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It starts... 

...with forgetting your elevator 
speech: Making a powerful case for 

donor support Tom Ahern 
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Why Brown 
exceeded goal 

Tom Ahern | © 2013 

•  we built up a sales force (cultural 
change from old fashioned college 
development folks to proactive fund 
raisers) ultimately with specific goals 
and an objective/subjective financial 
incentive plan 
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•  we had a great vision and plan from a 
great President Ruth Simmons 

•  discovery; we found alums that the 
university previously knew little about 
and researched them extensively 

Tom Ahern | © 2013 5 

•  bolder asks; yes, just ask for more $ if  
you know they have it. It was a waste to 
ask an experienced wall street 
investment banker (alum) for example 
for a $5k gift to the annual fund instead 
of the minimum $10k leadership level 
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•  we increased annual giving 
significantly; I believe doubled it during 
the campaign; and it is a sign of 
confidence in the leadership and 
institution 
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•  we heavily marketed comprehensive 
asks to top donors very successfully ie 
an annual fund ask and endowment ask 
at the same time especially when in 
reunion years. I.e., “would you consider 
and annual fund pledge of $5k per year 
for 5 years and a $100k endowed 
scholarship over 5 years.” 
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•  broad participation at all levels if I 
recall went up primarily based on 
challenges i.e., young donors, reunion 
givers, etc but in my opinion was not 
the driver 
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•  the pyramid works and is getting more pointed than ever 
i.e., 90% + of the $ come from 10% of the donors. it is 
romantic to focus on participation but in my opinion it will 
not get you the $. Also, not necessarily true that young 
small donors build up over the years and then automatically 
become big donors or that older big donors started as small 
donors over the years. Our two biggest gifts came from old 
men who wanted legacy and made a lot of $ and had not 
been consistent donors over the years. So yes, getting high 
potential donors to start with annual giving is good but go 
for the gold! 
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•  as noted, research was key to estimate 
potential but individual contact 
determined inclination 

•  should check what stewardship and 
contact has been leading up to the 
campaign; many times on the road very 
early in the campaign we heard “I only 
hear from the university when you are 
raising money, and not in between”. 
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Elevator speech: 
How long? 
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or 
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Elevator speech? 
Ride to nowhere. 
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The best elevator pitch doesn't 
pitch your project. It pitches the 
meeting about your project. 

Source: Seth Godin 

 I hope and trust my letter finds you well. 

 I am writing because I'd like to introduce you to 
something I've run across that is, I think, quite special  ... and 
well suited to someone of your stature and vision. 

 Promise: I'll be blessedly brief. 

 Then ... if you are at all interested, after you've read my 
quick description of [charity name] ... I hope you will do me an 
additional honor, which is to take a meeting with me about this 
project. 
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 [The simulator] allows you to practice removing a 
cataract and replacing it with a new lens ... just as if you were 
actually doing it ... with the very same feel! I tried it. It was 
addictive, I am embarrassed to say! If [charity name’s] eye-
surgery simulator were a game app, it would probably go viral. 

 I promised you I'd be brief. 

 So let me do the math quickly and let you go. 

 [Charity name] believes that, with its system, it can 
increase the annual number of eyesight surgeries among the poor 
worldwide to SIX TIMES the current rate ... and soon. 

“Even when people perceive 
that flattery is insincere, that 
flattery can still leave a 
lasting and positive 
impression of the flatterer.” 

18 

Source: Neuromarketing blog 
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The best elevator pitch is true, stunning, 
brief and it leaves the listener eager (no, 
desperate) to hear the rest of it. It's not a 
practiced, polished turd of prose that 
pleases everyone on the board and your 
marketing team, it's a little fractal of the 
entire story, something real. 

Source: Seth Godin 

Point #1 

There never was an elevator. 
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Point #2 

Nobody wants your speech. 
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Point #3 

Have conversations instead... 

Tom Ahern | © 2012 22 



12	


Point #4 

...that lead to experiences. 
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You need a case for... 

Capital campaigns 
Direct mail 
Email solicitations 

... any kind of “ask.” 
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Your case is your 
answer... 
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...to a set of predictable 
questions. That’s all. 
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The“God”Question? 
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“Why in the world would I 
invest my hard-earned money 

in your stuff?” 

Why? 
© 2013 Tom Ahern 30 



16	


31 

“What’s in it for me?” 
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Having a “natural 
constituency” answers at least 

3/4ths of that question. 
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Born 1942 | Age 71 
America’s largest donor to a university 
First gift to Johns Hopkins: $5 in 1965 

Total giving: over $1 billion 
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Your best gift candidates 
haven’t set foot on 

campus for 30 years. 

Don’t over-think your 
first draft case. 

The “launch case” is the start of series 
of exploratory conversations. 
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The Giving Pyramid: 
Still true after all these years 

The peak: 3% account for 97% 
of a capital campaign goal. 

The entire pyramid gives to annual 
operating. The # of donors is more 
important than the $$$ they give. 

“Transformation” Case 

“Keep Us Strong” Case 

“Ensuring the Future” Case Loyal, middle-class women are your 
best bequest prospects. 
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“Is 22 pages 
enough?” 
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If you can’t explain it in 
50 words, you won’t 

explain it in 500 either. 
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“They mistakenly think that for the 
audience to understand anything, they have 
to be told everything. That’s like being 
asked the time and responding with 
complete instructions for building a clock.” 

Source: Jerry Weissman 

30 
words 
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50,000 words of supporting info 
became 

2,500 word case document 
became 

weeks of heated debate 
became 

“Academic excellence? I’m for that!” 
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Two words, as in: 
“better future” 
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Which become 6 words: 
“better future for 
women and girls” 
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Which become 10 words: 
“better future for women 
and girls in Greater New 

Haven” 
Tom Ahern | © 2012 46 
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Today’s only assignment 
Write your two words. 

47 © 2013 Tom Ahern 

© 2013 Tom Ahern 48 

All fundraising copy should 
sound like someone talking. 

-- George Smith, Tiny Essentials of Writing for Fundraising 
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1. Make it big. 
2. Make it simple. 
3. Make your donor the hero. 

49 
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1. Make it plain. 
2. Make it corny. 
3. Make it obvious. 

51 

Source: Jeff Brooks, The Fundraiser’s Guide to Irresistible Communications 
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$35 million raised 
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$23 million raised 

The right offer 
in front of the right people 

at the right time... 
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A case is an offer 

A great case is an offer laced 
with emotional triggers 
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In 1975, 
a woman had a 1 in 11 chance of developing 

invasive breast cancer in her lifetime. 

59 

Now, that risk has RISEN to 1 in 8. 

Not a misprint. 

60 
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What was bad in 1975 has 
become epidemic in 2012. 

61 

Fear! 
62 
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Yes, pink ribbons abound. 
Awareness is near universal. 

63 

And yet the death rate from 
breast cancer has scarcely 

changed in 30 years. 

64 
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Frustration! 
Anger! 

Disappointment! 
65 

Let’s try a different 
approach. 

66 
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Is cure the whole story? 
Let’s give prevention a 
serious look for once. 

67 

A cure could take 
decades. Prevention 

could happen by 2020. 

68 
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Hope! 
Promise! 

69 
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uninformed > understand 
dubious > believe 

resistant > act 

Source: Jerry Weissman 
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A campaign case talks 
about the vision, the 

destination, where you want 
to go next and soon. 
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You’re at A. 
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What’s your B? 

“The gender revolution is not in a 
stall. It has hit a wall.” 

The New York Times — Feb. 17, 2013 
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A 
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But in Greater New Haven, 

WE CAN 
TEAR that WALL DOWN. 
 We just need your help.... 

© 2013 Tom Ahern 75 

B 
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Fear 

Hope 

B 
A 
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The “fork in the road” case 

B B 
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Thought for today.... 

Write drunk. Edit sober. 
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Writing to donors and 
prospects is NOT about 
them reading your stuff. 

79 © 2013 Tom Ahern 

It’s about them acting 
on your org.s’ behalf. 
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Answers a leading 
skepticism immediately 

Directly addresses the reader 

Subheads break up dense text 

Reveals the goal in 1st sentence 

Fear 

Fear 
Hope 

Vision 

Navigation 

Send to web 

Total words: 
roughly 550 



42	


83	


Raised: US$3.6 billion in gifts 

© 2013 Tom Ahern 

84	
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This is Yale Tomorrow 
I invite you to participate in Yale Tomorrow, a five-year, $3 
billion campaign to build the future of our University [hope]. I 
seek your support to ensure that the accomplishment of recent 
years is not remembered merely as a bright moment [fear] in 
Yale’s long history, but rather as the foundation for a Yale of 
permanently greater breadth and strength [greed], a Yale with 
the capacity to contribute —by means of its scholarship and its 
graduates not only to the nation but also to the world. 

85 © 2013 Tom Ahern 

86 © 2013 Tom Ahern 

What a $6+ billion case looks like 
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John Hennessy, President. “Our goal for The Stanford Challenge is nothing short of building a 
university for the 21st century and beyond, a university that will better serve the world through the 
quality, impact, and vision of its research, and through the new generations of leaders it will 
produce.” 

The beloved place, as eye candy & 
reminder to natural constituency 

Leadership, 
highly visible 

The BHAG 

The BHAG 

The BHAG 

By 2030, with your help, [charity name] can eliminate 
cataract blindness as the prime contributor to poverty that it is 
today for millions of men, women, and children in the 
Americas, Asia, and Africa. 
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The BHAG 

By [projected date], with your help [i.e. insert donor], [your 
charity name] can [do what wonderful, useful, worthwhile 
thing?] 
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The BHAG 

“A true BHAG is clear and compelling, serves as unifying 
focal point of effort, and acts as a clear catalyst for team 
spirit. It has a clear finish line, so the organization can know 
when it has achieved the goal; people like to shoot for finish 
lines.” – James Collins, Jerry Porras, Built to Last 
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Today’s other only assignment 
Tomorrow, first thing, write your BHAG. 
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Make it bigger 

Source: Jerry Panass 
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SUBSCRIBE to my 
free 
how-to 
e-newsletter… 
www.aherncomm.com 


