
Fundraising for Advocacy and Social Change 

By Shariq Siddiqui and Katherine Badertscher 

Civil society has long centered around advocating for social change. Inequality, injustice 

and marginalization have created conditions that galvanize dissenting voices. Social movements 

fight poverty, racism, violence, misogyny, climate security, discrimination based on sexual 

orientation, and other issues. Social movements require time, talent and money to further their 

positive vision. There is a strong correlation between volunteering and fundraising (see Chapters 

20 and 22). Those who put their time and talent into a cause are more likely to contribute 

financially. 

After this chapter, readers will: 

• Understand and explain how social justice nonprofit organizations develop and how

their fundraising evolves.

• Explain why both service provisions and social change are fundraising goals for

social justice organizations.

• Recognize social justice nonprofits’ distinguishing characteristics and how they shape

the organizations’ fundraising approaches.

• Learn about the importance of advocacy to social justice fundraising.

• Understand how social movements establish institutional identity through

fundraising.

Amplifying Social Movements 

Sometimes external crises challenge social movements. In 2020 and 2021, the world 

faced the global pandemic and the Covid-19 virus outbreak, devastating the nonprofit sector. 
_______________________________________________
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Demand for services increased while human and financial resources were depleted. Furthermore, 

the pandemic disproportionately impacted minority and vulnerable communities in the United 

States. Nonprofits led by people of color and women were less likely to receive government 

grants (Dorsey, Bradach and Kim 2020). The American Civil Liberties Union observed that the 

CARES Act deprived many immigrants of benefits due to them, including testing and care, cash 

rebates, and unemployment insurance (Waheer and Moussavian 2020). Another report identified 

banks managing CARES Act loans giving White customers preferential treatment over Black 

customers (NCRC 2019). 

Covid-19 forced most family members to remain at home, increasing isolation and 

exacerbating domestic violence. Stay-at-home orders, intended to protect the public and prevent 

widespread infection, left many women and children trapped with their abusers. Those most 

vulnerable were the least able to reach hotlines, shelters, or other resources (Evans, Lindauer and 

Farrell 2020; Taub 2020). The murder of George Floyd by police officers in Minneapolis 

amplified long structural racism within the United States against African Americans and 

minorities. This event brought together people across the world to speak out against the 

treatment of Black people.  

Fundraising Trends during Covid-19 and Racial Justice Movement of 2020 

 The COVID-19 pandemic emerged and quickly spread worldwide.  Recent reports 

suggest that nonprofits were able to use this crisis to strengthen their relationships with their 

donors through innovative practices. Engaging volunteers remotely, connecting with donors 

virtually and reminding donors of organizations’ cases for support were important ways in which 

nonprofits furthered their relationships and fundraising.  



 

Donors, moreover, rose to meet the challenges of COVID-19 and the decline in 

individual income. These donations included an explosion of grant making from donor-advised 

funds (Theis 2020).  Similarly, private and community foundations showed flexibility in their 

existing grant programs while giving out needed funds to their supported organizations, as many 

created emergency relief funds or shifted to providing general operating support. 

Indiana University’s Mays Institute on Diverse Philanthropy (2021) reported that the 

murder of George Floyd and similar incidents inspired a significant increase in racial justice 

charitable giving. Four trends in donor activity were identified: 

• crowdfunding to support the victims and their families 

• direct support to Black-led grassroots organizations 

• Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) received more donations  

• with Black philanthropists leading the way, philanthropists of all backgrounds turned 

their attention to racial equity 

Muslim-Americans provide an example of the unique ways particular groups and causes’ 

fundraising was challenged by the pandemic. The pandemic was declared a month prior to the 

Muslim holy month of Ramadan. Ramadan is a time when most Muslim-American organizations 

raise a majority of their funds through event-based fundraisers. A marginalized racialized 

minority, Muslim-Americans sought to reinvent their fundraising programs to meet the challenge 

of the pandemic.  

Fundraising Resulting from Advocacy for Social Change 

Two case studies - resistance to Islamophobia and combating domestic violence – depict 

social justice movements that have followed a common trajectory. Both represent social 

movements of collective action that challenge systems of oppression, power, and control 



 

(Domestic Violence Network 2020; Pence 1987). Social movements originate with visionary 

leaders who identify a social issue and create local, grassroots networks. Networks then coalesce 

into formal nonprofit organizations that signal legitimacy and provide structures that outlive 

founders. Nonprofit organizations then deliver services, mobilize advocacy, and attract and retain 

human and financial resources for the long term. While local nonprofits originate to address 

community needs and raise funds, they often reflect and adapt to national and international 

movements.  

A Racialized Religious Minority’s Quest for Equality 

Muslim-Americans have been the subject of prejudice and negative attacks since the birth 

of the United States. Thomas Jefferson was attacked as being a secret Muslim for his argument 

that the U.S. president should not have to meet a religious test (Spellberg 2014). Spellberg 

argued that, “by 1776 most American Protestants …had generally been primed not only from the 

pulpit but by books and theater to think the worst about Islam and Muslims.”  

Muslim-Americans have sought to give and raise resources for social good. Enslaved 

Muslim women in Georgia are reported to collect small quantities of rice every day from the rice 

paddies. They would also save small quantities of sugar from their rations. These Muslim 

Georgian women would then make a saraka cake given to children. It is argued that the 

word saraka comes from the Arabic word sadaqah, a form of Islamic charity. A famous enslaved 

Muslim-American, Prince Abdul Rahman, came to the North to raise funds to purchase the 

freedom of his children who remained in slavery. He was presented as a convert to Christianity 

(GhaneaBassiri 2012).  

At the end of the nineteenth century, there were initial efforts to further Islam in America 

by Alexander Russell Webb, the former American consul to the Philippines, who established the 



 

American Mission (Abd-Allah 2006). In 1910, a leader of the Sufi order came to the United 

States and established the Sufi Order of America under the leadership of his earliest convert in 

San Francisco, Ada Martin (Curtis 2010).  

No serious institutional building by Muslims occurred until the twentieth century through 

the efforts of African Americans, Indian missionaries, and Arabs. These include Moorish 

Science Temple in 1913, the Nation of Islam in 1930, the Federation of Islamic Associations in 

1953 in the wake of Pan-Arabism and the Muslim Student Association in 1963. All of these 

institutions were developed to protect and preserve Muslim religious identity in America during 

sustained anti-Muslim bigotry in America.  

Muslim American veterans of World War II established the Federation of Islamic 

Associations (FIA) in 1954 to fight for the right of Muslim American soldiers to have an “I” 

(designating Islamic faith) rather than “x” (designating unknown or nothing) on their military 

dog tags. The FIA is significant for a number of reasons. First, it indicates a larger community of 

Islamic organizations in the country that sought to “federate” or organize together. Second, 

this organization was established by second and third generation Muslim American veterans. 

Finally, it predates the wave of Muslim immigrants to the United States that are a significant 

proportion of that community today.  

Since 1990 several national public advocacy organizations have also been established 

including the Council of American-Islamic Relations, Muslim Public Affairs Council, EmGage, 

and Muslim Advocates. Muslim Americans also have established many smaller regional or local 

public advocacy organizations. 

 Muslim nonprofits play an increasingly vibrant role in Muslim civic life in the US today. 

However, Muslim nonprofits are smaller than average nonprofits, and many of them manage 



within severely meagre resources (www.guidestar.org). They often have inadequate cash 

reserves to maintain their standing amid financial recession, leaving them vulnerable to the 

pandemic-related economic downturn. Furthermore, many Muslims save the bulk of their 

charitable contributions for the most spiritual month of the year, Ramadan (Bakar 2008). 

Muslim-Americans rely heavily upon fundraising events during Ramadan for their annual 

funding. Because Covid-19 measures were put in place a month before Ramadan, Muslim-

American organizations had to quickly adapt to ensure continuity of their missions. This 

included leveraging technology to host virtual fundraisers. In addition, the organizations called 

on peer-to-peer networks to help meet their fundraising goals. They also invested heavily in 

digital marketing and fundraising. Finally, these organizations focused on personalized (yet 

virtual) relationship building to secure major gift fundraising. Many of these nonprofits were 

able to succeed despite challenges that were unique to them during the Covid pandemic. For 

example, Islamic Relief (USA), Helping Hand for Relief and Development, and other major 

charities report having their strongest fundraising years in history.  

 Recent academic studies about Muslim Americans give us further understanding of 

philanthropy amongst Muslim Americans. Despite the heightened levels of Islamophobia, 

Muslim Americans have consistently prioritized their religious institutions, domestic poverty 

relief and education over civil rights, legal advocacy, and international causes.   

Women Stand up to Domestic and Gender-Based Violence 

The social movement to combat domestic violence exemplifies an international call to 

action for broad social change and to meet desperately unmet needs (Carson 2001; Wilson 1977: 

195). The movement ushered in social change and public policy modifications at the local, state, 



 

and federal levels that created new fundraising opportunities and challenges. Advocates built 

upon the momentum of the second-wave women’s rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s to 

make domestic violence a public issue, initiate the shelter movement, and hold abusers 

accountable for violent behavior.  

The movement to combat domestic violence and serve those who fled violent homes 

began with survivors (Pence 1987: 117). Until the 1970s, survivors of wife-beating had few 

resources: individual strategies for survival, help from willing friends or family, and child-

welfare agencies, which might choose to remove their children from their homes (Gordon 2002).  

Successful advocacy on behalf of survivors resonated by the 1980s as the public gradually 

accepted that “battered” women were truly trapped in abusive relationships and that public 

intervention was justified (Rothenberg 2002; 2003). By 1990, “domestic violence” was the 

legally and commonly recognized description for the issue (Pleck 2004: 194).  

 The domestic violence movement’s history addresses fundraising only tangentially. Erin 

Pizzey’s Scream Quietly or the Neighbors Will Hear (1974) broke the silence about the hidden 

tragedy of battered wives. After opening a women’s community center in 1971 in Chiswick, 

England, Pizzey realized that sheltering abused wives would be the center’s mission. She 

operated on a shoestring budget, relying on individual giving and volunteering, yet virtually 

overnight became a model for the world.  

By 1976, twenty safe houses existed, by 1982 more than 300, and by 1986 over 1,000 

shelters operated across the United States (Pence 1987; Pleck 2004). In the seminal Battered 

Wives (1976), National Organization for Women (NOW) board member Del Martin outlined the 

operations and fundraising tactics of the first eight U.S. shelters, complete with the primer, “How 

to Set Up a Refuge and Prepare a Funding Proposal” (Martin 1976). The embryonic shelter 



 

system relied on founding coalitions as volunteer fundraisers, scraping together $1 and $2 gifts 

and in-kind donations to furnish safe houses. Volunteers staffed hotlines, ran shelters, and 

offered peer counseling. Occasionally county or state health departments made small grants, but 

community foundations and United Way branches eschewed most shelter startups. Martin (1974) 

recognized that most grassroots groups were “weak on fundraising” and warned, “Your whole 

project rests on your ability to raise funds, so you must fly in the teeth of the dragon” (247). Her 

funding proposal design has stood the test of time, as well as her recognition that only with a 

national network of fundraising, public education, and lobbying could individual women’s safety 

and public policy profoundly improve. 

 The change in public discourse about violence against women exploded long-standing 

myths about family unity and marital bliss. Once the silence shattered, fundraising for formerly 

taboo causes became increasingly acceptable. NOW’s National Task Force on Battered 

Women/Household Violence (1975) further raised public consciousness and promoted shelters. 

Because the social movement arose simultaneously with the urgent plea for safe places, 

fundraising for the service provision of shelters became intertwined with public policy and social 

change (Dobash and Dobach 2000: 199). 

Fundraising appeals that promised a values exchange with donors evolved in tandem with 

the social movement’s success. Public sentiment, and therefore, donations, did not favor 

survivors until the domestic violence movement gained traction in the 1980s. Constant 

fundraising was required to keep shelters open, operate crisis services, provide security, and pay 

salaries (Tierney 1982). Early shelters followed either of two ideological orientations: feminist 

coalitions aligned with NOW or traditional social service organizations such as the YWCA. 

Shelters that conveyed goals, ideologies, and operations compatible with a broad range of 
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donors, comparable to other social service agencies, were able to raise funds. Those that 

projected a militant, radical image were less successful. A shelter operator captured the 

fundraising climate: “traditional social service groups will be more likely to [raise] money than 

feminist organizations operating with a grassroots orientation” (Tierney 1982: 217). Leaders of 

the pathbreaking Duluth, Minnesota, Domestic Abuse Intervention Project (DAIP) recalled the 

early atmosphere of distrust as existing institutions, including funders, saw shelter advocates as 

“pushy, single issue, and inherently biased outsiders” (Pence and McDonnel, 2000: 252). The 

more radical organizations, therefore, tamed their messaging toward safety and protection in 

exchange for state legislation and funding (Pleck 2004).  

 The movement influenced public policy in lockstep with shelter formation. Between 

1976 and 1980, 44 states passed laws concerning wife abuse and eliminated the marital 

exemption from rape statutes. Advocates educated and enlisted local law enforcement to 

gradually erode institutional assumptions about domestic violence (Van Eck 2017). By the late 

1980s shelters had developed diversified funding sources that included private donations and a 

patchwork of local, state, and federal funds.  

Two decades of advocacy culminated with the federal Violence Against Women Act 

(VAWA), part of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994. VAWA 

included $1.6 billion in federal funding for a national hotline for survivors, shelters, and police 

departments (The Women's Legal Defense and Education Fund nd). VAWA represented crucial 

broad recognition of domestic violence as a public issue, signaling wide acceptance and social 

change in tandem with the service provision for basic needs: a true social justice achievement 

(Van Eck 2017). 



 

The Julian Center in Indianapolis illustrates fundraising for the domestic violence 

movement. Founded in 1975 as the Julian Mission, it formed with equal missions of advocacy 

and guidance for women seeking to improve their quality of life through a “ministry of 

listening.” Within two years, domestic violence formed the core of its mission; trauma-informed 

counseling and programming guided its work. In 1982 the Julian Center opened the state’s first 

shelter at a confidential location with this fundraising appeal: “Now the words ‘battered wife’ are 

almost universally known and … there are shelters where battered women can stay when life at 

home becomes too violent” (Indianapolis Star, November 16, 1981: 10). Fundraising evolved 

from small, individual donations to include the United Way, Lilly Endowment, and Indianapolis 

Foundation. Local events brought concerns over rape, stalking, and domestic violence into public 

discourse and further raised the Julian Center’s profile.  

The Julian Center undertook a multi-year, multi-pronged approach to “change the public 

perception about domestic violence as a first step to reducing the incidence of domestic violence 

in homes.” The organization ran concurrent public relations, public education, annual 

fundraising, and phased capital campaigns. The innovative campaign drew donated property and 

capital contributions from individuals, United Way, Lilly Endowment, and Central Indiana 

Community Foundation–rejecting named gifts because of the nature of the mission. The Julian 

Center headquarters, counseling center, and newly-established Indianapolis Police Department 

domestic violence unit resulted. (Indianapolis Star April 4, 2000: B1). The ten-person police unit 

was a model nonprofit/government partnership. The shelter opened in 2001 and was filled to 

capacity almost immediately. By the early 2000s, the Julian Center had diversified its revenue 

sources to include private donations, special events, earned income from its thrift shop, earned 



 

income from county stipends, federated giving, and public and private grants (Julian Center 

private collection nd). 

The Julian Center in 2010 stated its mission as twofold: 1. To provide counseling, safe 

shelter, and education for survivors, and 2. To educate the community about domestic violence 

and its impact on all lives (Emphasis by author. Julian Center private collection nd). Yet 

domestic violence remains tragically high, and the unmet need overwhelming, despite the social 

justice advances of the past two generations (Domestic Violence Network 2020; Indianapolis 

Star 2021: A2; NNEDV 2020). VAWA federal legislation has been sustained and provides a 

predictable revenue source. Philanthropic and government support for family and gender-based 

violence organizations has grown steadily since 2012 (WPI 2020). Fundraisers and advocates 

continue to work hard and succeed, but the next generation has more work to do on behalf of 

survivors.  

Conclusion 

The case studies illustrate how fundraising for advocacy and social change develops and 

sustains nonprofit organizations that further social movements. Recently disparate movements 

coalesced to combat oppression and violence against Black people. The COVID-19 pandemic 

created unique challenges for social movements for survivors of domestic violence and Muslim-

Americans fighting islamophobia. Engaging these communities through their unique histories is 

crucial to fundraising for social change and advocacy. Centering fundraising approaches on the 

voices of these communities empowers the volunteers that drive these movements. Constantly 

engaging with the diverse narratives that come from these movements is critical to success.  

 

Discussion Questions  



 

1) How does a nonprofit organization’s history influence its fundraising strategy?   

2) How can a nonprofit organization balance social change and service delivery in its 

fundraising appeals?  

3) Describe how your organization or another is connected to a national or international 

movement. Why is the connection relevant to the fundraising strategy? 

 

Application Exercises 

1) Research an advocacy or social justice nonprofit that interests you.   

a. What are its major sources of funds?   

b. How do you explain its fundraising model?  

c. How has it changed over time?  

2) Your organization wants to expand its fundraising to Muslim-American donors. How will 

you increase fundraising through various vehicles? What do you think holds most 

promise for your organization?  

3) Review a fundraising letter or other fundraising communications from a social justice 

nonprofit. Or watch a video of a staff member describing the organization’s work and 

seeking support. What can you discover about how seeks to connect with donors and 

express its mission? How does it describe beneficiaries of the cause with respect and 

inclusivity?  What can be learned from its approach by other nonprofits? 
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