
I.  INTRODUCTION

FUNDRAISING IS A MEANS for nonprofit and charitable organizations to meet increasing costs of operation 
and satisfy rising consumer demand for the services which they provide. In a climate of fiscal belt-
tightening at state and federal levels, nonprofit organizations are increasingly dependent on privately 
donated support of both time and money. As more organizations move toward self-sufficiency they are 
forced to aggressively differentiate themselves -- particularly in terms of responsiveness, operational 
efficiency and perceived quality and value of service -- from other organizations competing for the same 
limited donor resources. The purpose of nonprofit fundraising efforts, then, is not only to persuade donors 
to contribute but also to convince donors to discriminate among the organizations to which they might 
contribute. An analysis of fundraising discourse can highlight the strategies of persuasion and conviction 
used by nonprofit organizations to solicit support.

THE FOLLOWING ANALYSIS was performed on two sets of spoken fundraising data taken from NPR public 
pledge drives in 2006 and 2010. Key findings include:

1. PLEDGE DRIVES ARE ORGANIZED around a Challenge Framework and there has been little change in the 
organization of this framework in the five-year period between 2006 and 2010.

2. PLEDGE DRIVES RELY HEAVILY on promotional bursts which utilize a variety of rhetorical strategies 
common to fundraising discourse (Bhatia, 1998) in order to convince and persuade listeners to make a 
pledge.

3. BETWEEN 2006 AND 2010, there is evidence that pledge drives are shifting more toward the use of 
rhetorical strategies which aim to persuade rather than rhetorical strategies which aim to convince. 

II.  THE CHALLENGE FRAMEWORK: THEMATIC ORGANIZATION OF SPOKEN FUNDRAISING EVENTS

STRUCTURALLY, the challenge framework makes known the boundaries in which the appeal will be made. 
Boundaries can be defined in terms of:

• Monetary amount to be raised (“We're down to just $9,000 to go in this break…We want to get 
down to just $170,000 left in this drive.”)

• Number of donors (“All we have to do is to convince thirty of you to go to the phone and make 
your pledge…”), or

• Time (“We have just about three minutes left to go…”).

RHETORICALLY, the challenge framework allows speakers to deliver appeals based on affect (pathos), 
through which they create vivid pictures and employ charged language. Repeated progress updates 
heighten the tension of the appeal as announcers employ first-person plural pronouns and idiomatic verbs 
(“We’re going to ah crush this pledge challenge…”), emphatic declarations (“Twenty four calls!”), and 
other speech modifications to express the immediacy of the fundraising event.
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Time 
Stamp

Rhetorical 
Move Dialogue

00:00
Announce-

ment of 
Challenge

Isn’t it marvelous that we have a Cornerstone Society member who comes to OPB during 
these pledge drives virtually every single morning, and what she is going to do right now 
is make her third $500 member challenge. All we have to do is to convince thirty of you 
to go to the phone and make your pledge so that we can receive that additional $500 from 
our good Cornerstone Society member, Patricia.
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00:16 Challenge 
Update 1

…we’re five calls in…Could you be number six today?

00:40 Challenge 
Update 2

Mel, we’re ten calls in just twenty to go.

00:44 Challenge 
Reminder

Thank you so much for joining us right now so that we can take advantage of that $500 
member challenge grant.

01:07 Challenge 
Update 3

We had, we’ve had eleven calls so far toward the challenge grant, which ah kicks in once 
we reach thirty.

01:31 Challenge 
Update 4

We’re at twelve calls. Maybe you’re number thirteen.

01:39 Challenge 
Update 5

I see that we’ve got thirteen thanks to one pledge that we just got on the web 
site.

01:54 Challenge 
Reminder

Well isn’t it time for you to remove ‘gift to OPB’ from your list of things to do? And if 
you do then of course you’re going to help us achieve that $500 member ah challenge.

02:13 Challenge 
Update 6

We’re at fifteen calls, halfway to fulfilling that member challenge. Must get to thirty if 
we’re going to qualify for Pat’s gift of $500.

02:34 Challenge 
Update 7

I see we’re up to eighteen calls.

02:38 Challenge 
Update 8

We have just about three minutes left to go and I have a good feeling that we’re going to 
ah crushbthis pledge challenge.

02:57 Challenge 
Update 9

Nineteen calls to go.

03:22 Challenge 
Update 10

Twenty four calls! We’re very close now.

03:27 Challenge 
Update 11

Just about two minutes to go…a web pledge came in pushing us to twenty nine.

03:49 Challenge 
Update 12

We’re just on the edge here now.
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III.  THE SEQUENTIAL ORGANIZATION OF PROMOTIONAL BURSTS
 
THE RHETORICAL ORGANIZATION of the spoken fundraising event  can be described as a sequence 
of promotional bursts in which the speaker uses a non-standard pattern of rhetorical moves to 
make his appeal. Each promotional burst  consists of two or three rhetorical moves linked to a 
direct or indirect solicitation of support. Promotional bursts allow for heavy repetition of 
rhetorical moves and their respective communicative strategies.
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Rhetorical 
Move

Communicative 
Strategy Dialogue

Introducing 
the Cause

Indicating value of 
service

You know what I appreciate most about what we just heard – 
perhaps more important itself than a tape from a presidential press 
conference – is these last few minutes of conversation. It’s the 
analysis [1 sec] that really helps you make sense of what you’ve 
heard. Introducing 

the Cause

Detailing the cause 
or service

The people aren’t just dropping by for one press conference, but 
who’ve been there day in and day out, and who can look at what’s 
being said and communicate “Yes, that’s supported by the fact of 
what’s happening.” Or, you know, “No, I- I’m not sure that that’s 
supported by what else is going on.” 

Establishing 
Credentials

Indicating 
relationship

This kind of coverage is what you’ve come to expect from OPB.

Soliciting 
Support Explicit appeal We need to, ah, [1 second] ask you to pick up the phone right now 

and dial in to support OPB radio, 

Introducing 
the Cause

Detailing the cause 
or service

for the coverage that spans from the international to the national to the 
local level.

Soliciting 
Support

Offering incentives We’re going to be giving away an iPod Nano to one lucky person.
Soliciting 
Support Implicit appeal Ah, I- I think- I think someone already knows the number out 

there. It’s 1-800-245-2346, 1-800-245-2346.

Introducing 
the Cause

Detailing the cause 
or service

Ask yourself, “Is there a meaningful difference between OPB and 
other radio services?” We certainly think so, and we think it has a 
lot to do with independence and the respect we have for diverse 
ideas and attitudes. Radio that’s smart.

Establishing 
Credentials

Indicating 
relationship

What makes that difference? [phone rings]. It’s actually you. We’re 
here to serve you.]. 

Soliciting 
Support Explicit appeal We do so when you call: 1-800-245-2346 [phone rings].
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IV.  FREQUENCY OF RHETORICAL MOVES IN 2006 AND 2010 FALL PLEDGE DRIVES

AN ANALYSIS OF THE DISTRIBUTION of rhetorical moves shows that Move 5: Soliciting support is 
the most  frequently employed move in the spoken fundraising appeals in both the 2006 and 2010 
pledge drives. The high frequency of solicitation appeals is to be expected given that the purpose 
of the speech event is to solicit listener support. 

OF PARTICULAR INTEREST is the shift in focus between the 2006 and 2010 pledge drives. In 2006, 
there was a comparable focus on ethos- and logos-based appeals, through rhetorical moves one 
and two, respectively. In the 2010 sample, however, we observed a strong focus on ethos-based 
appeals which relied largely on indicating a relationship and establishing credentials. 

THIS SUGGESTS that the discourse of NPR pledge drives is moving away from rational appeals 
which aim to convince and more toward credibility appeals which aim to persuade.

2006 NPR FALL PLEDGE DRIVE2006 NPR FALL PLEDGE DRIVE

Rhetorical Move/Communicative Strategy Frequency

Move 5: Soliciting support 23 (37%)

Explicit appeals 13

Implicit appeals 10

Move 1: Establishing credentials (ethos) 17 (27%)

Indicating a relationship 8

By previous community support 5

By credentials 2

By celebrity endorsement 1

By established cause 1

Move 2: Introducing the cause (logos) 15 (23%)

Detailing cause or service 8

Value of the support 7

Move 6: Expressing gratitude (ethos) 5 (8%)

Move 3: Offering incentives (pathos) 3 (5%)

Total 63

2010 NPR FALL PLEDGE DRIVE2010 NPR FALL PLEDGE DRIVE

Rhetorical Move/Communicative Strategy Frequency

Move 5: Soliciting support 29 (38%)

Explicit appeals 19

Implicit appeals 10

Move 1: Establishing credentials (ethos)  25 (32%)

Indicating a relationship 10

By previous community support 4

By credentials 7
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By celebrity endorsement 3

By established cause 1

Move 2: Introducing the cause (logos) 10 (13%)

Detailing cause or service 4

Value of the support 6

Move 6: Expressing gratitude (ethos)  7 (9%)

Move 3: Offering incentives (pathos) 6 (8%)

Total 77

For more information, or to request a proposal for a custom analysis, initiate a conversation with us at:

www.frankeglobal.com  www.conversationalyst.com

ABOUT:

FRANKEGLOBAL specializes in integrated organizational and brand marketing communications. With 
experience in the US and Asia, FRANKEGLOBAL leverages its unique and principled expertise in 
linguistics, insights research and communications strategy to help clients design programs, initiate 
conversations and achieve results with target audiences around the world.

THE CONVERSATIONALYST, a registered trademark of FRANKEGLOBAL, is an online blog 
providing analysis of interpersonal, national and global conversations.
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