
Communicating 
with Yr Donors

Practical Psychology
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A.k.a.
The dark arts
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(Chicago Tribune, 6/15/2007) That good feeling you get 
by writing a check to your favorite charity could be your 
brain patting itself on the back.

Reporting in Friday's issue of the journal Science, a 
team of economists and psychologists at the University of 
Oregon have found that...

donating money to charity 
activates regions of the brain 
associated with pleasure.
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Dale Carnegie: The Only Rule

“You’ll have more fun and success when you 
stop trying to get what you want…” (a 

donation) “…and start helping other people 
get what they want.” (I.e., a feeling of being 

important.)



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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“Is this 
all I am 
to you?”



Donor-NEGLIGENT:
“We did this. We did 

that. We were amazing. 
Oh, by the way, thanks.”
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Favorite pronoun:
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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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Favorite pronoun:
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Sore throat? My tonsils had filled with cancer.

But thanks in part to donors like you,
Sharp cancer care had the cure.
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Dear Tom,

My name's Diane York.

I'm a mother, a wife, a career fashion designer ... and, thanks to the 
magnificent care I received at Sharp, I am also now a cancer survivor.

If you are, or have been, a donor to Sharp, I want to take this special 
opportunity to thank you personally for your contribution to my recovery.

ETC....

Donor love
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Donor-centricity =

Flattery Bath
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Donors need to 
see that they make 
a difference



Proposition:
You communicate so that 

people will READ.
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You communicate so that 
people will READ.

You communicate so that 
people will ACT. 
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NO



Emotional
triggers
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“I’ve always said that 
people give money for 
one of three reasons: 
guilt, ego, or emotion.”
Sol Price, who donated $100 million to help revitalize the neighborhood 
where he grew up
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Change lives.
Relieve pain.

Right a wrong.
End injustice.

Add to the world.
Give back.
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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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Mal Warwick’s 5 positive triggers
• Hope
• Love
• Compassion
• Duty
• Faith



• Joy
• Gratitude
• Serenity
• Interest
• Hope
• Pride
• Amusement
• Inspiration
• Awe
• Love

Source: Dr. Barbara Frederickson, author, Positivity

Top 10 
positive 
emotions
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Curiosity builder
Exclusivity trigger

Flattery trigger
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You are hereby invited [flattery] to become a

Member [exclusivity] of the Kennedy Center

at a full 20% discount [greed]

and gain the special privilege [exclusivity] to

purchase advance tickets before the general public [greed]

to the finest Kennedy Center presentations. [exclusivity]
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You’re selling a chance to 
solve a problem.
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What PROBLEM are …

your donors
… the SOLUTION to?



Nothing stops a 
bullet like a job.

L.A. anti-gang crusader
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“I believe that if I hadn’t had
SOFIA House my son and I 
would not be alive today.”

-- Former resident of SOFIA House,
Second Stage housing for abused women and their children,

United Way member agency, Calgary, Alberta
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Fear Hope
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“Giving is not about a calculation 
of what you are buying,” Yale 

economics professor, Dean 
Karlan, proved. “It is about 

participating in a fight.”

The New York Times | March 9, 2008
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If your cause has an 
enemy, show the 
enemy. Make it 

personal.
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Subtext: “What your gift prevents”
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A time-honored twinset sequence…

• Brew emotional unease with negative 
emotions.

• Relieve that unease with positive 
emotions.

• Ask the donor for help.
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{ negative } These are dark days nationally in 
the struggle to keep theology out of women's 
health care. { positive } But here, in our state, 
we’ve always won our battles, day after day 
(those picketers never quit), year after year 
(certain legislators never quit), thanks to your 
continued support. { ask } Now we need you 
more than ever.
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“…for a $100 gift we’ll be happy to add 
you to our monthly mailing list, for $500 

you can receive our quarterly appeals, and 
for a $1,000 gift you will never hear from 

us again…..”
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“Entertain” doesn’t mean 
juggling and rubber 
noses. Although...
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Putting the “fun”
back in fundraising
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Adopt a Word campaign
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Communicating 
with Yr Donors

Hooks
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Cialdini’s Principles of Persuasion

• Reciprocation: We feel obligated to return 
favors performed for us.

• Authority: We look to experts to show us 
the way.

• Commitment/consistency: We want to act 
consistently with our commitments and 
values.

Source: Influence: Science and Practice, by Robert Cialdini
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Cialdini’s Principles of Persuasion

• Scarcity: The less available the resource, 
the more we want it.

• Likability: The more we like people, the 
more we want to say yes to them.

• Social proof: We look to what others do to 
guide our behavior.

Source: Influence: Science and Practice, by Robert Cialdini
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The other Golden Rule:

“What’s in it for me?”
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Your AMIABLE side
responds to…

Intimacy, warmth, faces, the need to 
nurture, anecdotes, the community, the 
tribe, conversation, friendliness and ... 
the word “you.”
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Puppies, kittens (and children) raise a lot of 
money. It’s the cuteness factor.
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Everything MUST pass 
the “you test”
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Get yourself one of these
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you will
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Your EXPRESSIVE side
responds to…

Anything NEW!

“Tell or show me something I don’t 
know…please, I’m begging you!”
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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



71Donor Communications | Tom Ahern | www.aherncomm.com



Donor Communications | Tom Ahern | 
www.aherncomm.com 72



73Donor Communications | Tom Ahern | 
www.aherncomm.com



Donor Communications | Tom Ahern | www.aherncomm.com 74



Donor Communications | Tom Ahern | 
www.aherncomm.com 75

You will never 
BORE anyone into 

being interested.
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Surprise (the overturning of assumptions) 
keeps people interested…and reading
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Visual drama
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Verbal drama
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Waging war on dull Saturdays
Waging war on teen suicide
Waging war on global warming
Waging war on homelessness
Waging war on waging war

…you get the idea
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Your SKEPTICAL side
needs…

Reassurance. Lots of information. This is 
your “inner skeptic.” Hint: Know what 
the usual questions and objections 
are…and answer them in clear, direct 
language. This is what FAQs are for.
Evasion is the kiss of death.
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We call ourselves “not-
for-profits.”

What are the business 
connotations of that?
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Trust and results.
“The research … found that trust in an 

organization (82%) and measurable 
community impacts (81%) are key to 

decision makers when determining which 
cause to support.”

Cone, Inc., January 2007
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Fastest way to 
reassure the skeptic?

Testimonial.
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Testimonials est. trust

“By any measure, Smile Train is 
one of the most well-managed 
and cost-efficient charities 
around.” -- Bill Bradley 
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Your BOTTOM-LINER
wants…

To know EXACTLY what to do next.

Keep it brief.

Make calls to action bold and easy to 
spot.
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Yes! I want to help the kids of Pawtucket with 
my gift of:

[  ] $25   [  ] $35   [  ] $50   [  ] $130   [  ] $250   [  ] Other $ ____

A $130 gift would really help!
That's how much the Club needs to raise per 

child every time we do a program.
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#1 reason people didn’t give 
online, research said?

They didn’t know they could.
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“The offer is 
king!”
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Opportunity
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Don’t bury your 
offers. And 
always include a 
call to action, an 
easy next step.
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R.I.P.

Don’t BURY your offers.


