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Introduction
The economic downturn of the past few years has made 
finding and keeping donors an increasing priority for 
non-profit organizations. While traditional marketing goals 
have stayed the same, the methods used to reach these 
goals have become much more efficient with the advent 
of online conversations and social media tools. As social 
media becomes the dominant venue for online information 
exchange, the formal websites and press releases favored 
by many organizations will be seen by fewer and fewer 
users. Where users were once captive audiences to TV, 
magazine, and website banner ads, now even the highest-
quality messaging will be less effective if viewers don’t 
seek it out on their own. 

Every day there are: 
!" More than 45 million status updates on 

Facebook 
!"More than 23 million “tweets” 
!"More than 1 billion views on YouTube 
!"More than 900,000 new blog posts 

The unique financial and operational challenges facing not-
for-profits often stem from monetary limitations. Reliance 
on donors make unpredictable or inadequate funding a 
major issue. Some of the most important services provided 
by not-for-profits do not receive the attention that they 
deserve. 

There in lies the beauty of social media:  
It’s almost entirely cost-free. 

Non-profit organizations can use the raw power of social 
media networks to foster direct communication with the 
public, their volunteers, and prospective donors, as well as 
create a virtual ‘face’ for their organization.

Social media tools have many advantages over traditional 
media that not-for-profits need to understand: 

! Fundraising in online communities is 
personalized and generates greater user 
engagement 

! Transmission of messages through these 
channels is more cost effective and often 
simpler than traditional marketing methods

! Audience segments can be easily identified 
and reached through social media

! Communities are pre-established on credible 
social media platforms 

! Messaging can be tailored to achieve 
fundamental goals while still gaining 
acceptance from online communities
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Developing an effective social media program that  
fits your not-for-profit requires a number of steps 

1 3
Researching
How these channels work
Where your audiences are in online spaces
How messages get passed around in these 
groups
What conversations are going on, where they’re 
taking place, and who is doing the talking 
Who the thought leaders are on this topic 
Which groups are amenable to targeted 
marketing

Developing
Websites, blogs, Twitter accounts 
A voice and content strategy for 
these platforms 

Executing
Monitoring and interacting with 
users on these platforms  
Publishing content 
Answering questions/conversing 
with the audience

The Players

Blogs
From the late-90’s rise of The Drudge Report until the late 2000’s, blogs served 
an intermediary role as the “media’s media,” discovering and popularizing real-
world stories underreported by traditional news outlets. Increasingly, however, blogs 
are able to distribute information independently of mainstream outlets. In many 
cases, events in the blogosphere have themselves become the story.

Forums and  
Message Boards

Forums and message boards are discussion sites, which allow users to join, typically 
without requiring any application or qualification process. Users may create 
personal profiles, start pages dedicated to conversation on a specific subject, and 
participate in pre-existing conversations.

Twitter
Twitter functions by allowing users to “broadcast” short messages of 140 
characters or less. Most messages, or “tweets,” are available to the public – 
however, users typically only view the messages of people whose Twitter feeds they 
have subscribed to.

2
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Simply having a website or Facebook page will not add 
significant value to your organization. More and more, 
not-for-profits are realizing that creating content and 
messaging that engage audiences is necessary to achieving 
specific goals. Abrams Research has outlined five key goals for 
non-profits that can be achieved through effective social 
media marketing: 

1. Engaging donors (both new and loyal) 

2. Raising awareness for your issue 

3. Maximizing your services 

4. Mobilizing volunteers

5. Dealing with negative press

The following sections will explain how social media 
can help achieve these goals, and discuss a selection 
of tools involved. We will also examine case studies of 
organizations that are using social media well, and make 
recommendations for those struggling to establish their 
social media presence. 

Facebook,  
LinkedIn,  

Social Directories 

Facebook presents a particularly important opportunity for not-for-profits through 
its ability to incorporate applications. Applications are tools that allow users to 
“opt-in” to certain games, quizzes, contests, news feeds, and so on. Organizations 
can use these to actively reach out to donors and volunteers and inject their mes-
sage into the social media conversation.

Miscellaneous  
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1. Engaging Donors
One of the most important steps in building services and 
expanding an organization’s reach is finding new donors 
and continuing relationships with loyal donors. Depending 
on the needs of your organization, and the engagement of 
your donor community, the use of Facebook applications, 
online widgets, mobile apps, personalized fundraising 
pages and more can be more effective than traditional 
email blasts and mailers in reaching out to potential and 
existing donors.  

Facebook 
In addition to creating and maintaining a network of 
known donors, social media can play an important role 
in the conversion of potential donors. Those who may be 
unsure about giving their money to the organization will 
be able to see that other donors are engaged and active, 
making them more likely to trust that their donations are 
put to good use. 

CASE STUDY: 

Red Cross Blood Donors  

The American Red Cross offers humanitarian 
care to victims of war, natural disaster and domestic 
hardship. Striving to prevent and relieve suffering, 
they rely heavily on the time, energy, and monetary 
contributions of individuals. Its Blood Donors program, 
solely dependant upon the generosity of individuals, 
is a prime example of dependence upon donor 
engagement and loyalty.

The American Red Cross Blood Donors Facebook 
account is an engaging and educational platform, 
addresses the need for new and loyal donors, and 
provides information for those interested in giving. 

are the vehicle through which the Red Cross continues 
to alleviate fears related to blood donation. 

The Facebook account’s open, friendly tone portrays 
blood donation as a rewarding experience. Regional 
groups share photographs from local campaigns, and 
previous donors are encouraged to share and discuss 
their experiences on the Wall. Interested individuals 
can also download a badge or avatar to show their 
support, invite friends to become a Facebook fan, or 
offer each other tips on planning a blood drive. 

With over 26,000 fans, the American Red Cross Blood 
Donors group is an excellent example of using social 
media to attract loyal donors. By giving individuals an 
open forum to show pride in their contributions, the 
Red Cross is working to foster a sense of community 
among their donors. When an individual donates, they 
forever become part of large ‘family’ working toward a 
common goal. This sentiment is an undeniably effective 
way to cultivate a loyal and self-advocating donor 
base.
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Mobile payment applications, such as Square, are poised 
to make transferring funds easier than ever for both 
organizations and their donors. Square operates by 

mobile device. Sellers pay a nominal fee for the application, 

and are then able to scan credit cards from buyers or 
donors. The application allows buyers to sign the receipt 
with their finger, and they can ensure identity security 
through a photo recognition feature. Although Square has 
not yet been released to the public, it will greatly benefit 
organizations that would like to lower overhead costs and 
increase donations through ease of use. 

CASE STUDY: 

Youth Service America 

Youth Service America (YSA) is a non-profit 
organization that uses public mobilization campaigns, 
grants and strategic training materials to educate and 
increase youth engagement in substantive community-
based roles. For an organization such as YSA, which 
strives to strengthen connections between young 
people and their community, the use of social-media 
platforms is highly recommended. YSA’s presence on 
Facebook, Twitter, MySpace and YouTube demonstrates 
initial commitment to social-media integration.

Unfortunately, The Youth Service America blog poses 
a number of problems. The blog is comprised of posts 

it is unclear whether the blog is meant to educate 
the public, engage young visitors with interesting 
subject matter, or serve as a personal platform for YSA 

staff members. Furthermore, the blog is infrequently 
updated, with no more than one post every two 
months. This infrequency may lead visitors to believe 
that the blog is of secondary importance, where 
nothing interesting will be announced.

The largest problem, however, is the inability to 
identify the blog’s target audience. One post, reporting 
on a book giveaway, seems aimed toward young 
visitors. However, the language used is well beyond 
the comprehension level of a young reader. Likewise, 
a personal post discussing ‘What is Cool’, directly 
precedes a blog on Educator Support, further impeding 
the ability to define the targeted audience. This lack 
of focus effectively deters all readers from investing 
interest in the YSA blog. A young person attempting 
to read the entries would undoubtedly become 
discouraged by its age-inappropriate approach, while 
the unfocused subject matter would fail to capture the 
interest of an educator or adult.

2. Raising Issue Awareness
Issue awareness is integral to the success of any not-
for-profit. Maximizing the reach of an organization 
requires the use of both traditional and modern forms of 
communication. Non-profit organizations should continue 
to serve their established audiences, while simultaneously 
reaching out to the latest generation and its popular 
trends. New media forms provide unlimited platforms for 
data transmission, and are invaluable in the search for new 
donors or participants. 

Using a number of social media tools and strategies, non-
profit organizations can build an engaging online presence, 
and maintaining a blog and blogger outreach are two 
effective ways of reaching a larger subset of the targeted 
audience. As Internet trends rapidly shift toward social 
media outlets, a simple Internet presence is no longer an 
effective means of engaging an audience. Internet users 
expect websites to be “open”: a frequently updated, 
interactive, direct connection to your organization. 
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Blogs
Non-profit organizations wishing to maximize the 
awareness of issues related to their cause are well-
advised to develop an active, content rich blog. Blogs 
are highly accessible platforms for free-form expression, 
and can easily be modified to fit the specific needs of any 
organization. A well maintained, organized, and accessible 
blog will offer potential volunteers and donors a “real-
time” face for the organization. Updated, relevant content 
will be poised to capture and retain the attention and 
respect of information seekers, volunteers, and donors. 

Blogger Outreach 
Blogger outreach is the process by which non-profit 
organizations solicit collaborations with independent 
bloggers specializing in a related field. Guest blogging 

awareness of your cause to a larger, more diversified 
audience. In such collaborations, a representative from 
the organization may choose to discuss the relationship 
between a current issue and the organization’s work.  This 
mutually beneficial situation often results in increased 
attention to the organization, as well as increased 
journalistic confidence in the outside blog. 

CASE STUDY: 

The International  
Medical Corps 

In response to the Haitian earthquake of January 2010, 
many domestic and international charities directed 
fundraising efforts toward guest blogging for Haitian 
relief. Margaret Aguirre, Global Media Strategist for the 
International Medical Corps, solicited help from 

feature, entitled,  “What Took Seconds to Destroy Will 
Take Years to Rebuild”, focused on the outstanding 
challenges that Haiti will face in the coming years 
and IMC’s strategies for initiating and stabilizing 

that the IMC runs the Haitian General Hospital, 
simultaneously organizes triage and acute treatment of 
patients, coordinates participating non-governmental 
organizations, and manages a facility that performs 30 
to 50 surgeries each day. Aguirre ultimately estimates 
that the International Medical Corps treats 1,000 
patients per day. 

By clearly detailing obstacles and highlighting inspiring 
successes, Aguirre ensures that viewers form positive 
opinions regarding the IMC’s mission and effectiveness.  
This article was then shared on personal Facebook 
accounts as well as ‘retweeted’ on Twitter by individual 

tools, the IMC’s reach would ultimately be limited 
to traditional websites, where it would hope that 
readers might ‘stumble’ across the article. However, 
social media collaborations partnering traditional 

will be read. Gone are the days when organizations 
were solely dependent upon proprietary marketing 
departments. Inspired independent readers can now 
easily dissemination the information themselves, 
effectively becoming self-appointed marketing agents 
for the organization and its cause.



7ABRAMS RESEARCH   |   www.abramsresearch.com   |   646.727.4305

Targeted Campaigns 
The majority of nonprofit organizations run targeted 
campaigns for awareness and fundraising. Social media is 
constantly evolving, so the relative ease of updating and 
modifying information lends well to the ever-changing 

Facebook, which require relatively little effort to manage, 
are especially useful for smaller organizations that run a 
number of programs simultaneously.

CASE STUDY: 

Relay for Life,  
University of Georgia  

The University of Georgia has held annual Relay for 
Life events since 2000. In 2009, participants raised 
$250,000, making UGA one of the top college 
relays in the world. To prepare for the 2010 Relay, 
coordinators began integrating Facebook and Twitter 
accounts. Starting in the summer of 2009, a Twitter 
feed was begun to update the UGA community on 

the feed are constantly updated on the status of 

hours was covered every few hours for the entire 

messages encourage followers to continue 
campaigning.

The UGA Relay for Life Facebook account 
coordinates with and builds upon its Twitter page 
with multimedia components. UGA Relay has 
supplemented its Facebook account with over 100 

store, and related video. One such video, entitled 
“The Great American Smoke Out”, focuses on a 

Relay-sponsored event meant to raise awareness for 
lung cancer mortality rates.

Using social-media, the UGA Relay for Life 
coordinators have built a substantial and far-
reaching fundraising platform. Any individual 
interested in the initiative is introduced to a well-
integrated and informative news stream that informs 
them of all Relay for Life-sponsored events. With 
over 3300 fans on Facebook and 400 followers 

the power behind social media, and uses it to its 
advantage. With traditional media, which fails to 
facilitate direct communication between individual 
participants, coordinating events for targeted 
campaigns is often difficult and time-consuming. 
However, using social media tools such as Twitter 
and Facebook, campaign coordinators can easily 
manage multiple large-scale events, reach large 
numbers of followers, and more effectively focus on 
other aspects of the fundraising process.
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3.  Maximizing  
Services Offered 

Non-profit organizations can maximize their services by 
offering supplementary materials through social media 
platforms. Interested individuals, regardless of physical 
location, can find information regarding an organization’s 
issues, fundraising projects, volunteering, and donating. 
It is no longer necessary for non-profits, large or small, to 
focus their campaigns soley on local audiences, since web 
integration provides world-wide viewers with the tools 
to discover what each non-profit represents and what 
programs they currently operate. With an open and far-
reaching business model, non-profit organizations are more 
likely to attract the interest and financial loyalty of donors 
across the globe.  

Website Integration and Blogs 
Non-profit organizations can maximize their 
effectiveness by offering access to their materials 
through blogs or general website integration. 
Uploading documents—surveys, questionnaires, 
informational pamphlets—will extend the depth of 
an organization’s online coverage, with the intent 
of drawing interested patrons into discovering 
more about services offered. Online presence is 
often the first and definitive introduction of the 
organization’s operation to new audiences. 

CASE STUDY: 

Alzheimer’s Association  
Blog  

The Alzheimer’s Association’s blog, 
Actionalz.org, is used as a platform for education, 
fundraising and lobbying congressional action. 
Actionalz.org includes tools for educating the public 
about Alzheimer’s warning signs and progression, 
current trends in diagnosis and treatment, and 
ways in which the public can enact change through 
congressional legislation. Interactive features, including 

Association to educate a world-wide audience, many 
who may eventually be affected by the disease. 
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Applications 
While some use the Internet to search traditional websites, 
the percentage of users integrating social-media platforms 
into their daily routines is rapidly expanding. As numbers 
increase, the strength and influence of these platforms will 
only continue to grow. Therefore, organizations that choose 
to feature social-media applications will remain ahead of 
the Internet ‘learning curve’, benefiting from the average 
user’s desire, and newfound ability to interact with his or 
her surroundings. 

CASE STUDY: 

Yelp and the Women’s  
Community Clinic  

In a November 2009 interview with the Yelp Official 
Blog, the communications director for the San 

the benefits of using Yelp to disseminate information 
and strengthen the center’s general communications 
initiatives. 

The WCC offers free women’s volunteer training, 
health care and outreach services to Bay Area 
women and girls. The center has often relied on 
word of mouth and non-official web sources for 
information regarding the clinic’s services.  Using 
Yelp, the clinic has been able to combat consequent 
misinformation, monitor public perception and 
increase awareness for its cause.  In cases where, 
for example, reviewers posted erroneous hours 
of operation, or incorrectly assumed that women 
with insurance could not benefit from the center’s 
services, the WCC was able to immediately draft 
statements addressing the problem.

The Yelp location-based service was also heralded for 
offering current and potential clients the ability to 
interact directly and anonymously. The clinic, which 
often works with patients in sensitive situations, is 

unable to provide case examples of its work to the 
greater public. However, individual patients who 
wish to share use Yelp or similar services to offer 
truthful critiques of their experiences, without fear of 
repercussion or identification.

As the best advocates are often those with 
relevant experience, the open, unrestricted ability 
to share on location-based services is beneficial 
for both organization and client population. 
For organizations, location-based services offer 
anonymous, disconnected clients a platform on 
which they can discuss relevant experiences and 
concerns.  When non-profit organizations monitor 
such services and respond in an appropriate manner, 
the resulting connection between organization and 
client improves public perception and may lead to 
greater awareness for the organization itself.  In an 
era where an ever-growing percentage of clients 
access information via internet, location-based 
social media services are highly efficient means for 
monitoring public perception, addressing issues and 
connecting with client bases.
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4.  Mobilizing Volunteers  
The features of social media that allow users to create 
communities based on similar interests or activities 
can be beneficial to organizations looking to develop a 
dedicated cohort of volunteers that they can effectively 
deliver information to. Through social media, organizations 
can thank this group for their service, inform them of 
the organization’s progress, or call them to action when 
volunteers are needed.   

Twitter  
The fast-paced nature of micro-blogging services 
like Twitter makes them ideal for sending quick, 
mobilizing messages that are easily spread through 
online communities. This service is not only useful in 
communicating the need for volunteers among established 

message will be seen by anyone on Twitter searching for 
that specific topic. 

CASE STUDY: 

@Habitat_org 

Habitat for Humanity’s official Twitter feed not 
only tweets out information, blog posts, and the 
general activity of the organization, but also sends 
out requests when volunteers are needed. Those 

who have decided to follow Habitat for Humanity 
are already invested in the organization, and will be 
a more open and willing audience. 
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5.  Addressing Negative Press  
A well-developed social media strategy can give your 
organization the ability to deal with negative press issues 
as they develop. Effective incorporation of conversation 
and topical monitoring allows not-for-profits to address 

issues as they come up, and on the platforms where these 
discussions are taking place. With the right approach, non-
profit organizations can use social media tools to turn a 
potentially negative situation around. 

Kiva, an innovative approach to micro-
financing for business in developing countries, 
is known for its openness and transparency. 
However, in 2009 Kiva came under scrutiny 
for allegedly misrepresenting its business 
practices. At the time, most lenders believed 
that Kiva allowed them to loan directly to the 
entrepreneurs featured in the stories published 
on its website. In actuality, Kiva paid money 
into micro-finance institutions, which in turn 
loaned money to businesses. As such, most of 
the stories featured on Kiva were of people who 
already had the loans given to them by certain 
micro-finance institutions. This was published 
on a prominent blog, and donors clamored for 
answers.

The blog generated more than 10,000 hits 
and thousands of Twitter postings. Kiva’s CEO 
and Co-Founder personally responded to the 
blog, and appeared as a guest blogger on the 
site that had criticized the organization. In the 
reply, the CEO clarified Kiva’s practices, and 
acknowledged that Kiva did not do a better 
job at educating its lenders on the process. 
Kiva also made changes in direct response to 
the blog. Before, the Kiva homepage promised, 
“Kiva lets you lend to a specific entrepreneur, 
empowering them to lift themselves out of 
poverty,” it now states, “Kiva connects people 
through lending to alleviate poverty.”  

The Yéle Haiti Foundation is a grass-roots 
charity organization that seeks to restore pride 
and hope to the Haitian people. Its founder, Wyclef 
Jean, was recently criticized for misuse of the 
foundation’s money.

The group received an excess of $1.5 million in 
donations shortly after a devastating earthquake 
hit Haiti, but TheSmokingGun.com IRS records 
revealed that the organization paid Wyclef and 
his business partners approximately $1 million for 
production services and charity performances. 

In response, Wyclef issued a personal statement 
via YouTube, in which he showed anger that he 
had to take time out of digging kids out of the 
rubble to defend the integrity of his foundation. 
He denied any wrongdoing, stating that running a 
charity is analogous to putting on a show, which 
has costs. Wyclef also became defensive, reminding 
the audience that he is Haitian, loves his people, 
and that he would not have contributed over 
$1,000,000 of his own money to the organization 
had he been looking to make a profit.

Abrams Research recommends addressing this 
type of issue openly, and with respect for donors. 

him seem less credible. Every case is different, 
and a customized strategy is required in order to 
handle negative buzz online.

CASE STUDY: 

Kiva  
CASE STUDY: 

Yéle Haiti   
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Conclusion  
According to an Internet usage study by Universal McCann 

participants in at least one vector of social media. As this 
ever-growing audience gains more and more control over 
what content it consumes, the balance of media power is 
shifting away from centralized traditional media outlets. 

The fundamental goals not-for-profits once accomplished 
through a close relationship with major news sources are 
still within reach. Non-profit organizations must now use 
social media to directly reach their donors, volunteers, and 
enthusiasts.

Abrams Research, with the world’s most significant 
network of social media experts and new media 
professionals, has the expertise necessary to help 
businesses understand and utilize the power of this 
new online realm. By examining the specific needs of a 
non-profit organization, we can tailor-make a team of 
individuals to advise on a company’s social media needs, 
including:

!" Providing guidelines for interacting with 
bloggers and influential social media figures

!" Creating a “field guide” for ordinary 
employees to utilize social media while 
fulfilling a broader media strategy and 
adhering to policies

!" Researching and analyzing online coverage of 
issues and organizations to develop a plan for 
handling future attention

!"Writing and carrying out surveys of both 
media experts and social media leaders on 
subjects of concern to non-profits

!" Crafting a method for company executives to 
build personal images online

!" Designing a plan for adapting a traditional 
name or service to social media

!" Preparing for and responding to crises in new 
media and the blogosphere

!" Recruiting media experts to pitch stories and 
perform media outreach

By assembling a group of industry experts with the necessary 
knowledge to meet a non-profit’s needs, Abrams Research  
can help your organization connect to your audiences and 
spread your message in the critical, ever-changing world of 
social media.
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