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“Tom Ahern … is one of the 
country’s most sought-after 
creators of fund-raising 
messages.” 
 
The New York Times, Nov. 2016 

How to Apply Dr. Adrian 
Sargeant’s Essentials of 
Donor Loyalty 
June 2018 | Tom Ahern 
 
Harold Grinspoon Foundation 
Jewish Federations of North America (JFNA) 

Adrian Sargent’s loyalty factor #1 of 7 

Your “service quality” is good 
 

Do you anticipate questions, for 
instance? Do you acknowledge gifts 

promptly? Do you speak like a normal 
person? 
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“We have gut reactions 
in three seconds or less.” 

 
Dan Hill, Emotionomics 
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“Did they get my gift?” 
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Boring. And my name’s not 
Thomas, it’s Tom. 

“Are they grateful?” 
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Thank You! You’re our hero. You’ve 
changed the lives of our students, their 
grandmothers, and the communities we 
serve by investing in The Nyaka AIDS 
Orphans Project – thank you! Your 
contribution is moving the mountains of 
poverty and paving the way toward 
success for the most vulnerable children 
living in your lifetime. Thank you for 
supporting... 

YES! 
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This is 
gratitude 

These are 
numbers 
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•  25,000 of highest donors received a simple EXTRA 
thank you at the beginning of the year, for their past 
generosity; no reply device included 

•  25,000 did not 
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Source: from Angel Aloma, Food for the Poor, reported by The Agitator, May 2012 

Both groups gave the same number of gifts during the year. 
But the group that received the simple thank you note was 
more generous: they gave almost $450,000 more that year. 

What’s an extra “thanks” worth? 
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First-time donors who 
receive a personal thank you 
within 48 hours are 4 times 
more likely to give again. 

Source: Damian O’Broin via Bluefrog presentation at IFC 
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“A three-minute 
thank-you call will 
boost 1st year 
retention by 30%.” 
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Source: The Agitator, 2013 

Write your thank-you 
letter with the hope 
that the recipient will 
share it with others. 
 
Simon Scriver, Cause Camp, March 2018; reported by Swaim Strategies 
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Source: Agents of Good 
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Source: Network for Good 
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“What is this?” 
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Anticipate common 
questions and 

answer them in plain 
English. 
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They’re aware of consequences 
 

Believing 
“Someone might be hurt if I don’t give.” 

Believing 
“Someone will be helped if I do give.” 
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Adrian Sargent’s loyalty factor #2 of 7 
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Personalization 

Personalization 

Take me on a journey 

Gratitude/credit 

Personalization 

#4 of 7 thanks “What did my money 
do?” 

Gratitude/credit 
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Look up “cuteness” 
on Wikipedia. 

 
Biology is your buddy. 
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Source: SOFII, from book, Donors for Life 
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SUBSCRIBE Source: Network for Good 

WARM 

You need them. 
 

& you need to tell your donors 
that A LOT. They will never tire 
of hearing how useful they are. 

You will. They won’t. 
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They share your beliefs 
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Adrian Sargent’s loyalty factor #3 of 7 
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GO FOR 
MENTAL NODS 

 

(Thank you, Siegfried Vögele) 
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Secret to success....... 
 
Say stuff the reader might 
agree with ... like ... or 
respond to emotionally. 
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“DONATE” in 
contrasting 

color 

Eye contact 

HOMEPAGE MENTAL NOD 

Mental nod 
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Mental nod 

GIVING PAGE 
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Mental nod 

Mental nod 

Connect with 
what’s already in 

their heads! 
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“Every” makes it a 
“tribal” message, in the 

Seth Godin sense...

Inside this envelope ... 
What every Jew fears most.... 

33 © 2018 Tom Ahern 

This touches self-identity. 

You’ve established a personal link 
 

You give the donor credit. You speak 
directly – and frequently – to the 
donor. You use the word “you” 

countless times. 
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Adrian Sargent’s loyalty factor #4 of 7 
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A lot of charities could 
be mistaken for 

egomaniacs. 
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CORPORATE communications are about how 
great the organization is. Favorite pronoun: 

we 
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19

37 © 2018 Tom Ahern 

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

you 
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Thanks to you 
and other generous donors like you, 

we were able to turn... 
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Beginning 
of mail 

End of mail 

Elapsed time: 
1-3 seconds 
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IN THE 
BIG 
TYPE, 
PLEASE 
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The gift of joy 
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Will you help it fly? 

Fails the “you” test 

This “Thank you!” is 
for the Club ... not 
for the donors who 
support the Club. 

Add “you” to the big 
type. “Introducing 
you to the Member 
of the Month...” 
would have made 
this impersonal 

headline personal. 
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No “YOU” 

No “YOU” 

No “YOU” 
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The story’s about the donor 
 
...every time someone donates to a good cause, they're buying a story, 
a story that's worth more than the amount they donated. 
 
It might be the story of doing the right thing, or fitting in, or pleasing 
a friend or honoring a memory, but the story has value. 
 
For many, it's the story of what it means to be part of a community. 
 
 

Source: Seth Godin 
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Most important secret to success EVER!!!!!!!!! 
 

Successful comms are NOT 
about how wonderful your 
organization is. (It’s kind of a given that you’re probably OK.) 

 
Successful comms ARE about 
how wonderful the donor is. 
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Will you help it fly? 
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Source: Steven Screen & Jim Shapiro, 2017 
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How	
  great	
  the	
  ORGANIZATION	
  is	
  =	
  $4,470	
  in	
  giCs	
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CORPORATE communications 

DONOR communications 
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How	
  great	
  the	
  ORGANIZATION	
  is	
  =	
  $4,470	
  in	
  giCs	
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How	
  great	
  the	
  DONOR	
  is	
  =	
  $49,600	
  in	
  giCs	
  

1,000% 
IMPROVEMENT!!! 

Welcome to a 
family of shared & 

worthy purpose 
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“Synthetic family” 
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Source: Russell James III, 2014 
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Building a movement, according to Seth Godin 
 
•  Who are you upsetting? 
•  Who are you connecting? 
•  Who are you leading? 

“You know what people want more than 
anything? They want to be missed.” 
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Source: Seth Godin 
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Adrian Sargent’s loyalty factor #5 of 7 

Multiple 
engagements 
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OFFERS that Engage, Ask, Thank, Report, Repeat 
 
Offers to get involved (such as a chance to volunteer) 
Offers to participate in events (such as walks, rides, golf outings, galas) 
Offers to take a tour (of a hospital, for instance) 
Offers to watch a video 
Offers to download an eBook or infographic 
Offers to send a letter to Congress (for advocacy) 
Offers that give supporters a chance to tell their story (so they can 
explain why they care) 
Offers that give supporters a chance to give you their feedback (via a 
donor survey) 
Offers that give supporters a chance to meet you, your staff, your 
volunteers, or your leadership (face-to-face, via a webinar or a Google 
Hangout) 
And other offers…  the list is endless 
 

     Greg Warner, Feb. 2015 

© 2018 Tom Ahern 58 



30

 

4 elements of a good offer 
 
The problem is easy to understand. 
The solution is easy to understand. 
The cost is a good deal. 
There’s urgency to solve the problem now. 
 
The story is not the offer. The story supports the offer. 
 
 
Steven Screen, Nonprofit Storytelling Conference, November 2015 
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Easy problem to 
understand 

Easy solution to 
understand 

Cost is good 
deal 

Urgency 
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Jews often give gifts and donations in 
multiples of 18, which is called “giving 
chai.” Mailings from Jewish charities 
usually suggest the amounts to give in 
multiples of chai (18, 36, 54, dollars, etc.) 
rather than the usual multiples of 25. 
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Easy problem to 
understand 

Easy solution to 
understand 

Cost is good 
deal??? 

Urgency 
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Source: npENGAGE, via Future Fundraising Now, May 2018 

Which array caused giving to fall 25%? 
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Source: npENGAGE, via Future Fundraising Now, May 2018 

The high-to-low test pulled 15.7% decrease 
in gifts and a 11.3% decrease in average gift, 
for a total 25.2% drop in revenue. 
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The Golden Mantra of marketing 

 
The right offer 
in front of the right person 
at the right time... 
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Source: Steven Shattuck, Bloomerang 

Offer 
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Offer 
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Source: Steven Shattuck, Bloomerang 

Offer 
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Adrian Sargent’s loyalty factor #6 of 7 

They’re learning 
 

Are you taking them on a journey? 
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Journey to another country 

Journey to street level, to witness the animal’s plight 
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Get credit for the 
growth...
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Agents of Good 
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Agents of Good 
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Agents of Good 
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A good donor headline: 
(1) captures the gist of the story 
(2) has a hook (anything new) 
(3) applauds the donor (“you”) 
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The gift of joy 
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New 
82 

Anything 

Will Grab My Attention 
(including the word “new”) 
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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 
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A DONATE button is not enough 

“Now” implies some 
urgency; not much, 
but at least a little 

“Open the door” is 
great. It gives the 

donor an important 
job to do. 

 
Boys & Girls Clubs of Maury 

County 
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They trust you 
 

Get the other 6 loyalty factors right, 
and this one takes care of itself. 
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Adrian Sargent’s loyalty factor #7 of 7 
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Source: Tammy Zonker, April 2018 
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Give me a story to tell 

I sent thousands 

of dollars worth of 
medicine to sick 

people! 

I save a  
polar bear every 

month! 

I’m a  
decent 
person. I’m following the 

Scriptures. 

Sources: Jeff Brooks, Mark Phillips 
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My 
free 
how-to 
e-newsletter… 
www.aherncomm.com 
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I subscribe! 


