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Executive Summary

M    
obile and online 
technologies are 
transforming the way 
nonprofits raise money 
by placing the tools 

needed to solicit and raise money 
directly in the hands of their 
supporters.

In the past, peer-to-peer 
fundraising programs — in which 
a nonprofit’s supporters ask 
their friends, family members, 
and colleagues to donate money 
to them on behalf of a charity — 
required planning and staging  
in-person events like walk-a-
thons and bike rides.

But with the growth in mobile 
and social media, avid supporters 
don’t need to participate in 
a large-scale event to raise 
money. Instead, they can create 
and launch their own virtual 
campaigns — often at a fraction of 
the cost of a live event.

To take advantage of this 
emerging opportunity, many 
organizations are building online 
platforms that make it easy for 
supporters to create and manage 
campaigns on their behalf. 

Some groups, like the men’s 
health charity Movember and the 
children’s cancer group  

St. Baldrick’s Foundation, have 
already raised hundreds of 
millions of dollars through  
do-it-yourself campaigns. Others, 
like the World Wildlife Fund, are 
building new online do-it-yourself 
communities — and connecting 
with donors in new ways.

As these groups invest in and test 
these do-it-yourself programs, 
a number of best practices are 
starting to emerge. 



MAKE IT FUN

Your organization’s work is serious, 
but your do-it-yourself fundraising 
campaigns offer individuals the 
chance to support your work by doing 
what they love — or doing something 
ridiculous. Encourage them to have 
fun — and give them the space to put 
their own personal stamps on their 
campaigns.

PUT THE FUNDRAISER FIRST

A good user experience is an 
important part of an effective  
do-it-yourself campaign. Your online 
platform and your communications 
should aim to make the process 
as frictionless as possible for your 
supporters.

MARKET AGGRESSIVELY

Building a slick platform isn’t enough 
to guarantee success. You need to tell 
potential supporters it’s there. Many 
nonprofits are not only promoting 
their do-it-yourself platforms to their 
existing supporters, they are investing 
in search engine optimization and 
social-media advertising to attract 
new supporters.

PROVIDE ONGOING SUPPORT

Once a supporter decides to launch a 
do-it-yourself campaign, he or she will 
need help with crafting solicitations, 
communicating with donors, and 
saying thank you.

BUILD A STRONG PLATFORM

While supporters do the heavy lifting 
in do-it-yourself campaigns, they need 
a place to get started — and a process 
for soliciting and collecting donations. 
As a result, nonprofits that want to 
encourage do-it-yourself campaigns 
are investing in online platforms 
that provide their supporters with 
the tools they need to fundraise 
effectively.
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Introduction

The 30 largest peer-to-peer 
campaigns raised more than  
$1.57 billion in 2015.

On April 12, 1980, 
Terry Fox, a 
21-year-old 
cancer patient and 
amputee, began 

an unprecedented quest to run 
across Canada to raise money for 
cancer research.

Before his disease cut his run 
— and his life — short, Mr. Fox 
drew international acclaim and 
inspired the creation of a charity 
that has since raised more than 
$650 million for cancer research. 
He also helped pioneer a new 
form of fundraising — one in 
which impassioned supporters 
take on intense personal 
challenges to raise money and 
awareness for their favorite 
causes.

Ever since, nonprofits have been 
enthralled with the idea of finding 
their own version of Mr. Fox. 
And rather than waiting for these 
passionate supporters to come 
forward on their own, they have 
courted them through organized 
peer-to-peer fundraising 
campaigns. 

These programs —many of 
which are charity-sponsored 
walks, runs, and bike rides — 
generate significant revenue 
for U.S. nonprofits. In 2015, 
the nation’s 30 largest peer-to-
peer campaigns collectively 
raised more than $1.57 billion, 
according to a survey by the 
Peer-to-Peer Professional Forum, 
an organization that provides 
research and programming 
for peer-to-peer fundraising 
professionals. The largest of these 
campaigns, American Cancer 
Society’s Relay for Life walk 
series, raised $308 million in 
2015.

But while these fundraising totals 
are significant, planning and 
staging a peer-to-peer fundraising 
campaign is far from a small 
feat. These events often require 
professional fundraising teams, 
massive logistics, and an army 
of volunteers. As a result, they 
are prohibitive for many smaller 
nonprofits — and even the most 
well-oiled programs come with a 
substantial overhead cost.

But mobile and online 
technologies are removing these 
barriers.

In the same way that technology 
is transforming the way people 
pay for transportation or find 
lodging when they travel, it is 
also revolutionizing peer-to-peer 
fundraising by offering motivated 
supporters the opportunity to 
quickly create their own  
do-it-yourself fundraising 
campaigns.

Supporters now have the 
opportunity to create and carry 
out their own peer-to-peer 
campaigns — sometimes without 
any support from the charities 
themselves.

 
 
 
 
 



IMPORTANT DEFINITIONS

PEER-TO-PEER FUNDRAISING:

The practice of having a nonprofit’s 
supporters ask their friends, family 
members, and colleagues to donate money 
to them on behalf of a charity. Peer-to-peer 
fundraising programs are often organized 
by charities, which enlist supporters to 
take part in scheduled activities such as 
runs, walks, and bike rides.

DO-IT-YOURSELF FUNDRAISING:

A form of peer-to-peer fundraising 
in which supporters create their own 
challenges or organize their own activities 
to raise money for charity. Often, do-
it-yourself fundraisers rely on social 
networks to solicit donations via the 
Internet.

The Ice Bucket Challenge raised $220 million for ALS charities in 2014. Photo credit:  Kim Quitana, via Creative Commons

TOC» 

The most famous example of a do-it-yourself campaign is the Ice Bucket Challenge — the 2014 
effort in which people recorded videos of themselves dumping water over their heads, posted them 
to social networks, and then challenged their friends to do the same to help raise money for and 
awareness about the disease ALS. The Ice Bucket Challenge is do-it-yourself fundraising in its 
purest form — its creators dreamed up the idea completely independent of any charity — and they 
did not direct those who took part in the challenge to support a particular nonprofit. 

The Most Famous
Do-It-Yourself Campaign
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While do-it-yourself 
campaigns require 
less overhead and 
logistics, they still 
require support to 
succeed.

This grassroots campaign dominated 
social networks during the summer of 2014 
and poured an estimated $220 million 
in unexpected donations into nonprofits 
worldwide. 

It also awakened nonprofits of all sizes to the 
potential of Internet-fueled do-it-yourself 
fundraising.

The Ice Bucket Challenge showed that it 
was now possible to raise significant money 
through peer-to-peer campaigns without 
having to invest resources in staging in-
person events. Instead, they could rely on 
their supporters to do the work for them. 

For some charities, this concept wasn’t new. A 
number of savvy organizations were already 
encouraging their supporters to play host 
to do-it-yourself campaigns. Some of the 
more established do-it-yourself fundraising 
programs include:

• The St. Baldrick’s Foundation 
encourages supporters to pledge to shave 
their heads to raise money and awareness 
for childhood cancer research. Its head-
shaving campaigns have raised more 
than $170 million.

• Supporters of charity: water have 
raised more than $17.1 million by hosting 
birthday-themed fundraising events 
for the organization. In lieu of gifts, 
fundraisers encourage their friends 
and families to donate money to the 
organization for their birthdays.

• Movember — a worldwide campaign 
in which men grow mustaches to raise 
money for men’s health causes — drew 
more than 166,000 participants and 
raised $20.2 million in the United States 
in 2015.

The success of these programs — which 
are organized virtually and rely heavily 
on social media and mobile devices — are 
now spawning a land rush of sorts among 
nonprofits, who are mobilizing their 
fundraising and technology teams to build 
platforms that enable their supporters to 
easily launch do-it-yourself campaigns.

Many of these groups are motivated by the 
possibility of raising millions at a fraction of 
the cost of planning and staging in-person 
campaigns. But even as more organizations 
invest in do-it-yourself platforms, it is 
growing increasingly clear that building a 
platform is not enough to guarantee success.

While do-it-yourself campaigns require less 
overhead and logistics, they still require 
support to succeed.

“If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is,” 
says David Hessekiel, president and founder 
of the Peer-to-Peer Professional Forum. “The 
original thought was that do-it-yourself was 
going to be easy money. You were just going 
to sit in your office and watch the donations 
come in. But, as with all fundraising, do-it-
yourself isn’t just plug and play. You need to 
nurture and steward your supporters.”

Nonprofits cannot simply build online do-it-
yourself platforms and expect success. They 
must also be deliberate in how they approach 
DIY fundraising — and how they nurture 
supporters throughout the process.
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“Instead of asking for presents for his birthday, Tanner Holland raises funds for World Wildlife Fund’s conservation 
efforts using its Panda Nation do-it-yourself fundraising platform. Tanner, pictured with his sisters Zoe and Anabel, has 

raised naerly $3.400 for the organization in three years.”. Photo credit:  Keith Arnold / WWF-US
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Building a Strong Platform
Supporters of the World Wildlife Fund are passionate about animals — and they are often willing to 
do extraordinary things in the name of protecting their favorite endangered species.

CAMPAIGN CONCEPTS:SPECIAL OCCASIONS

BIRTHDAYS — Supporters 
create fundraising 
campaigns around 
birthdays and use social 
media to enlist their friends 
and family members to 
make “birthday gifts” to the 
person’s charity of choice.

WEDDINGS — In lieu of 
physical gifts, some couples 
choose to have guests at 
their weddings make a 
donation to their favorite 
charity.

MEMORIALS — Supporters 
create fundraising 
campaigns in memory of a 
loved one.

A number of nonprofits 
are building do-it-
yourself platforms that 
encourage supporters 
to create campaigns 
around life events. 
Popular forms include:
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For decades, the organization has benefited 
from the unexpected largesse of supporters 
who would organize bake sales or pancake 
breakfasts, raise money, and then send checks 
directly to its headquarters in Washington.

As social media exploded and these amateur 
fundraisers began taking their efforts online, 
the World Wildlife Fund decided that it 
would develop an online platform that gave 
its supporters the tools to launch branded 
fundraising campaigns on its behalf.

In 2014, it launched Panda Nation — a  
do-it-yourself fundraising platform that 
encourages users to raise money to mark a 
special occasion, through participating in a 
race, or to honor their favorite animal species.

Each participant is walked step-by-step 
through the process of creating his or her 
own “Panda Page” and is given tools that 
help describe the campaign, solicit donations 
through social media, and collect donations.

Panda Pages work, in large part, because the 
organization has invested heavily in making 
sure the platform is easy to find and easy to use, 
says Jonathan Cass, digital fundraising and 
marketing strategist for World Wildlife Fund.

While the organization won’t say how much 
Panda Pages campaigns have raised, it reports 
that it has helped the organization connect 
to a new generation of supporters. Those who 
launch campaigns through Panda Pages are 
more than a decade younger, on average, than 

its normal online donor. What’s more, it’s 
exposing the organization to a vast new group 
of supporters.

“Because a lot of people are being asked by 
friends and family to donate, more than 75 
percent of the people who are donating to the 
peer-to-peer campaigns are new to us,” Mr. 
Cass says.
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CAMPAIGN CONCEPTS:CHALLENGES

Some of your organization’s supporters are 
willing to go the extra mile for your cause — 
or in some cases, thousands of miles.

Runner Sam Fox raised more than $150,000 
for the Michael J. Fox Foundation by 
attempting to set a record for completing a 
run along the Pacific Crest Trail.

His self-started campaign encouraged the 
foundation to hire Mr. Fox to reach out to 
other supporters and help them create their 
own fundraising challenges on behalf of 
the organization. But not everybody needs 
to push the limits of their endurance to be 
effective DIY fundraisers. Other forms of 
challenges include:

FACING FEARS — The Canadian Cancer Society in 2015 played 
host to a campaign called the Fearless Challenge in which 
supporters collected pledges in exchange for doing something 
they feared. The fears were as diverse as jumping out of an 
airplane and singing karaoke — and it offered supporters the 
opportunity to creatively support the cause.

MAKING A CHANGE — Supporters pledge to take on a challenge 
that changes their everyday appearance, whether it’s shaving 
their heads, growing mustaches, or losing weight.

DOING WHAT YOU LOVE — One of the most common forms 
of DIY fundraising involves collecting pledges for doing 
something you love — whether it involves shooting baskets or 
weaving baskets.

Sam Fox collected donations for completing a run along the Pacific Crest Trail. Photo credit:  Sarah Rice,  Still Ring
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The Canadian Cancer Society’s Ontario chapter raises roughly $3 million annually through a  
do-it-yourself campaign called Cancer Fighters.

Marketing and Promotion
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When supporters visit the charity’s Cancer 
Fighters platform, they are offered a menu of  
activities, such as taking part in organized runs 
and pledging to shave their heads.  
The platform also offers them the opportunity 
to be creative — and develop their own  
fundraising campaigns.

Some choose to run golf outings and host yard 
sales. Others take on extreme or dangerous  
challenges, such as bungee jumping or 
rappelling.

But the Cancer Fighters platform isn’t enough 
to drive success. The chapter is raising 
millions because it is constantly marketing 
and promoting the platform to would-be 
fundraisers, says Mike Kirkpatrick, director of 
marketing for the Canadian Cancer Society’s 
Ontario division.

Promoting a do-it-yourself fundraising platform 
isn’t quite the same as marketing an event like a 
walk or a bike ride.

First of all, there is no fixed time frame for a 
do-it-yourself campaign. Secondly, because 
these campaigns often are chosen based on the 
whims and interests of individuals, they aren’t 
marketed around a shared interest — such as 
running or bike riding.

That makes marketing a do-it-yourself 
campaign a bit tricky.

“When you’re recruiting people, it’s often a 
bit difficult to know where to find them,” Mr. 
Kirkpatrick says. “The key is timing, and 

knowing when you intersect with their lives.” 

With that in mind, Mr. Kirkpatrick’s 
organization invests heavily in making sure the 
organization is top-of-mind whenever people 
think about cancer. It wants to make sure 
that when people are confronted with cancer 
— whether it’s through their own diagnosis 
or through a family member or friend — they 
look at the organization not only as a source 
of support, but as a place where they can take 
action.

It also makes sure that it promotes Cancer 
Fighters to folks who are actively looking for 
information about cancer charities. As a result, 
it makes sure that it is always on top of search 
engine optimization and that it is using keyword 
ads on Google and other online platforms.

Once they arrive, Mr. Kirkpatrick says the next 
challenge is to make sure that they are given 
clear directions and guidance on how they can 
start a campaign and effectively raise money.

“When people come to us and have an idea that 
they want to raise money on our behalf, they 
often don’t know what to do: how to collect 
donations, how to solicit, how to process 
receipts so they can receive a tax deduction,” he 
says. “We provide them with kits about how to 
use our branding and incorporate it into their 
event. How to do all of the back-end specifics. 
And we give them the online fundraising 
platform so it’s easy for them to get started.”
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Supporters of charity : water receive a series of emails 
that provide tips on how to effectively raise money for the 

organization. Photo credit:  Courtesy of charity : water.
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When supporters sign up online to raise money 
for charity: water, they aren’t left alone. 

They are guided every step of the way on how to 
make people aware of their campaign, how to 
ask them for money, and how to follow up with 
their friends and family once the campaign is 
over. 

“We have a team that is constantly working on 
user experience, helping to make it as easy as 
possible for them to be successful,” says Tyler 
Riewer, charity: water’s content strategist. “We 
help them learn how to receive more donations 
— and help give them the confidence they need 
to get their campaigns off the ground.”

To date, the organization has raised more 
than $17.1 million through more than 20,700 
individual campaigns centered around 
birthdays.

Its supporters have also been incredibly 
creative — developing campaign ideas that 
extend well beyond birthdays. One young 
woman swam naked from Alcatraz to San 
Francisco after friends and supporters pledged 
more than $29,000 to the organization. Another 
man listened to music from the rock band 
Nickelback nonstop for 168 hours in a campaign 
that both raised more than $10,000 for the 
organization but also poked fun at his least-
favorite musical artist.

Collectively, more than 37,700 people have 
raised more than $44.5 million through  
do-it-yourself campaigns on behalf of  
charity: water.

Stewardship
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CAMPAIGN CONCEPTS:NEW TWISTS ON FAMILIAR IDEAS

FOOD DRIVES: The Second Harvest Food Bank of Central Florida is among a growing 
number of local anti-hunger charities that encourages supporters to plan and promote 
virtual fundraising food drives.

PANCAKE BREAKFASTS: Supporters of the Michael J. Fox Foundation organize and play 
host to fundraising pancake breakfasts called Pancakes for Parkinson’s. In 2014, students 
at the University of Virginia, who have been organizing annual Pancakes for Parkinson’s 
events in Charlottesville, Va., for 12 years, raised more than $50,000 for the charity. A 
35-member student planning committee spent six months planning the event, which drew 
more than 8,000 pancake eaters.

GOLF TOURNAMENTS: Supporter-organized golf tournaments are a central piece of the 
Canadian Cancer Society’s Cancer Fighters do-it-yourself fundraising campaign.

Instead of planning 
and executing 
traditional 
fundraising 
events, nonprofits 
are increasingly 
leveraging 
online networks 
to encourage 
supporters to plan 
these events for 
them. Examples 
include:

TOC» 

These campaigns work, in large part, because the organization provides step-by-step help along 
the way. Not only are its do-it-yourself campaigns promoted prominently, but charity: water also 
provides supporters with ongoing support once they decide to launch a campaign.

Much of that help comes through their inboxes — through a series of seven emails sent to its 
fundraisers at key points in the process. Each email offers advice and encouragement — and is part 
of an effort to make supporters feels as though they are part of a larger community that is making a 
difference through their donations.

“That support is essential,” says Mr. Hessekiel, from the Peer-to-Peer Professional Forum. 
“Whether it’s through in-person outreach, or whether it’s automated, providing guidance and 
cheerleading is necessary if you want your program to be powerful.”

Photo credit:  Courtesy of chartity : water.

14

T H E  D O - I T - YO U R S E L F  F U N D R A I S I N G  H A N D B O O K



TOC» 

While some savvy nonprofits are raising 
millions by building and managing platforms 
that encourage supporters to raise money on 
their behalf, even the most successful groups 
maintain that they still have a lot to learn.

Because do-it-yourself is a relatively new form of 
fundraising, many nonprofits are still struggling 
to figure out the formulas behind when to time 
their messages to supporters to achieve the best 
results — and even which campaigns are going to 
resonate most.

Groups also report that it is difficult to get those 
who complete a challenge or donate a birthday 
to host follow-up campaigns. While supporters 
might feel comfortable asking friends to donate 
to a favorite charity for a milestone birthday, 
for instance, they are lukewarm about doing it a 
second time.

The St. Baldrick’s Foundation, which raises 
money through head-shaving events, has created 
a special society called the Knights of the Bald 
Table, which reward supporters who have taken 
part in at least seven head-shaving campaigns. 
Those who qualify for the society are inducted 
during a ceremony that recognizes their 
dedication to the organization and encourages 
those who are new to the charity to stay active. 
St. Baldrick’s provides its local chapters with a 
toolkit and a sample script for hosting Knights of 
the Bald Table ceremonies.

And then there is the challenge of what to do 
with all of those new donors. Do-it-yourself 
fundraising campaigns are alluring, in part, 
because they often yield donations from people 
who have never engaged with an organization in 
the past and who choose to give because they are 
asked to by a friend or family member.

Once a nonprofit acquires that new donor, it has 
an opportunity to solicit through additional 
appeals. Ideally, that newly acquired donor will 
become a repeat supporter who continues to give 
for years to come.

But many groups say they are still trying to 
unlock how to best communicate with these 
first-time supporters.

The ALS Association, which acquired 2.5 
million new donors as the result of the Ice Bucket 
Challenge, is emblematic of that challenge. 

“Our biggest priority today is sustaining the level 
of interest and concern,” says Lance Slaughter, 
executive vice president of chapter relations and 
governance for The ALS Association. “It’s about 
transforming that unprecedented moment into a 
movement.”

To date, the organization has been challenged 
to sustain that interest among many of these 
new supporters. In the months following the 
challenge, it focused much of its attention on 
thanking those supporters and introducing its 
work to the newly initiated members of its tribe.

It then moved to showing them the impact 
of their donations, and showing how the 
organization was spending and managing their 
investments.

Now, it is pivoting to a new message — one that 
puts the focus back on the donor.

“Make them the star of the giving story,” Mr. 
Slaughter says, when he describes how the 
organization is communicating with those 
donors today. “It’s not how we reach them. That’s 
not as important to us as what we’re saying to 
them.”

Challenges and Opportunities 
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