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Tips and examples for planned and major giving
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Why email writing matters for fundraising

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
sent, nonprofits received an average of S78.

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
focused on offline fundraising models (in-person visits and events, phone calls,
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
ago. People do more “pre-shopping” before they make a purchase (i.e. donation),
and many will want to read about your organization before they speak with your
team.

And with only 8 seconds to capture your supporters’ attention with an email,
your writing will need to be more effective than ever.



https://mrbenchmarks.com/

10 tips for effective emails

Clear

Emails written at a third-grade level receive 36% more responses
than those at a college reading level and 17% more than those at a
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.

Concise

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.

Pro tip: Write a lengthy email first with plenty of details and then
edit ruthlessly from there.

Persuasive storytelling

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,
presenting general statistics of a group alongside an individual’s
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.



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/

The curiosity gap

67% of people say the subject line of an email influences whether
they'll open it, so you need to tap into their curiousity. The curiosity
gap is the gap between what you know and what you want to
know.

In your subject lines, you can pique your supporters’ interest by
withholding key information. This is similar to pausing a story at a
climactic moment. Tapping into the curiosity gap can improve your
email open rates — just don’t overpromise and underdeliver.

The impact gap

Similar to the curiosity gap, the impact gap is the difference
between what you need and what you have. Your job in writing will
be to get your supporters to understand what is newly possible
with their help. To do this, define the present situation for your
organization, the problem you're facing, and the solution. For
example, you could say: “This month, our animal rescue took in
several new litters. But our shelter is facing rising pet food costs
and the need for veterinary care. With your support, we can make
sure these kittens get the food and help they need to be adopted
and thrive in their forever homes.”

Pro tip: As much as possible, emphasize the tangible impact your
donor could make (i.e. “S25 will provide two families with winter

Personalization

Always address your supporters by name in your emails. Hearing
your own name triggers greater brain activation, particularly in
the parts associated with social behavior and long-term memory.
Personalized experiences also give people a greater sense of
control and reduces information overload.

When you can, go beyond name as well. Remember and refer back
to the personal information your donors or supporters have shared
with you.


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

Humanity & empathy

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,
remove the ‘we’ as much as possible and speak from the ‘l.’

For example, you could say: “I'm working from my couch while
my fifth-grader attends online classes at our kitchen table, but I'm
writing because [mission] matters more than ever.”

Social proof

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
from California, just donated stock, and got an almost 80% tax
benefit” and not “You can save up to 80% on taxes through giving
stock.”

Pro tip: Avoid negative social proof, which won’t persuade your
supporters (e.g. “Only a fraction of our supporters respond. Will you
be one of them?”).

Conversational tone

When writing to supporters, especially for one-to-one letters, write
as if you're speaking to a close friend or family member. Use simple,
human language at a third-grade reading level, and cut out the
jargon or big words that you wouldn’t use in conversation.
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“Because”

“Because” is a powerful word that drives behavior. When you ask
for a favor (e.g. a donation), you will be so much more successful if
you provide a clear reason for the ask.

In the Copy Machine Study from Harvard University in 1977,
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:

e No reason: “Excuse me, | have 5 pages. May | use the Xerox
machine?” — 60% granted the favor

e Real reason: “Excuse me, | have 5 pages. May | use the xerox
machine, because I'm in a rush?” — 94% granted the favor

e Fake reason: “Excuse me, | have 5 pages. May | use the xerox
machine, because | have to make copies?” — 93% granted the
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.



9 examples & why they work

We've gathered nine nonprofit emails and letters from around the web and our
partners to highlight effective writing examples that you can use in your own
work.

Empathy & connection

Large, visual header that immediately
grabs attention

Uses the ‘I' and ‘you’ to build a
personal connection, and empathizes
with the supporter during a difficult
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




CENTER
FOR

0
REPRODUCTIVE
| RIGHTS

This month has been exhausting and heartbreaking for everyone who holds dear the right to
reproductive freedom.

But there is an inspiring silver lining in all of this: YOU, Megan.

More than 4,500 people have donated since election day to help us keep reproductive rights
in America safe. You've stepped up when it mattered most.

Thank you for your support. Thank you for your generosity. Thank you for joining us
for the battles that lie ahead.

You give me, and all of us at the Center, hope for the future—and the support to succeed.
Most sincerely,
Nancy

Nancy Northup
President & CEO

P.S. Now is the perfect time to invite your friends and families to join the fight. Share this link
with them—because we're stronger together: reproductiverights.org/joinus.

DONATE NOW

%

Social proof

Acknowledges the difficulty of
<— the past month

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

Includes specific social proof
numbers to show that the
donor is one of many making an
impact

<«—— 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



Large, compelling visual that tells an
individual’s story

Draws on the supporter’s imagination
to understand the challenge their
< community is facing
Uses an individual’s story to
demonstrate the challenge and make
the supporter the hero

-—

T~

Includes a testimonial as social proof

¥~ 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



Endearing image that immediately
grabs attention

Detailed examples of how other
supporters are getting involved

Includes numbers (ages and dollar
< amounts) as well as tells a story about
these supporters
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Storytelling

Appealing visual that directly relates to
the story

Powerful storytelling about an
individual cub that presents a surprising
fact (cubs are blind at birth), hooks the
reader (imagining the cub orphaned),
and presents a problem (snow leopards
are killed illegally and endangered)

<—— Presents a compelling reason to help
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Powerful visual that sets up Mobina’s
story

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
-<——— gave birth after fleeing armed men, and
now prepares to face a new danger

Clearly shows how the donor can make
<—— atangible impact on Mobina and her
community
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Tangible impact

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

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

Lists specific, tangible actions the
<—— ARC has been able to provide with the
donor’s support

Uses a large CTA that includes a reason

or ‘because’: “to help more families”
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Includes a photo of the amount of food
that can be purchased for $36, showing
how the donor could make a tangible
impact with even a small gift

Includes 3 CTAs: 2 in-text asks and 1

large, very direct CTA button

Provides a clear-cut, easy-to-
understand reason to give

How to find out more about FreeWill

Want to learn more about how FreeWill can unlock transformational gifts for
your organization, including creating effective emails for your team? Please go to
www.freewill.com/nonprofits.
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