
6 Genius Fundraising 
Strategies From Real 
Small Nonprofits



Small nonprofits don’t have the large budgets of the 

big guys. To raise the money you need, you have to 

get creative. 
This task is especially challenging amid a pandemic that’s derailed the in-person events many        
small nonprofits rely on. We sat down (virtually!) with six Network for Good clients who came up 
with unique ways to transform traditional fundraisers, generating strong revenue while saving money 
in the process. Here are the strategies they used and how you can put their ideas to work in your 
own fundraising.

1. Hybridize a Peer-to-Peer Event
Every year, The Shalom Project hosts an event called The Big Chill on National Ice Cream Day at a 
local park. Volunteers from local churches make multiple flavors of ice cream for the event, which 
attendees can vote on with a donation. And, bail-raising style, local celebrities raise money via 
peer-to-peer campaigns to avoid having to sit on a block of ice at the event. Local bands and food 
trucks contribute to the festival atmosphere, and vendors give out samples. The event has grown 
successfully, and The Shalom Project depends on this summer fundraiser to support its free medical 
clinic, clothing closet, and food pantry. But with the pandemic barreling through the country, they 
needed to make a shift.

What They Did

Marsha Strauss, Director of Donor 
Relations and Events, and her team 
decided to create a hybrid virtual/in-
person event online and in mini-venues 
across town. Marsha asked the ice cream 
makers to share a favorite recipe that 
participants could make themselves at 
home. The local celebrities continued to 
raise money via peer-to-peer campaigns. 
Local breweries offered special deals 
on pints at socially-distanced mini-
events — one brewery even created a 
Big Chill Brew just for the event. A gelato 
shop participating as a mini-venue offered a 
partnership with two gelato flavors. 
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And the entertainers who typically supported the event recorded songs that they posted online. 
The result was a total revenue that exceeded $50,000 — more than the record-breaking amount 
they raised the previous year! And because they had a lower cash outlay with the new format, the 
organization ended up with more money in hand as a result. 

Why it Worked

Marsha attributes the success of the event to 
three things. First is the energy and word-of-
mouth that peer-to-peer campaigns bring to 
an event. She says, “When people personally 
know someone who’s raising money, they’re 
more likely to engage and donate.” Another 
important component was connecting with 
people’s desire to help in a difficult time. 
The Shalom Project is assisting people who 
have been affected by the pandemic, and 
the local community wants to be a part of 
that help. Marsha also attributes the event’s 
success to the fact that it was fun. People in 
the community were excited to participate in 
something enjoyable that provided a break 
from the bad news and challenges of daily life 
in the pandemic. 

Images from The Big Chill 2019.
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Marsha offers a few tips to other nonprofits looking for ways to get creative in adapting 
their in-person events. She emphasizes the importance of going with the flow, adjusting 
to things as they come up, and being open to new ideas. She says, “Collaborate with 
others for fresh ideas — host a brainstorming session. To successfully transition to a 
different format, you have to be flexible and willing to try something new.”

TIPS TO SHARE

         PRO TIP

Network for Good’s peer-to-peer platform makes it 
incredibly easy for a peer fundraiser to create their own 
professional-looking campaign page in minutes. 
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2. Create a Digital 
Product and Host 
Virtual Classes
CreatiVets empowers veterans to heal through art 
and music. As part of their songwriting program, 
combat veterans sit down with songwriters to 
tell their stories. The songwriters create a special 
song for each veteran around their story, and 
Big Machine produces the songs with various 
recording artists. Veterans’ songs are available 
online to the public, and the royalties from 
streaming come back to the CreatiVets program. 
The veteran also gets a portion of the royalties. 
Additionally, the organization hosts concerts 
for company events where employees make 
matched donations for song requests. 

What They Did 

CreatiVets took their concerts and classes virtual using Network for Good. Artists, CreatiVets staff, 
and even Grammy award-winning songwriters host the classes, which anyone can participate in 
since they’re virtual.  During the live-streamed concert and classes, CreatiVets shared the link to 
their Network for Good donation page which allowed people to donate in real-time. To promote 
what they’re doing, CreatiVets posts short videos on social media and they embed the videos in their 
communications. They interview veterans who’ve been through the program, show behind the scenes, 
and allow viewers to see how donations are being used.
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Why It Worked

Kyle Yepsen, Development Director, shares that the virtual events have been even more successful 
than anticipated. Taking the concerts and classes virtual allows anyone to participate, so the reach 
is wider. And people share with their friends and family. Co-founder and Executive Director, Richard 
Casper, says that they had no model for the individual donor prior to the virtual events — 80% of 
their gifts came from corporations and major donors. The virtual events have dramatically increased 
individual donations. Other than the small investment in a microphone, webcam, computer, and 
software to stream a virtual class or concert, there’s no real cost to hosting these events since the 
artists volunteer or, in the case of corporate events, are paid via the company.

Kyle says that without stretching their imaginations, they couldn’t have made the virtual 
concerts and classes so effective. They came up with new ways to reach out to people 
who would want to support the programs. He advises, “Don’t be afraid to pursue 
something that you may not have done in the past. We had been talking about tapping 
into virtual events for a year or so, but it just got pushed to the side. COVID made us 
dive in, and we realized we should have done this a long time ago.” Richard adds that 
when you’re looking to raise money from corporations, you can find money outside of 
their foundation. The marketing department is always looking for fresh ways to do cause 
marketing. So think about how your events can benefit the company if they get involved, 
and make the case to them. 

TIPS TO SHARE
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3. Put on Virtual Parade 
Featuring Videos
Every year, RISE for Youth puts on a Justice Parade for 
Youth fundraiser. Their mission is to help at-risk youth 
avoid prison by promoting community-based alternatives 
to youth incarceration. Because one of their partners is an 
organization that works with detained children to create 
artwork, the parade is held during the community’s  First 
Fridays art crawl. Typically, between 200 and 400 people 
participate in the parade, walking one mile to illustrate that they’re willing to go the extra mile to 
help youth. The event’s backbone is a peer-to-peer campaign, with marchers who choose to, raising 
money. The donations go toward RISE’s Youth Development Academy, a program that involves local 
organizations hosting youth and supplying internships. 

What They Did 

With the pandemic preventing large in-person 
gatherings, the RISE team took the parade virtual. They 
collected videos of each participant sharing why they 
were marching and created a compilation that they 
shared across social media and in communications. 
People began participating in far-flung locations. One 
person created a video sharing the history of Central 
Park and why they were marching there. Youth also 
organized small, socially-distanced in-person marches 
to coincide with the virtual event. In total, the virtual 
Justice Parade raised $56,333, fully funding nine of 
the 15 Youth Leader internships, which was three 
times greater than their goal. 
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Why It Worked

Valerie Slater, Esq., Executive Director, says that the peer-to-peer campaigns were a key component 
of the parade’s success. They had 25 different peer-to-peer fundraisers, and they were all sharing 
on their social media pages and sending messages to their friends and family. She also says that the 
videos were highly motivating. People wanted to be a part of something meaningful, and hearing 
everyone’s stories of why they were marching served to create that connection. Valerie shares that 
the Network for Good software made it simple to get the fundraiser up and running quickly.

Valerie’s advice to other nonprofits who are hosting virtual events is to “figure out what 
will energize people and make it the focal point.” For RISE, this energy came from the 
videos that the participants were making. Valerie says, “Find the fire and make sure that 
others feel the warmth.”  

TIPS TO SHARE
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4. Offer Takeout Meals
Matthew25:40’s mission is to generate funds to support a school in Guatemala that serves Mayan 
ethnic children who live in a village about an hour away from Guatemala City. Their major fundraiser is 
an annual Fiesta de Guatemala event featuring a Guatemalan-style dinner, Hispanic music, and baked 
goods. Many people in the community get involved, including mission team members who go on the 
annual trips to work on the school building, play with the children, run medical clinics and provide 
books and other teaching supplies.

What They Did

As with other in-person events, the pandemic 
created problems for the Fiesta. Lynn Isenhower, 
one of the founders of Matthew25:40, had to get 
creative. She decided to follow the lead of area 
restaurants who were offering takeout, making 
the Fiesta a pick-up meal event. Patrons could 
buy tickets online and then come by during a 
scheduled time and pick up their takeout meal 
as well as peruse various Guatemalan handicrafts 
and baked goods available for a donation.  The 
organization’s Network for Good event page also 
offered the option of donating if they couldn’t 
make it to the actual event. Companies and individuals were also invited to sponsor the event. This 
year’s Fiesta raised $8,500 — more than any other year in the history of the event. And it was done with 
only a $50 investment and $250 grant.

Why It Worked

Lynn emphasizes the importance of ticket sales prior to the event so they could plan their food 
acquisition and take-out container needs. This also allowed a longer timeframe for people to donate 
and also enabled people to participate who couldn’t make it out to pick up a meal. Sponsorship 
opportunities also impacted the event’s success, since the organization wasn’t only relying on ticket 
sales. Another factor that boosted donations was the effort that Lynn put into promotion. In addition 
to posting on Facebook, she texted friends and connections and dropped invitations at her neighbor’s 
homes, then followed up with a friendly call to see if people received the invitation.

Lynn shares that one of the reasons the Fiesta is so successful is that it reflects the work 
they’re doing and the people they’re helping. In addition to the theme, she posts photos 
of the children so people can see the difference they’re making. She says, “Creating 
that connection gives people a sense of the mission. And making it fun for people to 
participate helps generate excitement.”

TIPS TO SHARE
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5. Host a Peer-to-Peer Virtual Walkathon
The Dup15q Alliance has hosted Run for a Reason events for years, designed for athletes to raise 
money via peer-to-peer campaigns while running a marathon. These events have raised money for 
the organization’s work providing family support and promoting awareness, research, and targeted 
treatments for Dup15q syndrome. Three months ago, the organization started Walk for a Reason to 
open the fundraisers up to people who wanted to participate but couldn’t physically handle running 
marathons. Walk for a Reason allows people to set their own goals for how many times per week 
they plan to walk and how long their walks will be. This format also allows participants to walk with a 
child who has Dup15q syndrome.

What They Did

Because the pandemic has made already-busy schedules even 
more complex, the Dup15q Alliance team wanted to make sure 
that the fundraiser was as easy as possible for peer-to-peer 
participants. They decided to run the event for a three-month 
period so people are able to participate during any time frame 
that’s convenient for them. This year’s event started in June, and 14 fundraisers have raised a little 
over $5,000 so far. When a peer-to-peer participant raises at least $30, Dup15q Alliance customizes 
an event t-shirt with the name of the individual the person is walking for. The organization is sharing 
photos on an ongoing basis as the peer-to-peer campaigns are running.

Why It Worked

Naka King, Dup15q Alliance Administrator, shared that 
acknowledging the reality of the pandemic was helpful. 
People were excited to lose their “Quarantine 15” and, at the 
same time, contribute to something important. Encouraging 
self-care and families doing something fun together also 
provided motivation. The customized t-shirt is especially 
meaningful for people who personally know someone with 
the syndrome — it helps them to feel deeply connected to 
the difference they’re making. 

Naka says that allowing those who want to fundraise for you to set their own parameters 
allows more people to participate. She says, “So many people want to help, but they have 
limited time or limited capacity. Let them guide their event so they can make it what it needs 
to be for them.” Naka also advises offering to customize the peer-to-peer fundraisers’ pages 
for them. While editing the pages is easy using Network for Good, any little bit of time saved 
will help them get their story out and explain why they’re participating.  

TIPS TO SHARE
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6. Create a Numbers-Based Campaign
Prior to the pandemic, the Jacksonville Humane Society team had decided they wanted to do an 
additional large event beyond the one they regularly do on GivingTuesday. They were inspired by 
Austin Pets Alive to do a numbers-based campaign. They chose to create a campaign around raising 
$24,000 in 24 hours on July 24th. 

What They Did

When COVID-19 started spreading, the team 
realized they needed to select a theme carefully. 
Lindsay Layendecker, Assistant Development 
Director at Jacksonville Humane Society, says that 
they wanted to communicate that the pandemic 
was impacting people and pets who now faced 
financial difficulties while also focusing on the 
positive. They choose Focus on the Paws-itive as 
the theme, emphasizing how pets bring positivity 
to people’s lives. Lindsay says, “If people are going 
to be scrolling on their phones, let’s give them 
something to smile about!” 

Acknowledging the pandemic also emphasized the 
demand for the organization’s programs that support 
pet owners in need with food, vet services, spay/neuter 
assistance, and more. In fact, the organization offers so 
many services that people weren’t aware of them — so 
they created a downloadable guidebook explaining 
these services. They shared the guidebook on social 
media and via email, and they asked their partners 
(including local food banks) to share the guidebook 
with their communities. Jacksonville Humane blew 
past its goals, raising $30,945 in total. And they 
accomplished this with only a $2,000 total investment. 
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Why It Worked

Lindsay says that the theme gave the event a boost since the people in their community were 
both looking for ways to help people struggling because of the pandemic and in need of positivity. 
Sharing stories made a big impact as well. On social media and on the fundraising page, the 
organization posted stories and photos of pet owners and their pets and encouraged others to share 
their own stories and photos with the fundraiser hashtag. Plenty of people responded, filling one 
another’s feeds with heartwarming stories and photos of their pets.

Lindsay has several tips for other nonprofits that are fundraising during the pandemic. She 
says that sharing real stories about real people and real pets in the community, capturing 
stories as they happen, helped people to connect with their mission and work. She says, 
“Anytime you can share stories, do it!” She also recommends making it fun, especially for 
your volunteers and partners. Setting a goal helps motivate people and gets them excited 
about what they can achieve together. Lindsay says that showing your donors how much 
they mean to you is essential. The organization used personal video messages inside their  
Network for Good fundraising software to instantly acknowledge gifts and send videos of 
pets along with the messages.

TIPS TO SHARE
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Our all-in-one fundraising software 
makes virtual fundraising easy. 

Request a demo of Network for Good’s simple, smart 
fundraising software today to get started.

Get Creative to Raise More with Less
While limited funds and a pandemic present challenges, with creativity and collaboration you can 
create a fundraiser that will get donors on board. You may even find that, like these nonprofits, 
you’re able to raise more than you did with a typical event!
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