
Special Considerations for Rural Fundraising

Much of the research and literature about raising money for non-profits has been oriented toward people and organizations in urban and suburban areas.  Rural organizations face unique considerations—both opportunities and challenges—in raising funds effectively.

Geography and Distance.  Mountains, desert, swamps, the plains:  rural areas are big, and sometimes “you can’t get there from here” isn’t just a joke, especially as gas prices continue to rise.  Distance and geography can pose significant barriers to meetings and fundraising events that rely on people coming together.
Cultural heritage.  Although most rural areas are more diverse than our urban colleagues give us credit for, it is true that rural areas tend to have a more clearly defined cultural heritage than the melting pots of the cities.  In most rural areas, taking care of each other is a central part of that heritage.  This heritage can create opportunities, as it shapes possibilities for fundraising, and it can create barriers, for those outside the cultural ‘norms.’  
Sense of place.  For many rural people, a sense of where they’re from is a key part of their identity, which is only strengthened by shared local knowledge, and the history of specific local places and families.  The appeal to this sense of place and identity can provide powerful leverage for fundraising and social justice:  “Around here, you know, we take care of each other.”  Of course, told another way, the history of a place can also provide a powerful force for maintaining the status quo and resistance to social change.  
Smaller populations.  Rural areas have fewer people.  On the one hand, this means fewer people to raise money from; on the other, it means that everybody tends to know everybody else.  Relationships count, in rural areas, even more than in other places.
History of resource extraction.  Coal, lumber, oil, uranium, food crops, textiles… the raw materials that feed the economy come overwhelmingly from rural areas.  Historically, most of the wealth generated by those resources tends to concentrate among absentee business owners and investors, who live in distant urban areas.
Limited resources and disparity of resources.  As the labor and natural resources of rural areas have been exploited for generations, poverty in rural areas across North America is widespread.  Wealth tends to concentrate in a limited segment of the population, often in the same businesses and families where it has been for many years; other times, the disparity is between locals and seasonal residents or retirees.  Again, these patterns create both barriers and opportunities for raising funds for social justice.
A shared destiny.  “We’re all in this together.”  The combination of place, culture, heritage, and a smaller population with a shared history and a common future can create a powerful appeal that underlies many successful fundraising efforts in rural communities.


Doing an Assessment of Your Rural Area
For all that rural communities have in common, different rural areas across North America have very different histories, challenges, needs and opportunities.  There is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to rural fundraising; instead, success depends on making plans that are based on an accurate assessment of the particular nature of your community and the unique opportunities and challenges it presents. 
To do this assessment, gather a small group of people in your organization and discuss each of the questions below.  Some you may answer quickly, others you may spend more time on.  As you discuss them, consider:  how does this characteristic create an opportunity or an obstacle for our social justice work in general, and our fundraising in particular?
The place

1. What’s the geography?  What is the landscape like, and where do people live in the landscape?

2. What is our area’s history of resource extraction?  Is it still going on?  Who made money from that, and what is their current connection with, or obligation to, our community?  

3. What is our area’s human history?  What groups of people have come and gone, and why?  What was their experience here?  How do those historical dynamics play out today?  

The people

4. What are the different racial, cultural, or ethnic groups in our area?  

5. Which groups are the mainstream populations, and which groups are on the margins?

6. For each cultural group, what’s the culture around giving—not just giving money, but also giving time, skills, ideas and other tangible assets?

7. What’s the common perception about who has money?  What’s the reality?
8. Are there people who have moved from our area who still feel connected to this place?
Finding support for your work
9. Who supports the work of our organization?  Who shares our values?  Who doesn’t?

10. Who are our constituents, and are they donors?

11. What are the resources we need to support our work, besides just money?  Where are those resources available?
12. What have other organizations done to successfully raise funds in our area?

13. What’s the greatest source of untapped potential in our area?

14. What’s the best way to present our case, or convey information, to people in our area?
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