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Abstract 

 

Using a multi-case study approach, this paper explores how the three biggest UK cancer 

charities by donations use Facebook in their fundraising campaigns, in order to facilitate 

understanding of the dynamics of philanthropic asking in a social networking site (SNS)-

mediated environment. The analysis reveals that Facebook is primarily used to strengthen 

relationships with supporters, mainly via humanising the brand, fostering obligations and 

encouraging social interaction. The mobilization of these relationships in fundraising is 

facilitated by persuasive strategies, including public recognition, authority and the fostering 

of a sense of efficacy among fans, and the most common outcome of this mobilization is 

public endorsement of charities’ fundraising campaigns via sharing. At a time when harsh 

public spending cuts have left gaps in charity funding that need to be filled by philanthropy, 

this study aims to make a practical contribution to knowledge by examining what works and 

how in Facebook fundraising.  
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  Reinventing the rattling tin: How UK charities use Facebook in fundraising 

Introduction 

There are only a handful of academic research studies examining how UK fundraisers 

ask for money, and none that focus specifically on how they do it via social networking sites 

(SNSs). This is remarkable, considering that a) social networking has been at the heart of 

fundraising for centuries (Owen, 1964; Shapely, 2000) and b) 92 per cent of UK charities use 

Facebook according to the latest published figures (NFP Synergy, 2011). Perhaps the paucity 

of literature in this area is due to the fact that, although most UK charities joined Facebook in 

2008, they have only recently started to use it strategically in fundraising, as suggested by the 

empirical findings of this study.  

The scarcity of published academic work on the dynamics of charity fundraising in 

the UK does not detract from its significance as a research area, especially at a time when 

charities are losing vital government grants. A survey report by PwC, Charity Finance Group 

and the Institute of Fundraising (2013) argues that the tough economic climate is still putting 

UK charities under pressure, as increased demand for charity services is coupled with a 

reduction in public sector funding. According to NCVO (2015), charities lost more than £3.8 

billion in government grants between 2003 and 2013, and, as austerity continues, there is 

little to suggest that this decline will be reversed. 

It is in this climate of austerity that some practitioners are advocating the integration 

of online social networking in charities’ fundraising strategies. The former head of the 

Strategy and Consumer Insight Department at Cancer Research UK, for example, argues that 

the rise of Web 2.0 is offering charities an opportunity to “re-visit traditional community 

fundraising approaches and adapt them to the online world” (Miller, 2009, p. 369). Miller is 
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one of the social media experts interviewed for this study, and he is still adamant that social 

media in general and online social networking in particular can produce results for charities, 

if used correctly.  

There is strong anecdotal evidence to support Miller’s view. Comic Relief, for 

example, reportedly raised more than £37 million on Facebook and Twitter in 2011 (Taylor, 

2011), while online games company Zynga used its Facebook games to generate $1.5 million 

for the Haiti disaster in just five days (Whitson & Dormann, 2011). More recently, the No 

Make-up Selfie campaign raised £8 million for Cancer Research UK in six days (Eccles, 

2014), while the Ice Bucket Challenge meme increased Macmillan Cancer Support’s 

fundraised income by a reported £3 million (Townsend, 2014).  

However, SNS fundraising is still at its infancy, and few professionals in the sector 

understand why and how it works, while guidance from academic researchers has hitherto 

been scarce. By examining the dynamics of philanthropic asking on Facebook, this study 

aims to make a practical, as well as theoretical, contribution to knowledge.  

 

Literature review 

Most academic studies on fundraising in the UK focus on donor, rather than fundraiser, 

behaviour (see, for example, Skarmeas & Shabbir, 2011; Sargeant, 2001; Bennett, 2003; and 

Cowley et al., 2011). Notable exceptions include Kay-Williams (2000), who explores 

fundraising as a process with an identifiable life-cycle, and Goatman and Lewis (2007), who 

examine the attitudes of UK charities in relation to website adoption and use. There is also a 

small body of work, mainly by marketing scholars and fundraising practitioners, examining 

different techniques of fundraising, from face-to-face (Jay, 2001) to direct marketing 

(Greenwood, 2002) and email (Lake, 1996).  

To the best of this researcher’s knowledge, there is currently only one published 
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research study exploring the use of social networking sites by UK charities. This is a study by 

Quinton and Fennemore (2013), who use semi- structured interviews with charities and 

digital marketing agencies to investigate the use of online social networks in the UK charity 

sector. They claim that although UK charities are aware of the opportunities offered by social 

networking sites, they do not know how to take advantage of them fully.  

Given the paucity of UK work in the area of social media fundraising, guidance was 

sought from international research, where evidence was found to suggest that SNSs are 

becoming an “incubator” for charity (McPherson, 2007, p. 35). Farrow and Yuan (2011), for 

example, establish a positive relationship between participation in alumni groups on 

Facebook and alumni’s charitable giving behaviour; and Whitson and Dormann (2011), argue 

that the social interaction element of Facebook games makes them ideal vehicles for bringing 

about change in the offline world, including the reduction of poverty. The latter claim that 

micro-transactions in Facebook games are a successful way of fundraising, and offer a 

number of examples, including a partnership between social game developer Zynga with 

charity Save the Children to help victims of the 2011 Japan earthquake and tsunami.  

US charities are certainly trying to harness the power of social media in their 

fundraising efforts. A study by Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) examines the use of Twitter by 

the 100 largest non-profits in the US by coding tweets according to their communicative 

function, and finds that ‘action’ (including fundraising) is the primary function of 15.6 per 

cent of all messages sent. According to Lovejoy and Saxton (2012, p. 345), “action” is “less 

about creating dialogue than it is about mobilizing resources and supporters to fulfill financial 

and strategic goals”, which, they claim, “may be what many organizations ultimately want to 

achieve”.  

Despite the widespread excitement about the use of social media in the non-profit 

sector, there is some evidence that contradicts its value. A study by Nah and Saxton (2013, p. 
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306), for example, examining the adoption and use of social media by US non-profit 

organisations, finds that fundraising is “negatively related to how frequently the 

organizations actually used social media...”. The researchers attempt to explain this result by 

suggesting that the more an organisation comes to depend on social media for its 

communication needs, the less it invests in more costly traditional fundraising activities, and 

this could impact on the total amount of revenue raised. 

There is also evidence that some charities are sceptical about the value of social 

media in achieving results on the ground. Unicef Sweden, for example, recently issued a stark 

warning against slacktivism, arguing that Facebook ‘likes’ are not enough to pay for life-

saving polio vaccines for children (Khazan, 2013). This form of ‘passive activism’ on social 

media is useless, claim critics, unless it is accompanied by other, more meaningful activity 

(Moylan, 2013).  

Clearly there is a need for more research into how charities can best use SNSs to 

maximise fundraising revenues. With more than 160,000 registered charities in the UK 

(Charity Commission, 2016) competing for increasingly dwindling resources, few can afford 

failed experiments with digital media.  

This paper aims to shed light on the dynamics of Facebook fundraising in proposing 

the following research questions: 

RQ 1: How are UK charities using Facebook in their fundraising efforts?  

RQ 2: What works and what is counterproductive in Facebook fundraising, and why?  

 

Method 

The main part of the fieldwork for this study took place from March to November 

2014. A number of data collection and analysis methods, including focused interviews, 

webometrics and an online survey, were combined within a multi-case study approach that 
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examined the use of Facebook fundraising by Cancer Research UK (CRUK), Macmillan 

Cancer Support and Marie Curie Cancer Care – the UK’s three largest cancer charities by 

fundraised revenue (Rogers, 2012). The three cases were chosen because they shared enough 

similarities to suggest that similar results might be possible, which was important for 

replication.  

Webometrics  

Web content analysis was used to examine all the messages posted by the three cases 

on their Facebook pages from 1 March 2014 to 31 May 2014. A total of 370 posts were 

recorded in a table (copied and pasted from the original posts) and coded by a single 

researcher. 

 The classification scheme was informed by various studies in social media use (most 

notably Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012; and Whiting & Williams, 2013), social capital (including 

Bourdieu, 1986, Coleman, 1988, Resnick, 2001, Portes, 1998, and Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 

1998), online collective action (Kollock, 1999) and persuasion (including Cialdini, 2007, 

Flynn & Lake, 2008, and Fogg, 2008). However, in the end, the codes were decided using an 

inductive process based on a review of Facebook posts from the three cases in January 2014.  

The first stage of the web content analysis studied the content of the Facebook posts 

to determine their communicative functions, using as a starting point Lovejoy and Saxton’s 

(2012) classification model of Information, Community and Action. Posts that delivered 

information from the charity to its fans in a one-way interaction were coded as ‘Information’; 

posts that promoted interactive conversation with fans, and/or fostered the development of an 

online community were coded as ‘Community’; while ‘Action’ was operationalized as posts 

that aim to persuade fans to engage in specific activity – donate, fundraise, share a post, buy a 

charity product, etc. – that will benefit the charities. 
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In the second stage of the web content analysis, all 81 fundraising posts (categories 

‘donate’ and ‘fundraise’) were copied onto a different table and ranked according to a 

shareability metric devised for this study as a way to assess the relative success of a 

Facebook post.  

The shareability metric: Most of the social media experts interviewed as part of this 

research agreed that the significance of Facebook lies in the potential afforded to users to 

reach and influence friends of friends. In this sense, a post is successful if it has been shared 

by many fans, and the number of shares is clearly visible under each post. However, simply 

relying on the number of shares to compare posts would be highly problematic – a post could 

record a high number of shares simply because it reached more people than other posts and 

not because its content was more shareable. Ideally, it is necessary to divide the number of 

shares by the number of reached users for each post and multiply that by 100 to have a 

meaningful comparison marker. In the absence of fan reach figures, the study encountered a 

significant challenge, until one of the interviewees made the important point that ‘sharing’ a 

post is a step up the engagement ladder from ‘liking’ a post, which makes the ratio of shares 

to likes an acceptable visible marker of success. 

By dividing the number of shares by the number of likes reported under each post and 

multiplying that number by 100, a metric was produced that measured the shareability of 

each post. The higher that metric was, the more shareable, and therefore more successful, the 

post. Shareability metric  number of shares number of likes  100. 

Combined with web content analysis, the shareability metric was a visible marker of 

success used to examine whether the top 30 most successful fundraising posts (the posts with 

the highest shareability metric) shared any common characteristics, including persuasion 

techniques like social proof, inspiration and public recognition, that were not prominent in 

the rest of the fundraising posts. 
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Survey 

Embedded within each case study was an online survey questionnaire comprising of 

18 multiple choice, rating scale and demographic questions, which was designed to provide a 

numeric description of Facebook fan opinions and attitudes. The questions were informed by 

various studies in social media use (most notably Whiting and Williams, 2013; Kang et al., 

2014) and persuasion (including Flynn and Lake, 2008; Fogg, 2008; Cialdini, 2007). 

The population in the study was everyone who liked or shared a fundraising post by 

any of the three case studies over the period 1/3/2014 – 31/5/2014. Participants were 

recruited by posting requests for participation in the comment thread under each fundraising 

post analysed and on the charities’ Facebook walls. Although non-random sampling is not the 

preferred method for social scientific surveys, as the sample may or may not be 

representative of the survey population, random sampling was not feasible in this case, as 

individual Facebook fans could not be contacted. A total of 155 Facebook users participated 

in the survey, and an overview of this sample is provided in table 1. 

The fact that the sample was overwhelmingly female, and most of the participants 

were aged between 35 and 64, indicates that this was an appropriate sample given the 

population of interest. CRUK’s senior social media manager, Aaron Eccles, confirmed during 

his interview that the charity’s donors consist mainly of women over 35 (author’s interview, 

13 June 2014). JustGiving’s social and labs product manager, Jonathan Waddingham, also 

stated that women are more likely than men to interact with fundraising posts. He claimed 

that more than 70% of the company’s Facebook app users “who actually click on stuff” are 

women (author’s interview, 4 August 2014). 

Descriptive statistics were used to provide numeric descriptions of the attitudes of 

Facebook fans who interacted with charities’ Facebook posts via liking or sharing (Creswell, 

2003), and to determine any previous relationships with these charities.  
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Semi-structured Interviews 

Face-to-face interviews with senior members of the digital teams of the three cases 

provided insights into their SNS objectives and tactics, while similar interviews with social 

media consultants to these charities, the social and labs product manager at JustGiving and 

senior members of staff at smaller cancer charities provided an understanding of the context 

in which the three cases operated. The nine experts interviewed for this study, in the order in 

which they were interviewed (from May to November 2014), are listed in table 2.  

All but one of the interviews were conducted face-to-face and audio recorded, while 

one was done via Facebook messaging at the request of the participant. The face-to-face 

interviews varied in length from 40 minutes to 1 hour 17 minutes, with the average being 54 

minutes. Once the interviews were transcribed verbatim, copies were emailed to all 

participants for review and approval. All except one of the participants agreed to be named in 

any publications resulting from this study.  

Thematic content analysis was then used to examine the transcripts. This involved 

“discovering themes in the interview transcripts and attempting to verify, confirm and qualify 

them by searching through the data and repeating the process to identify further themes and 

categories” (Burnard et al., 2008, p. 430). The qualitative data collected from the interviews 

complemented the quantitative data collected from the other two methods employed in this 

study. It both triangulated the quantitative data, and added depth and richness to the findings.   

The data collected from all three methods were considered and common themes were 

identified (Simons, 2009). Themes that were identified consistently across the different data 

sets and triangulated were then incorporated into the findings.  

 

Findings and discussion 

The web content categorisation model of information-community-action proposed by 
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Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) was a useful starting point in examining the content of charities’ 

Facebook posts, and a number of conclusions were reached from the data collected using this 

model. For example, information was the single largest content category for all three cases in 

this study (encompassing 52% of all 370 posts analysed), echoing Lovejoy and Saxton’s 

(2012) finding that non-profit organisations use Twitter as an extension of their websites, and 

this result was corroborated by the interviews: “It’s [Facebook is] something we want to 

always look at as a brand channel for us, so we want to be able to reach people first of all 

with our brand messages, with our stories, with our research news…” (Aaron Eccles, 

CRUK). The online survey found that information was important to the charities’ Facebook 

fans. Asked what benefits they derived from participating in their chosen charity’s Facebook 

community in a multiple choice question, 78% of the survey respondents chose the answer: 

‘The opportunity to obtain up-to-date information about the charity’s work and/or issues that 

are important to me’.  

However, although Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) claim that “Facebook statuses and 

tweets are so similar that many users, including several of the organizations in our study, 

send out the same messages on both outlets simultaneously”, this study found that charities 

were aware of the fact that different social media platforms target different audiences, and 

tailored their messages accordingly. CRUK’s Aaron Eccles, for example, explained that 

Facebook was the most obvious platform to reach the charity’s traditional audience of women 

over 35, which is why it was more important to his team than Twitter (author’s interview, 13 

June 2014). The anonymous source from Charity C also indicated different institutional uses 

for Facebook and Twitter: “I think Facebook probably allows better quality of interaction 

with people – it’s great for sharing photographs, it’s great for getting albums up, it’s great for 

having more in-depth conversations with people. I think people are more likely to share on 

Facebook, but Twitter is great for having a constant feed of information and calls to action 
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going out on it” (author’s interview, 16 June 2014). 

Consequently, the Facebook posts examined in this research did not fit neatly into the 

categories originally designed by Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) to study Twitter posts, despite 

the authors’ claims that they should. The majority of posts (69%) analysed in this study 

actually had a tripartite communicative function, combining information with elements of 

community building and a call (or calls) to action. This finding suggests that a refinement of 

Lovejoy and Saxton’s (2012) categorization scheme is needed to take into account the 

differences between different social media platforms.  

How UK charities use Facebook in their fundraising efforts  

Contrary to Lovejoy and Saxton, 2012, Waters et al., 2009, and Quinton and 

Fennemore, 2013, this study found that the three cases were taking advantage of Facebook’s 

potential as a community-building tool, with 204 out of the 370 posts analysed containing 

some form of community-building. This finding was supported by the interviews, with the 

social media experts from all three cases emphasizing the importance of strengthening 

relationships with their fans. As Marie Curie Cancer Care’s Stuart Witts explained: “…we 

joined it [Facebook], and we still use it effectively, to keep in communication with our 

supporters and to strengthen that relationship over the long term”. 

Building meaningful relationships with fans was a common aim of all three cases, as well 

as the smaller charities that participated in this research. However, contrary to the literature 

on online relationship development in public relations reviewed in this study, including 

Waters et al., 2009, and Brodie et al., 2001, the relationships with Facebook fans these 

charities sought to foster were ultimately a means to a financial end, as they all hoped that 

these relationships would eventually help them increase their fundraised revenue. None of the 

interview participants cited ‘fundraising’ as their primary objective in using Facebook, but 

they all indicated that they viewed it as a desirable final step on a journey that started with 
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people liking their page. In between the first and final steps, fostering obligations, 

humanising their brand and encouraging social interaction all featured prominently on the 

agenda of the social media teams interviewed. 

  “… if we’ve looked after and given great experiences to them to support them and 

their family member who’s got cancer, they all donate to us” (Amanda Neylon, 

Macmillan Cancer Support). 

 “I think it is about being ethical, being moral, being human; it’s about building a 

longer term relationship with supporters and making sure that they see you as a 

charity which they can feel comfortable supporting and believing in” (Stuart Witts, 

Marie Curie Cancer Care). 

 “…we wanted to have that one-to-one contact with supporters where we could have 

conversations... We want an engaged community that understands and loves our 

brand, and that wants to help” (Aaron Eccles, CRUK). 

The interview findings were corroborated by the web content analysis, which found that 

obligations, identification and social interaction were the top three relationship-building 

techniques featured in the posts analysed: 44% of all posts fostered obligations (Coleman, 

1988) by offering fans recognition, support or best wishes, thus obliging them to repay the 

kindness in the future; 31% of all posts reinforced identification (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998) 

with the charity by presenting the brand as a human being who shares a common language, 

vision and values with its supporters; and 20% of all posts promoted social interaction, or 

conscious exchange (Bourdieu, 1986), with supporters, both online, by inviting comments on 

Facebook, and offline, by inviting fans to interact with the charity in person or by telephone.  

The results of the online survey conducted in this research show that the three cases were 

successful in maintaining strong relationships with fans, with 73% of respondents strongly 

agreeing with the statement “I like”, 71% strongly agreeing with “I trust”, and 45% strongly 
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agreeing with “I share common values with” the charity whose fundraising posts they shared. 

Indeed, 44% of them strongly agreed with the statement “I owe gratitude to this charity”. 

Although all the interview participants agreed that Facebook was very important to their 

organisations, neither Marie Curie Cancer Care, nor Macmillan Cancer Support had any 

reliable return on investment (ROI) figures to justify their investment in social media, while 

CRUK declined to release their figures. Lack of social media ROI figures is a usual 

occurrence in the sector, according to Strategy Refresh founder Bryan Miller, as posting 

messages on Facebook is generally seen as a communications – rather than a fundraising – 

activity. He argued: “Sadly, it is common and it largely goes back to the comms department 

stuff. It’s that it’s owned typically by the communications teams and communications teams 

rarely have an ROI as a KPI [key performance indicator] because they are not seen as an 

income generation department, whereas your fundraisers will always have ROIs (or should 

have)” (author’s interview, 17 July 2014). 

In addition, only a small proportion of the charities’ Facebook posts called for 

donations (10% of Macmillan Cancer Support posts, 7% of Cancer Research UK posts and 

5% of Marie Curie Cancer Care posts), supporting Lovejoy and Saxton’s (2012) finding that 

non-profit organisations are missing the opportunity to use social media as mobilisational 

tools. The charities’ social media experts confirmed this result in the interviews for this 

study, although they did indicate that fundraising was “growing in importance” (Aaron 

Eccles, CRUK) following the success of the No Make-up Selfie Campaign: 

 “I’m not convinced that there are a great deal of cases where money is 

directly coming through from a social channel… I think social is a great way 

of spreading the message about these donations, but not a great way of 

directly getting donations” (Stuart Witts, Marie Curie Cancer Care). 
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 “…we do know that people who engage with us give us more money, but we 

didn’t actually get them to give us money through Facebook [before the No 

Make-up Selfie Campaign]. So now we’re starting to think of that kind of 

thing” (Amanda Neylon, Macmillan Cancer Support). 

Only 29% of the online survey respondents replied ‘Yes’ to the question, ‘Have you 

ever donated to a fundraising appeal by this charity directly via Facebook (i.e. by clicking a 

link on the charity’s Facebook page)’, and CRUK’s Aaron Eccles confirmed that the 

donation tool on Facebook had proved unsuccessful: “We used to have one for a very long 

time, there was a donation tool there, but it wasn’t linking properly and we weren’t seeing 

that much traffic from people going straight through from Facebook to donate – when we 

looked into it, it wasn’t the journey that people were taking” (author’s interview, 13 June 

2103). 

JustGiving’s Jonathan Waddingham (author’s interview, 4 August 2014), was the only 

interview participant to provide evidence that Facebook could be monetised: “In the 12 

months from start of July 2013 to end of June 2014 we had… $100 million raised via 

Facebook”. However, even he did not advise charities to use Facebook to ask for money 

directly from fans. He explained: “I think social [media] has got a really important role in 

donor stewardship and supporting journeys... So by sharing the impact of what a charity does 

on social media, you can help people understand not necessarily why they should give, but 

why they should feel good about the fact they’ve given beforehand”. According to 

Waddingham, this type of content is very effective because it is the type of content that 

people want to share with their friends. “And that’s ultimately the amazing benefit of social 

media: that you can reach the friends of the people you speak to”. 

Waddingham’s view was supported by the results of the online survey. Asked in what 

ways, if any, being a Facebook fan of their chosen charity had changed their behaviour 
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towards it, 67% of respondents said that it had made them “more likely to spread the word 

about this charity’s work among my friends”. This indicates that public endorsement via 

‘sharing’ is the most common outcome of charities’ investment in Facebook relationships 

with supporters. By comparison, 30% indicated that being a Facebook fan of their chosen 

charity had persuaded them to ‘engage in more fundraising activities in aid of’ that charity; 

and 18% indicated that it had persuaded them ‘to donate more to’ that charity. Only 17% of 

respondents denied being influenced in any way to help their chosen charity increase its 

fundraised revenue, either directly or indirectly, by being a Facebook fan. Thus, even in the  

absence of ROI figures, this study has found evidence to suggest that the correct use of 

Facebook in fundraising can result in increased revenue. 

What works and what is counterproductive in Facebook fundraising  

Public recognition: This study has found that the monetisation of Facebook 

relationships with fans is facilitated by public recognition (offering supporters the chance to 

visibly show to their peers that they have done a good deed), with this persuasion technique 

being present in 37% of the top 30 most successful fundraising posts examined in stage 2 of 

the web content analysis, but in only 4% of the rest.  

The No Make-up Selfie campaign, for example, asked supporters to share their photos 

on social media, thus signifying their monetary contribution to Cancer Research UK. 

Similarly, Marie Curie’s Great Daffodil Appeal asked supporters to wear a daffodil (both in 

the offline world and on social media via a digital badge) to show their support.  

In his discussion of motivations for contributing to digital public goods, Kollock 

(1999, p. 228) cites “the effect of contributions on one’s reputation” and argues that 

“contributions will likely be increased to the degree that the contribution is visible to the 

community as a whole and to the extent there is some recognition of the person’s 

contributions”. Recognition is also cited as one of the social influence strategies used by 
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Mass Interpersonal Persuasion (Fogg, 2008) – a form of persuasion made possible by 

Facebook that combines the strength of interpersonal persuasion with the reach of mass 

media. 

 Although nearly 70% of the online survey respondents disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with the statements: “I am more likely to like/share this charity’s posts if it offers 

me a reward for liking/sharing”, social credit is a strong currency with which charities can 

repay obligations to their supporters (Portes, 1998), and this was a strong theme in the 

interviews conducted for this study. Bryan Miller, for example, argued that social currency is 

“the main reason people do anything on social media” and explained: “People want to be 

seen among their peer group as individuals who are doing good things, and social media just 

makes that a bit easier” (author’s interview, 17 July 2014). 

Public recognition has been a motivating factor for charitable giving since before the 

advent of social media (Satow, 1975; Harbaugh, 1998), and this study has found that 

fundraising posts that include public recognition are more shareable and therefore more 

successful on Facebook. 

Efficacy: Kollock (1999) cites a sense of efficacy (i.e. a sense of having an impact on 

one’s group or community) as one of the motivations for contributing to the provision of 

digital public goods. For the purposes of this study, efficacy offers proof that supporters’ 

actions have made a difference, and this persuasion technique was present in 23% of the top 

30 most successful fundraising posts examined, but in only 8% of the rest. In the No Make-

up Selfie campaign, for example, Cancer Research UK kept fans up to date with the total 

amount of money raised and reassured them that this money would save lives, while during 

its Great Daffodil Appeal, Marie Curie Cancer Care posted stories that demonstrated in a 

very emotive way how supporters’ donations were having a real impact on the lives of people 

with terminal cancer. 
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The importance of fostering a sense of efficacy in facilitating the mobilization of support 

via SNS communication is confirmed by the results of the online survey, where more than 

90% of respondents indicated that they either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: “I 

am more likely to like/share this charity’s posts if I believe this action will make a 

difference”. 

A few of the social media experts interviewed for this study commented on the 

importance of using social media to show supporters the difference that their efforts were 

making in the real world. Stuart Witts, for example, stated that Marie Curie Cancer Care used 

Facebook to show supporters “where the money is being spent” (author’s interview, 4 August 

2014) while JustGiving’s Jonathan Waddingham argued that charities should use social 

media to demonstrate the impact that their work has, thus boosting supporters’ sense of 

efficacy and self-satisfaction. Both echoed findings from the literature review about the role 

of efficacy in online behaviour. In his discussion of motivations for providing public goods in 

an online environment, Kollock (1999, p. 228) argues: “If a sense of efficacy is what is 

motivating someone, then contributions are likely to be increased to the extent that people 

can observe changes in the community attributable to their actions”. Fogg (2008) calls it 

“measured impact”, but he evokes a similar concept when he argues that mass interpersonal 

persuasion is facilitated by people’s ability to observe the effects of their efforts.  

Authority: Authority is one of the principles of persuasion examined by Cialdini (2007), 

who argues that people are conditioned to obey experts and other figures of authority. For the 

purposes of this study, authority is personified by experts and celebrities, who set an example 

to follow. The web content analysis conducted in this research found that authority was a 

persuasion technique present in 33% of the top 30 most successful fundraising posts, but in 

only 16% of the rest. CRUK, for example, used a famous scientist to promote its No Make-up 

Selfie campaign, while Marie Curie Cancer Care used celebrities to endorse its Great 
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Daffodil Appeal.  

 The above web content analysis finding was supported by the online survey, which 

found that more than 50% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “I am 

more likely to like/share this charity’s posts if they are endorsed by an expert”. By contrast, 

only 6% of the online survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “I am 

more likely to like/share this charity’s posts if they are endorsed by a celebrity”– a finding 

that is at odds with the results of the web content analysis. One of CRUK’s most successful 

posts featured Formula One driver Jenson Button promoting a charity triathlon, for example, 

while TV presenter Mel Giedroyc was successfully used to promote Marie Curie’s Blooming 

Great Tea Party on 6 May 2014. Celebrity endorsement was also at the heart of both the No 

Make- up Selfie and Ice Bucket Challenge campaigns, yet Facebook fans overwhelmingly 

denied being influenced by it. It appears that fans are either reluctant to admit their reverence 

of celebrities, or they are unaware that they tend to share celebrity-endorsed posts. Cialdini 

(2007, p. 229) claims that people underestimate the effect of authority status on their 

behaviour: “Not only does it work forcefully on us, but it does so unexpectedly”.  

Inspiration: This study has found evidence that spurring supporters into action is 

facilitated by the use of inspiring stories and/or inspiring gestures. An emotive human-

interest story about how a young girl beat the odds to survive cancer thanks to research is 

inspiring, and so is a video of a woman and her surgical team dancing defiantly to Pharrell 

Williams’ ‘Happy’ right before her breast cancer operation. Inspiration was present in 37% of 

the top 30 most successful fundraising posts, but in only 14% of the rest. The importance of 

inspirational posts was also strongly supported by the results of the online survey, where 

more than 78% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “I am more 

likely to like/share this charity’s posts if they are inspirational”.  

Posting inspiring stories featuring people that fans could relate to on their Facebook pages 
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was a very conscious decision by the charities. Amanda Neylon (Macmillan Cancer Support), 

for example, claimed: “Lots of people are doing lots of great stuff for us and we can’t put 

everyone’s great fundraising story on Facebook, but we try and make sure that we’re 

highlighting someone every week... ” (author’s interview, 13 June 2014), while CRUK’s 

Aaron Eccles confirmed that Facebook was a place where the charity aimed to share inspiring 

stories from both patients and researchers (author’s interview, 13 June 2014).  

Promise of fun and games: The association between charity and fun is a long and well-

established one – Shapely (2000) argues that in the 19
th 

century this became part of the 

sector’s constitution. Therefore, it is not surprising that a persuasion technique that has 

worked well for centuries in the offline world would also work well on Facebook – a channel 

used for entertainment and passing time (Hunt et al., 2012) and where members are most 

likely to share fun, ‘boredom-busting’ posts. The web content analysis for this thesis found 

that the promise of fun and games was present in 70% of the top 30 most successful 

fundraising posts, but in only 47% of the rest. Usually the promised fun was to be undertaken 

with friends. For example, Macmillan Cancer Support’s most successful fundraising post 

invited fans to raise money for the charity by organizing a night of “booze, yummy food, and 

your best friends!” and one of CRUK’s most successful fundraising posts urged fans to host a 

BBQ party for their friends. The web content analysis also found that 80% of the most 

successful fundraising posts had an upbeat tone, while the tone of the rest was neutral. 

Considering the fact that all three cases are cancer charities, the finding that not a single 

successful fundraising post alluded to suffering or despair is significant, and it is one that is 

supported by the online survey conducted in this study: 58% of respondents strongly agreed 

or agreed with the statement, “I am more likely to like/share this charity’s posts if their tone 

is upbeat”.  

 The interviews with the social media experts also highlighted the importance of 
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making fundraising fun. JustGiving’s Jonathan Waddingham (author’s interview, 4 August 

2014), for example, advised charities to try to make their fundraising events as exciting as 

possible: “I think it’s about showing people how enjoyable that event is and being able to 

offer a unique experience. Sky dives have always been very popular, but now you get much 

more fun experiences, so instead of running 10k, for example, you have a colour run, where 

people run 10k but they dress in white and people throw colour pellets at them, so they come 

out at the end and they all look really cool and colourful”. 

Mobile text to donate codes: Although the web content analysis did not originally 

include a category for ‘text to donate codes’, they were present in six of the top ten most 

successful fundraising posts examined. They were mostly used by CRUK and Macmillan 

Cancer Support, with Marie Curie Cancer Care only using a mobile text to donate code twice 

during the three- month period of the web content analysis.  

Mobile text to donate codes were seen by some of the social media experts 

interviewed for this study as one of the ingredients of the success of the No Make-up Selfie 

campaign. Kidscan’s fundraising manager, Lowri Turner, said: “Text to donate campaigns 

have become massively popular” (author’s interview, 14 May 2014), while Amanda Neylon 

admitted that the success of the No Make-up Selfie campaign had made Macmillan Cancer 

Support reconsider its use of text to donate codes. “We’ve always had these codes. But we 

didn’t put them on Facebook and the ‘no make-up selfie’ campaign probably made someone 

think that we should” (author’s interview, 13 June 2014). Shortly after the No Make-up Selfie 

campaign, mobile text to donate codes started to feature heavily on the Facebook pages of 

some charities, including that of Macmillan Cancer Support. Marie Curie Cancer Care took 

significantly longer to submit to the trend, but in the first four days of March 2015, the 

charity posted a total of seven fundraising messages with a mobile text to donate code, nearly 

two per day.  
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The effectiveness of mobile text to donate codes stems from their simplicity and ease 

of use. Donors text a word to a mobile number and are charged a certain amount of money. 

They do not need to visit another webpage, or write a cheque – they can use a device that is 

ready to hand to make their contribution quickly and easily to their favourite charity, and this 

is very important, according to Jonathan Waddingham (author’s interview, 4 August 2014). 

Asked what works on Facebook in the context of SNS fundraising, he said: “... I guess the 

technical thing is making it easy for supporters to fundraise for you.” Indeed, it was by using 

technology to make it easier for people to support a cause that JustGiving became so 

successful, as Waddingham explained: “They didn’t have to handle any cash, we took care of 

all that, transacting the money, adding Gift Aid, and so it just made that process really easy 

for people”.  

Kollock (1999) and Resnick (2001) both argue that by reducing the cost of taking 

action, both in money and time, technology has a big behavioural effect on the exchange of 

resources, and this argument is supported by the findings of this study. Asked what the most 

common way of making their donations was, 45% of the online survey participants chose the 

answer: ‘via a fundraising website like JustGiving, Virgin Money Givin, EverClick etc’. By 

comparison, only 6% of participants indicated that they donated by post and 11% by phone. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study chose a case study approach to examine the use of Facebook in charity 

fundraising, focussing specifically on three big, national cancer charities. Given the lack of 

information on SNS fundraising, and the size of the gap in knowledge that required filling, 

this approach seemed ideal to generate rich data. However, although interviews with social 

media consultants to the charity sector and social media experts from other, smaller cancer 

charities set the context and provided valuable insights into how the sector as a whole uses 
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online social networking, any statistical generalisation of the results would be unwise. This 

was a limitation that was anticipated from the beginning of the project, but a conscious 

decision was made to opt for breadth and detail of data at the expense of generalizability. 

Future studies might want to focus on just one aspect of SNS fundraising and design the 

research specifically to achieve external validity.  

The researcher had originally hoped to gain access to information such as Facebook 

metrics and return on investment (ROI) figures from the three cases. However, the social 

media experts interviewed were very protective of their performance indicators and were 

reluctant to share this information. Some claimed that they did not have any ROI figures to 

share, while others declined to release them. Macmillan Cancer Support gave the amount of 

money raised in the No Make-Up Selfie campaign off the record. Since this study set out to 

assess the value of Facebook communication in the context of charity fundraising, being 

denied access to ROI figures and having no way of tracing donations back to Facebook meant 

that it had to rely on what people said they were giving and receiving, rather than what they 

actually did. This researcher is satisfied with the results achieved on the basis of this 

compromise, but a researcher with more privileged access would be able to produce results 

that are supported by hard figures, where available, which would add more credence to the 

findings.  

Interestingly, this study found that the online survey participants overwhelmingly 

valued the opportunity to obtain up-to-date information (78% of participants) more than the 

opportunity for social interaction (38% of participants) in their participation in charities’ 

Facebook communities. This finding was unexpected, as previous research into predictors of 

Facebook use found that information seeking was not a motive (Hunt et al., 2012). However, 

while Hunt et al. studied Facebook use among undergraduate students, there are no studies 

examining specifically the motives of people who connect with charities via Facebook. Such 
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studies would both make a theoretical contribution to knowledge and help institutions post 

content that better meets their fans’ expectations.  
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Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the online survey respondents  

Demographic characteristics Percentage 

Gender (n=152)  

Female participants  95.39% 

Male participants  4.61% 

Age (n=154)  

18-24  7.79% 

25-34  13.64% 

35-44  24.03% 

45-54  28.57% 

55-64  21.43% 

65+  4.55% 

Place of residence (n=149)  

North of England 22.15% 

Midlands 18.12% 

South of England 36.24% 

Wales 8.72% 

Scotland 11.41% 

Outside the UK 3.36% 

Number of Facebook friends (n=152)  

Less than 10 0% 

11-100 34.87% 

101-200 29.61% 

201-300 15.79% 

301-400 6.58% 

400+ 13.16% 

Frequency of checking Facebook news feed (n=154)  

Every day 81.82% 

Most days 16.23% 

At least once a week (on average) 1.30% 

At least once a month (on average) 0.65% 

Occasionally 0% 

Not at all 0% 
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Table 2: The interview sample 

Participant name Organisation Job title Date of 

interview 

Lowri Turner Kidscan Fundraising 

Manager 

14/5/2014 

Aaron Eccles Cancer Research 

UK 

Senior Social 

Media 

Manager 

13/6/2014 

Amanda Neylon Macmillan Cancer 

Support 

Head of 

Digital 

13/6/2014 

Anonymous Anonymous cancer 

charity in North 

West England 

(Charity C) 

Social Media 

Officer 

18/6/2014 

Fiona Jade 

Cunningham 

‘No Makeup Selfie 

for Cancer 

Awareness’ 

Facebook page 

Founder 16/7/2014 

Bryan Miller Strategy Refresh Founder 17/7/2014 

Stuart Witts Marie Curie Cancer 

Care 

Social media 

and online 

community 

manager 

4/8/2014 

Jonathan 

Waddingham 

JustGiving Social & labs 

product 

manager 

4/8/2014 

Bertie Bosrédon Self-employed Digital 

consultant for 

the not-for-

profit sector 

4/11/2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


