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How has the process of donating changed in the last ten years?

Generally speaking: not at all. Last year our association celebrated  
“25 Years of German Fundraising”. For a bit of light relief, colleagues 
distributed the agenda from the first meeting. 80% of the topics were 
identical! Neither donation behaviour nor the discourse on it have 
changed significantly. If we consider the question in greater detail, it’s 
clear that there are many new digital channels, such as donation  
platforms, crowdfunding or peer-to-peer funding, that create a direct 
link between donors and recipients without the need for a donor  
institution as intermediary. So far, however, digitalisation has had no 
measurable effect on donation behaviour. Globally, only around 3% of 
all fundraising is initiated digitally. 

Why do you think this is?

One of the reasons why digital channels have taken a back seat so far 
is because many non-profit organisations are very conservative and 
take a long time to adapt. We know that organisations that invest more 
in online activities are also more successful online. However, many are 
still reluctant to invest in digitalisation.
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Donating is an act of solidarity. Despite the 
many new online channels, digitalisation 
has so far had little impact on donor  
behaviour. This will change in the next few 
years. In order to reach donors in the  
future, it is not the needy who must be put 
in the spotlight, but the community of  
helpers. And this is best done online –  
with the risk of an increasing radicalisation 
of values.
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That’s surprising. Isn’t it easier to encourage people to donate with pictures of those who 
need help rather than with an anonymous begging letter?

That’s what we thought at first, but that’s actually not the case. When 
it comes to portraying “victims”, the Internet is not a good choice.  
Instead of generating an emotional reaction, potential donors are jaded 
by the flood of information available on the Internet – but not on the 
way from the mailbox to the front door. This is a good time to think. 

For which projects is the Internet a good choice? 

Before answering that, we have to consider why people donate in the 
first place. It’s not only the project that’s important, but also the moti-
vation behind it. 
There are three main reasons why we donate: The first is based on the 
social norm that encourages us to show solidarity with people in need. 
This is represented as a commandment in all major world religions – in 
the Christian-Jewish context it’s known as mercy and charity. Currently, 
around 80% of fundraising efforts are geared towards this sentiment. 
The donation is based on the relationship between the giver and a 
‘sacrifice’, which is also depicted as such. This aid is usually delivered 
indirectly via large aid organisations; direct money transfers are rare 
since the victim then immediately no longer appears as such and this 
makes the donor less willing to give. This sounds cynical, but it’s true. 
The victim is always ‘the other’ and receives the donation only because 
of this otherness. 

And the other reasons?

The second reason why people donate is to foster relationships. This is 
not about hierarchical relationships based on opposites, but about 
strengthening interpersonal contacts within groups. The examples of 
Christmas and Birthdays show that the one who takes is morally obliged 
to give back. We use this reciprocity to ensure that relationships  
continue to exist in the future. Peer-to-peer foundations or crowdfunding 
are based on this motivation for donations, with the spotlight being 
trained on the community and its continued existence. The third reason 
is to support a mission. In most cases, this involves value-oriented 
giving. Greenpeace is the ideal example. The mission of environmental 
protection is central to its cause. Unlike the victim scenario, we’re 
dealing here with a clear conflict narrative: one value against another. 
As a result, it also pits one group against the other: small boats versus 
oil tankers, David versus Goliath. 
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Is there a difference between the motivation of young and older donors? 

Yes, a British study by nfp Synergy, a leading research and consultancy 
firm for non-profit organisations, has shown that young people are 
more likely to respond to event offers, i.e. projects in which they can 
actively participate. For example, handing out soup, setting up tents 
for refugees, etc. Among young people, the main focus is therefore on 
the group and its social dynamics, with the issue of sacrifice being  
secondary. And this is where the new channels come into play: It’s eas-
ier to communicate collaborative efforts online, and like-minded people 
can be found more quickly. However, fundraising is still primarily aimed 
at the 60 to 70-year-old age group. And these people react strongly to 
the subject of sacrifice, which is still communicated more easily with 
letters.

Does that mean that the topics don’t change, just the way they’re communicated?

Yes, the topics will not change significantly, but the channels and the 
strategic orientation of the organisations will. In the long term,  
fundraising organisations that are geared towards the classic victim 
narrative will be at a disadvantage. This does not mean that charitable 
projects will no longer be supported. However, the donor community 
will be addressed in a more targeted manner and will participate more  
actively. The fact that company employees are willing to walk 10,000 
steps a day for a month with the aim of donating any money raised to 
charity shows clearly that the focus today must be placed on strengthen-
ing community spirit instead of where the money is going. In other 
words, communication is key. How we provide information determines 
whether someone makes a donation. Donating is not a rational act. It’s 
highly emotional.

So, transparency and any efforts made to improve it are not all that important?

Transparency is not an issue when it comes to fundraising. People  
aren’t really interested in whether the money arrives. A study from 2010 
states that 87% of donors consider transparency to be important for 
an organization.1 However, only 3% of those surveyed had obtained 
information in advance from third sources about the seriousness of the 
organisation in question. It‘s more about the standards and values that 
we meet or believe in rather than the transaction itself. The logic of 
transparency comes from public organisations. It helps boost trust-
worthiness, but is massively overrated. 
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1: http://www.midot.org.il/Sites/midot/content/File/money%20for%20good.pdf
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What risks are associated with the increased staging of the donor community?

This is not yet an issue in Germany. It is still frowned upon in many  
circles to talk openly about money. In the USA, for example, things are 
different. But I think that strengthening the donor community tends to lead 
to more donations rather than fewer. By way of comparison, I consider the 
risks of mission-based donation to be much greater – although I base 
my company precisely on them. The more radically a mission – and the 
values associated with it – is presented, the easier it is to implement.

What happens to solidarity when donations in the future are increasingly  
geared towards group dynamics and radical content? 

Both solidarity and donation behaviour will become fragmented to 
some extent. It is predicted that medium-sized non-profit organisations 
will disappear from the market. In other words, there will still be very 
large organisations that are able to communicate effectively, but also 
very many small ones that are also looking for a piece of the action. So, 
the market will be characterised by both concentration and fragmenta-
tion. This leads to increasing pluralisation of values, with a suitable 
organization for every value. However, this does not mean that solidarity 
in general is decreasing. Solidarity means two things. In Roman law it 
means standing up for others in the same group. The second element 
of solidarity is helping others as set out in religion. Both are essential if 
society is to function properly. The latter, as I said, will simply have to 
be communicated differently in future: helper communities and mission 
instead of victims.

What role will the digital presence of influencers and celebrities  
play in making appeals for donations?

One reason why such people influence our actions is hero worship, which 
means that we do what this person says – no matter what – because this 
person is superior to us. This aspect is much more culturally anchored 
in the USA than in Germany or Switzerland. The other aspect is the pro-
motion of trust and community. The fact that this person is committed 
to a specific organisation means for us that this is a serious company 
that we want to be a part of. It works for us, too.
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Fundraising platforms provide a setting for large and small  
fundraising projects: how promising is this approach? 

These platforms only work if you already have the crowd with you. You 
can’t expect that people will drop into betterplace  on a rainy Sunday 
afternoon to see which aid projects need donations.2 These systems 
work because of the peer-to-peer approach, which means that in most 
cases the issue has already been communicated via other channels, 
mainly friends, employers, etc. and only then do you go to the donation 
platform to view the project.

What are your hopes for the fundraisng scene in the future?

I hope that fundraising will be understood as a fixed organizational 
principle of civil societies, because society will collapse if we aren’t 
willing to provide help to both people we can identify with and those 
we can’t. 

2:  Betterplace is a German online donation platform for charitable aid projects. The declared goal is to bring donors and 
volunteers directly together with people and organisations that need help.

© W.I.R.E. |  2018  |  On behalf of the Sanitas health insurance foundation6



 

 

Dr Kai Fischer is founder and partner of Mission-Based  
Consulting, a consulting firm for fundraising. Having gained a 
doctorate in sociology, Dr Fischer worked for many years as  
an expert and partner with other fundraising agencies. He has 
published several books on the issue of donations, including 
“Warum Menschen spenden” (why people donate) (2015). He 
regularly speaks at fundraising congresses and is a lecturer at 
HWR Berlin (Berlin School of Economics and Law). 

The interview was conducted by Simone Achermann. She is co-founder of W.I.R.E. and  
responsible for the book series ABSTRAKT. As a cultural scientist she deals with developments 
and trends in society, business and culture.


