
How to write

effective emails
Tips and examples for planned and major giving
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https://www.freewill.com/nonprofits?utm_source=writing_resource&utm_medium=pdf


Email messaging is an integral part of effective fundraising strategies. In 2020, 
emails drove 19% of online donations, and for every 1,000 fundraising messages 
ƙĚŠƥɈ�ŠūŠƎƑūǶƥƙ�ƑĚČĚĿǄĚē�îŠ�îǄĚƑîĳĚ�ūĲ�ɷȈȉɍ�

Better writing means higher open and response rates. This directly translates to 
dollars for your mission. The more responsive your audience is, the more likely 
they will be to make a donation.

Furthermore, while many planned and major giving teams have traditionally 
ĲūČƭƙĚē�ūŠ�ūĲǷĿŠĚ�ĲƭŠēƑîĿƙĿŠĳ�ŞūēĚŕƙ�ɚĿŠɠƎĚƑƙūŠ�ǄĿƙĿƥƙ�îŠē�ĚǄĚŠƥƙɈ�ƎĺūŠĚ�ČîŕŕƙɈ�
etc), your supporters have moved online and are ready to give in a virtual space. 

Older Americans now spend twice as much time online as they did three years 
îĳūɍ�¡ĚūƎŕĚ�ēū�ŞūƑĚ�ɨƎƑĚɠƙĺūƎƎĿŠĳɩ�ċĚĲūƑĚ�ƥĺĚǋ�ŞîŒĚ�î�ƎƭƑČĺîƙĚ�ɚĿɍĚɍ�ēūŠîƥĿūŠɛɈ�
and many will want to read about your organization before they speak with your 
team.

�Šē�ǅĿƥĺ�ūŠŕǋ�ȉ�ƙĚČūŠēƙ�ƥū�ČîƎƥƭƑĚ�ǋūƭƑ�ƙƭƎƎūƑƥĚƑƙɫ�îƥƥĚŠƥĿūŠ�ǅĿƥĺ�îŠ�ĚŞîĿŕɈ�
your writing will need to be more effective than ever.

Why email writing matters for fundraising
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https://mrbenchmarks.com/


/ŞîĿŕƙ�ǅƑĿƥƥĚŠ�îƥ�î�ƥĺĿƑēɠĳƑîēĚ�ŕĚǄĚŕ�ƑĚČĚĿǄĚ�36% more responses 
ƥĺîŠ�ƥĺūƙĚ�îƥ�î�ČūŕŕĚĳĚ�ƑĚîēĿŠĳ�ŕĚǄĚŕ�îŠē�ȂȈʣ�ŞūƑĚ�ƥĺîŠ�ƥĺūƙĚ�îƥ�î�
high school reading level. 

Make sure your writing is clear, uses words that you would use in 
everyday conversations, and can be easily skimmed for the main 
takeaways. For example, you can use headings and subject lines 
that pull out your biggest points.

10 tips for effective emails
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Clear
1

When writing emails, try to keep them short and concise. More than 
50% of emails are now read on mobile phones and the ideal length 
is about two to three paragraphs or 50 to 125 words. Cut out the 
unnecessary details and language in favor of fewer, stronger words 
that clearly convey your message. 

¡Ƒū�ƥĿƎɇ�ØƑĿƥĚ�î�ŕĚŠĳƥĺǋ�ĚŞîĿŕ�ǶƑƙƥ�ǅĿƥĺ�ƎŕĚŠƥǋ�ūĲ�ēĚƥîĿŕƙ�îŠē�ƥĺĚŠ�
ĚēĿƥ�ƑƭƥĺŕĚƙƙŕǋ�ĲƑūŞ�ƥĺĚƑĚɍ

Concise
2

When writing with the goal of fundraising, tell a story about an 
individual your organization has helped. A study from the University 
of Pennsylvania shows that telling the stories of an individual 
over a group increases gifts to charitable organizations. However, 
ƎƑĚƙĚŠƥĿŠĳ�ĳĚŠĚƑîŕ�ƙƥîƥĿƙƥĿČƙ�ūĲ�î�ĳƑūƭƎ�îŕūŠĳƙĿēĚ�îŠ�ĿŠēĿǄĿēƭîŕɫƙ�
story decreases gifts. 

Emotion also moves people and persuades them to give. Over 
neutral emails, emails that convey positive or happy sentiments 
receive 15% more responses and moderately negative emails 
receive 13% more. 

Persuasive storytelling
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https://blog.boomerangapp.com/2016/02/7-tips-for-getting-more-responses-to-your-emails-with-data/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0749597806000057
https://blog.boomerangapp.com/2016/02/7-tips-for-getting-more-responses-to-your-emails-with-data/


67% of people say the ƙƭċŏĚČƥ�ŕĿŠĚ�ūĲ�îŠ�ĚŞîĿŕ�ĿŠǷƭĚŠČĚƙ�ǅĺĚƥĺĚƑ�
they’ll open itɈ�ƙū�ǋūƭ�ŠĚĚē�ƥū�ƥîƎ�ĿŠƥū�ƥĺĚĿƑ�ČƭƑĿūƭƙĿƥǋɍ�¹ĺĚ�ČƭƑĿūƙĿƥǋ�
ĳîƎ�Ŀƙ�ƥĺĚ�ĳîƎ�ċĚƥǅĚĚŠ�ǅĺîƥ�ǋūƭ�ŒŠūǅ�îŠē�ǅĺîƥ�ǋūƭ�ǅîŠƥ�ƥū�
ŒŠūǅɍ�

TŠ�ǋūƭƑ�ƙƭċŏĚČƥ�ŕĿŠĚƙɈ�ǋūƭ�ČîŠ�ƎĿƐƭĚ�ǋūƭƑ�ƙƭƎƎūƑƥĚƑƙɫ�ĿŠƥĚƑĚƙƥ�ċǋ�
ǅĿƥĺĺūŕēĿŠĳ�ŒĚǋ�ĿŠĲūƑŞîƥĿūŠɍ�¹ĺĿƙ�Ŀƙ�ƙĿŞĿŕîƑ�ƥū�ƎîƭƙĿŠĳ�î�ƙƥūƑǋ�îƥ�î�
ČŕĿŞîČƥĿČ�ŞūŞĚŠƥɍ�¹îƎƎĿŠĳ�ĿŠƥū�ƥĺĚ�ČƭƑĿūƙĿƥǋ�ĳîƎ�ČîŠ�ĿŞƎƑūǄĚ�ǋūƭƑ�
ĚŞîĿŕ�ūƎĚŠ�ƑîƥĚƙ�ɜ�ŏƭƙƥ�ēūŠɫƥ�ūǄĚƑƎƑūŞĿƙĚ�îŠē�ƭŠēĚƑēĚŕĿǄĚƑɍ
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¹ĺĚ�ČƭƑĿūƙĿƥǋ�ĳîƎ
4

¬ĿŞĿŕîƑ�ƥū�ƥĺĚ�ČƭƑĿūƙĿƥǋ�ĳîƎɈ�ƥĺĚ�ĿŞƎîČƥ�ĳîƎ�Ŀƙ�ƥĺĚ�ēĿĲĲĚƑĚŠČĚ�
ċĚƥǅĚĚŠ�ǅĺîƥ�ǋūƭ�ŠĚĚē�îŠē�ǅĺîƥ�ǋūƭ�ĺîǄĚɍ�ÞūƭƑ�ŏūċ�ĿŠ�ǅƑĿƥĿŠĳ�ǅĿŕŕ�
ċĚ�ƥū�ĳĚƥ�ǋūƭƑ�ƙƭƎƎūƑƥĚƑƙ�ƥū�ƭŠēĚƑƙƥîŠē�ǅĺîƥ�Ŀƙ�ŠĚǅŕǋ�ƎūƙƙĿċŕĚ�
ǅĿƥĺ�ƥĺĚĿƑ�ĺĚŕƎɍ�¹ū�ēū�ƥĺĿƙɈ�ēĚǶŠĚ�ƥĺĚ�ƎƑĚƙĚŠƥ�ƙĿƥƭîƥĿūŠ�ĲūƑ�ǋūƭƑ�
ūƑĳîŠĿǕîƥĿūŠɈ�ƥĺĚ�ƎƑūċŕĚŞ�ǋūƭɫƑĚ�ĲîČĿŠĳɈ�îŠē�ƥĺĚ�ƙūŕƭƥĿūŠɍ�GūƑ�
ĚǊîŞƎŕĚɈ�ǋūƭ�Čūƭŕē�ƙîǋɇ�ɨ¹ĺĿƙ�ŞūŠƥĺɈ�ūƭƑ�îŠĿŞîŕ�ƑĚƙČƭĚ�ƥūūŒ�ĿŠ�
ƙĚǄĚƑîŕ�ŠĚǅ�ŕĿƥƥĚƑƙɍ��ƭƥ�ūƭƑ�ƙĺĚŕƥĚƑ�Ŀƙ�ĲîČĿŠĳ�ƑĿƙĿŠĳ�ƎĚƥ�Ĳūūē�Čūƙƥƙ�
îŠē�ƥĺĚ�ŠĚĚē�ĲūƑ�ǄĚƥĚƑĿŠîƑǋ�ČîƑĚɍ�ØĿƥĺ�ǋūƭƑ�ƙƭƎƎūƑƥɈ�ǅĚ�ČîŠ�ŞîŒĚ�
ƙƭƑĚ�ƥĺĚƙĚ�ŒĿƥƥĚŠƙ�ĳĚƥ�ƥĺĚ�Ĳūūē�îŠē�ĺĚŕƎ�ƥĺĚǋ�ŠĚĚē�ƥū�ċĚ�îēūƎƥĚē�
îŠē�ƥĺƑĿǄĚ�ĿŠ�ƥĺĚĿƑ�ĲūƑĚǄĚƑ�ĺūŞĚƙɍɩ

Pro tip: As much as possible, emphasize the tangible impact your 
donor could make (i.e. “$25 will provide two families with winter 

¹ĺĚ�ĿŞƎîČƥ�ĳîƎ
5

�ŕǅîǋƙ�îēēƑĚƙƙ�ǋūƭƑ�ƙƭƎƎūƑƥĚƑƙ�ċǋ�ŠîŞĚ�ĿŠ�ǋūƭƑ�ĚŞîĿŕƙɍ�OĚîƑĿŠĳ�
ǋūƭƑ�ūǅŠ�ŠîŞĚ�ƥƑĿĳĳĚƑƙ�ĳƑĚîƥĚƑ�ċƑîĿŠ�îČƥĿǄîƥĿūŠɈ�ƎîƑƥĿČƭŕîƑŕǋ�ĿŠ�
ƥĺĚ�ƎîƑƥƙ�îƙƙūČĿîƥĚē�ǅĿƥĺ�ƙūČĿîŕ�ċĚĺîǄĿūƑ�îŠē�ŕūŠĳɠƥĚƑŞ�ŞĚŞūƑǋɍ�
¡ĚƑƙūŠîŕĿǕĚē�ĚǊƎĚƑĿĚŠČĚƙ�îŕƙū�ĳĿǄĚ�ƎĚūƎŕĚ�î�ĳƑĚîƥĚƑ�ƙĚŠƙĚ�ūĲ�
ČūŠƥƑūŕ�îŠē�ƑĚēƭČĚƙ�ĿŠĲūƑŞîƥĿūŠ�ūǄĚƑŕūîēɍ

ØĺĚŠ�ǋūƭ�ČîŠɈ�ĳū�ċĚǋūŠē�ŠîŞĚ�îƙ�ǅĚŕŕɍ�¤ĚŞĚŞċĚƑ�îŠē�ƑĚĲĚƑ�ċîČŒ�
ƥū�ƥĺĚ�ƎĚƑƙūŠîŕ�ĿŠĲūƑŞîƥĿūŠ�ǋūƭƑ�ēūŠūƑƙ�ūƑ�ƙƭƎƎūƑƥĚƑƙ�ĺîǄĚ�ƙĺîƑĚē�
ǅĿƥĺ�ǋūƭɍ

¡ĚƑƙūŠîŕĿǕîƥĿūŠ
6

https://sendgrid.com/resource/us-2020-messaging-engagement-report
https://sendgrid.com/resource/us-2020-messaging-engagement-report


Now more than ever, your writing and emails should be empathetic 
to your supporters and their situations. Start by being vulnerable 
with them, updating them on your life, to create an authentic, 
human connection. Acknowledge the current crisis, and be 
conscientious about your asks. Unless writing from multiple people, 
ƑĚŞūǄĚ�ƥĺĚ�ɪǅĚɫ�îƙ�ŞƭČĺ�îƙ�ƎūƙƙĿċŕĚ�îŠē�ƙƎĚîŒ�ĲƑūŞ�ƥĺĚ�ɪTɍɫ�

GūƑ�ĚǊîŞƎŕĚɈ�ǋūƭ�Čūƭŕē�ƙîǋɇ�ɨTɫŞ�ǅūƑŒĿŠĳ�ĲƑūŞ�Şǋ�ČūƭČĺ�ǅĺĿŕĚ�
Şǋ�ǶĲƥĺɠĳƑîēĚƑ�îƥƥĚŠēƙ�ūŠŕĿŠĚ�ČŕîƙƙĚƙ�îƥ�ūƭƑ�ŒĿƥČĺĚŠ�ƥîċŕĚɈ�ċƭƥ�TɫŞ�
ǅƑĿƥĿŠĳ�ċĚČîƭƙĚ�ɘŞĿƙƙĿūŠə�ŞîƥƥĚƑƙ�ŞūƑĚ�ƥĺîŠ�ĚǄĚƑɍɩ
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Humanity & empathy
Ȉ

Social proof is a powerful, persuasive tactic for getting your 
supporters to give. When people see that someone else has taken 
an action, they often assume that action is correct and are more 
likely to copy them. To use social proof in your writing, you can 
invoke other donors and how they gave.

For example, you would say “Someone in the class above you, also 
ĲƑūŞ� îŕĿĲūƑŠĿîɈ�ŏƭƙƥ�ēūŠîƥĚē�ƙƥūČŒɈ�îŠē�ĳūƥ�îŠ�îŕŞūƙƥ�ȉȁʣ�ƥîǊ�
ċĚŠĚǶƥɩ�îŠē�not�ɨÞūƭ�ČîŠ�ƙîǄĚ�ƭƎ�ƥū�ȉȁʣ�ūŠ�ƥîǊĚƙ�ƥĺƑūƭĳĺ�ĳĿǄĿŠĳ�
ƙƥūČŒɍɩ�

¡Ƒū�ƥĿƎɇ��ǄūĿē�ŠĚĳîƥĿǄĚ�ƙūČĿîŕ�ƎƑūūĲɈ�ǅĺĿČĺ�ǅūŠɫƥ�ƎĚƑƙƭîēĚ�ǋūƭƑ�
ƙƭƎƎūƑƥĚƑƙ�ɚĚɍĳɍ�ɨ~Šŕǋ�î�ĲƑîČƥĿūŠ�ūĲ�ūƭƑ�ƙƭƎƎūƑƥĚƑƙ�ƑĚƙƎūŠēɍ�ØĿŕŕ�ǋūƭ�
ċĚ�ūŠĚ�ūĲ�ƥĺĚŞɎɩɛɍ

Social proof
ȉ

ØĺĚŠ�ǅƑĿƥĿŠĳ�ƥū�ƙƭƎƎūƑƥĚƑƙɈ�ĚƙƎĚČĿîŕŕǋ�ĲūƑ�ūŠĚɠƥūɠūŠĚ�ŕĚƥƥĚƑƙɈ�ǅƑĿƥĚ�
îƙ�ĿĲ�ǋūƭɫƑĚ�ƙƎĚîŒĿŠĳ�ƥū�î�ČŕūƙĚ�ĲƑĿĚŠē�ūƑ�ĲîŞĿŕǋ�ŞĚŞċĚƑɍ�ÀƙĚ�ƙĿŞƎŕĚɈ�
ĺƭŞîŠ�ŕîŠĳƭîĳĚ�îƥ�î�ƥĺĿƑēɠĳƑîēĚ�ƑĚîēĿŠĳ�ŕĚǄĚŕɈ�îŠē�Čƭƥ�ūƭƥ�ƥĺĚ�
ŏîƑĳūŠ�ūƑ�ċĿĳ�ǅūƑēƙ�ƥĺîƥ�ǋūƭ�ǅūƭŕēŠɫƥ�ƭƙĚ�ĿŠ�ČūŠǄĚƑƙîƥĿūŠɍ

Conversational tone
9



ɨ�ĚČîƭƙĚɩ�Ŀƙ�î�ƎūǅĚƑĲƭŕ�ǅūƑē�ƥĺîƥ�ēƑĿǄĚƙ�ċĚĺîǄĿūƑɍ�ØĺĚŠ�ǋūƭ�îƙŒ�
ĲūƑ�î�ĲîǄūƑ�ɚĚɍĳɍ�î�ēūŠîƥĿūŠɛɈ�ǋūƭ�ǅĿŕŕ�ċĚ�ƙū�ŞƭČĺ�ŞūƑĚ�ƙƭČČĚƙƙĲƭŕ�ĿĲ�
you provide a clear reason for the ask. 

TŠ�ƥĺĚ� ūƎǋ�qîČĺĿŠĚ�¬ƥƭēǋ�ĲƑūŞ�OîƑǄîƑē�ÀŠĿǄĚƑƙĿƥǋ�ĿŠ�ȂȊȈȈɈ�
participants went over to a copy machine with the intention of 
cutting in line. They used three different versions to make their 
request with wildly different results:

• No reason: “Excuse me, I have 5 pages. May I use the Xerox 
ŞîČĺĿŠĚɎɩ�ɜ�ȇȁʣ�ĳƑîŠƥĚē�ƥĺĚ�ĲîǄūƑ

• Real reason: “Excuse me, I have 5 pages. May I use the xerox 
ŞîČĺĿŠĚɈ�ċĚČîƭƙĚ�TɫŞ�ĿŠ�î�ƑƭƙĺɎɩ�ɜ�Ȋȅʣ�ĳƑîŠƥĚē�ƥĺĚ�ĲîǄūƑ

• Fake reason: “Excuse me, I have 5 pages. May I use the xerox 
ŞîČĺĿŠĚɈ�ċĚČîƭƙĚ�T�ĺîǄĚ�ƥū�ŞîŒĚ�ČūƎĿĚƙɎɩ�ɜ�ȊȄʣ�ĳƑîŠƥĚē�ƥĺĚ�
favor

Whether or not they gave a real reason, the results were nearly the 
same. As long as there was some reason for the ask, most people 
provided the favor.

6

ɨ�ĚČîƭƙĚɩ
10



ØĚɫǄĚ�ĳîƥĺĚƑĚē�ŠĿŠĚ�ŠūŠƎƑūǶƥ�ĚŞîĿŕƙ�îŠē�ŕĚƥƥĚƑƙ�ĲƑūŞ�îƑūƭŠē�ƥĺĚ�ǅĚċ�îŠē�ūƭƑ�
partners to highlight effective writing examples that you can use in your own 
work.

9 examples & why they work

7

Empathy & connection

Uses the ‘I’ and ‘you’ to build a  
personal connection, and empathizes 
ǅĿƥĺ�ƥĺĚ�ƙƭƎƎūƑƥĚƑ�ēƭƑĿŠĳ�î�ēĿĲǶČƭŕƥ�
time

Makes at least 3 asks: 2 indirect asks 
via highlighted links, and 1 large CTA

Offers value to the supporter beyond 
the ask

Provides a clear reason to follow 
through on the ask: protect wildlife now 
and in the future

Large, visual header that immediately 
grabs attention



8

�ČŒŠūǅŕĚēĳĚƙ�ƥĺĚ�ēĿĲǶČƭŕƥǋ�ūĲ�
the past month

Uses personalization to thank 
the donor and make them the 
hero of the story

TŠČŕƭēĚƙ�ƙƎĚČĿǶČ�ƙūČĿîŕ�ƎƑūūĲ�
numbers to show that the 
donor is one of many making an 
impact

Social proof

Grabs attention with a question

Uses social proof on how other 
supporters have asked about 
creating a legacy gift in their 
wills

Provides a reason to create a 
legacy gift
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Draws on the supporter’s imagination 
to understand the challenge their 
community is facing

Includes a testimonial as social proof

Large, compelling visual that tells an 
individual’s story

Uses an individual’s story to 
demonstrate the challenge and make 
the supporter the hero

Includes a matching gift opportunity 
from another family as social proof

Includes social proof for IRA donations, 
inviting the supporter to join fellow 
donors

Provides a compelling reason to give 
from an IRA: save money and ensure 
access to healthy meals
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Detailed examples of how other 
supporters are getting involved

Endearing image that immediately 
grabs attention

TŠČŕƭēĚƙ�ŠƭŞċĚƑƙ�ɚîĳĚƙ�îŠē�ēūŕŕîƑ�
amounts) as well as tells a story about 
these supporters
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Storytelling

Powerful storytelling about an 
individual cub that presents a surprising 
ĲîČƥ�ɚČƭċƙ�îƑĚ�ċŕĿŠē�îƥ�ċĿƑƥĺɛɈ�ĺūūŒƙ�ƥĺĚ�
ƑĚîēĚƑ�ɚĿŞîĳĿŠĿŠĳ�ƥĺĚ�Čƭċ�ūƑƎĺîŠĚēɛɈ�
îŠē�ƎƑĚƙĚŠƥƙ�î�ƎƑūċŕĚŞ�ɚƙŠūǅ�ŕĚūƎîƑēƙ�
are killed illegally and endangered)

Presents a compelling reason to help 

Appealing visual that directly relates to 
the story
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Vivid story focused on an individual, 
including sensory details, such as the 
tent description, drifting breeze, and 
torched homes

Presents a strong story arc: Mobina just 
ĳîǄĚ�ċĿƑƥĺ�îĲƥĚƑ�ǷĚĚĿŠĳ�îƑŞĚē�ŞĚŠɈ�îŠē�
now prepares to face a new danger

Powerful visual that sets up Mobina’s 
story

Clearly shows how the donor can make 
a tangible impact on Mobina and her 
community
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Tangible impact

Speaks from the ‘I’ to the ‘you’ to build 
a personal connection

Uses a large CTA that includes a reason 
ūƑ�ɪċĚČîƭƙĚɫɇ�ɨƥū�ĺĚŕƎ�ŞūƑĚ�ĲîŞĿŕĿĚƙɩ

Large visual that tells a story about the 
ways in which ARC helps

gĿƙƥƙ�ƙƎĚČĿǶČɈ�ƥîŠĳĿċŕĚ�îČƥĿūŠƙ�ƥĺĚ�
ARC has been able to provide with the 
donor’s support
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TŠČŕƭēĚƙ�Ȅ� ¹�ƙɇ�ȃ�ĿŠɠƥĚǊƥ�îƙŒƙ�îŠē�Ȃ�
large, very direct CTA button

¡ƑūǄĿēĚƙ�î�ČŕĚîƑɠČƭƥɈ�Ěîƙǋɠƥūɠ
understand reason to give

Includes a photo of the amount of food 
ƥĺîƥ�ČîŠ�ċĚ�ƎƭƑČĺîƙĚē�ĲūƑ�ɷȄȇɈ�ƙĺūǅĿŠĳ�
how the donor could make a tangible 
impact with even a small gift

Oūǅ�ƥū�ǶŠē�ūƭƥ�ŞūƑĚ�îċūƭƥ�GƑĚĚØĿŕŕ
Want to learn more about how FreeWill can unlock transformational gifts for 
your organization, including creating effective emails for your team? Please go to 
ǅǅǅɍĲƑĚĚǅĿŕŕɍČūŞɓŠūŠƎƑūǶƥƙ.

https://www.freewill.com/nonprofits?utm_source=writing_resource&utm_medium=pdf

