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Abstract
Persuasion lies at the heart of non-profit work, whether engaging donors, mobilizing 
volunteers, or influencing policymakers. Building on classical rhetorical theory, this 
Teaching Paper examines the enduring relevance of ethos (credibility), pathos (emotion), 
and logos (logic) in non-profit communication. It explores how credibility is built through 
expertise and commitment, how emotion connects audiences to causes, and how logic 
grounds appeals in data and evidence. The paper also addresses common objections faced 
by non-profits, including lack of awareness, skepticism, and resource constraints, offering 
practical techniques for overcoming them through listening, evidence, and respect. A case 
study demonstrates these principles in action, while reflection questions invite readers to 
assess their own persuasive practices. By blending classical theory with modern 
application, this Teaching Paper provides non-profit professionals and students with tools 
to strengthen their influence and impact.
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Executive Summary
This Teaching Paper highlights persuasion as a strategic skill for non-profit leaders. It 
draws on Aristotle’s rhetorical framework—ethos, pathos, and logos—and translates it 
into practical guidance for fundraising, advocacy, and community engagement.

Core Elements of Persuasion

• Ethos (Credibility): Build trust through expertise and personal commitment.

• Pathos (Emotion): Use storytelling and shared values to inspire empathy and 
action.

• Logos (Logic): Support arguments with data, structure, and evidence.

Handling Objections

• Lack of Awareness: Provide clear information and education.

• Skepticism: Share success stories and measurable outcomes.

• Resource Constraints: Offer flexible ways to contribute.

The paper emphasizes respectful communication, active listening, and evidence-based 
responses to sustain trust and engagement.

Purpose and Learning Objectives
The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to strengthen the persuasive capacity of non-profit 
professionals through classical and modern influence techniques.

Learning Objectives:

• To understand the rhetorical foundations of persuasion.

• To apply ethos, pathos, and logos in non-profit contexts.

• To anticipate and address common objections with skill and respect.

Background and Context

Persuasion has been central to leadership and advocacy for millennia. Aristotle’s 
framework remains a cornerstone of rhetorical theory, demonstrating how credibility 



(ethos), emotion (pathos), and logic (logos) form a triad of effective communication. 
Contemporary scholars like Cialdini (2007) expand these insights by identifying 
principles of influence such as reciprocity and social proof. Drucker (1990) underscores 
persuasion as an essential leadership function in non-profits, where legitimacy depends 
on inspiring stakeholders to share resources and commitments.

Practical Guide
1. Elements of Persuasion

• Ethos (Credibility):

◦ Share relevant expertise and experience.

◦ Demonstrate personal dedication to the cause.

• Pathos (Emotion):

◦ Use storytelling to humanize abstract issues.

◦ Appeal to values such as justice, hope, or compassion.

• Logos (Logic):

◦ Present evidence, data, and structured arguments.

◦ Connect logic to emotional resonance for stronger impact.

2. Handling Objections

• Common Objections:

◦ Lack of Awareness → Provide education and outreach.

◦ Skepticism → Show evidence of past success.

◦ Resource Constraints →  Suggest alternative contributions (time, skills, 
advocacy).

• Techniques:

◦ Listen actively to understand concerns.

◦ Provide relevant evidence without overwhelming.



◦ Stay calm and respectful to maintain trust.

Case Study
A non-profit advocating for clean water access presented to a group of local officials. 
Initially, officials were skeptical about the feasibility of the project due to limited 
municipal budgets. The organization applied ethos by showcasing staff expertise in 
engineering and past project successes. They used pathos through a story of a child 
walking miles for water each day. They reinforced their case with logos, presenting cost-
benefit data that showed long-term savings in healthcare expenditures. When officials 
raised concerns about budget constraints, the team respectfully proposed phased 
implementation and highlighted opportunities for community co-investment. The 
presentation secured approval and funding.

Common Challenges and Tips
• Challenge: Over-reliance on emotion without evidence. 

Tip: Balance pathos with credible data (logos).

• Challenge: Excessive jargon or technical detail. 
Tip: Simplify language and connect to audience values.

• Challenge: Defensive response to objections. 
Tip: Practice active listening and acknowledge concerns.

Reflection Questions
1. Which of the three elements—ethos, pathos, logos—do you rely on most in your 

communication?

2. How can you integrate more storytelling into your current practice?

3. What types of objections do your audiences typically raise, and how can you 
prepare responses?

4. How can your credibility be strengthened in the eyes of key stakeholders?



Limitations and Considerations
While ethos, pathos, and logos provide a strong foundation, cultural and contextual 
factors shape persuasion. Emotional appeals may resonate differently across regions; 
credibility may depend more on organizational reputation than personal expertise; and 
logical arguments may be secondary in highly relational contexts. Non-profits must adapt 
their approach based on audience analysis.

Academic Value
This Teaching Paper demonstrates the enduring relevance of classical rhetorical theory 
while applying it to modern non-profit challenges. It adds value by showing how 
persuasion is not manipulation but an ethical practice that builds alignment and shared 
action. It bridges academic theory with practical tools for advocacy, donor engagement, 
and partnership building.

Conclusion and Next Steps
Persuasion is central to non-profit communication. By applying ethos, pathos, and logos, 
and by respectfully addressing objections, organizations can build trust and inspire 
action. Future work may explore integrating digital storytelling, behavioral insights, and 
cross-cultural approaches into persuasion strategies.
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