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ABOUT THE PUBLISHER  
Georgetown University’s Center for Social Impact Communication (CSIC) is a research 
and action center dedicated to increasing social impact through the power of marketers, 
communicators, fundraisers and journalists working together.  
 
As part of the University’s School of Continuing Studies, the Center accomplishes its 
mission of educating and inspiring practitioners and students through applied research, 
graduate courses, community collaborations and thought leadership.  
 
To contact the Center, please email csic@georgetown.edu or visit us online at 
http://csic.georgetown.edu/.  

 
ABOUT THIS GUIDE  
What you have in your hands is part applied literature review and part hypothesis on 
how we can better motivate audiences to support nonprofit causes, using the research 
of social scientists and the experience of social impact practitioners alike. 
 
Social impact practitioners can take many forms. They can be fundraisers working at a 
nonprofit or social marketers working on one of the many government-funded behavior 
change programs. They can be communicators working for socially-driven companies or 
even journalists working for cause-driven media outlets. 
 
But ultimately this guide is designed to help you—under whatever label best suits you—
to make better decisions in how to talk to your supporters.  
 
The social impact space, much like the marketing and communications industry at large, 
is filled with cautionary tales from “gut” marketers who make decisions based on what 
they think will work best, instead of what we know will work best based on the science 
of human behavior and the measuring of past performance. 
 
With this in mind, every effort has been made to ground this guide in both academic 
literature and the pragmatic, measured experience of dozens of social impact 
practitioners—the communicators, marketers, and fundraisers who spend their lives 
activating audiences to support causes. 
 
The social impact space is a living, evolving industry, wherein best practices have been 
forged from thousands of individual experiences and immeasurable hours of social 
science into one conversation.  
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As a result, at Georgetown University’s Center for Social Impact Communication, we 
encourage you to challenge what you see here—to put the best practices from this 
guide through the filter of your experience and pull up the 100+ sources cited here to 
make your own decisions.  
 
With each experience and measure added to the conversation, the social impact sector 
becomes measurably stronger. 
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR  
Evan C. Parker is a Fellow with Georgetown University’s Center for Social Impact 
Communication and a Lecturer within the University’s School of Continuing Studies, 
where he teaches a course on how to activate audiences to support causes and 
nonprofits. In his free-time, Evan serves as the Senior Vice President for Clients and 
Accounts at EveryAction, the online software from NGP VAN used by thousands of 
nonprofits for fundraising, organizing, and engaging supporters.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
YOUR NONPROFIT IS JUST A TOOL IN 
YOUR SUPPORTER’S TOOLBOX  
Every day, social impact practitioners—the marketers, communicators, fundraisers and 
journalists trying to do good in the world—work to activate audiences based on 
assumptions the practitioners have about what drives people to support causes.  
 
Often these assumptions come from a little bit of experience and a lot of what social 
scientists call confirmation bias, our tendency to seek out data that confirms what we 
already believe to be true.1 We also tend to ignore data that upsets our worldview. 
 
But it turns out that many of the assumptions we make as practitioners are borne out of 
sound science. People want to make the world a better place. People can and will be 
charitable, if they think it’s the right thing to do. People want to feel like they are making 
a difference. Emotion drives charity, not logic.  
 
Sometimes, however, these assumptions prove to be a little too simplistic, so we need 
to update them. We need to challenge them.  
 
People, in fact, want to make their own world a better place, not everyone else’s, and 
they want to feel good doing so. People are more likely to be charitable when other 
people are watching, and if they feel a responsibility to be charitable. If we want people 
to support our nonprofits, we must ask them, often repeatedly. Emotion drives support 
for nonprofits, but we need authentic emotion driven by empathy, not superficial 
emotion driven by sympathy. 

 
Assumptions, Meet the Real World 
Even when we’ve made the right assumptions, built on sound science, we’re decidedly 
not perfect in how we execute our supporter communication strategies. For example:  
 

• How many emails have you received that were laden down with enormous 
statistics that overwhelm your logic instead of activating your emotion?  
 

• How many posts have you read where an organization crows about all the good 
they make happen, while leaving little room for the supporter who made it 
possible?  
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• How many times have you felt like you were a good person only if you supported 
an organization blindly and altruistically, and felt guilty if you had other motives? 
 

With everything going on in the world today—the 24-hour news cycle and a constant 
glut of demands for our attention—now is not a great time to be misjudging what we 
think will resonate with our audiences.  
 
Porter Mason, Vice President of Digital at National Audubon Society and formerly of the 
U.S. Fund for UNICEF, sees a related assumption that needs challenging: 
 

“Nonprofits assume their work looms larger in their supporters' lives than it 
actually does. They assume supporters have perfect knowledge of everything 
the nonprofit is doing day-to-day. In reality, most supporters have a more 
casual, or at least intermittent, interest. With everything going on in their lives, 
they can’t keep up with a cause generally, much less what a single nonprofit is 
doing about it. 
 
Remember, the people that you’re communicating with missed five of your last 
six emails, and chances are they only skimmed that last one. If you mentioned 
something twice, as most organizations do, chances are your supporter never 
saw it. 
 
People aren’t reading our emails and websites word for word and taking notes 
in their diary. If it’s important, we need to talk to it over and over again. 
Repeating ourselves is good for them—it helps complex issues sink in—and it’s 
good for us, because it saves resources. New content, and new angles, might 
not be as compelling, so sometimes we need to just stick with retelling our core 
stories.” 

 

The Attention Economy 
People often talk about today’s economy being an information economy.  
 
There are a couple problems with this idea. Information isn’t scarce today; in fact, most 
of us would say there is way too much information for us to keep up with. And if 
information isn’t scarce, then, by definition, it has little value. If you doubt this, think 
about your own reluctance to pay for content from news and internet companies these 
days. If information has little value, then it probably isn’t the foundation of our economy. 
 
What is scarce in this economy of ours? What has value? What is the foundation of our 
economy? The answer: our attention.2 
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Attention is limited by the number of minds available to pay attention and the number of 
hours available in the day in which to do it. Sure, if we add more minds there is more 
potential for attention, but there are also more people and organizations demanding it.  
 
This is a tough situation for us as human beings, as we have limits on what our brains 
can process at any given time. Science suggests that we can maintain between four 
and seven thoughts in our head at once,3 and we have a limit to the number of stable 
social relationships we can maintain.4 And yet, we still manage to consume more than 
10 hours of media a day.5 
 
For us as social impact practitioners, this mean attention is often a contact sport. To 
gain attention, we must elbow other people, organizations, and media sources out of the 
way, because they are competing for that same, limited slice of human attention that we 
all have. 

 
What Does This Mean for My Nonprofit? 
As competition for our supporters’ attention reaches new and ever-escalating heights, 
now is the time when social impact practitioners need to look deeper into what we see 
as best practices. We need to rethink (and test!) how our current assumptions work in 
the real world. 
 
That means we should: 
 

• Re-examine what supporters are looking to get out of nonprofits, so we can 
better meet their needs and break into their active attentions. 
 

• Think through the value that we provide to our supporters and make sure that 
we’re connecting to the values most relevant to them. 

 

• Take a look at how we use emotion (and logic) to engage our audiences to make 
sure we’re connecting with them deeply and authentically. 

 

• Ensure we’re communicating with them about how they’ll be effective with us and 
not merely how we’ll be effective with them. 
 

We will look at these items in the chapters to come. In the meantime, the best place to 
start is by looking at the science behind how supporters connect with our causes in the 
first place. 
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The Science Behind Support for Causes 
There is a growing consensus that all nonprofit organizations are, at their core, 
supporter-driven: 
 

• Organizations need to raise funds to power their programs, which means they 
must court supporters (individual donors, corporate partners, foundations or 
government grant officers) who will provide the needed resources. 
 

• Outside influencers such as thought leaders, the media, and politicians measure 
an organization’s worth by the number of its supporters, whether those 
supporters are donating, contacting their elected officials, marching at 
demonstrations, and/or talking on social media.  
 

• When popular opinion turns against a nonprofit organization, the result can be 
swift and dramatic, resulting in layoffs, cuts to programs, and even bankruptcy. 
 

More importantly, the most resilient non-profits going forward will be those that put their 
supporters at the center of their narrative. Activating audiences on their terms makes 
organizations resilient in terms of fundraising, branding, and social media, and it helps 
the organization future-proof itself against an eroding sense of non-profit “membership” 
among younger generations. 
 
That means every person working at a nonprofit has a responsibility to cultivate, 
steward, and engage his or her supporters—from communicators to fundraisers, from 
executive directors to scientists, from government affairs professionals to program 
specialists.  
 
In today’s 24-hour news cycle, nearly everything we do can be seen by a supporter, and 
every communication we make (or don’t make) could influence whether our supporters 
continue to support us. 
 
As a result, now more than ever, organizations are putting their supporters at the center 
of the narrative and making them feel their actions are critical to all their efforts to make 
the world a better place. 
 

Prosocial Behavior and Nonprofit Organizations 
The good news: people do want to make the world a better place. 
 
There is lots of evidence, from anecdotes and sound social science, showing that 
people enjoy taking prosocial behaviors—the day-to-day actions people take to benefit 
society, such as donating, volunteering, giving blood, or raising a voice in support of a 
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favorite cause.6  
 
Few argue that people are not looking to “do good” in the world, and very often people 
will use nonprofit organizations to help them do that good. People donate blood during a 
crisis via the Red Cross. They preserve their favorite hiking trails by donating to The 
Nature Conservancy. They volunteer at a food bank or soup kitchen to help feed their 
communities. 
 
The problem is that many of us mistake a person’s support for making the world a better 
place as support for their specific organization.  
 
We’ve all seen evidence of this in our email inbox, where nonprofits make their 
organization seem to be the protagonist in the charitable story. Or worse, they use 
language that makes it seem like the organization is the one that benefits from the 
supporter’s charity:  
 

• “I hope you'll help us reach our next target…” 
 

• “We’re hoping you’ll help us achieve this goal…” 
 

• “Make a gift to one of our important projects…” 
 

Which is more compelling: a beneficiary with a name, a face, and a story? Or a faceless 
nonprofit organization that has set an artificial goal that we are responsible for helping 
them meet? 
 
Karla Capers, Director of Engagement for Union of Concerned Scientists, explains:  
 

“We’ve found that the most successful content focuses on how people are 
being affected by what’s happening, and how our supporters could be effective 
in changing it. How does climate change affect people in their day-to-day lives? 
How will budget cuts impact people's lives? Whenever we have stories of 
impact on people, that’s what we lead with. 
 
If you look at people who have supported us for ten years or more, they are the 
people who tend to identify with the organization. They see our importance in 
fighting for the cause right along-side the importance of the cause itself. 
 
But usually those people are initially motivated by a single issue that concerned 
them personally—something they really cared about. Over time, we try to 
convert supporters like this into longer-term members by showing how we have 
an impact on a broad range of science issues, in the hopes that they will 
support our work more broadly.” 
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Dr. Rob Gould, behavioral economist and advisor to dozens of behavior change 
campaigns over the last three decades, believes he knows why: 
 

“This is about the people themselves. People are the protagonist in their own 
life story, and you—as the nonprofit—are part of that story. They’re not part of 
yours. They want to say they made difference, to be able to say ‘I did this’ or ‘I 
did that. 
 
This is the same for people who think they are ’members’ of your organization 
and people who are just donating for the good works you do. The more you say 
the narrative is their narrative, the better off you are.” 

 
Amanda Thacker-Heidtke, Director of Strategy and Planning for Freeflow Digital—a 
mission-driven consultancy that helps nonprofits with their digital and data strategies, 
says she likes to encourage the creation of evolving content: 
 

“When I talk to clients about content, I ask them, ‘How do you write content that 
evolves the reader’s thinking from what they came for into what will make the 
world a better place?’ 
 
The reader may not be thinking altruistically when they land on your site. They 
could just want a job at the animal shelter you run. We need to give them that 
content—but we also need to tell them about all the great things that are 
happening at that shelter along with the things they can do right now to help the 
shelter succeed. 
 
It’s about creating connections for your supporters. What can you talk about 
that causes your supporter to pivot from where they are toward taking actions 
that serve the greater good?” 

 

But, if our supporters aren’t actually interested in supporting our organization, what 
exactly are they supporting? 
 

What Drives Support for Causes and Nonprofits? 
There is a mountain of punditry, quasi-self-help books, and social science papers trying 
to unearth the drivers of a person’s desire to do good in the world. For our purposes, 
we’re going to focus on three main ideas. 
 

1. Altruism 
People simply want to do good. Some supporters are driven by pure altruism—the 
desire to make the world a better place purely for the benefit of others whom they will 
never meet. But that is not the case for everybody, and maybe not even the majority of 
us.  
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Some of our supporters instead have motivations a bit closer to home; they want to 
make the world better for people they know, or even themselves. They want their 
friends, families, and communities to be prosperous and healthy. They enjoy feeling like 
they are the types of people who do good in the world, and they enjoy being 
recognized—by the organization, and by their friends—for doing that good. 7  
 
This is why it is just as important to help supporters feel good about giving—and the 
tangible ways their friends, families, and communities benefit from their behavior—than 
it is to make them feel like they have passed some lofty nonprofit purity test by acting 
selflessly. 
 

2. Empathy 
Our concern for other people is one of the fundamental things that makes us human. 
Getting supporters to put themselves in the shoes of people who need help is a 
powerful way to motivate them to do good today and then again and again in the 
months and years moving forward.8  
 
To motivate our audiences, it’s critical that this concern is authentic and emotional, not 
abstract or superficial—that the supporter goes beyond simple pity to the shared 
emotions that define empathy. It’s even more important that our supporters not become 
overwhelmed to the point they tune out and turn off their emotions to avoid feeling 
hopeless or taken advantage of.9 
 
This is why being on the right side of the line between empathy and avoidance is critical 
to getting people to make that prosocial behavior we’re asking of them. 
 

3. Efficacy 
Supporters want to feel like they will make a difference and will be less likely to respond 
to our call to actions until they do. Outside of some of the social incentives to do good 
deeds mentioned above, the idea that their effort will be effective lies at the very heart of 
their desire to do good in the world. 10  
 
And, that’s not all. Our supporters must also feel that they can make the effort—that 
they can answer our call to action and not empty their bank accounts, have their 
personal lives interfered with, or have whatever resources they’re prepared to invest in 
the cause become overwhelmed. 
 
This leads to the most important challenge social impact practitioners face—being able 
to put all these notions (altruism, empathy, and efficacy) into one strategy our 
organization can actually execute. 
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Your Organization is the Means, Not the Ends 
When we look at these drivers of nonprofit support, we notice that they fall into one of 
two buckets: 
 

• the self—helping those we love, feeling like they are doing good in the world, 
being perceived by others as being a good person;  
 

• creating positive impact in the world—altruism, empathy for others, being 
effective in making the world a better place.  
 

In both these cases, the nonprofit organization is not the primary focus. The person is 
doing something for themselves or for others. If they happen to support a nonprofit as 
part of the process, they do it as the “means,” not the “ends.” 
 
We see evidence of this in social science as well.  
 
Over half of Millennials (born 1982–2004) and Generation Xers (born 1961–1981) say 
that the ability to “see the impact of their donation” has a significant impact on whether 
they give or not. 11 A different survey found nearly half of Baby Boomers (born 1943–
1960) want to direct the usage of their donation to address their specific issues of 
concern. 12  
 
We’ve also seen strong evidence that people respond better to nonprofit appeals that 
feature a single, relatable individual13—as opposed to abstract issues or dense 
statistics. 
 
In these examples the supporters are most interested in making an impact—to make 
the world a better place, to act on issues they care about, or to help people they care 
about—not making an impact for just a particular nonprofit.  
 

Just a Tool in the Toolbox 
If people do not see a nonprofit as the “ends” of the donation, how do they see them?  
 
Most of the time, people see nonprofits as the easiest means to fix whatever problem 
they have already identified. They see the organization as a tool they can use to affect 
the change they seek. 
 
Melissa Wyers, Executive Director of fundraising and donor engagement platform at 
EveryAction, uses a similar analogy: 
 

“Smart organizations portray themselves as the vessel for the donor’s values. If 
I hate that people are discriminated against because of their sexuality, there 
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isn’t much I can do about it myself, but I can make a $100 gift to an LGBTQ 
advocacy organization to help change laws. But my attention is on the cause, 
not on the organization. 
 
In fact, I don’t actually care about the organization, per say. I don’t want to meet 
their staff, and I don’t particularly want to hear about everything else the 
organization is doing. In that moment, I just want laws to be changed, and I only 
care about the organization in as much as whether they’re going to be effective 
changing the laws or not. 
 
When I go to a grocery store. I’m there because I want to buy organic fruit. I’m 
not there to support the store’s brand.” 

 

The good news is, if a supporter sees our organization as a useful tool, he or she will 
continue to use us. But, if the supporter doesn’t feel like our organization is helping 
them reach their personal goals, they won’t hesitate to look for another nonprofit that 
will. 
 

What You Can Do: Connect Authentically With Your 
Audience 
One of the most common mistakes we can make is assuming our supporters care about 
our organization as much as they care about their cause.  
 
This is a danger for social impact practitioners, because, first of all, it’s an assumption, 
and assumptions need to be tested, and second, it’s probably an incorrect assumption 
based on what we know about pure versus impure altruism. 
 
Dr. Rob Gould argues that humans are social animals, and thinking of our audiences as 
such is critical in our efforts to connect with them: 
 

“We are ‘animals,’ in the way we think, feel and behave. Those are reflexive, 
primitive elements, and the altruistic behaviors we show generally gain some 
‘advantage’ to us.  
 
But we are also ‘social’ animals, in that our engagement in a cause is always 
embedded in how we perceive ourselves socially. The consequences of acting 
or not acting are responses to how we see and judge ourselves, and they are 
rarely separated from how we see others seeing and judging us.”  
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Non-profits give people a chance to “signal” to others something—whether it’s the fact 
that they are good people, that they are opposed to bad things, or that they want to see 
some change in the world.  
 
As a result, it’s both critical and effective to use language that puts the supporters at the 
center of their own story, and to make sure you’re making the right assumptions about 
your supporter’s motivations and are putting the supporter into the right context to get 
involved. 
 

#1: Change the Protagonist of Your Organization’s 
Story 
Supporters are not helping us with our mission; we are helping our supporters with 
theirs. Intuitively we know that people do not wake up in the morning hoping to help an 
organization meet its internal goals. They wake up looking to address some injustice 
they’ve identified in the world, and they want a partner in our organization to help them 
do so. 
 
David Duncan, Chief Development Officer for the Civil War Trust, points out: 
 

“The mission always takes precedence over the organization. My mission is to 
conduct our business so that our members and donors come to love this 
organization. And I use that word ‘love’ intentionally. In this highly competitive 
environment, it is my belief that unless you are in a donor's top three list of 
favorite charities, you really don't stand a chance. 
 
At the base of everything, this is an emotional transaction for the donor. It's not 
always a rational fact-based transaction. Emotions are very powerful. And if the 
donors believe, on an emotional level, that they are doing something important 
and that we are the best vehicle for what they want to accomplish, then we will 
achieve our mission.” 

 
To do this, we need to start off by making sure we are using the right pronouns. When 
we say “us” and “our” we’re probably leaving the supporter on the sidelines of the story, 
as in “I hope you'll help us reach our next target…” Instead use “you” and “we,” as in 
“you want to make the world a better place” and “working together, we can make a 
difference.” 
 
Tactically we know this works for fundraising appeal writing as well. In his authoritative 
textbook, fundraising expert Mal Warwick lists the use of personal pronouns, specifically 
“you,” as the first of his cardinal rules for writing fundraising appeals. Warwick argues 
that the use of you “provides human interest,” which prevents the appeal from devolving 
into a press release or position paper, and by using “I” instead of “we,” we maintain our 
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supporters “willingness to accept that our letter is a personal, one-to-one appeal.”14 
 
Duncan agrees: 
 

“We put our donor at the center of the story through the very simple technique 
of utilizing the personal pronouns ‘I’ and ‘you’ all throughout our copy. I 
ruthlessly seek out and destroy the royal ‘we’ whenever possible. 
 
We also write every direct mail appeal, renewal, acquisition letter, thank you, 
and email as coming from our CEO personally. Over the years, our donors have 
truly come to believe that they have a personal relationship with him. 
 
We operate under the assumption that people give money to people and 
organizations whom they like and whom they trust, and so by personalizing the 
message in this way, written deliberately as to be from one person to one 
person, the donors come to believe that they are an integral part of our 
success.” 

 

Also, be sure to report on the impact the supporters have on the ground via the 
donations they’ve invested, and use this as an opportunity to thank them repeatedly and 
authentically. We’ll talk more about this in Chapter Four. 
 

#2: Use Research to Get the Right Message to the 
Right People at the Right Time 
If your supporters think of your organization as a tool in their “change the world” toolbox, 
then it becomes incredibly important to give them the right reason to engage with you at 
the right moment in their lives. 
 
As Emily Anderson, Director of Annual Giving for Catholic Relief Services, points out: “It 
doesn’t matter how many times we use the word ‘you’ in a letter if that letter is laying 
unopened at the bottom of the trash bin.” 
 
We can strike the perfect balance of altruism, empathy and efficacy in our language. We 
can find the right balance between emotion and logic in our content. But if we’re not 
there at the right moment with the right message, we’re unlikely to activate our 
audiences. 
 
Unfortunately, the answer here is decidedly not one-size-fits-all. Each organization has 
its own best messages, its own best audience segments, and its own best timing. There 
are thousands of examples of social impact practitioners making poor assumptions 
about their supporters, either by ignoring the social science they have or not by doing 
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the proper audience research to see how to apply the science to themselves.  
 
What science tells us is twofold: we should question our tactics and assumptions every 
chance we get, and we must look for proof to refine the best practices of others to fit our 
own situation.  
 
That’s why it’s important to use research. It helps us to really understand our audiences, 
rather than simply implementing a theoretical persona built through hunches and 
unproven assumptions.  
 
Research doesn’t have to be expensive. You can do relatively simplistic surveys of new 
and current audiences, or just conduct a broad range of interviews with ardent and 
casual supporters. You can dig deep into your own response data to see how your tests 
are performing. It can even be as easy as running Google AdWords with a free nonprofit 
Google Grant to test how different messages and ask/pairs perform against each other.  
 
Begoña Vázquez-Santos, Director of International Memberships for The Nature 
Conservancy, sees the importance of research in her experience: 
 

“To deliver any message effectively, the organization first needs to understand 
what motivates people to support your cause. Some insiders are completely 
dedicated to the cause, and they have many ways they’re trying to eradicate a 
problem. But most of the public are outsiders, and are in a completely different 
place. 
 
All our nonprofits are managed by wonderful people, but most of the people 
outside of the organization don’t work on the issue every day, so there is a huge 
gap between how we see the cause and how others do. Insiders talk about the 
‘how’—how do we fix the problem—and we tend to skip the ‘why’ because the 
why is already obvious to us. But to outsiders, the ‘why’ is really what motivates 
them. 
 
Research is critical in finding balance between the how and the why, and in 
determining which whys are most important to people. Research is critical in 
finding opportunities to deliver the why and the what, and to find the best time in 
the year or the donor’s lifecycle to bring that topic up. Research helps us find a 
strong link between our targeted audience and what we’re asking them to do, 
letting us give them the right urgency that gets them to act.” 

 
Karla Capers sees the same thing in her work for the Union of Concerned Scientists: 
 

“We do a lot of message research, and it is hugely useful. We will draft a couple 
of different messages, and test them to see which messages resonate with 
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which people, and which messages put people into a place where they are 
focused on finding solutions as opposed to scaring them and making them feel 
overwhelmed by the problem." 

 

Throughout this document, we’ll talk through the best practices for getting people to 
authentically support your causes.  
 
However, keep in mind that the best way to sift through which practices most apply to 
your supporter strategy is to do research that helps you sift through the hundreds of 
audience segments, and tells you how and when to apply these best practices. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
ALTRUISM: YOUR SUPPORTERS’ 
MOTIVES AREN’T AS PURE AS 
YOU THINK   
Few serious people argue with the idea that people want to do good.  
 
When people think about why people want to do good—if they think about it at all—they 
often attribute this “goodness” to some vague notion that people are just inherently 
altruistic.  
 
Social scientists have been studying altruism for decades—an “unselfish regard for or 
devotion to the welfare of others”—and philosophers have been debating altruism for 
centuries more.  
 
We see evidence of altruism every day, such as the media report of a person jumping 
onto the subway tracks to save a fallen traveler, and the professor giving his life by 
shielding his students from an attack by a gunman.15  
 
Nonprofits see these virtuous acts, and thousands more like them that we see every 
day, and assume that this same level of virtue lies in each and every one of their 
supporters—that each of the billions of dollars Americans give to charity each year is 
given because it’s the right thing to do, to selflessly benefit people that we will never 
know. 
 

But some social scientists suggest that this pure sense of altruism is not the motivation 
for everybody—and maybe not even a majority of us.  
 

Selfish vs. Selfless 
If our supporters aren’t entirely motivated by the purest forms of altruism, then what 
other motivations might we have?  
 
Some of our supporters instead have motivations a bit closer to home—the desire to 
make the world better for people they know, or even themselves. They want their 
friends, families, and communities to be prosperous and healthy.  
 
Other supporters enjoy feeling like they are the types of people who do good in the 
world, and they enjoy being recognized—by the organization, and by their friends—for 
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doing that good. 16  
 

Prosocial Behavior vs. Altruism 
The easiest way to suggest that supporter motivations aren’t entirely pure is to look at 
how people feel after they do good.  
 
Scientists have found that doing good makes us feel good. In fact it activates the same 
reward centers in our brains that are activated when we look at an attractive face or a 
beautiful work of art. Incidentally, it also activates the same reward centers that are 
activated when using cocaine.17 
 
When we study “good”, what we’re really studying is prosocial behavior—the broad 
range of actions people can take to benefit others. Prosocial behavior covers everything 
we think of when we think social impact—volunteering at a community center, donating 
in support of tsunami relief in Indonesia, giving blood, or even just spending time with an 
elderly neighbor.18 
 
If prosocial behavior sounds a lot like altruism, that’s because both are focused on 
benefitting other people. But, altruism is a motivation in our head, and prosocial 
behavior is the outcome that manifests in the real world.  
 

Not One Motivation, but Many 
People can make the world a better place without being altruistic, and they can be 
altruistic without making the world a better place. 
 
This distinction highlights an important point for social impact practitioners: supporter 
motivation isn’t black and white, and as a result we shouldn’t focus on any one 
motivation as being better than the others.  
 
Ultimately it doesn’t matter how many people have which motivation, and it’s unlikely 
that a person could be so simplistic that they have only one motivation for anything they 
do beyond the simplest of human urges. What matters is that a narrow focus on any 
one motivation leaves all others (and the supporters who have them) on the sidelines.  
 
So instead of assuming our supporters have one motivation, we should be creating 
communications that allow people to support our causes regardless of their motivations 
and not inadvertently limit our supporters by making them pass some kind of purity test. 
 

The Science Behind Basic Human Values 
Even if we accept that people can have a range of motivations to do good in the world, 
we would not necessarily know it by reading most nonprofits’ fundraising, 
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communications, and marketing materials.  
 
How many emails in your inbox right now ask you to:  
 

• donate now, because sick children should have a chance at a normal life; 
 

• take action, because polar bears are drowning from melting sea ice; 
 

• volunteer today, because people are hungry and need your help. 
 

In each case, the nonprofit is creating an awareness of need; they are showing their 
supporters that there is a need in the world that they think should be addressed.  
 
But in each case, the ask depends on an assumption that may not be true—that people 
have a selfless concern for others (or animals) that they’ll likely never meet. 
 

Basic Human Values 
In each of the above examples, the nonprofit is appealing to a very narrow slice of what 
social scientists refer to as basic human values; in these cases, they all use 
universalism, a selfless value for the welfare of people (and nature) the vast majority of 
whom the supporters will never know. 
 
Let’s assume that universalism motivates more than its share of supporters. Even so, 
universalism is just one of ten values that people have that motivate people. With so 
many other motivations available, universalism isn’t always the best option. Consider 
other values, such as:  
 

• Benevolence is the value we have that motivates us to preserve and enhance 
the welfare of family and friends. People don’t have to give to a food bank just to 
help people they’ll never meet (universalism), but instead donate to make sure 
the food bank is there if their friends and family ever fall on hard times. 
 

• Security is the value we place on protecting the stability of our communities. 
Instead of supporting afterschool programs solely for the benefit of at-risk youth, 
people could support the programs because they feel keeping kids off the street 
reduces crime, increases education in the community, and benefits the local 
economy. 

 

• Conformity is our desire to stay within the expectations of those around us. 
People may support a walk for cancer not only to fund a cure for people they 
don’t know but because they don’t want to be the only ones in their office not 
supporting a coworker’s cause.  

 



 

 

24 

ALTRUISM, EMPATHY & EFFICACY  

ALTRUISM, EMPATHY & EFF ICACY 

• Tradition is our want to respect the customs and ideas provided by one's culture 
or religion. The reason people donate to a church may not be primarily driven by 
the benefits the church brings to their community; they may just be following the 
centuries-old tradition of tithing 10% of their salary. 
 

These are five (including universalism) good examples of the diversity of supporter 
motivation as seen through basic human values. But the above examples merely 
showcase the human values that focus on a benefit to others. There are five more basic 
human values that focus primarily on the benefit to ourselves—which yields a more 
selfish motivation, standing far outside of our traditional notions of altruism.  
 

• Supporters may be motivated by achievement and power—hoping personal 
success and elevated social status will result from their support of a cause or a 
nonprofit. This could include people who donate simply to have their name 
placed on a building or to have a greater voice in how the nonprofit operates.  
 

• Stimulation dictates they may be motivated in part by the novelty of a challenge 
facing them. This could include people who run their first marathon in support of 
a nonprofit or people who hope to launch a second career by first volunteering 
with a nonprofit organization. 

 

• The values of self-direction and hedonism may inspire someone to act to 
protect their personal independence or give purely because giving makes them 
feel good. This could include donations to an organization that works to protect 
the individual’s own human rights or nearly any donation, as we’ve already 
discussed, that results in people feeling good about themselves (prosocial 
behavior). 

 
In his popular theory, Shalom Schwartz of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem argues 
that each of these basic human values can relate to prosocial behavior in some way, 
and, perhaps more importantly, that it doesn’t matter whether the motivation is altruistic 
or not. “Once people recognize feasible actions to help another and feel at least a 
minimum of responsibility,” he writes, “their [basic human] values provide motivation to 
act.”19 
 

Why Does Universalism Dominate Social Impact 
Communications? 
If there are ten different basic human values that motivate people to make prosocial 
behaviors, then why do supporter communications seem to focus overwhelmingly on a 
selfless concern for the welfare of people the addressees may never meet?  
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The simplistic answer is that we’ve been teaching ourselves to do it this way for a really 
long time. 
 
We teach our children at a very young age that selflessness is good, and selfishness is 
bad; we encourage them to share with others and to think about the welfare of others. 
These lessons are reinforced as the children are introduced to charity via school 
fundraisers, or family philanthropy.  
 
This sense of charity is established enough in people’s lives that social scientists call it 
a “cultural norm.” We, as humans, feel a responsibility to help those who are less 
fortunate.20 
 
Religions reinforce this norm, too, via its stories and parables.  
 
Christianity has the parable of the good Samaritan. The Quran features the story of the 
Ansaar in Medina who made great sacrifices for those fleeing persecution, even though 
they were in great need themselves. Judaism has the story of a sinner who sells the 
necessities of life to prevent another from living a life of sin.21  
 
It’s even worth pointing out that Americans have a national heritage that reinforces a 
desire to seem selfless amongst our friends and family.  
 
Many early settlers of America were Puritans who, despite a strong drive for economic 
enterprise, were taught that self-interest “was a raging sea that was a sure path to 
eternal damnation”, and this belief may have put a premium on appearing selfless at the 
very earliest stages of our nation’s birth.22, 23 

 
With all these influences, it’s not surprising that nearly all of us believe it is a virtue to 
care for others even at the expense of ourselves. Further, much of our social impact 
communications seeks to take advantage of this basic human value.  
 
On the other hand, these influences have almost certainly had an unintended 
consequence: we’ve been conditioned to think we should appear to be selfless, even 
when we’re not; otherwise we might not seem like good people. This introduces the idea 
that what people say motivates them may not be what actually motivates them—a 
notion that we’ll explore later in this chapter. 
 
As a result, even though selflessness dominates our discourse, we as social impact 
practitioners need to go beyond universalism and pure altruism, and we need to open 
our messaging to activate this greater range of motivations that is almost certainly 
hidden underneath. 
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Other Not-So-Pure Altruisms 
There is little doubt that altruistic messaging works much of the time and with many of our 

audiences. But for social impact practitioners, in a fractured age of tiny audience 
segments, majority-wins is not enough.  
 
To be effective, our communications need to appeal to the full spectrum of human 
values and motivations. This means we need to look beyond the traditional notion of 
pure altruism as the only driver of support and instead add content that lets people keep 
the motivations they already have.  
 

Impure Altruism 
If pure altruism is doing good in the world with an unselfish regard for the welfare of 
others, impure altruism is taking the same prosocial behavior motivated by some flavor 
of selfish, personal benefit. 
 
An example of this is what economist James Andreoni calls “warm glow” giving. He 
found that people give, at least in part, to feel the positive emotion that arises from 
helping others. Many, including Andreoni himself, see this as “egoistic” giving, in that 
the act is as much about benefit to ourselves as to others.24 And there is good social 
science to back up this notion.  
 
One study, featured in Science, measured brain activity and self-reported “satisfaction” 
in two groups of people: one group who made a voluntary donation to a charity and 
another forced to pay a “tax” to support the same charity. Not surprisingly, people who 
made the voluntary gift showed more positive brain activity and had higher self-reported 
levels of satisfaction.25  
 
The surprising part, however, comes when we think about altruism. If people were 
purely altruistic—motivated only by making the world a better place—then it wouldn’t 
matter how the charity got the money; pure altruists would be just as happy making a 
donation or by paying a donation via a mandated tax.  
 
The fact that people were happier making a voluntary donation suggests that the act of 
donating was just as important (if not more so) than the benefit the donation brought to 
others. And that is impure altruism. 
 

Competitive Altruism 
If impure altruism focuses on the internal benefit people get from giving, what happens if 
the benefit comes from how people are perceived by their friends, family or community?  
In biology there exists a notion of competitive altruism, where animals act to benefit 
others primarily to gain social standing within their community (presumably to increase 
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their attractiveness as a mate.)26  
 
We see evidence of this every day on donor lists posted in the back of an annual report 
or at the entrance to a museum.  
 
Fundraisers know that if there is public recognition of a supporter’s giving level—as in, 
Mr. and Mrs. John Q. Public are members of the President’s Circle, because they 
donated between $10,000 and $25,000—donations are not spread evenly within that 
advertised range. Instead, people generally give the minimum necessary to attain their 
desired level—i.e. there are far more donations nearer to $10,000 than to $25,000. 
 
This suggests the supporters are just as (if not more) interested in what others think 
about them (competitive altruism) as they are interested in making a certain amount of 
impact with their donation (pure altruism). 
 
Another good example of competitive altruism in the human world is the Toyota Prius. 
Even though there are dozens of other hybrid car models, when the Prius launched it 
grabbed a huge amount of market share—well beyond what had been predicted.  
 
One study suggests that the Prius’ success came, in part, from its easy recognition as a 
hybrid car. While other companies’ hybrid cars looked exactly like their less-gas-thrifty 
like-models (a hybrid Civic looks exactly like a regular Civic, for example), the Prius is 
instantly recognized as a hybrid, and, more importantly, the Prius driver could be 
instantly recognized as a good person who cares about the environment.27 Much like 
the pull we feel to be recognized as good Samaritan, many people want to be 
recognized as a good citizen of the planet by driving a hybrid; and that is much easier to 
do in the unique Prius than in the traditional Civic. 
 
One final study demonstrates that churches collecting their offering with an open 
basket, which allows parishioners to easily see their neighbors’ gifts, significantly 
increases donations as compared with churches using a closed basket that provides no 
visibility into what has been donated.28 
 
In all these cases, a perceived boost in social status is a powerful motivator for human 
behavior (and, perhaps as an interesting harkening-back to the above example of the 
animals, studies suggest this motivates men significantly more than women).29 
 

Breakout: Reciprocal Altruism and Indirect Reciprocity 
 

There’s another, less discussed, type of altruism—reciprocal altruism—wherein 
an individual helps another with the expectation that they themselves will 
benefit at some future date. 
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The evidence for reciprocal altruism comes largely from the study of biology. 
Birds give a warning call when they see a predator—at obvious risk to 
themselves—in the hope that they will benefit from others giving warning in the 
future. Closer to home, humans care for the elderly in the hope that others will 
care for them as they grow older.30, 31 

 
As we’ve discussed, most religions teach that being purely altruistic is a virtue, 
and if followers put others before themselves, they’ll find favor in the eyes of 
God. In fact, however, if a person is altruistic in the hopes of being rewarded by 
God, it interestingly becomes reciprocal altruism. 

 
What You Can Do: Let Your Supporters be a Little Bit 
Selfish 
Most social impact practitioners would agree that greed is typically not good, and being 
selfish isn’t much better. However, focusing too much on the purity of our supporters’ 
motivations may cause us to overlook the result. Just because they feel some benefit 
from giving doesn’t change the impact that support has on the world.  
 
In fact, science suggests that a little impurity in our supporters’ altruism is a good thing: 
a focus on their own happiness helps people stay involved longer and results in them 
supporting their favorite causes more fervently.  
 
Nathalie Spenser, Senior Researcher at the RSA's Social Brain Centre in London, 
suggests that the glow a person gets from a selfish motivation may actually last longer 
than if the same person had a pure motive, which ultimately increases the likelihood of 
the person doing more good in the future.32  
 
Jerry Johnson, Executive Vice President at Brodeur Partners, a communications 
agency that has worked extensively with nonprofits and institutions of higher education, 
is skeptical: 
 

“I’ve heard over the years that ‘altruism doesn’t exist—it’s a myth.’ Or, 
‘everyone donates for some selfish reason.’ I don’t buy that. There are some 
absolute and immutable values. There are rights and wrongs. And this is 
characteristic of many faith traditions. 
 
For many of us, it’s our responsibility to serve that truth, and to give without any 
thought of return. This is different from giving because it makes you feel good—
that motivation is fine, but I feel it’s insufficient, and doesn’t tell the whole story. 
 
Did Mother Theresa bring herself fulfillment by doing what she did? It would be 
hard to argue in a worldly sense that there was benefit to her.”  
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Sue Citro, Chief Digital Officer for Best Friends Animal Society, has a different take: 
 

“Even if they’re being selfish, the language of altruism is still important to help 
people do social good. It helps us build relationships, and create meaningful 
experiences. It helps people be their best selves, and leave the world better 
than they found it. 
 
In some respects, it doesn’t matter what someone’s motivation is in the end. 
Their action is what matters. Through a diversity of messages, we can leave 
room for many different types of people to act, regardless of what their 
motivation might be.” 

 

Porter Mason, Vice President of Digital at National Audubon Society, agrees: 
 

“People don’t have to be limited to just one motivation, but we try to foster 
altruism in our supporters. We need them to have a connection to the mission, 
something that is altruistic, that's larger than themselves. Otherwise, long-term, 
it just doesn’t make sense. 
 
Being an Audubon member means getting our magazine. If they become a 
member just to subscribe to the magazine, that’s fine. But we’re not going 
looking for those people, and we are trying to avoid letting people be so 
transactional. If none of their motives are altruistic, that’s a hollow, empty 
relationship. Long-term, it’s a fragile relationship that will hurt the organization.” 

 

David Zucker, social impact communications consultant and long-time 
strategist at Porter Novelli, sees all kinds of motivations, each with varying levels of 
altruism: 
 

“There are some people that are more naturally altruistic or who were brought 
up in a family, community or religion that is more focused on altruistic language 
and values. 
 
There are others who are focused more on how they’ve been personally 
affected by an issue. For them, it is personal, but it’s also altruistic, such as the 
desire to help prevent others from enduring what they themselves endured. 
There are still others who are driven by societal issues and norms—their social 
status and how they look to peers—which is prompted by their own feeling of 
being involved. 
 
All of this is perfectly okay. It doesn’t matter what their motivations are. What 
matters is in the level of engagement you’re seeking from them. For instance, 
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the ones that are more socially driven could be more ‘clicktivist’, while the 
altruistic could be more deeply involved. 
 
But, in the end, the motivation doesn’t matter. What matters is understanding 
how those motivations impact their engagement with you.” 

 

If it’s okay for our supporters to be a little selfish, what are things that social impact 
practitioners can do right now to take advantage of the full spectrum of selfish and 
selfless motivations? 
 

#1: Appeal to “Other” Human Values 
As supporters of nonprofits, most of us are hit with so many calls to do good in the world 
(for the benefit of people we’ll never meet) that it’s hard to not roll our eyes when we 
see another one land in our inbox.  
 
But remember, there are a whole range of basic human values—different motivations to 
attract different people to support our cause. 
 
Dr. Edward Maibach, professor and Director of George Mason’s Center for Climate 
Change Communication, sees this in his work to help scientists better communicate 
with the public on the threats presented by climate change: 
 

“The old model of climate change communications, emphasizing the impact on 
people and animals far away, doesn’t work for most Americans. It reinforces 
their view that climate change is a distant threat—in space (not here), time (not 
yet), and species (not us). 
 
At the Center for Climate Change Communication, we are working to find ways 
of reducing this psychological distance problem by showing people that climate 
change is harming people in their community, right now, and in a variety of 
ways.” 

 

This, in fact, is why the public is starting to see a much wider range of messages in 
communications about climate change—beyond animals, the environment, and people 
we’ll never meet—such as: 
 

• The risk to our communities from extreme weather33 
 

• The impact climate change is having on our own health34  
 

• The importance of a climate solution to our future economic development 
 

• An appeal for the religious to work to protect God’s creation35 
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• The interests of American security, power and energy independence 
 

You’ll notice that these messages go well beyond a universal appeal featuring polar 
bears at risk of drowning in the Arctic or highlighting islands in the Pacific that will be 
lost in the event of predicted rises in sea level. Instead, they are a range of messages 
that target human values like benevolence, security, tradition, achievement, power and 
self-direction.  
 
No one message is going to work for everyone—so it’s critical to use a range of 
messages to meet a range of values. 
 
“Even in an ideal world, the ‘one message that rules them all’ is, of course, a fallacy,” 
Dr. Maibach says. “The regrettable divide between liberals and conservatives on the 
issue of climate change means that is even more true on this issue.” 
 

#2: Don’t Confuse Public Posturing with Supporter 
Motivation 
The next time you hear people imply how virtuous they are for supporting a nonprofit to 
help others, don’t think of Mother Teresa—think about a ball player at a press 
conference saying, “All I really want to do is help the team.”  
 
It’s possible his motivation truly is to play well and win championships, but it’s more 
likely that those platitudes are just what he thinks people want to hear.  
 
This means our supporters’ motivations may be different than what they’re telling us, 
which means it often may feel like we’re jumping off a cliff blindly as we make the choice 
between targeting pure and impure motivations.  
 

Choose the Motivation that Matches the Context 
In one study, researchers found that language featuring pure altruism and impure 
altruism were both effective, but each only in certain contexts.  
 
They found that pure altruism was more effective “when consumers were publicly 
accountable for their responses,” meaning the consumers were at public events and/or 
volunteer opportunities with others. 
 
On the other hand, the more impure, selfish form of altruism was more effective “when 
consumers’ responses are private,” as they would be in direct mail or email/online 
appeals.36  
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Dr. Rob Gould, behavioral economist and advisor to dozens of behavior change 
campaigns over the last three decades, ties his approach back to the balance between 
pure and impure altruism: 
 

“People have lots of motivations, and pure altruism is just one of them. But, 
there’s no reason for us to enforce any kind of purity test with people. We’re 
social animals, and it is important for people to look altruistic, regardless of 
whether or not altruism is motivating them. 
 
As a result, never lead with selfish motivations. If you do, you’re signaling to 
people that they’re selfish people if they respond. Instead, start out with the 
altruistic reasons and how they can help the cause. After they are already 
engaged, then you can start to introduce more selfish benefits to finish the deal 
or retain people over time. 
 
You’re talking about the same person with same motivations but when it’s 
public, and their motivations are on display, they don’t want to demonstrate 
impure, altruistic motives. It’s basic social science of self-presentation. They 
want to be seen in the best light and present themselves in that best light, 
because social norms are guiding their response. 
 
They want to seem communal, and interested in the greater good. They don’t 
want to be seen as making a commercial transaction, where they are ‘buying’ 
something of value from a nonprofit, while others are doing something out of the 
good of their heart.” 

 

Amanda Thacker-Heidke, Director of Strategy and Planning for nonprofit digital and 
data consulting firm Freeflow Digital, provides another example: 
 

“Think of the Ice Bucket Challenge from the summer of 2014. I didn’t really 
know much about ALS before the challenge, and no one in my family was 
affected by the disease, but getting ‘called out’ by so many people made it 
really awkward for those of us who hadn’t yet participated. 
 
I had no clear motivation to participate otherwise, but the very fact that 
someone was watching me, calling me out, led me to join in. Would I have 
broadcasted the real reason why I participated? Would I have told people that I 
was really only doing it because of peer pressure? No, never in a million years. 
I did what most of us did—I did the challenge, then told people I did it because 
of how concerned I was for the cause.”  
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Regardless, even if supporters feel a warm glow from donating (or donates to avoid 
feeling bad about not doing so), they still see themselves as altruistic—and want to 
believe that others see them that way, too.  
 

People are Skeptical of Motives 
Researchers from The Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania found that 
people are inherently skeptical about other’s motivations for making prosocial 
behaviors. For instance, what do you think when an energy or chemical company 
makes a large donation to an environmental nonprofit? Do you view it as a legitimate 
charitable act or as greenwashing?  
 
Because of humanity’s inherent skepticism, the researchers found we’re likely to 
convince ourselves that our generosity is pure, and present our generosity that way to 
others, even when that might not be the case.37 This makes it very important for us to 
provide potential donors with a virtuous, altruistic reason to give—even if it means 
showing them how they benefit, too. 
 
Dr. Gould sees this as an extension of what social scientists refer to as attribution 
theory: 
 

“As humans, we go through a process where we make attributions for why 
people (or organizations) are behaving the way they are. If you do something 
good, and there is no other explanation, others will infer that you are a good 
person. If there is another explanation, that you could be benefiting from the 
action in some way, others will dismiss or discount your action as being self-
interested.” 

 

David Zucker, social impact communications consultant, agrees that intent is an 
important driver of perception here: 
 

“If a company’s action is tied to a public relations effort, the lines between ‘good’ 
and ‘self-interested’ become blurry for most observers. One way for companies 
to address this issue is to choose good works with a very clear, credible link to 
the company’s business, so they are doing more than just writing a check. So 
they’re applying their business expertise and assets to developing innovative 
solutions. 
 
For example, if a large, nationally-known home improvement company donates 
to help people after a natural disaster by donating equipment or materials to 
help rebuild a home, there is less skepticism because it’s the ‘natural’ thing for 
them to be doing. It’s leveraging the core of who they are as a business. 
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To avoid the appearance of greenwashing. Instead of just writing a big check, 
an oil company would want to provide a grant to an environmental organization 
on an issue that is in both their interests, like developing technology that can 
capture CO2. That’s seen less skeptically than just writing a check. 
 
But in the end, how a company behaves on a daily basis determines whether 
their prosocial efforts are seen skeptically or not. There can’t be a disconnect 
between external prosocial efforts and how a company treats its employees, for 
example.” 

 

Dr. Gould sees another possibility: 
 

“Oil companies often give a lot to the arts, because there is no nefarious motive, 
and it shows locals that they care about the community. Interestingly enough, 
the arts are also a great way to ingratiate themselves to the powerful, 
wealthy people who attend theater and impress them.” 

                                              

CHAPTER TWO REFERENCES  

15 Lichtenberg, Judith. "Is Pure Altruism Possible?" New York Times, October 19, 2010. 

16  Andreoni, James. 1990. "Impure Altruism and Donations to Public Goods: A Theory of 

Warm-Glow Giving." The Economic Journal 100 (401): 464-477. 

17  Anik, Lalin, Lara B. Aknin, Michael I. Norton, and Elizabeth W. Dunn. 2009. Feeling Good 

about Giving: The Benefits (and Costs) of Self-Interested Charitable Behavior. Working 

Paper, Harvard Business School. 

18 Batson, C. Daniel, and Adam A. Powell. 2003. "Altruism and prosocial behavior." In 

Handbook of psychology, by Theodore Millon, Melvin J. Lerner and Irving B. Weiner. 

Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

19  Schwartz, Shalom H. 2010. Basic values: How they motivate and inhibit prosocial behavior. 

Vol. 14, in Prosocial Motives, Emotions, and Behavior: The Better Angels of Our Nature, 

by Mario Mikulincer and Phillip R. Shaver, 221-241. American Psychological 

Association. 

20  Basil, Debra Z., Nancy M. Ridgway, and Michael D. Basil. 2008. "Guilt and Giving: A 

Process Model of Empathy and Efficacy." Psychology & Marketing 25 (1): 1–23. 

21  Neusner, Jacob, and Bruce Chilton. 2005. Altruism in World Religions. Washington, D.C.: 

Georgetown University Press. 



 

 

35 

ALTRUISM, EMPATHY & EFFICACY  

ALTRUISM, EMPATHY & EFF ICACY 

                                                                                                                                                 

22 Pallotta, Dan. "The way we think about charity is dead wrong." TED Talk. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_pallotta_the_way_we_think_about_charity_is_dead_wron

g/. 

23  Frey, Donald E. America's Economic Moralists: A History of Rival Ethics and Economics. 

New York: SUNY Press, 2010. 

24  Costa-Font, Joan, and Mario Macis, eds. Social Economics: Current and Emerging 

Avenues. Cambridge, Massachusetts; London, England: MIT Press, 2017.  

25  Harbaugh, William T., Ulrich Mayr, and Daniel R. Burghart. 2007. "Neural Responses to 

Voluntary Giving Reveal Motives for Charitable Donations." Science 316: 1622-1625. 

26  Spencer, Nathalie. 2011. "Pure, Impure and Competitive: Altruism." Royal Society for the 

Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce. London, September 5. 

27  Sexton, Steven E., and Alison L. Sexton. 2010. "Conspicuous Conservation: The Prius 

Effect and WTP for Environmental Bona Fides." 

28  Soetevent, Adriaan R. 2005. "Anonymity in giving in a natural context: An economic field 

experiment in 30 churches." Journal of Public Economics 89: 2301–2323. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
EMPATHY: GETTING PEOPLE TO 
FEEL IS AS IMPORTANT AS 
GETTING THEM TO THINK  
Our ability to emotionally relate to others is core to our human identity.  
 
Being emotionally “there” for others is something we love about our friends and family, 
and we seek help for people whose ability to relate to others is impaired.  
 
Some of our most beloved stories in pop-culture center on this ability to relate 
emotionally, from the Tin Man in The Wizard of Oz to science fiction epics like Blade 
Runner and 2001.  
 
Our innate ability to relate is also a critical part of people’s support for causes and 
nonprofit organizations.  
 
In the last two chapters, we discussed how people want to make the world a better 
place and are willing to engage in “prosocial behaviors” to do so, such as donating 
money, volunteering, taking action, or giving blood.  
 
Sometimes this desire to do good is driven by a purely altruistic concern for people 
whom we’ll never meet, but sometimes the motivation is a bit more selfish in that we 
want to make the world a better place for our friends, family, and community—even 
ourselves. 
 
Regardless of their motivation—selfless or more selfish—getting supporters to put 
themselves in the shoes of the people who benefit from our organization’s work is 
essential to acquiring new supporters and keeping them engaged over the long haul.  
 
As social impact practitioners, we must be careful to not overwhelm our supporters with 
emotion, causing them to tune out or turn off their emotions.38, 39 

 
So, how do we activate these emotions and help people be passionate for the causes 
we care about? More importantly, how do we do we activate our audiences authentically 
and in a way that doesn’t drive supporters away? 
 
To begin, let’s look at the science beneath our sense of concern for others.  
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The Science Behind Empathy 
For the sake of simplicity, we’ll divide our pop-culture notions of “concern for others” into 
two buckets: what social scientists refer to as empathy and sympathy. 
 
Empathy is when one person perceives another’s emotions and then feels that same 
emotion themselves.40, 41 When we feel true empathy for someone, we feel what they 
feel based on our own personal experience. We project ourselves into the situation or 
circumstance, and their fear begets our own fear, their anger becomes our anger, and 
their joy leads us to feel joy of our own.  
 
Sympathy is more like what we’d expect in the greeting card aisle of a store: a “feeling 
of care and concern for someone,” with a “wish to see her better off or happier.”42 With 
sympathy, there is no shared emotion—instead, the emotion is detached.43 Their fear, 
distress, or grief aren’t met with the same emotion from us but is instead met with 
sorrow, concern, or pity. 
 
The difference between empathy and sympathy really comes down to our perspective—
or, frankly, lack thereof. With empathy, there is a deep, emotional connection that pulls 
us out of our world and puts us into theirs. With sympathy, we stay within our own world 
and see their emotion from the outside. 
 
For social impact practitioners, empathy and the compassion it can lead to is powerful 
because the supporter is motivated as if the situation is affecting them personally, which 
allows us to tap more deeply into our supporters’ motivations.  
 

Breakout: What is Compassion? 
 

It’s difficult to get social scientists to agree on ambiguities in a concept as amorphous 
as “concern for others”, but Dr. Neel Burton suggests there is an emotion even further 
engaged than empathy—compassion. 
 
He associates compassion with “an active desire to alleviate the suffering” of another. 
Dr. Burton writes, “With empathy, I share your emotions; with compassion, I not only 
share your emotions but also elevate them into a universal and transcending 
experience.” 44 
 
Others define compassion as the act that comes out of empathy and (less often) 
sympathy, and many list prosocial behavior as the act that comes out of pure or impure 
altruism. In both cases, however, compassion happens when empathy turns into  
action. 
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Empathy Drives Prosocial Behavior 
Social scientists have plenty of examples wherein high levels of empathy have turned 
into increased prosocial behaviors: 
 

• People who see vivid, emotional stories of natural disaster victims are more likely 
to donate than those who only see simple facts and figures.45  
 

• People who see “gory” scenes of whale hunting (versus less vivid content) are 
more likely to empathize with whales and, in turn, support Greenpeace’s work on 
the issue.46  
 

These examples won’t be surprising to social impact practitioners but, in the last few 
decades, we’ve started to discover the biology behind these behaviors. 
 
In the 1990s, researchers studying autism—a disorder often characterized by a difficulty 
in empathizing with others—began to investigate so-called mirror neurons.47 Essentially, 
the same part of our brain that fires if we are poked with a needle will also fire when we 
see someone else get poked.48  

 
Our brains seem to be hard-wired for empathy. 
 
Another research study found that once empathy is triggered, a hormone in our brain 
takes over and give us the “feeling” we experience when being empathetic. That 
hormone, oxytocin, is connected to the feelings parents have for their children and 
spouses have for each other.  
 
In one study, researchers saw a 47% rise in oxytocin levels when subjects watched a 
video about a father losing a child to cancer. This increase in oxytocin (and subsequent 
empathy) had a real impact on charity, too, as participants showed greater generosity 
when asked to donate at the end of the experiment.49 
 
Primatologist Frans de Waal also sees a clear line between empathy and prosocial 
behavior in our biology. Prosocial behavior is not cheap, he argues, and “it is unclear 
what could motivate the extremely costly helping behavior” we see in charity, if not for 
the “emotional engagement” driven by our empathy for others. 50 
 

Language that Drives Empathy 
So how do social impact practitioners encourage empathy in others? 
 
We see empathy used every day, especially as nonprofits use the vivid story of a single 
compelling victim to ask for money. This language is specifically designed to engage 
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our emotions and “trigger empathy towards the victim.”51  
 
The success of this tactic, however, clearly depends on how well the language is 
executed. 
 
Let’s look at two simple examples of empathetic language designed to activate 
someone in support of a cause. The first: 
 

Many children have no home. They try to attend school while their families are 
living on the streets. They must choose between going to school and finding 
food. 52  

 
Social impact practitioners may argue this language is designed to be empathetic, but 
it’s actually more of a sympathy play. If emotions arise from this statement, it’s likely pity 
or some amorphous concern about the plight of others. In the above language, the 
reader does not personally connect with the distress of being homeless or the fear of 
not knowing where their next meal will come from.  
 
This language also violates a lot of the rules of good storytelling. There is no clear 
character, as we are talking about people (in the aggregate) instead of one person 
specifically. It’s also not told in a way that compels us to learn more about the situation. 
It is purely factual (though, mercifully, it does not use indecipherable statistics). For all 
these reasons, it is not effective in giving a supporter much to become engaged with.  
 
The second example, from the same study: 
 

Imagine that you are a child with no home. Imagine that you try to attend school 
when your family is living on the streets. Imagine that you have to decide 
whether to go to school or to find food.  

 
Granted, the language here is a bit ham-fisted, and the “imagine…” construct can only 
be used so many times before a supporter’s eyes roll out of their head.  
 
But, the language does give the readers the opportunity to project themselves into 
another’s situation. They have the chance to feel the fear and distress as if it were first-
hand. And while it does not solve the storytelling issues of the first piece, it sidesteps 
them enough to provide a stronger impact. 
 
Unsurprisingly this language worked significantly better than the first—both at triggering 
empathy in the reader and in making the reader want to donate.  
 
Melissa Wyers, Executive Director of non-profit fundraising and engagement platform 
EveryAction, has seen this over her three-decade-long fundraising career: 
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“The best way to raise money—really, to do anything—is to generate a deep 
feeling within a human being. People act based on emotion. Our values as 
people tie closely to our emotions; our values don’t come from the end of a 
reasoned debate. 
 
Donors are most likely to have those emotions if they feel similar to the people 
in need. The way Americans see refugees is an example of this. They respond 
better to happy kids, playing despite their conditions. Kids that are sweet and 
healthy-looking. Parents can’t imagine their kids under duress, so when they 
see other kids under duress, they instinctively feel a disconnect—thinking that 
‘maybe that refugee family isn’t much like my family after all.’ 
 
And it works the other way too. In my experience, men and women in the 
military strongly empathize with refugees and other civilians caught in the 
crossfire in war-torn countries. They’ve been there as soldiers and have seen 
the same bullets fly. Having this shared experience makes them much more 
empathetic with refugees—the people who are still suffering from war. 
 
The hardest thing to raise money for are the things prospective donors have 
never met/dealt with directly.” 

 
Matthew McClellan, Director of Development for the Equality Federation, sees both 
empathy and sympathy in his organization’s work advocating for LGBTQ equality: 
 

“Most of the people who support us are deeply empathetic with our cause and 
the people who’d benefit from equality. That’s because the people who fund our 
work, who respond to our actions, are, for the most part, part of the LGBTQ 
community. They feel the same impact, they want the same legislation, and 
they have the same response to hate crimes against the community. 
 
There was less empathy and more sympathy during the pre-marriage era. 
People without friends in the LGBTQ community would see us, and feel ‘bad’ 
that we didn’t have what others had. If they didn’t have a lot of exposure to us, 
there weren’t a lot of ways for the issue to hit them personally. 
 
Younger generations today are a good example of this. Good liberals, younger 
republicans—they just don’t care about someone’s sexual orientation. To them 
it’s an absurd issue. In the last ten to fifteen years in the movement, people 
have come out of the closet younger, and when you’re exposed to different 
sexual orientations early in life it’s just not as ‘scary.’ It stops being an issue, 
and it’s just a given.”  
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Sue Citro, Chief Digital Officer for Best Friends Animal Society, finds empathy important 
even when the people who benefit aren’t people: 
 

“We focus the story on the animals we rescue, and the hope and joy that the 
animal brings. We show their viewpoints and share that view with the world. 
There are a lot of messages out there that seem forced, using dogs/cats 
shivering in a cage. We don’t use that sort of approach because it leads to 
shock and pity—neither of which is a shared emotion. 
 
We share great stories—what’s special about the animals at our sanctuary and 
regional centers—and then we see who that connects with. You never know 
what speaks to someone, but there is something about the pureness of that 
hope and that story that will eventually connect with someone deeply. 
 
Empathy, even if it’s not with humans, is really powerful when it’s real and you 
know instantly when it’s not. It must come from a good intent, or it won’t work 
because people will dismiss it as manipulative.” 

 
Breakout: Big Numbers 
 

Humans aren’t great with numbers, and studies have shown that it’s especially difficult 
for us to comprehend especially large numbers. When nonprofits use large numbers 
(or percentages, for that matter) in appeals, they don’t work because many people just 
can’t wrap their heads around them. 
 
For instance, have you ever knowingly seen 45 million of anything? How does 
someone comprehend what 45 million people looks like? Is that a lot or a little? How 
about in the context of a country with 325 million people? Or in the world of 7 billion 
people? And how many people is 13 percent of Americans? 
 
When Feeding America talks about hunger, they rarely (if ever) say that there are 45 
million people in the U.S. who aren’t sure where their next meal will come from. Instead 
they use the term “1-in-7 people”. It’s the same statistic put in a way that people can, 
by simply looking around themselves, intuitively place into context. 
 
The 1-in-7 approach also helps people think that the problem surrounds them and may 
be impacting the people sitting immediately to the right of the left of them. When we 
say “45 million”, it’s too easy for people to dismiss that number as all being un-
decipherable or that it refers to a heap of people all packed into a couple of cities far, 
far away. 
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How Do We Trigger Empathy? 
Since we don’t have the ability to simply push a button to activate our supporters’ mirror 
neurons or to infuse them with a rush of oxytocin, we as social impact practitioners 
instead need to put together words, visuals, and experiences to achieve the same 
effect. But how do we do that successfully? 
 

Storytelling 
If you’ve been paying attention, you’ve noticed that social impact communicators are 
telling seemingly endless numbers of stories each day—about their organization and 
about the people their organization is benefiting from their work. 
 
This isn’t happening by accident. It’s happening because the telling of stories offers a 
simple, effective way to connect deeply with supporters because stories tap into our 
brains at an almost primordial level. 
 
Robyn Castellani, behavioral economist and President and CEO of narrative agency 
Castle and Spark, explains: 
 

“I can’t count how many times I’ve had an organization say to me, ‘Tell people 
about our cause! Just give them the facts, and they’ll respond!’ That doesn’t 
work. Our brains aren’t designed to respond to information; they’re designed to 
respond to stories.53 
 
The reason stories exist, the reason that we’ve been using them since we were 
cavemen sitting around a campfire, is because stories are survival instruments. 
People come to you because you are telling a story that could help them 
survive in their world. 
 
When you look at a picture and something in your brain responds instinctually—
like seeing the movie poster for Jaws and feeling a sense of fear, or hearing 
that theme music—that’s called an ‘as if’ experience. Every time we hear a 
story, there is part of our brain that responds as if what we are seeing is actually 
happening. This is how we practice having certain kinds of experiences and 
going through certain kinds of challenges, without having to actually put 
ourselves in danger.” 

 

The lesson for social impact practitioners? According to Castellani, the experience is 
triggered by stories and narrative, and not by facts and figures. “This is why we see so 
many stories told by social impact communicators, and it’s why it’s so important to tell 
good stories.” 
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The Identifiable Victim Effect 
The first rule of empathy is to give the reader someone to empathize with, and 
storytelling is a great way to start. One of the easiest ways to do this is to tell the story 
of a single, representational person who would benefit from the supporters’ prosocial 
behavior.  
 
In social science, this best practice is driven by what social scientists call the identifiable 
victim effect—that people are willing to do more to save the lives of “identified victims” 
than they would be to save “unidentified or statistical victims.”  
 
This is another reason why we see so many personal stories in social impact 
communications, and it’s another reason why social impact practitioners are beginning 
to rethink overwhelming supporters with tons of facts and statistics. 
 
Think about September 11th for a moment. More than fifteen years after the attacks, 
many people aren’t able to recall the exact number of fatalities. Even when they’re told 
that the number is 2,977, most people may feel something briefly and then forget it 
again.  
 
What if, instead, we ask people to think about Todd Beamer on United flight 93 and how 
he led passengers in the fight to retake the plane (“Let’s roll!”) before it crashed in 
Pennsylvania? Or if we see the image of the solitary “Falling Man” plummeting from the 
North Tower of the World Trade Center before it collapsed? Now we start to feel 
something that will linger in our minds and our hearts longer than a simple statistic 
would.  
 

The Certainty Effect 
Eliciting empathy isn’t the only benefit to featuring a single person’s story in our 
communications. Stories of individuals also take advantage of the “Certainty Effect,” 
wherein people see the outcome of an individual as more certain than the outcome of a 
larger group.  
 
For instance, our brains see the phrase “For just 99 cents, you can save Johnny’s life” 
as more certain, and more compelling than “3.1 million children die from hunger each 
year”—even if both are equally true, and even if Johnny is one of the 3.1 million 
children.  
 
Putting a face and a name on a problem makes the situation concrete, turning 
something our brain sees as amorphous into something that can be stopped if you “just 
act now.”54 
 
A logical extension of these storytelling best practices is to avoid hypotheticals. When 
people get the sense that a situation—or, worse, the person—is hypothetical, it is easy 
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for their brains to dismiss the story, its premise, and the likelihood of it actually 
occurring.  
 
For example, studies have shown that a person gives more to support orphans when 
they are depicted by actual photographs, as opposed to silhouettes or no photo at all.55 
Without pictures, supporters often believe the orphans simply don’t exist. 
 
Why? Successful storytelling requires us to emphasize a one-to-one humanity—to put a 
face on the cause—and that connection between empathy and prosocial behaviors 
weakens if the protagonists are unknown or undefined.56  
 

Breakout: Another Reason Why Your Next Donor Will Likely Be Over 
50 
 

For most social impact practitioners, our next donor will be over the age of fifty. Older 
supporters simply have more money, are more likely to make donations, and are more 
likely to make larger donations.57 
 
What is unexpected, however, is that the next donor will likely be over fifty, because 
people become more empathetic with age. 
In one study, a range of participants watched uplifting or distressing films that depicted 
people in need. Participants were given money that they could contribute to help the 
people in the films.  
 
Older supporters “won” on all counts. They had higher self-reported empathy, had 
stronger physical responses to the movies (measured by cardiac and readings from 
their skin), and gave more often to support those depicted in the film. 58 

 
What You Can Do: Use Empathy to Authentically 
Motivate Your Supporters 
In some ways, coming up with communication tactics—stories—that nurture supporter 
empathy is the easy part. The hard part is the balancing act that is inherent in 
nonprofits’ use of empathy in their supporter communications.  
 
There is a thin line between putting the most empathetic light possible on our cause and 
manipulating our supporters’ emotions. One person’s love for the child they have 
“adopted” for the cost of a cup of coffee, turns into another’s disillusionment that the 
same child’s picture could be hung on hundreds of different refrigerators around the 
world.  
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So as we seek to put our causes in the most empathetic light possible, we also need to 
find balance between empathy and being overwhelmed, so we can authentically use 
empathy to engage our supporters. 
 

#1: Tell Better Stories 
As we learned earlier, humans empathize with other humans. And that does not mean 
facts about humans or hypotheticals about humans. To respond authentically, our 
supporters need to “meet” individuals who will benefit from our organization’s work—
through stories we feature in our communications. 
 
The qualities of great storytelling are complex enough to deserve their own report, and 
such research already exist, including “Stories Worth Telling” from Georgetown 
University’s Center for Social Impact Communication.59  
 
But for our purposes, there are a handful of storytelling best practices specific to 
empathy to keep in mind in our nonprofit communications.  
 

“Perception-action Model for Empathy” 
Researcher Stephanie Preston and primatologist Frans de Waal suggest, in their 
“perception-action model for empathy,” that empathy between two people increases if 
they are similar people, or if they have shared past-experiences.60 
 
As social impact practitioners, we can use these criteria to boost our supporters’ 
empathy with the people featured in the stories we tell and, in doing so, boost their 
likeliness to support our causes. 
 

Focus on Shared, Universal Experiences  
Empathy increases if our supporter has similar past experiences to the person depicted 
in our stories. 
  
For instance, a person who has experienced hunger or uncertainty about where their 
next meal will come from will more likely empathize with people depicted in an appeal 
for a food bank. The closer a story, appeal, or communication is to what someone has 
experienced, the more likely that person will empathize with the situation.  
 
The trick is finding characteristics in which our donors and our beneficiaries have 
shared needs and experiences. For instance, food banks often feature stories of 
someone who needs temporary food assistance—for example, because of an 
unexpected injury or job loss—instead of on-going or permanent food assistance. 
  
Most people who donate to food banks can’t imagine needing food assistance every 
day of their lives, but they can easily imagine missing a paycheck or two, and needing 
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some assistance for a short period of time.  
 

Feature Similarities Between Supporters and the People Who’d Benefit 
In much the same way, empathy increases if the person feels similar to the people 
depicted. This could be demographic similarities but also similar experiences or 
similarity in “personality, temperament, and socioeconomic status.”  
 
People are more likely to intervene on behalf of another if they feel a similarity, and they 
are more likely to make prosocial behaviors on behalf of someone to whom they feel 
similar. 
 
This is why social impact practitioners often lead off stories with phrases like, “Little 
Susan loves science and playing soccer with her friends” or “Billy’s family is just like any 
other—he has two parents who love him and work long hours to make sure he has food, 
clothes, and a roof over his head.”  
 
These phrases are specifically crafted to establish a similarity between the supporter 
and the people who’ll benefit from their support. 
 

Reducing Social Distance 
Focusing on universal past experiences and shared similarities helps us reduce what 
we call the “social distance” between supporters and those they’d support. 
 
This is important because when supporters feel they are distant from the people in 
need—not just different in location but different in personality, life choices, etc.—then 
telling their story may not be the most compelling option.61  
 

Promote a Sense of Relatedness 
This introduces the idea of relatedness as a driver of nonprofit support. According to 
researcher Louisa Pavey, relatedness is the “extent to which a person feels connected 
to the people around him or her.”  
 
Studies show that increasing a sense of relatedness makes supporters more likely to 
donate, and they often donate significantly more money when they do.62 
 
Rick Scott, Senior Vice President of Philanthropy for Comic Relief USA, promotes a 
sense of relatedness as part of his organization’s Red Nose Day Telethon, where 
comedians come together on national television to raise money for children in need in 
the U.S. and internationally—to ensure they are safe, healthy, and educated. He says:  
 

"We are constantly looking for what we call 'gold standard stories' to feature. 
They are personal stories of a child who was touched by a project funded by 
Comic Relief. 
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All these stories feature real kids with real pictures—not nameless, or 
hypotheticals—and the stories talk about the kid having a real life, making real 
choices, and working with the charity partners we fund to make their situation 
better. These types of personal stories are critical for us to break down the 
distance between our supporters and the people touch by our projects."  

 
Comic Relief and its Red Nose Day campaign also use celebrities as a sort of 
“everyman” to help break down the distance as well: 
 

"Jack Black visited Africa for us, and we filmed him spending the day with a boy 
named Felix, who was living on the street. We can’t take each and every donor 
with us, so we took someone to represent the donor. That way, they can have 
the experience, and transfer that experience onto our supporters. Doing this 
helps our supporters feel closer to kids like Felix and makes them much more 
likely to respond."  

 

In all these situations, the primary goal is overcoming social distance—promoting a 
sense of relatedness (and similarity and shared experiences) between the supporter 
and the beneficiary. 
 

Show How People Have Been Treated Unfairly 
A sense of fairness also seems to be a key part of people’s decision to make prosocial 
behaviors. From studies, we know that people empathize more with people whom they 
perceive to be fair,63 which is something seen all the time in the stories nonprofits tell: 
 

• people who need help only because they had a stroke of bad luck (i.e. lost their 
jobs and need food assistance),  
 

• people who are struggling with something out of their control (i.e. a child battling 
cancer)  

 

• people who have been swept up in man-made events not of their own making 
(i.e. innocent families who lost their homes during the civil war in Syria). 

 
In each of these situations, the nonprofit needs to point out how this could “happen to 
anyone.” This reduces social distance and promotes empathy, which we know 
increases people’s desire to do good in the world.  
 
This approach is not only important for conversion, it’s also important for your 
relationship with the people who benefit from the work of your organization. 
 
Emily Anderson, Director of Annual Giving for Catholic Relief Services, explains:  
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“We are respectful of the dignity of each human being. We do not put up 
distressing or disturbing images to provoke through shock, because we respect 
the dignity of the people we serve. This isn’t a choice we make based on the 
situation, it’s built into who we are as an organization.  
 
We do work hard to create a connection between our supporters and those we 
support. They are a family, just like yours. They are people, just like you. But we 
build a connection that is authentic, not something that’s artificially designed to 
provoke a response.” 

 

Rob Gerth, formerly the Director of Digital Media for the Christopher & Dana Reeve 
Foundation, sees this in the community of people living with paralysis: 
 

“What’s interesting about the Reeves’ Foundation is that the community they 
serve have a very specific way they want to be thought of. They don’t want 
sympathy or pity. They want empathy. We featured stories of people living with 
paralysis, their families, and their supporters. But they didn’t want to be 
portrayed as the poor man or woman in the wheelchair. They aren’t disabled, 
but living with a disability. 
 
Much of our communications were about what it’s like to live with paralysis, 
telling their stories. ‘I’m not just a person you bend down to talk with. I’m a real 
person. I still have a real life, but here is why research is important, because I 
don’t want to deal with the things I have to deal with every day.’ 
 
When we reached outside of our community, we had to build that understanding 
from scratch. And, when we structured that outreach, we were cognizant and 
respectful about what our existing community would think.” 

 
Matthew McClellan, of the Equality Federation, agrees: 
 

“The last thing we want to do is to present ourselves as pure victims. We’re not 
victims, we are citizens of this country like everyone else. That’s why we talk 
about our resilience, our grit, our determination to make things better.”  
 
If you put yourself in a subservient or a ‘please give us the rights we really want’ 
position—that’s just not going to work. We’re strong, resilient, brilliant, beautiful 
people who are going to get equality eventually, and we’re going to work on it 
our way.” 

 

Breakout: Empathy and High Dollar Audiences 
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There is some evidence that less informed donors, often lower-dollar donors, are more 
likely to respond to empathetic appeals. The inverse would then also be true—that 
more informed donors, often higher-dollar donors, are less likely to respond to 
empathetic appeals. 64 
 
Why might this be the case?  
 
Higher-dollar donors are better informed about the issues in play, and they often don’t 
need nonprofits to create an “awareness of need” for them. Also, higher-dollar donors 
likely don’t have the problem with the big numbers problem we discussed earlier. They 
understand percentages and have less of a problem bending their mind around 
statistics.  
 
They don’t need emotional stories to convince them to act; they need to know which 
organization is the best fit for the action they already want to take. And if their Elephant 
is already engaged, then the focus of our communications should be on convincing 
their Rider. 
 
More research (and testing) is needed, but make sure that to think about donor 
audiences individually, and don’t over-generalize what they need at this point in their 
lifecycle.  

 
#2: Don’t Overwhelm Your Audiences 
As with all things, the use of empathy can go too far. There is a balance between what 
social scientist Nancy Eisenberg refers to as “arousal and empathy.” When there is too 
much arousal—if someone’s empathic responses are too high—people become less 
responsive.  
 
In social science, these are called maladaptive responses. It’s easy to determine when 
a maladaptive response happens, because people stop listening to the message, and 
they focus instead on coping with the unpleasant feelings that have been evoked by the 
message.65, 66 
 
Most late-night television watchers who have seen Sarah McLachlan talking about 
abused animals or Sally Struthers talking about starving children know what a 
maladaptive response is. As soon as we see the first image or hear the first notes of 
music from each’s respective direct response television ads, we change the channel—a 
bit of avoidance so we don’t get “too emotional” and feel compelled to give yet another 
midnight donation.  
 
People might get overwhelmed by the call to get a mammogram or a prostate exam and 
dismiss it, thinking “that disease will never happen to me.” Others might listen to a 
whole argument to get involved on an issue, but find one tiny bit that, in their minds, 
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stretches credibility, and they will use that to dismiss the whole task outright.  
 
The most dangerous of these may well be our reaction to negativity. The nature of 
empathy is strongly emotional, and researcher Stephanie Preston points out that it can 
be “inherently distressing to attend to the distress of another.” 67 We find it stressful to 
see others in distress.  
 
This means we as social impact practitioners need to be careful with the two most 
common sources of negativity in social impact communications: guilt and fear, and the 
maladaptive responses they can cause.  
 
Balance Guilt Versus Responsibility 
Studies show that guilt can be a powerful driver of prosocial behavior, and we see 
evidence of this everyday: 
 

• For less than the price of a cup of coffee, you can save this little girl’s life. 
 

• Take action today, or baby polar bears will drown as climate change melts the 
icebergs they need to survive. 

 

• Only you can prevent forest fires. 
 

The implication in each of these examples is that bad things are happening because the 
person has a responsibility but chooses to not intervene. He or she is choosing coffee 
instead of saving a girl’s life or is sitting idle and letting polar bears die. If there is a 
forest fire, the person’s inaction let it happen.  
 
Nonprofit organizations are guilt-tripping people. And we know intuitively that if we guilt 
trip our supporters, they will eventually stop listening to us. But guilt is an especially 
tricky emotion, because our supporters can still feel guilty even when we don’t intend to 
guilt trip them. It is a cultural norm in our society to help the less fortunate, so 
supporters may feel guilty just by being asked to donate, if they (for some reason) don’t 
want to help at this time.68  
 
There is even some evidence that the very fact the message is a nonprofit appeal 
immediately lessens its impact, as people expect to feel guilt.69  
 
Guilt takes advantage of a sense of responsibility, but this sense of responsibility works 
the other way, too.  
 
One study of the public’s response to natural disasters saw that people were less likely 
to donate if appeals focused on the random “act of God” nature of a disaster. In this 
case, people thought, the victims were just unlucky. It could have happened to anyone, 



 

 

53 

ALTRUISM, EMPATHY & EFFICACY  

ALTRUISM, EMPATHY & EFF ICACY 

so why should I be the one to fix it?  
 
But when the focus was placed, instead, on human failure—like the seeming inability of 
the U.S. government to provide relief after Hurricane Katrina—people were measurably 
more likely to offer support and donations.70 In this case, the public discourse dictated 
that we as a nation had failed, which in turn made it our responsibility to step up. 
 
Fundamentally guilt only works when the supporter has a feeling of responsibility, so it’s 
important to phrase our call to actions in a way that they feel their own responsibility.  
We felt responsible for our fellow Americans in Louisiana after Katrina, so we wanted to 
help them. Maybe we feel a little less responsibility for drowning polar bears, so maybe 
we feel a little less like we want to help them.  
 
Without a feeling of responsibility, guilt-driven appeals—actually, almost any appeal—
won’t work.71 
 

Breakout: Persuasion and Guilt 
 

In his book, The Power of Persuasion, social scientist Robert Cialdini tells the story of a 
solicitor giving away flowers in an airport, refusing to take the flower back, and guilting 
the flower-recipient into a donation.72  
 
Cialdini is sharing a story about the power of reciprocity. If the supporter keeps the 
flower, he feels compelled to do something in return. But Cialdini is also telling a story 
about guilt: You gave something to me, and I feel guilty if I don’t return your “kindness.”  
 
Ultimately the flower-recipient might make the donation, just to make the flower-giver 
(and the guilt) go away, however the donor is completely burned out by the experience 
and will now go to great lengths to make sure he or she is never put in such a situation 
again.  
 
Sure, they’ve given a first gift, but there will never be a second. 

 
Balance Fear Versus Hope 
We have also seen lots of examples where nonprofits use fear to mobilize prosocial 
behavior:  
 

• Donate today, or this poor, hungry, orphan girl may not live to see tomorrow. 
 

• Take action now, or the nature you love will be gone forever.  
 

• This is your brain on drugs. (Shown with the image of an egg frying in a skillet.) 
 
While social impact practitioners certainly use fear quite a bit, it is surprisingly 
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complicated to use fear effectively.  
 
For fear to be effective, supporters need to understand the severity of the threat, believe 
that it is likely to occur, and (most importantly) feel that it is within their power to 
address.73  
 
Returning to one of the examples above—in order for fear to be effective, the person 
has to believe that people are dying from hunger, that the orphan girl could die, too, and 
that if he or she donates the girl’s life will be saved.  
 
While the mechanisms are different, fear and guilt actually share quite a few similarities. 
They are both negative emotions, actively seeking to “elicit displeasure” in the 
individual. Both use a dark, ominous concern for future events as a motivation to get 
involved. 74  
 
Fear and guilt both use a simple call-and-response mechanism, where a single bit of 
negative emotion is designed to provoke someone into an immediate response. 
 
When using fear, make sure the case isn’t overstated, because the supporter must buy 
into the severity of the threat and think that it is likely to occur. More importantly, make 
sure the donors think they can be effective at resolving the issue, or the use of fear will 
almost certainly be counterproductive.  
 
There is an important distinction, however, between the use of fear that’s focused on 
someone else’s plight and the use of fear that you know the audience shares. To take 
advantage of the distinction, science communicator Bob Lalasz suggests there’s a 
standard copywriting template that is very effective: problem, agitation, and solution. To 
begin, you work to identify the problem as seen from your supporter eyes, and at the 
end you present them with a solution.  
 
“Agitation is a critical part of that formula,” he says. “But it’s agitation that’s based on 
understanding the audience and giving voice to their fears, instead of simply showing 
them a situation that elicits maximum fear. If it’s about their fears, then your solution 
becomes more about helping them succeed.” 
 
This last part—feeling hope that we can fix the issue—is arguably the most critical one 
for social impact practitioners, and it will be the focus of the next chapter (Chapter Four: 
“Efficacy: Help Supporters Understand Their Impact”). 
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CHAPTER FOUR  
EFFICACY: HELP SUPPORTERS 
FEEL THEY’RE HAVING AN 
IMPACT  
Nonprofit organizations are very good at creating what social scientists call an 
awareness of need, which is basically about determining what is broken and needs to 
be fixed. 
 
Many times, even when organizations are trying to create awareness of need, they 
barrage supporters with big numbers and incomprehensible statistics as “proof”—an 
approach that can be counterproductive at making people feel as if any action they take 
will be worth the effort.  
 
What supporters want is a feeling of efficacy—that they can do something, and that 
doing something will make a difference—to nudge them into making prosocial 
behaviors. 
 
Before we spend time exploring how we can help supporters feel effective, let’s first 
examine how people make decisions in the first place. 

 
The Science Behind Supporters’ Decision-Making 

We make tens of thousands of decisions each and every day. One study from Cornell 
University suggests we make 200 decisions each day about food alone.75 
 
As human beings, we are incapable of simultaneously concentrating on everything 
happening around us. Danish science writer Tor Nørretranders estimates that our brain 
is faced with up to 11 million bits of information each second, but that the cognitive side 
of our brain can only process 30 to 60 bits per second. 76,77  
 
The vast majority of data that we process through our brains—the color of the sky, the 
fact that we are sitting in a chair, that we must inhale and exhale—passes through 
without any real effort. If we had to focus on each little bit of information, we would be 
paralyzed trying to pass 11 million bits of information through a pipeline that is 99.999% 

too small. 
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The Two Halves of our Decision-Making Brain 
There is a growing agreement around how our brain makes decisions, examined in 
several books by New York Times best-selling behavioral economists like Daniel 
Kahneman (Thinking Fast and Slow) and Chip & Dan Heath (Switch).  
 
While the specifics vary from author to author, most of the theories focus on the idea 
that there are two competing systems in the brain for decision-making. 78, 79, 80 

 
The first system is a dominant, intuitive, emotional function, which works in an 
automatic, rapid-fire way to consider inputs without active concentration. It uses 
impressions, intuitions, and feelings of what is good and bad in the world. The Heath 
Brothers call this side of the brain “the Elephant.” 
 
The second system is a rational function for choice, which works with more active 
concentration to exert control over the first system. It steers us towards better decisions 
by inhibiting our urges and resolving conflicts in our heads about the right thing to do. 
The Heath Brothers call this side of the brain “the Rider,” who clings onto the Elephant’s 
neck and hopes to steer it towards better decisions. 
 
When walking through the grocery store, the intuitive, emotional side of the brain is what 
causes us to gaze longingly at the box of Lucky Charms or Fruit Loops that we loved as 
a kid. The rational function is what makes us decide to walk past those distractions and 
focus instead on fruit and yogurt, which was the reason we came to the grocery store in 
the first place.  
 
How do we know these sides exist? Social scientists have spent time researching 
patients with different types of brain damage, and have studied how that damage 
impacts their ability to make decisions. 
 
Damage to the intuitive side of the brain can cause a person to become paralyzed with 
options, as the brain generally uses the intuitive side to create a narrower set of options 
by marking a small handful as being more emotionally “salient” than the others. 81 
Damage to the cognitive side of the brain can be just as severe, as the brain is unable 
to stop leaping from urge to urge to urge.82 
 
As neuroscientist Jan Gläscher writes, “Both networks need to be in balance to function 
properly together. If one fails, then other one gets out of step as well, and problems are 
likely to arise.”83  
 
We see this need for balance as social impact practitioners, too. 
 
To get our supporters to take a prosocial behavior, we need to whet the appetite of the 
supporter’s emotional “Elephant,” through either their empathy or their sense of 
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altruism. But we also need to appeal to the supporter’s rational “Rider,” to help them 
mentally justify the emotional decision they’re making. 
 

Facts Versus Feelings 
One reason we start with feelings is because feelings are easier. As implied above, 
using the second, rational system for choice is actually more effort for our supporter. It’s 
relatively easy for someone to get emotional about something, and comparatively hard 
for someone to be logical. 
 
Another reason we start with feelings is because we know that throwing facts and 
figures at supporters to appeal to their rational brain may be counterproductive. One 
particular study found that the generosity arising from the impact of an individual victim’s 
story is reduced when additional statistics about other victims or the scope of the 
problem are added.84 
 
That’s not to say there is no role for facts. Statistics are the proof you provide that your 
organization can be effective and can serve as a trusted tool for the supporter. When 
used alone, story-after-emotional-story can seem over-the-top, or even manipulative.  
 
Robyn Castellani, behavioral economist and President of Castle and Spark, explains the 
right way to think about the two:  
 

“When people have their identity invested in something, there are no facts or 
figures that can convince them to change their mind. If you want to change 
someone’s perception, you have to give them a better narrative. 
 
Using the ‘elephant’ and the ‘rider’ analogy, the ‘elephant’ is the narrative part of 
the brain. The ‘rider’ only justifies beliefs that we’ve already decided we’ve had. 
So when you try to convince someone to support your cause, or vote for your 
candidate, you can use facts and figures, but only after the ‘elephant’ is already 
on board.  
 
Another way to think about it is that once you’ve been invited inside someone’s 
house, you can have a great conversation. But to get inside the house, you 
have to get by the emotional guard dog. The guard dog doesn’t care what you 
say, it only perceives what it feels. Are you a threat? Are you a friend? You 
can’t use statistics to get past the guard dog.” 

 
So, what the human brain needs is a balance—enough story to energize the “elephant” 
and enough logic and statistics to prevent the “rider” from undoing the decisions the 
“elephant” has already made. That’s how you help supporters feel that their actions are 
going to be effective. 



 

 

62 

ALTRUISM, EMPATHY & EFFICACY  

ALTRUISM, EMPATHY & EFF ICACY 

Prerequisites for Prosocial Decisions 
In an early study of supporter behavior, social scientist Bonnie Guy suggests there are 
four prerequisites for someone deciding to make a prosocial behavior, three of which 
we’ve mentioned before: 85  
 

• Create an awareness of need (the altruism conversation we had in Chapter Two) 
 

• Create an understanding that the need is worthy and urgent (the value 
conversation we had in Chapter One) 

 

• Create a feeling of responsibility to help (the empathy conversation we had in 
Chapter Three) 

 

• Create a feeling that the supporter is able to help 
 
This last point of discussion, our missing piece of the puzzle, examines how we must 
create a feeling that the supporter is able to help. Social scientists refer to this as 
efficacy—making supporters feel like their effort will be effective in fixing the identified 
need.  
 
A person can be aware of the need, and be motivated to respond, but unless the 
supporter “feels there is something he or she can do that will be effective” then help is 
“unlikely to come.” 86 The desire for efficacy is the desire to have an impact and, more 
importantly, the desire to understand one's impact.  
 

The Types of Efficacy 
Unfortunately, the notion of efficacy is complex, and this complexity can hamper our 
ability to put the principle into practice. When social scientists talk about efficacy, they 
usually break it into two parts—self-efficacy and response efficacy.87  

 

Self-Efficacy 
Self-efficacy is defined as the supporters feeling they have the ability to do the task at 
hand at a cost that is meaningful but not overwhelming. We hear a self-efficacy 
argument every time the television tells us that we can do something without a 
significant impact on our daily budget—e.g. “for less than the price of a cup of coffee, 
you can save a child’s life.”  
 
Researchers found that feeling people have the ability to help, the very definition of self-
efficacy, increases the likelihood of supporters feeling they should help. It also helps 
create a sense of responsibility for the supporter, as they understand they can help and 
therefore feel responsible for what happens if they choose not to.88  
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Rob Gerth, former Director of Digital Media for the Christopher & Dana Reeve 
Foundation explains: 
 

“Self-efficacy is the whole science behind the donation form. We build the ask 
string based on what we know about the donor. When was the last time you 
were there? What did you give? How do we increase it enough to be 
attainable? But not too much that they are overwhelmed. How do we nudge 
them in an upward direction? 
 
Most organizations try really hard to offer something that is both attainable for 
the donor, and something that will have a concrete impact. Something like 
Nothing But Nets’ Send a Net, Save a Life effort. ‘All I have to do is give $10 
and a life will be saved? That’s perfect!’  
 
We tried to make similar, tangible asks. But bench science is hard. It’s hard to 
put a value on what you’ll get from $10 of paralysis research. But we worked on 
one program—Life Rolls On—where we transported people with spinal cord 
injuries to beaches and then give them the chance to go surfing. This was a 
very easy ask for donors. You give $30, and we can take someone who would 
never be able to go otherwise, surfing. It’s very tangible and people can relate 
to it, at a ‘cost’ and value proposition that people are very comfortable with.”  

 
Begoña Vázquez-Santos, Director of International Memberships for The Nature 
Conservancy, sees a similar problem with other causes as well: 
 

“People are motivated to make sure all kids have an education. It’s hard for 
them, and for any of us, to understand how much that costs. It’s the same thing 
with recovering a forest. How much work needs to be done?  
 
For practicality, we need to figure out the price, to understand how much it’ll 
cost to give someone an education or restore a coastal barrier. Our supporters 
likely have no concept of this price, it’s not something they could possibly 
know.” 

 
But at the same time, you can’t make the cost too easy, she says: 
 

“It’s important for people to feel like they’re stretching. The ask string is an 
important way to do that. We do our best to provide several options that we 
think are appropriate for that person, at that time, and for their motivation—but 
ultimately it’s their call.  
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“If we are doing our job right, and we give them reasonable ask, people will 
generally see the lowest as too cheap, the highest as too much of a stretch, and 
the middle option will be just right. We give them options, and then let them 
choose what is meaningful to them.” 

 
Dr. Rob Gould, behavioral economist and advisor to dozens of behavior change 
campaigns over the last three decades, very much agrees with the idea of stretching: 
 

“An appeal to self-efficacy is self-defeating. 
 
We tend to love what we have to suffer for. If we’re asked to do something 
small to resolve something large, it creates dissonance. If we give them an easy 
way, such as only paying the cost of a cup of coffee, it diminishes the 
gratification they get from the act.  
 
What you really want people to do is to stretch to make a difference. ‘Give until 
you feel good,’ is the way to think about it. If you’re giving the minimum, you 
haven’t really suffered. This is why people ask for one-and-a-half times the 
amount of their last gift.  
 
People don’t want to waste your own assets on something that isn’t going to 
yield much return. So, people need to feel like they can take the action, but it 
needs to be a stretch for them to feel the most good out of the act. 
 
Otherwise they might think to themselves, ‘How good could I be if I didn’t go to 
any effort, or make any sacrifice?’” 

 

Self-efficacy also limits the chances of supporters having a maladaptive response—
where they stop focusing on the cause and instead focus on their own feelings about 
the cause. When people feel they have the ability to make a difference, there is simply 
less chance of them feeling overwhelmed.89  
 

Response Efficacy 
If self-efficacy is focused on a person’s ability to do a particular task, response efficacy 
is the supporter’s belief that doing the task will actually make a difference. Response 
efficacy is the belief that if we choose to donate the price of a cup of coffee, the child will 
in fact live.  
 
Dozens of studies have shown that supporters are more likely to donate if they feel like 
their contribution will make a difference, with examples including everything from alumni 
contributions in America90 to bequests for nonprofits in Australia.91  
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Experimental studies, not to mention everyday testing from social impact practitioners 
worldwide, have shown that providing donors with information about the effectiveness of 
contributions makes those contributions larger and more frequent.92, 93 

 
Response efficacy not only helps a supporter choose to make a prosocial behavior the 
first time but also helps retain our supporters over the long haul.  
 
Rick Scott, Senior Vice President at Comic Relief, focuses on efficacy throughout the 
year, especially in the organization’s Red Nose Day campaign: 
 

“In the beginning, all our efficacy was in the future tense. We’d tell our 
audiences that there is a need, and this is what we’re going to do to solve it, 
and we’d promise that we’ll be effective.  
 
But, work is best proven by the impact it has. Everybody can promise they will 
be effective. But we have to show that we have been effective. There are so 
many great causes doing great things, and if you don’t show you’ve been 
effective, then some other organization will, and they’ll get the funds to do the 
work. 
 
As a result, in later years, we’ve switched the story. We are now featuring how 
the money you’ve donated [in the past] is impacting the lives of children in 
need. 
 
We always want to tell people what a ‘new’ dollar will do moving forward, but 
now we also tell the story of efficacy through the work our charity partners have 
done, and are doing, with the public donations — how many lives we’ve 
touched and what difference it’s made.” 

 

Karla Capers, Director of Engagement for the Union of Concerned Scientists, has a 
similar view:  
 

“We’ve found it’s essential to report back to people on the results of the actions 
they’ve taken, or the money they’ve given us. In some cases, it’s really hard to 
show progress, especially when you work on Federal policy which tends to be 
slow moving, but it’s something that we work really hard to incorporate into our 
supporter communications. 
 
In the current political environment, it can be discouraging for people to see us 
just stopping bad things from happening, instead of being more proactive. So 
we work hard to showcase successes wherever we have them – like important 
developments happening on the local level, to show people that there is 
progress still happening. 
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Even if we ultimately fail at passing a piece of legislation, for example, we will 
still report back with the progress we did make. If we were successful in getting 
a senator or representative to change their opinion on an issue, and this will 
make our next effort more successful, that's the sort of small success we will 
share with supporters.  
 
We try to break down what's happening behind the scenes so even if we don’t 
get a big victory, there are smaller victories that show we’re using their time and 
money effectively and keep people motivated.” 

 

When a supporter is faced with a decision to either take an action or not, a feeling of 
efficacy will help push people towards prosocial behavior. A feeling of self-efficacy helps 
them decide that they can take the action, and a feeling of response efficacy makes 
them feel as if the decision to take action will be meaningful, because it will actually 
make a difference to the cause they support. 
 

What You Can Do: Show Your Supporter They’ll Have 
an Impact 
We established early on that supporters see nonprofits not as the “ends” of a donation 
but as the easiest means to fix the problem they see in the world. The nonprofit 
organization is just a tool in the supporters’ “make the world a better place” toolbox, and 
if our organization isn’t the right tool they’ll just find another. 
 
With that being the case, it’s easy to see why demonstrating efficacy is critical to 
ensuring that our supporters’ motivations—altruistic, empathetic, or otherwise—turn into 
the prosocial behavior our organization is hoping to drive.  
 
Efficacy is also important in overcoming what we call free rider reasoning—the idea that 
“an additional dollar does not solve the problem,” so people give themselves a pass if 
they decide not to give.94  
 
By making it clear that their support will have effective outcomes, though, we provide a 
reason for them to believe in a donation’s efficacy, which also drives future support. 
This focus on efficacy is important, but it’s equally important in presenting the 
organization as a critical partner in the supporter’s effort.  
 
Science communicator Bob Lalasz, President of Science + Story Communications, 
points out: 
 

“We have to walk a fine line when making the narrative about the supporter’s 
journey to self-efficacy and response efficacy. It’s important to show the 
supporter has a role to play, and that playing that role will be effective. But we 
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also have to show that they aren’t able to do this without the organization’s 
assistance. This is a critical nuance in content marketing — you want to help, 
and we help you help in a way you couldn’t help yourself.”  

 

Emily Anderson, Director of Annual Giving at Catholic Relief Services, sees the same 
thing with her organization’s donors: 
 

“Our donors give to us because we are a way of helping them live their faith 
overseas, where they can’t reach. We are their conduit for doing things they 
couldn’t do alone. The fact that they trust us to do this for them is a critical part 
of why they donate to us.” 

 

Fortunately, there are a number of things we can do right now to help our supporters 
develop feelings of efficacy, and highlight the role of your organization.  

 
#1: Make the Problem Solvable 
For a need to be compelling, it needs to be really big, right? Not exactly. It might be 
counter-intuitive, but decades of studies have shown that if the problem is too massive, 
potential supporters are less likely to respond.  
 
We talked earlier about the identifiable victim effect—that when appeals are focused on 
a single, isolated case, rather than the whole broad scale of the problem, they are more 
successful. 95  
 
In much the same vein, more people act on a problem that can be fixed in the short 
term than act on a larger problem that is far away from being solved.96 Intractable, long-
term problems—with dozens of steps needed over a long period—can cause supporters 
to question if there is enough likelihood of success to make it worth taking even the first 
step. 
 
David Zucker, social impact communications consultant and long-time strategist at 
Porter Novelli, agrees:  
 

“When you point out a problem, you need to present the problem as clearly 
linked to some kind of action you can take right now. The action doesn’t have to 
solve the problem completely, but you’re going to get more people engaged if 
they feel the action is part of a larger solution. 
 
This is one of the deficits on the climate change front. The solutions are so 
complex and systemic that the average person doesn’t see how they 
could possibly have an impact, so they don’t know what to do next. They think, 



 

 

68 

ALTRUISM, EMPATHY & EFFICACY  

ALTRUISM, EMPATHY & EFF ICACY 

‘Yes, I’m already recycling and I’m already monitoring my home energy use—
what else do you want me to do?’” 

 
Unfortunately, the preponderance of issues facing us don’t have a really easy solution—
if they did, they’d have been solved long ago. That’s why organizations break problems 
up into smaller pieces, and show movement there. 
 
Karla Capers, Director of Engagement for Union of Concerned Scientists, explains:  
 

“Take cleaning up our energy sources, or cleaning up vehicle emissions, for 
instance. Both seem like huge, massive undertakings. How do you get a 
country that loves their cars, that's always used fossil fuels, to clean those 
things up? We can only do it by breaking these bigger issues down into more 
manageable steps.  
 
For example, instead of telling people to stop using their cars, we talk instead 
about increasing production of hybrid and electric vehicles, strengthening fuel 
economy standards so the cars we have go father on a tank of gas, and 
cleaning up the fuels we put into our cars.  
 
Each of these steps is critical to achieving the overall goal of reducing vehicle 
emissions but is easier to explain and feels more manageable to people, like 
something we could actually achieve. Even when the cards are stacked against 
us, we can still make (and show) that positive progress is possible if we break 
up the steps into smaller pieces.” 

 
If you can’t break up the steps, or there just isn’t a solution, it then becomes important to 
show that you are the organization that is carrying the torch, as Jerry Johnson, 
Executive Vice President at Brodeur Partners, explains:  
 

“When you say something is problem, you imply that there is a solution. I’d 
argue that the Middle East isn’t a problem, it’s a situation. It is something that 
you have to fight for and manage and deal with.  
 
When you think about organizations working the big issues—freedom of 
speech, hunger, etc.—are they solving a problem, or are they fighting a cause 
that could never be solved? Sometimes you just don’t have a problem to solve, 
you have a cause that you need to forward.  
 
In this case, it’s the cause, the idea, the ideal that’s important. You show that 
your organization is committed to the ideal, that it was important yesterday, 
today, and tomorrow. You show that your organization has the principles to fight 
the good fight and be the organization that will stand up and be counted.” 
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This leads to another reason we have to be careful of bombarding people with statistics. 
It turns out that statistics get people thinking about an issue analytically (instead of 
emotionally) and there is almost always a problem with comparably worse statistics. 
 
“Faced with almost any disaster of any magnitude, it is almost always possible to think 
of worse things that have happened,” one study’s author notes. “The deaths of 9/11, for 
example, compared with the slaughter in Rwanda, seem almost inconsequential. But 
the slaughter in Rwanda, in turn, is dwarfed by the problem of AIDS in Africa.”97 
 
If our supporters start to spiral, being told the problems they need to solve are larger 
and larger, they will quickly get to a point where they see the problem as simply 
unsolvable.  
 

Breakout: Restricted Giving 
 

Nonprofit fundraisers could see the need to “Make the Problem Solvable” as a 
justification to restrict donor options to a particular program, but the evidence, at least 
from social science, is decidedly mixed. 
 
One study shows that allowing donors to restrict their gifts will result in higher gift 
amounts, reinforcing the prevailing wisdom that higher-dollar donors are more likely to 
prefer restrictions on what problems their money can be used to fix. However, the 
same study was unclear on whether offering lots of “restricted giving” options made 
donors more (or less) likely to give.98  
 
Anecdotal evidence suggests wealthy donors are often “very concerned about whether 
a monetary gift to a particular cause will be spent effectively”, and some of them 
likened making unrestricted donations to throwing money into a pond. 99 
 
When we look outside of the nonprofit markets, to how consumers grapple with a large 
range of choices, we also see mixed results. Studies have shown that people with too 
many choices can become paralyzed, but the same studies could not reliably identify 
the conditions where too many options might cause choice paralysis.  
 
According to one of the studies’ authors, Benjamin Scheibehenne, the issue may come 
down not to the number of choices a person faces but instead to how much 
understanding they require to understand the choices before them.100 

 
#2: Stay Positive, Avoiding Maladaptive Responses  
In the previous chapter, we discussed the need to be careful using guilt or fear, because 
too much of either may cause our audience to become overwhelmed.  
 
If we push guilt too far and stretch our supporters’ sense of responsibility beyond what 
they feel is reasonable, they are likely to have a negative response. If we push fear too 
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far and overwhelm people with doom and darkness they don’t see as reasonable, they 
are likely to have a negative response. 
 
Social scientists call this reaction a maladaptive response—the supporter has stopped 
thinking about the issues our organization is raising, and they are focusing only on their 
own overwhelmed feelings.  
 
When we use guilt or fear, we need to make sure that we know—often with the help of 
market research of our audiences—that we understand the motivations of our 
supporters, and that we’re agitating them just enough to provide a path to efficacy. Any 
use of guilt or fear that is an overreach or ham-fisted is nearly certain to be 
counterproductive. 
 
What is interesting is that a strong sense of efficacy can reduce the likelihood of 
maladaptive responses in the first place.101 A sense of efficacy makes people more 
likely to take prosocial action, and the fact that they feel they have the means to be 
effective makes them significantly less likely to become overwhelmed by our requests.  
 
The opposite is also true. Too much negativity can create a sense of fatalism wherein 
people think that nothing can be done to solve the problem—there is no chance of 
efficacy—and that there is little reason to even bother trying.102  
 
Studies have shown that undermining efficacy isn’t the only problem. Negativity has all 
sorts of other adverse impacts as well:  
 

• Negativity Suppresses Response—The use of negative images can depress 
our supporters and suppress their response.103  
 

• Negativity Is Short-Lived—Studies of television ads that use these tactics show 
that after multiple screenings, they simply stop working.104 

 

• Negativity Leads to Avoidance—Repeated exposure to negative messaging 
leads to declining responses, increased annoyance, and eventually avoidance of 
the messages all together.105 

 

• Negativity Damages Our Brand—Long-term exposure to negative messages 
may damage the entire organization’s reputation and cause the organization to 
be irretrievably linked with that negativity. 
 

Melissa Wyers, Executive Director of non-profit fundraising and engagement platform 
EveryAction, sees this in fundraising every day:  
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“I can definitively say that so much more money comes from showing the good 
than from showing the bad, that there is no reason to go negative. People who 
go negative aren’t building a base of donors, they’re just getting a quick hit of 
money and burning the file.  
 
Good stands out in peoples’ minds, compared to the death and distractions that 
surround them in the media. And, if you just focus on the 500 people who died 
in a famine, the donor can’t have an impact. If you go the other way — there 
was a terrible famine, but here is one girl who lived—you have hope, a reason 
for the donor to act, and a story that you can build upon. 
 
Negative usually means anger, and you can’t be angry all the time. If you only 
focus on the negative, people won’t stay with you and their lifetime value is non-
existent. It’s not all that complicated. If I do something that makes me feel 
terrible, I’m not going to do it. If I do something and it feels good, then I’ll do it 
again.” 

 
Rick Scott, Senior Vice President of Comic Relief, looks for balance:  
 

“Of course, we lead by identifying the need to be resolved—which is often 
showing someone in a desperate situation—and when we do so there is a spike 
in donations.  
 
But, once you’ve established the need, it’s much more effective to show hope, 
and show that the donor has the ability to have impact. This is our most 
powerful message: the positive outcome of what we’ve done.  
 
In a broadcast like the Red Nose Day special, when we only have a second to 
jump-start action, we often have to go negative to grab their attention. But we 
always do it with hope. When we go back to them after the campaign is over, 
we showcase the positive. There is a space where showing the ‘need’ is useful, 
but we can’t let our supporters get overwhelmed and drop off.” 

 
Besides just grabbing people’s attention, David Zucker sees another time that “going 
negative” is necessary—albeit for a short while: 
 

“If there is an issue that’s not on anybody’s radar screen — like the impact of 
toxic chemicals on babies’ brain development—you have to start with the 
negative impact, because the problem isn’t evident otherwise. 
 
Of course, you need to quickly follow with the positive that there is hope for a 
solution, and to show the bright spots. But first, you do need to shake people up 
a bit that there is something that is causing problems. 
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But this approach doesn’t work for issues that are already on the public’s mind. 
 
Continuing to show more scenes of violence against women doesn’t move the 
conversation forward. It’s already out there, and virtually everybody knows it’s a 
problem. To get engagement on the issue, it’s much more effective to highlight 
the hope—how certain women have been able to get out of their situation—and 
then talk about how donors can help put more women in the position to do so. 
Showcasing the hope is going to get us further than just focusing on the 
negative.” 

 
This last part—feeling hope that we can fix the issue—is arguably the most critical one 
for social impact practitioners, and it will be the focus of the next chapter (Chapter Four: 
“Efficacy: Help Supporters Understand Their Impact”). And, the long-term damage of 
going negative may very well outweigh the short-term benefits of compelling people to 
act through guilt, fear or negativity.  

 
#3. Report Back as a Way to Say “Thank You” 
Saying “thank you” is, of course, a nice gesture, and this is true in the social impact 
context, too. Studies have shown that being thanked for doing something good 
promotes even more prosocial behavior in the future. 106  
 
Thanking people is also a critical component of a two-way relationship with our 
supporters—a relationship that helps supporters feel a part of our organization, making 
them happier and keeping them around longer.107  
 
One would hope that none of this comes as a surprise to our nonprofit’s 
communications, marketing, or fundraising departments.  
 
What is interesting, however, are the nuances behind saying “thank you”—how that one 
simple act can reverberate through our relationship with the supporter, creating good 
results long after the thank you letter has been read and recycled.  
 
Gratitude actually gives people a feeling of efficacy; actions they take are, or will be, 
effective. When people feel a sense of efficacy, they are willing to invest more of their 
lives and livelihood into prosocial behavior, because they feel it will be worth the 
effort.108  
 
Gratitude also gives people a feeling of value and worth, which in turn drives a feeling of 
belongingness—the same feeling that helps people feel committed to our organization 
and its cause. This feeling of value motivates people towards prosocial behavior, 
because they feel empowered to do something to improve the well-being of those 
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around them, which is itself a form of efficacy. 
 
Showing gratitude to supporters—not just immediately, but in the weeks and months 
that follow—is also important for reasons that go beyond efficacy.  
 
It gives the organization a chance to talk about the great work that the supporter’s 
action has funded. The organization can temporarily place itself at the center of the 
narrative; it turned the supporters’ good deeds into a tangible benefit for the people who 
needed it most. 
 
Saying “thank you” also provides an opportunity for the organization to tell the stories of 
the people who benefited from the action—an opportunity to help with empathy—and 
share validation from third-party experts who saw the good for themselves.  
 
Finally, saying “thank you” gives us one more chance to show how effective our 
organization is and also how effective the supporter is by choosing our organization as 
a partner. 
 
Sue Citro, Chief Digital Officer of Best Friends Animal Society, says thanking people is 
one of those things that most nonprofits just don’t do enough of:  
 

“Organizations often assume that their supporters will always be there. As a 
donor, I can be committed to your mission and work, but I still need to hear 
‘thank you.’ If I don’t hear it enough, and I don’t hear it authentically enough, 
one day I’m just going to go elsewhere. 
 
Saying ‘thanks’ once on a tax receipt is not enough. We’re constantly trying to 
find new ways to say thank you. Not just to say it. To make sure our donors 
really know we mean it because without them, where would we be? 
 
One of our co-founders makes approximately 10,000 thank you calls a year. 
Those called are often surprised and ask what does he really want. He explains 
he’s happy they donated, and it will mean a lot to the animals. Those donors 
are shocked it’s truly a thank you call. Nothing else.  
 
Saying thank you inspires more giving and helps make people long-term 
supporters of the organization. But it has to be genuine, and it has to be the first 
act in a long relationship together.” 

 
Porter Mason, Vice President of Digital at National Audubon Society, agrees: 
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“Saying ‘thank you’ is important, and I feel there is never enough time devoted 
to it. We’re looking at our retention strategy now, and a big part of what we’re 
studying is whether or not we are thanking supporters enough. 
 
We do some stuff. We know that our people love bird photos, so we say thank 
you by sharing great pictures. We’re always looking for how we can get people 
to take some medicine along with their sugar, so our thank-you’s tend to be 
something like that—something that reinforces what we do, and why. 'Here's 
your beautiful bird photo, and did you know climate change is threatening this 
beautiful bird?' 
 
I find supporters getting thank-you’s from the field is very powerful, from the 
people on the ground who are actually doing the work, or from those who 
benefit from the work. It’s harder when your organization works with birds, 
because birds don’t talk—so we have to get more creative with it. 
 
When I donated to a presidential campaign a few years back, I got thanked by 
five other supporters, and I was asked to thank five more supporters myself. I 
think that kind of approach can be very powerful. It connects a single donation 
to a larger community and movement.” 

 

David Duncan, Chief Development Officer of Civil War Trust, also sees great value in 
using saying “thank you” to tie together many of the principles of good stewardship: 
 

“For us, thank-you letters serve a double duty. The donor feels good when they 
get a personal acknowledgment on the subject that drove them to donate. 
Then, when they pull that same letter out the following spring when they are 
working on their taxes, they get that same nice jolt of ‘wow, these guys really 
appreciate my gift.’  
 
As a result, we take thank-you letters very seriously, with several of us on 
staff—including our President—hand-signing and personalizing up to 200 
thank-you letters each week for high-value donors.  
 
Of course, our stewardship goes well beyond thank-you letters—especially 
reporting back to the donors when a project they’ve supported is over and the 
land is saved. 
 
We used to do this primarily through our magazine, but we found that a lot of 
people missed the good news. So now it is part of our ongoing donor 
development and stewardship efforts that when a project is over we pull the list 
of all the donors, and we close the loop reporting back to them on what their gift 
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accomplished. We do not enclose another ask or a return envelope. This is 
exclusively a stewardship effort, and they seem to appreciate it. 
 
These messages are always written in the vein of, ‘You did this. You are the 
hero of the story, and we can't thank you enough. There is no way the 
organization could do this important work without you, the generous donor.’” 

 
Melissa Wyers, Executive Director of EveryAction, agrees: 
 

“Everyone should spend more time saying thanks. Your donors have parted 
with their hard earned money. Nothing gives them a hit of ‘good’ more than us 
saying thank you. And the better the thank-you is—the more authentic—the 
better they feel. So, thank them a lot. 
 
We find that, for donor retention, there is a direct correlation between the 
number of times a donor has been thanked, and how long they stay with the 
organization. It’s not until six thank-you’s in 12 months that the return on saying 
‘thank you’ levels out. And, very few organizations are saying thank you that 
much.” 

 

Breakout: Efficiency vs. Efficacy 
 

One term efficacy should not be confused with is “efficiency”—the prevailing wisdom 
that an organization should be as conservative as possible when spending donor’s 
funds. 
 
While demonstrating the efficient use of donor funds is an often-cited justification for 
donor support, it turns out that it is a weak driver of giving by itself. Efficiency statistics 
(“94% of funds go straight to our program!”) are no different than other statistics, and 
they inherently include all the problems that come with numbers, statistics, and 
percentages, as we discussed in Chapter Three. 
 
Also there is growing concern that a draconian focus on efficiency is stifling nonprofits’ 
ability to innovate and raise more funds for their causes, which suggests nonprofits 
may have a vested interest in rethinking how it talks about efficiency. (See Dan 
Pallota’s TED Talk, “The Way We Think About Charity Is Dead Wrong” for more on this 
topic.)  
 
While reports on efficiency strategies vary, we have seen that expensive fundraising 
tactics can backfire. Experiments have shown that donors react less positively to 
“flashy” fundraising materials.109 Also, similar tests on direct mail letters and 
envelopes have shown mixed results, with only a handful of cases (often ones that 

incorporate more expensive-looking materials) performing well. 110, 111
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE CASE FOR SUPPORT: 
DELIVERING YOUR BEST 
MESSAGE TO YOUR 
SUPPORTERS   
Sophisticated social impact practitioners know that there is no silver bullet—no single 
“right” answer—to communicating with supporters.  
 
Some supporters are motivated by pure altruism—a desire to make the world a better 
place for people they’ll never meet. Some are motivated by something less pure, such 
as making the world a better place for their family, their friends, or even themselves (or 
to improve their standing in the community).  
 
Some supporters need to hear stories of individuals in order to be inspired to give (i.e. 
the “identifiable victim effect”), while others are already inspired and just need to find the 
organization that will make their support most effective. 
 
When choosing between motivations or strategies, or even tactics, the answer always 
seems to be “all of the above.” As a result, the most useful thing we as social impact 
practitioners can do is to serve up a full spectrum of content that allows all our potential 
supporters to find themselves within us.  
 
We also have to be ready with content that checks our supporters’ boxes, regardless of 
where they are in their supporter lifecycle: Do they have an awareness of the need? Do 
they understand the need is worthy and urgent? Do they have a feeling of responsibility 
to help? Do they have a feeling of efficacy that they will be able to help? 112 
 
But in order to do this, we need to set up a strategy that uses the full range of altruisms, 
empathy, and efficacy; we need to build the best case to motivate our supporters. 
 

Build A Comprehensive Case for Support 
One of the many “old-school” skills that non-profit fundraisers are taught early in their 
careers is how to write a Case for Giving. At one point these cases were big formal 
documents that cost organizations tens of thousands of dollars (or more) to create and 
would run dozens, if not hundreds, of pages long. And, as with all things written but 
never used, they were kept in big binders on shelves above desks. 
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In the abstract, however, a good Case is just the building block of why our supporters 
should care. When we have a Case for Giving—or for those of us who aren’t 
fundraisers, a Case for Support—we have the foundation for your next communication 
strategy.  
 
Once written, the case for support can be used for pretty much everything—website 
landing pages, direct mail appeals, individual blog posts about people who’ve benefited 
from our organization’s work, elevator pitches, press releases, and speeches by the 
Executive Director. And once you start looking, you’ll notice that nearly all great content 
produced by social impact practitioners speak, in some way, to each of the five points 
below. 
 
Emily Anderson, Director of Annual Giving at Catholic Relief Services explains: 
 

“There is a clear formula fundraisers follow. 
 
Here is the challenge. This is who benefits. This is how our organization can 
intervene. Here’s how you, the donor, can help — by helping us expand our 
work to reach other families, or other countries. The beneficiaries may change, 
or the issue may change, but the most successful content we produce follows 
that one timeless formula.” 

 
A Case for Support is, by definition, the most compelling argument for a supporter to 
donate to an organization and/or the campaign that organization is running. It’s also a 
vehicle to bring to life all of the drivers of pro-social behavior we’ve been discussing in 
this whitepaper to connect with prospective supporters, regardless of their motivations.  
 
And remember, a Case for Support doesn't set out to crow about the great work that the 
organization does but instead demonstrates the great outcomes that the organization 
can help the supporter achieve; the protagonists in the story aren’t our organizations, 
they’re our supporters. 
 

#1: Establish “The Need” 
A good case for support opens with creating an “awareness of need” for the situation 
our organization is looking to address. This is a statement that appeals to the altruistic 
motivations of our supporters, serving both as motivation for the pure altruists among us 
and as a good justification for the rest of us.  
 

What is the "need" in the world that should be 
accomplished?  
The best needs are public and universal—a shared need that is attractive to all people. 
This isn’t the need of our organization (“Our Organization needs $50,000 by midnight!”) 
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but the need of our supporters (“I want to live in a world with clean water” or “I want my 
dad to have the chance to recover from leukemia”).  
 
Good needs often have an adversary working against us—a disease, some soulless 
corporations, or a gaggle of self-serving politicians. 
 
Obviously, the need our organization identifies is going to be related to the mission, but 
it must be phased in a way that a potential supporter has an authentic, emotional 
response, because they want to see the need addressed. 
 
While our need is going to be a paragraph, rather than a sentence, below are some 
good examples of a good (versus a not-so-good) approach for a “need” statement: 
 

• GOOD: Trash is clogging our oceans. Every day, it ruins the beaches you love 
visiting with your families, and it fouls the air, food, and water we all need to 
thrive.  

 

• NOT-SO-GOOD: Our Organization needs $50,000 by midnight, so we can stop 
careless people from clogging our oceans and killing wildlife. 

 
This is a pretty good execution of what we mentioned when talking about the need, but 
notice that we’ve also taken advantage of some of the lessons we discussed even 
earlier.  
 
In the good example, the protagonist is the supporter. In the bad example, the 
protagonist is the organization. Remember, supporters want to change the world in 
some way, and they want to be in the driver’s seat. In our supporter’s eyes, our 
organization is just the means, not the end. Mentioning the organization here is almost 
certainly an incorrect tactic. 
 
The good example is phrased in such a way that the supporter wants to do something 
about it and wants to be take up the mantle of seeing the need addressed. There is no 
need to talk about the organization yet—showing that your organization is a critical 
partner in the effort comes later. 
 
The good example appeals to a wide range of altruisms and human values, including 
those that are pure (saving the oceans for everybody) and those that are more impure 
(we’re saving the ocean, but for ourselves and our families, so we can keep on living). 
The bad example appeals only to pure altruism (we’re saving the ocean to protect 
wildlife we’ll never meet). 
 
We must stay positive and show an opportunity to solve a problem instead of using a bit 
of fear—essentially saying “donate now, or the cute baby seal is going to get it.” 
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Finally, the good example, leaves the door open to empathy, mentioning the human 
element of the ocean (and the beaches) where we connect with our families and friends 
along with all the nostalgia wrapped up in the time we spend there together. 

 

What are compelling proof points for the need?  
To make the need even more impactful, we need compelling proof points to make sure 
people understand the need and the benefit that addressing it would bring. 
 
One point of caution: this is the point in the need where social impact practitioners are 
tempted to shove in lots of numbers and statistics to help people “understand” the 
severity of the problem, but this isn’t a great idea, for two reasons: 
 

• When people are alone, they are more focused on how the need impacts them 
directly than how it will impact millions of people they may never know.113  
 

• We also know that people are horrible with numbers, especially ones that are too 
big for them to comprehend. 

 
This, as we mentioned in Chapter Three, is exactly why organizations like Feeding 
America say “1 in 7 people struggle with hunger in the U.S.” instead of “45 million 
people”. Also, “1 in 7” implies that someone in the room with us right now is struggling 
with hunger, whereas it’s pretty easy for us to dismiss the statistic of 45 million hungry 
people; they could all be elsewhere.  
 
To have a good need, it should: be intuitively understandable by the supporter, be 
something they inherently want to see fixed, and have good proof points so supporters 
understand the severity of the threat. 

 
#2: Introduce Compelling Beneficiaries 
Now that the need has been established, it’s important to give our supporters a 
compelling idea of who will benefit if the need is addressed. In fact, fundraising expert 
Mal Warwick argues that needs are best described through their beneficiaries, because 
they keep the supporter focused on the positive impact of their actions.114  
 
Telling the stories of the people who benefit from “the need” being addressed is key to 
using empathy to encourage our supporters’ action.  

 

Who does fixing “the need” help, either directly and 
indirectly?  
The best beneficiaries are distinct groups of people who will benefit if the need is 
addressed—such as kids who need S.T.E.M. skills or would benefit from leadership 
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skills, or at-risk kids who need a place to go after school. The key is to identify vivid 
groups of compelling people, so that we build empathy with the supporter when we 
share their stories.  
 
Good beneficiaries don’t necessarily have to benefit directly. Sure, after-school 
programs benefit at-risk kids by giving them a safe place to play and study, but it’s 
possible that the most compelling beneficiaries in that scenario are not kids but their 
parents, who would benefit indirectly from being able to stay at work longer and with 
less worry. It’s also possible that the most compelling beneficiary is not the parents, but 
the community as a whole; better education leads to less crime, and it boosts the local 
economy. 
 
As a result, there are often many groups of beneficiaries we can feature: students and 
their parents, cancer patients and their families, and at-risk kids and their communities.  
Featuring different groups of beneficiaries helps us activate a full spectrum of audiences 
with the widest range of basic human values. This activates supporters with the 
motivations they already have. 

 

Whose stories can you tell to compellingly showcase your beneficiaries? 
To make the best Case for Support, we need to tell compelling stories not about groups 
of people but of actual individuals who’d benefit if the need is addressed. In doing so, 
we both trigger the identifiable victim effect discussed earlier and give our supporters 
someone compelling to empathize with. When we’re choosing compelling beneficiaries, 
the first thing we need to do is think about social distance.  
 
In our chapter on empathy, we talked about how focusing on beneficiaries with shared, 
universal experiences—and clear similarities between donors—makes the beneficiary 
seem familiar and empathetic. This sense of relatedness is also helped by showcasing 
people who have been treated unfairly.115, 116 
 
It’s best to come up with five to ten stories to illustrate a good Case—a couple of great 
stories for each of the groups identified. The following examples have been (overly) 
simplified, but they are a good illustration: 
 

• GOOD: Ben is just like the kids who live in your neighborhood. He loves science 
and playing soccer. His parents, Mark and Daisy, work long hours to make sure 
Ben has what he needs to keep with his friends and with school. But Mark and 
Daisy didn’t have a safe place for Ben to go after school until… 

 

• NOT-SO-GOOD: Ben, aged 13, grew up in the toughest neighborhood of 
Oakland, California, and didn’t have a safe place to go after school last year, 
until... 
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In the first example, we promote universal experiences and similarities between Ben 
and the person reading his story (normal kid, likes science and soccer). We also 
promote a shared experience with Ben’s parents, as nearly all people are familiar with 
parents working hard to give kids what they need to succeed.  
 
In the second example, we needlessly create distance between the supporter and Ben 
by giving Ben’s exact age and where he lives. We’re also taking a path that is decidedly 
less positive, using the place where he grew up as a kind of boogeyman (which, 
incidentally, citizens of Oakland surely don’t appreciate). 
 
Our ability to relate to each other is a key part of what makes us human, and the ability 
to empathize one-on-one has been a critical part of how we as humans have evolved 
into the people we are today. That’s why we focus the story on one person. It takes 
advantage of our biology—the reality of our beneficiaries and their situation—and 
makes the “need” into something concrete that we can relate to. 

 
#3: Show the Supporter How They Are Essential to the 
Solution 
Once the need and the beneficiaries established, we’ve created a comprehensive, 
compelling “awareness of need” for our supporters. What we haven’t done yet, though, 
is show them how they are a critical part of the solution. Additionally, we must show the 
amount of good that the supporters will bring into the world through acting for others 
and for themselves. 

 

What benefits will the supporter bring to the world by acting?  
Remember, our supporters see themselves as the protagonists in the story of making 
the world a better place. As a result, the best “supporter involvement” will be measured 
not from the point of view of the organization, but from the point of view of the support.  
 
The supporters are looking to make a difference on the ground and not just make a 
difference for the organization. Building on Nothing But Net’s excellent “Send a Net, 
Save a Life” tagline, here is an example of supporter involvement: 
 

• GOOD: By sending a mosquito resistant bed net today, you’ll help protect kids 
from mosquitos that carry deadly malaria. 
 

• NOT-SO-GOOD: Your donation will help us reach our goal of giving bed nets to 
50,000 kids. 

 
In the first example, we tell the supporters what they accomplish when they donate 
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(they send a bed net), and we are clear about the what good comes from that action. In 
the second example, the focus is not on helping kids but on helping the organization—
and we’re making the supporter think they are just a cog in a wheel that requires an 
additional 49,999 people to be successful.  

 

What is the benefit to the supporter when “the need” is addressed? 
We are trying to put the supporter as close to the beneficiaries (and the need) as 
possible, because it encourages supporters to not only respond to this call to action but 
to similar calls to action in the future.  
 
That is critical in how we describe the benefit, too: 
 

• GOOD: By supporting after-school programs, you'll keep kids off the streets, 
giving them a safe place to play and making your neighborhoods safer. 
 

• LESS GOOD: When you support after-school programs, you’ll feel great that kids 
in your neighborhood have a safe place to play. 

 

• NOT-SO-GOOD: When you support after-school programs, you’ll get a great tote 
bag to remind you of happy kids. 

 
In the first two examples, notice that we are taking advantage of location to imply a 
similarity and a relatedness: the kids in question are near the supporter. Notice also that 
while we’re implying the benefit to the kids, we’re also coming out and telling the 
supporter the benefit that they will get—safer neighborhoods, and the “warm glow” of 
giving. Also in the first two example, it’s clear the benefit that comes from a supporters’ 
involvement is something deep and meaningful…and not just a tote bag. 
 
When we’re talking about benefit, remember that we’re talking about something deeper 
than premiums and tchotchkes. This is not to imply that we can’t ever use premiums as 
part of a communications or fundraising tactic, but at the higher level of a Case for 
Support, simply featuring a trinket as a benefit can come across as unseemly, and it will 
likely undermine the altruism that supporters use to justify their action to others.117  
 
It’s also good to keep in mind that our best, most dedicated supporters are put off by 
material incentives,118 and at this point in the process, we don’t yet know which 
supporter is which, so it’s best to focus more on impact and efficacy, and less on more 
mundane benefits. 
 

Breakout: Reciprocity in Communal vs. Exchange Relationships 
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When we think about reciprocity, the social science term that covers doing something 
in exchange for something else, there are two types of relationships: communal and 
exchange relationships.119  

 

In communal relationships, we give and receive things of value as ways to maintain our 
relationships with one another. In these relationships, the relationship is the priority—
think family, friends and partners—and the reciprocity is just part of keeping the 
relationship healthy and vibrant.  

 
Exchange relationships, however, are more transactional. The relationship is based on 
the exchange, and based on both sides considering the exchange be of equal value. A 
person gives $10 to Netflix, and the person gets $10 of programming. Without the 
exchange, there is no relationship. 
 
For social impact communicators, reciprocity language performs better when it’s 
communal (e.g., “we’ll give you a tote bag as a ’thank-you’ gift for giving more”) than 
when it’s exchange language (e.g., “give today, you’ll get a tote bag”), and for obvious 
reasons. 
 
If you are going to be a partner for your supporter’s prosocial behavior, it’s important to 
treat them like a partner, and not treat them as if they are a consumer making a simple 
transaction.  

 
#4: Demonstrate Urgency 
Now that we’ve proven that there is something that the supporter can do to help 
address the need they’ve identified, we need to show them that now is the time to act. 
Urgency can be either positive or negative, focusing on the positive reasons to act 
quickly or on the negative impact if the supporter fails to act.  

 

What is the best reasoning a supporter has to act now?  
Some organizations have good, positive urgency, wherein it’s clear that if a person acts 
now there is a special opportunity to do good (“Recent discoveries in medical research 
show we’re on the brink of a successful treatment,” for example). Many organizations, 
however, don't have good urgency, which is why we see them trying to piggyback on 
current events or use artificial urgency like countdowns or thermometers: 
 

• Cecil the Lion's story isn’t unique. Tens of thousands of animals are poached 
every day, but you can protect them if you act now. 

 

• The school year is starting, and kids will be left behind if you don’t act now. 
 

• An anonymous donor has pledged to match all donations we receive before 
December 31st. 
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In social science literature, urgency is tied very closely to a sense of responsibility. 
Sometimes this responsibility comes from our own commitments to care for those we 
hold dear, or just from the “cultural norm” that we should help those who are 
less fortunate.120  

 
But this feeling of responsibility isn’t the be-all-end-all for getting people to support our 
causes, as it’s easy for people to become so overwhelmed by their emotions that they 
stop thinking about the cause. If we push beyond what the supporters think is 
reasonable, they can mentally pass-off their “responsibility" to others, or decide “too 
bad, there’s nothing I can do right now” or dismiss the facts we use in our case for 
giving.121  
 
If you’re thinking of following the path of Sarah McLachlan (talking about animals who 
will suffer if we don’t donate), or Sally Struthers (talking about children who will die), just 
remember that there are people out there who will change the channel in order to 
“protect” themselves from the negativity—the guilt, the fear—inherent in what’s being 
said. This is why it’s generally best to stick with positive urgency.  
 
Repeated exposure to negative messaging leads audiences into declining emotional 
responses, annoyance, and eventually avoidance of the messages all together. And 
there is even some evidence that our organization’s brand can become damaged in the 
process—at least in the eyes of the audience who isn’t already a true believer of our 
message.122 

 
#5: Use Differentiators to Show Supporters Your 
Organization is their Best Partner 
At this point in the Case for Support, we’ve done nearly everything. We’ve created an 
awareness of need. The person has decided that the need is worthy and urgent, and 
that they (as a supporter) have a role to play. The only item left is to show that there is 
an organization, our organization, which can help supporters be effective in bringing that 
benefit to the world.  

 

What is it that makes your organization uniquely able to 
address “the need”?  
As the organization’s best representative, we want to make it clear that we are uniquely 
qualified to help the supporters address the identified need and bring benefit to the 
beneficiaries they are empathizing with.  
 
Good differentiators are the home of the efficacy language we talked about in Chapter 
Four, and they will include language to support both self-efficacy (showing that the 
supporter can take the action) and response efficacy (showing that the action will have 
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the desired impact). 
 
Differentiators can be nearly anything, but there are a couple of things to keep in mind—
the most obvious is that if other organizations have the same differentiator, then it’s not 
a particularly good differentiator.  
 
For example: 
 

• GOOD: We have 500 medical researchers on staff who specialize in taking the 
latest medical research and turning it into treatments you can use to live your life 
better. 
 

• NOT-SO-GOOD: We use smart science to make real solutions. 
 

• NOT-SO-GOOD: We are the only research and treatment non-profit with in-
house advanced neuromodulation systems. 

 
In the first example, we’re helping the supporter know that if they donate, their funds will 
have the desired impact (presumably, getting treatments into hospitals). It also shows 
that there’s something that makes our organization special: we have researchers (not 
everybody does), and we’re focused on turning research into treatments (which is not 
easy to do).  
 
In the other examples, the language that is so abstract that it could apply to any of a 
hundred nonprofit organizations (“we use smart science”), or the language is so 
technical that we need a Ph.D. to truly understand it (“in-house advanced 
neuromodulation systems”).  
 
It’s unlikely that the supporters get a feeling of efficacy from either of these examples. 
That said, nearly anything can be a good differentiator—so long as it makes the 
supporter understand what makes us special and explains why supporting us will give 
them the best, most effective return on their investment.  

 
What are good proof points that showcase what makes your 
organization special?  
In addition to differentiators, the Case will need to be supported by specific proof points 
that are intuitively understandable to our supporters.  
 
Proof points can be any type of legitimizer that helps the supporter understand that we 
are not a fly-by-night organization, that we aren’t making empty promises, and that we 
will be able to help their actions be as effective as possible. 
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With that in mind, good proof points can be nearly anything that validates the 
organization, from anecdotes about past work to endorsements by third parties to 
rigorous impact analytics. 
 

• GOOD: One-in-five American women have used our women’s health care 
services via our 650 community health centers around the country. That’s over a 
dozen centers for every state in the Union. 

 

• GOOD: We have reduced the number of deaths to kids under the age of five by 
50% over the last 25 years. Every day we save 17,000 lives—enough to fill an 
NBA basketball arena. 

 
In these examples, we’re talking about our past work or our current reach in an 
interesting way. We’re demonstrating how we can be effective (reach, impact, and 
longevity) with the support of our supporters. We’re also being careful with big numbers 
to ensure we have lots of ways for people to understand the context behind them (one-
in-five women, a dozen centers for per state, a basketball arena full of kids saved per 
day.) 
 
Also notice that none of these examples includes language around efficiency. Besides 
the questions about efficiency as a driver of nonprofit support, efficiency statistics (“94% 
of Funds Go Straight to Program!”) are rarely true differentiators—as most organizations 
fall in a relatively narrow band of efficiency percentages.
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CONCLUSION 
REMEMBER, ETHICS ABOVE ALL 
ELSE   
One of the great things that comes from talking about social science, neurology, and 
patterns of human behavior is that we really start to think about who we are and what 
makes us tick. 
 
Speaking to people in the way they yearn to be spoken to gives us all—supporters and 
practitioners alike—a great feeling. We are, in effect, helping people have better 
interactions with our organizations and helping them derive more meaning from the 
limited budget of time, attention, and money they can devote to charity. 
 
There is a dark side, however—a fine line between talking to people in the most 
effective way and using someone’s biology against them. Just because we can push a 
button to trigger a response, doesn’t mean we should. Some of these strategies, if used 
for ill, aren’t far from the manipulations that hucksters use as they try to sell us stuff we 
don’t actually want. 
 
Begoña Vázquez-Santos, Director of International Memberships for The Nature 
Conservancy, ties it back the acts at the center of a supporter’s experience: 
 

“We call them gifts, and that’s exactly what they are,” she says of the donations 
that people make towards a cause.  
 
All the donors have motivations—to make the world a better place, or 
something else—but what they're doing is truly a gift.  
 
As with any gift we need to be respectful of the person, and why they are giving 
it to our organization. We need to honor the gift and the giver. How we obtain 
that gift is important—we need to uphold the principles of the people who are 
willing to give us that money. We know our donors are satisfied, but we can’t 
abuse that satisfaction.  
 
They are trusting us, that we’ll use their gift effectively, and that our 
communications on the issue are true and transparent. We are never going to 
be perfect, and there are many things that will prevent us from being fully 
effective. We have hard missions, and we fail sometimes. That’s okay. We’re 
not perfect. What matters is our intent—that we are honest and transparent with 
our donors, and that we treat what they are doing for us as the gift that it is.” 
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Sue Citro, Chief Digital Officer of Best Friends Animal Society, agrees:  
 

“You never know what speaks to someone, but hopefully there is something 
about the pureness of our hope and our story that resonates and connects them 
to our cause. This must be from a good place; otherwise it’s manipulation.  
 
Messages are really powerful when you are authentic to your cause, but people 
know instantly when they're not. A lot of newer and younger organizations do 
this really well because they are still close to their beginning—close to what 
motivated them to start the organization in the first place.  
 
They communicate clearly about what’s driving them. There is honesty there, 
a heart-felt story. They have that passion and they have that meaning. 
 
Supporters expect more from us every day. They want us to be meaningful and 
real, and we’ll all get better at delivering this to survive.  Each day, I want to 
show up, do the hard stuff and build an actual relationship with our supporters. 
I’m hopeful. We can all do this, across all of our causes and nonprofits.” 

 
At Georgetown University as a whole, and at the Center for Social Impact 
Communication specifically, ethics is a fundamental part of our philosophy. We 
encourage our students to carefully think through their own values, and we challenge 
them to commit to their own code of ethics. 
 
We encourage you to do the same. All of the strategies examined above—from the 
various forms of altruism to promoting a sense of empathy to helping people find their 
efficacy—will be both counterproductive and amoral if we don’t do it authentically and 
with our supporter’s best interests in mind. 
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