CROWDFUNDING
The New Wave of Online Grassroots Fundraising
Emily Nepon
Mariposa Food Co-op supporters at their June 2011 ground breaking ceremony. Photo by Karen Kirchoff

OVER THE LAST FEW YEARS, you’ve probably seen lots of online

fundraising campaigns spreading around social networks to
raise money for creative projects, activist campaigns, or personal needs like medical expenses. These kinds of campaigns
are often referred to as “crowdfunding.” Like the highly visible
fundraising for Obama’s presidential campaign, crowdfunding
works on the premise that lots of small gifts can add up to meet
larger needs. Sound familiar?
Crowdfunding websites like Kickstarter, IndieGoGo, or
ChipIn are online tools that make the process of grassroots fundraising accessible and fun for people who might be hesitant to
participate in a call-a-thon or host a house party. Most crowdfunding sites don’t require a group to have nonprofit 501(c)
(3) status, providing fundraising opportunities to a wide range
of projects and groups that aren’t able to use traditional online
fundraising sites such as JustGive or Network for Good.
The visibility of all these successful online fundraising tools
helps to encourage lots of new fundraisers and donors to dream
big and bring in the funds to make it happen. But not all crowdfunding campaigns are successful. A fabulous online fundraising page is just a tool—raising money still requires asking lots
of people to give. Fundraisers need a large network (in this case,
online) that can be mobilized to give and to spread the word
and ask their networks to get involved. The general strategies of
grassroots fundraising still apply: Planning, Asking, and Thanking are all crucial, and they take work! Here’s how to make the
most of the medium.

CHOOSING A PLATFORM
Each fundraising campaign is different, and you’ll have to
sort out which platform meets your specific project’s needs.

The top sites share a consistent model, but they vary in terms of
fees, features offered, and site traffic (see chart on page 15). For
example, Kickstarter is popular because of its high site traffic,
while ChipIn is great for small campaigns because it charges no
fees. Give some thought to these questions:
■■ Is the ease of outreach worth losing up to 12% of your
income to fees? Most of the sites take about 5% of the
amount donated, plus you lose another 3-5% to PayPal or
credit card fees. Is the ease of communicating your campaign worth the cut you’ll lose? Could you raise the same
money by doing personal outreach, or directing people
to give through your website or send checks? If your goal
is less than $1,000, it is probably easier to raise the funds
by asking directly instead—and keep that $100 you would
have lost to fees!
■■ Is your goal aspirational or easily within reach? Using
Kickstarter, you don’t get any of the money unless you
reach your target amount by the deadline. That pressure
can help to bring in donations, but is it worth the risk of
losing all the pledges if you don’t make it to the finish line?
IndieGoGo charges a higher percent fee to those who don’t
meet their goal. In that case, once you’ve reached the halfway point, you’ll lose less money if you invest the remaining amount (at the last minute) to meet the goal. Do you
have seed funds you could put in to reach your goal?
■■ When do you need these funds? Sites differ in how long a
campaign can continue. IndieGoGo allows up to 120 days
for funding campaigns. Kickstarter campaigns can last up
to 60 days, but they report most success for campaigns
of 30 days or less. Be sure to look, too, for the fine print
on when you’ll get a check from the site—there is often a
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week’s hold before funds transfer into your account after
the close of a campaign. If you need funds immediately, a
PayPal “donate now” button or a site like ChipIn that only
sends funds through PayPal may be a more direct fundraising solution.

TOP TIPS FOR CROWDFUNDING:
■■

■■

■■

■■

Plan, plan, plan! Successful campaigns consistently spread
the word and keep in touch with donors and supporters
through updates on their giving page and regular email
communication. IndieGoGo’s blog reports that “On average, the campaigns on IndieGoGo that send 11 or more
updates to their contributors raise 137% more money than
projects that don’t.” Plan ahead about how you’ll share your
message and keep it current, and how you’ll keep people
coming back to your site. Filmmaker Jennifer Fox raised
$150,000 using Kickstarter—three times more than her
goal! On indieWIRE’s blog she explains:
Our team...discussed how the campaign would start
—rather simply—and how we would keep rolling out
new facets over time....This included building email
lists, adding new incentives, and creating regular
new videos for our website, Facebook, and Twitter
that could be linked with our consistent updates
on Kickstarter. We saw our campaign as having
three initiatives: the web campaign, seeking out
and approaching larger private donors to become
Producers, and setting up Sneak Preview Benefit
Screenings in key locations.
Choose a platform that will be easy to update. Think
ahead about a schedule of emails, postings, and updates on
your giving page. Organize in advance for a packing party
to send thank you notes and perks.
Be Strategic. Set realistic goals and deadlines. Make a few
different income plans—if you need to raise $1,000, do you
know 100 people who could each give $10? Can you reach
500 people, with the knowledge that many will ignore the
link? Be strategic about how many donors are needed to
meet your goal and how long it will take to do that outreach. What contact lists do you have access to? How many
people in your networks can you reach out to personally?
Videos make a difference. Kickstarter’s blog reports that
of the first 1,000 projects successfully funded on their
platform, campaigns with videos had a success rate of 54%
compared to a 39% success rate for campaigns without
video. Keep videos short (less than five minutes), simple,
and personal. Make a clear ask early and again at the end

of the video. Make it playful and inviting—keep the fun in
crowdfunding! Video quality does matter; considering your
budget and the skills in your volunteer network, determine
whether it makes sense to pay a professional videographer
or solicit in-kind video support. One great example of a
crowdfunding campaign is How Philly Moves (kickstarter
.com/projects/jjtiziou/how-philly-moves), which raised
more than the $25,000 goal from a 2.25 minute video with
simple editing. The video features short clips of the people
involved, and perks include greeting cards made with
compelling photos of the project. Another great video
helped the Heels on Wheels Roadshow (kickstarter.com
/projects/962427077/heels-on-wheels-roadshow-2011-gasfund) raise more than their $950 goal. That video was shot
in 45 minutes with a glittery background, fun outfits, and
goofy props. The Heels on Wheels Roadshow raised money
and increased turnout by spreading the word about their
tour through wide social networks.
■■ Tell a personal story. As in any grassroots fundraising,
we know that most people give to people. “Who” is as
important as “what” in this model. Successful campaigns
introduce the people raising money and benefiting from
the campaign, and tell their stories. Be specific about where
the money will go, and be creative about how to show it in
a video. Often we’re asking people to invest in a vision—so
make it easy to imagine the outcome, and be clear that all
the pieces are there and you just need the money.
■■ Offer rewards. Mobilize your community to donate items
and services to use as “perks,” such as T-shirts, VIP passes to
events, or downloadable copies of any media you’re producing. Remember that all of the people you ask (personally)
for in-kind donations can be on your outreach team because
they’re already invested in your success. Think of items that
relate to your campaign, and get creative—but keep it simple! Perks can help get people excited about the campaign,
but you want people to donate because of the project you’re
promoting, not because you’re offering them something in
return. Be careful that you’re not losing money on perks—
consider the cost of materials, mailing, and labor.
■■ Offer incentives. Consider promotions and matching
gift pledges. Spread the word that the next 10 donors will
receive a certain perk or that donations over the next three
days are matched by an anonymous donor. A challenge
match can also be a compelling ask for a major donor to
support your campaign.
Personal outreach makes it happen. Send your own personal
emails to friends, family, and email lists. Post to social networks,
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Want to read more articles on fundraising with a focus on
community resiliency and resourcing? Please visit the Journal
archive at grassrootsfundraising.org/archive to find articles like:
Case sTUDy

Caring for Each Other:
PHILANTHROPY IN COMMUNITIES OF COLOR
BY LISA DURÁN

P

We Are Stronger Together
active solidarity & Collaborative fundraising in the south

By Craig White

By Stephanie Guilloud

Giving Within Communities

Center for Participatory Change’s Research on Horizontal Giving

Georgia Citizens’ Coalition on Hunger and Project South members on Poor People’s Day 2011. Photo by Demetrius Jackson.

iN a MoMeNT WheN BUDGeT CUTs are the new norm—from

the U.S. Congress to our own family households—fundraising diversity is essential to social movement work. Scarcity,
however, is not the right model. Now is the time to be creative,
innovative, and most of all, collaborative.
When the dominant currents demand a fierce individualism
in securing organizations, highlighting singular agendas and
promoting survival-of-the-slickest attitudes, we must draw from
our strongest principles of freedom movement history: You cannot do it alone. And we are always stronger together.
When forces in power began to slice away at the infrastructure of the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955, people did not
just take notice. They acted. When Black taxi cabs were denied
insurance so as to break the carpooling strategies that the
boycott had set up, the largest Black-owned insurance company
in the Southeast, Atlanta Life Insurance, took up the call. As
resources were strained and money dwindled over the year-long
boycott, political organizers Bayard Rustin and Ella Baker started a community fund, called In Friendship, to direct resources
into Montgomery. These methods and collaborative strategies
sustained the boycott, but more important, they linked people
and organizations across the country to a local struggle that
would spark movement work for the next two decades.

Being Generous with What We have, We Can all Get
What We Need

Photo caption here...

The South is the poorest region in the country. There are
dramatically fewer foundations based in and funding Southern
social justice work than in other parts of the country. Our reality has always been based in poverty, and we draw from a wild
resiliency built from centuries of struggle. Many foundations require a list of victories, like a shopping list, for their investment.
But as actors building social movements in a complex world, we
count our victories differently than one-year gains on strategies
that are not always aligned with our realities.
In the South, our victories include the number of years that
we are in relationship with one another and the breadth and
depth of our investments in shared work. We look to each other
for accountability, and we distribute money carefully.

MANY PEOPLE THINkING OF GIvING or philanthropy typically

imagine a wealthy person giving money (donations) or time
(volunteering) through a nonprofit organization, usually to help
people in need. This is one kind of giving, and it is important in
strengthening the fabric of society, making sure that people are
able to meet their basic needs, and promoting civic engagement,
advocacy, and community organizing. Of course, in addition
to the contributions of wealthy people, are the time and money
given by millions of people—middle class, working class, and
poor—to a wide variety of nonprofit organizations.
But there is another form of giving that is less recognized or
celebrated and that actually plays a far more important role in
the lives of many more people. People give constantly to one another within their networks of friends and family. Friends help
friends who are ill; family members lend each other money;
people offer a ride when a neighbor doesn’t have transportation.
This kind of giving within communities is so widespread that
it is frequently taken for granted and has rarely, if ever, been
recognized as a form of philanthropy.
The Center for Participatory Change (CPC), an organization

Collaborative resource Development increases Power
Political organizers and actors today do not have time to
continue to bemoan the lack of resources, the freezing of foundation funds, and the competitive fundraising approaches we’ve
tolerated for many years. Our purpose is higher than maintaining the budget lines of nonprofit organizations. Our purpose is
to build social movements, to build power. And power requires
autonomy, flexibility, and control.
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that helps strengthen grassroots leaders, groups, and networks
working on racial and economic justice issues across 25 counties in Western North Carolina, conducted a study of giving in
low-income and marginalized communities in its area. Borrowing from a similar study that was conducted in South Africa, we
looked at two kinds of giving:
• Horizontal giving—the giving and giving back that occurs
between friends and family within a community, among people
who know and trust each other.
• Vertical giving—in which an individual gives money and/
or time to an organization and that organization, which is often
based outside of a local community, provides some service or
aid to people within a community.
We wanted to know more about how these forms of giving
work in Western North Carolina communities and the relative
importance of each. To do so, we held 12 focus groups with
a total of 122 people across our area. There were four groups
made up of Latinos, two of African Americans, two of Hmongs,
two of European Americans, one of Cherokees, and one mixedrace group. Two-thirds of the people in the groups were women;
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hilanthropy in communities of color has historically
gone unrecognized. In fact, many assume the relationship between philanthropists and ethnic communities is
one of giving to people of color by people who are not.
The majority of studies about philanthropy in America
have focused on elite philanthropy, that is, the philanthropy
of affluent white donors. These views are erroneous, a
form of stereotyping, and at worst they perpetuate a subtle
form of racism that continues to disempower communities
of color in relation to whites.
In fact, philanthropy in communities of color has a
long and vibrant history in the United States. Its form has
been shaped by traditions of immigrant homelands and
the experiences of minorities as they have had to struggle
together to survive. It is crucial to publicize these histories
in order to help re-construct communities of color as
givers, not only receivers, and as important shapers of
our society. Understanding the different ways that giving
practices are culturally embedded should help to foster
understanding and mutual respect.
Up to now, definitions of philanthropy have been dominated by a view that emphasized “charity,” the detachment of professionalism, the benefits of tax deduction, and
giving through charitable institutions. An examination of
the ways communities of color give demonstrates that
there is ample room for re-shaping this view to be more
aware, inclusive, less detached, and respectful of difference.
People of color are philanthropists, whether philanthropy is defined as giving through what is called “institutional philanthropy” — that is, money given to established
charities — or as giving goods and services outside the
nuclear family without any apparent expectation of economic return. Traditional definitions of philanthropy have
tended to focus on giving money, but newer views also
include the giving of time, shelter, or other material
resources as philanthropic activities. This definition allows
for a broader conception of philanthropic behavior. I have
reviewed the literature of philanthropy among communities of color and have found a vital philanthropic history
with elements in common. Some of the commonalities
4

spring from the experience of being people of color in a
U.S. society still tainted by white supremacy; some from the
common experience of immigration.

AFRICAN AMERICANS
Perhaps the best-documented historical cases of philanthropy in communities of color have occurred in AfricanAmerican communities, beginning in the colonial era with
the founding of black churches, fraternal orders and mutual
aid societies. These included the Fraternal Order of Prince
Hall Masons (1775), Boston’s Sons of Africa Society (1788)
and the African Union Society (1781). These institutions
provided support and aid to blacks, providing places to
worship, pensions for widows, and aid to the poor. Many
also worked to abolish slavery. They were so effective that
several states established laws to ban fraternal organizations
and mutual aid societies. The history of African-American
philanthropy includes many organizations whose purpose
was three-fold: humanitarian, as aid to ameliorate suffering;
self-help, emphasizing black schools, colleges, hospitals and
insurance companies; and social change, fighting for the
abolition of slavery and later to end barriers to racial equality.
Black churches have been critical in the development
and support of philanthropic behavior among African
Americans. Gratitude for their role and a sense of self-determination result in broad support among African Americans,
since the church is a community-rooted, black-run institution, historically controlled by its own, and one of the few
that have not abandoned the inner city. In 1995 churches
received two-thirds of black charitable dollars; more recent
figures put black giving to churches at the slightly lower
rate of 60% (on a par with the overall population), as
African Americans begin making gifts to non-traditional
charities, such as scholarship and creative writing programs.
Other organizations, including women’s clubs and
Greek societies, have also served as both recipients and
sources of philanthropy in the African-American community. One example is the Mother Society of New York,
which supported black women in that city in the 19th
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websites, and blogs. Cast a wide outreach net while also making
strategic, explicit asks in the same ways that you would with any
other fundraising campaign. Covering a talk by Kickstarter cofounder Yancey Strickler, PDNPulse.com reports that “strangers generally only begin donating after a project has at least 70
percent of its fundraising and a goal seems within reach.” It also
shares that “A review of Kickstarter traffic has shown that emails
that are personalized drive the most traffic. Facebook is the second most effective way to send traffic to a project,” and it quotes
Strickler as saying, “Twitter is useless for fundraising.”
Thank before you bank—still true! As the gifts roll in, send
personal thank you emails to donors letting them know they’ll
also get a real thank you (and any selected perks) when the
campaign ends. Encourage donors to share with their networks,
and don’t forget to send them updates as the campaign moves
along and reaches that deadline!
Crowdfunding campaigns are a great tool to engage and
energize supporters, bring in new donors, and spread the word
about your important work! n
Emily Nepon is a writer, blossoming accordion rockstar, and
grassroots fundraising consultant in Philadelphia.

CASE STUDY: Food Co-op Exceeds Goal with Crowdsource Fundraising
WEST PHILADELPHIA’S MARIPOSA FOOD CO-OP IS MOVING from its tiny storefront home of 30 years to a building with five

times as much space. Not a 501(c)(3), the co-op’s total capital campaign goal is in the millions, with much of the funding
coming from public and private financing and hundreds of member loans and investments. To generate media attention and
spread the need through wider networks, Mariposa created an IndieGoGo campaign with a goal of raising $10,000 from nonmembers—including members’ friends and families across the country. Here’s what made this campaign a success:
■■

■■

■■

■■

■■

Co-op members fulfilled work-shift hours by volunteering their skills and labor to film and edit a high-quality video. The
filmmakers researched similar campaigns to see what was most effective and wrote a script to make sure the video would
stay short and tell a clear story.
Expansion committee members, board members, staff, and other long-time members participated in telling the story in
the film—including a star appearance by the young (and extremely cute) child of one staff member.
Mariposa spread the word about the fundraising campaign through their website, member email list, Facebook, “Friends
of Mariposa” email list, and the personal networks of expansion committee members and board members.
Members received work-shift hours for designing and creating items for perks, including pins, water bottles, and reusable shopping bags.
Mariposa’s fundraising consultant successfully solicited a popular local music booking organization, R5 Productions, to
match gifts up to a total of $5,000. The day that R5 Productions sent a personal email to their list, the Mariposa campaign skyrocketed by 92 gifts totaling $2,700. In the next few days, another $3,800 came in from 62 more gifts.

In the end, Mariposa raised $8,000 from 192 new donors. In addition, Mariposa received the full $5,000 challenge gift. The
campaign received great media attention, including front page listing on IndieGoGo and mention on their Twitter feed,
which helped to spread the word and bring in new members and more donations as well as provide press for R5 Productions.
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TOP CROWDFUNDING SITES
Although there are many crowdfunding websites available, we chose our top five through weighing a combination of
factors, including: site traffic, name recognition, fee structure, and accessibility to non-501(c)(3) fundraising.

SITE

chipin.com

firstgiving
.com

gofundme
.com

indiegogo
.com

kickstarter
.com

PROCESSING
FEE (% of
donation)

0%

5%

5%

4-9%

5%

ADDITIONAL
PAYPAL/
CREDIT CARD
FEES (% of
donation)

3-5%

2.5%

3-5%

3-5%

3-5%

INCOME
STREAM
OPTIONS

PayPal,
credit/
debit

credit/
debit

PayPal,
credit/
debit

PayPal,
credit/
debit,
check

Amazon

DAILY
UNIQUE
VISITS*

BEST KNOWN FOR

FEATURES OFFERED

NOTES

6K

Low-tech
fundraising widget
for no added fee

Somewhat customizable campaign
page.
Image embedding.
Widget to share campaign.

Few bells and
whistles, no
technical support,
and outdated
website. However, it
also takes no direct
fee, so campaigns
only lose PayPal
processing fees.

15K

Large group
fundraising
campaigns and
events with
individual and team
pages, such as AIDS
Ride for Life

Customizable campaign pages for
nonprofits, fundraising teams, and
individuals.
Video and Image embedding.
Share updates.
Donor comments.
Widget to share campaign.
Tax-deductible donations only.
Support through email, online chat,
phone, or twitter.

Works like
online donation
processing sites
Network For Good
or JustGive. Only
available for 501(c)
(3)s.

Personal fundraising
campaigns such as
celebrations and
events, health care
costs, etc

Customizable campaign page.
Video and Image embedding.
Share updates.
Offer perks.
Donor comments.
Widget to share campaign.
Tax-deductible donations only.
Support via email.
Wish list section where donors can
choose to give to a specific item (such
as airfare for a honeymoon).

Project categories
include creative,
cause, &
entrepreneurial.
Calls itself “World’s
leading international
funding platform.”

Customizable campaign page.
Video and image embedding.
Offer perks.
Share updates.
Donor comments.
Widget to share campaign.
Options for receiving tax-deductible
donations.
Partnership with arts orgs, including
fiscal sponsors; all partners have
curated sections of their connected
projects.
Customer support via email.

4% fee if goal is met
goes up to 9% if
goal not met.

Funding creative
arts & technology
projects

Customizable campaign page.
Video and image embedding.
Offer perks.
Share updates.
Donor comments.
Widget to share campaign.
High-visibility front page featuring
campaigns.
“Curated Pages” offer projects related
to creative groups, including schools,
museums, festivals, etc.
Customer support via email.

Top site for name
recognition and
traffic.
If you don’t meet
goal, all donations
are returned.
All projects must
apply to Kickstarter
for approval.

4K

8K

30K

*Averages based on Google reports of estimated site traffic for the past 18 months.
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