never would have got round to a bank transfer.


Check the fees, and be aware that some payment services will not serve organizations without formal registration. Find out before you promise anyone anything.


Where it goes wrong


Spreading across four platforms and maintaining none. Posting only when you want money. Buying advertising, which almost never pays for a small local organization. Waiting for a perfect website before doing anything. Collecting no email addresses. Posting photographs without consent. And believing that a post is an ask — it is not, and people who rely on posts to raise money raise very little.


How to do better


Grow the email list relentlessly. At every event, every session, every conversation.

Message individually. A direct message to a specific person converts many times better than a public post.

Use video badly. Sixty seconds on a phone, in the actual place. Polished video underperforms for small local causes.

Ask supporters to share, specifically. "Would you share this on Thursday?" beats a general hope.

Put a way to give in every single post and email. One link. Every time.


Mistake to avoid
Confusing posting with asking
Three months of consistent posting and $40 raised is a familiar and demoralizing pattern. Posts inform and remind; they very rarely persuade someone to act. The money comes when a person is asked directly, by name, for a specific amount. Use the platform to keep people warm, and then go and ask them.

Baby step
Start collecting email addresses
Make a sign-up sheet and put it out at your next session or event. Two columns: name and email, with a tick-box for consent. The list you build this year is what you will fundraise from for the next ten.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Set up an organizational email address.
	Sort out one way to receive money online and test it yourself.
	Choose your one platform and delete the drafts of the others.



Checklist
Digital basics
An organizational email address
A growing, consented email list
At least one working way to receive money online
A one-page website with a phone number
One social platform, posted to consistently
Three no-ask posts for every ask
Consent obtained for every photograph of a person
An email to the whole list every six to eight weeks


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	How many email addresses do you have, and where are they stored?
	Which platform does your actual community use — not which one you enjoy?
	If someone wanted to give you $20 right now, on their phone, could they?






Chapter 42

Membership and Giving Circles

Turning supporters into members




What it is. People pay a regular amount — annually or monthly — and in return they belong. Sometimes there are small benefits; often the benefit is simply membership itself.


Why it works. Because of the identity principle from Chapter 5. A donation is something you did. Membership is something you are, and people renew what they are far more reliably than they repeat what they did.


Who it suits


Organizations with a defined community and something to belong to: arts groups, community gardens, historical societies, sports clubs, faith communities, animal rescues. Less natural for pure relief work, though a "friends of" circle can still work well.


The three shapes


Simple membership. One annual amount, one status. "$30 a year makes you a Friend of the Garden." Easiest to run.


Tiered membership. Two or three levels — Friend, Supporter, Patron — at rising amounts. More income, more admin. Do not exceed three tiers at your size.


The giving circle. A named group who each give a set larger amount, meet occasionally, and get closer access. Ten people at $250 a year is $2,500 and a group of committed advocates.


How to start


Step 1. Decide what membership actually means. Write it down before you sell it: what do members get, and what do they not get? Do they have a vote? If yes, understand what you are creating — and if no, say so clearly.


Step 2. Set the amount. Low enough that your community can join without thinking hard. For most small organizations, $25–$50 a year is right.


Step 3. Design real but cheap benefits. The best ones cost nothing: a members' update with more detail, first invitation to events, an annual gathering, a named list (with permission), a card, the right to say they are part of it.


Avoid expensive benefits. A membership that costs $30 and delivers a $12 tote bag has raised $18.


Step 4. Name it well. "The Thursday Circle." "Friends of Elmwood." A name people are pleased to say.


Step 5. Launch to your existing supporters. Your first members are people already giving. Convert them.


Step 6. Build the renewal system. This is the part that determines whether membership works. A note a month before renewal, a note at renewal, a note two weeks after. Without it, memberships lapse silently and you lose half of them a year.


Step 7. Deliver the benefits. Every one, on time. A membership with unfulfilled promises is worse than no membership.


Membership in a home church or small congregation


A particular case worth naming. Many small faith communities operate on an unstated assumption that members give. Making it explicit — kindly and without pressure — usually increases both giving and clarity.


What works: an annual conversation, in a group, about what the community costs and what people can commit to for the year. Not a pledge extracted individually. A shared, open discussion of the actual numbers, followed by a private, confidential way for each person to indicate what they will give.


Two protections matter. Nobody's giving is publicly known. And nobody's standing in the community depends on their giving in any way, ever. State both aloud when you do it.


Where it goes wrong


Benefits that cost more than the fee. Too many tiers. No renewal system, so it quietly dissolves. Promising a vote or a say without thinking through the governance consequences. Treating members exactly like non-members, which removes the entire point. And launching to strangers rather than converting existing supporters.


How to do better


Make renewal automatic. Monthly standing orders instead of annual renewals removes the annual cliff entirely and is the single biggest improvement available.

Hold one members' event a year. A cup of tea and an honest account of the year. Costs almost nothing and dramatically improves renewal.

Ask members to recruit. "Do you know anyone who'd like to join?" Members recruit better than any appeal.

Report to members first. News reaches them before it reaches anyone else. That is a real benefit and it is free.


Mistake to avoid
Benefits that cost more than the subscription
Printed newsletters, mugs, tote bags, and branded merchandise routinely consume most of a membership fee, leaving the organization busier and no richer. The benefits people actually value are access, information and belonging — all of which are free to give.

Baby step
Name your circle
Choose a name for your supporter group and one benefit that costs you nothing. Then offer it to five existing supporters. You have created a membership scheme in an afternoon.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Decide what membership means and write it down in three sentences.
	Set the annual amount and the monthly equivalent.
	List three benefits that cost you nothing to provide.



Checklist
Membership scheme
Membership is defined in writing
The amount is easy for your community
Benefits cost you almost nothing
No governance rights promised without thought
A renewal sequence exists: before, at, and after
Monthly payment offered as the default
Members hear news before anyone else
Existing supporters were offered it first


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What would people in your community be proud to say they belong to?
	What can you give members that costs you nothing?
	How would you feel about an open annual conversation about money in your group?






Chapter 43

Business Sponsorship and Local Partnership

Working with the shops and firms around you




What it is. A local business gives money, goods or services, and receives visibility, goodwill, or a genuine connection to the community.


The key shift. This is not charity and you should not present it as such. It is a proposal in which both sides get something. Businesses that sponsor local causes get exactly what they are paying for: their name in front of neighbours, in a context that reflects well on them.


Beginners approach with an apology and a general request for support. Approach with a specific proposal instead and your success rate transforms.


Who it suits


Any organization with a visible local presence, an event, a physical space, or printed materials. Especially good for anything involving children, sport, food or the high street.


What a business can give


Not just cash. Often the non-cash is easier for them to say yes to and worth more to you.


Cash sponsorship of an event or a programme. Goods — food, materials, prizes, stock. Services — printing, accounting, legal advice, van hire, web work. Space — a room, a window, a storage corner. Staff time — a volunteer day. Matched giving on their employees' donations. A collection tin on the counter. Their customer mailing list carrying a mention of you.


How to approach


Step 1. Start where you are already a customer. The baker you buy from, the garage that services the van, the printer you use. Existing relationships convert dramatically better than cold approaches.


Step 2. Find the actual decision-maker. In a small business, the owner. In a chain, the branch manager has a small discretionary budget and the head office has a formal programme — two entirely different approaches.


Step 3. Go in person. At a quiet time of day. Never during their rush. Ask for five minutes.


Step 4. Lead with what they get. "Two hundred families will see your name on the tickets and the banner, and we'll thank you from the front on the night."


Step 5. Make a specific proposal at a specific price. Not "would you support us?" but "would you sponsor the quiz night at $250? Your name goes on the tickets, the posters and the banner."


Step 6. Offer the non-cash alternative if they hesitate. "If cash is difficult, could you donate the raffle prizes instead?" Many will take this and it costs them less.


Step 7. Deliver everything you promised, exactly. Then photograph it and send them the picture.


Step 8. Thank them publicly and privately, and go back next year with the results of the last one.


The sponsorship menu


One page, three levels, tied to real visibility. Keep it simple and do not invent benefits you cannot deliver.



	Level	Amount	What they get

	Friend	$50–$100	Name on the printed programme and a thank-you from the front

	Supporter	$250	The above, plus logo on tickets and posters, plus a social media thank-you

	Main sponsor	$500–$1,000	The above, plus “in association with” on all materials, a banner on the night, and a mention in the local paper




Adjust the amounts to your area. A small town and a city centre are different markets.


Where it goes wrong


Sending a generic letter, which almost never works. Asking without a specific proposal or price. Approaching during their busiest hour. Promising visibility you then forget to deliver. Failing to thank publicly. Not going back the following year — a business that sponsored once will usually sponsor again if asked, and most organizations never ask.


The ethical questions


Decide in advance, in writing, whose money you will not take. Gambling firms, payday lenders, alcohol companies if you work with addiction, anyone whose business is directly at odds with your mission.


Having the policy before the offer arrives is much easier than deciding under pressure with $1,000 on the table.


Also agree what a sponsor does and does not get. They get their name displayed. They do not get a say in what you do, access to your supporter list, or the right to put marketing material in front of the people you serve. Write it down.


How to do better


Report back with numbers. "Two hundred and forty people came, your banner was up all night, and here is the photograph." This is what gets you next year's sponsorship.

Ask for a multi-year commitment after two successful years.

Ask about matched giving. Many medium and large employers will match their staff's donations, and almost nobody asks.

Ask their staff to volunteer. Companies often value this more than writing a cheque, and it gives you labour and future donors.


Conversation script
Walking into a local business
Quiet mid-morning. Ask for the owner by name if you know it.
“Hello — have you got five minutes? I'm Ruth, I run the Thursday table at St Chad's hall. I'm one of your customers, actually, most Fridays.”
“We're putting on a quiz night on the 14th of March. We're expecting about a hundred and twenty people, mostly local families.”
“I wanted to ask whether you'd sponsor it at $250. Your name would be on all the tickets and posters, there'd be a banner on the night, and I'd thank you from the front.”
Silence. Count to six.
If hesitant: “If cash is difficult this quarter, would you consider donating the raffle prizes instead? That'd be a real help and we'd credit you the same way.”
If yes: “Thank you. I'll email you a one-page confirmation of exactly what we've agreed, and I'll send you a photograph of the banner on the night.”
If no: “No problem at all. Could I put a poster in the window?”


Mistake to avoid
The generic letter to twenty businesses
Photocopied, addressed to ‘Dear Sir or Madam’, asking for ‘any support you can offer’. Response rate: approximately zero. Five in-person visits to businesses you already buy from, each with a named price and a specific offer, will outperform a hundred of those letters.

Baby step
Visit one business you already use
Not a cold approach — somewhere you are already a customer. Five minutes, a specific proposal, a specific price. The existing relationship does most of the work.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	List five local businesses you personally buy from.
	Write your sponsorship menu on one page with three levels.
	Write down which industries you will not take money from.



Checklist
Sponsorship approach
You are approaching a business you already have a relationship with
You know the actual decision-maker's name
You have a specific proposal at a specific price
You lead with what they get, not what you need
You have a non-cash alternative ready
You can deliver every benefit you offer
You have a written policy on whose money you will not take
You have a plan to report back with numbers and a photograph


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which businesses do you and your volunteers personally spend money at?
	Whose money would you refuse, and have you written that down?
	Which sponsor from last year have you never gone back to?






Chapter 44

Grants and Foundations

Introduced gently, with a warning




What it is. A trust, foundation, government body or company gives money against a written application, usually for a specific purpose, usually with reporting requirements attached.


The warning first. Grants are the thing new founders reach for first and should reach for last. Here is why.


Most grant-makers will not fund an organization without formal registration, a bank account, a governing document, accounts, and a track record. Applications take many hours. Success rates are frequently low. Decisions take three to nine months. And the money is nearly always restricted, often excludes the running costs you most need, and comes with reporting obligations that consume real time.


Meanwhile the same hours spent on twenty individual asks would have produced unrestricted money this month.


So: build your individual giving first. Add grants in year two or three, as one strand among several. Never build a strategy on them.


When grants do make sense


For a specific project with a defined start and end. For a capital item — equipment, a vehicle, a building repair. When you have a track record and the paperwork to prove it. When there is a small local fund with a simple form and a high success rate. And when you have the capacity to deliver and report on what you promised.


Finding the right ones


Start local and small. Community foundations, town councils, small local trusts, supermarket community funds, local branches of service clubs. These often have simple forms, modest amounts, and far better odds than national funders.


Ask who funds organizations like you. Ring three similar organizations in your area and ask directly. Most will tell you, and it saves weeks.


Read the criteria before you write a word. Do they fund your area, your type of organization, your type of cost? Do they require registration? Is there a minimum or maximum? Most rejected applications were ineligible from the start.


Ring them. Almost every funder will talk to you before you apply, and almost no small organization rings. Ask one question: "Would a project like ours be something you'd consider?" A five-minute call can save you fifteen hours.


The simple proposal


Most small grant applications ask for the same things, and you already have most of them from Part Two.


Who you are. Your mission sentence and how long you have run.

The problem. Your problem paragraph, with a local number.

What you will do. Specific activities, specific numbers, specific timeframe.

Who benefits and how many. Be conservative; you will have to report against this.

How you will know it worked. Simple, countable things: attendance, parcels, sessions held, people who said it helped.

The budget. Itemized, adding up correctly, with a total that matches the amount requested.

What happens after the grant. Funders worry about this. Answer honestly.


Writing well


Answer the question they asked, in the order they asked it. Use their words for things. Be specific and conservative with numbers. Include one short human story. Do not inflate — assessors read hundreds of these and can smell it. Have someone else read it for sense. And submit early; systems fail on deadline day.


The budget


Include everything the project genuinely costs, including the share of insurance, hall hire and transport that belongs to it. Small organizations habitually understate costs out of modesty and then find they cannot deliver.


If the funder allows a contribution to core costs or overheads, ask for it. If they do not, note that in your own planning, because a grant that funds activity but not the electricity to run it can leave you poorer.


When you are rejected


You will be, often. Ask for feedback — some funders give it and it is gold. Check eligibility first, since that is the most common cause. Then either revise and apply elsewhere, or accept that this funder is not for you.


Do not let one rejection change your view of your organization. Grant decisions turn on fit, budget cycles, and internal priorities you will never see.


When you succeed


Do exactly what you said, in writing, on time. Keep the paperwork as you go rather than reconstructing it at the end. Report honestly, including what did not work — funders trust honest reporters and fund them again. Thank them like a donor, because that is what they are. And note the deadline for reapplying.


The trap


Mission drift, and it is worth naming again here because grants are its main cause.


A fund exists for something adjacent to your work. You shape the application to fit. You win. Now a quarter of your effort goes to something your community did not ask for, and when the grant ends you have a programme with no funding and beneficiaries with an expectation.


The test, applied before every application: would we do this if the money were unrestricted? If no, do not apply. Money that pulls you away from your mission is more expensive than no money.


Mistake to avoid
Applying to twenty funders at once with the same text
It feels productive and it is close to useless. Twenty generic applications produce fewer offers than three well-targeted ones written specifically for funders whose criteria you have read and whose office you have telephoned. Grant-making is a matching exercise, not a numbers game.

Baby step
Ring one funder
Find one small local fund, read its criteria, and telephone with a single question: “Would a project like ours be something you'd consider?” Five minutes. It will either save you fifteen hours or give you the strongest possible reason to apply.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Find three local funders and read their criteria properly.
	Ring two similar organizations and ask who funds them.
	Check your eligibility honestly: registration, accounts, governing document.



Checklist
Before you apply
You meet every eligibility criterion
You have telephoned the funder
The project is something you would do with unrestricted money
The budget is itemized and adds up
The numbers you promise are conservative
You have the capacity to deliver and report
Someone else has read it for sense
You are submitting before the final day


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Are you reaching for grants because they fit, or because asking people frightens you?
	What would you have to change about your work to fit the fund you are considering? Is that acceptable?
	Do you have the paperwork a funder will require, and if not, what is the first piece?






Chapter 45

Major Donors

Larger gifts, and the patience they require




What it is. A gift large enough to matter significantly to your organization. For a group raising $6,000 a year, that might be $500 or $1,000. The figure is relative; the relationship is what defines it.


The central principle. Major gifts come from relationships, not from asks. The ask is the last five percent of a process that has usually taken six months to two years. Founders who skip to the ask get refused and conclude that wealthy people are unreachable.


Who they are


Almost never strangers. Your major donors are overwhelmingly people already in your orbit: a long-standing supporter whose circumstances changed, someone who has been giving $100 a year for six years, a person you served whose family wants to say thank you, a local businessperson who has watched you for two years.


Look at your existing list before you look outside it. The most common major-gift error is searching for new wealthy people while ignoring the loyal donor who has never been asked for more.


The cultivation sequence


1. Identify. From your own list. Who has given consistently? Who has increased? Who has asked detailed questions? Who has offered help beyond money? Interest is a better signal than apparent wealth.


2. Learn. What do they care about? What else do they support? What is their connection to your work? Write it in the notes column.


3. Involve. Invite them to see the work. Ask their advice on something real. Ask them to help with a specific problem in their area of expertise. Involvement is the whole engine of major giving.


4. Inform. Personal updates, not the group email. Tell them things before you tell everyone. Make them an insider.


5. Ask. In person, alone, for a specific amount, for something specific, after all of the above.


6. Steward. Report in detail. Continue involving them. Thank them repeatedly, over years. A major donor who is well looked after gives again and often gives more; one who is thanked once and forgotten does not.


How long it takes


For someone already close to you: three to six months. For someone new: a year or more. If that feels slow, remember that the alternative is asking early, being refused, and having to wait even longer to try again.


The conversation


Different from an ordinary ask in three ways.


Listen far more than you talk. Ask what interests them about the work. Their answer tells you exactly what to ask for.


Ask for advice before you ask for money. Genuinely. "We're trying to work out whether to take on the lease. What would you do?" People who have advised you are substantially more likely to fund you, and the advice is often good.


Present a proposal, not a plea. A specific project, a specific cost, a specific outcome, and what their gift would specifically make possible. One or two pages, left with them.


Then the same mechanics as any other ask: a specific number, and silence.


Where it goes wrong


Asking too early, before any relationship exists. Asking too little, which is extremely common — people ask a potential $5,000 donor for $200 and get $200. Treating the person as a wallet, which they will detect immediately and never forgive. Neglecting them after the gift. And letting them shape your programme.


The donor-capture problem


A large gift from a single person creates a real risk, and it is worth thinking about before it arrives rather than after.


If one donor supplies a third of your income, their preferences acquire weight they should not have. Small suggestions become instructions. You start anticipating their views when making decisions. And when they stop — and eventually they will — a third of your income vanishes at once.


Three protections. Keep building the broad base even when a large gift arrives; the temptation is to relax, and it is the wrong instinct. Be clear about what a gift does and does not buy, warmly and early. And if a gift comes with conditions that would change your mission, decline it. That is a hard thing to do and organizations that do it once are permanently stronger for it.


How to do better


Look at your own list first. The loyal $100-a-year donor of eight years is your most likely major gift, and almost nobody asks them.

Ask for more than feels comfortable. The characteristic error is asking far too little.

Bring them close. The single best predictor of a large gift is whether the person has seen the work with their own eyes.

Say thank you for years. Not once. A note at the anniversary of the gift is remembered for a decade.


Mistake to avoid
Asking a potential $5,000 donor for $200
It happens constantly, out of nervousness, and the cost is invisible — they say yes, everyone is pleased, and nobody ever learns what might have happened. If you have spent a year building a relationship, do not undo it in the final sentence. Ask for the amount the project actually needs.

Baby step
Identify three from your own list
Not new people. Three existing supporters who have given consistently, asked questions, or offered help beyond money. Write their names down. Then plan one involving contact with each over the next two months — advice, a visit, an insider update.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Go through your list and mark anyone who has given more than once, or asked a detailed question.
	For your top three, write down what you actually know about what they care about.
	Book one advice conversation.



Checklist
Major gift readiness
The person has seen the work in person
You have asked their advice at least once
You know what they care about specifically
They receive personal updates, not just the group email
You have a written proposal for a specific project
You have decided the amount in advance and it is ambitious
You have a plan for stewardship after the gift
You know what you would do if the gift came with conditions


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Who on your list has quietly supported you for years without ever being asked for more?
	What would happen to you if your largest supporter stopped tomorrow?
	What condition attached to a gift would make you say no?






Chapter 46

Peer-to-Peer and Volunteer Fundraising

Other people asking on your behalf




What it is. Your supporters raise money from their own networks — a sponsored run, a birthday appeal, a coffee morning in their house, a collection at their workplace.


Why it is powerful. It reaches people you can never reach, and it reaches them through someone they trust. A stranger asked by you is a cold approach. The same stranger asked by their own cousin is a warm one.


It also multiplies your capacity. One founder can hold perhaps forty relationships. Ten fundraising supporters can reach four hundred people.


Who it suits


Any organization with at least a handful of committed supporters. Particularly good for congregations, schools and sports communities, where people already have networks that overlap.


The forms it takes


Sponsored activity. A run, a walk, a swim, a silence, a beard shaved. Works because it gives the asker a legitimate reason and a deadline.

Birthday and occasion appeals. "Instead of presents." Very effective, costs nothing, and increasingly normal.

In-memory giving. Collections at a funeral, or an appeal in someone's memory. Handle with great care and always at the family's initiative.

Host a small event. A supporter holds a coffee morning, a supper, a quiz in their home for twelve friends.

Workplace collections. A supporter runs a dress-down day or a bake sale at work.

Simply asking their friends. The unglamorous version, and often the most productive.


How to start


Step 1. Ask directly. The reason most organizations have no peer-to-peer fundraising is that nobody has ever asked anyone to do it. "Would you be willing to ask ten people you know?"


Step 2. Make it specific and bounded. "Ask ten people for $25 between now and the end of March" is doable. "Help with fundraising" is not.


Step 3. Give them everything. A one-page case for support. A suggested message they can adapt. The exact amounts to ask for. The bank details. A photograph they can use. Never send someone out empty-handed to invent your words for you.


Step 4. Give them a target and a deadline. Both. People raise far more with a number and a date.


Step 5. Check in once, in the middle. Friendly, not supervisory. "How's it going? Anything you need?"


Step 6. Thank the fundraiser thoroughly — more thoroughly than the donors, because they did the hard part.


Step 7. Thank their donors too, if you have their details and permission. Those people are now on your list, which is half the value of the whole exercise.


Supporting a nervous fundraiser


Everything in Part Three applies to them, and they have not read it. Expect the same fears.


Give them the words. Tell them the truth that most people are pleased to be asked. Tell them a small total is a fine total. And take the pressure off explicitly: "If you raise $40 that's genuinely useful, and if you raise nothing I'll still be glad you tried."


A supporter who has a bad experience fundraising for you will not do it again, and may withdraw further. Protect them.


Where it goes wrong


Never asking anyone. Being vague about what is wanted. Sending people out without materials. Setting no deadline. Failing to thank the fundraiser properly. Losing the donor details, so the network you just reached vanishes. And putting pressure on a volunteer who is struggling, which costs you the volunteer.


How to do better


Ask everyone once a year. Make it a normal, expected thing rather than an unusual request.

Provide a kit. One page of case for support, a suggested message, a photograph, a sponsorship form, the bank details, and a short "how to ask" note. Twenty minutes to produce and you use it forever.

Celebrate publicly. When someone raises $180 at a coffee morning, say so. It recruits the next three.

Capture the donors. Ask the fundraiser for a list of who gave, with permission, so you can thank them and keep them.


Template
The fundraiser's kit — what to hand over


1. One page about us. Your case for support, unchanged.

2. A suggested message they can adapt: “I'm raising money for the Thursday table at St Chad's — they open the hall every Thursday evening and about thirty families come. $25 fills the gap for one family for a week. I'm trying to raise $250 by the end of March. Would you be able to help?”

3. The amounts to ask for: $25 (one family, one week), $95 (a whole Thursday), $10 a month (regular).

4. A photograph they may use, with consent already obtained.

5. A paper sponsorship form with columns for name, amount, and email — plus a tick-box asking whether we may thank them directly.

6. The bank details and the deadline.

7. One line of reassurance: “Most people are pleased to be asked. If someone says no, thank them and move on — and whatever you raise, we'll be glad of it.”




Mistake to avoid
Sending someone out with no words
“Would you ask a few of your friends?” and nothing else. They do not know what to say, do not know what amount to name, are embarrassed to improvise, and quietly do nothing. Then you conclude your supporters are not willing. They were willing; they were unequipped.

Baby step
Ask one supporter to ask ten people
Choose your most enthusiastic supporter. Give them a target, a deadline, and the kit. One person doing this well will teach you more about peer fundraising than any amount of planning.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write the suggested message a supporter could send.
	Make the sponsorship form with a tick-box for contacting donors.
	Write down three people you will ask to fundraise for you.



Checklist
Peer fundraising kit
One page about the organization
A suggested message they can adapt
Specific amounts to ask for
A photograph with consent already obtained
A sponsorship form that captures donor details and permission
A target and a deadline
One friendly mid-point check-in planned
A plan to thank the fundraiser thoroughly


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Who among your supporters would enjoy this, and have you ever asked them?
	What would you need to hand someone so they could ask on your behalf tomorrow?
	Have you lost the donor details from a supporter's previous effort?






Chapter 47

Church and Home-Church Fundraising

Money in a small faith community




What it is. The particular practices of funding a congregation, house church, fellowship or small spiritual community — where the giving is part of the shared life rather than an appeal to outsiders.


This chapter is written for communities of five to fifty. If you have three hundred members, most of it still applies; you simply have more of everything.


The first principle


Do not imitate the machinery of a large church. You do not need a stewardship campaign with printed brochures, a capital appeal consultant, or a giving pyramid.


What you have instead is closeness: everyone knows everyone, decisions are made in one room, and the money can be entirely transparent. Those are advantages a megachurch would pay a great deal for. Build on them.


The five streams


1. Regular member giving. The backbone. Whether it is called a tithe, an offering, a pledge or a contribution, it is the money that keeps the lights on. Move as much of it as possible to standing orders — it removes the awkwardness of the plate, it survives holidays and illness, and it lets you plan.


2. Special offerings. One-off collections for a specific need — a family in trouble, a mission project, a repair. These raise well because the purpose is vivid and finite. Two or three a year is plenty; more than that and they lose force.


3. Community meals and events. A shared meal that raises money does three things at once: it feeds the community, it raises funds, and it welcomes outsiders. For a small congregation this is usually the most productive event form.


4. Donated goods and labour. Enormous and usually uncounted. The person who does the accounts, the family who provides the space, the member who fixes the roof. Chapter 50 argues that you should count all of it.


5. Outside support. Local businesses, former members, family of members, and people who value what you do in the neighbourhood even if they do not share your beliefs. Small congregations often forget this stream entirely.


Talking about money in a congregation


The healthiest small communities do four things.


They talk about it regularly, not only in crisis. Two or three times a year, calmly, with the actual numbers. Where money is only ever mentioned in emergencies, people learn to dread the subject.


They show everyone the figures. Income, expenditure, what is in hand. In a group of fifteen, everyone should be able to see it. This is both good practice and, in most jurisdictions, wise.


They keep individual giving private. Nobody knows what anyone else gives, and nobody's standing depends on it. Say this out loud when you talk about money. In a small community where everyone knows each other's circumstances, this protection matters enormously.


They separate giving from belonging. Explicitly. A person who gives nothing for a year because they cannot is exactly as much a member as anyone else. If that is not visibly true, your community has a problem larger than its budget.


The annual conversation


A practice worth adopting. Once a year, gather and go through the year's actual costs together. What the space costs, what the mission project costs, what the year ahead requires. Then ask people to consider privately what they can commit to for the coming year, and provide a simple confidential form.


Two things make this work. The numbers are real and complete. And nobody's answer is known to anyone but the treasurer.


Practical arrangements


Two people count every collection. Always, without exception, including in a group of nine. This protects the person who handles the money more than it protects the money.


Use envelopes, not an open plate, if there is any special appeal. Nobody should be able to see who gave what.


Separate the accounts for anything restricted — the building fund, the mission project, the benevolent fund. Money given for the roof pays for the roof.


Have a benevolent fund with a clear, quiet process. Small congregations frequently help members in difficulty, and the help should be dignified, private, and decided by more than one person.


Check what applies to you. Rules on religious organizations, charitable status, tax receipts and reporting vary widely. Find out what your community's obligations actually are.


Where it goes wrong


Silence about money until a crisis. Public giving that shames the poor. One person handling all the cash alone. Spending restricted gifts on general costs. Making the whole budget depend on one or two wealthy members. And, at the other extreme, a spiritual embarrassment about money so complete that nobody ever asks and the community slowly starves.


A closing thought for small communities


Your greatest financial assets are not financial. They are relationship, trust, hospitality, volunteer labour, shared purpose, and the fact that people in your community will do things for each other that no organization could pay for.


Count those. Name them aloud. A house church of fifteen with $400 in the bank, a rota of people who cook for each other, and a member who will drive anyone anywhere is not a poor organization. It is a rich one with a small budget, and the difference matters for how you think about yourselves.


Mistake to avoid
Only mentioning money when the boiler breaks
If every conversation about giving is an emergency, the community learns that money means bad news and braces whenever it comes up. Talk about it calmly two or three times a year, with the real numbers, when nothing is wrong. It is a completely different experience and it produces steadier giving.

Baby step
Show the numbers once
At your next gathering, spend five minutes showing what the community actually costs in a year and what has come in. No ask. Just the facts. In most small congregations this single act increases giving without anyone being asked for anything.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write down your community's real annual costs, including everything.
	Check that two people count every collection.
	Draft the sentence that separates giving from belonging, and decide when you will say it.



Checklist
Healthy money practice in a small congregation
Money discussed calmly two or three times a year
Full figures visible to everyone
Individual giving private
Belonging explicitly separate from giving
Two people count every collection
Envelopes rather than an open plate for appeals
Restricted funds tracked separately
A quiet, dignified process for helping members in need
Regular giving moving toward standing orders


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	When did your community last discuss money without an emergency attached?
	Could a member of your community give nothing for a year and feel entirely equal?
	What non-financial wealth does your community have that you have never counted?






Chapter 48

Legacy and In-Memory Giving

The long horizon




What it is. A gift left in a will, or a gift given in memory of someone who has died.


Why a small organization should think about it at all. Because legacy gifts are frequently the largest a small organization ever receives, because they come almost entirely from long-standing modest donors rather than wealthy strangers, and because the only thing required to receive one is that people know it is possible.


Most small organizations never mention it, and therefore never receive one.


Who it suits


Organizations that expect to exist in fifteen years and have supporters who have been with them a long time. If you are three months old, note this chapter and come back in year three.


In-memory giving: the near-term form


Far more common and far more immediate. When someone dies, their family sometimes asks for donations to a cause instead of flowers.


You cannot solicit this and you must never try. What you can do is make it easy and be ready.


Be findable. Make sure your organization can be identified — a clear name, a website, a phone number that is answered.

Have a simple mechanism. A way for donations to be given and totalled, and for the family to be told the total.

Respond with great care. Contact the family once, warmly, briefly. Thank them. Tell them the total when it is complete. Ask whether they would like to know how the money was used.

Do not add the donors to your marketing list without asking. People who gave at a funeral did so for the family, not for you. Send one thank-you. Include a line offering updates if they would like them. That is all.

Remember the anniversary. A short note to the family a year later, if they welcomed contact, is remembered for the rest of their lives.


Legacies: how to make it possible


Step 1. Be able to receive one. This usually requires a legal identity that will still exist when the will is executed. An informal group cannot easily be left money. If legacies matter to you, this is a strong argument for formal registration.


Step 2. Mention it, quietly and regularly. One line in your annual update: "Some people choose to remember us in their will. If you are considering it, I would be glad to talk about what it would make possible." That single sentence, repeated yearly, is the entire strategy.


Step 3. Make the practical details available. Your full legal name, address, and registration number, so a solicitor can identify you correctly. A wrongly named beneficiary can invalidate a bequest.


Step 4. Never draft anyone's will or advise on it. Always tell people to see a solicitor. This protects them, protects you, and protects the gift.


Step 5. Thank people who tell you. Someone who says they have included you deserves acknowledgement now, while they are alive. Thank them personally, keep in touch, and never treat them differently in a way that feels transactional.


Step 6. Handle the gift with extraordinary care when it arrives. Contact the family. Ask if they would like it used for something particular. Ask whether they would like it acknowledged or kept private. Then use it exactly as intended and tell them what it did.


The ethics


This is the area of fundraising where care matters most, because the people involved are often elderly, sometimes ill, and frequently grieving.


Never raise a legacy in a conversation about someone's illness or death. Never contact a family in bereavement to solicit anything. Never suggest what someone should leave. Never accept a gift from someone whose capacity to decide is in doubt — insist on their solicitor's involvement. And be careful with anyone who is isolated and who has come to depend on your organization for company; the potential for undue influence is real even when nobody intends it.


The test: would this person's family, seeing everything I did, think I behaved well?


Other long-horizon forms


Endowments — a capital sum invested, with only the income spent. Rarely appropriate for a small organization; the sums required to generate useful income are large, and the money is locked away while you have present needs.


Memorial funds — a named fund for a particular purpose, established by a family. Manageable and often meaningful. Agree the terms in writing at the outset, including what happens if the purpose becomes impossible.


Gifts of property or goods — sometimes wonderful, sometimes an expensive liability. A donated building comes with maintenance, insurance and obligations. Take advice before accepting anything you cannot easily dispose of.


Thinking in decades


The real value of this chapter is not the money. It is the shift in horizon.


An organization that talks about legacies is an organization that expects to exist in twenty years, and that expectation changes how you build. You write things down. You train other people. You keep records. You stop being a project and start being an institution.


Your supporters notice that shift, and it makes them more willing to invest — because nobody wants to fund something that will disappear when its founder gets tired.


Mistake to avoid
Contacting a bereaved family to ask for anything
Ever. Under any circumstances. If a family directs donations to you, respond once with warmth and gratitude, provide what they need, and then wait for them. The organizations that get this wrong are remembered in a community for a generation.

Baby step
Write the one sentence
Draft the line you will include in your annual update about remembering the organization in a will. One sentence, unpressured, with an offer to talk. Then use it once a year, every year, and otherwise forget about it.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Check whether your organization could legally receive a bequest as it currently stands.
	Write down your full legal name and details as a solicitor would need them.
	Draft your one-sentence legacy line.



Checklist
Legacy readiness
A legal identity capable of receiving a bequest
Full legal details available for solicitors
One unpressured mention per year in your updates
A policy of never drafting or advising on wills
A warm way of thanking people who tell you in advance
A careful, family-first process for in-memory gifts
A written rule about capacity and undue influence
Advice taken before accepting property or unusual gifts


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Do your supporters know that leaving something in a will is even possible?
	Would your organization exist in fifteen years? What would have to be true for that?
	Have you ever handled an in-memory gift, and did the family hear from you afterwards?






Chapter 49

Fundraising Without Money

In-kind support, and why saving a dollar equals raising one




What it is. Getting the things you need donated instead of buying them — goods, services, space, expertise, labour.


Why this chapter matters as much as any in the book. A dollar you do not have to spend is worth more than a dollar you raise, because it arrives without effort, without fees, and without reporting obligations. Yet almost every small organization spends money on things it could have had for free, because nobody thought to ask.


What can be donated


Very nearly everything. Founders are routinely astonished by this list once they start asking.


Space. Meeting rooms, storage, a garage, a shop window, a church hall, a corner of a warehouse.

Food. End-of-day bakery stock, supermarket surplus, catering for an event, a cake for every stall.

Professional services. Accountancy, legal advice, design, photography, website work, translation. Professionals frequently donate their expertise and are almost never asked.

Printing. Posters, tickets, leaflets. A local print shop will often do a small run free for a cause it recognizes.

Transport. A van for a day, a driver, fuel, deliveries.

Equipment. Tables, chairs, freezers, laptops, tools, sound systems. Businesses replace equipment constantly and often struggle to dispose of the old.

Prizes. For raffles and auctions. The easiest ask in fundraising and the one most likely to succeed.

Advertising. A mention in a local paper, a parish magazine, a company newsletter, a noticeboard.

Labour. Volunteer days from companies, a work party, a skilled trade for an afternoon.

Expertise. Someone to sit with you for an hour and explain how bookkeeping works.


How to ask


Be specific. "Would you donate a chest freezer?" not "do you have anything you could give us?" Specific requests get answered; general ones get sympathy.


Ask the person who can say yes. The manager, the owner, the person whose budget it is.


Explain what it enables. "A freezer means we can take the surplus meat the supermarket offers us, which would double what we can hand out."


Make it easy. Say when you would collect, that you will move it yourself, and that you will handle everything.


Offer credit, and mean it. "We'd thank you publicly." Many businesses value this more than the item cost them.


Make it a habit. Before buying anything at all, ask: could this be donated? Ask that question for a year and you will save thousands.


The three sentences that unlock most of it


"Would you be willing to donate this?"
"Is there anything you're replacing that we could take off your hands?"
"What do you do with the ones you can't sell?"


That last question, asked in a bakery, a supermarket, a furniture shop or an office, has fed more community projects than any grant scheme.


Recording in-kind support


Count it and write it down, at a fair estimate of what you would have paid. Three reasons.


It shows the true scale of your operation. An organization that raises $6,000 in cash and receives $9,000 of donated goods and services is a $15,000 organization, and should say so.


It tells funders and donors something true and impressive: that you multiply what you are given.


And it stops in-kind supporters from becoming invisible. The printer who does your posters free for four years has given you real money and should be thanked accordingly.


Note that accounting treatment of in-kind gifts varies by jurisdiction and by the type of gift, particularly for donated professional services. Record them for your own management purposes always; check the rules before putting them in formal accounts or claiming anything.


Where it goes wrong


Accepting things you do not need, which then occupy space and goodwill. Accepting equipment that costs more to run or repair than to replace. Failing to thank in-kind donors as thoroughly as cash donors. Not recording any of it. And, most commonly, simply never asking — buying things quietly out of the founder's own pocket because asking feels harder than paying.


Saying no to a gift


You are allowed to. A donated piano nobody can move, a car that fails its inspection, three hundred out-of-date tins, a building with a leaking roof — these are costs dressed as gifts.


Decline warmly and offer an alternative. "That's really kind, and honestly we couldn't store it. What would help enormously is…" Most people are not offended and many redirect to something useful.


Worked example
One year of not spending money


	What was asked for	Who was asked	Saved

	Hall for Thursdays	The church, rate reduced to $10	$1,560

	End-of-day bread	Two local bakeries	$2,100

	Posters and tickets	Print shop on the high street	$240

	Chest freezer	Pub that was refitting	$400

	Bookkeeping	A supporter's accountant	$600

	Van, one Saturday a month	Local builder	$720

	Raffle prizes × 14	Fourteen local businesses	$430

	Total	—	$6,050



That organization raised $5,900 in cash that year. It also raised $6,050 by asking. The second number took perhaps eleven conversations.


Mistake to avoid
Buying it quietly out of your own pocket
Founders do this constantly, because paying $40 feels easier than asking for $40 of goods. It hides the true cost of the work from everyone, including future funders; it makes the organization dependent on your personal finances; and it means the local business that would gladly have helped never gets asked and never becomes a supporter.

Baby step
Ask for one thing this week
Pick the item you were about to buy. Ask someone to donate it instead. Use the exact words: “Would you be willing to donate this?” The worst outcome is that you buy it as planned.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	List everything you spent money on last month and mark what could have been donated.
	Choose three businesses to ask for one specific item each.
	Start an in-kind log: what, from whom, estimated value, thanked.



Checklist
In-kind programme
A written list of what you need that could be donated
Specific asks to specific people, not general appeals
An in-kind log with estimated values
In-kind donors thanked as thoroughly as cash donors
Public credit offered and delivered
‘Could this be donated?’ asked before every purchase
A willingness to decline gifts that would cost you more than they save


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What are you paying for that someone in your community would give you?
	What have you bought personally that the organization should have asked for?
	Which local business throws away something you could use?





Part Seven
Running a Small Event
✦
One event, from the first idea to the last thank-you. Everything here scales: a coffee morning and a four-hundred-person dinner use the same bones, and the small one is where you learn them.




Chapter 50

Anatomy of a Small Event

Deciding what you are actually holding




Before any date, venue or poster, answer four questions. Most failed events failed here, weeks before anyone noticed.


Question 1: what is this event for?


There are four honest answers and they lead to different events.


Money. Then you must charge properly, control costs, and include a direct ask. A cheap, welcoming event does not raise much and should not pretend to.


Recruitment. Then keep it free or nearly free, make it easy to walk into, and put your entire effort into capturing names and having conversations.


Visibility. Then hold it somewhere public, invite people who can spread the word, and take photographs.


Community. Sometimes an event exists to strengthen the people who already do the work. That is a legitimate purpose and it should not be judged on income.


You may have a primary and a secondary purpose. You may not have four. Write the primary one at the top of the plan and use it to settle every argument that follows.


Question 2: who is coming, and how many?


Not "the community." Name the groups. Our supporters, the congregation, parents from the school, the quiz crowd from the pub, the volunteers' families.


Then estimate honestly, using the only reliable method: count the people you can name. If you can name forty people who will probably come, expect forty. If you are relying on strangers seeing a poster, expect very few — posters remind people who already know; they rarely recruit.


The commonest event disaster is a room hired for a hundred and twenty and a turnout of thirty-five. It is always caused by estimating from hope rather than from names.


Question 3: what will it cost and what must it take?


Two numbers before you commit to anything.


Total cost, including everything: venue, food, drink, printing, licences, insurance, prizes, decorations, equipment hire, and any deposit you cannot recover.


Break-even: how many people, at what price, before you are level.


Then ask the hard question: how many must attend for this to be worth eight people's evenings for six weeks? If the answer is more than you can name, change the plan now, while changing it is free.


Question 4: who is doing it?


Not "we'll sort it out." Named people with named jobs before you book anything.


If the answer is "mostly me," pick a smaller event. An event run by one person is not an event, it is a health hazard, and it produces a founder who will not do another one.


The six jobs of any event


Every event, from a bake sale to a gala, has these. One person may hold two. Nobody should hold four.


Lead. Holds the plan, makes decisions, knows the whole picture.

Money. Float, takings, counting, banking, reconciliation. Two people on the night.

Venue and logistics. Booking, keys, tables, chairs, setup, teardown, cleaning.

Food and drink. Menu, quantities, purchase, service, allergens, safety.

Promotion and tickets. Posters, messages, invitations, RSVPs, the door list.

Programme. What actually happens, in what order, and who speaks.


Choosing the format


Pick the smallest format that achieves your purpose. Beginners consistently choose one size too large.


Simplest: bake sale, coffee morning, cake stall after a service. One week's notice, three volunteers, minimal cost, almost no risk.

Simple: soup lunch, community meal, film night, games afternoon. Two to three weeks, five to eight volunteers.

Moderate: quiz night, car boot sale, talent show, sponsored walk. Four to six weeks, six to ten volunteers, licences to check.

Ambitious: concert, auction, dinner, festival. Three to six months, twelve or more volunteers, real financial risk.


Do the first one twice before attempting the second. Do the third one well before attempting the fourth. There is no prize for skipping steps and there is a substantial penalty.


The four income streams, planned in advance


From Chapter 39, and worth building into the plan from day one rather than adding at the end:


Entry or tickets. Something sold on the night. A raffle, tombola or auction — check your local rules on lotteries before selling a single ticket. And a direct ask: two minutes, a story, envelopes, someone by the door.


An event that uses all four typically takes two to three times what the same event takes on tickets alone.


Worked example
Quiz night: the numbers before anyone commits


	Costs		Income	

	Hall hire	$60	24 teams × 4 × $5 entry	$480

	Printing (posters, sheets)	$25 (asked, donated)	Bar / soft drinks margin	$140

	Prizes	$0 (donated)	Raffle, 200 tickets at $1	$200

	Raffle licence check	$0	Direct ask on the night	$310

	Drinks stock	$90	Sponsorship (hardware shop)	$250

	Total cost	$150	Total income	$1,380



Net: $1,230. Break-even: 8 teams. Note where the money actually came from: the entry fee is barely a third of it. The direct ask and the sponsorship — the two things beginners omit — are $560 between them.


Mistake to avoid
Booking the venue first
The hall is available on the 14th, so the 14th it is — and now every other decision is being made to fit a date nobody checked, a capacity nobody estimated, and a cost nobody budgeted. Purpose, people, numbers, team. Then book.

Baby step
Write the four answers
One page. What is this for? Who is coming and how many can I name? What will it cost and what must it take? Who is doing which of the six jobs? If any answer is vague, you are not ready to book anything.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write the primary purpose of your next event in one sentence.
	Count the people you can actually name who will come.
	List the six jobs and put a name against each.



Checklist
Before booking anything
Primary purpose written down
Attendance estimated from named people, not hope
Total cost calculated, including deposits and licences
Break-even number known
All six jobs have named owners
The format matches the size of the team
All four income streams planned
Local rules on raffles and food checked


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What is the smallest version of this event that would still achieve the purpose?
	How many attendees can you actually name?
	If two key volunteers dropped out, would it still happen?






Chapter 51

The Timeline

Working backwards from the date




Every event is planned backwards. Put the date at the end and work towards today. What follows is a six-week timeline for a moderate event; compress it for something simpler, extend it for something larger, but keep the order.


Six weeks before


Confirm purpose, date, format, and goal. Book and pay for the venue. Confirm the six job-holders. Write the budget. Check licences and insurance — raffle rules, food handling, public liability, music licensing if relevant. Set the ticket price. Approach sponsors, because they need lead time.


Four weeks before


Announce it publicly — this is your first of three promotional pushes. Print or make posters and tickets. Open ticket sales. Begin asking for donated prizes, food and materials. Confirm anyone who is performing or speaking. Draft the run of show.


Three weeks before


Personal invitations. This is the single highest-return activity in the whole timeline. Not a post — individual messages to the forty people you named. Confirm sponsors in writing. Order or confirm anything with a lead time.


Two weeks before


Second promotional push, with something new in it: the prizes, the menu, a name, a photograph. Check ticket numbers against your break-even and take action now if they are short. Confirm every volunteer and what they are doing. Finalize the food quantities against actual numbers.


One week before


Final promotional push: "last few tickets," "this Friday." Buy everything perishable. Prepare the float in the correct denominations. Write the run of show properly and send it to everyone. Prepare the direct-ask talk. Print sign-up sheets, envelopes, and receipts. Confirm the venue access time and who has keys.


The day before


Collect keys, cash float, and equipment. Do as much preparation as the venue allows. Ring every job-holder and confirm the time. Check the weather and trigger the wet-weather plan if needed. Charge everything. Print the run of show for each person. Pack the box: float, envelopes, pens, sign-up sheets, tape, scissors, first aid kit, phone charger, spare bags.


The day


Arrive at least two hours early. Set up in this order: money station, entrance, seating, food, decoration. Brief every volunteer in one short standing meeting: who does what, where the money goes, what to do if something goes wrong, and who is in charge.


Count the float with two people before the doors open. Then run it.


Immediately after — before anyone leaves


Count the money with two people and both sign. Collect the sign-up sheets. Photograph anything worth photographing. Thank every volunteer personally, that night, before they go home.


The week after


Bank the money and reconcile against your record. Thank sponsors with a photograph. Thank every volunteer in writing. Add every new name to the list. Send donors and attendees a short note with the total raised and what it will buy. Hold the evaluation. Write the event page.


The three promotional pushes


Beginners announce once and then wonder why nobody came. Promotion is not an announcement; it is a rhythm.


Push one (four weeks): the announcement. What, when, where, how much, how to get a ticket.

Push two (two weeks): something new. The prizes, the menu, who is performing, a photograph from last year.

Push three (three to five days): urgency. "This Friday." "Last few tickets."


And running underneath all three: personal invitations. A poster reminds someone who already intended to come. A message from you is what makes them come.


If ticket sales are short at two weeks


Act now rather than hoping. You have four options and all of them are better than doing nothing.


Ring people individually — twenty calls will usually fix it. Extend the invitation to a wider circle. Reduce the scale: fewer tables, less food, a smaller room. Or, if the numbers are hopeless, postpone or cancel while you can still recover the deposit. Cancelling a doomed event is a competent decision, not a failure.


Checklist
The box you take with you

Money: float in small denominations, cash box, two counting sheets, pens, a receipt book, the card reader and its charger.

Door: ticket list, sign-up sheets, name badges, envelopes for the direct ask, your one-page case for support.

Practical: tape, scissors, string, bin bags, cloths, paper towels, spare bulbs, extension lead, first aid kit, phone charger.

Paper: run of show for every job-holder, allergen list, emergency numbers, venue contact, evacuation route.

Just in case: spare cash, a spare set of keys, an umbrella, and the phone number of whoever holds the deposit.


Mistake to avoid
Announcing once and hoping
One post, four weeks out, and then silence. On the night, eighteen people. Promotion needs three pushes with something new each time, and it needs individual invitations underneath — because almost nobody has ever attended an event solely because they saw a poster.

Baby step
Write the timeline backwards
Put your event date at the bottom of a page and work upwards through the six stages. Put every dated item into your calendar today, including the three promotional pushes. The calendar does the remembering so you do not have to.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write your backwards timeline with real dates.
	Put the three promotional pushes in the calendar now.
	Check what licences and insurance your event needs.



Checklist
Timeline in place
Every stage has real dates in a calendar
Three promotional pushes scheduled
Personal invitations planned for three weeks out
A ticket-sales checkpoint at two weeks with actions ready
Licences and insurance confirmed
Run of show written and circulated a week ahead
The box packed the day before
Evaluation and event page scheduled for the week after


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What is your cancellation deadline, and what would trigger it?
	Who is making the personal invitations, and to whom?
	What do you always forget? Put it on the box list now.






Chapter 52

Money on the Day

Handling cash so that nobody can ever wonder




This chapter protects two things: the money, and the reputation of the person handling it. The second matters more, and small organizations routinely fail to protect it.


In a group of friends, controls can feel like an insult. They are the opposite. Controls exist so that nobody — ever, under any circumstances — has to wonder about anyone. A treasurer without controls is a person who cannot be exonerated.


The rules


Two people, always. Two people count the float. Two people count the takings. Two people sign the sheet. This is the single most important rule and it applies at a bake sale as much as at a gala.


Count the float before the doors open and write it down. You cannot know what you took if you do not know what you started with.


One money station. One place where money is taken, or as few as possible. Every additional cash point is an additional place for confusion.


Never leave cash unattended. Not for two minutes. Not in a coat. Not on a table while someone helps a guest.


Empty the box periodically during a busy event. Move the surplus to a secure bag, count it, record it, and keep only a working amount at the front.


Count before anyone leaves. Not at home, not tomorrow. On the night, in a quiet room, two people, both signing.


Bank it as soon as possible. The next banking day. Cash sitting in someone's house is a risk to the money and to them.


Reconcile against expectation. Tickets sold, raffle tickets issued, and takings should roughly agree. If they do not, find out why now, while people remember.


The counting sheet



Event: Quiz night · Date: 14 March

Float at open: $80.00 · counted by ________ and ________

Takings: Entry $____ · Bar $____ · Raffle $____ · Donations $____ · Card payments $____

Total counted: $____ · Less float: $____ · Net raised: $____

Expenses paid in cash on the night: $____ (receipts attached)

Counted by ________________ and ________________

Banked on __________ by ________________




Card payments and phones


A card reader typically increases takings noticeably, because many people carry little cash. It costs a small percentage and usually a modest one-off price for the device.


If you use one: test it before the event, check the venue's signal, have a backup plan for when it fails, and make sure the person operating it knows how. Note that some payment providers require formal registration — check before you promise anyone anything.


Raffles, tombolas and auctions


Direct and important: rules on lotteries, raffles and prize draws vary widely by country and often by state or province. Some small raffles held entirely at an event are exempt. Others require registration or a licence. Alcohol as a prize is restricted in many places. Selling tickets in advance is treated differently from selling them on the night.


Find out what applies to you before you print a single ticket. A phone call to your local licensing authority takes ten minutes. Getting it wrong can cost you a fine and, worse, your standing in the community.


Practical points that apply nearly everywhere: number the tickets, keep the stubs, draw in public, record the winners, and have someone independent draw the tickets.


Petty cash and reimbursements


Money spent on the day comes out of the accounts, not out of the takings. Do not pay for the extra milk from the cash box and hope to remember.


Anyone who spends their own money gets it back, and gets it back properly: a receipt, a written record, and a payment. This includes the founder. Especially the founder — an organization whose true costs are hidden inside one person's bank account cannot be understood, budgeted or handed on.


If money goes missing


It happens, usually through error rather than theft. Handle it calmly and by process.


Recount. Check the reconciliation for an obvious mistake. Check receipts and cash payments. Write down what you find. Tell whoever is responsible for governance — a co-founder, a committee, a treasurer.


Do not accuse anyone informally, do not investigate by rumour, and do not let it go unaddressed. If a genuine loss cannot be explained, record it honestly and change the process so that it cannot recur. And if you are ever in doubt about the scale, take advice — some jurisdictions require charities to report serious incidents.


Mistake to avoid
One trusted person handling all the money alone
It is not that they will steal it. It is that if $60 goes missing to a miscount, there is no way to demonstrate that they did not, and in a small community that shadow can last for years. Two people, every time, both signing. Insist on it especially when the person is you.

Baby step
Print the counting sheet
Make the counting sheet from this chapter and take it to your next event, even if it is a cake stall taking $40. Establishing the habit while the sums are trivial is far easier than introducing controls later, when introducing them looks like suspicion.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Decide who your two money people are.
	Ring your licensing authority about raffle rules if you plan one.
	Check whether you have any reimbursements outstanding — including your own.



Checklist
Money handling on the day
Float counted and recorded by two people before opening
One money station, staffed at all times
Cash never left unattended
Box emptied to a secure bag during busy periods
Counted on the night by two people, both signing
Takings reconciled against tickets sold
Banked at the next opportunity
All cash expenses receipted, not taken from the box
Raffle rules checked with the licensing authority
Reimbursements paid properly, including to the founder


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Could you prove, today, exactly what came in at your last event?
	How much of your own money is currently inside the organization, unrecorded?
	Who would you tell if money went missing, and what would you do first?






Chapter 53

Volunteers on the Day

Getting help, briefing it, and keeping it




Volunteers are the reason a small organization can do anything at all. They are also the resource most casually wasted — recruited vaguely, briefed poorly, thanked inadequately, and then lost.


Recruiting


Ask individually. A general appeal for helpers produces almost nobody. A direct request to a named person produces a yes about half the time.


Ask for a specific, bounded job. "Would you run the raffle table from seven to nine on the fourteenth?" People say yes to defined tasks and avoid open-ended ones, because open-ended commitments are frightening.


Say how long it will take. Honestly. Then do not overrun it.


Ask more people than you need. Some will drop out. Aim for about one and a half times your requirement.


Ask people who have said no to money. Frequently they were embarrassed and would love to give time instead.


The confirmation call


Two or three days before, contact every volunteer personally. Confirm the time, the place, the job, and what to wear or bring.


This single step prevents most no-shows. People forget, or assume they were not really needed, or are quietly anxious about turning up. A short friendly call resolves all three.


The briefing


Ten minutes, standing up, everyone together, before the doors open. Cover exactly six things.


Who is in charge — one name, said out loud, so nobody has to guess who to ask.

Who does what — each person's job, said in front of everyone so they know who to hand things to.

The shape of the evening — when things happen.

Where money goes — all cash to one place, one person.

Practicalities — toilets, fire exits, first aid, allergens, where to put coats, when they can eat.

What to do if something goes wrong — find the lead, do not improvise with money or safety.


Then ask if anyone has a question. Someone always does, and it is always something you had not thought of.


Giving people the words


Volunteers on a door or a stall will be asked what your organization does. If they cannot answer, you lose the conversation and they feel foolish.


Give every front-facing volunteer three things: your one-sentence mission, one specific fact ("about thirty families a week"), and permission to say "I don't know — ask Ruth, she's over there." That third one relieves an enormous amount of pressure.


During the event


Check on people. Feed them. Give them breaks. Notice who is struggling and move them.


And be visible. A lead who disappears into a back room leaves everyone uncertain. Walk the room. Answer questions. Say thank you as you pass.


Thanking, which is where most organizations fail


On the night, personally, by name, before they leave. Not a general announcement. Find each person and say something specific: "The raffle table was brilliant — you must have sold three hundred tickets."


Within three days, in writing. A message or a note. Include what the event raised and what it will pay for, so they know what their evening produced.


Publicly, with permission. Name volunteers in your update. It costs nothing and it recruits the next ones.


And ask them back. The commonest reason people stop volunteering is not that they were unhappy. It is that nobody asked them again.


Keeping volunteers over time


Four things, in order of importance.


Make them useful. Nothing drives people away faster than standing around. Have a real job for everyone, and if you have over-recruited, send some home warmly rather than leaving them idle.


Tell them what happened. Volunteers want to know the outcome as much as donors do. Most never find out.


Give them more responsibility over time. The person who ran the raffle well should be asked to run the whole stall next year. Progression is how volunteers become leaders, and leaders are how you eventually stop doing everything yourself.


Respect the boundaries they set. Someone who said "two hours" gets two hours. An organization that quietly expands what it asks of people loses them, and loses them permanently.


Safeguarding and safety


Brief and direct. If your event involves children or vulnerable adults, find out what checks and policies apply where you are, and follow them. Do not leave one adult alone with children. Have a named person responsible for safety on the day. Know where the first aid kit and the exits are, and make sure everyone else does too.


This is not bureaucracy. It is the minimum owed to the people in your care and to the volunteers who could otherwise be placed in an impossible position.


Conversation script
Recruiting one volunteer
“Hi Maria — I've got a specific favour to ask.”
“We're doing the quiz night on Friday the 14th. Would you run the raffle table from seven till about nine?”
“It's selling tickets and then helping with the draw at half eight. You'd be sitting down most of it, and there'll be someone with you.”
“Two hours and then you're free — I'll not keep you past nine.”
Silence. Let them answer.
If yes: “Thank you. I'll message you Wednesday to confirm, and I'll send you a note about what to say if people ask about us.”
If no: “No problem at all. If you fancy just coming as a guest instead, I'd love to see you there.”


Mistake to avoid
Asking a room for helpers
“We'll need a few people on the night — let me know if you can help!” Nobody replies, because a general request belongs to nobody. Ask six people individually for six specific jobs and you will get four yeses. It takes twenty minutes and it is the difference between a staffed event and a founder doing everything.

Baby step
Ask one person for one bounded job
Name the task, name the hours, name the date, and say when they can leave. Then confirm two days before. Those two contacts are the entire technique and they work almost every time.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	List the specific jobs your next event needs, with hours.
	Ask one person for one of them today, by name.
	Put the confirmation calls in your calendar for two days before.



Checklist
Volunteers ready
Each job defined with times and a named person
Recruited individually, not by general appeal
One and a half times the required number asked
Confirmation contact made two or three days before
Ten-minute briefing planned covering the six points
Front-facing volunteers given the mission sentence and one fact
Food, breaks and finish times arranged
Personal thanks planned for the night and in writing after
Safeguarding and first aid arrangements in place


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Who volunteered for you once and was never asked again?
	Do your volunteers know what the last event raised?
	Which volunteer is ready for more responsibility than you are giving them?






Chapter 54

Hospitality and Atmosphere

Making people glad they came




An event that raises money and leaves people cold has taken cash and spent goodwill. An event people enjoyed brings them back, brings their friends, and makes the next ask easy.


Atmosphere is not expensive. It is almost entirely made of attention.


The first ninety seconds


People decide how they feel about an event in the first ninety seconds, and almost nothing later changes it. So invest disproportionately in the door.


Someone warm at the entrance who greets people, ideally by name. Clear signage from the street — more than you think, and at eye level. A simple, obvious process for paying and getting in. Somewhere to put coats. And a drink in their hand within two minutes.


Put your friendliest person on the door, not your most organized. The organized one should be at the money table.


The problem nobody plans for: arriving alone


The single most uncomfortable experience at any event is walking into a room where everyone appears to know each other. Many people will not come at all because they anticipate it.


Solve it deliberately. Have someone whose actual job is to notice people standing alone and introduce them to somebody. Give them a script: "Have you met Dev? He's been coming since the beginning." Seat people rather than leaving them to negotiate a table. And if there is a task available — handing out sheets, pouring tea — giving a lone arrival something to do is the kindest thing you can offer them.


The five cheap levers


Light. The biggest transformation available for the least money. Overhead fluorescent lighting makes any room feel like a waiting area. Lamps, candles where permitted, or fairy lights change a hall completely for very little.


Sound. Music before people arrive and during quiet moments prevents that awful early-evening silence when eleven people are standing about. Have something playing before the doors open. Check any music licensing requirements for public events.


Seating layout. Round tables produce conversation; rows produce audiences. Fewer chairs than people produces movement and mingling; too many chairs produce a sparse-looking room.


Smell. Coffee, baking, soup. Powerful, free, and almost never considered.


Something to look at. Photographs of your work on the walls. Not posters — real photographs of real people doing the thing. They give people something to talk about and they quietly make your case all evening.


Food, in proportion


Food is where small events most often lose money and most often gain goodwill. Get the balance right.


Do less, better. A soup and good bread beats a mediocre buffet of nine things, and costs a quarter as much to produce.


Ask for it. A "bring a plate" supper, donated bakery stock, cakes from twelve people. Donated food is the single biggest cost saving available at any event.


Quantities. For a two-hour reception, plan four to six small items per person. For a meal, one main portion plus a quarter extra. Run slightly short on food and slightly long on drink rather than the reverse — leftover food is wasted money.


Allergens. Label everything. Have a written list of what is in each dish and a named person who knows. This is a legal requirement in many places and a matter of safety everywhere.


Food safety. Temperature control, hand washing, separate boards, and covered transport. Check what registration or training your jurisdiction requires for serving food to the public — requirements differ for a private gathering and a public event, and for hot food and cold.


The programme


Keep it short and keep it moving. The commonest atmosphere failure is speeches that overrun.


Nobody speaks for more than five minutes. Including you. Especially you.

Two speakers maximum.

Put the direct ask early-to-middle, not at the end. People leave, and by the end the ones who remain are tired.

Have a defined ending. Say when it finishes and finish then. An event that dribbles out leaves a flat memory.


Ending well


A clear closing moment: a thank-you, the raffle draw, the total announced. Then somebody at the door saying goodnight and thank you to each person as they leave.


That last touch takes one person twenty minutes and is disproportionately remembered. People leave feeling seen, which is what they actually came for.


Mistake to avoid
Speeches that overrun
Three speakers, eleven minutes each, at the point in the evening when everyone is warm and talkative. The room goes flat and does not recover. Two speakers, five minutes maximum, placed while energy is high. If you have more to say, put it on a sheet on the tables.

Baby step
Fix the door
Assign your warmest person to the entrance with one instruction: greet everybody, and notice anyone who arrives alone. That single decision improves an event more than any decoration you could buy.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Decide who is on the door and who is on lone arrivals.
	Plan the lighting: what can you bring that is not the overhead fluorescents?
	Write your allergen list and name who is responsible for it.



Checklist
Hospitality
A warm named person on the door
Clear signage from the street
A drink in hand within two minutes
Someone assigned to look after people arriving alone
Lighting improved beyond the venue default
Music playing before the doors open
Photographs of the work on the walls
All food labelled with allergens, with a named responsible person
Two speakers maximum, five minutes each
A defined ending and someone saying goodnight at the door


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	When did you last attend an event and feel awkward? What would have fixed it?
	What can you borrow that would transform the room?
	Who is the warmest person in your organization, and are they on the door?






Chapter 55

Telling the Story on the Night

The two minutes that raise the most money




Almost every small event leaves money on the table by not making a direct ask. People came, enjoyed themselves, paid for a ticket and some raffle tickets, and went home — never having been told what the organization needs or given a way to help.


The direct ask is frequently the largest single income line at a well-run event, and it takes two minutes.


Why it works at an event


Everyone in the room has already self-selected. They bought a ticket. They are in a good mood, among other people who care, with the work in front of them. This is the most receptive audience you will ever have, and you have their attention for a defined moment.


The two-minute talk


Same structure as Chapter 33, adapted to a room that is having a nice time.


Twenty seconds — thanks and who you are. Thank them for coming, name the volunteers, name the sponsor. Do this properly; it is not filler, it is what makes the room warm to you.


Sixty seconds — one story. One person, told simply. This is the whole emotional weight of the evening and it needs no embellishment. If it makes you slightly emotional to tell it, that is fine and people will not mind.


Twenty seconds — the number. What it costs and what is missing. "Ninety-five dollars a week. That's the whole thing."


Twenty seconds — the ask and the mechanism. A specific amount and exactly what to do about it, right now, in this room.


Then stop and let the evening resume. Do not linger. Do not repeat yourself. The best fundraising talks end slightly before people expect them to.


The mechanism — where events lose the money


You have moved the room. If there is nothing for them to do in the next four minutes, the feeling will dissipate before they reach the car park.


Have all of this physically present, and say where it is:


Envelopes and pens on every table, before people sit down. A monthly giving form on each table too, since this is the best moment of the year to recruit regular donors. A named person receiving envelopes, standing somewhere obvious. A card reader if you have one. A QR code on a card on each table. And a sign-up sheet at the door for anyone who wants updates but is not giving tonight.


Say it plainly: "There are envelopes on the tables. Twenty-five dollars covers one family for a week. Put something in and give it to David by the door on your way out. And if you'd rather do something regular, the green form is the most useful thing anyone can fill in tonight."


Timing


Not at the start — people are still arriving and settling. Not at the end — people have left, and those remaining are tired.


Put it about a third to halfway through, at a natural pause: after the meal, between quiz rounds, before the raffle draw. Energy is high, everybody is present, and there is still time for them to act.


Who should speak


Not automatically the founder. Consider the alternatives, which are often stronger.


A person you have served, if they genuinely want to and have not been pressured, is the most powerful speaker available. Their consent must be entirely free, they must control what they say, and they must be able to withdraw at any point up to the moment.


A volunteer speaking about what it is like to do the work. Easy, safe, and very effective.


A donor saying why they give. Peer endorsement, and it recruits others in the room.


You, telling the founding story. Always works, and worth alternating with the others so it does not become the same speech every year.


The photographs and the display


Do not use slides. Do put your work on the walls — a dozen printed photographs with one-line captions, hung where people queue for drinks or food.


These work on people all evening, without anyone having to speak, and they give strangers something to talk to each other about. Cheap, effective, and reusable at every future event.


After the ask


Announce the total before the evening ends if you can. "The envelopes came to six hundred and forty dollars — that's nearly seven weeks." A room that hears its own result feels the effect of what it just did, and that feeling is what brings them back next year.


Then thank people individually as they leave, and follow up in writing within the week with the final figure and what it will buy.


Try this today
The table card

Make one card for every table. Cost: almost nothing. It works on people for the whole evening without anyone having to say a word.


THE THURSDAY TABLE

Every Thursday, 6–8pm, St Chad's hall.
No forms. No eligibility test. Just tea and food.

$25 fills the gap for one family for a week

$95 covers a whole Thursday

$10 a month is the most useful gift we receive

Envelopes are on the table. Give them to David by the door.
The green form sets up a monthly gift — it takes two minutes.

Thank you for coming tonight.




Mistake to avoid
Never asking, because it felt rude at a party
This is the most expensive courtesy in fundraising. Everyone in that room bought a ticket to support you; they are not ambushed by being told what you need. Two minutes, one story, one number, envelopes on the tables. Organizations that add this to an existing event routinely double their take.

Baby step
Put envelopes on the tables
Whatever else you change, do this. Envelopes and pens on every table before people sit down, and one named person by the door to receive them. It costs a few dollars and it is the highest-return decision available at any event.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write your two-minute talk to the four-part structure.
	Decide who will speak — and consider someone other than yourself.
	Design the table card and decide who is receiving envelopes.



Checklist
The direct ask at an event
Two-minute talk written and timed
One story, with permission, told simply
One cost figure and one specific amount
Placed a third to halfway through, at a natural pause
Envelopes and pens on every table before people sit
Monthly giving forms on the tables
A named person receiving envelopes by the door
A table card on every table
Photographs of the work on the walls
A plan to announce the total before the end


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Has an event of yours ever ended without anyone being asked?
	Who could speak on the night who is not you?
	What is the one sentence you most want the room to remember?






Chapter 56

The Week After

Where half the value of an event actually is




The event is over. Everyone is tired. Nobody wants to think about it for a fortnight.


This is precisely when about half the value of the whole undertaking is either captured or lost, and it is why so many organizations run good events and grow no stronger.


Within 24 hours


Bank the money. Cash should not sit in a house.

Reconcile. Counted total against tickets sold, raffle stubs, and expected takings. Do it while people can still remember anything unusual.

Thank the volunteers in writing. Every one, personally, with the total raised so they know what their evening produced.

Post one photograph and the total. Publicly. It thanks everyone at once and it is the best possible advertisement for next year.


Within three days


Thank sponsors properly. A note with a photograph showing their banner or their name on the tickets, plus the attendance figure and the total raised. This is what secures next year's sponsorship, and almost nobody does it.

Thank anyone who donated goods or prizes. Individually and by name.

Return everything borrowed. Cleaned, on time, with a thank-you. Small reliability, read as large reliability.

Add every new name to the list. From the sign-up sheets and the ticket list, with the consent status recorded.


Within a week


Thank everyone who gave on the night. Anyone whose name you have — envelope donors, monthly sign-ups, raffle buyers who left details.

Send the attendee note. Short. What was raised, what it will buy, thank you for coming. Include one photograph. No further ask.

Welcome the new monthly donors properly. These are the most valuable people who walked through the door.

Settle every expense. Pay the venue, reimburse everyone who spent their own money, file the receipts.


Within two weeks: the evaluation


One hour, with the people who ran it. Hold it even if the event went badly — especially then. Six questions:


What did we actually raise, net? Gross minus every cost. Say the real number out loud.

How many hours did it take, across everyone? Add it up honestly. Divide the net by the hours. That figure is uncomfortable and extremely useful.

What else did we get? New names, new volunteers, new monthly donors, photographs, stories, visibility. Often this outweighs the money.

What went wrong? Everything, without blame. The purpose is the list, not the fault.

What would we change? Three specific things.

Do we do it again? Yes, no, or yes-but-differently. Decide now while the evidence is fresh, not in eleven months from memory.


The event page


Then write it up: one or two pages, filed where anyone could find it.


Date and format. Timeline with what happened when. Every cost, itemized. Every income line. Net. Volunteer jobs and who did them. Suppliers and contacts with phone numbers. What went wrong. The three changes. Attendance. And what to do differently next time.


That page is what turns an event into an asset. Next year it saves twenty hours and prevents four mistakes, and it means the event can be run by someone who is not you.


Judging honestly


Take the net figure and the hours figure together. An event that netted $400 for a hundred and twenty volunteer hours raised about $3.30 an hour, and the same hours spent on twenty personal asks would very likely have raised more.


That does not automatically mean the event was wrong. It may have recruited two volunteers, gained thirty names, signed up four monthly donors, and shown three hundred people that you exist. Those are real returns that a personal ask does not produce.


What matters is deciding with the actual numbers in front of you rather than on the strength of a pleasant evening. Some events should be repeated. Some should be replaced. Some should be smaller. You cannot know which without the page.


If it went badly


Thirty people came instead of a hundred, and you lost sixty dollars.


Do four things. Tell your supporters, briefly and without drama — "the quiz raised $180, less than we hoped; the hall cost more than we'd been told, and here's what we're changing." Nearly everyone respects this and a few will give because of it.


Hold the evaluation anyway. Write the page anyway. And book one small, reliable, low-risk thing within a month, so that the failure sits in a sequence rather than at the end of one.


Mistake to avoid
Skipping the evaluation because it went badly
The failed event is the one with the most to teach, and it is the one nobody wants to discuss. Skipping the hour means the same mistake will be made again next year by people who genuinely do not know it was made before. Hold the meeting. Write the page. Be kind about it and be specific.

Baby step
Book the evaluation before the event
Put the one-hour evaluation in the calendar at the same time you book the venue, with the same people. Booked in advance, it happens. Left to be arranged afterwards, it never does.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write the six evaluation questions on a card and keep it with the event plan.
	Check whether every name from your last event ever made it onto your list.
	Check whether your last sponsors were ever properly thanked.



Checklist
The week after
Money banked and reconciled within 24 hours
Volunteers thanked in writing with the total
Sponsors thanked with a photograph and figures
Everything borrowed returned, cleaned, on time
Every new name added to the list with consent recorded
All attendees sent the total and what it buys
New monthly donors welcomed
All expenses settled and everyone reimbursed
Evaluation held within two weeks
Event page written and filed
Next year's date decided


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What did your last event actually net, and how many hours did it take?
	What did you gain besides money, and did you count it?
	Is there an event you keep repeating out of habit that the numbers do not justify?





Part Eight
When Things Go Wrong
✦
Everything that fails, why it fails, and what to do about it. Read this part before you need it. The organizations that survive are not the ones that avoid trouble; they are the ones that recognize it early.




Chapter 57

The School of Hard Knocks

Twenty-two mistakes, and how to survive each one




What follows is the standard catalogue of errors made by new organizations. You will make several. That is not a moral failing; it is the ordinary cost of doing something you have not done before.


For each: what happens, why, how to prevent it, and what to do now.


1. Asking too much, too soon

A stranger is asked for $500 in the first conversation and says no, sometimes coldly. Cause: impatience, or a crisis. Prevention: warm before you ask (Chapter 25). Now: apologize for nothing, thank them, stay in touch, ask again in a year.


2. Asking too little

Far more common and entirely invisible. You ask $25 of someone who would have given $500. Cause: not wanting to impose. Prevention: decide the number in advance and pick the highest you can say steadily. Now: nothing this year. Ask higher next time, with a reason.


3. No clear goal

"We're fundraising" with no target, deadline or purpose. Nothing happens. Prevention: every campaign gets a number, a date and a finishable purpose. Now: name the object and the deadline today.


4. Poor record-keeping

You cannot say who gave what or whether they were thanked. Prevention: the four files from Chapter 16. Now: reconstruct what you can from bank statements and start properly from today. Do not wait for a clean slate.


5. Forgetting to thank

The single largest cause of losing donors. Prevention: a routine, not a decision — 48 hours, every time. Now: thank them late, and say so: "This should have reached you in March. I'm sorry." Almost everyone forgives a late apology; nobody forgives silence.


6. Never reporting back

They gave, heard nothing, and concluded it went into a hole. Prevention: a report within a month, always. Now: send a late report covering everyone. It is never too late and it frequently revives lapsed donors.


7. Overcomplicating the event

A gala with catering and an auction when a soup lunch was needed. Prevention: the event ladder in Chapter 39. Now: cut the scale while it is still cuttable.


8. Spending too much to raise money

Gross $1,400, costs $1,210. Prevention: budget and break-even before booking. Ask for everything to be donated. Now: total it honestly and decide whether to repeat.


9. Choosing the wrong method

A grant application when twenty personal asks were the answer. Prevention: Part Six, and matching method to your actual assets. Now: stop, and do the thing you can do this month.


10. Asking the wrong audience

Approaching people with no connection to your issue. Prevention: ask people who know you or already care. Now: rebuild the list from your warmest circle outward.


11. Unclear messaging

People cannot repeat what you do. Prevention: the mission sentence and the picture test. Now: ask three supporters to describe you and rewrite based on what they say.


12. Promising too much

"Every dollar goes to the families." "We'll have the centre open by June." Prevention: under-promise, over-deliver. Now: tell people what changed and why, before they notice.


13. Poor volunteer coordination

People turn up with nothing to do, or nobody turns up at all. Prevention: named jobs, confirmation calls, a ten-minute briefing. Now: apologize to anyone whose time you wasted, and ask them back with a defined role.


14. Burning out the founder

Chapter 62 in full. Prevention: delegate one thing a quarter, protect one day a week. Now: stop something. Anything. Today.


15. Not measuring results

No idea what worked. Prevention: record income and hours for every activity. Now: start counting the three simplest things you can.


16. Mixing personal and organizational money

Serious, common, and dangerous even when entirely innocent. Prevention: a separate account from the earliest possible moment. Now: separate them this month and document what happened. Get someone else to review it.


17. Failing to document donations

Cash gifts unrecorded and unreceipted. Prevention: the money log; two people count everything. Now: reconstruct, record, and change the process publicly so it is visible that you did.


18. Neglecting compliance

Raffle without a licence, food without registration, data without consent, or claiming a tax status you do not have. Prevention: one afternoon finding out what applies to you. Now: stop the activity, get advice, correct it, and disclose if disclosure is required.


19. Depending on one donor

Chapter 72. Prevention: keep building the base even in the good years. Now: work out what percentage your largest supporter provides and start reducing it.


20. Holding too many events

The calendar fills, the volunteers tire, the community stops coming, and the actual mission gets less attention than the fundraising. Prevention: two good events a year beats five mediocre ones. Now: cancel one.


21. Not cultivating between campaigns

Silence for five months, then an urgent appeal. Prevention: the six-to-eight-week update rhythm. Now: send an update that asks for nothing.


22. Waiting until you are ready

Months spent on a website, a logo, a plan — anything but asking. Prevention: recognize preparation-as-avoidance. Now: ask one person for $25 today.


The five questions to ask about any mistake


What actually happened? Facts, not feelings. Write it down.

Why did it happen? Usually a missing system, not a bad person.

How could it have been prevented? Specifically.

What do we do now? Repair, disclose, apologize, correct.

What system stops it recurring? This is the only question that has lasting value. A mistake that produces a new checklist has paid for itself.


The difference between a mistake and a failure


A mistake is an event. A failure is a conclusion you draw about yourself. Only the first one actually happened.


Every organization you admire has a private history of exactly these twenty-two errors. What separates them from the ones that closed is not that they made fewer. It is that they wrote them down, fixed the process, and kept going.


What would you do?
Four situations

1. You realize you told forty people that “every dollar goes to the families,” and you have just paid $190 for insurance out of donations. What now?

2. A volunteer counted the raffle money alone and the total is $40 short of the ticket stubs. She is your oldest friend. What now?

3. A donor gave $300 for children's books eight months ago. You spent it on the hall to keep the doors open. What now?

4. You promised a funder you would run 24 sessions. You ran 15. The report is due next week. What now?

In all four cases the answer has the same shape: disclose it yourself, before you are asked; state plainly what happened; say what you are changing; and where restitution is possible, offer it. Every one of these situations is survivable if handled that way, and every one of them becomes serious if concealed.


Baby step
Write your own list
Go through the twenty-two and mark the ones you have already made. Then write the single system that would have prevented each. That short list is your improvement plan for the year, and it is more useful than any strategy document.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Mark the mistakes you have already made.
	Pick the one that is still costing you and fix the system today.
	Send one late thank-you or one late report.



Checklist
Learning from a mistake
The facts written down, without blame
The cause identified as a system, not a person
Repair or restitution offered where possible
Disclosed voluntarily rather than discovered
A specific change made to prevent recurrence
The change written down where others can see it


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which mistake are you currently making and pretending you are not?
	What have you concealed that would be better disclosed?
	Which of your mistakes produced a system? Which produced only guilt?






Chapter 58

The Early Warning System

Seeing trouble while it is still small




Most organizational disasters were visible months before they arrived. What was missing was not information but the habit of looking.


This chapter builds that habit into ten minutes a month.


The nineteen risks


Read this list once and mark which ones apply to you now. Most organizations have two or three live at any time.


Cash flow. Money arriving after it is needed, even when the annual total is fine.

Event cancellation. Weather, venue failure, illness, a clash.

Low attendance. Ticket sales short with two weeks to go.

Donor fatigue. Falling response to appeals that used to work.

Volunteer burnout. The same six people doing everything, and one of them is quieter than usual.

Unexpected expenses. The boiler, the van, the insurance renewal nobody diarized.

Reputational damage. A rumour, a complaint, a photograph used without consent.

Communication failure. Three months of silence to your list.

Technology failure. The laptop with the only copy of the donor list.

Fraud risk. One person handling money alone.

Poor documentation. Nobody but you knows how anything works.

Legal or regulatory problems. Unlicensed raffles, unregistered food, consent not obtained.

Single-source dependence. One donor, one grant, one event carrying you.

Seasonal downturn. The predictable quiet months nobody planned for.

Economic downturn. Giving falls and need rises simultaneously.

Leadership transition. The founder ill, moving, or exhausted.

Loss of key volunteers. The one who does the accounts, the one with the van.

Loss of major donors. The person who gives a third of your income moves house.

Mission drift. Doing things nobody in your community asked for.


The five questions for any activity


Before any event, campaign or commitment, five minutes:


What could go wrong? List everything, however unlikely.

How likely is it? High, medium, low.

How bad would it be? Annoying, expensive, or serious.

What can we do beforehand? The cheap prevention.

What is the backup? If it happens anyway.


Anything both likely and serious gets dealt with now. Anything unlikely but serious gets a backup plan. Everything else gets noted and ignored.


The ten-minute monthly check


Add this to your weekly half-hour once a month. Ten questions, honest answers.


1. How much is in the bank, and how many weeks does it cover?

2. What is our largest single source, and what percentage is it?

3. When did we last contact the whole list?

4. Is anyone unthanked?

5. Which regular donors have stopped?

6. Who is doing too much?

7. What is due in the next 60 days — renewals, insurance, deadlines, reports?

8. Is anything happening that would embarrass us if it were public?

9. Could someone else run this if I disappeared for a month?

10. Are we doing anything nobody asked us to do?


Ten minutes. Most months everything is fine and you close the notebook. The month something is not fine, you find out while it is still cheap.


The specific warning signs


Sensations that reliably precede trouble.


You avoid opening the bank app. You have stopped sending updates because there is no good news. One volunteer has gone quiet. You are dreading an event you used to enjoy. You are hoping a particular donor renews. You cannot remember whether someone was thanked. You are avoiding a specific conversation. And you have started saying "we'll sort it out" about things that need sorting out now.


Every one of these is data. Treat the feeling as the alarm it is.


The reserve


The single most effective protection against most of this list is money in the bank that is not spoken for.


A common aim is three months of running costs. For most small organizations that is unreachable in year one and worth working toward from year two. Even two weeks of costs held back changes how decisions get made, because it removes the panic from a bad month.


Build it deliberately: name it, protect it, and put a small amount aside from every surplus. And tell your donors you are doing it. Most understand perfectly — nobody wants the organization they support to close because of one bad quarter.


The contingency conversations


Three conversations to have while nothing is wrong, because they are impossible to have well in a crisis.


Who takes over if I cannot continue? Name someone. Make sure they can access the accounts, the list and the passwords.

What would we cut first? Decide the order of retreat in advance so that panic does not choose for you.

At what point would we stop? Uncomfortable and clarifying. An organization that knows its floor makes better decisions above it.


Mistake to avoid
Only one person knows how anything works
The passwords, the bank, the list, the suppliers, the arrangement with the hall — all in one head. Then that person gets ill for three weeks and the organization stops. Write down how things work, share the access, and name a second person. This is the cheapest insurance available and almost nobody buys it.

Baby step
Do the ten-minute check
Answer the ten questions today, honestly, in writing. Most founders find at least one thing they have been avoiding. That thing is the most valuable output of the exercise.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Answer the ten monthly questions.
	Write down who could take over if you disappeared, and what they would need.
	Diarize every renewal, deadline and insurance date for the next twelve months.



Checklist
Early warning in place
The ten-minute check happens monthly
Every activity gets the five risk questions
Someone other than you can access accounts, list and passwords
All renewals and deadlines are in a calendar
The largest single income source is known as a percentage
A reserve exists or is being built deliberately
The order of retreat has been decided in advance
A successor has been named


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What are you currently avoiding looking at?
	How many weeks could you operate on what is in the bank?
	Which volunteer has gone quiet, and have you asked them why?






Chapter 59

When Fundraising Stops Working

Diagnosis, not panic




Income falls. The appeal that worked last year raises half. Nobody comes to the event. The instinct is to work harder at the same thing, and it is almost always wrong.


Falling income is a symptom. This chapter finds the cause.


The twelve diagnostic questions


Work through these in order. The answer is usually in the first five.


1. Did we stop communicating? Look at the dates of your last six contacts with the whole list. If there is a three-month gap, you have your answer. This is the most common cause by a wide margin, and it is the easiest to fix.


2. Did we stop thanking? Check the thanked column. Donors who were not thanked do not give again, and they will never tell you why.


3. Did we stop reporting? Do your donors know what their last gift bought? If not, giving again feels like giving into a hole.


4. Did the audience change? People move, age, change churches, lose jobs. A list built four years ago may be half stale. When did you last add thirty new names?


5. Did the message change? Compare this year's appeal to the one that worked. Founders drift toward abstraction over time — "our vital work" replacing "thirty families on a Thursday." Get specific again.


6. Did the mission become unclear? Ask five supporters to describe what you do. If the answers vary widely, that is the problem.


7. Are we asking too often? More than two or three asks a year to the same people, without updates in between, produces fatigue. Count your asks against your non-asks.


8. Are we asking too vaguely? Is there a specific number and a specific purpose in the appeal? Vagueness is the commonest silent killer of response rates.


9. Are we asking the wrong people? Has the list drifted toward people with no real connection to the issue?


10. Did the economy change? Sometimes it is simply the case that everyone has less. This is real, and it usually means smaller gifts rather than fewer donors — check which pattern you are seeing.


11. Did we become too dependent on one thing? If the annual event carried you and this year it rained, the problem is not fundraising. It is concentration.


12. Did something damage trust? A rumour, a complaint, a mishandled situation. This is the hardest to see from inside. Ask someone honest and slightly outside.


Read the pattern, not the total


The shape of the decline tells you the cause.



	Pattern	Likely cause

	Fewer donors, same average gift	Retention problem — thanking, reporting, contact

	Same donors, smaller gifts	Economic, or you stopped naming amounts

	Sharp drop in one month	An event failed, or a major donor stopped

	Slow decline over two years	Communication and list decay

	New donors fine, repeats poor	Nothing wrong with the ask; the follow-up is broken

	Repeats fine, no new donors	The list is not growing — you have stopped meeting people




You cannot read the pattern without records. This is what the money log is for.


The three fixes that solve most of it


Fix one: contact everyone with no ask attached. A real update, a photograph, a number, a thank-you to the community. Send it to your whole list including lapsed donors. This alone frequently restores a substantial share of lost income, because most lapsed donors did not decide anything — they simply drifted in your silence.


Fix two: ring your top twenty. Not to ask. To say thank you and to ask how they are. You will learn more in twenty conversations than in any amount of analysis, and several of them will give.


Fix three: get specific again. One story, one number, one amount, one deadline, one finishable purpose. Vagueness accumulates quietly over years and specificity has to be deliberately restored.


What not to do


Do not send more appeals. If the problem is fatigue or silence, more asking accelerates the decline.

Do not manufacture an emergency. It works once. It costs you the community.

Do not chase a big grant to solve it. Slow, unlikely, and it does not address the underlying relationship problem.

Do not go quiet out of embarrassment. Silence is what caused it. More silence deepens it.

Do not blame donors. "People just don't give any more" is almost never true and it stops you looking at the fixable causes.


When it is genuinely the world


Sometimes the diagnosis is that everyone locally has less money and there is nothing wrong with your fundraising at all.


Then: reduce costs before increasing effort. Shift emphasis toward in-kind support, which holds up better in hard times. Ask for smaller amounts more accessibly. Protect the reserve. Tell your supporters the truth about the position — honesty during a hard year builds loyalty that lasts a decade.


And reduce scale deliberately rather than by collapse. An organization that decides to run three Thursdays a month instead of four has made a decision. One that simply fails to open one week has had an accident. Donors and beneficiaries respond very differently to those two things.


Mistake to avoid
Sending more appeals to a tired list
Income is down, so you send another appeal, which performs worse, so you send another. Each one accelerates the decline and confirms to your supporters that you only ever want money. The counter-intuitive fix is to stop asking for six weeks and send two genuine updates that ask for nothing.

Baby step
Send the no-ask update
Before you do anything else about falling income, write one honest update to your entire list — including everyone who has lapsed — with a photograph, a real number, and a thank-you. No ask of any kind. Then wait two weeks before deciding anything else.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Look up the dates of your last six contacts with the whole list.
	Work out whether you have fewer donors or smaller gifts.
	Choose five supporters to ring this week for no reason but to say thank you.



Checklist
Diagnosis before action
The dates of your last six list contacts are known
The pattern identified: fewer donors, or smaller gifts
The thanked column checked for gaps
Ask-to-update ratio counted
Five supporters actually asked what they think
A no-ask update sent to the whole list including lapsed donors
No new appeal sent until the diagnosis is made


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	When did you last contact everyone without asking for anything?
	Is the problem that people stopped giving, or that you stopped talking?
	What would a stranger notice about your organization that you cannot see?






Chapter 60

Reputation, Rumour and Skepticism

Protecting the only asset you cannot insure




Trust is your working capital. It takes years to build, it can be damaged in a week, and no amount of money replaces it.


In a small community, reputation is also unusually concentrated: eleven people talking to each other constitutes public opinion, and it moves fast.


Ordinary skepticism, and how to answer it


Most doubt is not hostility. It is ordinary caution, and it deserves a plain answer.


"Is this legitimate?" Names, an address, a phone number, and an invitation to come and see.

"Where does the money go?" Categories and figures, offered easily.

"Won't this fizzle out like the last one?" "Possibly. Here's how many weeks we've run so far, and here's what we've put in place so it doesn't depend on me."

"Isn't the council supposed to do this?" "Probably. They don't. People still need to eat this month."

"Aren't you just doing this to feel good about yourself?" "Partly, yes. It also feeds thirty families."


Notice the pattern: concede what is true, answer with specifics, do not become defensive. Defensiveness is what people read as evidence of something to hide.


When there is a rumour


Someone is saying the money is not going where you claim, or that you are paying yourself, or that the founder is difficult to work with.


Find out what is actually being said. Ask someone who will tell you the truth. Rumours are usually more specific and more mundane than you imagine.


Check whether it is true. Honestly. A surprising number of rumours are distorted versions of a real problem, and the real problem is the thing to fix.


Respond with facts, in public, once. "I've heard a few people ask about this, so here are the numbers." No indignation. No naming anyone. Just the information.


Do not chase it. Pursuing a rumour spreads it. Answer it once, well, in a place people will see, and then let your record speak.


Fix whatever made it plausible. If people wondered whether the money was handled properly, it is usually because one person was handling it alone. Change that, and say you have changed it.


When you have actually done something wrong


Different situation, and the handling determines everything.


Disclose it yourself, quickly, before it is discovered. This single decision separates organizations that survive from those that do not.

State plainly what happened. No passive constructions, no minimizing.

Say what it cost and who was affected.

Make restitution where possible. Refund, replace, repair.

Say what you have changed. Specifically, not "we will review our procedures."

Report it where you must. Some jurisdictions require charities to report serious incidents. Find out what applies to you before you need to know.


People are remarkably forgiving of errors that are owned immediately, and remarkably unforgiving of small errors that were concealed. The concealment is always the greater offence.


Handling a complaint


From a beneficiary, a volunteer, a donor or a neighbour.


Acknowledge it within two days. Listen fully before responding. Do not defend in the first conversation. Find out what happened from more than one source. Tell them what you found and what you are doing. And write it down, including the outcome.


Have a simple complaints route, written down and visible: who to contact, and who they can go to if the complaint is about that person. In a small organization, that second route is essential and almost always missing.


The slow ways reputations are built


Reputation is not a communications exercise. It accumulates from small acts that are individually trivial.


Returning what you borrowed, cleaned and on time. Replying within a day. Turning up when you said. Correcting a figure you got wrong before anyone notices. Thanking people who could not help you. Refusing money you should refuse. Saying "I don't know" instead of guessing. Speaking well of other organizations, including ones you compete with for the same funds.


That last one is worth its own sentence. In a small community, an organization that is generous about its neighbours is trusted, and one that briefs against them is not.


The two rules


Never say anything about your organization that would embarrass you if the whole community read it. They effectively will.


Never let a small dishonesty stand. Rounding thirty-one families up to "nearly fifty." Implying registration you do not have. Taking credit for a partner's work. None of these feel serious in the moment, and all of them are the seed of the thing that eventually costs you everything.


Mistake to avoid
Going quiet when something goes wrong
The instinct is to say nothing until it blows over. It does not blow over; it becomes the story, because silence is read as confirmation. Disclose it yourself, in plain words, quickly, with what you are changing. That is not a risky strategy — it is the only reliable one.

Baby step
Write the complaints route
Three lines: who to contact with a concern, how, and who else they can go to if the concern is about that person. Put it where volunteers and beneficiaries can see it. Almost no small organization has this, and it is the difference between a problem raised early and a problem discovered late.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write down your answer to ‘where does the money go?’ and check it is specific.
	Write the complaints route and decide where to display it.
	Identify one small dishonesty in how you describe yourselves and correct it.



Checklist
Reputation protection
Plain, specific answers ready for the five common doubts
A visible complaints route with an alternative contact
Two people on all money handling
Nothing claimed that is not true — registration, numbers, results
A policy of disclosing errors before they are discovered
Knowledge of what serious incidents must be reported where you are
A habit of speaking well of other local organizations


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What is the least true thing you currently say about your organization?
	If someone had a complaint about you personally, who would they take it to?
	What would you do tomorrow if a rumour started today?






Chapter 61

Mission Drift and Donor Capture

Keeping the organization pointed at what it is for




Two failures that look like success while they are happening. Both begin with money arriving.


Mission drift


What it is. The organization gradually does work it was not founded to do, because that work was fundable.


How it happens. Never in one step. A grant exists for something adjacent. You write the application, telling yourself it is close enough. You win. You deliver, which takes real effort. It goes reasonably well. Next year you apply again, because you now have a track record in it. Eighteen months later a third of your capacity is committed to something nobody in your community asked for, and the original work is quietly under-resourced.


Why it is hard to see. Every individual step is defensible. The drift is only visible in aggregate, which is why you must look at the aggregate deliberately.


The test


Would we do this if the money were unrestricted?


Apply it before every grant application, every partnership, every new programme. If the honest answer is no, decline. Money that pulls you away from your mission costs more than it pays.


A second, harsher test for anything already running: if this programme lost its funding tomorrow, would we fight to keep it? If the answer is relief rather than dismay, you have found your drift.


The annual mission check


Once a year, one hour. Write down everything the organization actually did in the last twelve months, with a rough share of effort against each. Then set it beside your mission sentence.


Three questions. What are we doing that is not in the mission? What is in the mission that we are not doing? And is the balance where we want it?


Most organizations doing this for the first time find one substantial surprise. That is the point.


Growth is not the same as mission


A related trap. Opportunities arrive — a second location, a new age group, a partnership, premises. Each is exciting. Each costs capacity.


Ask three questions before saying yes. Does it serve the mission or merely enlarge us? Can we do it without weakening what we already do? And who will actually do the work — by name?


Saying no to a good opportunity is a legitimate and often admirable decision. Remaining excellent at one thing beats becoming mediocre at four.


Donor capture


What it is. One funder supplies enough of your income that their preferences begin to govern your decisions.


How it shows. Not as instructions. As anticipation. You find yourself thinking "she wouldn't like that" while making a decision she will never hear about. A suggestion in a conversation becomes a change of plan. You avoid a direction because of how it might be received.


By the time it is obvious it has usually been happening for a year.


The arithmetic


Work out, honestly, what percentage of your income comes from your single largest source. Then from the top three.


A common rule of thumb is that no single source should exceed about a third of your income. Many small organizations are far past that, often at seventy or eighty percent, and have never calculated it.


If you are past a third, that is not a crisis. It is a project: broaden the base over the next two years, deliberately, while the large gift is still arriving. The temptation when a large donor appears is to relax the broad fundraising. That is precisely the wrong instinct and it is how organizations end up with a single point of failure.


Managing a large donor well


Be clear early about what a gift buys. Warmly, before it becomes an issue: "You'll get detailed reports and I'll always want your advice — the decisions stay with us." Much easier said at the beginning.


Ask for their advice genuinely, and sometimes do not take it. A donor who is consulted and occasionally overruled understands the relationship. One who is only ever agreed with will reasonably assume they are in charge.


Keep other relationships alive. Especially when you do not need them.


Decline conditions that would change the mission. This is the hard one and the one that defines you. An organization that has declined money once is permanently clearer about what it is.


Independence in small faith communities


A particular version worth naming: the member who gives substantially and whose views therefore carry unusual weight in decisions about the community's life.


The protections are the same and slightly harder to apply among friends. Keep giving private, so nobody knows who gives what — this alone prevents most of the problem. Make decisions by an agreed process rather than by deference. And separate the roles: the person who gives most should not also be the person who decides most, and if they currently are, that is worth quietly changing.


Mini case study
The grant that ate the garden

A community garden of nine volunteers ran on about $3,000 a year, mostly small donations and a plant sale. A regional fund offered $18,000 over two years for “youth engagement in green spaces.”

They applied. They won. It required eight structured sessions a term for schools, with registers, risk assessments and reporting.

Two things happened. The volunteers — mostly retired, mostly there because they liked gardening quietly — found themselves supervising groups of thirteen-year-olds. Four left within a year. And the beds themselves declined, because the labour went into sessions.

At the end of the two years the funding stopped. They had a smaller volunteer team, a worse garden, and three schools expecting sessions that could no longer be delivered.

The test would have caught it in five minutes: would we run schools sessions if the money were unrestricted? Nobody asked.


Mistake to avoid
Relaxing your fundraising when a big gift arrives
$10,000 lands and the pressure comes off, so the appeals stop, the updates get thinner, and the list goes cold. Two years later the donor's circumstances change and you are back at zero — except now your supporters have not heard from you in twenty-four months. Use a large gift to build capacity and reserves, not to stop asking.

Baby step
Calculate the percentage
Work out what share of last year's income came from your single largest source. Write the number down. If it is over a third, write beside it one thing you will do this quarter to broaden the base.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	List everything you did last year with a rough share of effort against each.
	Set it beside your mission sentence and mark the mismatches.
	Calculate your largest source as a percentage of total income.



Checklist
Mission and independence
An annual mission check comparing activity against mission
The unrestricted test applied before every application
Largest single source known as a percentage
No single source above about a third, or a plan to get there
Clarity given early to large donors about what a gift buys
Decisions made by process, not deference
Individual giving kept private in small communities
A written record of what you would decline money for


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What are you doing that nobody in your community asked for?
	Whose reaction do you find yourself anticipating when making decisions?
	What would you have to stop doing to do your core work excellently?






Chapter 62

Founder Burnout

The most common cause of a good organization ending




More small organizations end because their founder could not continue than for any other reason. Not lack of money. Not lack of need. Exhaustion.


This chapter is written plainly because the subject deserves it.


Why fundraising in particular is exhausting


It is emotionally exposed in a way that other work is not. You are the one asking, so you absorb every refusal personally, however well you understand that you should not. You carry the knowledge of what happens if the money does not come, and usually you carry it alone. There is no natural end point — the money is never finished. And the results are visible to everyone, so a bad month feels public.


On top of that sits the founder's particular burden: you started it, so it feels like it is yours to hold, and stopping feels like abandoning people.


What burnout actually looks like


Not dramatic. It creeps.


You dread things you used to enjoy. You are irritable with volunteers who are doing their best. You avoid opening emails and the bank app. You cannot remember the last day you did not think about it. You resent people for not doing more, then feel guilty. Small tasks feel enormous. You have stopped seeing the point. You are ill more often than you used to be. You fantasize about it ending, and then feel ashamed of that.


If you recognized four or more of those, this is not a temporary bad patch and it will not resolve by working harder.


What actually helps


In order of effectiveness, from a great many founders' experience.


1. Stop something. Not everything — one thing. The newsletter, the second event, the extra session, the committee you sit on. Founders resist this because everything feels essential, but the honest reality is that dropping one activity is almost never noticed by anyone but you.


2. Give one job away permanently. Not "help me with" — give it away. Someone else owns the raffle, or the accounts, or the social media, and you stop checking it. This is harder than stopping something, and it is the only permanent solution.


3. Protect one day a week. Fully. No email, no calls, no thinking about it. The organization survives one day. It will not survive your collapse.


4. Tell someone the truth. A co-founder, a friend, a minister, a person from another organization who understands. Not to solve it — to say it out loud. Isolation is most of what makes it unbearable.


5. Count what has been achieved. Founders track what remains undone and never total what is done. Write down what exists now that did not exist two years ago. It is invariably more than you feel.


6. Fix the specific thing. Sometimes burnout is not general at all — it is one difficult person, one dreaded task, one unresolved problem casting a shadow over everything. Name it and deal with it, and the fog can lift startlingly fast.


7. Reduce the size of the organization deliberately. Three Thursdays instead of four. One event instead of three. This is a legitimate strategic decision, not a defeat, and it has saved many organizations from closing entirely.


And if this has gone beyond tiredness — if you are not sleeping, not eating properly, or feeling hopeless in a way that has stopped being about the organization — please talk to your doctor. That is not a failure of commitment. It is the same care you would insist on for any volunteer.


Building an organization that does not consume you


Prevention, which matters more than recovery.


Write things down from the start. Every process documented is a thing someone else can do.

Give a job away every quarter. Make it a fixed practice, not a response to crisis.

Never be the only person who can do anything. Not the accounts, not the keys, not the relationship with the hall.

Recruit for succession from year one. Ask "who could do this if I could not?" about every task, and start moving toward that answer.

Build in an ending. A defined season, a term of office, a review point. Open-ended commitment is what makes stopping feel like failure rather than completion.

Celebrate deliberately. Mark milestones out loud, with the people who did the work. Organizations that never celebrate feel like an unpayable debt.


Delegation, done properly


Most founders delegate badly and conclude that delegation does not work.


Give the whole task, not fragments. Give the words — a script, a template, an example. Give the authority to decide, not just to execute. Agree what "done" means and by when. Check in once, in the middle, not four times at the end. Accept that it will be done differently, and that differently is usually fine. And then genuinely let go: a task you have given away and still monitor daily has not been given away, and the person will feel it.


The belief that has to go


"If I stop, it stops."


For a while this may be literally true, which is exactly the problem — and it is a problem about the organization's design, not about your indispensability.


An organization that depends entirely on one person is fragile regardless of how good that person is. Building it so that it can continue without you is not a withdrawal from the work. It is the work. It is the difference between a project and an institution, and it is the only version of this that lasts long enough to matter.


Mistake to avoid
Waiting until you cannot continue
Founders usually act on burnout at the point of collapse, when everything must be handed over at once, to people who have not been prepared, in a crisis. Give one job away this quarter while you are still functioning. Handing over from strength takes an afternoon; handing over from collapse takes a year and often does not work.

Baby step
Give one job away this month
Pick the task you dread most that does not actually require you. Find one person. Give them the whole thing, the words to do it with, the authority to decide, and a date. Then stop checking it.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write down everything only you can do. That list is your risk register.
	Choose one thing to stop entirely and one thing to give away.
	Write down what exists now that did not exist two years ago.



Checklist
Sustainable founding
At least one job given away permanently in the last quarter
One day a week genuinely protected
Someone else can access accounts, list, keys and passwords
Processes written down rather than held in your head
At least one person who could take over
Milestones celebrated with the people who did the work
Someone outside the organization who knows how you actually are
A defined review point or term rather than open-ended commitment


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What are you doing that somebody else could do, and why have you not given it away?
	When did you last take a whole day off from thinking about this?
	If you had to stop next month, what would happen — and what does that tell you about what to build now?





Part Nine
Building Something That Lasts
✦
Anyone can raise money once. This part is about the unglamorous work that turns a burst of effort into an organization — gratitude, rhythm, systems, ethics, and the slow handing over of what you built.




Chapter 63

The Donor Journey

Twelve steps from stranger to lifelong supporter




Beginners think of donors as a category: people who give money. It is more useful to think of a path that a person travels, slowly, over years. Knowing where somebody is on that path tells you exactly what to do next — and, just as usefully, what not to do.


The twelve positions


1. Stranger. Has never heard of you. Nothing to do here except be findable and be doing good work that someone might mention.


2. Aware. Has heard your name. Saw a post, heard a mention. Your job: make it easy to find out more, and be specific about what you do.


3. Interested. Has asked a question, read something, followed you. Your job: give them something to read, and get their contact details with permission.


4. Visitor. Has turned up — to an event, a session, a service. This is a large step and most organizations waste it. Your job: get their name, thank them within two days, and invite them to the next thing.


5. Supporter. Says warm things, shares your posts, tells other people. Not yet a donor. Your job: keep telling them what is happening, and eventually ask.


6. First-time donor. Has given once. The most fragile position on the whole path. Roughly speaking, most first-time donors to small organizations never give a second time, and the reason is almost always what did or did not happen in the following month. Your job: thank within forty-eight hours, then report what it bought within about a month.


7. Repeat donor. Has given twice. The second gift is the important one; retention rates rise steeply after it. Your job: acknowledge that they are now a regular, by name.


8. Recurring donor. Gives monthly or annually by standing arrangement. Your job: never take them for granted, thank them at least twice a year, and tell them their cumulative total occasionally — most have no idea they have given four hundred dollars over three years, and being told is genuinely moving.


9. Volunteer. Gives time as well as money. Note that this often happens before giving, not after. Your job: treat volunteering and giving as two doors into the same room, and let people walk through either.


10. Ambassador. Asks other people on your behalf. The most valuable person on this list, and almost never created by accident. Your job: ask them explicitly. "Would you be willing to ask five people you know?"


11. Major supporter. Gives a sum that is significant relative to your size. Your job: personal relationship, direct contact from whoever leads the organization, and honest inclusion in what is difficult as well as what is going well.


12. Legacy supporter. Has decided that your work should continue after them. Your job: mostly to have been trustworthy for a long time, and to have mentioned once that it is possible.


Three things this map tells you


People move one step at a time. Asking a stranger for a major gift skips nine positions and fails. Almost every fundraising disappointment traces back to an ask aimed several steps ahead of where the person actually was.


The fragile point is position six. More money is lost between the first and second gift than anywhere else on the path. Two actions fix it, both free: the fast thank-you and the report on what it bought.


Movement is not automatic. Nobody drifts from visitor to donor. Someone has to invite them, and in a small organization that someone is you. Every position on the list has a next step, and the next step is always something you do rather than something you wait for.


Using it in practice


Add one column to your people list: where they are. Use the numbers above.


Then, once a quarter, look down the column and ask a single question of each person: what is the one thing that would move them one step? Not five steps. One.


For a visitor, it might be a two-line message. For a repeat donor, it might be a phone call and a monthly-giving invitation. For a supporter who has never given, it might simply be that nobody has ever asked them, which is true far more often than founders believe.


The path goes both ways


People also move backwards, and usually in silence. A recurring donor cancels. An ambassador stops sharing. A volunteer drifts away after a bad Saturday.


Notice these, and ask. A short, unbothered message — "I noticed your monthly gift stopped, and I wanted to check everything's all right rather than assume" — recovers a good proportion of lapsed supporters and offends almost none. Most stopped for a reason that has nothing to do with you: a redundancy, a divorce, a change of bank. Some stopped because of something you did, and those people are worth hearing from most of all.


What would you do?
Four people, four next steps

A woman who came to the soup supper, laughed a lot, and left. She is a visitor. Next step: a two-line message tomorrow saying it was good to meet her, and the date of the next one. Not an ask.

A man who has given $25 twice, both times after an email appeal. He is a repeat donor. Next step: a phone call, not an email, thanking him and asking whether $10 a month would suit him better than the appeals.

Your cousin, who has shared every post for two years and never given. She is a supporter, possibly an ambassador. Next step: ask her directly for both — a gift, and whether she would ask five people.

A monthly donor whose payment failed last month. Next step: a short message today assuming nothing. Failed cards are the single largest cause of “lapsed” monthly donors, and most people simply have not noticed.


Baby step
Add the column
Put a ‘where they are’ column in your people list and fill it in for your top thirty names. Then pick five and write the one thing that would move each of them a single step.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Add the position column to your list.
	Find every first-time donor from the last three months and check whether they were told what their gift bought.
	Message one lapsed supporter without any ask in it.



Checklist
Managing the journey
Every name has a position
First-time donors are thanked within 48 hours
First-time donors are told what their gift bought within a month
Second gifts are acknowledged as a milestone
At least one person has been explicitly asked to be an ambassador
Lapsed supporters are asked about, not written off


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Who is one step away from something and has never been invited?
	How many of your first-time donors gave a second time? Do you actually know?
	Who has quietly stopped, and have you asked why?






Chapter 64

The Art of Gratitude

The highest-return activity in fundraising




If you take one practice from this entire book, take this one. Thanking people well is cheaper than everything else, easier than everything else, and does more for your income than everything else.


It is also the thing small organizations most reliably neglect, usually out of busyness, and occasionally out of a strange embarrassment about drawing attention to the transaction.


Why it works


Three mechanisms, all of them well established and all of them observable in your own experience as a donor.


It confirms the gift arrived. A surprising amount of donor anxiety is simply this. Money left a bank account and vanished into silence. A thank-you closes that loop and removes the doubt.


It renews the feeling. The warmth of giving is real and short-lived. A thank-you brings it back, and a report on what the money did brings it back again, stronger. Two renewals for one gift.


It confirms an identity. "You are one of the people who keeps this going" tells someone who they are. People act in accordance with who they believe themselves to be, which is why the thanked donor gives again and the unthanked one does not.


The rules


Within forty-eight hours. Speed matters more than polish. A scrappy note tomorrow beats an elegant letter in a fortnight. If you are choosing between doing it well and doing it now, do it now.


By name. Not "Dear supporter." Never "Dear supporter."


Specific about what it does. Not "your generous gift." Instead: "your $40 is about half a Thursday's stock."


No ask attached. A thank-you containing a request is not a thank-you. Keep them entirely separate; the discipline is what makes the thanks believable.


More than once. A gift deserves at least two contacts: the acknowledgement now, and the report on what it did a few weeks later. The second is the one that produces the next gift.


To everyone. The five-dollar giver, the person who lent a table, the woman who baked, the man who said no but let you explain. All of them.


Even when they stop. Especially then. Thanking someone who has stopped giving, with no ask, is one of the most powerful things a small organization can do, and roughly nobody does it.


The ladder of thanks


Different gifts warrant different effort. Here is a workable scale for a small organization; adjust the amounts to your context.



	Gift	Within 48 hours	Within a month

	Any amount	Personal message or email, by name, saying what it buys	Included in the update

	$50+	Handwritten note	Specific note on what it bought

	$250+	Phone call from you, plus the note	Personal update, possibly an invitation to visit

	$1,000+	Phone call the same day; visit if they will have you	Personal report, and a conversation about what happens next

	Monthly donors	Welcome note when they start	Twice-yearly thanks with a cumulative total

	Volunteers	Thanks at the end of the day, by name	Note saying what the day achieved

	In-kind gifts	Same as cash of equivalent value	Photo of the thing in use




The handwritten note


Worth its own paragraph, because it is the sharpest tool a small organization owns and it is nearly extinct.


Four sentences on a card. It takes three minutes and costs a stamp. People keep them. Founders are regularly startled, years later, to find their note on someone's fridge or in a drawer.


The reason it works is precisely that it is inefficient. It cannot be automated, which means the recipient knows a human being sat down and did it. That is the entire message, and it is transmitted before they read a word.


What a good thank-you actually says



Dear Margaret,

Thank you for the $40 — it arrived on Tuesday.

That's about half a Thursday's stock, which this week meant fresh bread and eggs for around thirty households instead of just tins.

I'll write again in a few weeks and tell you how the autumn has gone. If you're ever free on a Thursday evening, come and have a look; we're there from six.

With thanks,
Ruth




Sixty-two words. No jargon, no "generous support of our vital mission," no ask. One specific fact about what the money did, and an open door. That note takes three minutes and it is worth more than an hour of anything else you could be doing.


Public and private thanks


Some people love to be named. Others would be horrified. The default is private, and you ask before naming anyone publicly.


When you do thank publicly — a list in a newsletter, a sign at an event, a mention from the front — be careful about implying a hierarchy. Naming the four largest donors and nobody else tells everybody else where they stand. If you list, list everyone, or list nobody, or list by category with permission.


Thanking the people who are not donors


The volunteer who came in the rain. The neighbour who lent the gazebo. The head teacher who let you use the hall for nothing. The person who said no but suggested three names.


All of these people gave you something. All of them are on the donor journey somewhere. And thanking people who did not give you money is, over a decade, one of the quiet reasons some small organizations end up surrounded by help while others end up alone.


Mistake to avoid
The thank-you with an ask in it
“Thank you so much for your gift — and don't forget our autumn appeal is coming!” You have just taught the donor that your gratitude is a wrapper around another request. Thank-yous and asks travel separately. Always. It costs one extra message and it protects the only thing that makes the thanks worth anything.

Baby step
Write three notes tonight
Three handwritten cards to three people who have given you anything at all in the last six months — money, time, a table, an introduction. Four sentences each. Post them tomorrow. Nothing else in this book produces a return this quickly.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Check your money log for anyone unthanked. Fix it today.
	Write one handwritten note.
	Set up a thank-you template you can personalize in three minutes.



Checklist
Gratitude discipline
Every gift acknowledged within 48 hours
By name, never ‘dear supporter’
States specifically what the gift buys
Contains no ask
A second contact within a month saying what it did
Volunteers and in-kind givers thanked the same way
Nobody named publicly without permission
People who have stopped giving are still thanked


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	When did you last thank someone with no ask attached?
	Who has helped you significantly and never received a written word about it?
	What is stopping you writing three notes tonight?






Chapter 65

Thank-You Systems

Making gratitude happen without depending on your memory




The previous chapter argued for gratitude. This one makes it survive a busy month, because good intentions do not survive busy months and systems do.


The four-part machine


1. A trigger. Something that tells you a gift has arrived. A bank notification, a line in the money log, a note in the collection tin envelope. Without a trigger, gifts sit unnoticed for weeks — especially transfers, which arrive silently.


2. An owner. One named person who thanks. Not "we." If two people share it, both will assume the other did it. Write the name down.


3. A template. Pre-written, so the task is a three-minute personalization rather than a blank page. Blank pages are why thank-yous get postponed.


4. A visible record. The "thanked" column in your money log, with a date. One glance tells you whether the system is running.


The weekly thanking half-hour


Attach it to the weekly session from Chapter 16. Same day, same time.


Open the money log. Filter for anything with an empty "thanked" cell. Thank each one. Fill in the date. If the column is empty at the end, you are done.


That is the whole procedure. It takes ten minutes in a normal week and it is the single most valuable ten minutes in your organization.


Three templates worth having ready



1. First-time donor

Dear [name],

Thank you for your gift of [amount], which arrived on [date]. This is the first time you've supported us and I'm grateful you did.

[What it buys, specifically.]

I'll write in a few weeks and tell you what happened. If you'd rather not hear from us, just say and I'll take you off the list — no offence taken.

[Your name, handwritten if possible]





2. Repeat donor

Dear [name],

Thank you for [amount]. That's the [third] time you've supported us, and it means the work has a floor under it rather than lurching from month to month.

[What it buys.] [One specific thing that has happened since they last gave.]

With thanks,
[name]





3. New monthly donor

Dear [name],

Thank you for setting up [amount] a month. I want you to know what that actually changes: it means we can [the specific thing that predictable income makes possible], which we simply couldn't do on one-off gifts.

I'll write twice a year to tell you what's happening, and I won't ask you for anything extra in between. If you ever need to stop, just tell me — there's no awkwardness in it.

With real gratitude,
[name]




Note the last line of the first and third templates. Making it obviously easy to leave increases the number of people who stay. It signals that you are not going to become a nuisance, which is the fear that stops people committing in the first place.


Receipts are not thank-yous


A receipt is an administrative document confirming an amount. A thank-you is a human message. Some organizations send the receipt and believe they have thanked someone. They have not, and the donor knows it.


Send both. The receipt can be functional. The thank-you must not be.


The impact report, which is the second thank-you


Three or four weeks after a gift, tell the donor what it did. This is the contact that produces the next gift, and it is the one almost everyone skips.


It does not need to be a document. Two lines and a photograph will do:


"You gave $40 in September. Here's the Thursday it paid for — thirty-one households, and we had fresh bread for the first time in a month because we could afford the bakery order. Thank you."


Send it to everyone who gave in that period. It takes twenty minutes to write once and can go to fifty people.


What to do when you have fallen behind


You will. Most founders reach a point where there are eleven unthanked gifts and a growing sense of dread that makes it worse.


Do not write eleven perfect letters. Do this instead: send a short honest message to all of them today. "I owe you a proper thank-you and I've been slow. Your gift bought X. I'm sorry it took me this long — I'm grateful."


Late and honest recovers almost everything. Silent and ashamed recovers nothing, and the dread compounds until the whole list goes cold.


Baby step
Write the three templates today
First-time, repeat, and new monthly donor. Save them somewhere you can reach in one click. The next gift you receive should be thankable in three minutes.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write the three templates.
	Name the one person who owns thanking.
	Check the ‘thanked’ column and clear it.



Checklist
The thank-you machine
A trigger tells you when money arrives
One named person owns it
Three templates exist and are reachable in one click
The money log has a dated ‘thanked’ column
The weekly half-hour includes clearing that column
An impact message goes out three to four weeks after gifts
Receipts and thank-yous are separate things


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Who currently owns thanking in your organization — genuinely, by name?
	How many unthanked gifts are sitting in your log right now?
	What is your excuse, and does it survive the three-minute template?






Chapter 66

Fundraising Through Story

Telling the truth in a way people can feel




Storytelling is the most powerful fundraising skill and the one most easily corrupted. This chapter covers both halves: how to do it well, and where the line is.


Why stories work when facts do not


A fact is processed. A story is experienced. When someone reads a statistic they evaluate it; when they read about one afternoon in one kitchen, they are briefly in that kitchen, and having been there they cannot be indifferent in quite the same way.


This is not a trick and it is not irrational. Stories carry information that numbers cannot: what it is actually like, what the obstacles really are, how a person carries themselves. Any organization that only reports numbers is withholding half of what it knows.


The shape of a fundraising story


Five parts, in this order, and it can be done in a hundred words.


A person, named or clearly individual. Not "families." One woman, one boy, one man.


A specific situation. With a detail that could not have been invented. The oven that did not work. The bus that stopped running at 7:40.


A turn. Something happened — they came, you went, someone spoke.


What changed. Concrete and modest. Do not claim a transformed life when what happened was a fortnight of groceries.


What made it possible. The link to the donor. One sentence, not a sales pitch.



Denise came for the first time in March. She'd been putting off the school shoes for two months and had started missing meals herself so the children didn't.

She stayed forty minutes and had two cups of tea. She came back in April and brought her neighbour.

She's not in crisis now — she's just tight, like most of the street. She told us in June that the Thursday bag means she can put $20 aside each month instead of borrowing.

That's what the stock money buys. It isn't dramatic. It's a woman who isn't borrowing at 400 percent any more.




Note what that does not do. It does not claim to have saved anyone. It does not use the words vital, crucial, or life-changing. It contains one number and one small detail about tea. It is more persuasive than any amount of adjectives precisely because it is restrained.


The eight stories to keep on hand


You met these in Chapter 13. Keep collecting them, in a single file, one paragraph each, with a note on permission and the date.


The founding story. The problem story. The change story. The volunteer story. The donor story. The community story. The future story. And the failure story — something that went wrong, honestly told, which used once a year builds more trust than three success stories.


Where storytelling goes wrong


Exaggeration. The tale improves slightly with each telling until it is no longer true. Write stories down when they happen; the written version stops the drift.


Poverty as spectacle. Photographs and descriptions selected for maximum pathos, presenting people at their worst moment for the benefit of an audience. It raises money and it costs you the thing you are supposedly protecting.


The saviour frame. Stories where your organization is the hero and the person is scenery. Beyond being undignified, it is usually false: most change happens because a person did something difficult, and you helped.


Composites presented as individuals. Combining several people into one character is legitimate if you label it. Presenting it as a real person is a lie, and it is the one that most often gets found out.


Old stories on repeat. Using the same 2019 story in 2026 tells readers nothing has happened since. It also stops being fair to the person in it, whose life has moved on.


The consent discipline, restated


From Chapter 12, because it matters enough to say twice. Ask away from the moment of help. Show them the actual words. Let them choose the level of naming and photography. Be far more cautious with children. Assume the person and their neighbours will read it. And treat consent as expiring — check again before reusing something old.


When you cannot tell it


Four honest alternatives, from Chapter 12: tell it from your own side of the counter; label a composite as a composite; use a volunteer's experience; or use numbers with one texture detail. That last one is underrated — "eleven households, four with no working oven, which changed what we could hand out" identifies nobody and is unforgettable.


Collecting stories as a habit


You will not remember them. The good ones happen in the middle of a busy Thursday and are gone by Saturday.


So build the habit: at the end of each session, write two lines in the diary file. What happened, who said what, what surprised you. Once a month, look back and pick one worth developing.


Founders who do this have a folder of forty true stories by year two and never face a blank page again. Founders who do not spend every appeal trying to remember something good that happened.


Mistake to avoid
The transformation that did not happen
“Thanks to your support, Denise has turned her life around.” She has not. She got groceries for a fortnight and stopped using a doorstep lender, which is genuinely worth something. Overclaiming is the most common dishonesty in charity writing, and it is corrosive twice over: it misleads the donor, and it tells the person in the story that what actually happened to them was not enough.

Baby step
Write two lines tonight
At the end of your next session, write two lines in the diary file about something that happened. Not for publication. Just so it exists. Do this for a month and you will have a story bank.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Start the stories file with one paragraph and a permission note.
	Check your current materials for any claim you cannot substantiate, and soften it to the truth.
	Find the oldest story you are still using and decide whether it should be retired.



Checklist
Story discipline
One person, not a category
A detail that could not have been invented
Modest, concrete claims about what changed
Permission obtained away from the moment of help
The person has read the actual words
Composites labelled as composites
No story older than about two years still in active use
One failure story told honestly each year


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What is the most recent true thing that happened, and did you write it down?
	Where in your materials are you overclaiming?
	Would the person in your best story be happy to read it aloud in their own street?






Chapter 67

Staying in Touch All Year

The communication that makes asking easy




Most small organizations communicate in two modes: silence, and asking. Their supporters therefore learn that hearing from them means a request is coming, and open rates fall accordingly.


The fix is a modest, predictable stream of contact that asks for nothing. It costs almost nothing and it roughly transforms what happens when you do ask.


The ratio


Three or four contacts that ask for nothing, for every one that asks. Over a year that might look like: eight updates, two thank-you rounds, one report, and two or three appeals.


Count yours. Many founders discover the ratio is inverted, and that the only communications they have sent all year were requests.


What non-asking contact looks like


The monthly update. Short. Two or three paragraphs and a photograph. What happened, one story, one number, one thing coming up. Ten minutes to write.


The impact note. After each appeal or event, telling donors what their money did.


The thank-you round. Twice a year, thanking everyone for nothing in particular.


The invitation. Come and see it. Come to the meal. Come to the anniversary.


The honest problem. "The van failed its inspection and we're working out what to do." Not an appeal — just information. Supporters who are told about problems before they are solved feel like insiders, and some of them will solve it for you unprompted.


The personal note. To one person. About their thing, not yours.


Consistency beats volume


A two-paragraph update on the first Tuesday of every month, without fail, is worth more than a beautiful quarterly newsletter that appears twice and then stops.


Choose a rhythm you can sustain in your worst month, not your best. Monthly is ideal. Quarterly is fine. Sporadic is worse than either, because it teaches people that your communication is a function of your mood.


Choosing the channel



	Channel	Good for	Watch out for

	Email	Updates, reports, appeals; cheap and measurable	Needs permission; keep it short and personal

	Post	Older supporters, thank-yous, anything that should be kept	Cost; use for the people it suits

	Phone	Thanking, larger donors, checking on lapsed supporters	Time; but nothing else is as effective

	Text or messaging	Reminders, quick thanks, event logistics	Feels intrusive if used for appeals

	Social media	Reaching beyond your list, showing the work	Not a substitute for a list; you do not own the audience

	In person	Everything important	Does not scale — save it for what matters




Two points people get wrong. Social media is not a list, because the platform decides who sees you and can change that overnight; get email addresses and phone numbers. And older supporters, who are frequently your most generous, often want post and phone. Ask people how they would like to hear from you and record the answer.


Writing an update people actually read


Short. Specific. One story. One number. A photograph if you have one. A subject line that says what it is rather than "Newsletter — Issue 4."



Subject: Thirty-four households on Thursday, and the freezer arrived

Hello —

Quick update from the hall. October was the busiest month we've had: thirty-four households last Thursday, which is up from about twenty-eight in the summer.

The freezer you all paid for in September is in and working. It means we can take the frozen surplus from the supermarket on Mondays, which has roughly doubled what we can hand out without spending anything extra.

One thing that stuck with me: a man came in for the first time and stood in the doorway for ten minutes before he'd come to the table. Marta went and sat with him. He's been back twice since.

Nothing needed from you this month — I just wanted you to know.

Ruth




That last line is the most valuable sentence in the whole email. "Nothing needed from you this month" is remembered, and it makes the month when something is needed land completely differently.


Segmenting, at your scale


You do not need marketing software. You need three groups in your spreadsheet.


Inner circle — founding supporters, monthly donors, major donors, key volunteers. They get everything, plus the difficult news first, plus personal contact.


Supporters — everyone who has given or attended. Regular updates and one or two appeals a year.


Interested — people who asked to be kept informed. Updates only, and an occasional gentle invitation.


That is the whole system. It takes one column and it prevents the two commonest errors: treating your most committed people like strangers, and asking strangers as if they were committed.


Baby step
Set the date and send one
Choose your rhythm — first Tuesday of the month is a good default — put it in the calendar as a repeating entry, and send the first one this week. Two paragraphs. Ask for nothing.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Count your communications this year: how many were asks and how many were not?
	Write and send a two-paragraph update that asks for nothing.
	Add a column to your list for inner circle, supporter, or interested.



Checklist
A communication rhythm
A fixed date and frequency you can sustain in a bad month
At least three non-asking contacts for every ask
Every update contains one story and one number
People asked how they prefer to be contacted
Email addresses collected with permission and an easy way to stop
Three segments in the list
Difficult news shared with the inner circle before it is public


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	When did your supporters last hear from you with no request attached?
	Which of your supporters would rather have a phone call than an email?
	Are you building a list you own, or an audience someone else controls?






Chapter 68

The Fundraising Calendar

Stopping the random scramble




Ask most small organizations when they fundraise and the answer is "when we need to." That is why they are always in a scramble, and why their supporters only ever hear from them during emergencies.


The alternative takes one page and about an hour to build.


Why a calendar changes everything


It removes the decision. You no longer have to decide, each month, whether it is a good moment to ask. October is the appeal. That was decided in January.


It spaces the asks. Donor fatigue comes from frequency, not from asking. Three well-spaced asks a year is comfortable; six clustered ones is exhausting for everybody.


It creates the gaps for thanking. When the asks are fixed, the space between them is visible, and you can put the gratitude and reporting into it deliberately.


It lets other people help. A volunteer cannot help with a plan that lives in your head.


It makes income roughly predictable, which is the beginning of being able to promise anything to anyone.


The annual shape


Here is a workable year for a small organization. Move it to fit your community and your climate; the shape matters more than the months.



	Month	What happens

	January	Thank-you round for last year. Send the annual summary. No asks.

	February	Plan the year. Set goals. Update the case for support.

	March	Update. Cultivation — three coffees, three advice conversations.

	April	Spring appeal to the whole list.

	May	Thank everyone who gave. Impact note to all donors.

	June	The repeatable event. The one you do every year.

	July	Thank everyone involved. Write up the event while it is fresh.

	August	Quiet. Rest. Update only.

	September	Cultivation. Ask three people for larger gifts. Grant deadlines.

	October	Autumn appeal, including the monthly-giving invitation.

	November	Thank. Report. Approach local businesses for next year.

	December	Year-end appeal if it suits your community. Otherwise thanks only.




Notice the pattern: ask, thank, report, rest. Every ask is followed by a month of thanking and a month of reporting. That rhythm is what keeps a list warm across years rather than burning through it.


The four calendars in one


The page above is really four overlapping schedules. Keep them visible as separate rows if it helps.


The asking calendar — two or three appeals, one event, the business approaches, the grant deadlines.


The thanking calendar — within 48 hours always, plus impact notes after each appeal, plus two general thank-you rounds.


The communication calendar — the monthly update, on a fixed date.


The contact calendar — who you will personally speak to this quarter. Your inner circle, your lapsed donors, three people you are cultivating.


Fitting it to your community


The generic year above will be wrong for you in at least two places. Adjust for what you actually know:


When does your community have money? Harvest, bonus season, tax refunds, term time. When does it not? January, back-to-school, the month the heating goes on.


What is already in the calendar? A patronal festival, a village fete, a harvest supper, Ramadan, Lent, the school fair. Attach to what already exists rather than competing with it.


When is your work most visible? A winter shelter should ask in November. A summer play scheme should ask in May.


What is your weather? An outdoor event in the wettest month is a decision you will regret.


Building yours


One sheet, twelve rows. In each row: what happens, who owns it, and by when it must be prepared.


Work backwards from each event. An October appeal needs the letter drafted in September, the list cleaned in August, and the story chosen in July. Put those preparation dates in as well, or October will arrive and nothing will be ready.


Then — and this is the step that makes it real — put every date into whatever calendar actually governs your life, with reminders. A plan on a separate sheet of paper is a plan you will read again in November.


Mistake to avoid
Asking whenever money runs low
It feels responsive. What it actually does is train your supporters that your organization is permanently in crisis, cluster your asks unpredictably, and make it impossible to plan anything. Fixed appeal dates raise more money from the same list than reactive ones, because you can prepare properly and because people stop bracing every time your name appears.

Baby step
Twelve rows, one hour
Write the twelve months down the side of a page. Fill in what happens in each. Put a name and a preparation date on every entry. Then transfer every date into your real calendar with a reminder two weeks before.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write your twelve rows.
	Mark when your community has money and when it does not.
	Put next month's entry into your actual calendar right now.



Checklist
A working calendar
Twelve months, each with something in it
Two or three asks, well spaced
Every ask followed by thanking and reporting
A fixed monthly update date
Preparation dates worked backwards from each event
A named owner on every line
Adjusted for your community's money and existing events
Every date is in the calendar you actually use


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	When does your community genuinely have money, and are you asking then?
	What existing event could you attach to rather than competing with?
	How many asks did you make last year, and were they spaced or clustered?






Chapter 69

Building the Fundraising System

From your head onto one page




By now you have several working practices scattered across your life — a spreadsheet, some templates, a calendar, a set of habits. This chapter assembles them into something that could be handed to another person, which is the definition of an organization rather than a talented individual.


The eight systems a small organization needs


Not more. Build them in roughly this order.


1. Donor records. The people list. Who they are, how you know them, where they are on the journey, what they care about, last contact.


2. Money in. The money log: date, who, amount, method, restricted or not, thanked, receipted.


3. Money out. The outgoings log with receipts kept, including your own reimbursements.


4. Thanking. Trigger, owner, templates, dated column. Chapter 65.


5. Receipting. A numbered receipt for every gift, with a copy kept. Numbered matters — it makes gaps visible.


6. The calendar. Twelve rows, owners, preparation dates. Chapter 68.


7. Event procedure. One page per repeatable event: what we did, in order, costs, suppliers, what went wrong. Written the same week.


8. Reporting. The one-page financial summary and the impact note, on fixed dates.


That is the whole apparatus. Eight items, all of which can live in one spreadsheet file and one folder of documents.


Write the procedures on half a page each


A procedure is not a policy document. It is the answer to "what do I do?" written so that a competent stranger could follow it.



Procedure 3 — Recording and thanking a donation

Owner: Ruth. When: within 48 hours of the money arriving.

1. Enter it in the money log: date, name, amount, method, restricted or not.

2. If cash, two people count it and both initial the sheet before it leaves the building.

3. Write the numbered receipt. Keep the copy in the receipt folder.

4. Send the thank-you using template 1, 2 or 3. Personalize the middle paragraph.

5. Fill in the ‘thanked’ date in the log.

6. Bank within one week.

Never: take cash home unaccompanied; thank without saying what the gift buys; attach an ask to a thank-you.




Six lines. Anyone could do it. That is the standard.


Low technology first


Resist software until a specific pain demands it. The right sequence for almost every small organization is: paper, then a spreadsheet, then shared cloud documents, then dedicated donor software — and most never need the last one.


The triggers that genuinely justify donor software: more than a few hundred active donors; several people needing to update the same records simultaneously; more than a hundred personalized letters a year; or a genuine inability to answer "who has lapsed?" quickly.


Until then, every hour spent evaluating software is an hour not spent talking to a person, and the spreadsheet will answer every question you actually have.


What automation is worth having


Some things genuinely should not depend on a human remembering:


Monthly gifts by standing order or direct debit rather than annual asking. Recurring calendar reminders for every date on the fundraising calendar. A standing bank alert so you know when money arrives. And a weekly backup, ideally automatic.


The handover test


Here is how to know whether you have a system or merely a habit.


Could a sensible volunteer, given your files and half an hour of explanation, thank a donor correctly this week?


If yes, you have a system. If the answer requires you to be present, you have a dependency, and the organization cannot outlive your availability.


Test it properly: pick one procedure, hand it to someone else, and let them do it while you sit on your hands. Everything that goes wrong is a gap in the written page, and every gap you fill is a piece of the organization that no longer depends on you.


Review twice a year


Half an hour, twice a year, with anyone else involved. Four questions:


What did we say we would do and did we do it? What is being done from memory that should be written down? What is written down that nobody actually follows? What broke this year, and which procedure would have prevented it?


Systems that are never reviewed become fiction, and a written procedure nobody follows is worse than none, because it creates a false sense of order.


Baby step
Write one procedure
Pick the thing you most often do from memory — probably recording and thanking a gift. Write it as six numbered lines on half a page, with an owner and a ‘never’ line at the bottom. That is your first procedure.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write procedure one.
	Put a repeating reminder in your calendar for every fundraising date.
	Set up one automatic backup.



Checklist
System readiness
Donor records, money in, money out all exist
Numbered receipts with copies kept
Thanking has a trigger, an owner and templates
The calendar has owners and preparation dates
Each repeatable event has a written page
Financial summary and impact note happen on fixed dates
A stranger could thank a donor from your written procedure
Everything is backed up and one other person has access


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which part of your fundraising exists only in your head?
	If you were unavailable for a month, what would silently stop?
	What broke this year that a half-page procedure would have prevented?






Chapter 70

Fundraising Ethics

The rules that protect the only asset you cannot replace




Everything you have is built on trust. Not your programme, not your bank balance — trust. It takes years to build, is not insured, and can be destroyed in a fortnight by something that seemed reasonable at the time.


This chapter is the ethical spine. Read it twice.


Honesty


Do not overstate results. If eleven people came, say eleven. Round numbers that always round upwards are noticed.


Do not overstate need. A manufactured emergency raises money now and costs you the next five appeals.


Do not overstate your size or standing. "We" meaning three people is fine. "Our team of professionals" meaning three volunteers is not.


Correct errors publicly and fast. A voluntary correction builds more trust than the original claim would have.


Donor intent


Money given for a purpose must go to that purpose. This is the most serious rule in fundraising and the one small organizations breach most often, usually with good intentions and an urgent bill.


If circumstances change, go back and ask. "You gave $200 for the children's books. We've been given the books, so may we use it for the hall hire instead?" Almost everyone says yes. Reallocating without asking is a breach whether or not anyone finds out, and in many jurisdictions it is also unlawful.


Practical protection: write the restriction in your money log the day the gift arrives, and be careful about what your appeals promise. An appeal that says "for the freezer" creates a restriction whether you intended one or not.


Financial stewardship


Separate accounts. Two people on cash. Receipts both ways. Someone other than the money-handler checks the statements. Nobody — including the founder, especially the founder — takes cash without a record.


These are not accusations. They are the mechanism by which honest people can never be suspected. Everyone involved with money should want them.


Privacy and consent


Donor details are confidential. Do not sell, swap, or share a list. Do not publish names without permission. Do not disclose amounts.


The details of people you serve are more confidential still. Keep the minimum, protect it, and never use it as material without informed permission obtained away from the moment of help.


Data protection law varies by country and applies to organizations of any size in several of them. Find out what governs you.


Avoiding manipulation


The line was drawn in Chapter 5 and it holds here. You may give someone true information that moves them. You may not engineer a decision they would not make with clear eyes.


Specific practices to refuse: deadlines that are not real; implied consequences that will not occur; pressure applied in public where refusing is embarrassing; repeated contact after someone has asked you to stop; asking someone who has told you they cannot afford it; and any approach to a person whose judgement is impaired by illness, grief, or age.


That last one deserves care. Older and recently bereaved supporters are the most generous people in fundraising and the most vulnerable to pressure. Slow down with them, involve family where appropriate, and never accept a gift that seems disproportionate to a person's means without a conversation about it.


Protecting the vulnerable


If your work brings you into contact with children or adults at risk, you have obligations that go far beyond fundraising ethics: checks, policies, training, and reporting duties that vary by jurisdiction. Find out what applies to you before you begin, not after an incident.


On the fundraising side specifically: never use a vulnerable person's image or story to raise money without informed consent from them and, where relevant, a guardian. Never present someone at their lowest as a fundraising asset. Never let a donor's interest in a particular individual turn into access to that individual.


Conflicts of interest


They will arise, and they are not shameful. Your brother's firm quotes for the printing. A trustee's business supplies the food. A major donor's daughter wants a job.


The rule: declare it, and let someone else decide. Write it down. Get an alternative quote. Leave the room for the decision. What destroys organizations is not the conflict; it is the concealment.


What to do when you get it wrong


You will get something wrong. The recovery matters more than the error.


Tell people before they find out. Speed is nearly everything.


Say what happened plainly. No passive voice, no "mistakes were made."


Say what you are doing about it and what will stop it recurring.


Offer redress where money is involved. If a gift was misapplied, offer to return it.


Do not over-apologize. One clear apology, then the fix. Repeated self-flagellation makes people less confident, not more.


Organizations that handle a failure this way frequently come out with more trust than they had before. It is the concealment, always, that finishes people.


Warning signs
Six sentences that mean stop

“We'll put it back next month.” — restricted money being borrowed. There is no such thing as borrowing it.

“It's easier if I just handle the cash.” — the two-person rule being dismantled, usually by someone entirely honest who is about to become un-defendable.

“They don't need to know that.” — about donors and a piece of bad news. They do.

“If we don't hit the number, we'll have to close” — said for the third time this year, when it is not true.

“She's got plenty, she can afford it.” — the beginning of treating a person as a resource.

“Let's use the photo, she won't mind.” — she has not been asked.


Baby step
Write your own ethics page
One side of paper: what your organization will and will not do to raise money. Six to ten lines, in your own words. Show it to everyone involved and put it where new volunteers will see it.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Check your money log: is every restricted gift marked as restricted?
	Identify one conflict of interest that exists right now and write it down.
	Check whether anyone could be pressured by your current appeal language.



Checklist
Ethical practice
No claim in your materials you could not evidence
Restricted gifts marked and honoured
Two-person rule on all cash
Donor names and amounts kept private by default
No deadline used that is not real
Extra care with older, bereaved or vulnerable supporters
Conflicts declared in writing
Errors disclosed before they are discovered


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Where are you closest to the line right now?
	Is there a restricted gift you have used for something else?
	Who in your organization would tell you if you were about to do something wrong — and have you made it safe for them to?






Chapter 71

Money Management and Stewardship

Raising it is only half the job




An organization that raises well and manages badly is more dangerous than one that raises nothing, because it has other people's money and no reliable way of accounting for it.


This chapter is the minimum financial discipline for a small organization. It is not accountancy; it is the handful of practices that prevent the preventable disasters.


A budget you can actually use


One page. Two columns: what we expect to come in, and what we expect to go out, by category, for the year.



Expected in: Individual gifts $3,200 · Monthly donors $1,440 · Events $900 · Business $400 · Church collection $1,200 · Total $7,140

Expected out: Food stock $4,940 · Hall hire $520 · Insurance $190 · Printing $120 · Transport $300 · Equipment and repairs $400 · Total $6,470

Planned surplus toward reserve: $670




Three things make that budget honest. Every real cost appears, including the ones somebody has been quietly absorbing. The income is what you expect, not what you hope. And there is a planned surplus, because an organization that budgets to break even every year never builds a buffer and is permanently one bad month from crisis.


Cash flow is not the same as budget


This distinction sinks more small organizations than anything else. You can be profitable on paper for the year and unable to pay the hall in March.


Draw the twelve months across a page and put in when money actually arrives and when it actually leaves. If your appeal income comes in April and October but the stock bill comes weekly, you have a gap to plan for.


The fix is nearly always the same: recurring donors. Predictable monthly income smooths everything and is the single best answer to a cash-flow problem. This is one of several reasons monthly giving deserves the attention Chapter 38 gives it.


Reserves


Money set aside so that a bad month is not a closure. Almost no new organization has any, and building the first one is a genuine milestone.


A reasonable early target is three months of your essential costs — the things that would have to be paid even if you did nothing new. For many small organizations that is a surprisingly small number, a few hundred dollars, and reaching it changes how the work feels.


Get there by budgeting a small surplus, not by hoping for one. And tell your supporters you are doing it, plainly: "we're building a small reserve so we can promise people we'll still be here in six months." Donors understand this far better than the sector assumes.


Internal controls at small scale


Six practices. None of them requires an accountant.


Separate accounts. Organization money never touches a personal account.


Two people count cash. Always, at every event and every collection, both signing the same sheet before the money leaves the room.


Two people authorize payments over a threshold you set.


Someone other than the money-handler reviews the statements monthly. Ten minutes.


Receipts both ways. Numbered receipts out, kept receipts in, including for the founder's own petrol.


Annual review by someone independent. Not necessarily a formal audit — a competent, uninvolved person going through the books once a year. Many small organizations find a retired bookkeeper who does it as their contribution.


Reporting


Internally, a quick monthly look at what came in, what went out, and what is in the bank. Externally, the one-page summary from Chapter 15 at least twice a year, sent to supporters without being asked for.


Whatever formal reporting your jurisdiction requires once you are registered, do it on time. Late filing is one of the most common and most avoidable ways small organizations get into trouble with regulators.


Spending well is part of stewardship


Stewardship is not only about not losing money. It is about spending it well, and there are two opposite failures.


The obvious one is waste. The less obvious one, and the more common in small organizations, is false economy: not buying the freezer, not paying the coordinator, not insuring the van, and thereby limiting the work permanently to save a sum that a single donor would have covered if asked.


Ask, of any spending: does this let us do more or better work? If yes, it is not overhead. It is investment, and you should be able to explain it to a donor in one sentence — which, in practice, you almost always can.


The legal side, briefly and honestly


Requirements for accounts, filings, tax treatment, employment, and charitable status vary by country and often by state or province, and they change. Nothing in this book is legal, tax, or accounting advice.


Do this: find out what applies to your legal form in your jurisdiction, write the deadlines in your calendar, and get one conversation with a professional who advises small nonprofits before you grow much further. Many will give an hour free, and an hour of their time now is much cheaper than the alternative.


Mistake to avoid
Running through a personal account
It starts as a convenience in month one and by month fourteen there are four hundred mixed transactions, no clear separation, an exhausted founder trying to reconstruct which coffee was which, and a treasurer who cannot certify anything. Open a separate account as early as you can. If you truly cannot yet, keep the money physically separate, record every movement, and have a second person see the record monthly.

Baby step
Build the one-page budget
Two columns, real numbers, every cost included — especially the ones you have been paying yourself — and a planned surplus at the bottom, even if it is only $200.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write the twelve-month cash-flow line: when money actually arrives and when it leaves.
	Set your reserve target: three months of essential costs.
	Ask one competent, uninvolved person to review the books annually.



Checklist
Financial discipline
Separate account
One-page budget including every real cost
A cash-flow view across twelve months
A reserve target with a planned surplus to reach it
Two people on all cash, both signing
Someone independent reviews statements monthly
Numbered receipts both ways
An annual independent look at the books
Filing deadlines in the calendar


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What costs are you personally absorbing that should be in the budget?
	In which month does your cash actually run lowest?
	What are you not buying that would let you do the work substantially better?






Chapter 72

Diversifying the Funding Base

Never standing on one leg




An organization funded by one source is not funded. It is borrowing time from someone else's decision.


Every experienced fundraiser has watched the same story: a small organization gets a large grant, builds around it, and closes eighteen months after the grant ends. The grant was not the problem. The absence of anything else was.


The failure modes of single-source funding


It ends. Grants are almost always time-limited. Businesses change managers. Major donors move, die, divorce, or change interests.


It bends you. Whoever provides most of your money gradually shapes what you do, usually without anyone intending it. You start writing proposals for work adjacent to your mission because that is what the funding is for.


It makes you timid. An organization that depends on one funder cannot afford to disagree with them, which is a bad position for anyone whose job involves speaking for people.


It hides the real question. A large grant means nobody has to build a donor base for three years, and building a donor base takes about three years.


The sources available to you


You have met all of these in Part Six. The point here is that they behave differently, and a healthy mix is a mix of behaviours, not just of names.



	Source	Behaves like

	Individual one-off gifts	Responsive, lumpy, relationship-driven

	Monthly donors	Predictable, slow to build, the backbone

	Events	Seasonal, labour-heavy, good for recruitment

	Membership	Predictable, community-building

	Grants	Large, slow, restricted, time-limited

	Business sponsorship	Annual, relationship-dependent, needs renewal

	Major gifts	Occasional, transformative, carries capture risk

	Earned income	Steady but consumes staff time

	In-kind	Invisible in accounts, often the largest real contribution

	Legacies	Unpredictable in timing, potentially large




Do not chase a magic percentage


You will find advice specifying that no source should exceed some particular share of income. Treat these as prompts rather than rules. The right mix depends on your size, your community, and what you are trying to do.


What is genuinely true, and worth holding to, is simpler:


Know your largest single source and what would happen if it stopped. If the answer is "we close," that is your priority this year, whatever the percentage.


Have at least three real sources, meaning three that would still be there next year, not three that happened once.


Grow the predictable portion. Monthly donors and members are worth more per dollar than anything else because they let you plan.


Never let one person's preferences decide your programme, regardless of how much they give.


Sequencing, for a small organization


Diversification is not something you do all at once. A sensible order:


Year one: individual gifts, your founding circle, one small repeatable event. Everything relationship-based.


Year two: add monthly giving deliberately — a specific campaign for it — and one or two local businesses.


Year three: add grants, now that you have a track record, accounts, and countable results. Add membership if it suits your community.


Year four and beyond: major gifts, and mention legacies for the first time.


Founders who invert this — starting with grant applications because it feels less personal than asking a neighbour — usually spend a year writing proposals that are declined for lack of track record, and arrive at year two with no donors and no confidence.


What to do when a large source ends


It will, and it is survivable if you see it coming.


Know the end date from the day it starts, and mark it in your calendar twelve months ahead. In the final year, deliberately raise the replacement rather than assuming a renewal. Tell your other supporters plainly that it is ending — some will step up, and none will if they do not know. Shrink deliberately if you must, choosing what to stop rather than letting everything degrade at once.


The organizations that die are not the ones that lost a funder. They are the ones that lost a funder and had not told anybody, planned anything, or built anything else in the meantime.


Mistake to avoid
Building the programme around the grant
The grant funds a coordinator for two years, so the whole service is designed to need a coordinator. When it ends, the service ends. Design what you can sustain, and use restricted funding to do extra or to build capacity that persists — equipment, training, a written system — rather than to create a dependency with an expiry date.

Baby step
Name your biggest source and stress-test it
Write down where most of your money came from last year, and then write one paragraph describing exactly what you would do if it disappeared in March. If you cannot write the paragraph, that is this year's priority.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	List every source of income you had last year with rough amounts.
	Circle the largest and write the end date if it has one.
	Choose the one new source you will add this year, and only one.



Checklist
A resilient base
At least three sources that will recur
You know your largest source and its end date
A written answer to ‘what if it stopped?’
The predictable portion is growing
No single donor's preferences drive programme decisions
In-kind support is counted, even though it is not in the accounts
New sources are added one per year, not all at once


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What would close if your biggest supporter stopped tomorrow?
	Are you avoiding personal asking by writing grant applications?
	Which one new source genuinely fits your community this year?






Chapter 73

The First Major Campaign

When you need a larger sum for a particular thing




Sooner or later there is a specific, larger thing: a van, a building deposit, a roof, a year of a coordinator's salary. This is a campaign — a defined amount, for a defined purpose, in a defined period — and it is different in kind from your ordinary fundraising.


Everything in this chapter scales. "Major" for you may be five thousand dollars. The structure is the same at five thousand and five million, which is why learning it properly at your scale is worth the effort.


Before you start: three honest questions


Is the thing genuinely necessary? Campaigns take enormous energy. A campaign for something merely desirable will exhaust the goodwill you need for something essential later.


Can you name the top gifts? Write down the names of the people who could give the largest amounts. If the top of your list is imaginary — "a business, maybe" — you are not ready. Campaigns are funded by a small number of large gifts, not by a large number of small ones.


Can you afford the running costs afterwards? Raising for a van is easier than raising for insurance, fuel, and maintenance forever. Fund the consequence, not just the purchase.


The structure


1. The case. A version of your one page from Chapter 17, focused on this one thing. What it is, what it costs, why now, what changes, what happens without it.


2. The gift table. The central tool, and the one beginners skip. Work out how the total will actually be assembled.



Goal: $12,000 for the van

1 gift of $3,000 — need 3 prospects

2 gifts of $1,500 = $3,000 — need 6 prospects

4 gifts of $500 = $2,000 — need 12 prospects

10 gifts of $200 = $2,000 — need 25 prospects

40 gifts of $50 = $2,000 — need 100 prospects

Total $12,000 from 57 gifts, needing about 146 prospects




Two rules of thumb built into that table: the largest gift is usually around a quarter of the total, and you need roughly three prospects for every gift you actually receive. Now write real names against the top three rows. If you cannot fill them, the goal is wrong or the timing is.


3. The quiet phase. Ask the largest prospects privately, before any public announcement. Aim to have between a third and a half of the total committed before anyone hears about it publicly.


This is not secrecy for its own sake. It is because people give more readily to something already moving, and because if the top of the table cannot be filled, you want to discover that before you have announced a number to the whole community.


4. The lead gift. The first large one. It sets the scale for everyone else and it is worth waiting for. Ask your most likely major supporter first, in person, having cultivated properly, and consider asking them to let you name the amount publicly — "the first $3,000 has already been given" does an enormous amount of work.


5. The public launch. When you are a third to a half of the way there. Announce the goal, the progress, the deadline, and exactly what people can do. A visible thermometer, literally or figuratively, on a wall or a page.


6. The middle. The hard part, where enthusiasm sags around sixty percent. Plan for it: a matched-gift offer, a named element, a deadline, a story from the middle of the campaign. Do not simply wait it out.


7. The close. The last stretch is the easiest money in the whole campaign, because "we are $900 short with two weeks to go" is the most compelling thing you will ever be able to say. Go back to people who gave early; many will give again to finish it.


8. Stewardship. Thank everyone. Report. Show the van. Invite people to see it. Name it if that suits. And keep every one of those donors afterwards — a campaign that ends in silence has converted supporters into a one-off transaction.


The committee


Even a small campaign benefits from three to six people who each take a portion of the asking. Their real value is not labour; it is reach. Each brings their own circle, and a personal ask from a friend converts far better than one from you.


Ask each committee member to do three specific things: give themselves first, name ten prospects, and personally ask five of them. Vague committee membership produces nothing.


What goes wrong


Announcing before the quiet phase. You launch at zero, it sits at eleven percent for six weeks, and the campaign acquires the smell of failure.


A goal with no gift table. "We need $12,000" with no idea where the top gifts come from is a wish.


No deadline. Campaigns without end dates drift for years and quietly expire.


Neglecting ordinary fundraising. The campaign consumes everything, the annual appeal is skipped, and you finish with a van and no operating money.


No plan for missing. Decide in advance what happens at eighty percent. A smaller van? An extension? A different plan? Knowing removes the panic.


Baby step
Build the gift table
For whatever your next larger goal is, write the table: how many gifts at what size, and how many prospects each row needs. Then write real names into the top three rows. The gaps in that table are your actual campaign plan.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write the campaign goal, purpose and deadline in one sentence.
	Draft the gift table.
	Name the three people who could give the lead gift.



Checklist
Campaign readiness
The thing is necessary, not merely desirable
Running costs afterwards are accounted for
A one-page case specific to this campaign
A gift table with real names in the top rows
A quiet phase planned before any announcement
A lead gift secured before launch
A deadline
A plan for the sag at sixty percent
Ordinary fundraising continues alongside
A decision made in advance about what happens at eighty percent


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Who could give the lead gift, and have you cultivated them?
	What are the running costs after the thing is bought, and who is funding those?
	What will you do if you reach eighty percent and stall?






Chapter 74

Building a Team and Letting Go

The only way this outlives you




Most small organizations are one person doing everything, with helpers. That works, up to a point, and the point arrives sooner than founders expect. This chapter is about what comes after it.


Why founders hold on


Not vanity, usually. Four honest reasons, all understandable and all eventually fatal.


It is faster to do it yourself. True today. False by month six, because you have to do it again every time.


Nobody else will do it properly. Sometimes true. Usually it means nobody has been told what "properly" is, because it exists only in your head.


It is who I am now. The organization has become an identity, and handing over pieces feels like handing over yourself.


Asking for help feels like admitting inadequacy. The same reflex that made asking for money difficult, pointed at a different target.


Delegating properly


Most delegation fails for the same reason: it is vague. "Could you help with the fundraising?" produces nothing. The fix has four parts.


One task, clearly bounded. Not "the newsletter" — "write and send the November update by the 3rd."


The written procedure. The half-page you wrote in Chapter 69. This is what makes handing over possible rather than aspirational.


Authority to decide. If they have to check everything with you, you have not delegated, you have added a step.


Acceptance that it will be done differently. Differently is not worse. A founder who takes tasks back because they were done differently will end up alone, and will have taught everyone that volunteering here is pointless.


The first four roles to hand over


In roughly this order, because each is bounded, teachable, and relieves a real pressure.


The thank-you writer. Bounded, teachable, high value, and a lovely job for someone who likes writing to people.


The record-keeper. The person who maintains the money log and the people list. Often the same person who becomes treasurer.


The event coordinator. One event, entirely theirs, with the written page from last time.


The second asker. Someone besides you who can make an ask. This is the hardest and most important, because an organization where only the founder can ask has a permanent ceiling.


Recruiting volunteers who stay


Volunteers leave for predictable reasons: the job was vague, nobody thanked them, they were not needed, they were used badly, or nobody told them what their work achieved.


So: ask for something specific and bounded. Say how long it takes and when it ends. Show them what to do rather than explaining it. Thank them the same day. Tell them what their work produced. Ask them what they would rather be doing.


And ask people for what they are actually good at. The retired accountant does not want to move tables; he wants to be asked about the books, and nobody ever has.


Rotation and rest


Build rotation in from the start, before anyone burns out. A rota for the recurring jobs. Terms for the demanding roles — "two years, then someone else does it" — which makes both taking on and stepping down normal rather than a crisis.


And take your own rest, visibly. A founder who never stops teaches everyone that stopping is not permitted, and then wonders why the volunteers are exhausted too.


Growing leaders, not just helpers


A helper does what you ask. A leader decides what should be asked. You need the second kind, and they are made rather than found.


The method is unglamorous: give somebody a real decision, let them make it, back them publicly when it goes wrong, and do not take the responsibility back. Every founder can name the moment someone else took a piece of the work and made it their own. It almost always follows a founder deliberately not intervening.


Succession, which is not a morbid subject


Two questions every organization should be able to answer, however small.


If you were unavailable for two months, what would happen? Write it down. Who thanks the donors, who pays the hall, who opens on Thursday, who has the passwords, who can access the bank.


If you stopped permanently, would this continue? If the honest answer is no, that is the most important piece of work in front of you, and it is a piece of work — systems, written procedures, a second asker, shared access — not a feeling.


An organization that cannot survive its founder is not yet an organization. It is a person doing good work, which is an honourable thing to be, but it should be a choice made knowingly rather than a situation you drift into.


Mistake to avoid
Taking it back because it was done differently
The volunteer sends the update and the tone is not quite yours. You rewrite it. Next month you write it yourself, “just this once.” Within a quarter you own it again and the volunteer has learned that their contribution is provisional. Let it be done differently. The only things worth intervening on are accuracy, ethics, and promises to donors.

Baby step
Hand over the thank-yous
Find one person, give them the templates and the money log, and let them thank donors for one month. Do not check their wording. This is the smallest real handover and it is usually the first time a founder discovers that the thing does not, in fact, require them.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Write down every task only you can currently do.
	Choose one and write the half-page procedure for it.
	Ask one specific person to take one specific job with an end date.



Checklist
Reducing dependence on you
At least one recurring task fully owned by someone else
Written procedures for the tasks you have handed over
Someone besides you can make an ask
Someone besides you can access the bank and the files
A written answer to ‘what if the founder is away for two months?’
Rotation or terms for the demanding roles
Volunteers thanked and told what their work achieved
You have taken visible rest


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What are you holding on to, and which of the four reasons is it really?
	Who has offered to help and never been given anything specific?
	What would genuinely stop if you were ill for a month?






Chapter 75

Thinking in Decades

Legacy, endowment, and the long view




Almost everything in this book operates on a horizon of weeks and months. This chapter changes the timescale, because the organizations that are still there in twenty years are the ones where somebody, early on, started thinking in decades.


What changes when you think long


Relationships beat campaigns. A donor who gives $50 a year for thirty years gives $1,500 and brings others. Almost nothing you can do in a single year matters as much as keeping that person for thirty.


Reputation compounds. Every promise kept adds to something that eventually becomes the reason people give without needing to be persuaded.


Institutional memory becomes an asset. Knowing what was tried in 2019 and why it failed saves a future volunteer six months.


Small steady beats large occasional. A modest reliable income, indefinitely, is worth more than a large grant that ends.


Legacy giving, gently


A legacy or bequest is a gift left in a will. For small organizations these are transformative when they arrive, and the whole subject is surrounded by an embarrassment that costs the sector enormous sums.


The facts worth knowing. Most legacy gifts come from long-term modest donors, not from wealthy strangers. Most legacy donors decided because someone mentioned that it was possible. And most small organizations never mention it at all.


How to mention it without being ghoulish:


Say it once a year, in writing, briefly. One line in an annual letter: "Some people choose to remember us in their will. If you have, thank you — and please tell us, so we can thank you properly."


Do not target the recently bereaved or the seriously ill. Ever.


Never advise on wills. Direct people to a solicitor. Always.


Thank people who tell you and keep them close for the rest of their lives. They have made a decision about what should outlast them, and they have included you in it.


Be careful about restrictions. A legacy tied tightly to a purpose that may not exist in twenty years can become an obstacle. If someone tells you their intentions, gently suggest wording that lets a future committee use it sensibly.


In-memory giving


More immediate and more common: gifts made in memory of someone who has died. Families frequently ask for donations instead of flowers.


Handle these with unusual care. Acknowledge every gift individually and quickly. Tell the family the total, not the individual amounts, unless asked. Never add in-memory donors to a general mailing list without asking — they gave for a person, not for you, and treating that as a marketing opportunity is the single most complained-about practice in fundraising.


If a family asks for donations in memory, offer to handle the collecting and to write to everyone who gives. It is a genuine service at a hard time, and it is remembered for years.


Endowment, and whether you want one


An endowment is capital held permanently, with only the income spent. It sounds attractive and is rarely right for a small organization.


The arithmetic is discouraging at small scale: a fund of $20,000 might yield $800 a year. That same $20,000 spent on the work does twenty-five times as much immediately.


Endowment makes sense when you are large enough that the income is meaningful, when a donor specifically wants to give permanently, or when you have an obligation that must be met indefinitely. Otherwise, build reserves instead — three to six months of costs, accessible, which does far more for your stability than a small permanent fund.


Institutional memory


Keep an archive. It costs nothing and is invaluable.


Photographs with dates. The annual summaries. The list of every event with what it raised and what went wrong. The names of everyone who has served. A running note of decisions and why they were made.


In fifteen years this becomes both a practical resource and something more: the record of a community. Organizations that keep one have anniversaries worth marking, stories worth telling, and a sense of continuity that helps them survive the loss of any individual.


The twenty-year questions


Ask these once a year, alone or with whoever else leads.


Will this work still be needed in twenty years? If not, what is the honest endpoint, and is closing well a legitimate goal? Some organizations should finish, and finishing deliberately is a success rather than a failure.


Who will be doing this when I am not? Not in principle — name someone.


What are we building that will still stand? A relationship, a building, a practice, a trained person, a written body of knowledge.


What would we regret not having started this year? That question, asked annually, is usually the one that produces the useful answer.


Baby step
Say it once, in writing
Add one sentence about legacies to your annual letter this year. Not a campaign — one sentence, once a year. That single line, sustained over a decade, is how small organizations receive the gifts that transform them.

Try this today
One thing, before the day ends
	Start the archive: one folder, dated photographs, the annual summaries.
	Write down the name of one person who could lead this if you could not.
	Draft the one legacy sentence for your next annual letter.



Checklist
The long view
An archive exists and is added to
Legacies mentioned once a year, briefly, in writing
Anyone who mentions a legacy is thanked and kept close
In-memory donors acknowledged individually and never auto-added to lists
Reserves prioritized over endowment at your size
A named person who could lead if you could not
The twenty-year questions asked annually


Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Who has supported you for years and has never been told they matter that much?
	What are you building that would still stand if you stopped tomorrow?
	Would you know how to close this well, if closing were the right thing?






Chapter 76

From the First Dollar to a Lifetime of Giving

The last chapter




Go back to the kitchen table.


There is a person there with a notebook and a cold cup of tea and an idea they are slightly embarrassed to say out loud. They have no money. They have no list. They have never asked anyone for anything and the thought of it makes them want to lie down.


Let us follow them.


The journey, in order


The first conversation. They ask a friend for advice, not money, and the friend is pleased to be asked, and talks for forty minutes, and says something useful about Thursday evenings. Nothing has been raised. Everything has started.


The first five dollars. From a sister, half as a joke. It goes into a spreadsheet with three columns, and a thank-you is sent for five dollars, and the machinery has now run end to end.


The first rejection. A neighbour says no, warmly, and asks to be kept informed. It stings for two days. It is recorded in a log with one line: asked too early, he barely knows what we do.


The first hundred. Four people at twenty-five. It takes eleven days and three of those days are spent not making a phone call. The hundred arrives on a Thursday and it feels far larger than a hundred dollars.


The first event. Thirty-one people, soup, a raffle that nobody had thought through. It raises $240 and costs $70. Someone brings their neighbour. Two people ask how they can help regularly.


The first mistake. A gift given for one thing is spent on another. It is noticed a month later. There is a bad evening, and then a phone call, and the donor says of course, use it, and thank you for telling me. The lesson costs nothing and is never repeated.


The first thank-you note that comes back. Someone writes to say they kept it. This is the moment many founders realize that what they are doing is not asking for money.


The first recurring donor. Ten dollars a month. It is not much. It is also the first income that will be there in March without anyone having to do anything, and it changes the way the whole year feels.


The first volunteer who takes something over. The thank-yous. Done differently. Done fine.


The first bad year. The main supporter moves away, an event loses money, and for three months nothing works. They tell people the truth. Some of those people give more. The organization is smaller in December than it was in June, and it is still there.


The first larger gift. Two thousand dollars, from someone they had been talking to, without asking, for a year and a half.


The first time someone else asks. Not the founder. Someone else, at a meeting, saying "would you consider fifty dollars?" and then being quiet for six seconds.


The first time it is bigger than them. Someone at the door says "I heard about this from my sister" and the founder realizes they have never met either of them.


What it was actually about


The money was never the point, and by now you know it.


What you were learning, all along, was how to say clearly what you are doing. How to ask a person for something and let them freely decide. How to hear no without turning it into a verdict. How to keep a promise you made to a stranger. How to write down what happened so someone else could carry it. How to say thank you and mean it. And how to receive help, which is much harder than giving it and which almost nobody teaches.


Those are not fundraising skills. They are the skills of building a community around a piece of work, and the money is simply the form the community's support happens to take.


Two things to take with you


The first is the rules from Chapter 8. Nineteen sentences. Tell the truth, ask clearly, never manipulate generosity, thank people quickly, protect trust, never let fear make the decisions, always leave people with dignity. Everything technical in this book is downstream of those.


The second is the method in the title. You do not have to know how to do all of this. You have to know what the next step is, and take it, and then look up and find the next one.


That is how the person at the kitchen table becomes an organization. Not by a strategy, and not by a breakthrough, and certainly not by a rich stranger. By one conversation at a time, over years, kept honestly.


The last word


Somebody, some evening, will be sitting where you were sitting: a notebook, an idea, no money, and a fear of asking. They will find you already doing the thing they are thinking about, and they will ask you how you started.


Tell them the truth. Tell them you were frightened, that you asked one person for advice, that your first gift was five dollars from your sister, and that you have never stopped feeling the small lurch before saying a number out loud.


Then tell them what this book has been telling you from the first page.


You don't have to know how to do all of this today.
You only need to know what the next step is.
Let's take that step together.


Baby step
Take the next step
Look back through this book and find the one baby step you have not done. Do it this week. Then find the next one. That is the whole practice, and it does not end.

Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	What is the next step?
	What will you have built, five years from now, if you keep taking it?
	Who will you tell about this — and who will you help start?





Part Ten
The Toolkit
✦
Everything you need to photocopy, adapt and use. The ladder, the worksheets, the letters, ten small organizations and what happened to them, and a glossary that translates the jargon back into English.




Chapter 77

The Baby-Step Ladder

The whole book as one staircase




This is the book in one page. Each rung assumes the one before it. Nobody climbs it quickly, and nobody needs to.


Find where you actually are — not where you feel you ought to be — and work on the next rung only.


The ladder



	Stage	What you learn	Where it is

	Day one
Define the mission	To say in one sentence what you do, so a stranger can picture it and repeat it	Ch. 10–11

	Week one
Explain it to five people	That saying it out loud makes it real, and that the fifth telling is better than the first	Ch. 13, 20

	Month one
Find the first supporters	That the people who will start you are already in your phone	Ch. 23–25

	First $100
Learn how to ask	To name an amount and stay silent afterwards	Ch. 26, 29–31

	First $500
Learn how to organize	That twenty asks need a list, a sequence and a record	Ch. 24, 27

	First $1,000
Learn how to plan	To write a one-page plan where every line has a name and a date	Ch. 27

	First event
Learn logistics	That an event is a timeline, a budget, and people who know their job	Ch. 50–56

	First campaign
Learn communication	To tell one story, one number, and the same thing more than once	Ch. 66, 73

	First recurring donor
Learn stewardship	That predictable income changes what you can promise	Ch. 38, 64–65

	First year
Build systems	To get it out of your head and onto half a page someone else can follow	Ch. 16, 28, 69

	Second year
Diversify funding	That standing on one leg is not standing	Ch. 72

	Third year
Develop leadership	To let someone else do it differently and not take it back	Ch. 74

	Fifth year
Build stability	That reserves, a calendar and a second asker are what make a bad month survivable	Ch. 68, 71

	Tenth year
Sustainability	That the organization is now bigger than you, and that this is the goal	Ch. 74–75

	Lifetime
Build a legacy	That it was never about money	Ch. 75–76




The eighteen rungs of the confidence ladder


Inside the first stages sits the smaller ladder from Chapter 20 — the one that turns a person who cannot ask into a person who can. It is reproduced here because it is the part most people need in front of them.


Week one: 1. Ask one person for advice. 2. Tell three people what you do. 3. Ask one person to come to something.


Week two: 4. Ask one person to volunteer for one specific job. 5. Ask for one donated item. 6. Ask one person for an introduction.


Week three: 7. Ask one person who loves you for $5. 8. Ask two people for $25. 9. Send a written ask to five people.


Week four: 10. Ask ten people for $25. 11. Ask one person for $50. 12. Post one public appeal.


Week five: 13. Ask a near-stranger. 14. Ask in front of a group. 15. Ask someone for a recurring gift.


Week six: 16. Make the biggest ask you can stand. 17. Follow up with someone who never answered. 18. Review your log against your predictions.


The rules, for the wall


Tell the truth. Know the mission. Ask clearly. Ask respectfully. Never apologize for the mission. Never manipulate generosity. Never promise what you cannot deliver. Never forget a donor. Thank people quickly. Track what matters. Protect trust. Learn from every campaign. Keep expenses under control. Build relationships before you need money. Never let one donor control the mission. Never let fear make the decisions. Never let fundraising replace the mission. Always leave people with dignity. Always leave the door open.


Baby step
Find your rung
Mark honestly where you are on the ladder. Then read only the chapters listed beside the next rung, and do only the baby step at the end of them. Everything above your rung can wait, and reading it now mostly produces anxiety.

Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which rung have you been skipping past because it feels too small?
	Which rung have you been attempting three too early?
	What would the next rung look like if you did it this week?






Chapter 78

The Worksheets

Eleven pages to fill in




Copy these onto paper or into a document and fill them in. They are deliberately plain. A worksheet you actually complete beats a beautiful one you admire.


1. The mission worksheet



We help (who) to (do what) by (how) in (where).

Eleven-second version: _______________

Thirty-second version (add numbers and one concrete detail): _______________

Two-minute version (add one story, the cost, and what you need next): _______________

Tests: Can a stranger picture it? Can someone repeat it two days later? Any word you would not use in a pub?




2. The problem worksheet



What is happening: _______________

To whom, and how many: _______________

Why it is not already solved: _______________

What happens if nothing changes: _______________

What we do about it: _______________

What it costs: _______________




3. The donor list




	Name	Contact	How I know them	Temp.	Position	Cares about	Last contact	Next step + date

	 

	 



Temperature: hot (knows you and the work) · warm (knows you) · cool (knows of you) · cold (does not know you — do not ask yet).

Position: 1–12 from the donor journey in Chapter 63.




4. The money log




	Date	From	Amount	Method	Restricted? For what?	Thanked (date)	Receipt no.	Banked

	 



Rule: if the ‘thanked’ column has an empty cell older than 48 hours, that is the most urgent thing in your organization.




5. The one-page fundraising plan



Goal: $____ by (date) for (purpose)


	Where it comes from	How much	Who owns it	By when

	 

	 

	 



Planned total (aim for 120% of goal): $____

Check-in dates: ____ If we fall short, we will: ____




6. The annual fundraising calendar




	Month	What happens	Owner	Prepare by

	Jan	 

	Feb	 

	Mar	 

	Apr	 

	May	 

	Jun	 

	Jul	 

	Aug	 

	Sep	 

	Oct	 

	Nov	 

	Dec	 



Pattern to keep: ask → thank → report → rest. Never two asks in consecutive months.




7. The event budget



Event: ____ Date: ____ Target net: $____


	Going out	Est.	Actual	Coming in	Est.	Actual

	Venue	 	Tickets	 

	Food and drink	 	Donations on the night	 

	Printing and publicity	 	Raffle	 

	Equipment or hire	 	Auction	 

	Licences and insurance	 	Sponsorship	 

	Contingency (10%)	 	Sales	 

	Total out	 	Total in	 



Net raised: $____ Cost per dollar raised: ____ Volunteer hours: ____




8. The event timeline



8 weeks: date, venue, purpose, target, permissions, one owner named

6 weeks: budget agreed, jobs assigned, suppliers booked, tickets on sale

4 weeks: publicity out, sponsors approached, raffle prizes requested

2 weeks: numbers checked, food ordered, run of show written, float arranged

1 week: confirm every volunteer by phone, print everything, wet-weather plan

Day before: collect equipment, count float, brief everyone, charge the card reader

On the day: setup, briefing, two people on money, someone photographing, someone collecting names

Next day: count and bank, thank volunteers

Week after: thank every donor, send the impact note, write the one-page record, set next year's date




9. The volunteer job card



Job: ____ Person: ____ Phone: ____

Starts: ____ Ends: ____ Reports to: ____

What you are doing: ____

What you decide yourself: ____

What to check first: ____

If something goes wrong, find: ____




10. The post-event review



Attendance: expected __ actual __ · Raised gross $__ costs $__ net $__ · Volunteer hours __

New names collected: __ · New monthly donors: __

What worked: ____

What went wrong: ____

What we will change: ____

Do it again? yes / no · Next date: ____ · Owner: ____




11. The annual review



Total raised: $__ (last year $__) · Number of donors: __ · New donors: __ · Lapsed: __

Monthly donors: __ · Monthly income: $__ · Largest single source and its share: ____

Proportion of first-time donors who gave again: __%

Gifts thanked within 48 hours: __%

What we will stop doing: ____

What we will repeat: ____

The one new thing this year: ____




Baby step
Fill in one
Choose the worksheet that matches the thing you are actually stuck on and complete it today, badly. A half-filled worksheet tells you more about your organization than a full week of thinking about it.

Checklist
Which worksheet you need
Cannot explain what you do → 1 and 2
No idea who to ask → 3
Money arriving and nothing recorded → 4
A goal but no route to it → 5
Always fundraising in a panic → 6
Planning an event → 7, 8, 9
Just held an event → 10
End of the year → 11





Chapter 79

Letters, Emails and Scripts

Twelve things to copy and adapt




Adapt every one of these into your own voice. A borrowed letter that sounds like you is effective; a borrowed letter that sounds like a charity is not.


1. The first appeal letter



Dear [name],

I'm writing to ask you for something, and I'll come to it in a moment — but first, what's been happening.

[The problem, in two sentences, local and specific.]

[What you do about it, in two sentences, with a number.]

[One short story about one person, with permission.]

The whole thing costs us about [amount] a [week / month / year]. Nobody is paid; that money is [what it actually buys].

Would you consider giving [specific amount]? That covers [specific thing]. If a different amount suits you better, that's completely fine — anything helps and nothing is expected.

You can give by [method]. I'll send a receipt within a week, and in about a month I'll write and tell you exactly what your gift paid for.

Thank you for reading this far.

[Your name, and please sign it by hand]
[Phone number]




2. The short email appeal



Subject: Thirty-one families, and what $25 does

Hello [name] —

Quick one. We're now seeing thirty-one households every Thursday, up from about twenty in the spring. The stock we can't get donated costs $95 a week and that's the only thing limiting us.

Would you give $25? That's a week's shortfall for one family.

[Link or bank details]

If it's not the right time, that's genuinely fine — just delete this and I won't mention it again.

[Name]




3. The text message



Hi [name] — we're $180 short for Thursday's stock. Any chance of $20? No worries at all if not. [link]

Use only with people you would text anyway. Never for a first ask. Never to a list.




4. The monthly giving invitation



Dear [name],

You've supported us [twice / three times] now, and I'm grateful. I want to ask you about something different.

One-off gifts keep us going. Monthly gifts let us plan. If I know $300 is coming in each month, I can promise the families that we'll be open in March, which at the moment I can't honestly do.

Would you consider [$10] a month? Ten people doing that is [$100] a month, which is [what that means concretely].

You can stop at any time by telling me — no forms, no awkwardness. I'll write twice a year to tell you what's happening and I won't ask you for anything extra in between.

[Name]




5. The thank-you note



Dear [name],

Thank you for the [amount] — it arrived on [day].

[Exactly what it buys, in one sentence, with a detail.]

I'll write again in a few weeks and tell you how it's gone. If you're ever free on a [Thursday], come and see it — we're there from [time].

With thanks,
[Name, handwritten]




6. The impact update (the second thank-you)



Hello —

In [month] you gave to the [appeal]. Here's what happened.

[The number. The change. One story.]

[One thing that did not go as planned, said plainly.]

Nothing needed from you this time. I just wanted you to know.

[Name]




7. The sponsorship letter to a local business



Dear [name],

I'm [name] — I run [organization] on [street], and I'm a customer of yours.

[Two sentences: what you do, how many people, how long.]

On [date] we're holding [event], and we expect about [number] local people. I'd like to ask whether [business] would sponsor it.

$100 — your name on the posters and a thank-you from the front.

$250 — the above, plus your logo on the tickets and a table at the event.

$500 — the above, plus named as the main sponsor in everything we publish.

We'd equally welcome goods instead of money if that suits you better.

I'll call in next week to see what you think. If it's not for you, no hard feelings at all — I'll still be in on Saturdays for the bread.

[Name and number]




8. The in-kind request



Dear [name],

We're [what you do]. On [date] we need [the specific thing].

Would you be willing to donate it? We'd thank you publicly at the event and in our newsletter, and I'd bring you a photograph of it being used.

If you can't donate it, could you let us have it at cost, or lend it?

[Name and number]




9. The grant covering letter



Dear [name],

I'm applying to the [fund] for [amount] toward [specific purpose].

[Organization] is [what you are, how long, how many volunteers]. We [what you do], currently serving [number] [people / households] in [place].

The grant would fund [exactly what, itemized]. That would allow us to [the specific change, with a number].

Our total annual budget is [amount]. Last year we raised [amount] from [sources], and I've attached our accounts.

I'm happy to answer any questions, and you'd be welcome to visit on a [Thursday].

[Name and number]




10. The two-minute announcement to a room



“I need two minutes, and then I'll sit down.

Some of you know we open the hall on Thursdays. Last week thirty-one households came. [One short story.]

The stock costs $95 a week and that's the whole problem — we've got plenty of volunteers.

There's a bucket by the door and a sheet if you'd rather set up $10 a month. $25 covers one family for a week.

If you can't give, come on a Thursday instead — we could use the hands. Thank you.”

End with a specific number, a specific action, and an alternative for people without money.




11. The follow-up to someone who never replied



Hello [name] —

I wrote a couple of weeks ago and I know how easily these things get buried, so this is just a nudge in case it's still on your list.

[One line: the ask, restated.]

And if the answer's no, please just say so — it genuinely doesn't bother me and I'd rather know than keep wondering.

[Name]




12. The bad-news letter



Dear [name],

I want to tell you about something that went wrong before you hear it from anyone else.

[What happened, plainly, in the active voice. No excuses.]

[What it means for the work.]

Here's what we're doing about it: [specific actions]. And here's what will stop it happening again: [the procedure you have written].

I'm sorry. If you'd like to talk about it, ring me on [number] — I'd rather have the conversation than not.

[Name]




Baby step
Adapt one letter tonight
Take the letter that matches what you need to do next, put your own words into it, and send it to one person. Not to a list — one person. Adapt it again after you see how they reply.

Checklist
Before any appeal goes out
It names a specific amount
It says what that amount buys
It contains one story and one number
It makes saying no genuinely easy
It says how to give and what happens next
It is signed by a person with a phone number
It contains no claim you could not evidence
You have read it aloud once





Chapter 80

Ten Small Organizations

What actually happened to them




These are composites, drawn from many small organizations. Some of them fail. That is deliberate: books where every story ends well teach nothing, because the useful knowledge is in what people did after something went wrong.


1. The home church that started with nine people


Nine adults meeting in a living room, wanting to fund a well and a school building overseas. Between them they could give perhaps $3,000 a year, which was not enough.


They tried a general appeal to friends and raised almost nothing. Then each of the nine wrote down five people outside the church, and wrote personally to their own five — in their own words, with their own reason. Twenty-one of the forty-five gave. The first year came to $4,180.


The lesson: nine people had a network of forty-five. A personal letter from someone who knows you converts many times better than a general appeal from an organization nobody has heard of.


2. The food ministry that grew too fast


Started with one Thursday and eleven households. Word spread. Within eight months it was three evenings a week and sixty households, run by the same four volunteers.


Two of the four left within a month of each other. The founder covered everything, got shingles, and closed two of the three evenings without warning — which is how the people who depended on it found out.


They restarted with one evening, a rota of nine, and a written rule: no new evening until there are twelve volunteers.


The lesson: demand is not permission. Growth without capacity is a slower way of closing, and the people who suffer are the ones you were trying to serve.


3. The animal rescue that depended on one donor


A retired woman gave $800 a month, which was about seventy percent of their income. She was thanked, kept informed, and loved. Nobody ever discussed what would happen without her.


She moved to be near her daughter, and gave a generous final gift. Four months later the rescue was in serious trouble.


They survived by telling their forty other supporters the truth and asking directly. Fourteen increased their giving; six set up monthly gifts. They reached about sixty percent of the lost income and fostered fewer animals for two years.


The lesson: know your largest source and what happens without it, and tell people when there is a problem. The supporters who were never told anything could not have helped.


4. The community garden that only ever asked for money


Four years of appeals, three per year, to the same list of about ninety people. Diminishing returns each year. The founder concluded the community was ungenerous.


An advisor asked how many non-asking communications they had sent. The answer was none.


They started a monthly two-paragraph update with a photograph. The next appeal — same list, same amount requested — raised roughly double what the previous one had.


The lesson: a list that only ever hears requests becomes a list that stops opening the envelope.


5. The tiny arts group whose gala lost money


They decided a gala was what serious organizations did. Four months of work, a hall deposit, a caterer, printed tickets, a committee of nine that shrank to three. They grossed $3,100 against $2,400 of costs.


Net $700, about four hundred volunteer hours, and two people who never came back.


The next year they held a $10 soup supper in a member's back garden. Fifty-one people, $620 net, about thirty volunteer hours — and eleven new names on the list, which the gala had not produced at all.


The lesson: count the cost, including hours. A small thing done well beats a large thing done at your limit.


6. The literacy project that chased grants first


The founder found asking friends excruciating and grant writing comparatively painless. She wrote eleven applications in the first year and was declined eleven times, mostly for lack of track record and accounts.


She had raised nothing, had no donors, and had spent a year at a laptop.


In year two she asked twenty-two people she knew and raised $1,900. In year three, with results, accounts and a story, two of five grant applications succeeded.


The lesson: grants reward a track record you do not yet have. Build the record with people first. And notice when a strategy is chosen because it avoids discomfort rather than because it works.


7. The disaster-relief group that never thanked anyone


A volunteer group that responded to floods. Enormously effective in the field, and completely silent afterwards. Money came in during a crisis and nothing went out.


By the third flood the donations had fallen by two-thirds, and the founder assumed people were tired of floods.


They introduced one rule — every gift acknowledged within forty-eight hours, with a note six weeks later on what it did. The next appeal outperformed all three previous ones.


The lesson: the thank-you is not manners. It is the mechanism by which a first gift becomes a second, and it is the cheapest thing in this book.


8. The rural nonprofit whose founder did everything


Twelve years, one woman, remarkable work. She held every password, every relationship, and every procedure in her head.


She had a stroke. For six weeks nobody could access the bank account or the donor list. Three grant deadlines passed. Two long-standing donors were never thanked and one of them stopped.


She recovered. The organization now has three people with bank access, a written procedure for every recurring task, and a named deputy.


The lesson: an organization that cannot survive its founder's absence is not yet an organization. This is fixable in a weekend and almost nobody does it until something happens.


9. The recovery house that took the wrong money


A local business offered $5,000 a year — more than a quarter of their income — on condition that their name appeared on everything and that they could bring visitors to see the work.


The board took it. Within a year residents were being brought into contact with people they had not agreed to meet, and two left.


The house ended the arrangement, refunded part of the year, and lost the money. It took eighteen months to replace and they were right to do it.


The lesson: some money costs too much. Decide in advance what you will not sell, write it down while it is easy, and read it when the offer arrives.


10. The founder who was afraid to ask for four years


He ran a reading club for six children in a church back room, funded entirely out of his own pocket — about $70 a month for four years, which he never told anyone about.


When his hours were cut he had to choose between the club and his own bills. He finally told eight people the truth.


All eight gave. Four set up monthly gifts. One said, "I've watched you do this for four years and I've been waiting to be asked."


The club now runs for nineteen children, and he no longer pays for any of it.


The lesson: the money was there the whole time. The only thing missing was the ask, and the people around him experienced his silence not as modesty but as being shut out.


Baby step
Find yourself
One of these ten is closer to your situation than the others. Read it again, then write down the single thing that organization did to change course, and whether you could do the equivalent this month.

Reflection questions
Sit with these before moving on
	Which of the ten made you uncomfortable, and why?
	Which failure are you closest to right now?
	Who has been watching you and waiting to be asked?






Chapter 81

A Glossary of Plain Terms

The jargon, translated




Every term you are likely to meet, in the order a beginner meets them rather than alphabetically — because knowing where a word sits is more useful than knowing where it files.


The basics


Fundraising. Inviting people to participate in work they believe is worthwhile, usually with money. Not begging.


Donor. Someone who gives money. Also called a supporter, which is a better word because it includes everyone else.


Gift. A donation. Fundraisers say "gift" because it describes what it actually is.


The ask. The moment you request a specific amount. Also used as a noun for the amount itself.


Case for support. The one page that answers every question a supporter has. Chapter 17.


Mission. What you do, in a sentence a stranger can repeat.


In-kind. Goods or services given instead of money — food, a venue, printing, a lawyer's time. Often worth more than the cash you raise.


Money words


Restricted funds. Money a donor said must be used for a particular purpose. It must be. Using it for anything else is a breach of trust and, in many places, of law.


Unrestricted funds. Money given for you to use as you judge best. The most valuable and hardest to raise.


Overhead / core costs / administration. The costs of existing rather than of the direct work — insurance, the phone, the accounts. Real, necessary, and unfairly treated as waste.


Reserves. Money set aside so a bad month is not a closure. Aim for three months of essential costs.


Cash flow. When money actually arrives and leaves, as distinct from the annual total. You can be fine for the year and unable to pay in March.


Endowment. Capital held permanently with only the income spent. Rarely right for a small organization.


Cost per dollar raised. What you spent divided by what you raised. Count volunteer hours too, even though they do not appear.


Matched giving / matching gift. Someone agrees to match what others give, up to a limit. Powerful in the middle of a campaign.


Gift aid / tax receipt / deductibility. Arrangements that increase the value of a gift or reduce the donor's tax. What exists and who qualifies varies entirely by country. Never tell a donor a gift is deductible without checking.


People words


Prospect. Someone who might give but has not yet. Not a target.


Cultivation. Getting to know someone before asking. Chapter 25.


Stewardship. Looking after supporters after they give — thanking, informing, showing appreciation, keeping the relationship. Also used for looking after the money itself.


Retention. The proportion of donors who give again. The single most important number in small-organization fundraising.


Lapsed donor. Someone who used to give and has stopped. Usually recoverable by asking why.


Acquisition. Finding new donors. Expensive. Retention is cheaper.


Major donor. Someone who gives a large amount relative to your size. For you this might be $500.


Ambassador / advocate. A supporter who asks other people on your behalf. The most valuable person on your list.


Donor journey / donor pyramid. The path from stranger to lifelong supporter. Chapter 63.


Segmentation. Dividing your list so different groups get different messages. At your scale: three groups in a spreadsheet.


Method words


Annual appeal. A yearly letter or email to your whole list.


Recurring / monthly giving. Regular automatic gifts. The backbone of a stable small organization.


Crowdfunding. An online campaign with a public target and a deadline. Works best for one specific object.


Peer-to-peer. Your supporters raising money from their own networks on your behalf.


Membership. Supporters who pay a regular subscription and get some form of belonging.


Giving circle. A named group of donors giving at a similar level.


Sponsorship. A business gives money or goods in exchange for visible acknowledgement. Partly commercial, and that is fine.


Grant. Money from a foundation, trust or government body, applied for in writing, usually restricted and time-limited.


Foundation / trust. An organization that exists to give grants.


Legacy / bequest. A gift left in a will.


In-memory giving. Gifts made in memory of someone who has died. Handle with unusual care.


Earned income. Money from selling something rather than from gifts.


Campaign words


Campaign. A defined amount, for a defined purpose, in a defined period.


Gift table / gift range chart. The plan showing how many gifts at what size will make up the total. Chapter 73.


Quiet phase. Asking the largest supporters privately before announcing anything publicly.


Lead gift. The first large gift, which sets the scale for everyone else.


Public launch. Announcing the campaign, ideally when you are a third to a half of the way there.


Organization words


Nonprofit / not-for-profit / charity / voluntary organization. Terms vary by country and mean different things legally. Find out what your form is called where you are.


Registration / incorporation. Becoming a formal legal entity. Requirements vary entirely by jurisdiction.


Board / trustees / committee. The people legally responsible for the organization. Their duties vary by country and are usually more serious than volunteers expect.


Conflict of interest. When someone's personal interest could affect a decision. Declare it and let someone else decide.


Safeguarding. Protecting children and adults at risk. Obligations vary by jurisdiction and apply regardless of your size.


Data protection. Rules on holding people's personal information. Applies to small organizations in many countries.


Mission drift. Gradually doing work you never meant to do, usually because that is what the money was for.


Donor capture. When one funder's preferences start determining what you do.


Burnout. What happens to the founder who never delegates, never rests, and believes everything depends on them. Chapter 62.


Three phrases to stop using


"Our vital work." Says nothing. Replace with what you actually do.


"Any amount helps." True, and it raises less than naming a number.


"Dear supporter." Use their name or do not write.


Baby step
Translate your own materials
Read your website, letter or leaflet with this glossary beside you. Every time you find a term from the left-hand side of this chapter, replace it with the plain version. Your readers are not fundraisers and should not have to be.




Colophon



Fundraising in Baby Steps

From Your First Conversation to a Lifetime of Generosity

Published by White Lotus Society Publications

for Golden Flower Abbey

81 chapters in ten parts.



The examples in this book are composites. Northside Thursday Table, its
volunteers and its supporters are invented, and the figures attached to them
are illustrations rather than targets. Any resemblance to a real food project
is a compliment to the many that work exactly like this one.

Rules on charity registration, tax receipts, raffles and lotteries, public
solicitation, data protection and employment vary by jurisdiction. Nothing in
this book is legal, tax or financial advice. Check what applies where you are
before you fundraise publicly.

✦

May your table be long and your door be open.
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