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Newsletters 
Why most drive donors away — 

and some succeed wildly 

Tom Ahern 

TOM AHERN © 2013 2 



2	


Your alumni magazine 
is NOT 

your donor newsletter. 
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My alumni magazine feeds me a 
steady diet of people who are 

richer, younger, better looking, 
and have achieved more in life. 

Thanks? 
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Porsche ads? 
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2005 Honda Civic on its second engine 

TOM AHERN © 2013 



4	


TOM AHERN © 2013 7 

I am poorly 
stewarded ... and yet 
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And yet ... 
I am a major donor. 
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Understand…  
you ARE an intrusion. 

No matter what... 
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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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Appeals, thanks, & newsletters work together. 
You ask. You thank. You report. 
You ask. You thank. You report. 
You ask. You thank. You report. 
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The virtuous circle... 

Actually... 

You ask (and flatter). 
You thank (and flatter). 
You report (and flatter). 

You cannot flatter too much. 
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“Even when people perceive 
that flattery is insincere, that 
flattery can still leave a 
lasting and positive 
impression of the flatterer.” 

15 

Source: Neuromarketing blog 
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Anatomy of a failed 
front page... 

(When your worst instincts take over.) 
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The most 
powerful 
word in the 
English 
language, 
“you,” 
appears 
nowhere 

© 2011 Tom Ahern | www.aherncomm.com 



10	


19 

30 people might 
have felt good 

about this page 
(plus the insiders, because they threw 

a well-attended shindig) 

EXCLUDES everyone but attendees 
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“Case closed” headline 
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...and a good time 
was had by all... 

How many kids depicted? One. Teensy. 

Your newsletter is not the 
society pages. 

Stay on mission. 
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The purpose of direct mail is 
to get inside the my home. 
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So answer this: 
“Why are you here?” 

Essential point #1 
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To make me 
feel good. 
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What did I, your reader, learn about myself? 
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70% of first-time donors do 
not make a second gift. 
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“If we lost more than 5% of our 
customers in a year, I’d be fired.” 
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Source: Bank president in Ohio, 2013 
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LTV 
Lifetime value 
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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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“Am I treating the 
donor as our org.’s 

superhero?” 

Donors have to play a role. 
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“Is this 
all I am 
to you?” 
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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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How much is this 
attitude actually 

worth? 

35 
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How great the ORGANIZATION is 
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CORPORATE communications 

DONOR communications 

How great the DONOR is 

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

1,000% 
IMPROVEMENT!!! 

When you make donors feel 
good, when you make them 
feel important, they reward 

you with added gifts. 
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Most important secret to success!!!!! 

Your newsletter is 
not about your organization. 

Your newsletter is 
really about your donors ... and how 

wonderful they are. 
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“Can readers easily 
skim my stuff?” 
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Vögele’s eye motion study 

43 

44 
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Headline 

46 

Headline 
The “deck” is smaller type commenting on the headline 
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Bigger 
Bolder 
Briefer 
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A full “headline” includes: 
 (1) eyebrow 
 (2) headline 
 (3) deck 
 (4) caption(s): keep short 
 (5) lead: start short 
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Eyebrow 

Headline 
Deck 

Caption 

Lead (lede) 
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“Look at 
me!” 
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NO YES 
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Offer 

52 
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Headlines 
A.k.a., the things that kill 
most donor newsletters 
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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 
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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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Great photo… 
great recognition… 
but what’s the real story? 
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Headline source: Newsweek 

Is Your Baby Racist? 
Exploring the Roots of Discrimination   
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“Am I AIDA-ing?” 

AIDA 
60 © 2013 Tom Ahern 

Attention 

Interest 

Desire 

Action 
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Grab my 
ATTENTION 
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Hook my 
INTEREST 
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Direct mail secret to success....... 

You’re trying for “mental nods.” 
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A. Lee Edgar, M.D. 
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If you believe in 
Hospice as much as I 
do, open immediately.... 

Authority 
figure 

Mental nod 

What should I 
do next? 

© 2013 Tom Ahern	
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Mental nod 
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Build my 
DESIRE 
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Sore throat? My tonsils had filled with cancer. 

But thanks in part to donors like you, 
Sharp cancer care had the cure. 
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Dear Tom, 

 My name's Diane York. 

 I'm a mother, a wife, a career fashion designer ... and, thanks to the 
magnificent care I received at Sharp, I am also now a cancer survivor. 

 If you are, or have been, a donor to Sharp, I want to take this special 
opportunity to thank you personally for your contribution to my recovery. 

 ETC.... 

Donor love 
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Call me to 
ACTION 
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The right offer 
in front of the right people 

at the right time... 
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This March 30th, honor the professor you 
liked the most.... 
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What PROBLEM are … 

your donors 

… the SOLUTION to? 
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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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1. Make it plain. 
2. Make it corny. 
3. Make it obvious. 
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Source: Jeff Brooks, The Fundraiser’s Guide to Irresistible Communications 
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The Domain Formula 

Domain’s proven formula: 

• 11x17 format, folding to 4 8.5x11 pages 
• 6 pages is OK, 2 pages is not, 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”
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© 2011 Tom Ahern | www.aherncomm.com 
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What does raising 
$500,000/yr 

from 10,000 readers 

look like? 
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Umi, severely malnourished at 
3 months, in her mother’s arms 
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Paper or digital? 
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I don’t own a 
computer ... and 

I never will. 

“I’m getting close to 
concluding that e-newsletters 

don’t work.” 
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Source: Jeff Brooks 
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“Does your email newsletter feel like a gift 
to your participants and supporters, or is it 
simply what you think they need or what 
you want to give them for your own selfish 
reasons? Think about where you are right 
now, and what it would take to get your 
newsletter to ‘Cool Aunt’ status.” 

Source: Kivi Leroux Miller, “15 days...[inspiring] e-newsletter”  
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We choose an email message 
We give it a two-second glance 
We decide if it’s worth our time 
If it is, we keep it and read it 
If it’s not, we hit the delete key, and send 
the email to the trash 

Source: Constant Contact blog, by Pamela Wilson 
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Improving your email opening rates.... 

•  Having “video” in the subject line can drive open 
rates 7% to 13% higher 

•  Videos in the email produce better results than 
static images 

•  Using “exclusive” in the subject line can boost 
open rates 

•  Subject lines with “top 10” and “top 5” boost 
open rates 

Source: Experian, via The Agitator 

Event-triggered email marketing 
•  New donor welcome series 
•  New subscriber welcome series 
•  New volunteer signup welcome series 
•  Event registrant welcome series 
•  Membership welcome series 
•  Expiring membership series 
•  Community signup welcome series 
•  New sustainer donor welcome series 
•  Sustainer donor credit card expiring 

Source: Future Fundraising Now 
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Social media 
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Source: Content Marketing Institute 

Social media content mix 
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Posts 
 • Twitter 
  • 1 post per hour from 
  • 4 influencer re-tweets 
 • Facebook 
  • 3-5 posts per day 
 • Google+ 
  • 3-5 posts per day 
 • LinkedIn 
  • 2 posts per day 
 • Pinterest 
  • 4-5 pins per week 
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Source: The Definitive Guide to Social Marketing, Marketo 

A day of successful for-profit social marketing 
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SUBSCRIBE to my 
free 
how-to 
e-newsletter… 
www.aherncomm.com 


