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Says Jerry Weissman, Presenting to Win,

a good case will move...

uninformed > understand
dubious > believe
resistant > act
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Insiders suffer from the 
“curse of knowledge.”

Made to Stick – Chip & Dan Heath



50,000 words of supporting info
became

2,500 word case document
became

weeks of heated debate
became

“Academic excellence? I’m for that!”
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“Donors are staggeringly 
ignorant of the causes 

they support.”

-- Richard Radcliffe, dean of UK donor researchers
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A case is primarily your 
promise to the donor ... or 
sometimes your benefit.



The Achieve Hartford! goal:

Every child living in poverty will 
have a real chance to succeed –
with 100% graduation rates a 

realistic possibility.
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Promise
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Problem

Solution
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"Giving to help people 
in poor countries is a 
great way to expand 
children's world view.”

World Vision, Steve Quant
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Note the testimonial proof
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The 3 big questions
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Why us?
Why now?
Why you?
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Why us?
What are we doing that’s so 

uniquely worthwhile?
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Come to our breakfast,
we’ll come to your fire.

Gold Beach, Oregon, Volunteer Fire Department
(from Bowling Alone)
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Not sure why you matter?

Pretend you’ve gone away.
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Why now?
What’s the big hurry? What 

changed? Why is this crucial now?
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“The demand for hospice 
care is about to surge. 
And that surge won't 
decline for decades.”
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Cover Next statement

Message arrow
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“Why in the world would I 
invest my hard-earned money 
in your project or mission?”
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- Because my peer asked me to
- Because I’ll feel proud I’ve helped
- Because I’ll feel guilty if I don’t
- Because I feel it’s my responsibility
- Because I love what you stand for
- Because I’m part of the family
- Because I’ll relieve suffering
- Because I’ll change a life
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A case is not about you and 
your need for cash.
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A case is about offering the 
prospect a way to feel good.
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“…the key motivator for 
giving is not need, but 

opportunity.”
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The opportunity to 
feel like they’ve 

made a difference.



How do you start a miracle growing?
You plant a gift in your will.

"Medical miracles" in children's health care ...
... those breathtaking advances that, when you first hear of 

them, seem almost impossible to believe ...
... can often be traced back to just two things:

1. an idea in the right mind; and ...

2. enough philanthropic investment to transform that wonderful 
idea into a healing reality.
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The unrealistic way to view your audience…

Mostly motivated readers
A few others
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The safest way to view your audience...

Mostly uncommitted

Few motivated readers
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Understand…
you ARE an intrusion, 
even to current donors
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Thousands of messages.
Three piles.

1. Can’t ignore.
2. Can safely ignore.
3. A bit interested.
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0 hrs
per week
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BI: Before the 
Internet (1990)

13 hrs
per week

AI: After the 
Internet (2010)
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Howard Luck Gossage
“The fact of the matter is that 
nobody reads ads. People read 

what interests them; and 
sometimes it’s an ad.”



Well, then,  
what interests 

donors?
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1. Accomplishments
...What did you do with my money?

What interests donors?



NOT!

© 2010 Tom Ahern 44



© 2010 Tom Ahern 45

Accomplishments
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Accomplishments have rosy 
glows about them.

I feel something.
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2. Recognition (i.e., feeling good)
...Do I matter? Am I important?

What interests donors?
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3. Your business sense
...Can I trust you with my money?

What interests donors?
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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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4. Opportunities
...What else can I do that will feel good?

What interests donors?
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If your primary purpose for 
communicating with donors is 
to ask for money, you’re only 
fulfilling half your obligation.
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The other half?

Building your organization’s 
brand by reporting on results ... 
and thereby retaining donors so 
you can realize their full LTV.



And what IS a 
brand?
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A brand is not a logo.
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Source: Marty Neumeier, The Brand Gap



A brand is a person’s 
gut feeling about a 
product, service, or 

company.
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Source: Marty Neumeier, The Brand Gap



Consideration #1

“Donor loyalty” is 
scandalously bad.
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4 out of 5 (80%) of 1st-time 
donors do not make a 

second gift 
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Consideration #2

The branding behind that: 
“They don’t need or 
deserve my support.”
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That initial gift is not a wedding.

It’s a first date.
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Improving your donor 
communications will turn more 

first dates into long-term 
relationships.
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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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Dr. Adrian Sargeant

Why donors 
stay loyal...
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Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

Your service quality is good
Do you anticipate questions, 

for instance? Do you 
acknowledge gifts promptly?
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Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

They’re aware of 
consequences

Believing “Someone might be 
hurt if I don’t give.”
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Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

They trust you
Oddly, if you’re seen as smart 

in one area, people assume 
you’re smart in all.
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Great brands are “stories that are 
never completely told.”

– Scott Bedbury
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Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

They share your beliefs
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“We’re a little, mission-driven 
place that wants to be recognized 
for providing the best care for the 
poorest people.”

– Susan Kelly, president Charles Drew U. of Medicine and Science, 2008
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Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

You’ve established a personal 
link

In English, you use the word 
“you” heavily. And you speak 

conversationally.
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Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

They’re learning
Are you taking them on a 

journey?
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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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Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

Multiple engagements
Every two-way interaction 

such as a survey significantly 
improves retention
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Adopt a Word campaign
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