
Tom Ahern presents...

Profitable
donor

newsletters
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8 of 10 first-time
donors do NOT make

a 2nd gift
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Source:  Adrian Sargeant, 2010



Purpose of a donor newsletter

Job #1: Retain donors
Job #2: Make money
Don’t reverse the order.
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A 10% improvement in your
donor retention improves your

revenue 50% immediately.
And that’s just the

beginning....
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Merkle | Domain’s proven formula:

• 11x17 format, folding to four 8.5x11 pages
• one-color, two-color, full-color
• NOT a self-mailer
• mail in a #10 envelope: “Your newsletter
enclosed.”
• send exclusively to current donors
• include a reply envelope and reply device
• mail as often as possible
• use the newsletter for “accomplishment reporting”
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Typical donor communications calendar
Acquisition Print newsletter Renewal Major donor Lapsed donor Emergency E - newsletter

January #1 Annual
report

#1

February #1 #2

March #1 #2 Annual mtg.
invitation

#1 #3

April #2 Appeal #1 #4

May #3 #5

June #6

July #4 #2 #7

August #3 #8

September #5 Progress
report

#9

October #2 #4 #10

November Year-end
appeal

Appeal #2 #3 #11

December #12
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Source: Alan Sharpe, Mail Superiority



Paper vs. electrons

Reviewing information on paper produces
more emotional processing than viewing the

same information on screen.
And emotional processing is critical to giving.
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Source: Neuroscience blog; 2011 via Joyaux Associates newsletter



Why donors welcome newsletters

• Good newsletters are good guests, flush with
chatty updates

• Newsletters entertain visually as well as
verbally

• Newsletters don’t ask for money (as
obviously)
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Why donors don’t welcome
newsletters

Because they’re as
boring as old toast.
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Don’t get the front page right?

You have no welcome.
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1st

2nd

3rd

3rd

3rd3rd

3rd
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• Trophy #s? Unimpressive
• “Case closed” headline
• Looks backwards, not

forwards: low news value
• Cluster of photos = visual La

Brea tar pits: eye walks in,
can’t get out

• Dear child’s face is size of
raisin; low empathy

• Buried offer
• Front page about party, not

about impact of giving
• Clear message: “A good time

was had by all!”
• Good for family feeling; bad

at raising funds
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ROI = 3X

Before After



Donor newsletters | © 2011 Tom Ahern | www.aherncomm.com 16

• Warmer colors
• Clean, dominant masthead
• Table of contents leads inside
• 2 front page stories instead of 1
• Uses real people in the photos

(faces remain taboo)
• Written for skimmers (headlines,

decks, long copy broken up)
• Thanks the donor repeatedly
• Taking readers “Behind the scenes”

has automatic news value
• Looks good but not too good
• Includes offer



$4,470 in gifts
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$49,600 in gifts
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(old) 8 pages long
(new) 4 pages long

(old) Features 1,200-word front-page article
(new) Features 500-word front-page article

(old) Can’t be skimmed; a slow read
(new) Easily skimmed; a fast read

(old) Doesn’t use “you”; impersonal
(new) Uses “you” copiously; personal
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#1:

Awful
problem

#2:

Wonderful
solution

#3:

The donor
gets the
credit



Good headlines...

• Concise
• Specific
• Include a benefit for the reader
• Interesting for some reason (added)

Donor newsletters | © 2011 Tom Ahern | www.aherncomm.com 21

Source: For Impact blog



$4,470 in gifts
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$49,600 in gifts



The headline is interesting because it...
• is taboo (by virtue of introducing the subject of deity)
• is a question for which there is no “obvious” answer
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Source: Roy H. Williams, Wizard of Ads

Does God Like You?



The headline is interesting because it...
• is funny
• says far more than it says
• reminds you of foolish-sounding statistics
• or maybe made you angry (readers would rather be angry

than bored; the only sin is being boring)
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Source: Roy H. Williams, Wizard of Ads

Four out of five people
think the fifth is an idiot
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Editor: Jeff Hall
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offers accomplishments
(i.e., how donors changed the world)

trust tribe
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It is not pure reporting.

It’s reporting crossed with a
Hallmark greeting card.



“Accomplishments” have rosy
glows about them.

I feel something.
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This is NOT an accomplishment.

This is merely an untranslated activity.
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Accomplishments



Numbers are not
accomplishments, BTW.

Stats are false ports. They are NOT safe havens.
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The basic problem with statistical evidence?

Data does not stir
empathy.
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Source: Dan Ariely, Duke U., 2010
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“The essential difference between
emotion and reason is that emotion
leads to action, while reason leads to
conclusions.”

-- neurologist Donald B. Calne
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Assume you know nothing.

Create an
“emotional profile”

of your donors.
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs – a useful checklist for figuring out impact,
as well as for understanding donors

morality,
creativity,

spontaneity,
problem solving,
lack of prejudice,

acceptance of facts

self-esteem, confidence,
achievement, respect of
others, respect by others

friendship, family, sexual intimacy

security of: body, employment, resources, the
family, health, property

breathing, food, water, sex, sleep, exercise, excretion

Self-actualization

Esteem

Love/belonging

Safety

Physiological

Challenging projects, opportunities
for innovation and creativity, learning
and creating at a high level

Important projects, recognition from
other, prestige and status

Acceptance, be part of a group,
identification with a successful team

Physical safety, economic security,
freedom from threats

Basic physical survival
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I want to feel good aboutI want to feel good about
giving.giving.

Source: Key donor desires, from Ken Burnett’s The Zen of Fundraising
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The impact of the
donor’s gift.



• A brick and a flag … OR (2)
• “With that $1,000, we can train a person to

treat 80% of the illnesses in an entire village
for a year.” (123)

Source: Nick Fellers, The Suddes Group
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I want to feel involved, aI want to feel involved, a
part of something.part of something.

Source: Key donor desires, from Ken Burnett’s The Zen of Fundraising
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I want to be inspired.I want to be inspired.

Source: Key donor desires, from Ken Burnett’s The Zen of Fundraising
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I want to know how myI want to know how my
money will be used andmoney will be used and
what difference it willwhat difference it will

make.make.
Source: Key donor desires, from Ken Burnett’s The Zen of Fundraising
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I want to be recognizedI want to be recognized
and valued for my gift.and valued for my gift.

Source: Key donor desires, from Ken Burnett’s The Zen of Fundraising
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“Is this
all I am
to you?”



The Society for Nice,
Middle-Class, Older
People (SONMOP)

needs your help to feel
good about themselves

Source: Mark Phillips, Bluefrog, via Jeff Brooks
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Donor-NEGLIGENT:
“We did this. We did

that. We were amazing.
Oh, by the way, thanks.”
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Donor-CENTRIC:
“With your help, all
these amazing things

happened. And without
your help, they won’t.”
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Don’t lose this easy battle.

“We” vs. “You”
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Corporate communications are about how
great the organization is. Favorite pronoun:

we
CRS | Tom Ahern | © 2011 63



Donor communications are about how great
the donor is. Favorite pronoun:

you
CRS | Tom Ahern | © 2011 64
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[corporate communications]
I feel very fortunate because in my travels I
am able to meet the people that Amnesty has
helped...

[donor communications]
I feel very fortunate because in my travels I
am able to meet the people that you have
helped...
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Get yourself one of these

67
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FAILS
the “you” test,

advertising’s most basic test
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and your role in it



you will
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Your gifts help support these programs in Pennsylvania
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How much is a
personal pronoun
actually worth?
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$4,470 in gifts
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$49,600 in gifts

FAILS

PASSES
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Donor-centricity =

A warm soak in a
flattery bath



“The difference between appreciation and
flattery? One is sincere and the other

insincere. One comes from the heart out; the
other from the teeth out.” Dale Carnegie
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Donor-centricity =

A warm soak in an
appreciation bath
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Hello, I'm Ken Hackett, president of Catholic
Relief Services. Welcome to our 2009 interactive
annual report.

The generosity of you, our donors, is one of
Catholic Relief Services greatest blessings. Your
support gives us the resources we need to bring
innovative solutions to tough humanitarian
problems. Your compassion transforms lives.



(Psssst)

Almost no one reads the
articles.
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What do “readers” really see
• Artwork: 80 percent
• Photos: 75 percent
• Headlines: 56 percent
• Briefs: 31 percent
• Captions: 29 percent
• Text: 25 percent*

*This number is abnormally high, according to Poynter Institute researchers. They
tested prototypes rather than actual publications. Prototypes invariably produce
higher, more positive numbers than real publications. Source: Ann Wylie
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Good places to insert donor love



Readers read at 100 mph. The big check says, “Problem solved!”
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Almost
everyone

looks at this

About a
third read

this Almost no
one reads
much of

this
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The most common –
and fatal -- flaw in

donor newsletters are
fake, weak, or non-
existent headlines.
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Your e-newsletter’s opening rate

depends on (1) your reputation

(dull or interesting?) and (2)

your subject line (ditto).



This is not a headline. It’s simply big type.
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Not a headline

Not a headline
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Not a headline
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Great photo…
great recognition…
but what’s the story?
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Before After



It’s a “news”-letter.

Go a little wild.
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Neuroscience says…

“Coming across new information
triggers a chemical reaction that makes
us feel good, which in turns causes us to
seek out even more of it.”

Source: Wall Street Journal article by Lee Gomes, on USC neuroscientist, Dr.
Irving Biederman; published March 12, 2008
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New
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Anything

Will Grab My Attention
(including the word “new”)
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Also “new-ish”
Words like secret, hidden, hints, tips,
update, private, confidential, mystery,

discover, unveil, expose, reveal, divulge.
Phrases like "Did you know?", "Myths

and Facts," "Frequently Asked
Questions," "Heard on the Blog."

103
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Tell me something I don’t know,
and I’ll tell others.
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Make lists:

The Top 3 Kinds of Help Military Moms
on the Homefront Need Most

Connect with the news:

How the Foreclosure Crisis is Putting
Military Families Out on the Street



Inside this envelope ...
one of Thunder Bay’s darkest secrets
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Newsletters are not sales
brochures, but you can sell a little.

Make offers
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E-newsletters are action-oriented
• Adopt an urgent theme. NOT “the July

newsletter.” INSTEAD: the “Surge
newsletter,” “Food shortage newsletter,”
“Back to school newsletter.”

• Give your readers 3-5 actions related to the
topic, for instance: Find out more. Donate
now. Buy something like a backpack.
Browse current needs. Watch a video online.

Source: Jeff Brooks’ Power Blog July 2009
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R.I.P.

Don’t BURY your offers.
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Unburied offer
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Inertia is your real
enemy in fundraising.

Give people things to do.
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Offer



(footer on every emailed newsletter)

Greenpeace relies almost entirely
on the support of individuals,
remaining independent of any
government or corporate money.
Please donate now if you can.
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Totally.

Emotions rule
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(Direct mail industry trade secret!)
Seven emotional triggers cause
people to respond to direct mail:

-- Anger
-- Exclusivity
-- Fear
-- Flattery
-- Greed
-- Guilt
-- Salvation



Judge everything you put in your
newsletter by one standard:

Is this likely to make the
donor feel good (or bad,

for that matter)?
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Exclusivity, greed, flattery
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Mal Warwick’s 5 positive triggers
•   Hope
•   Love
•   Compassion
•   Duty
•   Faith



Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

They’re aware of
consequences

Believing “Someone might be
hurt if I don’t give.”

Love Thy Reader |Tom Ahern | © 2010 122



Love Thy Reader |Tom Ahern | © 2010 123



Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

They’re learning
Are you taking them on a

journey?
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My
free
how-to
e-newsletter…
www.aherncomm.co
m


