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Staying Inspired

The one thing that all ultra-successful fundraisers have more of

Fundraising resilience or grit – your ability to keep going in spite of the inevitable setbacks 
of a fundraising project – is every bit as important as how ‘talented’ or smart you are as 
a fundraiser. Every very successful fundraiser I’ve ever interviewed has understood the 
importance of resilience and has developed their ability to act in a gritty way, to work hard, to 
find a way to keep going.

In her excellent book Grit, Professor Angela Duckworth recounts how her research has shown 
that a fundamental quality of highly-resilient people has been their sense of connection to a 
powerful purpose. When you feel that there is a really important reason to get a particular 
outcome, it becomes much easier to act in a resilient way. This point is also eloquently 
explained in Simon Sinek’s inspiring TED talk Start with why - how great leaders inspire action.

How could you proactively make sure you stay inspired?

If you truly understood that increased regular connection to the cause you serve will make you 
a more successful and happy fundraiser, what could you do to get more of that connection on 
a regular basis? Here are a few ideas to start you off:

A) What could you do to connect to your charity’s cause?
For example, could you:

•  Set up a Skype or phone call with someone who works on the front line a long way 
away?

•  Request permission to sit in on a team meeting with those who do your charities front 
line work?

• Or a meeting or informal cup of coffee with someone like this?

B)  Where else could you look to connect to the issues (ie outside your charity)?
Where else could you find inspiration and information about the issues your charity deals with, 
even if these sources are not within your own charity? For example:

•  What TV or radio news programmes sometimes cover these kinds of stories, or what 
would you search for through google to find news stories on this subject?

•  Subscribe to blogs written by someone with a sound understanding of the nature of your 
charities’ work (even if the blogger does not work for your charity)

•  Keep a look out for theatre, films or books which deal with these issues. If you have ever 
felt moved by a powerful piece of art like a film or novel, you know how powerful these 
media can be. Because of their skills in presenting fresh insight and telling stories, an 
artist or author can sometimes inspire us every bit as much as access to the non-fictional 
accounts that you’d get your charity. This is not to say that information from your own 
charity sources is not also useful, especially when you need to show the impact of the 
work. But absolutely you can fuel your own passion and inspiration, the subject of today’s 
bundle, from sources outside your charity.
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Remember, most people over-estimate the value of ideas and under-estimate the value of 
execution…Actually doing even just a couple of these things is what will make the difference. Of the 
ideas you generated above, find:

… at least one thing you could do now to set up access to this source of inspiration.
…and at least one thing that you could set up that would recur regularly, like subscription to a blog 
or permission to attend a team meeting of your front line staff…

C. How to harness the astonishing power of priming.
One powerful strategy is to deliberately engage your sub-conscious mind in achieving your results, 
through a technique called ‘priming’. Before exploring some ways to do this in practice, here are 
some examples that psychologists have found of the extraordinary ‘priming effect’. 
In one research study, participants who were primed by looking at pictures associated with being 
busy — briefcases, commuter trains, people in suits etc — went on to behave more competitively 
than participants who had looked at different pictures. 

And amazingly, Michael Slepian at Tufts University even noticed during a study on creativity that 
participants generated more creative and insightful ideas when they had been primed with an 
exposed light bulb! The more of these examples I’ve looked at, the more clear it becomes that the 
subconscious mind operates in ways that defy the logic used by our rational minds. Metaphors are 
much more powerful than most people realise.

Professor John Bargh of Yale University even found that if you have just held a warm cup of coffee 
you’re more likely to judge strangers as having ‘warm’ personalities. Prof Bargh suggests ‘primes’ 
are like whistles that can only be heard by our mental ‘inner butler’. Once roused, these dutiful 
servants act on your pre-existing tendencies. 

Your senses are aware of information that your conscious mind is not focussing on. Fiona Duffy, 
Director of Development at Murray Edwards College, Cambridge harnessed this power by playfully 
sabotaging an image of the G8 leaders, seven of whom were middle-aged men in grey suits. To 
help stay motivated on difficult days, Fiona gave her subconscious a view of the fairer world she is 
working towards, by adding long hair and colourful dresses to half the G8 leaders.

What picture or quote could you put next to your computer (or as a wall-paper background on 
your computer or phone) to help you connect to what inspires you?

Make it personal. Last year I interviewed a very successful Director of Fundraising called Sarah 
to find out how she achieves so much. Though of course the same kinds of setbacks and 
disappointments must befall her as the rest of us, why was it, I wanted to know, that she was 
managing to keep getting so much done. She told me that every morning she writes in her 
notebook the name of one child who she is dedicating her day’s work to helping.

How could you adapt Sarah’s tactic to help you connect to beneficiaries your charity (and your 
hard work) ultimately serves? Could you try this tactic out every morning for this week?
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