
 
 
 
 

 

 

FUNDING FOR CAPACITY: RAISING MORE FUNDS  
Investing in fundraising increases overhead, but can lead to significantly 

increased resources for the not-for-profit. 

THE CHALLENGE: INVESTING IN FUNDRAISING GENERATES MORE MONEY OVERALL BUT 

ALSO MORE OVERHEAD 

A common challenge for not for profits is treading the line between attempting to keep 
overheads low and investing in fundraising initiatives and their staff.   

Through employing staff to focus on this area or paying to outsource these efforts to experts, extra 
money can be raised for the organisation overall, even though it may increase the overhead 
proportion. 

A “keep overheads low” perspective also ignores the benefits that rallying a community of donors 
can have, beyond simply raising monetary funds, such as signing petitions and recruiting friends 
behind a cause.  

THE SOLUTION: INVEST IN SMART FUNDRAISING, ESPECIALLY WORKING WITH PROVEN 
EXPERTS OR BUILDING INTERNAL CAPACITY 

As Dan Pallotta asks, “If you were a philanthropist really interested in breast cancer, what would 
make more sense? Go out and find the most innovative researcher in the world, and give her 
$350,000 for research? Or give her fundraising department the $350,000 to multiply it into $194 
million for breast cancer research?” 

This example might be a bit stark, but it’s clear that strategic investments in fundraising capacity can 
lead to an organisation that is better able to achieve its mission. 

For example, consider the Sydney Story Factory (SSF). SSF runs writing programs for marginalised 
young people, aged 7 to 17, to develop their communication skills and flexibility of thinking that will 
allow them to live their lives to their full potential and flourish in a rapidly changing world. 

Encouraged by similar programs in San Francisco, namely ‘826 Valencia’ and Dave Eggers’s TED talk, 
Cath Keenan and Tim Dick loved what they saw.  Inspired, they took the idea and assessed its 
feasibility. However, both were working at Fairfax at the time as journalists. Cath decided to work on 
SSF part time, but hindered by work commitments, little time and no available space, the Sydney 
Story Factory struggled to get off the ground.  

A crucial moment for the establishment of SSF was when Cath secured two key early funders. First 
the UBS Foundation, which allowed her to start working on the venture full-time, and then the 
Vincent Fairfax Family Foundation whose funds allowed them to employ a fundraiser. This was when 
things really took off. 

As Cath Keenan, the co-founder and executive director of Sydney Story Factory, says, 

“THIS FUNDING COMPELETLY TRANSFORMED WHAT IT WAS THAT WE 

DO…UNTIL THEN, I WAS THE ONLY ONE WHO DID FUNDRAISING AND 



 
 
 
 

 

WAS ALSO TRYING TO RUN THE CENTRE AND THERE IS JUST NO WAY 

THAT WE COULD HAVE GOT THAT MUCH MONEY IN THE DOOR.” 

Investing in fundraising tripled the budget available to SSF, increasing the number of children who 

could be tutored by 300%. By employing a fundraising coordinator, SSF was able to increase the 

number of grant applications from 27 to 65 in just 12 months, boosting the budget from a bit less 

than $300,000 at the very beginning to nearly $2,000,000 in 2018, and tripled the number of 

children could be tutored. Such growth has led to SSF to recently establish their second location in 

Parramatta, with help from a grant from the local council.  

Organisations also experience returns when they invest in the training of their fundraising staff, 
another choice which increases overhead but importantly, also the amount of funds available in the 
long-run. 

Research from the University of Plymouth provides empirical evidence supporting the need for non-
profits to invest more in their own fundraising staff. This will not only increase impact by reducing 
turnover, but through increased training in fundraising, the overall income of the charity can be 
significantly increased. They reported that “there is a strong correlation between the range of 
training and educational opportunities afforded to staff and the overall fundraising performance. 
Each additional form of training/education is associated with an increase of $37,000 in income.”  

However, this philosophy of spending more to increase the pie often receives negative reviews in 
the media, who have, in the past, focused more on the net expenses rather than the overall, long 
term effect of having more money to put towards the cause that will create a greater impact. 
Articles such as “Charities' fund-raising costs swallow millions in donations” perpetuate the mistaken 
belief that charities would somehow have raised the same amount of funding without those 
investments. However, this just isn’t the case. It takes pro-active effort and investment to raise 
significant funds to support their mission. 

Another example: “The National Heart Foundation raised more than $51 million in 2012, but spent 
more than $20 million on fund-raising, $8 million more than it put towards research.” Again, this 
ignores the fact that without that spend on fundraising there might be less for research and the 
possible need to invest in changes to their fundraising practices. 

The charity CanTeen pushed back on the assertion that this money wasn’t well spent, saying that 
fundraising initiatives, such as establishing regular giving programs saw 300% returns after 3 years; 

 “CanTeen, which supports young people with cancer, raised $24 million in the year to March 31 and 
spent 38¢ in the dollar on fund-raising. But the charity said that for every $1 it invested in its regular 
giving program, it got $3 back over three years.” 

If you can turn $1 into $3 for your mission you should scale this investment as far as it goes, not 
avoid it, but that’s what a unitary and short-sighted focus on low overheads promotes. 

  

http://www.smh.com.au/national/charities-fundraising-costs-swallow-millions-in-donations-20131220-2zqyw.html


 
 
 
 

 

THE OUTCOME: MORE FUNDS OVERALL 

Now, there is clearly such a thing as wasteful spending on fundraising. But like everything else, the 
costs of fundraising need to be viewed in a more holistic way, including on how the charity performs 
overall in raising funds and in the longer-term benefits those engaged donors provide. Simply 
judging on a one-year metric will always incentivise people to think short-term and avoid these sorts 
of investments. 

Through investing in fundraising, SSF has tripled its available income. Since July 2012, 10,880 
students have enrolled at SSF and in 2015, the community impact that SSF is having was recognised 
through its selection as a finalist in the prestigious Macquarie Australian Social Innovation Award. In 
January 2016, executive director and co-founder Cath Keenan was named 2016 Australian of the 
Year Local Hero. 

Through investing in their own people by having 10 permanent staff and 4 casuals, Sydney Story 
Factory has been able to train an incredible 900 volunteers and impact the lives of 3000 currently 
enrolled students.  

Yarrie, a student from Sydney Story Factory says, 

“SYDNEY STORY FACTORY HELPED ME FIND MY VOICE. THEY HELPED 

ME EXPLORE THE POWER AND IMPORTANCE OF WRITING.” 

 


