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Whole brain 
fundraising
An introduction.

Nonprofit fundraising is critical to creating an 
organization capable of sustainable change. When 
donors are deciding where their donations should go, 
they want to hear about your impact and how your 
organization is directly affecting your constituents. 

Nonprofits ready to meet their full fundraising potential should 
be employing creative, memorable and compelling ways to mix 
stories and data. Using qualitative and quantitative information 
is the most effective way to ensure your nonprofit displays its 
full impact, especially while fundraising. You’re able to appeal to 
emotion but also back up your point with hard facts and data. 

All too often, however, fundraising appeals rely on either 
impressive stats or inspiring stories. They rarely take advantage 
of both together. By only focusing on one or the other, 
fundraisers and nonprofits leave dollars on the table. A story-
only appeal ignores the left-brained, investment-focused 
donors. And an exclusively data-centered appeal negates the 
inspiring nature of social good and can alienate right-brained 
individuals. There needs to be a partnership between the 
two—a true “whole brain” effort—that lends itself to more 
support from your donors.

https://www.socialsolutions.com/
http://facebook.com/SocialSolutionsInc/
https://socialsolutions.com
mailto:demonstrating.outcomes%40socialsolutions.com?subject=


3F U N D I N G  E B O O K   |   facebook  GLOBE  ENVELOPE

Left brain  
v. right brain
In general, the left and right halves of the brain 
process information in different ways. Data and 
numbers heavily influence the left half of the brain, 
and the right brain is dominated by intuition and 
creativity, ideal for digesting stories. 

Combining the analytical, data-influenced left brain and the 
emotional, word-influenced right brain allows you to reach 
every supporter, ensuring maximum backing potential.

EMOTIONAL   |   INTUITION   |   CREATIVITY

ANALYTICAL   |   DATA   |   NUMBERS
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How story-telling 
affects donors
Let’s face it—everyone loves a good story, especially 
in the social good sector. Once you start telling a 
good, inspiring story to a group of your supporters, 
you get their attention. Supporters feel engaged with 
these types of appeals because people are hardwired 
for stories. Brain waves tend to sync between the 
storyteller and listener [1], so appealing to them fast 
and keeping their attention with an impactful story is 
essential when you’re fundraising.

Stories about individuals are incredibly powerful. Your clients’ 
stories are unique and abundant—use them and highlight 
their success. These personal accounts immediately resonate 
with your donors because emotionally-gripping stories, like 
success stories, build empathy between your donors and your 
constituents. So, if they hear about how their donations directly 
impacted one life, they will be more willing to give again or for 
the first time.

You can start crafting better stories by:

Collecting as many stories as possible from everywhere and anywhere you can. 
Potential sources can include:   staff  |  donors  |  volunteers  |  clients

Diversifying the stories you’re telling so you can appeal to all types of donors.

01

02

Stories create an emotional connection and, in turn, 
raise more money for your organization.
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When your organization tracks important data over 
time, you will have an easier time painting a picture 
of your mission’s effectiveness and how your work is 
impacting the people you serve. You are in a unique 
position to be more successful by providing concrete, 
provable results.

It can be tempting to track everything that happens 
within your walls and out in the community. However, 
this process might not be the most efficient way 
to collect the data that actually matters. While it’s 
interesting to see every data point, utilizing each of 
these points in a manual report can cause it to take 
days, weeks or months to complete. This manual labor 
may cause your reporting to get behind, where the 

data is no longer relevant. Only collecting the data 
that aligns with your end goal will ensure consistent 
and expedited reports.

Data is vital to your donors because it shows provable, 
impactful data that is tracked over time. Seeing your 
organization’s numbers and how they translate into 
who your operations are directly affecting builds 
trust between you and your supporters. This trust is 
key when fundraising because it can lead to more 
donations and more mission delivered.

The importance of data
If you’ve read our eBook Reporting Best Practices, you’ll know how effective your nonprofit 
data can be. Finding the most relevant data and then reporting on it using best practices 
ensures that your organization shows its full impact. 

After determining your end goal, set milestones or “mini-
goals” that will guide your grand mission. You can’t summit 
Everest in one day, and good milestones will make the overall 
data trek manageable. Setting milestone goals such as 
service output, client intake and public outreach will go a 
long way. When you’re reporting on those milestones, you 
can display what you have achieved year over year to show 
donors how your impact is improving.
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Using stories or data to display your outcomes is 
great—but they aren’t enough on their own. Using 
one or the other can alienate donors that process 
information differently than you’re conveying it.

The problem with using only stories is that they are too 
anecdotal. There is no way to prove that the single inspiring 
story that you got with one of your constituents is the norm. 
Even if you told stories with related results, it would still be 
difficult to link those results concretely. And lastly, stories don’t 
show scale.

The problem with using only data is that it can be cold. While 
critical for moving your mission forward and making strategic 
decisions, numbers alone don’t inspire all donors. Numbers are 
forgettable unless they are hugely hyperbolic. Most challenging 
of all, when hyperbolic numbers are used, and audiences can 
remember them, they are so big that they aren’t conceivable.

For example, if an organization saved 670,000 acres of rainforest, 
they might use that alone in their fundraising messages. Even 
though your audience can understand that 670,000 acres is 
impressive, the actual capacity of that statistic may be lost 
on them. They simply can’t picture thousands of acres of 
rainforest. Even if the number was simplified to terms people 
could regularly understand, i.e., football fields; no one has ever 
seen thousands of football fields laid out together. Because of 
this, your data is only part of the fundraising message.

When fundraising, you want to appeal to all of your supporters 
so you can maximize the number of donations you receive. 
So, when presenting to your supporters, combine your stories 
and data to not only prove your impact but also engage the 
audience with the whole-brain approach to fundraising.

Why using one side 
doesn’t always work

https://www.socialsolutions.com/
http://facebook.com/SocialSolutionsInc/
https://socialsolutions.com
mailto:demonstrating.outcomes%40socialsolutions.com?subject=


7F U N D I N G  E B O O K   |   facebook  GLOBE  ENVELOPE

Using the whole  
brain approach
One of the best ways to combine storytelling and data is to lead with one and then 
complement it with the other. For instance, start with the emotional connection that 
storytelling provides to hook the audience and follow that up with data that bolsters that 
story’s message. Conversely, you can display your service delivery data and then tell a story 
that confirms your findings on an individual level. Look to your constituents for ideas and 
inspiration for stories that you can prove.

Once you collect your clients’ stories, pair them with data that you can add to your story to make it resonate with 
your entire audience. Make sure that when you are collecting data, you are collecting relevant data types that 
you can use with a wide array of stories to ensure your data is as simplified and digestible as possible.

Charleston-based WINGS for kids, a Social Solutions case management client, uses stories and data in 
their annual report to build deeper connections with their donors. For example, to prove their programs’ 
effectiveness, their annual report includes the story of one client alongside relevant data points. They also 
provide context to their data points with copy such as this example: 

With an unwavering commitment to outcomes, [WINGS for kids] is 
deliberate and methodical. Data from the [fiscal] school year show 
the significant impact that WINGS has on students—proof that the 
development of social and emotional skills have a tangible impact 
on student behavior and success in school. 84% of WINGS students 
passed objective knowledge tests assessing their comprehension of 
self-awareness, self-management, responsible decision making, social 
awareness and relationship skills.”

“
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Utilizing both sides of the brain is a sure way to get 
as much buy-in as possible with all your donors. 
Everyone can understand and assess your data in 
various ways, and leave a lasting impact, which will 
open your organization up to more funding,  
more reach to potential constituents and better 
service delivery.

To start maximizing your fundraising potential, start 
using the whole-brain approach to capture your entire 
audience. You will be able to tell those emotional, 
inspirational stories, but you can also use data to 
support your cause as well.

Appealing to both left- and right-brain thinkers 
promotes better conversations with board members, 
stakeholders and the community and, of course, 
results in much better fundraising. Because everyone 
can process the information you’re providing them 
in their own way, you are maximizing the potential 
of receiving 100% buy-in from your donors. You’ll be 
able to prove your impact and effectiveness and gain 
funding dollars to deliver more mission.

About WINGS for kids

WINGS for kids is a youth-serving organization with 20 years of 
experience teaching social-emotional skills (SEL) after school. Their 
mission is to help low-income kids experience high-quality and 
effective SEL.

Learn more at WINGSforkids.org
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Implement best 
practices
There is a strong need for nonprofit and government 
organizations to incorporate best practices into their 
reporting efforts. Aligning your data collection with 
your mission goals enables the organization a more 
comprehensive and end-to-end view of  
overall operations

Apricot by Social Solutions is a comprehensive case 
management software solution that provides security and 
stability to any organization looking to prove their outcomes 
with actionable data. Our software allows organizations (like 
yours!) to become data-driven in their approach to decision 
making, program assessment and service options for new and 
existing clients.

With the adoption of best practices and the investment of 
comprehensive case management software, your organization 
can become truly data-driven. Being data-driven leads to more 
awareness of operations, better treatment for clients and a 
more effective mission.

To learn more about how your unique organization can track and communicate  
challenges and successes with comprehensive case management software by  
Social Solutions, visit socialsolutions.com.

Request a demo today
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