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Relationship-building 
Communications 

How to keep donors inspired and loyal 

Part ONE presented by Tom Ahern 



Acquisition is easy ... but expensive. 

Retention is hard ... but cheap. 
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8 of 10 first-time 
donors do NOT make 

a 2nd gift 
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Source:  Adrian Sargeant, 2010 
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“Can readers easily 
skim my stuff (and 

what will they 
absorb)?” 
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Great photo… 
great recognition… 
but what’s the story? 
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Tell me what 
this story is 
about... 
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What is this story REALLY about? The need for endowment!!! 

     When people think about Scouting, chances are they think 
about kids, not dollars. But the fact is that much of the success 
the Boy Scouts of America achieves in serving youth can be 
attributed directly to our success in endowment development. 
For the Pacific Skyline Council, a healthy endowment is 
critical for providing a steady source of funding for a variety 
of purposes, including day-to-day operating expenses, hiring 
additional staff, and financing improvements to camp 
facilities.  
     Endowment can also serve as a rainy day fund to help a 
council weather tough economic times without having to cut 
back on services to youth. 
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WE ARE PLEASED TO SEND YOU THE inaugural 
issue of the Pacific Skyline Council’s Giving 
Times, a newsletter of planned giving ideas 
and council endowment news. We welcome your ideas, 
comments and suggestions. Back Issues will be posted on 
the council’s webpage under the “Funding” tab. On the 
100th Anniversary of the Boy Scouts of America, the Pacific 
Skyline Council embarked on an ambitious plan to raise a 
$1,000,000 Endowment Fund by finding 10,000 people to 
contribute $100 (or more). The beneficiaries of the council’s 
unique “Endowing Scouting’s Next 100 Years” campaign 
are our three local Camps: Camp Oljato located in the high 
Sierra and Boulder Creek and Cutter Scout Reservations 
located in the Santa Cruz Mountains. Jim Penrose, Eagle 
Scout 1963, has created a 4-minute video of our three 
mountain camps which can be viewed at www.pacsky.org/ 
Funding/Endowment.aspx. Our Council’s Donors are listed 
on our Endowment Donors List on the Council’s webpage. 
[153-word opening paragraph] 
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Discover the paragraph break. 
It’s a reader convenience. 

Relationship communications | © Tom Ahern | © 2011 



12 

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.] 
Relationship communications | © Tom Ahern | © 2011 



13 

To speed skimming, make each thought its own paragraph. 

WE ARE PLEASED TO SEND YOU THE inaugural issue of the Pacific 
Skyline Council’s Giving Times, a newsletter of planned giving ideas and 
council endowment news. 
     We welcome your ideas, comments and suggestions. 
     Back Issues will be posted on the council’s webpage under the “Funding” 
tab. 
     On the 100th Anniversary of the Boy Scouts of America, the Pacific 
Skyline Council embarked on an ambitious plan to raise a $1,000,000 
Endowment Fund by finding 10,000 people to contribute $100 (or more). 
     The beneficiaries of the council’s unique “Endowing Scouting’s Next 100 
Years” campaign are our three local Camps: Camp Oljato located in the high 
Sierra and Boulder Creek and Cutter Scout Reservations located in the Santa 
Cruz Mountains. 
     Jim Penrose, Eagle Scout 1963, has created a 4-minute video of our three 
mountain camps which can be viewed at.... 
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Put important stuff on top. People don’t read deep. 

WE ARE PLEASED TO SEND YOU THE inaugural issue of the Pacific 
Skyline Council’s Giving Times, a newsletter of planned giving ideas and 
council endowment news. 
     We welcome your ideas, comments and suggestions. [unimportant] 
     Back Issues will be posted on the council’s webpage under the “Funding” 
tab. [unimportant] 
     On the 100th Anniversary of the Boy Scouts of America, the Pacific 
Skyline Council embarked on an ambitious plan to raise a $1,000,000 
Endowment Fund by finding 10,000 people to contribute $100 (or more). 
[important] 
     The beneficiaries of the council’s unique “Endowing Scouting’s Next 100 
Years” campaign are our three local Camps: Camp Oljato located in the high 
Sierra and Boulder Creek and Cutter Scout Reservations located in the Santa 
Cruz Mountains. [semi-important] 
     Jim Penrose, Eagle Scout 1963, has created a 4-minute video of our three 
mountain camps which can be viewed at.... 
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Don’t bury your offers. Turn them into little stand-alone ads. 

WE ARE PLEASED TO SEND YOU THE inaugural issue of the Pacific 
Skyline Council’s Giving Times, a newsletter of planned giving ideas and 
council endowment news. 
     We welcome your ideas, comments and suggestions. [offer] 
     Back Issues will be posted on the council’s webpage under the “Funding” 
tab. [offer] 
     On the 100th Anniversary of the Boy Scouts of America, the Pacific 
Skyline Council embarked on an ambitious plan to raise a $1,000,000 
Endowment Fund by finding 10,000 people to contribute $100 (or more). 
     The beneficiaries of the council’s unique “Endowing Scouting’s Next 100 
Years” campaign are our three local Camps: Camp Oljato located in the high 
Sierra and Boulder Creek and Cutter Scout Reservations located in the Santa 
Cruz Mountains. 
     Jim Penrose, Eagle Scout 1963, has created a 4-minute video of our three 
mountain camps which can be viewed at.... [offer] 
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Vögele’s eye motion study 
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Our eyes go first and involuntarily to the bigger, 
bolder, briefer things. 
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Logo 

[ Optional important message ] 

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 

1st 

2nd 

4th 

3rd 

5th 

How we read direct mail 
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Offer 
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Offers 
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#1 reason US donors do not 
add charity to their wills? 

“It never occurred to me.” 

Source: Iceberg Philanthropy 
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Bequest marketing made simple 
•  Write a “vision statement.” 
•  Identify your best donors. 
•  Create a bequest society. 
•  Send the donors a letter, inviting them to join the 

society. 
•  Repeat this offer annually. 
•  Mention the importance of bequests in every 

publication. Ask them to consider the idea. Offer 
easily understood information. 

21 Relationship communications | © Tom Ahern | © 2011 



22 

80-90% of all “planned 
gifts” are bequests. 
Why is it an also-ran? 
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All fundraising copy should 
sound like someone talking. 

-- George Smith, Tiny Essentials of Writing for Fundraising 



Jargon is a 
flame retardant 

25 
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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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“Social information” – Adrian Sargeant 
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Eglantyne Jebb wants you! ... in her Society 
You are hereby cordially, delightedly, enthusiastically invited to join our Eglantyne 
Jebb Society. 

 What is it? The Society is a special group of compassionate souls who 
have taken one extraordinary step: they've added a gift in their wills to benefit 
Save the Children. 

 The Society isn't an especially large group. Most Americans don't leave 
gifts to charity, studies show. And you don't even get great perks (a bookmark, 
name recognition, and the occasional special report). 

 But your legacy and others helps ensure that Save the Children remains 
a strong force for good in countries around the globe, no matter what the future 
brings. 

To join the Eglantyne Jebb Society, simply make your charitable bequest and let 
us know. We do not ask the size of your gift. >> Contact Diana Bogue via email 
at dbogue@savechildren.org or phone her at 203-221-3717. 
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Eglantyne Jebb wants you! ... in her Society 
You are hereby cordially, delightedly, enthusiastically invited to join our Eglantyne 
Jebb Society. [put the fun back in fundraising & wear your heart on your sleeve] 

 What is it? The Society is a special group of compassionate souls [social 
information] who have taken one extraordinary step: [make it easy but important] 
they've added a gift in their wills to benefit Save the Children. 

 The Society isn't an especially large group. [exclusivity] Most 
Americans don't leave gifts to charity, studies show. And you don't even get great 
perks (a bookmark, name recognition, and the occasional special report). [real] 
     But your legacy and others helps ensure [credit for the future goes to the 
donor] that Save the Children remains a strong force for good in countries around 
the globe, no matter what the future brings. 

To join the Eglantyne Jebb Society, simply make your charitable bequest and let 
us know. We do not ask the size of your gift. >> Contact Diana Bogue via email 
at dbogue@savechildren.org or phone her at 203-221-3717. 
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Hierarchy matters. 
What comes 1st is 
most important. 
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Stare at the screen... 
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You had 5 seconds. 
What did you just learn? 
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Anatomy of a failed 
front page... 
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30 people 
felt good 

about this 
page, if 

they saw it 

The magic 
word “you” 
appears 
nowhere 

Excludes everyone but attendees 
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“Case closed” headline 
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...and a good time 
was had by all... 
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P.S. Your fundraising events are 
not accomplishments. They are 
tribe-building exercises, at best. 

40 
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“Am I treating the 
donor as our org.’s 

superhero?” 
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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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Every donor 
communication sends a 

message. 
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Unfortunately, 
it’s often exactly the 
WRONG message. 
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“Is this 
all I am 
to you?” 
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7 pages long ... and nary a drop of donor love throughout. 
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Are you doing corporate 
communications or donor 

communications? 

2 different things... 
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Donor-NEGLIGENT: 
“We did this. We did 

that. We were amazing. 
Oh, by the way, thanks.”  
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Corporate communications are about how 
great the organization is. Favorite pronoun: 

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

you 
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[corporate communications] 
I feel very fortunate because in my travels I 
am able to meet the people that we have 
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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Corpcomm acts on this part of the brain: 

Rational 

Intention: 
To build image and reputation 

(This is a PR activity.) 
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Donorcomm acts on this part of the brain: 

Emotional 

Intention: 
To bring joy 

(This is a fundraising activity.) 
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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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CORPORATE communications 

DONOR communications 



People will give you 
money ... if you make 

them feel good by 
giving them the credit. 
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Thanks to you and other generous 
donors like you...
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Giving 
increased 
75% over 
previous 

letter 



What donors want 
•  They want to change the world a bit (or big 

donors, a lot) 
•  They want to be part of something special, 

pursuing a mission they personally care about 
•  They want to be appreciated for their participation 

(NOT just acknowledged) 

•  They like feeling part of the team (NOT just a fan) 
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Your tools 



Appeals, thanks, & newsletters 

work together. 
You ask. You thank. You report. 

You ask. You thank. You report. 

65 
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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 

66


Source: Alan Sharpe, Mail Superiority 
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Donor cultivation communications 
•  Welcome package 
•  Newsletters, mailed and emailed 
•  Renewal solicitations 
•  Campaign updates 
•  Annual reports 
•  Greetings for holidays and birthdays 
•  Invitations (think annual meeting, even a virtual one) 
•  Website (think video) 
•  Special, exclusive offers and appeals 
•  Social media (Facebook, Twitter...) 

67
Relationship communications | © Tom Ahern | © 2011




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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Story of a person 
overcoming addiction = 
mission accomplished 
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Offer 

Offer 
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Donor cultivation communications 
•  Welcome package 
•  Newsletters, mailed and emailed 
•  Renewal solicitations 
•  Campaign updates 
•  Annual reports 
•  Greetings for holidays and birthdays 
•  Invitations (think annual meeting, even a virtual one) 
•  Website (think video) 
•  Special, exclusive offers and appeals 
•  Social media (Facebook, Twitter...) 
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Purpose of a donor newsletter 

Job #1: Retain more donors 
Job #2: Make more 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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Source:  Adrian Sargeant, 2010 
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If you wish to 
subscribe to my 
free how-to 
e-newsletter… 
                              www.aherncomm.com 


