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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 

Perfect Donor Newsletters 
 
June 2018 | Tom Ahern 
 
Harold Grinspoon Foundation 
Jewish Federations of North America (JFNA) 

Donor comms 101 
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You ask.  You thank.  You report. 
You ask.  You thank.  You report. 
You ask.  You thank.  You report. 

 
Appeals, thanks, & newsletters work together. 
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The virtuous circle... 
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The virtuous circle... 
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The part the charity 
cares about 

The part the donor 
cares about 



3

“Did my gift make 
any difference?” 
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Source: Adelphi Chabad 
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Your thanks and your 
newsletters are your 

TRUST HUGS! 
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“Kiss 8 out of 10 goodbye.” 
 
~ Tom Belford, commenting on the average (and 
deplorable) 2014 “first-time donor” retention rate. 
Source: Fundraising Effectiveness Project, with 8,000 
responding charities. 
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And why do you 
want to hug them 

hard? 
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A 10% improvement in your 
donor retention improves your 
LTV 50% immediately. 
 
And that’s just the beginning.... 
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Source:  Adrian Sargeant, 2010 

Your donor newsletter 
is how you report 
impact. It is also a 
LOUD thank you. 
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St. Jude’s language 

•  “I can never thank you enough” 
•  “Because of you” 
•  “Thanks to your support” 
•  “Thanks to friends like you” 
•  “The support of friends like you” 

Source: Pam Grow 
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“Mom was wrong. Research 
shows that even when 
people perceive that flattery 
is insincere, that flattery 
can still leave a lasting and 
positive impression of the 
flatterer.” 
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You ask. And flatter! 
You thank. And flatter! 
You report. And flatter! 
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Why do I ALWAYS 
open their emails? 
 
Because they love 
me silly ... up one 
side and down the 
other. 
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You gave your 
donors a big job. 
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Pareto, Australia 
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Now what? 
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They gave to you. Then what happened? 

vision 
enemy 
hero 

served 
Source: Stephen Pidgeon and Tangible 
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“Me?” 
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[a successful appeal...] 

 It originates as a humble stream at a small woodland lake in our 
state. And it gets its first full taste of what humans can do to abuse a 
waterway when it hits the Twin Cities, where, for well over a century 
it served as an industrial sewer, made utterly devoid of life. 
  

 With your help, we can heal that abuse. 
  

 As a new Friend, you join a family of conservationists, anglers, 
kayakers, hikers, environmental worry-warts and futurists who share 
one big dream ... 
  

 ... to restore the river to its original state, 
including its prairie and floodplain habitats. And to 
make it safe and accessible for recreation. 

Enemy 

Hero 

Served 

Vision 
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donors make sad happy 
 

hero fights enemy (and 
doesn’t always win) 
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Source: Pam Grow, May 2017 

If you don’t already 
have an “enemy” for 

your donors to defeat, 
please get one. 
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Source: Jeff Brooks reporting on AMA Journal of Marketing Research, 2011 
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Source: Mark Phillips on Pinterest, Old Charity Ads 

28	  

Source: John Haydon, April 2018 

Your donor 
newsletter goes here
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Angel Aloma, ED of Food for the Poor, a billion dollar charity, to Tom Ahern: 
 

“…much of what we are doing now in regards 
to donor centricity was inspired by your 
wonderful presentation.... I am convinced that 
the reason why we have grown in the last 
years of tough economic conditions in the 
country is because of that wonderful switch 
that you inspired [in our communications].” 
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2012 gifts via the 
newsletter: 
 
$106 MILLION 
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“Find a common enemy.”  
 
[This was] some of the first feedback I 
received as a newbie copywriter, and I 
never forgot it. 
 
Lisa Sargent, Feb 2017 
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Creative: Rory Green & John Lepp, for Agents of Good 

33	  

NO! 
34	  
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Content 
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Source: Jeff Brooks, June 2013 

What DOES go into a donor newsletter 

These are all 
offers. 

This is social 
information. 

These deliver 
proof that 

charity 
matters. 

Stories take the 
reader on a 

journey. 
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Do they know you’re a charity. 
Or do they assume someone 
else’s money does the job? 
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We HAVE money 

We HAVE money 

We HAVE money 

The mission NEEDS 
more money 

The mission NEEDS 
more money 
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Anatomy of a failed 
front page... 
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...and a good time 
was had by all... 

How many kids depicted? 

One. Teensy. 

How many donors excluded? 

17,966 out of 18,000 
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Joy! 

Need 

©	  2018	  Tom	  Ahern	  
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Joy! 

Need 
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© TOM AHERN 2018 

43 

44 

1st draft 

Improved 
© 2018 Tom Ahern 

DON’T 
BURY 

OFFERS 
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Headlines matter 
most of all 
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No headlines! 
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Beautiful thanks, but off-message 
headline makes it easy to miss 

48 

A good donor headline: 
(1) captures the gist of the story 
(2) has a hook (anything new) 
(3) applauds the donor (“you”) 

© 2018 Tom Ahern 
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By the way: 
Numbers are your 
weakest evidence 
when reporting to 
individuals. 
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Source: Dan Ariely, Duke U., 2010
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Statistics: “human 
beings with the tears 
dried off...” 

Source: Dr. Paul Slovic, April 2007 

52 

High-visibility 
location ... but 
what do these 
numbers say 
emotionally? 
 
(Hint: 0) 
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RU telling half the story? 
 

Remember: If there are no 
problems to solve, donors 
have nothing to do. 
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If only the big type matters, what 
does this tell me at a glance? 

No need, 
no enemy 

©	  2018	  Tom	  Ahern	  
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Calendar 2007 = 21,107 donors

Calendar 2008 = 21,994

Calendar 2009 = 21,261

Calendar 2010 = 21,887

Calendar 2011 = 21,846

Calendar 2012 = 21,017

Calendar 2013 = 19,872

Calendar 2014 = 17,508

Calendar 2015 = 16,893

Calendar 2016 = 15,484

Calendar 2017 = 16,549

Donor newsletter 
completely 
overhauled
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Donor who? 
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Source: Mark Phillips, Bluefrog 

Her! 

And that’s all she 
wants from your 
organization. 
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Adrian Sargent’s loyalty factor #2 of 7 

Your “service quality” is good 
 

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

promptly? 
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For eyes over 60... 
 

AIGA recommends 14 pt. for body copy. 

60 © 2017 Tom Ahern | www.AHERNCOMM.com 
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NEVER USE ALL CAPS FOR BODY 
COPY. EVER. 

62 

“The Domain Formula” 
for money-making print 

newsletters 
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Domain’s proven formula: 
 
• 11x17 format, folding to 4 8.5x11 pages 
• 6 pages is OK, 2 pages is not as good, 8 pages is not 
• 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 “impact reporting”; i.e., how 
your donors’ charity is making a difference

63 © 2017 Tom Ahern | www.AHERNCOMM.com 
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Source: Jeff Brooks, June 2013 

Paper or digital? 
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“65% of all emails are 
read on mobile” 
Constant Contact March 2015 

71 © 2017 Tom Ahern | www.AHERNCOMM.com 

© 1066-2017 Tom Ahern 72 

Ready for 
2006 

Ready for 
2006 

Ready for 
2017 

Source:  Mobiletest.me 
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“For every 1,000 
fundraising [emails] 
delivered to 
supporters, groups in 
our study raised $40.” 
 

2015 M+R: new metrics for new channels; 
SORRY: 2016 was even worse 

 

“Online Giving Reaches 
Record High in 2016” 

 
[at 7.2% of giving across US] 

 
Blackbaud, Feb 22, 2017; it didn’t improve much the next year 

74 © 2018 Tom Ahern 
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Source: Mark Phillips, April 2018 

Email Job #1: Get opened 
 

Play around with your 
subject lines 

76 © 2017 Tom Ahern | www.AHERNCOMM.com 
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Will you help it fly? 

© 2017 Tom Ahern | www.AHERNCOMM.com 

Include the 
word “you” 
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ABUNDANT THANKS punches through for sure 
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[subject line that worked] 
 

A goat named Tom Ahern 

PERSONALIZATION also helps 
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AARP E-News 
Formula 
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One interesting 
photo... 

Micro-story: the 
conflict.... 

Micro-story: the 
happy ending.... 

Something to click 
on (i.e., an offer) 
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“...the minimal email 
copy resulted in a 6.5% 
click through rate. 
Average is 2-4% so 
definitely had a positive 
effect.” Andrew G, 3/5/15 
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The purpose of email (or 
Facebook, for that matter)? 
 
It’s a welcome mat to your 
website or giving page, 
where people can DO stuff. 
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•  Explore deeper: "For more information" 
•  Join an exclusive society such as the 

Chancellor's Inner Circle 
•  Accept an invitation to an event 
•  Obtain a free, informative brochure 
•  Sign up for a special interest group (“If 

you’re a butterfly lover, don’t miss...”) 
•  Take advantage of a special offer such 

as a discount “for a limited time only, 
early-bird special” 

•  Subscribe to your electronic or printed 
newsletter 

•  “See more” 
•  Browse a calendar of upcoming events 

•  Traipse through a full gallery of event or 
documentary photos 

•  See the progress on a new building 
•  Take advantage of a matching gift 

campaign 
•  “Buy a brick” 
•  Take a virtual tour 
•  Learn more about volunteering 
•  Watch a short, fascinating video 
•  Get thanked 
•  Make noise (send a letter to Congress) 
•  Tell their own personal story 
•  Answer a survey 
•  Gift a cow to a poor family (Heifer) 
•  Enter a contest 

DO stuff like what...? 

So, paper or digital? 
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!Both! 
Print is for money. Both are for love. 



44

A lucrative 
makeover 
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“You” in the BIG type 

“You” is in the small type, at the 
end of an article few will read GIVING 

TRIPLED 
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Big face and eye contact 
draw reader in 

Small faces have no 
magnetism 
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Simpler, faster: Just one story 

Two stories divide attention 
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Front-page dominated by 
boss’ column 

Front-page features story of 
someone the donor helped 
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Warmer name 

Subtitle clarifies purpose of 
publication; uses “you” 
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Old focus: what programs do 

New focus: what donors do 

GIVING 
TRIPLED 

In conclusion... 
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You’re in my home: 
“Why are you here?” 

 
Bad guest or good? 

To make ME 
feel good!!! 
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Important! 

Wanted! 

Needed! 

Proud of myself! 

Happy! 

Pleased! 

Entertained! Surprised! 
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My 
free 
how-to 
e-newsletter… 
www.aherncomm.com 
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I subscribe! 


