
Your donor communications,
bless their hearts. Are they any good?

The Amazing
Do-It-Yourself Audit

by Tom Ahern
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• A familiarity with the basic principles of sales psychology, 
as revealed by modern neuroscience and researchers like 
Robert Cialdini

• A deep understanding of “donor centricity”
• Exposure to the discoveries of Dr. Adrian Sargeant, the 

foremost researcher working in fundraising today
• A willingness to experiment (assume everything you’re 

doing now can be improved)
• A deep humility (nobody owes you money)
• An acceptance that you could probably raise far more in 

donations if you would just do better donor 
communications
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Aspects of the badge



Why do we care so much about neuroscience 
and psychology?

It’s just my brain. And your 
brain. And I want you to give me 
money. And you get nothing 
tangible in return. All I can give 
you are feelings.
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Proposed
If you had more money, you 
could do more good.
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My promise
If you had more money, you 
could do more good. If you do 
better communications, you will 
have more money.
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Donors want 2 things



They want (1) to feel good about 
(2) what their money has done.
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So, your jobs are these:

(1) Deliver accomplishments
(2) Induce emotional gratification
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• They're seeking personal significance by helping change 
the world.

• They're finding spiritual strength by following the calls of 
their spiritual tradition.

• They're assuaging guilt.
• They're comforting fear.
• They're proving to themselves or others that they're good 

people.
• They know it feels good to give.
• They might even be seeking a tax deduction.
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Source: Future Fundraising Now/Jeff Brooks

Why donors really give...
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Understand…
you ARE an intrusion, 
even to current donors



“[By 2000] the average 
Westerner was ... taking in as 
many images in 24 hours as a 
Victorian saw in a lifetime.”

12

Source: New York Times, December 2010



0 hrs
per week

13

BI: Before the 
Internet (1990)

13 hrs
per week

AI: After the 
Internet (2010)
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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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Beginning 
of mail

End of mail

Elapsed time: 
1-3 seconds
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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.”
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1. Accomplishments
...What did you do with my money? 

How much GOOD did I do?
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2. Recognition (i.e., feeling good)
...Do I matter? Am I important? Are you 

addressing me personally, in an authentic 
way?
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3. Your business sense
...Can I trust you with my money?



Of 38 Boy Scout councils evaluated by 
Charity Navigator...

• 4 are Four-Star charities (top rating)
• 12 (32%) are Three-Star charities
• 16 (42%) are Two-Star charities
• 6 (16%) are One-Star charities (bottom)
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When people like you,

but don’t fully trust you,

they give you nominal gifts.
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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 (Boy Scout)
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4. Opportunities/offers
...What else can I do that will feel good?
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offers accomplishments
(i.e., how donors changed the world)

trust tribe
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Tribe?
A group of people who share a 
value or an identity or a goal.
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• There are Jewish Boy Scouts of America.
• There are Muslim Boy Scouts of America.
• There are Hindu Boy Scouts of America.
• There are Buddhist Boy Scouts of America.
• And, of course, there are Christian BSAs.

What do they all share?
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• Do your best.
• Be prepared.
• Do a good turn daily.
• ...to do my duty to God and my country...
• ...to keep myself physically strong, mentally 

awake, and morally straight.
• A Scout is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, 

friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, 
thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent.
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“Am I treating the
donor as our org.’s 

superhero?”
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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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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.
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“Does my stuff pass
the ‘you test’?”



Get yourself one of these
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Your
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your gifts
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and your vital role in it
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How much is a 
personal pronoun 
actually worth?
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FAILS the “you test”
Raised $4,470 in gifts

PASSES the “you test”
Raised $49,600 in gifts
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“Am I making a 
promise?”

{I.e., take nothing for granted.}
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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



Nothing stops a 
bullet like a job.

Homeboy Industries
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“We take citizens most likely 
not to succeed, and we help 

them to succeed.”

Director, Community College of RI

Why do you matter?
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• Do your best.
• Be prepared.
• Do a good turn daily.
• ...to do my duty to God and my country...
• ...to keep myself physically strong, mentally 

awake, and morally straight.
• A Scout is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, 

friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, 
thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent.
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“Can I sell impact?”



• 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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Who
Needs the
Boy Scouts?
Let’s start with America. Then let’s 
talk about the town where you live.
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Source: Jeff Brooks, 2011

Let all your donors make a 
difference

Ask the $100 donor to do something 
meaningful that costs around $100. Every 
donor wants to do something big. But big is 
defined by the donor’s capacity.



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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“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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Accomplishments
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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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“Am I telling 
stories?”
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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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Blah, blah, blah, problem, blah, 
blah, blah, evil…

But it doesn’t have to be that way.
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You’re at A.
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What’s your B?
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“Do I make lots of 
unburied offers?”
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Offers give people things to 
do: go online, watch a video, 
join a mailing list, add your 

organization to their will, etc.
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Wrong!!!

This is a BURIED offer...
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Wrong

Right



Give. Clear. Instructions.
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“Is my stuff rich with 
emotional triggers?”
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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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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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Curiosity builder
Exclusivity trigger

Flattery trigger
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Mal Warwick’s 5 positive triggers
• Hope
• Love
• Compassion
• Duty
• Faith



• Do your best.
• Be prepared.
• Do a good turn daily.
• ...to do my duty to God and my country...
• ...to keep myself physically strong, mentally 

awake, and morally straight.
• A Scout is trustworthy, loyal, helpful, 

friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, 
thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent.
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What PROBLEM are …

your donors
… the SOLUTION to?
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Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

They share your beliefs
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“Do I invite my 
donors to a fight?”
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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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“Do I surprise my 
readers … or bore 

them?”
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Corollary: You will 
never BORE anyone 
into being interested.
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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



94Making Your Case | Tom Ahern | www.aherncomm.com

Anything

Will Grab My Attention



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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Inside this envelope ...
a Boy Scout secret you’ve never heard
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“Can readers easily 
skim my stuff (and 

what will they 
absorb)?”
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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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(Psssst)

Almost no one’s reading 
your articles.
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Readers read at 100 mph. The big check says, “Problem solved!”
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“Are my headlines 
really headlines?”
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This is big type. It is not a headline.
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Not a headline

Not a headline
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Headline source: Newsweek

Is Your Baby Racist?
Exploring the Roots of Discrimination  
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“Am I taking the 
donor on a journey?”
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Dr. Adrian Sargeant: Why donors stay loyal

Because they’re learning
Are you taking them on a 

journey?
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Today’s Boy Scout
He’s just like you were ... and yet so different
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My
free
how-to
e-newsletter…
www.aherncomm.com
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