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Call Overview
It’s not just another direct mail.  What kinds of online fundraising strategies - email campaigns, membership drives, splash pages, social media - most effectively build lists, communities and revenue? This call focused on clever, outside-the-box fundraising strategies that engage users and encourage investment in brands. 
Notes from a conversation with Erika Croxton, Development Director at Grist and Jennifer Mac Donald, Grist’s Membership and Annual Support Manager.
Snapshot of Grist’s campaign strategy 
Between unique users and email, Grist averages around 800,000 users per month. Reader support brings in about $200,000/year of general operation support. Historically hold a two-week long campaign twice a year. Had an additional week-long appeal in the fall. Typical campaign brings in $75,000, usually around 2,000 donations total. Grist tries to keep readers engaged in ways that do not include campaigns. Most of campaigns conducted directly through email, but now more with social media (Facebook, Twitter, splash screen). Grist has three development staff: one for major donors, one for campaigns, one for membership.
Top three concerns for Grist: Have a fun, quirky, and simple theme. Campaign can not be distracting, can not have an overly complicated narrative. Also, do not make the ask too intimidating. Grist sets the bar at $5, and people often give more than that when they click through.

Top Findings
1.) Know your audience and keep them in mind when you craft a campaign. Be careful in terms of the tone - be aware of who your audience is, know what they will tolerate. Stay true to your organizational tone. Use things that can be graphically represented well. Another add on: giveaways of various products to help push people into donating.
2.) Keep the campaign message simple and always feature the ask.
3.) Splash pages can be effective: Splash pages made up almost a quarter of Grist’s donations during the last campaign, and many were from brand new donors who were not on the email list. Grist sends a splash page only once every 24 hours for each viewer, so they haven’t had too many complaints. 
4.) In-Kind donations can help your campaigns. For their “staff lock in” campaign, someone donated videography to the company to support the campaign. Grist has used coupons from Toys in Babeland and other green companies to help convert donors as well.
5.) Social Media: Grist uses Facebook and Twitter to create a buzz around their appeals, and it functions as compliment to email because it’s repeated on different channels. Not a lot of people give through these links, but it’s a chance to credentialize the campaign. Also creates a general buzz about the campaign. Grist experimented with Facebook causes but didn’t have a great experience. Causese works around their tools for getting people signed up with membership program, and distracts from Grist itself.
6.) Membership Program:  The need for community cultivation is increasing. Grist’s membership program isn’t why people become donors, but an effective tool for communications and community-building. Members are entitled to a monthly news letter, access to live chats, and Grist is starting to ramp up in-person reader events. Membership engages donors. They have great open rates on our newsletters, but are still experimenting. “Friends with benefits” program is not a lure to give, it’s more a benefit after you give. Grist decided to have a more fluid system instead of a strict membership program in order to keep things simple and easy for people to opt in.
7.) How can you promote donations via RSS? New idea from Channing, worth considering as you build a campaign. “Friends with benefits” has its own feed at Grist.
Sample Campaigns
Usually try to incorporate an ongoing narrative in emails. Also keep in mind that each email must stand alone (to avoid confusion). We don’t try to overcomplicate to create a story.
“Endangered Journalists” campaign used cartoons of staff people and brought in 15K above it’s 60K goal. Staff were reimagined as endangered animals and the campaign raised awareness of the overall economic climate for journalists. This campaign reinforced the importance of cultivating personalities on staff.
Grist once had a mock staff lock-in until reached the monetary goal, complete with in-kinded video footage of it. Try and keep consistent message on graphics to retain the theme of campaign.
Upcoming Dec. campaign will play off of “It’s a Wonderful Life,” and will allow readers to support Grist on Twitter and Facebook in addition to campaign. 
Experiment Ideas
Each participating organization came to the call with one experiment that they’d like to conduct based on this lab. The below list covers the topics brought to the call, plus other ideas generated throughout the lab. 
Events
Razoo-fuled Give-a-thon.  Set a day and build the momentum for giving to all MC Members, do a live-stream of the event where we invite MC members to come on air and talk about their organization and why peeps should give money.

Collaborative Auction. Since an auction is a large, potentially resource-heavy project that may not be feasible for individual organizations, we propose a joint venture that could be carried out in coordination with some of the other ideas mentioned on today's call. All participating organizations would reach out to their readers, donors and/or partners to procure prizes to auction off. The ask would be framed as an opportunity to provide "non-monetary donations" to the organization. Services could be auctioned off, as well as products. The auction could either take place as an online, time-limited event (in which case TMC would invest resources in the technology need to enable such an auction), or as an in-person event (which could serve as a facet of a larger, in-person fundraiser of the sort mentioned at today's meeting).

Niche Content
Survey of Niche Content Opportunities. Could TMC do surveying/market research to identify potential opportunities to connect with paying audiences? What about research regarding what kinds of content work best for ad purposes? Potential areas to research include labor, academic markets, good governance groups, and more. For academic market, could be potential to create a subscription hub database that housed all of our content, or produce reports on demand. 

Niche Content Sponsorship Collaboration
Develop potential categories for site sections or for content topics, and then we, as a progressive media network, could solicit a sponsor for that particular category of content (like a series on climate change, or labor, that covers the topic from all of our respective unique angles). The sponsor will get to advertise/be credited across all of our sites. The benefit to the sponsor would be the ability to reach a wide variety of distinct progressive audiences. 

Tech and Databases
Biz-to-Biz database. Barter services for MC members. Example: The UpTake can make PSA's (video advertisements) for any MC member for ad placement on the other member's site/publication.  There could be many more examples of barter relationships.

Collaborative Data Hub. Is there a way to house large amounts of data to make it easier for reporters to report and subsidize them by getting foundations or universities to pay for information. That could be a useful tool that other media collaborators could use.

Clipping service for TMC members. This is UpTake specific (so, not sure if this appropriate for this), but if/when we start streaming into DC (i.e. competing with CSPAN), we may offer a clipping service for any video of interest and would be interested in knowing if any MC members would want to be clients of such a service.

Tech infrastructure for fundraising. This could take a few forms: Membership Model. Develop infrastructure/framework for a membership model—a tool that could handle lists, signup, and donations. A splash page platform that each Lab member could customize for fundraising purposes. We could coordinate online fundraising schedules so no campaigns overlap. In turn, each organization promotes the others' campaigns through social media, e-newsletters, exchanges ads on their websites, etc.

Audience Development
Farmville for media orgs
Create an interactive game to be played among our audiences and beyond. This game would use content from different outlets to provide fodder for election-type activities including candidate races, ballot initiatives, etc.  The goal of the game is to move up the chain in different levels of elected officials and passage of new laws and regulations. Revenue would be generated by players "buying" credits in order to perform different activities such as door knocking, opposition research, mailers, phone calls, etc. Great opportunity to also build lists and gather user data.

Deepening audience research capabilities: Create a framework for orgs to survey membership that can help with making decisions about the type of content, the usability of a site, and what readers might pay for. We could create template/evaluation tools to distribute to a cross section of audience to see how things are really working, if there are opportunities to scale, and what other members want. A key component of this experiment would include researching micropayments versus subscription plans as payment models.

Framing your audience to maximize funding. Create a system for using social network tracking to refresh demographic data to present your audience as more than a set of numbers, but as personalities. There are free to cheap social networking tracking facilities that Colorlines uses. We could use these services to find out who’s going to our site, what they like, where they are, and present that data to bigger advertisers, sponsors or donors. Could be a great way to save money on the surveying process for media kits.

Advertising
Revisit the progressive ad network. Would it be helpful to talk to MoJo about their experiences (good and bad) with Ad Progress, the network that TMC did baseline research in ? Could be helpful when thinking about media buying- how to pool audiences together and get into remnant networks.
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