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Charlotte Appleyard  

Is getting £5 really much easier than getting  
£5 million? 
Giving is giving: whatever you can afford 
 

Earlier this year, Matthew Barzun, American Ambassador to the UK spoke at the Royal 
Academy of Arts. He has an infectious enthusiasm and Barack Obama obviously thought so 
as well. Barzun was the pioneering energy behind the grassroots fundraising campaign for 
Obama’s run for President.  In a lecture that covered everything from the art of Christo to 
gun legislation, he touched upon his unprecedented success at raising money, for a little 
known congressman, from so many thousands of people.  

The key, he described, was this. Drawing on a white board he sketched out a pyramid, 
explaining that traditional fundraising “expertise” would tell you that at the base of the 
pyramid are the thousands of guys that might give you a few dollars.  They’re important of 
course but you need a lot and it’s time intensive.  You need to focus your attention on the 
top of the pyramid - the big guys that can give you big gifts and make a big difference all at 
once.  He then drew a big cross right through it and said there was no pyramid - that 
convincing the guy at the bottom to give you 10 bucks was as important and as hard as 
convincing the guy at the top to give you millions.  

More and more development job descriptions require “Major Donor experience”. You can’t 
read the jobs section of the Guardian without pleas from charities to support them in their 
cultivation of “Major Donors”. The very way we are looking to recruit and structure our 
Development teams is at odds with what the Ambassador was saying and suggests that 
persuading someone to give your cause £10 is radically different to persuading someone to 
give your cause £10million. 

We needlessly cloud the fact that any person giving any money away wants to help, to feel 
good, to feel a part of something bigger than them and to feel like they’ve enabled 
something to change for the better.  The difference between a “regular giver” and a “major 
donor” are terms made up to suit us as charities not the people giving the money.  If all I can 
afford to give away is £10 I am going to care as much about where it’s going as if I could 
afford to give you £10million and I deserve, in both cases, to feel confident in the cause it’s 
going toward. 

I am not suggesting that the work involved in securing a larger gift does not take longer or 
that the process isn’t more multi-faceted but by making such a pronounced decision in the 
way we structure our fundraising, we’re confusing the issue, any fundraising from any 
individual person requires the same diligence and thought in stating the need, the urgency 
and reassuring the donor that the money will be spent wisely with you.  
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There’s no magic trick to take you from a low or mid-level fundraiser to a major donor 
fundraiser.  If you’ve made the case for a few thousand, there’s no reason you can’t make 
the case for a few million.  Ok, if you’re trying to convince someone of the value of your 
Friends scheme at £100, you may have to make sure that your pitch is boiled down to a 
pithy leaflet and when you’re approaching someone for a big gift, you might go into more 
detail, you might share your annual accounts or précis your last 5 years of activities, you 
might invite them to fancy parties but the motivation for that chap joining the Friends 
scheme is the same as the one who might give you a huge gift. They’re both people, people 
with interests, desires and impulses. Their reasons for helping you are the same even if the 
capacity of their wallet is not and they both deserve an honest appraisal of what your 
charity does and how it will spend their money.  

Don’t let talk of “donor tables”, “pipelines” or wealth screenings distract you from going out 
and achieving an aggressive target.  It’s all just jargon, ways of formalising or sanitising what 
fundraising is all about - building a relationship with the person in front of you and 
convincing them to help you. A lot of them will probably say no, some of them might give 
you less than you think they’re capable of parting with but with each win or loss you’ll get 
better at what you do. Try to be happy about the £10 and not just the £10million and 
remember - there is no pyramid.  
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