
3. COMMUNICATION, RECRUITMENT OF MEMBERS

AND FUND-RAISING

Communication to raise funds
for humanitarian activities

The Netherlands Red Cross by Marcel P.L. Vergeer

Ask any number of Dutchmen out in the street the name of a non-
profit organization and 93 out of 100 will spontaneously answer: the
Netherlands Red Cross. And when you ask these 93 people for their
appreciation of Red Cross activities, 92 of them will say: "Very
good!"

I suppose your reaction will be: "That's fantastic! That means the
Netherlands Red Cross has to invest hardly any energy in raising
funds! The money comes rolling in automatically, so to speak."

Wrong. I have to disappoint you. Year after year the Netherlands
Red Cross spends around 3.5 million guilders in order to raise a total
of about 90 million guilders; that is, 6% of the annual budget.

I can hear you say: "That is an enormous amount of money. One
can finance a lot of activities with such a sum! "I'm sorry, but you are
wrong again. In a country where the cost of one minute of television
coverage ranges from 3 to 12 thousand guilders and where you pay
430,000 guilders for a full-page advertisement in the 17 biggest daily
newspapers, such an amount is not very large.

Would you like to know more about communications and fund-
raising in our small country? And are you eager to know how the
Netherlands Red Cross tries to keep its head above the great flood of
information that sweeps over our well-constructed dykes? Then
read on.
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How to keep one's head above water

The communication scene in our country is often described as a
jungle, in which a great variety of message-producers and media are
competing for the attention of the population of 14.2 million.

Apart from the commercial world, the Red Cross is one of
hundreds of non-profit organizations that are active in the fields of
social welfare, services for the disabled and various other groups of
patients, general health care, aid to the "third world" and protection of
the environment. Even in the area of disaster preparedness Red Cross
volunteers have to compete with volunteer fire-brigades, first-aiders
and professional rescue teams made up of doctors and nurses. Even
our organization's famous holiday ship for the disabled and chronically
handicapped, the "Henry Dunant", has been perfectly imitated by the
major competitor in the field of social welfare with its vessel "de
Zonnebloem", which has considerably decreased our own ship's PR
value. Last but not least, our Society has to fight for its position in the
field of emergency relief in the event of disaster or war. The biggest
competitors in this field are: UNICEF, Foster Parents Plan, Caritas
Neerlandica and Medecins sans frontieres, Holland. Just how competi-
tive the Dutch non-profit market is may be illustrated by the results of
a yearly opinion poll conducted among the Dutch public. When people
were asked about the organization to which they would prefer to
donate funds first of all, the outcome in 1989 was as follows,
according to the Chari-barometer Report 1989 by the MEDIAD
Bureau for Communications Research, Rotterdam:

1. Netherlands Cancer Prevention Fund
2. Dutch Heart Foundation
3. Greenpeace
4. Netherlands Red Cross
5. World Nature Fund
6. Kidney Foundation Netherlands
7. Asthma Foundation
8. Foster Parents Plan
9. Salvation Army

10. Amnesty International

For the Netherlands Red Cross the message is clear: the public
tends increasingly to donate to organizations that take practical action
to safeguard health.
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The competition between Dutch charities may be exhausting, but
the extreme rivalry between the various media in Holland is even more
killing.

Indeed, 86% of the country's 4.6 million households are linked to
the national cable TV network, the highest cable rate of any country in
Western Europe. On every TV set one can choose from more than 25
programmes, only four of which are purely Dutch. The others are
transmitted from Germany, the United Kingdom, Belgium, France and
the United States.

Then there are the papers: more than 50 national and regional daily
newspapers are available (average number of subscriptions per house-
hold: 1.2) and more than 600 local commercial newspapers, which are
distributed free of charge door to door. Not to mention the estimated
1.5 kg of brochures, folders and direct mailings that are swallowed
monthly by every single letterbox.

Last but not least, there is the magazine culture. The average
household buys at least two weekly magazines and receives four or
five monthlies on top of that. Most of the money that finances these
(mostly full-colour) magazines comes from advertisers. Total annual
expenditure on advertising for all the media amounts to some 7.2
billion guilders (1988) and is still growing rapidly.

In addition, an astonishing 3.6 billion postal items are distributed
for advertising purposes, which represents a total investment of 2.25
billion guilders (figures for 1989).

As you can well understand, it is no easy job for the Netherlands
Red Cross to attract the attention of the public. Nevertheless, I can
assert that we have developed sound and effective means of ensuring
success.

Roots in society

Over its 123 years of existence the Netherlands Red Cross Society
has developed into an organization that is very well-rooted in Duch
society. The number of Red Cross members is relatively high:
1,052,300 as at 30 December 1989, out of a total population of 14.2
million.

The number of local branches—483—is also surprisingly large for
such a small country. With its 32,000 active volunteers the Nether-
lands Red Cross runs programmes in the fields of disaster prepared-
ness, social welfare, tracing, blood transfusion and donation and emer-
gency relief abroad.
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Sources of funds for our Society are quite diverse and can be
divided into the following categories (figures for 1989):

1. The annual national fund-raising campaign: 9 million guilders
(Dfl).

In the first two weeks of June all local branches, supported by
headquarters, appeal to the public to provide the basic funding for
our Society. There is frequent radio and TV coverage, mostly on a
voluntary basis. More than 1,600,000 people are approached
directly by mail. Thousands of public billboards (bought space) all
over the country display campaign posters. All local branches join
in the campaign through local promotion activities.

2. Contributions from Red Cross members: 12 million guilders.
Just before Christmas the 1,052 million RC members receive the
annual request for their subscription fee by post.

3. Legacies: 7.5 million guilders.

This amount shows the popularity of our Society among elderly
people. All solicitors and notaries regularly receive a set of
brochures especially designed to interest clients who come to draw
up wills.

4. Government grants: 29 million guilders.

The Netherlands Red Cross received grants from certain govern-
mental bodies for expenses incurred in the implementation of
activities that are initiated at the request of the government. Such
activities include:

- disaster preparedness: grants for training facilities, transport,
clothing and first-aid materials.

- Social welfare: allowances for training and professional support
for volunteers.

- Verification of personal data: the archives of our Tracing
Agency contain thousands of identity cards from the World War
II concentration camps. These are used to support claims of war
victims who apply for government benefits.

5. Fund-raising campaigns for emergency relief operations
abroad: 26 million guilders. In case of major disaster or famine
special nationwide campaigns are organized, with the indispensable
support of the public media.
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6. Various fund-raising activities: 7.5 million guilders. The main
examples are:

— Appeals mailed direct to some
5,000 selected commercial firms and banks Dfl. 771,000.—

— Red Cross Golf Tournament with members
of the royal family present Dfl. 62,000.—

— The sale of Red Cross stamps (in 1987
four special Red Cross stamps were offered
for sale in all post offices) Dfl. 3,671,000.—

— R puzzle magazine with about 6,000
subscribers Dfl. 702,000.—

— RC bingo game Dfl. 1,269,000.—

In order to raise funds on the national level, our national headquar-
ters (about 300 paid staff) has an Information and Fund-raising
Department, headed by Mr. Ben Burgers. This department is divided
into three sections: information (7.5 people), fund-raising (10.5 people)
and the Audiovisual Centre (2 people). One of the main information
activities is the production of a Red Cross magazine (six issues a year;
circulation: 32,000 to volunteers plus 22,000 to commercial and press
contacts), including a special centrefold section with information
intended for the volunteers. Apart from this the department maintains
contacts with the press, produces brochures, leaflets and articles, and
handles the day-to-day flow of information about Red Cross activities.
Now we shall go into the details of some case studies in order to illus-
trate our information structure, programmes and methods.

A successful membership drive

One of the most stable sources of income for the Netherlands Red
Cross is the contribution paid by RC members. One might say that this
particular source is much more important than others, because with the
donations of their members the local branches are largely able to
finance their own local activities. The branches keep 50% of the
amount raised, and the other 50% goes to headquarters.

For this reason, the gradual decrease in membership after it peaked
in 1980 was a major source of concern for the Governing Board. In
1980 membership totalled 1,071,878; in 1987 it had fallen to 944,752.
The decrease was due mainly to the ageing of the existing member-
ship, lack of growth and the fact that every year 2.6% of the members
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moved house without informing us of their new addresses. Therefore a
nationwide campaign was launched in November and December 1988
to stop the decline and push the number back up over the million
mark.

The campaign was prepared with great care. The main problem at
the outset was how to finance a special mailing to all households not
registered as RC members. Activities connected with the recruitment
of members are the exclusive statutory task of the autonomous local
branches. Consequently, permission had to be requested formally at
the General Assembly in June 1988. On that occasion the representa-
tives of the branches approved a financing proposal that was unique in
the history of our Society. According to this proposal, all proceeds
from new members recruited during the 1988 campaign would be
turned over to national headquarters for one year. Moreover, all local
representatives agreed that national headquarters should be allowed to
organize a nationwide campaign. In my opinion this was a major
victory for our Society as a whole.

It was crucial, however, that the branches should also take an
active part in the campaign at local level. Therefore a set of special
campaign materials was produced and distributed to the local branches
at cost price. The figurehead on these materials was Yvonne van
Gennip, a young and very popular Dutch ice-skating star, who won
three gold medals at the 1987 Calgary Winter Olympic Games.

To promote the campaign nationwide, headquarters approached
several TV companies (at that time all Dutch TV companies were still
non-profit societies) and spent many hours discussing estimates and
campaign ideas. Finally an agreement was reached with the Veronica
Broadcasting Company, a relatively new company with great appeal
for young people, one of the main target groups.

The campaign reached its climax in the last week of November
1988, when Veronica put out several very popular TV programmes
that included items on the RC. The Veronica news service produced a
special documentary about the Red Cross, including a film of the
League airbridge from Khartoum to southern Sudan made by their own
journalist. The TV coverage was supported by half-page advertise-
ments in all major newspapers, financed by commercial sponsors.

The local branches joined in with great enthusiasm and energy.
Thousands of volunteers spent countless hours distributing posters to
shopkeepers, doing direct marketing by phone, handing out stickers to
schoolchildren, organizing RC exhibitions in public places, etc.
Regional radio stations broadcast a special recording appealing to
listeners to fill in the fund-raising letter and mail it back. The success
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of the campaign was unprecedented. The amazing total of 144,000
new members was registered at the end of 1988. Whether and to what
extent the earthquake that struck Armenia on 7 December, just a few
days after the campaign week ended, and the rapid response of the
Netherlands Red Cross to that appalling disaster contributed to the
success of the campaign, we shall never know.

Joint fund-raising

Among professional fund-raisers the Dutch public is known as one
of the most generous in the world. The total amount of donations to
non-profit enterprises in any one year is considerable: in 1988 some
675 million guilders were collected by 245 organizations. And this
figure is still growing every year.

As mentioned above, the density of non-profit appeals in all the
media is very high. Even under "normal" circumstances it is difficult
to struggle through the jungle of messages and come across loud and
clear. But in the event of major emergency it is especially hard to
reach the general public and raise the enormous amount of money
needed for large-scale relief operations. At such times, during a single
evening on TV two or three different bank account numbers may be
shown as well as the telephone numbers of different and competing
organizations, all aiming at the same audience and all canvassing for
the same purpose. And it has also happened frequently that the front
pages of all the major newspapers have featured three or four adver-
tisements, each with its own account number and all appealing for the
same kind of support.

This phenomenon—which is common and accepted practice in
countries with a capitalistic economy—was directly attacked by the
managers of TV stations in November 1987. As a result the four
largest relief organizations (the Red Cross, Caritas Neerlandica, the
Ecumenical Relief Foundation and NOVIB) pooled their lobbying
efforts in order to gain the support of the major TV broadcasting
companies and launched a nationwide campaign for the victims of the
great drought in Ethiopia, Sudan and other African countries.

During tough and intensive negotiations that lasted for more than
two weeks, the TV managers unconditionally demanded that:
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— relief organizations join forces and use one common bank account
number in all fund-raising appeals to the public;

— other Dutch organizations involved in similar relief operations also
be associated with this campaign, to ensure that all the major polit-
ical and religious tendencies embodied by the different relief orga-
nizations would pool their efforts.

And that is what happened. Eleven relief organizations reached an
agreement on the division of the expected proceeds and organized
common information activities aimed at generating as much publicity
as possible in all the media during the campaign period.

That particular campaign was a success, raising a total of 75
million guilders. The Netherlands Red Cross was allocated 21% of this
sum, enough to become one of the main financial contributors to the
League and ICRC relief operations.

The support offered by all TV and radio broadcasting companies
was tremendous. Because this time the content of the messages was
quite complex. After all, why yet another appeal for Ethiopia after the
great campaign of 1985 that ended with a final credit balance of 125
million guilders? The relief organizations had urged TV producers to
make programmes with the emphasis on information and not on enter-
tainment. And so during the last week before Christmas 1987 a special
TV news bulletin on Africa was broadcast every evening directly after
the main eight o'clock news. On the last evening of the week a
90-minute TV show on Africa was broadcast during prime time.
During that December the relief organizations jointly produced news
bulletins with information about all their respective relief operations.
They succeeded in distributing 450,000 special campaign sheets and
120,000 posters through a common campaign secretariat. A wave of
altruistic feeling swept across the country and spurred hundreds of
schools, sports clubs and local committees into action.

When the total result of 72 million guilders was made public it
was clear to the relief organizations concerned that this kind of
common fund-raising drive in cases of major emergency should be
continued. Other joint campaigns followed: in 1988 for Bangladesh
and Sudan (flooding) and for Armenia, in 1989 for Ethiopia and
Romania. These led to the conclusion, in October 1988, of a formal
agreement for common fund-raising and information activities in times
of large-scale emergency.
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The Netherlands Red Cross receives a fixed proportion (17%) of
all proceeds. In some cases large amounts of money are divided up.
For example after the earthquake in Armenia, apart from the churches,
the Netherlands Red Cross was the main relief organization through
which money could be channelled to the stricken area. As a conse-
quence our National Society received 60% instead of 17% of the total
amount raised during the Armenia campaign (3.2 million guilders).

The most recent success reaped by this common fund-raising
method was of course the campaign for Romania, in which the Nether-
lands Red Cross again played a leading role in comparison with other
Dutch relief agencies. As soon as it heard the news about the momen-
tous events of Christmas 1989, the Netherlands Red Cross launched a
public appeal for ready cash and for standard food parcels, which the
public could deliver at Red Cross collection points all over the
country. With the generous support of the public the Netherlands Red
Cross was able to transport and distribute more than 150,000 parcels,
worth more than 2.3 million guilders, to the regions of Sibiu and
Brasov. Even more amazing was the result of the fund-raising
campaign, which was greatly helped by an initiative of the first Dutch
commercial TV station, RTL-Veronique, which succeeded in organi-
zing within four working days a sparkling three-hour TV show on
Romania, shown on the night of 30 December. On top of that the Post
Office managed to print and distribute 4.7 million leaflets to all
households before that date. After one week the credit balance
exceeded 50 million guilders! Such a response is surely the dream of
every professional communicator.

Conclusion

For professional Red Cross communicators such as myself it is
important to realize that such achievements would be impossible
without the effective support of the media, especially television. Tele-
vision has become a key factor for success.

A consequence of this situation is that the power of TV station
managers regarding any plans for fund-raising campaigns is growing.
This development is not necessarily desirable, as became evident
during preparations for a media campaign in favour of the starving
people of Ethiopia that was launched last January. At the beginning
of November 1988, as soon as the first alarming figures from Ethiopia
were received, the joint Dutch relief agencies started their efforts to
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come to an agreement with the TV bosses on a new Ethiopia
campaign.

We aimed at a campaign in the week before Christmas, which on
former occasions had proved to be a very profitable period. But the
media directors were by no means enthusiastic. They were not at all
convinced that a catastrophe was imminent and attacked the credibility
of our reports.

As later lobbying attempts remained vain, we decided to let the
public know what was going on. This of course caused shock-waves in
the Dutch media village of Hilversum. Then everyone became caught
up in the events of Romania. The campaign for Ethiopia was finally
carried out in the third week of January and yielded 17.5 million guil-
ders for spending on relief. After these developments the relief organi-
zations will have to review their position, and may have to search for
alternative ways to put their message over to the public loud and clear.

Marcel P.L. Vergeer
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