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“Your donor communications, bless 
their hearts: Are they any good?”

~  T o m  A h e r n  ~



How we read direct mail
Step #1: The open or trash decision
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XYZ Organization
123 Sweeping Street
Your town, CT 01234

Ms. Jane Smith
567 Main Street
Your town, CT 01234

Me?
Who?

What?



How we read direct mail
Step #2: Do I really care?
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LogoWho?
What? [ Optional important message ]

Me? Dear Ms. Smith,
If you’re like me, the sight of 

kids running around on stage in silly 
costumes makes you giggle with 
delight.

Sincerely,
Ms. Sincerity Champion, ED

PS: ytuytggygkigkygkygigikgy

Who?

Ask!

Ask!

Ask!

Ask!

Hook
Hook



How we read direct mail
Step #3: What do you want me to do?
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What? Yes! I want to support children’s community theatre in 
my town. Here’s my tax-deductible gift of...

Email address
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Two distinct types of letter...

1. Acquisition (no gift yet)

2. Renewal (made a prior gift)



Direct Mail | © 2010 Tom Ahern | WWW.AHERNCOMM.COM 6

1. Acquisition (reader is a stranger)

2. Renewal (an acquaintance)
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Acquisition letter ?s...
1. Who are you (your promise)?
2. What do you want?
3. Why should I trust you?
4. Why do you matter?
5. How do you relate to me?
6. What’s the rush?



In an acquisition letter, you are 
making your case to strangers.
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Reality check: Most people throw 
away most of their non-personal
mail most of the time.

Keep your expectations low. And 
personalize as much as you can.
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• The person’s name
• The pronouns “you” and “I”
• An audience attribute: “As a parent, 
you know....”
• Geography: “As a resident of...”
• Hand-written touches

“Personalization” can include...
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Renewal letter ?s...
1. What did you do with my prior gift?
2. Are you grateful?
3. What do you want now? 
4. Do you have proof?
5. Again: Who are you?
6. What’s the rush?
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“Does my stuff get
an A+ on the
‘you’ test?”



Get yourself one of these
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Dear Jane Doe,

Welcome ... I hope.

I’m writing today to request the pleasure of your
acquaintance.

There’s a place reserved for you on The Rhode Island 
Foundation’s mailing list ... but only if you agree and check, 
“Yes, I’m interested” on the enclosed reply card.

You’ll be in good company, that I can promise.

[etc.]



If you haven't yet made Sharp one of your charities, I am writing to sincerely ask that you ...

.... Please consider making your first gift today!

Since my treatment, I've learned just how important donors are to Sharp.

Year after year, donors have helped Sharp build new facilities, buy new equipment, fund 
scholarships, research, community outreach ... and more.

When you hear the worst diagnosis in your life, you quickly appreciate why all those years 
of donor support matter.

"Diane, your tonsils are full of cancer," I heard the doctor say. And that wasn't all of it. I had 
cancer in my jaw and the roof of my mouth as well.

I'd already lost a year because an earlier doctor, not at Sharp, had misdiagnosed my sore-
throat symptoms and sent me home with a remedy from the drug store.

At Sharp, I was rushed into surgery immediately.

As you might imagine, it could have been a very, very bad scene for me.
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Your



Donor Comm Self-Audit | © 2009 Tom Ahern | WWW.AHERNCOMM.COM 24

“Am I making a
promise?”



Nothing stops a 
bullet like a job.

Homeboy Industries
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A bigger endowment means discoveries come faster.

A bigger endowment means more improvements, 
better treatments, faster healing, and hope where there 
wasn't hope before.

A bigger endowment means we will more quickly 
penetrate the genetic and functional mysteries inside 
today's incurable diseases and find relief. 
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Promises
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“Am I treating the
donor as our org.’s 

superhero?”
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St. Jude’s welcome package
• #10 envelope: THANKS! Your St. Jude welcome materials 

are enclosed.
• Personalized, one-sided letter (for $10 gift) gushes, “I’ve 

just received the marvelous news – you’re the newest 
member of the St. Jude family.” Marlo Thomas

• P.S.: “I know there are many worthy charities that ask for 
your help. Please know how honored we are that you’ve 
chosen to support the work of St. Jude.”

• Inserts: thank you from patient, thank you from parent, 
small notepad, reply slip with a gentle ask for “extra gift”
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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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Dear <Salutation>,

As 2004 draws to a close, I wanted to share with you just what 
a difference your decision to <para1Support/continue> 
Amnesty International Australia as <Para1 donor type> has 
made to many people around the world.

I feel very fortunate because in my travels I am able to meet 
the people that you have helped, such as José Gallardo, who I 
met at our last International Council Meeting in Mexico. José
was a former general in the Mexican army, who was arrested 
and imprisoned simply for complying with the constitution of 
his country.

Source: Sean Triner, Pareto



Donor Comm Self-Audit | © 2009 Tom Ahern | WWW.AHERNCOMM.COM 42

“Am I showing
impact?”
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Donors don’t give to your 
organization. They give 
through your organization to:

• fix a problem they worry about;
• sustain or expand a solution they believe in;
• get more of what they’re interested in;
• feel like they’ve made a difference.
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Memphis Child Advocacy Center

Helping Victims
Become Children Again

They are not giving to this, at least not initially

They are giving to this



• 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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“This worked.”
- Steve Herlich
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“Am I talking about
accomplishments or 

mere activities?”
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This is NOT an accomplishment.

This is merely an untranslated activity.
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Why would donors care about any of 
these? What is your donor angle?

> 25th anniversary
> Average length of stay: 28 days
> 5 new hires in last year
> Served 118 adults, 136 children
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Accomplishment stories
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“Am I telling stories
of adversity, triumph, 
and reversed fortunes 
(i.e., taking my donor 

on a journey)?”
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Now playing in the
Theatre of My Forehead

The Anecdote
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We have a 24-hour hot line.
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Why do we have a 24-hour 
hot line?

Because violence against 
women never sleeps.
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When she entered our 3rd grade, 
she couldn’t spell “cat.”

At the end of the year, she could 
spell “Tchaikovsky.”
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Essence of storytelling:
Something happens



today > tomorrow
before > after
problem > solution
evil > good
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Great brands are “stories that are 
never completely told.”

– Scott Bedbury
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“Do I tell people how 
we are unique?”
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“We take citizens most likely 
not to succeed, and we help 

them to succeed.”

Director, Community College of RI

What makes you different?
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Problem/solution



Source: Friends of the Children

68Donor Comm Self-Audit | © 2009 Tom Ahern | WWW.AHERNCOMM.COM



Donor Comm Self-Audit | © 2009 Tom Ahern | WWW.AHERNCOMM.COM 69

“Can readers easily 
skim my stuff?”



Vögele’s eye motion study
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Corollary: info transfers best at the “browser level,” not in 
the body of an article



How you assume people see your newsletter
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How people actually see your newsletter
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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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Almost 
everyone 

looks at this

About a 
third read 

this

Almost no 
one reads 
much of 

this



Readers read at 100 mph. The big check says, “Problem solved!”
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“Are my headlines 
really headlines?”



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

Donor newsletters | Tom Ahern | www.aherncomm.com 77



Donor Comm Self-Audit | © 2009 Tom Ahern | WWW.AHERNCOMM.COM 78

This is not a headline. It doesn’t tell me what 
the story is about.
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Not a headline

Not a headline
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Great photo…
great recognition…
but what’s the story?
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Would Marijuana Be OK by 
Prescription If You Didn’t Get High? 
Painkillers Without Pleasure

[in this case, the Wall Street Journal used 14 
words to tell the tale -- short-winded for the 
Journal, which averages more like 25-30 
words for its headline/deck combos]

Headline

Deck (sub-headline)
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Before

After



Donor Comm Self-Audit | © 2009 Tom Ahern | WWW.AHERNCOMM.COM 83

“…after seeing your presentation, we put into 
place many of the fundamentals you advocate 
for a good donor newsletter. It’s working! 
…we’ve more than doubled our gifts, and 
they keep coming. The average gift size [from 
the newsletter] is almost twice as much as our 
appeal’s average gift.”

-- Clovis Thorn, Director of Development, Drug Policy 
Alliance; September 22, 2005
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“A good headline [has] enticing words, 
good action verbs, the best possible 
summary of what the content is about, 
and, if possible, a surprise or ‘hook’ that 
pulls us in.”

Dr. Mario R. Garcia, Redesigning Print for the Web
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“Do I promote trust?”
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If you have credibility-
builders, display them.
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“Fundraising and efficiency facts…”
From the United Negro College Fund website

-- UNCF maintains a low cost ratio of only 17.6 percent of total revenues –
7.8 percent for administrative costs and 9.8 percent for fundraising.

-- Both The Non-Profit Times and The Chronicle of Philanthropy rank UNCF 
among the top 10 charitable educational organizations in the country.

-- Approximately 92 percent of students attending UNCF member 
institutions require financial assistance.

-- 59 percent of students attending UNCF member institutions are from 
families with a gross income of less than $35,000 and roughly half of UNCF 
students are from single parent households.
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Got testimonial?
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“Is my website ready 
for donors?”
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58% of donors say they 
research a nonprofit online 

before making a contribution.

Source: The Agitator’s 2008 DonorTrends Survey



• A Great Story, Ideally with a Photo. What's the best example you have that, 
in an instant, explains the importance of what you do? What story and/or 
photograph immediately conveys "This is why we do what we do" or "This is 
why it matters so much"? 

• A Solution to a Supporter's Problem. Your supporters look up to you as an 
expert on your issues. If they are giving you money or other support, that 
usually means they agree with your approach to solving problems in your issue 
area. Bring your issue down to the individual, family, office, or neighborhood 
level and position yourself as a helpful, supportive neighbor by publishing an 
empowering how-to guide to solve a problem related to your mission. 

• An Urgent Call to Action. What single thing do you want your supporters to 
do right now? Sign up for an event? Volunteer? Donate $25? Ask your website 
visitors to do it right there on your home page, emphasizing the results that 
will come about when they do.
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What’s in the middle of your home page?

Source: Kivi Leroux Miller, 2010



Donor Comm Self-Audit | © 2009 Tom Ahern | WWW.AHERNCOMM.COM 93



Donor Communications | Tom Ahern | www.aherncomm.com 94



Donor Communications | Tom Ahern | www.aherncomm.com 95



Donor Comm Self-Audit | © 2009 Tom Ahern | WWW.AHERNCOMM.COM 96

“Am I jargon-free?”
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Write like you’re writing to 
your mum.

-- Richard Radcliffe, one of the world’s leading researchers 
into donor motivation
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We work with you to:

Create partnerships and initiatives that focus 
attention on and mobilize giving for key 
challenges facing our city… Collaborate with 
community leaders to make change happen 
whether as a donor or non-profit executive, 
visionary or organizer. We support philanthropic 
leaders in carrying out their work, reinforcing 
their efforts by carrying out ours.
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We work with you to:

Create partnerships and initiatives that focus 
attention on and mobilize giving for key 
challenges facing our city… Collaborate with 
community leaders to make change happen 
whether as a donor or non-profit executive, 
visionary or organizer. We support philanthropic 
leaders in carrying out their work, reinforcing 
their efforts by carrying out ours.
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The Loreto College Development [jargon] Office 
plays an integral role [jargon] in linking all facets 
[jargon] of the Loreto community by working with 
its key networking [jargon] groups; Parents & 
Friends, Class Representatives and Old Scholars. 
This liaison [jargon] is vital as it ultimately 
strengthens our community, enhances public 
relations [jargon] and effectively markets our 
College both internally [jargon] and externally 
[jargon].
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“Do I make lots of 
unburied offers?”
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R.I.P.

Don’t BURY your offers.
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Unburied offer
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Offer-tunity
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“Do I make it super-
duper easy to make a 

gift?”
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email footer (Tina Palmer, CFRE)
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(footer on every email)

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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#1 reason people didn’t give 
online, research said?

They didn’t know they could.
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“Am I utterly explicit
about what I want 
someone to do?”
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??
?

??
??? ?



• Our school’s future will depend heavily on 
charitable bequests from you and others. 
Are you ready to learn more?

• There are children we’d love to come here. 
But they can’t afford it until we raise more 
for scholarships. Are you ready to help?
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“Is my stuff rich with 
emotional triggers?”



Emotion Rationality
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Rationality
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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
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“Do I include great 
big faces?”
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Source: Friends of the Children
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Studies show eyes attract eyes
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“Do I surprise my 
readers … or bore 

them?”
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Anything

Will Grab My Attention
(including the word “new”)
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This is NOT 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."
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Promise: When you 
stop boring your readers 
with predictable stuff, 
your income will go up.
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“Do I invite my 
donors to a fight?”
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