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ask the experts

Q  I’ve recently heard several nonprofit leaders say that 
they subscribe to a wide variety of nonprofit e-mail lists. 
They say that doing so has helped them in raising funds. 
Do you think this is a good idea? If so, how do I decide what 
lists to sign up for?

A I agree that it’s a good practice to sign up for other 
nonprofits’ e-mail lists. Personally, I love seeing what 
other organizations are up to, which is why I subscribe to 
a lot of lists. It’s a way to find out about the latest trends in 
e-mail fundraising and to spark my own creativity. I keep 
an inspiration file of great ideas from other nonprofits that 
I can adapt for my own fundraising efforts.
As far as which lists to choose, it’s useful to sign up for a wide 
range – not only good ones but also ones that aren’t so well 
done. With the bad ones, you’ll be able to see immediately 
why some messages work and others don’t, and you’ll realize 
what you need to avoid doing. You’ll find that the good ones 
send brief, clear, to-the-point messages that make it plain 
how you can help – and make it easy to do so. It’s simple to 
sign up for their e-mails, blogs, social media, and online 
newsletters. It’s also easy to manage your preferences and 
to unsubscribe. 

The not-so-good ones tend to use a lot of unnecessary words 
that bury their message. It’s often surprisingly hard to see 
how to donate to their cause – something that should be at 
the forefront of every message.
Here’s a list of nonprofit e-mail lists I currently subscribe 
to. They’re among the best out there and should fire up your 
own imagination, resourcefulness, and fundraising success:

Human Rights Watch hrw.org
Unicef USA Fund unicefusa.org
Oxfam America oxfamamerica.org
Union Gospel Mission Vancouver ugm.ca
Smithsonian National Zoo nationalzoo.si.edu
The Nature Conservancy nature.org
Beagle Freedom Project bfp.org
OpenMedia openmedia.org
Digital Democracy digital-democracy.org
Environmental Defense Fund edf.org
UltraViolet weareultraviolet.org
Storycenter storycenter.org

 – Vanessa Chase Lockshin, president, The Storytelling 
Nonprofit, thestorytellingnonprofit.com

What Can You Learn from E-Mail Lists?
Is	it	a	good	idea	to	sign	up	for	a	variety	of	e-mail	lists?	

Q  I’m the founder of a new 501(c)(3) nonprofit offering 
classes and services to help people better themselves, in both 
career and life. I’ll be one of a seven-member board. I’ll also 
be the executive director, initially being paid $300/month. 
I have written some books over the last 15 years that will help 
the students succeed, and the board wants to include two of 
them in the learning programs. My understanding is that 
as long as the nonprofit buys the books below market value, 
determines that no equivalent books exist, purchases only 
what’s needed for the actual number of students enrolled, 
and I myself am not a part of the vote, there should be no 
“inurement” in the eyes of the IRS. Is that correct?

A You’re right to be concerned about the IRS looking 
for private inurement from a nonprofit purchasing the 
founder’s books. The IRS fought for years with L. Ron 
Hubbard about his book Dianetics, which was the basis 
for the Church of Scientology.

It doesn’t sound as though you’re in the same position 
(yet), and I agree that you should treat the purchase as you 
would any other potential excess benefit transaction. (See 
“Avoiding the Snares of Intermediate Sanctions,” Vol. 14, No. 
6, NonprofitWorld.org.) While private inurement isn’t exactly 
the same as an excess benefit, the excess benefit rules were 
created to give the IRS an intermediate sanction to avoid 
having to remove the exempt status of the organization 
because of inurement.
In addition to the points you mention, you also need to 
consider whether the nonprofit’s use of your books will turn 
you into a best selling author from unrelated purchasers. 
That could be considered private inurement. But I would 
worry about that only if it ever seemed to be happening. 
There are a lot of things you can do to minimize the risk of 
IRS trouble at that time. In the meantime, you seem to be 
on the right track.

 – Don Kramer, Nonprofit Issues, nonprofitissues.com  
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