Get Ready

Online Appeals Part 1: 
As fundraisers, we have learned that people don’t give to organizations; they give to people and causes.  Can we convey the importance of our mission electronically?  If we get the message right, how do we know that we are reaching the right people?  How will our constituents respond to e-solicitations?
Over the next few months, we will be exploring some of the issues associated with online and e-mail appeals.  We begin today with the basic information you need to get ready to launch an online giving effort.  
What is an online appeal?

For our purposes, an online appeal is any electronic correspondence or message that is designed to ask someone for support.  This usually takes the form of an e-mail asking for a gift; however, the definition can also apply to web pages that make a pitch, general asks within electronic newsletters and other related electronic communications.

What are the benefits of doing online appeals?
If you are able to accept gifts electronically, creating an online appeal (usually through the form of an e-mail) is a great way for your organization to reach its donors.  It is quicker, cheaper and less cumbersome than the traditional mailed appeal letter.  There is no need to print envelopes, provide postage or wait the ten days for your non-profit postal rate to get your ask in the hands of your constituents.  
With the right constituent information you can segment your constituent groups, attach your appeal message to other media (like e-newsletters and updates), tailor each appeal to different groups based on your (and their) specific needs and interests, as well as send multiple appeals based on a theme to drive your message home.  
Is it safe?
The prospect of launching online giving can cause some valid concerns.  You will not want to make your constituents feel harassed or angered by these contacts.  You don’t want your communications discarded as spam.  You may also be concerned about the impact online giving will have on your direct mail campaigns.  These are valid concerns.
Is it magic?

The flip side of the coin revolves around the expectations of an online campaign.  You should not assume that if your donors are given the opportunity to give through an online appeal, they will click a link and give immediately.  It is far more likely that several messages will be sent before donors begin to respond; each e-mail further informing and cultivating them as they progress to making a gift.  

Get ready
There are many things to consider before starting an online appeal campaign, such as:

· Do you have a reliable e-mail list?  How many valid email addresses do you have?
· Are you already involved in online communication (like an e-newsletter, blog or listserv)?

· Do you have a secure way for people to give online?

· Is your website reliable and able to provide information to your constituents that will help them decide to give?
· Have you developed short term and long term goals for your online giving program?

· Do you have the staff and resources to manage an e-mail campaign?

As we move forward, we will address these questions and more.  

Online appeals can be a great benefit to your organization and fundraising campaigns.  With the right approach, you can solidify your individual donor base, reach new people with your message and increase contributions.  Over the next few months, we will attempt to make sure you are prepared to begin down this exciting road.

For more information see: 

http://aco.artsnet.org/Portals/10/documents/technology_pdfs/E-fundraising.pdf
http://www.groundspring.org/techniques/groundspring-handbook.pdf
http://www.fundraising123.org/article/planning-your-online-fundraising-program
