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he Institute of Charity Fund-
raising Managers (ICFM)

recently published the UK’s
first donors’ rights charter.
While it might not be the

Magna Carta for charities, it does lay
down some ground rules for what the
public can expect from fundraising
practice.

Essentially, the charter states
that fundraisers must be honest and
transparent, give the donation to the
cause, respect privacy, and listen to
the donor’s wishes. If donors have
complaints, they should expect a
speedy response from the charity.

According to ICFM head of poli-
cy and standards, Andrew Watt, the
charter has been well received by a
sector that needs to foster public
confidence. “There has been a huge
shift in the last couple of years as the
sector has recognized the need for
greater accountability,” he says.

Focus group research by the
National Council for Voluntary
Organizations (NCVO) has shown
two major strands of public discon-
tent: frustration with the number of
charities competing with each other
and the number of intrusive or repeti-
tive fundraising asks.

Competition, it seems, is at the
heart of the frustration. A huge mail-
ing can be cost effective but, by defi-
nition, it cannot be highly targeted.
The result is often a response rate of
1 to 3%–tens of thousands of new

donors, but what is the effect on the
98% of people who are now habitual-
ly throwing pictures of emaciated
children in the bin?

Amnesty International, for exam-
ple, sent out a very powerful mock
summons to existing supporters, sug-
gesting their court appearance could
lead to execution. Nearly 100,000
mail shots were sent out, and
between two and three hundred com-
plaints were received, mostly from
older donors who were shocked or
offended. Although in fundraising
terms, the response was “quite good,”
it seems Amnesty will be carefully
considering any similar campaigns in
the future. Personal letters of apolo-

gy were sent to all those who com-
plained. “It is unlikely we would go
with that formula again. It’s upsetting
to us to upset supporters,” says Neil
Durkin, a spokesperson at Amnesty
International UK.

Not all nonprofit leaders agree,
however. Suzanne Heaney, head of
communications at the charity
Barnardo’s, worked on a recent news-
paper ad campaign which included
depictions of babies injecting heroin.
According to Heaney, shocking cam-
paigns work because they make a
point clearly. “Advertising is all about

Donors’ Rights Should Be Global Priority
Recent research and fundraising standards from Great Britain hold powerful lessons for us all.
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Avoid Communication Headaches Across Borders
Prevent problems when communicating with people from other
countries with this prescription:
• Prefer simple to complex structures. For example, say “believes”

rather than “is of the opinion that.” Say “show” rather than “pro-
vide an indication of.” But avoid nicknames, such as “ad” for
advertisement or “reg” for regulation, which may baffle people
from other countries.

• Keep in mind how the slang of other nations puzzles you, and
avoid newly minted terms that dictionaries have yet to list.
Examples: “alpha geek,” “prairie dogging.”

• Think about the literal translation of American expressions. For
instance, a German firm assumed that “talk turkey” meant they
had to reply in Turkish–and they did.

Source: Priscilla Richardson, trainer and speaker, as noted in Communication Briefings,
1101 King Street, Alexandria, Virginia 22314.
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getting people to understand what
you do–this can take a tough visual
because there is no better way of
doing it. Ineffective ads lead people
to confusion,” she says.

The Charity Commission warns
that charities should be wary of alien-
ating the very people they are hoping
to attract. “Charities, individually and
collectively, rely on public support,”
says a spokesperson. “A charity’s rep-
utation is a valuable asset, and
trustees should be sensitive to public
opinion and ensure that any advertis-
ing campaign is in the best interests
of the charity.”

Another area of concern has
been the explosion in face-to-face
donor recruitment on the street.
Richard Radcliffe, chair of legacy
specialist Smee and Ford, describes
this, along with telephone marketing,
as “in-your-face” fundraising. He
accepts that direct techniques, when

used well, can be very effective.
Greenpeace, for example, has had a
great deal of success using this
method to recruit younger donors.
But he is worried that powerful tech-
niques can do very serious damage—
not least to long-term giving.

According to Radcliffe, even
committed nonprofit supporters can
turn against their charity if they are
approached in the wrong way. “I have
come across cases of legacies being
removed from wills as a result of a
bad experience,” he says. 

Radcliffe is also concerned that
in-your-face fundraisers can lack pas-
sion for the cause. “I have a strong
belief that fundraising should be from
the heart, and be joyful. Not all face-
to-face marketing is heart-led,”
he says.

The face-to-face approach to
donor recruitment was highlighted
on the BBC’s consumer affairs pro-

gram, “Watchdog,” recently. The pro-
gram interviewed people who said
they did not like being approached
on the street. It also revealed that
some charities, such as Barnardo’s,
Oxfam, and Scope, pay fundraising
agencies for each new donor recruit-
ed on their behalf. If the public mis-
takenly believed all the money they
give goes to the charity and assumed
that the fundraiser is an enthusiastic
volunteer, “Watchdog” woke them up
with a bump.

If recruiters are following the
ICFM code of practice in their work,
they should make it explicit that they
are being paid and how they are
being paid. Yet that’s not going to be
easy without explaining the econom-
ics of relationship fundraising.

The hope is that voluntary codes
will be enough to restore public confi-
dence in the nonprofit sector. The
fear is that if codes of practice aren’t
tough enough or aren’t followed, ever
more shocking advertising campaigns
and marketing techniques will lead to
more than scepticism. The public
might feel they are being coerced. 

As Radcliffe puts it, “If we are
not careful, we will get donor anger
rather than donor fatigue. That would
be a disaster.” ■
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