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When you’re in the business of raising money for a cause, it’s crucial to understand the fundamental 

reasons why donors give. Once you understand those reasons, you can craft your fundraising 

campaigns accordingly, and your success rates will be far higher than if you attempt to ask for 

money without really understanding why a prospective donor would say yes – or no. So here, we 

outline the top five reasons why people give to charity.

 
1. People give to people

People don’t give to organizations. It can be hard for charities to accept, but the fact is that people 

don’t give to the charity; they give to the people who the charity helps. So while the milestones your 

charity reached or goals you accomplished are surely notable, talking about them is not an effective 

fundraising strategy. Instead, your fundraising must center on the people that you help. 

 

For example, IPM Advancement recently put together a fundraising campaign for Friends of the 

Orphans. The campaign centered on a story of three little children who had been living alone in a 

mud hut, afraid to go outside for school because of the violence right outside their doorstep. Through 

the work of Friends of the Orphans, those three children – and many others – are now living in a 

shelter, safe, warm, fed, and going to school.  

 

The appeal was framed around the three children as examples of how donors can make a 

difference. Even when talking about the organization in general, we continued to wrap back to the 

kids. We drew prospective donors into the story, made them feel like they knew the children, and 

empowered them to help.
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2. People give when they can see themselves in the story

It is human nature to be fundamentally self-centered. Even the most generous people are acting 

out of an emotional relationship to the story – it just happens that their emotional connection is to 

help others. So when you can create a story that is a mirror back to your prospective donors – when 

they can see themselves in the story you tell, you will be much more successful than if prospective 

donors can’t relate. 

 

At IPM Advancement, when we create a fundraising campaign for a client, our job is to create visual 

design that is appealing and catches the eye, graphics and photos that draw the reader in, and 

compelling stories that touch the reader’s heart. When we can craft a story in which the prospective 

donors can see themselves, then we are successful at eliciting gifts.

3. People give when the story touches their heart

People will open their wallets when they feel an emotional connection with the person they’re being 

asked to help. It’s an old adage in non-profit fundraising that if you can make the prospective donor 

cry, she’ll give anything you ask her for. While the adage is a little cheeky, it is fundamentally true: 

when people feel a strong emotional connection, they stop thinking with their head (which always 

has a reason why they shouldn’t give) and start thinking with their hearts (which are open and 

giving).

4. People give when they’re drawn in to the story

We all want to feel connected. When you’re raising money for a non-profit organization, you must 

be able to draw people in to the story you’re telling. Figure out some way to make them feel as if 

they’re there, in the story, experiencing what you’re telling. If you can do that successfully, you’ll get 

the gift. 
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For example, in a recent fundraising campaign developed for the Wisconsin Historical Foundation, 

IPM Advancement drew readers into the story by asking them to imagine themselves in situations 

we knew they would find compelling. “Have you ever seen the original script of Casablanca? Have 

you ever read the notes written by a civil rights activist on toilet paper as she sat in an Alabama jail 

cell? These are the types of things you can see at the Historical Foundation.” Because they were 

drawn into the story, into actively imaging themselves looking at these pieces of history, people were 

compelled to give.

5. People give when they can be part of a transformation

Transformational stories are among the most effective fr eliciting donations. When donors feel like 

they can make a difference – like they can be part of a transformation from something terrible to 

something beautiful – then they are more likely to give than if you’ve only showed them the terrible. 

Showing transformation is also a powerful way to implicitly explain the work that your organization 

does. While you don’t use the language “We do this…We do that…” by showing the transformation, 

made possible by your organization, you are showing the work that you do. 

 

For example, we recently developed a fundraising campaign for a local shelter that helps at-risk 

teens. We told the story of Jamie, a young woman who at age 14 found herself homeless. With the 

help of the shelter, she got on a new path. Today, at the age of 29, she is a successful business 

owner. In our campaign we told Jamie’s story with words, and with pictures. We emphasized the 

transformation in Jamie’s life. Through that transformation, we gave the prospective donors a way to 

relate to the story, to Jamie, and to the work that the shelter does. And that is why they gave.

How you can leverage this understanding for fundraising success

Now that you understand the top five reasons why people give to charity, how do you leverage that 

understanding to improve the success of your fundraising campaign? Here, we outline four of the 

most common methods of fundraising – direct mail, email, phone, and integrated – and explain how 

to leverage each method in the context of why people give.
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1. Direct mail

Direct mail, in contrast to what you might have read in the blogosphere, is not dead. In fact, direct 

mail is alive and well, and still the most effective method for non-profit fundraising. As many experts 

in the field relate, fundraising letters are – by far – the single biggest means used by nonprofits to 

recruit new donors. Surveys reveal time and again that letters provide the means for the majority 

of donors to make a first gift or become a member of a nonprofit organization. The power of direct 

mail is that it gives you the ability to tell your story in a very clear way and to highlight that story with 

pictures.

2. Email

Email as a fundraising method is growing in popularity, but it is not as effective as some people 

think. In contrast to direct mail, where stories commonly run several pages, email has to be shorter. 

You can (and should) tell your story, and include a photo, but you’ll have to link to a more in-depth 

version of the story. That is, in fact, one of the principal benefits of email: the distance between the 

prospective donor and your website, where the donor can make a gift, is shorter (because she’s 

already on a computer or Internet-enabled device). 

 

While we typically combine email with direct mail, sometimes we do a campaign using only email. 

That’s typically for appreciation campaigns. For example, for one organization that provides free 

mammograms for uninsured women, we sent an email to every donor thanking them for their gift. 

We told the story of how 300 uninsured women had received free mammograms, thanks to their 

generous donation. We also asked for additional support for the organization to continue their good 

work.

3. Phone

Telephone contact remains one of the best ways to communicate with individuals in a personal 

manner. Despite cell phones, voicemail, call screening and no-call lists, phone fundraising continues 

to be a vitally important method to enhance donor renewal. When you  personally connect with 
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donors by phone, you put to work a widely accepted and proven solicitation technique that requires 

an immediate “yes, no or maybe” response. At IPM Advancement, we make sure each call creates 

a rapport between the donor, or prospective donor, and the organization. Phone allows us to tell the 

story in the most personalized way, giving us a great opportunity to connect at an emotional level 

with the donor or prospect.

4. Integrated fundraising

By far the most effective method for non-profit fundraising is an integrated combination of direct mail, 

email, and phone communication. At IPM Advancement, for example, we often will send an email 

to our target list before we send the direct mail piece. The email includes the same photo that they 

will see on the carrier envelope. We tell them in the email that they’ve got something special coming 

in the mail and we ask them to please take a minute to read our letter. The results are incredible: 

Because they have a heads up of what they should be looking for, people who receive that email 

before the direct mail respond at a rate 7% higher than people who only receive the direct mail. 

 

We also combine direct mail with a post-direct mail email. We use the email as a subtle, friendly 

reminder to the prospective donor. We take the opportunity to provide additional information (about 

the same story) and give the prospective donor another chance to make a gift. Sending a post-direct 

mail email increases the total response rate by another 4%. And when phone fundraising is part of 

your integrated, multi-solicitation-method strategy, you increase program visibility, credibility and a 

sense of urgency that helps improve overall response. 

 

A recent article by WaveTrain Intermedia articulated the case for integrated fundraising well: 

“Using a cross media approach to a nonprofit fundraising appeal is an excellent way to improve 

response rates. Typically, nonprofit fundraising appeals consist of #10 letter packages with a variety 

of messaging depending on the record profile. This is a great way of reaching your audience but 

considering the different channels your donors are available on, wouldn’t it be nice to find them using 

the medium they prefer?”  
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When thinking about how best to craft your fundraising campaign to maximize donations, it is critical 

that you first understand the reasons why your donors give. Remember that people give to people; 

they give when they see themselves in the story you’re telling; they give when you’ve created an 

emotional connection; when they’re drawn into the story; and when you’ve made them feel like they 

can be part of a transformation.  

 

At IPM Advancement, understanding why people give is our job. For more than seven years, we 

have been helping non-profit organizations create fundraising campaigns – often integrating direct 

mail, email, and phone communications – that maximize donations by connecting with prospective 

donors. We can help you, too. 

 

 

 
About IPM Advancement

IPM Advancement is a leading non-profit fundraising company, founded in 2006, to create efficient, 

effective annual giving and Fundraising, Membership, and Advocacy solutions for nonprofits by 

integrating Internet, Phone and Mail. At IPM Advancement, we understand that our success is 

directly tied to the success of our clients. We also know that our work to Consult, Create, Segment, 

Produce and Manage programs has a direct impact on our clients’ ability to fulfill their missions and 

serve the greater good. It’s a job we take seriously, and we prove ourselves every day by designing 

industry-leading programs that get results based on intelligent, integrated strategies and superb 

execution. Learn more at www.IPMAdvancement.com 

 

  

 


