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FIA CONFERENCE PAY WHAT IT TAKES

What is Pay What It Takes? 

The ‘non-profit starvation cycle’ developed by Stanford Social Innovation Review. 

→A self perpetuating cycle 

→…yet changing the cycle 
can create change!

→And WE CAN CHANGE
part of that cycle!!

→Overheads = Indirect costs
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It started with a 
LinkedIn post…     
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It started with a 
LinkedIn post…     
And grew into 
much more! 
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Run a pilot campaign at FIA’s Annual Conference 
aimed at changing the way fundraisers 

communicate indirect costs

OBJECTIVE



THE PAY WHAT IT TAKES ECOSYSTEM
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STEP 1

Find Total Direct 
Costs

STEP 2

Find Direct 
Manpower, 
Rental and 
Programme-
related costs per 
Service or 
Beneficiary

STEP 3

Find Direct Cost 
for each Service 
or Beneficiary

STEP 6

Calculate 
sustainability of 
Individual 
services (Total 
Cost vs 
Relevant 
subsidies and 
funds raised

STEP 5

Find Total 
Indirect Costs 
for each Service 
or Beneficiary

STEP 4

Identify Indirect Activity 
Pools, cost Drivers (e.g. 
central functions, 
fundraising, governance, 
strategy), Unit Costs 
(per service or 
beneficiary)

APPLICATION OF ACTIVITY-BASED COSTING TO CHARITIES

Educating your internal stakeholders 
— it takes conviction! 
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Explain importance of cost of 

operations and cost of compliance etc. 

and how they are integral to taking on 

donor projects, which benefits donors and 

the community in meetings its objectives.

Educating the donor 
— it takes courage! 
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→A ‘starvation cycle’ to meet public expectations

→Trust and understanding varies 

→A measured approach to balance risk, financial 
sustainability and donor sentiment 

→A coordinated response across sector is key 

Australian 
Red Cross 

FIA CONFERENCE PAY WHAT IT TAKES



→Research led → track outcomes
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The Smith Family



→Research led → track outcomes

→CEO was ahead of the game

→Start with how we represent  
(language and imagery)
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The Smith Family

→Research led → track outcomes

→CEO was ahead of the game

→Start with how we represent  
(language and imagery)

→Next: Roll through all materials 
and tackle the financial cuts
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So what does 
research tell us..?



INSIGHT O1 INSIGHT O2

INSIGHT O3 INSIGHT O4

Dan Pallotta’s thought-
leadership has generated 
a groundswell of 
awareness, but lacks 
tangible actions for Not-
For-Profits to drive 
change.

Not-For-Profits should be 
cautious in assuming 
donors want to minimise 
overhead costs or that 
overhead costs affect 
giving behaviour. 

Donors understand the 
importance of charities 
investing in overhead 
costs if it’s framed in the 
right manner and linked 
to impact. 

Not-For-Profits need 
more data on the impact 
of overhead costs to 
make their case for 
support.

Literature 
Review

Donor Surveys 
(1265)

Fundraiser focus 
group (10) 

Fundraiser 
Surveys (95)

Google Trends 
Analysis

NFP Website 
conversion 
funnels

KEY RESEARCH & RESOURCES
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Existing research 
is inconsistent and 
often conflicting. 
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SOURCE:  PWIT CAMPAIGN RESEARCH REPORT
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NFPs currently use limited language 
in how they tell the story of overhead
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SOURCE:  PWIT CAMPAIGN RESEARCH REPORT
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SOURCE: MORE STRATEGIC SUSTAINABILITY REPORT
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SOURCE: MORE STRATEGIC SUSTAINABILITY REPORT SOURCE: MORE STRATEGIC SUSTAINABILITY REPORT

NFPs currently use limited language 
in how they tell the story of overhead
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DONOR SURVEY

Exploring  behaviour based 
data and digital search analysis....

KEYWORD ANALYSIS GOOGLE ANALYTICS 
ANALYSIS
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DONOR SURVEY KEYWORD ANALYSIS GOOGLE ANALYTICS 
ANALYSIS

We learnt that 80% of donors 

surveyed don’t look at overhead

costs before donating to a charity.

2% knew the administration 

costs of their chosen charity. 

Only a small percentage of 5000+ 

searches on Australian charities 

are looking for common words or 

terms to describe overhead 

94.5% of donors do not check 

annual reports, “about us”  or 

look for overhead costs before 

making online donations

We did our own research, 
focusing on  behaviour based 
data and digital search analysis.
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Recommendations: 
How to reframe 
overhead?



STOP START

Limiting reporting on fundraising 
and the impact it makes.

Using broad and unclear phrases 
to describe overhead costs.

1. Capacity Building
2. Infrastructure
3. Innovation
4. Organisational 

Development
5. Administration

Speaking more frequently and in 
more detail about the impact of 
overhead costs and fundraising.

Framing overhead costs with 
clear, descriptive and 
authoritative language.

1. Accountability
2. Organisational 

effectiveness
3. Governance
4. Fundraising
5. Sustainability

Reframe language
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Reframe visuals

FIA CONFERENCE

STOP START

Breaking down pie charts to demonstrate the complexity of overhead costs.Using using pie charts that 
reinforce programs vs 
overhead costs.

PAY WHAT IT TAKES

19% PREFERRED

19% PREFERRED 

62% PREFERRED 



STOP START

Adding a fundraising multiplier to 
existing visuals or pie charts.

Link overhead to impact
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“
CANCER COUNCIL SA IMPACT REPORT

2021-22, PAGE 5

For every $1 invested into fundraising, we raised $4.32 to 

invest in research, prevention  and support programs.

Focusing on the percentage of 
funding not going to programs.



STOP

START

Limiting your annual report to 
mandatory documents.

Transforming your annual 
reports into inspiring “impact 
reports”, clearly showcasing your 
organisation’s achievements, 
outcomes and societal change.

SMITH FAMILY IMPACT REPORT 2022-23CANCER COUNCIL SA IMPACT REPORT 2021-22

Reframe your annual report

FIA CONFERENCE PAY WHAT IT TAKES



FIA CONFERENCE PAY WHAT IT TAKES



PAY WHAT IT TAKESFIA CONFERENCE



FIA CONFERENCE PAY WHAT IT TAKES



Leadership Track
Sponsored By:



PAY WHAT IT TAKESFIA CONFERENCE

Q&A
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