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Welcome to our crash course on fundraising for volunteer-run rescue groups, small shelters 
and pounds who do not have the resources to hire qualified and experienced fundraising 
staff, unlike their larger animal welfare counterparts.  
 
Would you believe that among the 600,000 not-for-profits (NFPs) in Australia, an annual 
spend of $250,000 on a fundraising budget is considered small? We are referring to the 
money the NFP spends seeking donations, printing promotional material, posting appeal 
letters and advertising, etc, in one year. If you don’t have $250,000 to spend on your yearly 
fundraising efforts, let alone anything else, don’t despair – you’re about to receive a quick 
snapshot of what you should focus on when it comes to the F word, and what you definitely 
shouldn’t waste your time with. 
 
You must and you can compete with the big guys, and the good news is plenty of donors 
these days don’t want to give to a large NFP – they want to help the little guys who they 
trust will spend the money carefully. 

But, briefly, here’s the rest of the bad news, so we can get it out of the way: 
 

Problems often faced by rescue groups 
 

• Run by volunteers, usually alongside full-time jobs – thus time constraints limit 
productivity  

• Volunteers usually have little experience in financial/business/NFP management 
• Community-based volunteer groups tend to be the most disadvantaged of all NFP 

sectors community because: 
• They receive no government funding and few, if any, grants 
• They rely on supporter donations, and often pay their own out-of pocket 

expenses in order to survive. 
 

But before you feel any more deflated, we’re here to share the good news! 
 
You are sexy!  
Newsflash: You possess the most enviable and easiest marketing opportunity of any not-for-
profit group. Other charities envy animal welfare groups like yours hugely! Why? Animal 
welfare is considered to have the ‘X’ Factor – it is one of the few ‘sexy’ NFP causes there is. I 
heard a fundraising manager for a lung cancer charity bemoan the fact she has the least-
attractive cause to market; an illness considered the fault of the sufferer. Animal welfare 
groups, like yours, on the other hand, with your ability to utilise vision of cute puppies and 
kittens, feel-good stories of the three-legged dog overcoming the odds, are hugely 
advantaged. We all know that images like these tug at the heart strings…. And that in turn 
helps loosen donors’ purse strings. In terms of the marketability of the cause, you’ve got it 
made. 
 
We are also hugely excited by fundraising and marketing opportunities for rescue groups 
because the more successful your rescue group is the more pets are saved. Every fundraising 
opportunity is another life-saving opportunity. Every marketing opportunity is another life-
saving opportunity. Every media opportunity is another life-saving opportunity. Embrace 



each and every one of them. Our cause is too important to not get it right. We therefore 
want you to love fundraising as much as we do! 
 
First things first  
If you are running a rescue group, you cannot also be responsible for fundraising. Every 
group needs a fundraising committee – a group of separate people to take on the various 
roles required. Where do you get these people from? Good volunteers are hard to find, yes. 
Simply start asking and keep asking. On Facebook, on your website, in your newsletter. Your 
next adopter could be a retired advertising or marketing manager with time on her hands or 
a seasoned volunteer fundraiser through their local church, school or service club. Your next 
foster carer could have experience in running events – maybe conferences related to their 
workplace. Ask your local paper to run a story about your group’s needs. Talk to your 
volunteers, new and existing. Find out their life experience. They may have untold talents to 
offer you, but they won’t know you need them unless you ask for help. Don’t feel shy asking 
to see volunteers’ CVs or to check their references. A good resource for employees and 
volunteers for the NFP sector is also the job search website called 
http://www.ethicaljobs.com.au/ where you can actually advertise volunteer positions to 
those looking to help.  
 
Don’t feel backward in offering your fundraising manager a three-month trial to see if you 
are a good match and if the role meets both your expectations, but remember, especially if 
they are more experienced than you in fundraising matters, give them the latitude they 
require to develop a fundraising program for you. They may need your regular feedback, 
governance and encouragement, but they might not need your ideas, your fears, or your 
inexperienced ‘hands on’ directives. You can still be the one to ultimately sign off on any 
plans or events, but remember you are not always the best judge of what will and won’t 
work in fundraising. You might not like the idea of producing stubby holders with your logo 
on them, for example, but your supporters might go nuts for them! 
 
Thus, have one experienced person in charge of fundraising overall, and within their 
committee, have them break down the various tasks into smaller roles amongst other 
volunteers. Running the fundraising section of a rescue group can easily be a 100-hour-a-
week job. No one person can do it on their own, particularly someone who might also have a 
full-time paid job or demanding family duties. Underneath your dedicated Fundraising or 
Community Relations Manager should be a Media Coordinator; an Event Coordinator; a 
Merchandise Coordinator; a Business Sponsorship Coordinator; and a Donor Coordinator at 
the very least, who issues thank-you letters and receipts.  
 
Let your Fundraising and Community Relations Manager be responsible for creative big-
picture research and planning, and make sure the time-consuming and disciplined 
administration tasks are taken care of by someone less experienced who genuinely enjoys 
admin. And yes, these people are out there, and they’re worth their weight in gold! 
Remember to thank them, thank them, and thank them again. Even if they come up with 
totally whacky ideas, listen first and let them down gently maybe by putting it in the ‘ideas 
for the future’ basket. The last thing you want to do is stifle the creativity of your 
fundraisers.  
 
Know thy donors  
Animal lovers are known to be a generous lot, and increasingly so as they get older. That’s 
where the Baby Boomers come in, and why you need to take careful notice of them! 
 

http://www.ethicaljobs.com.au/


Baby Boomers were born from the end of WWII until 1964. They are the wealthiest 
generation thus far, now aged between 47 and 65. Gen X, on the other hand, born between 
1964-1979, won’t ‘peak’ as donors until 2033. So for now, pay particular attention to the 50+ 
supporter group. 
 
Older, ‘traditional’ donors, born prior to 1946: 

 Give because they have a sense of duty to: ‘I give because I should.’ 

 Give to the same causes their parents gave to. 

 Give small gifts to a larger number of charities, and are faithful to that number. 

 Tend to be ‘low maintenance’ donors. 
 

Baby boomer donors 

 Give to causes of personal significance: ‘I give because I want to.’  

 Might choose one charity only to give larger amounts to, unlike their parents.  

 ‘Higher-maintenance’ donors than their parents were, with higher standards about 
customer service and how their dollar is spent. 

 
How do you communicate effectively with Boomers? 

 The most important thing you have to prove to Boomers is that their support will 
make a difference. Give them reasons to give! A Boomer wants to see:  
 A clear need and the opportunity to give to something special 
 That their donation will have a definite local impact  
 That their funds will be spent wisely and not frittered away on admin expenses 

or company cars.  
 

 Boomers like choices. For example, give them a sense of control regarding where 
their donation is being spent: Tick the box - I want my gift to go to (food, bedding, 
vet bills…) 

 Connection – let Boomers feel connected to the cause. They like to know they’re 
dealing with real people, not a nameless, faceless mail merge. Also encourage them 
connect with other donors and supporters, e.g. at events, on Facebook.  

 

 Boomers are much more fussy about good customer service than their parents 
were. If you have a phone line, ensure that whoever is manning it actually likes 
talking to people and is prepared to have a chat, particularly to older callers who are 
often your most generous supporters. Sometimes they have important questions or 
ideas to share. Ask the person who takes this call to give feedback to the person 
who manages your supporter’s records. As discussed earlier this information will 
help your fundraising; moreover it actually constitutes community consultation and 
program-evaluation activities. Your organisation must listen to its supporters to be 
able to justify its programs and/or the manner in which they are delivered. Also, 
your supporters are openly choosing to tell you things they want your organisation 
to know.  

 

 Last but not least, the main reason you should be wooing Baby Boomers is that they 
are in a time of life where they start thinking about their mortality, and are very 
likely to be writing a will. More on Bequests shortly. 

 
 

Other general donor rules, regardless of the age of your supporters 



 Donors, not donations. Think about how to engage with donors as soon as they 
emerge. You need to be in the business of creating relationships with supporters, 
not just collecting money. Once you’ve succeeded in wooing a new donor, retention 
of each and every one is very, very important – think of each of them as a possible 
six-figure bequestor one day. Let your donors bond with you and be accessible to 
them. Nominate that you arrange to have a volunteer call and personally thank 
every donor who gives over a certain amount (for example, over $100), and then 
follow up with a thank you letter also. The rule should be the higher the gift, the 
more time spent and the more times you spend thanking them. A very large 
donation from a generous donor should solicit a second thank you letter, a report or 
phone call a month later to update the donor on the marvellous benefits the money 
brought to the rescue pets.  

 One of the most important donor groups you should do your utmost to stay in touch 
with and continue to woo is your adopters. Apart from the animals themselves, it is 
this group who benefits the most from your life-saving work. Make sure every 
adopter’s contact details are handed to the fundraising committee so they are 
included in any emails or physical mail-outs your group issues to do with specific 
events or appeals. If you already have an adoption follow-up volunteer who checks 
on how the rescue pets are going, have them keep the adopter informed at the 
same time of any news or events you have coming up.  

 

 Reporting back – receipts and thank you letters should be sent promptly, preferably 
within seven days, before supporters forget they donated at all! Harness the warm 
glow while they still have it. This makes people more likely to give again. When 
saying thank you, list the specific differences their donation will make. Frequently 
use phrases like ‘with your support’, ‘your donation will’, ‘with your generosity we 
can achieve…’. Don’t talk about how great your group is, talk about what great help 
the donor is in helping to achieve your group’s specific aims for rescue pets. 

 If you don’t find a volunteer to deal exclusively with issuing receipts and personal 
thank you letters ASAP, the next best thing is to register with GiveNow.com.au, the 
commission-free online donations service run by the Our Community Foundation. 
On your behalf it can take credit card donations seven days a week, 24 hours a day, 
and issue instant tax-deductible receipts, assuming your charity has DGR status. 
With a few clicks of the mouse donors can give a one-off donation or set up a 
recurring donation on this site. You can list the Donation link to your Givenow page 
on your own website so supporters can travel straight there to donate. 

 A fundraising study was undertaken where the participants were asked to donate to 
just one organisation, and then asked what the main reason was they chose that 
group. The overwhelming answer was surprising in that it was not to do with the 
particular cause, need or social problem. The answer was that they respected the 
staff or volunteers leading the organisation. So a key question for all groups is: What 
do your supporters think of the leadership at your organisation? What happens 
when a supporter interacts with you, whether they are a donor, volunteer or 
adopter? Each time they do communicate with you, their perception of your group 
will either go up or down. Think about how to ensure their interaction is always a 
positive one. 

 

 The other way to impress donors is to be careful to avoid misspelt names, words, 
bad grammar, etc. in all written communication. You can always find a volunteer 



prepared to proofread letters and similar documents before they go out – for 
example, a teacher, librarian, writer or editor.  

 

 If you have a volunteer who has a way with words, it is a great idea to have them 
produce an online, printed or emailed newsletter for supporters. But make sure it is 
‘supporter-centred’, and filled with positive news and stories. Don’t print pictures 
showing your President being handed a human-sized cheque. Share news about 
everything good and positive the group has been able to do, but rather than blowing 
your own trumpet, use the message ‘This happened because of you!’ This inspires 
your supporters to give more, and give again. Show donors proof that the problems 
you’ve talked to them about are being solved. 

 
 

Bequests  

In fundraising today, bequests are the biggest area charities should be focusing on 
developing. A bequest is a financial gift made to a charity in the will of an individual that is 
donated to the group after their death. 
 
At the moment, only 7.5% of Aussies currently have a bequest in their will and many people 
don’t even know they can leave a gift in their will! We want it to be your job to let your 
supporters know about bequests. I think many of you will have seen in the Melbourne media 
recently the story of just one man who left the Lost Dogs Home a bequest of three million 
dollars. Imagine what a rescue group could do with that sort of money – imagine what you 
could do with even a tenth of that.  
 
Some charities who have worked hard at encouraging their supporters to leave bequests, 
now have these gifts constituting 30 per cent of their income stream. 
For one in ten charities, bequests are now the largest source of donation income. 

Do have a look at website www.includeacharity.com.au. You can register your charity with 
the website and potential bequestors can contact you directly from there.  
 
A bequest program is not hard to initiate. It can be as big and impressive as having your own 
flashy booklet, or simply a link on your website describing how to make a bequest to your 
organisation in a few paragraphs. 
 
The most important thing is to keep reminding your supporters that they can make a 
bequest. Fundraising is often most successful when it is repetitive! Remind them in your 
newsletter, on your Facebook page, at events. Keep repeating the message. 
 
 
Our Ten Golden Rules of Fundraising 
 
1. Keep It Simple, Stupid: Don’t talk to your supporters about big problems or big numbers – 
people aren’t inspired to give to big problems, because it all sounds too hard. But donors are 
definitely motivated to give to small problems that they feel are actually solvable.  
 
Example: The math of compassion: One focus group was told the story of one hungry African 
child, and another group was told the story of 21-million famine victims. They were then 
asked to make a donation to their respective cause, and the average gift of the people 
focusing on the one hungry child was $2.38; that of the 21-million hungry people was $1.14 

http://www.includeacharity.com.au/


– that’s $1.43 less. What does this tell us? People don’t want to solve problems because 
they’re big; they want to solve problems because they’re solvable. So tell your donors the 
problem you need their help with has a solution. You actively close the door on giving, 
approaching your donors the other way.  

 
Another example is telling your supporters ‘It costs just $1.23 to feed a homeless foster dog 
per day.’ That is much more likely to be effective than talking about the huge number of 
homeless pets needing your help, as donors often don’t have the time or energy to hear 
about the other large complex issues surrounding your cause.  
 
2. Utilise emotion: Donors give for emotional reasons, whether or not it’s rational.  
Example: A few years ago, the American coastguard rescued a group of sailors off a stranded 
boat in the ocean, but left their dog behind. The coastguard refused to go back for the dog, 
citing costs. But then the media got on to it. And the result was a massive public outcry that 
went on for days until the coastguard agreed to go back for the dog. The news story ran for a 
total of 24 days, including post-rescue stories. In that same 24 days, more than 500,000 
children died of starvation but there was no media or public firestorm about that. The lesson 
here is not that people care more about dogs than children, but that we as people respond 
to the meaning in the story ONE child; ONE dog, ONE problem.  

3. Your message – getting it right, positively 
When you ask your supporters for money, it’s important you talk about the urgency, the 
need, the impact of the problem. But the scenario you present should also have the 
possibility of hope firmly attached to it – the difference their donation will make. 
 
For example, Paige Gibbs, fundraiser with RSPCA NSW, described at a fundraising seminar 
we attended how when she joined the charity about five years ago, they ran five direct mail 
appeals per year – direct mail are the physical appeal letters charities post out to their 
supporters. Each of those five mail-outs described cruelty cases and included horrible colour 
images of suffering animals. Paige realised, however, that using a very negative message 
when you are fundraising almost shames donors into donating; it can make them feel 
grumpy and resentful about giving. What is even more concerning to rescue groups and 
shelters is that there is evidence that publicising cruelty cases can actually discourage people 
from adopting.  
 
The good news is you don’t need to ‘promote’ cruelty to get your supporters to care. Paige 
felt this was the case, so what did she do? She decided to dump the nasty pics and go back 
to the basics of positive storytelling in her fundraising approaches. But before she did so, she 
conducted an experiment. She sent out two direct mail appeals to separate donors 
containing different stories: 
 

1. A cruelty case using nasty images. It brought back $216,980 in donations. 
2. A ‘positive’ appeal letter written from the point-of-view of an older dog called Lana, 

who had been recently surrendered to the shelter because her owners were having 
a baby. The text was emotional and heart-wrenching: ‘After a few days I realised 
they weren’t coming back for me,’ Lana the dog wrote. This letter raised $455,680. 
Yes, the emotionally-moving letter generated more than twice the income of the 
cruelty-story letter. When thank you letters were mailed to donors, it included the 
good news that Lana had been rehomed. This showed donors that their generosity 
was helping achieve a happy ending for Lana and other pets like her. It inspired 
donors to give again. 

 



Now, we’re well aware that rescue groups are unlikely to be able to fund a direct mail 
appeal to several thousand donors; the moral of the story is that trying a new, positive angle 
in fundraising appeals, whether it be on your Facebook page or website, and focusing on the 
hopeful story of just one pet can pay off heavily.  
 
4. Infrequent events  
From the cake stall to the gala dinner, rescue groups traditionally rely on events as a hopeful 
generator of income. But you also know that events require their own upfront financial 
outlay; untold hours of your volunteers’ time and energy, and the end result doesn’t always 
justify the labour spent. 
 
As tempting as they are, we want to implore you to not put too much effort into events. A 
couple of events a year is more than enough; one is fine; three is probably pushing your luck. 
Remember that your supporters are busy people just like you and event fatigue can sink in. 
With most of us supporting more than one charity, adding up the number of event 
invitations we all receive in a year, we can never hope to attend them all. Don’t overload 
your supporters with requests to turn out.  
 
The other golden rule with events is that People will go to an event that they will enjoy – not 
just because they support your cause. Think outside the square if you are going to hold an 
event. Don’t hold one more doggy-walk day or film night just because it worked last time. 
Make your events as unique and fun as you can. Research what groups are doing overseas 
and interstate that worked for them. Don’t be afraid to get in touch and ask them for advice 
about running a similar event. They might be happy to help with some tips; after all, we’re 
all on the same side. Also check out what other charities in different sectors are doing to 
fundraise, e.g. World Vision, Red Cross. Use them as inspiration for your own fundraising 
ideas. 
 
5. Get your supporters do the hard work for you! 
Increasingly, donors, particularly young people, want to physically and tangibly do 
something for their favourite causes, whether it is raising money via baking cup cakes, 
participating in a fun run or another physical endeavour. They don’t just want to give you a 
credit card number or write a cheque. 
 
This is huge fundraising growth area we all need to and should be on top of. The amazing 
success story of RSPCA NSW’s Cup Cake Day is a wonderful example. When the charity 
realised that organising the Million Paws Walk each year cost too much to produce and took 
up too many staff hours, a fundraising staffer came up with the idea that they ask 
supporters to bake cup cakes, take them to work or school, sell them and send the RS the 
money. To make the event even more fun, they also ran two competitions: ‘Most creative 
cup cake’ and ‘Most extreme eating location’ (e.g. top of mountain) – and supporters sent in 
hundreds of pics. The public loved it, and some people even dressed up as dogs to sell their 
cupcakes! Some businesses held best-cupcake- judging competitions at their workplaces. An 
ad agency donated the RS a highly effective TV ad titled ‘Fight animal cruelty with cup 
cakes’. Huge media coverage ensued and in its first year, RS NSW made $1,100,000. Now all 
state RSPCAs are running cup cake days, with RS staff having to do virtually nothing on the 
day! ‘It was the first event,’ Paige Gibbs says, ‘that we never ran!’ 
 
Make your donors fundraise for you – major events are too hard and too costly. Many 
supporters utilise the website Everyday Hero (http://www.everydayhero.com.au) to create 

http://www.everydayhero.com.au/


their personal fundraising page on which to receive donations on behalf of their chosen 
charity.  
 
6. Get in touch with your elderly female spiritual side! 
Why? Female donors outnumber male donors by two to one (and probably more!) We know 
men and women think differently. So have in your mind an older woman when you’re 
creating your fundraising and marketing message. In addition, practicing religious people are 
25 per cent more likely to give to charity than the non-religious, and give 2.5 times as much: 
religious people run philanthropy across the world! If you’re an atheist, then get over it! 
Older people, e.g. those 65+, are significantly more likely to give than younger, and they give 
more. These are US facts, but the situation is similar here.  

 
7. Make giving as easy as possible. Your online donation page should take two clicks at the 
most to undertake a donation. Don’t lose donors by making things time-consuming and 
complicated for them. Consider signing up to www.givenow.com as discussed earlier. 
 
8. Don’t be shy to ask 
We tend to equate fundraising with begging – and to be shy about asking for help. But ask 
yourself this: are the big shelters and mega-pounds backward in coming forward to ask for 
assistance? Of course not. Do they have big, flashing ‘Donate Now!’ signs on their websites? 
Absolutely! Again, you have to be in it to win it. AWL QLD’s website has a great example of a 
prominent ask: www.awlqld.com.au/.  
 
9. Giving is good for people! 
Research shows that you do supporters a favour by taking their money from them. The role 
of the warm glow has been scientifically proven. 
1. Regular donors tend to be healthier. Giving improves one’s health! People who give 

have a better self-image; a better feeling of control in the world.  
2. Donors tend to be happier. It feels good when you are doing your bit to change the 

world. Giving is a circle of good.  
3. Giving raises consciousness! Those that give understand the world better; they feel 

more connected; they are more knowledgeable.  
 
10. Love thy volunteers 
Whether it’s Kat on your cake stall, Greg writing grant applications or Betty spruiking for 
bequests, without your volunteers, most rescue groups would not exist. Yes, volunteers can 
be pesky and sometimes even nutty, but you can’t live without them, and nor can your 
bank account. Pat them on the back as often as you can – they really do deserve it.  
 
Conclusion 
Lastly, fundraising is hard not because people aren’t generous. Fundraising is hard because 
too many organisations don’t understand it and don’t see it as a core responsibility. If you 
are doing something important for a vulnerable group and if you are receiving tax benefits, 
then you quite simply have an ethical requirement to tell everyone about your cause, to 
keep records of supporters and to thank everyone who helps you in any way. Fundraising 
and community relations are all part of community education as well. Asking for money also 
helps change the public’s behaviour. It is important to do for that reason alone, in addition 
to keeping your group thriving. 

How much time should you put into fundraising and community relations? The same 
amount of time you put into direct service delivery and governance. It is that important.  

http://www.givenow.com/
http://www.awlqld.com.au/


Think of all the experiences and learnings that put you into the position of understanding 
animals and their plight and think how all these inform your daily work. You need to gain 
community relations and fundraising community experiences and learnings as well. If you 
are scared, don’t be. It is no more scary than a child being frightened of a dog. Even if you 
have been bitten before, it just takes understanding, and overcoming your fears will lead to 
wonderful experiences. 

We hope that this crash course in fundraising was helpful; we could talk about it until the 
dogs, cats and cows come home and will be doing so in greater detail in our workshop on 
Saturday. We are also looking at holding free fundraising workshops Australia-wide for 
rescue groups if anyone wants to talk to us about putting together a custom-made day or 
half-day spent with you and your volunteers focusing on the particular areas you need help 
with. 
 
We’ll leave you with one of the best not-for-profit resources Australia has on offer that we 
recommend you thoroughly explore, and that is www.ourcommunity.com.au. Once you’re 
there, choose the ‘Community Funding Centre’ link – this section provides free help sheets, 
services, newsletters, books and training to help community groups improve their 
fundraising abilities and become healthier and more viable. 
  
Thanks for having us and keep up your wonderful work! 

http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/

