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The	fine	art	of	writingThe	fine	art	of	writing		
in	the	age	of	shrinking		

attention	spans.

CONTINUES ...

Every day, writers battle the   
 shrinking attention spans of their 

potential customers or donors. This 
includes electronic channels too.

All appeals, online or as direct mail, 
require the recipients to read sentences, 
paragraphs and—gasp!—even pages. 

So, consider these ten writing tips to  
get your reader’s attention just long 
enough to get a positive response.

1.		Get	them	from	the	start.

In the words of the late marketer 
Herschell Gordon Lewis, “The purpose 
of the carrier envelope, other than 
preventing its contents from spilling out 

onto the street, is to get itself opened.” 
To accomplish this for your nonprofit, 
you can choose from several tactics. 

Example: An interesting teaser on the  
envelope can arouse curiosity.

 

A piece inside explained that the biggest  
thing that could fit in the envelope was  
a child’s dream.



CONTINUES ...

2.		Tell	a	story.	

Fundraising is all about telling stories. 

Stories about needs, wants, successes,  
failures, are powerful stuff. Talk about how  
your donors’ funds have impacted and  
changed the lives of the people your charity  
helps. 

Show them how your organization’s work 
made a difference in their lives. Help your 
readers feel that they are the ones who  
make solutions possible by donating money  
or joining a cause. This positive approach  
puts the donor in control.

3.		Add	credibility	with		
					incidental	details.

One of the strongest ways to create 
visual impact in your copy is to use 
colourful words and incidental details.

To get them to start reading your 
package, first paint a picture of the scene.  
Sensory metaphors add depth and 
emotion. Archetypal images set a scene 
for the reader in just a few words. 

For example: A torn screen door 
denotes rural poverty. A squeaky hinge  
or creaking floorboard can induce a sense  
of dread. 

On the opposite end of the spectrum, 
the morning sun pouring through the 

window, or flowery yellow wallpaper,  
or the aroma of fresh coffee, evokes 
happiness, security, and the simple joys  
of life.

This almost forces your reader to paint 
a mental picture while they read, which 
anchors an image in their consciousness.

Remember the “red hills of Georgia” 
from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have 
a Dream” speech? Then there was  
Homer’s wine-dark sea. Or, how about  
Monica Lewinsky’s infamous blue  
dress?

Associating color is a great way to 
“show, rather than tell” in order to anchor  
a particular thought or fact in your  
reader’s memory. The impression you  
make will be more striking and more  
enduring.

Talk about problems. Talk about 
people’s problems—we almost always find 
stories about people interesting. Talk about 
an emotional trigger, like food or babies 
or bankruptcy or an unexpected death.

Almost every piece of writing can be  
improved with the skilful use of concrete  
details that “show, don’t tell”. Start using  
details today to make your copy more  
persuasive, more memorable, and more  
effective.
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Example: This letter tells and shows the 
story of the perilous plight of baby turtles.

4.		Words	matter	and	how	you		
						string	them	together.

Which sentence is more powerful:  
“The old woman was incredibly sad,” or 
“The old women leaned her forehead 
against the cold window sill and wept”?  
With just a few words, you can go beyond  
saying what happened and set a scene  
that makes readers experience the  
moment themselves. 

Here are two more examples from Lewis: 
“Why I am sending you this message:” vs. 

“Why am I sending you this message?” And 
“You won’t stand by and let it happen” vs. 
“Will you stand by and let it happen?”

Direct mail is tailor-made for non-profits  
because people connect with people, a cause,  
a charity, or on an emotional level.

To express an emergency, use words  
like alarmed, anxious, startled, terrified,  
petrified, horrified, paralyzed, rattled,  
stunned, frozen in place or unable to  
scream for help. All of them are more  
powerful than just saying, “Sara was  
really scared.” 

Or don’t just let Sara be happy. Make 
her cheerful, ecstatic, overjoyed, jubilant 
or simply content, peaceful and satisfied.  
Adjectives that are specific and concrete  
help your readers feel the way you want  
them to feel. 

Example: A touching passage from  
Make-A-Wish Foundation’s letter 
expresses a mother’s joy of seeing her 
terminally ill child’s dream come true.



5.		Provide	plenty	of	value.

Just because prospects have decreased 
attention spans, it doesn’t have to follow  
that letters get shorter. It has always 
been true that when you give people the  
feeling that they are getting a lot of stuff  
for their money—value—they are more  
apt to buy. A long letter makes it seem  
like you’re getting a lot, even if the  
reader just scans it.

But there’s a method to such creative  
madness. Instead of filling the letter, or  
writing long lines, use the real estate more  
efficiently by adding a side bar. Put all  
your accomplishments achieved with  
donors’ help in point form, so that they  
can be quickly scanned.

Example: The letter below does that.

6.		Make	it	quick,	even	if	It’s		
						long.

The trick to overcoming the perceived 
attention-span problem is to make a 
letter a quick scan, by highlighting the 
important words and points so that they  
draw your reader’s attention. 

Use subheads, underlines, highlights, 
color and handwritten margin notes, 
short phrases, short paragraphs, and 
repeat the words you want heard.

Example: This letter is a quick scan
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December 14, 2008

Dear Mrs. Sample,

A month ago I wrote to you about how I truly believe that giving hope and happiness to a child with
a life-threatening illness has magical medicinal powers.

Granting these children their wish helps lift their spirits . . . It lets them fight their illness with more
vigor . . . It adds a glimmer of hope to their eyes . . . It puts a smile on their faces that could light up the whole
world. Granting a wish provides hope, strength and joy and leaves the children feeling much better.

The letter detailed how Make-A-Wish® has witnessed these moments of pure happiness thousands of
times and how I continue to be deeply moved with the news of each wish we grant.

What the letter did not express forcefully enough is how important donors like you really are. You
have helped to bring unbridled joy to thousands of ill children.

As one of our strongest supporters you have already demonstrated how much you
care about children and how important you are to us as a friend. You

know that some wishes just can’t wait for someday. So what better
time than this holiday season to share joy and happiness with
children living with a life-threatening illness?

If you have already responded to my earlier letter then please
accept my sincere thanks as our letters may have crossed. If

however you set it aside to deal with later because you have been
busy, please use the attached donation form today.

To children with a life-threatening illness, the news that their special
wish will be granted, is quite possibly the best medicine they could

receive. Thank you as always.

Sincerely,

Dave Stinton
President
Make-A-Wish Foundation® of Canada.

P.S. This holiday season, help us provide that magical hope, which like a
miracle medicine, does wonders for children with life-threatening illnesses.

Make-A-Wish® Canada
4211 Yonge Street, Suite 521,
Toronto, ON M2P 2A9
Tel: 416-224-9474
Toll Free: 1-888-822-9474
www.makeawish.ca

YYeess!!  II  wwaanntt  ttoo mmaakkee tthhee wwiisshheess  ooff  cchhiillddrreenn ccoommee tt rruuee
Please accept my gift of: � $XX  � $XX  � $XX  � $XXX  
� Monthly (see over) � other: $ ____________
Please direct my donation to help grant wishes:
� In the area of greatest need  � In my local chapter

Mrs. Jane Sample XX123XXX
1234 Main Street 
Apt 431
Toronto, Ontario  
M1M 1M1

�
Payment Options

� Cheque (payable to Make-A-Wish® Canada)
� I prefer to use my  � VISA  � MASTERCARD  

We are happy to provide your tax receipt electronically. If you prefer to receive your
tax receipt via email, please provide your email address.
Tax receipts will be issued for donations of $20 or more, unless requested.

� J'aimerais recevoir ma correspondance en français
� Please remove me from your mailing list

Card No:

Expiry Date: Tel: ________________________

Signature:_____________________________________________

Email:________________________________________________

Charitable Registration # 895269173 RR0001

m  m  y y

TThhaannkk yyoouu ffoorr yyoouurr ssuuppppoorrtt!!

Mrs. Jane Sample XX1234
1234 Main Street 
Apt 431
Toronto, ON 
M1M 1M1

LB9326/E

2017 
Year-End 
Appeal

Dear Ms. Sample,

Darby is a young fawn that was found beside his dead mother on the 
side of the highway.  A passing motorist saw him and took action. 
Suffering with a fractured leg, he was rushed to us for care.

Darby immediately underwent orthopedic surgery and was put under 
24-hour watch.  For several weeks his leg was pinned and secured with 
external fixators.  Healing took time, expensive meds, lots of loving 
care and good nutrition…not to mention the necessary company of 
other fawns to grow up with. Thanks to the commitment of our donors, 
we were able to provide this care.  Darby was released back into the 
forest with his friends this fall! 

As the number of injured and compromised native animals grows each 
year, your support becomes more and more crucial. 

We urgently need to expand our facilities to better accommodate our 
current patients and provide for the growth in numbers.  Our Nursery 
and Intake Office has been held together with duct tape and plastic 
wrap for long enough!  We are excited to tell you that a new nursery, 
clinic & ICU and expanded space for recovering adults is in the works!

Our ongoing goal is to meet the highest standards of care for our  
wildlife patients, but we cannot do this alone.  We need caring partners 
like you!

Please consider any amount you can afford and donate to our  
2017 Year-end Appeal.  Better still, consider joining our SOH Family 
by becoming a monthly donor!  For as little as $10 a month you could 
help year round as we care for the 4,000 wild lives that depend on us 
for treatment each year.  Visit us at: 
http://www.shadesofhope.ca/membership.html

On behalf of our dedicated staff, volunteers and rescued animals like 
Darby, we thank you for being an animal supporter, and we wish you 
and your loved ones a safe and happy holiday season.

Sincerely,

Gail Lenters
Chief Animal Lover

P.S. Please donate by December 31 for your 2017 tax receipt

Yes! I want to help Shades of Hope Wildlife Refuge. 

Here is my gift of: 
q $35 q $50 q $80 q $100 q Other $ ______ 

 
                     

Methods of Payment
q  By cheque (Please, make cheque  
    payable to Shades of Hope.

q  By Credit Card or become a Monthly  
    Donor (To donate by Credit card or  
    to become a monthly donor, please  
    visit: www.shadesofhope.ca and click  
     on the Please donate button on the  
     home page.)    Thank you!Charitable Registration No:835493131RR0001

From time to time, Shades of Hope may contact you with information that may be of interest to you. If you do 
not wish to receive communications from us please check here.q

✔

<Ms. Joan Sample>
<Address 1>
<Address 2>
<Address 3>

Thanks to  
animal  

supporters  
like you, since  
January 2017  

you helped us:  

Treat

3,700 
wild animals 

 &
Rescue 

2,000
orphaned  

wildlife babies 

INCLUDING:

100
Ducklings 

7
Fawns

180
Bunnies

800
Squirrels

62
Skunks

10
Fox kits

PLEASE  
HELP US  

HELP THEM

Here is my tax-deductable donation to help care for injured and orphaned wildlife 
like Darby so that they can be released back into thier natural habitat.

P.O. Box 87, Pefferlaw, Ontario  L0E 1N0 • Tel: 705.437.4654 • Email: info@shadesofhope.ca • Web: www.shadesofhope.ca



7.		Make	sentences	short	and		
					sharp.

People who don’t know how to sell, tend 
to write long sentences and use proper 
grammar they learned in school. Try 
writing the way you talk. “If your ear 
can catch it, your eye will catch it too.”  

Get to the point right away.

Example: Asking for donations? This 
letter does it in the third paragraph. 

8.		Specifics	outpoll		
						generalizations.	

For example, the statement “Help our  
charity” will produce a lower response  
than “Two easy ways to help our  
charity.”

Example: This letter tells you exactly how  
many students your donation to United  
Nations Association in Canada programs  
will help and how. 
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9.		Magnify	your	prospect’s		
					self-image.	

Writing fundraising letters is not about  
your organization, it’s about your 
donors—people give because they 
believe in your cause and wish to help. 

When they donate, they are fulfilling an 
inner need, a satisfaction that they feel is  
necessary to prove that they are good and  
caring people. Don’t take that away from  
them.

Don’t toot your own horn; it impresses  
no one.

Example: As this letter clearly says, This 
letter is not about us. It’s about you.

10.		Let	your	letter	be	the	star		
							of	your	appeal.	

In direct mail, your letter is the star…just   
like a salesman who sits across from 
the prospect face to face for a personal 
pitch. All other material inside the 
envelope should play a supporting role.

Direct mail is not just a major 
communications medium; it is still 
the powerhouse for charities and 
organizations trying to raise money and 
that hasn’t changed in our electronic age.

It’s a cliché, but Robert Frost’s dictum 
“no tears in the writer, no tears in the 
reader” is true. Show how mad you can 
get. It takes empathy to feel someone 
else’s pain or fear or relief or jubilation. 
Empathy is not sympathy; it’s seeing 
things the way someone else sees them, 

Example:  
Read the 
rant in the  
copy.



A reporter once asked Mark Twain 
what comment he had about the rumor he 
was dead. Mark Twain replied, “Reports of 
my death have been greatly exaggerated.” 
The same is true about direct mail or 
direct marketing, as one might be led 
to believe that everything is online 
these days and “direct mail is dead”. 

Effective direct response marketing 
includes a multichannel and targeted 
approach to reaching your audience via 
direct mail, email, social, mobile, web-
based advertising and even traditional 
media buys. So let’s just look at some 
of the four myths around direct mail.

Myth	No.	1:	Direct	mail	is		
dead.

Not true. Direct mail generates more 
than 80% of direct marketing revenue 
compared to most other channels. It is the 
single largest source of direct marketing 
revenue for fundraising by a long shot. 

As fundraising Guru Ken Burnett 
said: “Many charities are unable to find 
successful ways to recruit new donors 
other than direct-mail appeals.”

All charities rely on charitable 

donations. 85% of the roughly 85,000 
charities in Canada reported under 
$500,000 in revenue in 2015. While 
Receipted Gifts (from individual 
and corporate donations) accounted 
for only 7% of the overall Canadian 
charitable sector revenue in 2015, 
small charities (revenues under 
$500,000) relied on Receipted Gifts 
for 43% of their total revenue. 

Why is direct marketing not dead? 

• Because it targets the right audience  
or donors. 

• Because it can be effectively 
measured and tested, and it has a  
much longer shelf life (six to eight  
weeks) as a call-to-action than  
other channels. 

• Finally, Canada Post and the US  
Postal Service reach each and every 
household in Canada and the United  
States. No other media even comes  
close.

CONTINUES ...
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Debunking	the	Myths	
About	Direct	Mail



Myth	No.	2:	Donors	prefer	
online	giving.

Online giving as a percentage of total 
fundraising is only 8.7%, according to 
Blackbaud’s “2019 Charitable Giving 
Report”. While that figure is growing, it 
is not doing so at an exceptionally fast 
enough rate even today.  

Those who give generally are: 
• Boomers (ages 49 to 67) represent 

43% of total giving and 40% gave in 
response to a direct mail solicitation.  

• Matures (ages 68+) represent 26% 
of total giving and 52% gave in re-
sponse to a direct mail solicitation. 
Meanwhile, Generation Y represents 
11% of total giving and Generation 
X represents 20% of giving.  

• 75% of Millennials find that the mail they 
receive is valuable. 90% of Millennials 
say they would prefer direct mail to email 
when receiving promotional items. 63% 
of Millennials who responded to a direct 
mail piece within the past 3 months made 
a purchase. 90% of Millennials think 
direct mail advertising is reliable.

Source: https://www.hydratemarketing.com/blog/millennials-love-di-
rect-mail#:~:text=75%25%20of%20Millennials%20find%20that,email%20
when%20receiving%20promotional%20items&text=63%25%20of%20Millen-
nials%20who%20responded,direct%20mail%20advertising%20is%20reliable\

The best way to contact younger do-

nors, may be by utilizing a multichannel 
approach. But, it is imperative to start 
building up this new audience.  Howev-
er, don’t stop fishing where the fish are 
right now (Boomers and Marures). Be-
cause if nearly 70% of your donors still 
demonstrate a preference for direct mail, 
you should not ignore them!

Myth	No.	3:	Charities	spend	
too	much	money	on		
fundraising	and	direct	mail	
is	expensive.

The cost of overhead is the bane of many a 
nonprofit. A misconception that most donors 
and some nonprofits have is: “The more  
money you invest in fundraising, the less  
money you have for a cause.”

Donors want to believe that 100% of 
their donation goes directly towards helping 
people. But that simply can’t be done.

Dan Pallotta gives a fascinating TED 
talk in which he speaks about this  
misconception in detail. And this is key 
for every nonprofit.

Watch his amazing video: 
 https://youtu.be/bfAzi6D5FpM
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Direct mail can help you raise more 
money from donors, and when you do 
so, it’s natural that more money goes 
toward your cause. 

The trick is to communicate the  
benefits of investing in overhead to  
your donors.

Myth	No.	4:	Since	our	
non-profit	has	never	raised	
funds	via	direct	mail,	it	may	
be	too	late	to	start	now.

Effective direct response fundraising 
comes down to three key elements: 
• 40% is audience, 40% is offer and 

20% is creative.  

• A targeted audience segmentation 
strategy working within your  
organization’s own database, or 
through an external list purchase or 
rental, paired with an effective and 
compelling “ask”, will be responsible 
for 80% of your success rate.  

• So, if you have never tried to raise 
money via direct mail, find a qualified 
data freelancer to assist you in  
segmentation of your home list and  
a freelance direct mail writer, and  
test it out.

• With COVID-19 still present, most  
of your prospects continue to spend  
an inordinate amount of time at home, 
so now might be a good time to test 
your direct response marketing and 
fundraising strategy. 

Example: Hydracha, a small charity had 
never tried to raise funds via direct  
marketing so they asked me to create 
a package for them. The result: In the 
first two weeks they had recouped their 
investment and made a nice little profit 
with over a 2.1% response.
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Myth	5:	Direct	mail	is		
ineffective	as	a	fundraising	
tool	today.

Donor touches matter, and paper is 
still your best bet. According to  
NonProfitPro magazine, response rates 
to direct mail solicitations are roughly 
10 times higher than any digital channel 
(including email). Email and social bring 
in a fraction of what direct mail does for 
nonprofit organizations. 

• Evidence from laboratory  
experiments, polls and consumer  
reports indicates that modern screens 
and e-readers fail to adequately  
recreate certain tactile experiences  
of reading on paper that many people 
miss, and more importantly, prevent 
people from navigating long texts  
in an intuitive and satisfying way. 

• In other words, it’s still easier for 
most people to understand your words 
if they’re reading them on paper.  

• When we read paper, we also feel 
we have a better sense of control. It’s 
easy to flip a page back and forth. And 
we remember where that paragraph 
we want to revisit is, more easily 
when we saw it on a physical page.

• “There is physicality in reading,” 
says developmental psychologist and 
cognitive scientist Maryanne Wolf of 
Tufts University. 

Source: The Reading Brain in the Digital Age: The Science of 
Paper versus Screens

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/reading-paper-screens/

• Finally, direct mail has the power to 
drive website visits, increase digital 
response rates, drive lead generation, 
and increase ROI. 

• I have been teaching and have been  
active as a direct marketer for the  
last 20 years and have crafted direct  
marketing material for over 50  
national and international nonprofits, 
banks, pharmaceuticals, and other  
corporations, raising over $40 Million 
for them. 
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Appeal	of	the	month:		
Don’t	be	fooled	by	a	smile.

Overview: Dolphins  
are among the most  
intelligent animals in the  
world but many suffer  
due to travel and leisure  
operations. The mission  
was to build a movement  
of people whose outrage  
would end the suffering.

Strategy: Travel  
industry giants such as  
Expedia promote dolphin  
entertainment—a $5.5bn  
industry—as innocent family fun. To make their job 
easier, dolphins even look like they’re smiling. But  
the reality is something far darker. To end the cruelty, 
the charity had to expose the truth behind the smile.

Four key audiences were identified:
• Dolphinaria (in the UK)  

visitors/potential visitors
• Families and past visitors (who now regret it)
• Animal welfare supporters
• The travel industry
The goal was to motivate the first three groups  

to campaign against the fourth. The campaign was  
arranged in four stages: earned and social channels 
highlighting “lies” about dolphin entertainment; a pe-
tition promoted through paid and organic social, email 
and online display; the awards and call for  
supporters to contact Expedia; and a fundraising  
initiative contacting people who had bought into the 
cause to support it financially.

                                           Creative Execution:  
                                                 The core creative idea,  
                                                 “Don’t be fooled by a  
                                                  smile”, ensured  
                                                  the message quickly  
                                                  spread. Different Kettle  
                                                  then launched the  
                                                 “ Cruelty Behind  
                                                   the Smile Awards” and 
                                                   called on the campaign’s 
                                                   fast-growing community 
                                                    to nominate Expedia.

The campaign took one of the most iconic features  
of the dolphin—its “smile”—and turned it upside 
down. By transforming it into a look of sadness,  
the audience was invited to imagine the dolphin’s 
suffering.

A strategic toolkit and full creative assets were 
distributed to marketing teams in eight countries.

The results: The campaign generated more than 
300,000 signatures. Expedia’s CEO received over 
40,000 emails and Tweets from the movement’s 
supporters, along with over 2,500 physical campaign 
cards.

Supporters even took the “Don’t Be Fooled By  
A Smile” message on to the streets in protests outside 
Expedia offices around the world. Expedia agreed to 
stop promoting 20 dolphin entertainment venues in 
February 2020, with other major travel companies 
following suit.

Although fundraising was not a prime  
objective, the initiative raised $195,000.
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Credits 
Agency: Different Kettle
Client: World Animal Protection
Campaign Name: Don’t be fooled by a smile
“Different Kettle - Nick Holmes, 
Creative Director - Nicola Lapsley, 
Head of Copy - Pauline Maugeuret, 



OPT IN, OPT OUT, OPTIONS:

 
To subscribe, email me at: 
billy@designersinc.ca

 To download back issues of my  
newsletters go to ‘Freebies’ on my website: 
www.designersinc.ca

To unsubscribe, send me an e-mail 
simply saying, “Please, remove.” 

To participate, send me an email 
with your article suggestions.

To post a comment, please include your 
name, email address and your thoughts.

Let me remind you that your name and/or 
e-mail address will never be shared, sold, 
circulated, or passed along to anyone else.

BKS Fundraising/Designers Inc. 
1806-77 Harbour Square 
Toronto, ON 
M5J 2S2

© Designers Inc.
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