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Direct Forum is a free email newsletter containing useful direct marketing tips, news updates and
how-to information. It’s convenient, informative and I am not trying to sell you anything!

1. How to Hire a Copywriter.
(With Some Helpful Tips
from the Pros.)

2. Video of the month: John
Lewis 2020 Christmas Ad.

How to Hire a Copywriter
(With Some Helpful Tips
from the Pros.)
If the last fundraising appeal (online or offline) you sent didn’t
perform as you wished, then this might be the right time to start
thinking about outsourcing your copywriting needs to someone
with the right skills.
First, do your research.
Where do you find a good fundraising copywriter these days?
Ask around. Turn to your colleagues from other charities—ask
them if they have used someone they like. Ask consultants you know
or have worked with.
Once you get a list of names of copywriters, ask for samples,
results and pricing. You will be surprised to learn that they are quite
affordable.
CONTINUES ...
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John is going to meet his dad
today. He’s terrified!

What to look for as you scan
their samples.

That’s enough to draw you in.

Look at the first line of copy.
Does it draw you in?
David Ogilvy said that 98% of
stopping power of a letter is in the
first line and the headline in an AD.
Researcher Siegfried Vögele found
that you only have twenty seconds to
capture your reader’s attention before
they lose interest and stop reading.
A letter David Ogilvy wrote for the
United Negro College Fund (UNCF),
on June 24, 1968, raised $26,000
in one night.

No one did this better then Father
Bruce Ritter of Covenant House.
Bruce Ritter, founder of Covenant
House, wrote their letters that raised
millions and set up shelters in every
major US city, plus two in Canada,
and one each in Guatemala, Honduras
and Mexico. He also had the audacity
to ignore grammar and write this
lead sentence:
A lady should never get this dirty,
she said.

Where are the quotation marks?
In today’s money that’s between
$250,000 and $400,000 in one night. Doesn’t this violate the grammar
we were taught in grade school?
David Ogilvy suggested that the
Ah...but wouldn’t little black flecks
letter be placed on every seat of every
dotted around the words mar this
train leaving Grand Central Station
hard diamond of prose reminiscent
for the affluent suburbs of New York.
of the early Hemingway?
Here is the start of his letter: “When
The “Dirty Lady” letter was
the train emerges from the tunnel at
mailed repeatedly for years and
108th Street this evening, look
turned Covenant House into
out of the window.”
a fundraising powerhouse.
Here is another example of the
first line of a letter:
CONTINUES ...
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It arrived in this plain white #10
window envelope—no teaser, no
fanfare—with a simple metered
indicia.
Here below is the letter:

CONTINUES ...
PAGE 3

DIRECT FORUM

You cannot quarrel with any
aspect of this letter; it raised too
much money over too long a period.
Hemingway once said the
greatest asset a writer could have
was a shockproof, built-in shit
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detector. When I read the “dirty lady”
letter, the red flag gave a feeble wave,
as though a faint, cold breeze blew
on the back of my neck that should
have been a premonition of
the whirlwind to follow.
CONTINUES ...
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Next, look at how long the first
sentence should be.
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A fundraising letter is like a
personal visit. It should sound like
a conversation not a lecture.

Mal Warwick, author of How to
Write Successful Fundraising Letters,
Its objective is to involve the
suggests that the first line shouldn’t
reader by persuading her to read
contain more than 14 words.
some of the blocks of text in the
letter—to capture her interest and
One of the most successful
convince her to take specific and
letters that I wrote for The Good
immediate action to support the cause
Neighbours’ Club (now called Haven)
began with these two sentences:
Look for narrative style not
statistics.
Here is a most unusual Greeting
Card.
Alan Sharpe, copywriter and
author of Breakthrough Fundraising
But please don’t keep it!
Letter, states that the best fundraising
This package raised three times letters are episodic, because they
as much funds as any previous
present narratives to donors,
mailing from them.
not statistics.
Look at the message of the letters.

That’s a more powerful way to
Freelance direct mail writer Harry demonstrate a need and how a donor
B. Walsh suggested this prescription can help make a difference. This
makes both the problem and the
for a successful letter:
solution real for donors, not just
Even though it may go to millions hypothetical.
of people, it never orates to a crowd
On the next page is one of the
but rather murmurs into a single ear.
direct mail packages that I art
It’s a persuasive message from one
directed for Alan Sharpe.
writer to one reader.
CONTINUES ...
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Dear Mr. Sample,

4

On a sunny morning last September, I arrived at Metro Health Hospital dead. I had no
pulse, no respiration and no blood pressure. Not good, you’ll agree.
But here I am on an equally sunny morning, just over a year later, telling you my story.
Amazing! And all because of the wonderful doctors and nurses at Metro Health Hospital. They
helped me when I needed them most. So, I’m kind of returning the favor.
I was on my garage roof that beautiful day last September. The sky
was blue, the temperature a pleasant 65 degrees. I was walking back and
forth with a broom, preparing to lay new shingles. I’m a handyman by
trade, so being up on a roof – even at the age of 67 – was commonplace
for me. But that day turned out to be anything but common.
As I pushed that old broom along, I began to feel short of breath.
Then I felt a pain in my chest. I thought climbing down the ladder
seemed like a good idea.
At the bottom, I called out to Dorothy, my wife and sweetheart of
38 years. She picked up the phone and dialed 911. Before I knew what
was happening, I was flat on my back on a stretcher, speeding through the
streets of Grand Rapids in an ambulance.
The paramedic attached sensors to my chest and began watching a monitor. I saw his face
go real serious. He knew I was getting worse. He called to the driver, “roll them!” On went the
lights and siren. Then I passed out.
We arrived at the emergency room at Metro Health Hospital. Dr. Paul Dwyer was waiting
for us. The paramedics wheeled me in and handed the doctor my EKG. I had stopped breathing.
My heart had stopped. I was, as they say, a “Class One,” in that gray zone between life and death.
Before they wheeled me into the ER, they told my wife she should kiss me goodbye and call a
member of the clergy if she wanted. They didn’t think I was coming out.
But using specialized equipment, Dr. Dwyer and his team passed an electrical current
through my chest. My heart started! At the same time, they gave me a special medication that
brought my blood pressure back. I started breathing again. (I learned all of this later, of course,
since I was unconscious at the time, thankfully.)
Within 24 hours I had left the gray zone and returned to the land of the living. And now,

Next look if the writer is a good
storyteller.
We’re wired as children to love
listening to a story. Stories have
proven to be a powerful delivery

One of the finest examples of
great storytelling is the appeal for
Wall Street Journal called: “Tale of
Two Young Men”. It is considered
”The Greatest Sales Letter of All
Time” written by Martin Convoy. It
sold $2 billion worth of Wall Street
Journal subscriptions and ran from
1975-2003, with the lead: “On a
beautiful late spring afternoon,
twenty-five years ago, two young men
graduated from the same college....”
I am proudest of many stories that
I wrote for Special Olympics
Ontario and the hundreds of
thousands that I raised for them
The first time I worked for them
I featured just one child and it
generated well over a 17% response.
CONTINUES ...
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Over the next six and half years,
I worked on four mailings each year
telling real stories of Special Olympics
athletes, their struggles, barriers and
determination, focusing on one child
at a time. Even their last appeal in
2008, during the toughest economic
conditions, got a 19.3% response.

Doug_Sara Albers 12-04-01 3:52 PM Page 1

April 2012

THE DOUGLAS BOURGEAULT STORY
Mrs. Jane Sample
1234 Main Street Apt 431
Toronto, Ontario M1M 1M1

00/X
XX1234

Dear Jane Sample
When Douglas Bourgeault was born he was not expected to live. The very forceps that were trying to save
him at childbirth crushed his head.
He survived because he is headstrong and determined. A trait that has helped him in everything he does,
including participating in Special Olympics events since 1985.
So, qualifying in Thunder Bay for the National Games in Edmonton came as no surprise at all.
What was a surprise was that he had never skated on long blade skates before. He had
to get used to the long blade skates when the speed skating rules were changed as he
had only skated with hockey skates before.
When his coach Angela asked if he could learn to skate with long blades, his
answer was “no problem”. He came home as a winner of silver medals in all three
races: the 110-meter, the 222-meter and the 333-meter speed skating events.

Here alongside is one example
of a letter that got a 24% response.

Doug has encountered many set backs because of his intellectual disability.
• He has difficulty with fine motor skills and so could not participate in
regular classes and needed special education. He can read French and
English and can write a little.

As the late Elsworth Howell,
founder of Grolier Enterprises, pointed
out: “Direct mail is basically an
impulse sale.”

• He has never been able to hold a job but has been of great service running
daily errands for his parents and for his older brother, Michael, a retired
lawyer now.
• The only true sadness in his life is that he was teased and bullied by other
kids as a child, something that still happens occasionally today.
Doug with his medals

However, on the bright side, he is very well known in our community and the
people in his hometown of Hearst, Ontario like him and watch out for him.

Over the years Doug has amassed quite a few medals including: 1 gold and 1 silver in athletics in the
Summer Games in Halifax in 1994; 1 gold in skating in Ottawa in 2000; 1 gold and 2 silver in skating in PEI
in 2004.
In fact he loves to show his box full of medals. Each time he returns from any Game, he likes to go
around town with his medals around his neck and the town’s people greet him with a nod and a friendly smile.
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In order to be interruptive, direct
mail letters purposely break the rules of
clean design. You will see short
paragraphs—never more than seven
lines long—the use of ellipses,
underlined subheads, indented
paragraphs, bullets, check marks and
Check if the samples are
even handwritten notes in the margins.
donor-focused and
All of these tricks are designed to
not charity-focused.
avoid the grey walls of type that you
Fundraising appeals are however a
find in a book, newspaper or magazine
stimulus/response transaction. But
and, instead, to keep the reader’s eye
the stimulus isn’t your organization
moving.
or your service; it’s the appeal for
The whole town is really proud of him. Even Mr. John Kouvelis of John’s Restaurant displays Doug’s

Yes, I wish to support athletes like Doug!

My payment option is indicated alongside.

If you prefer to receive your tax receipt immediately, please provide your
email address and phone number below:

One time Payment Option

q Here is my o ne time do nation of $ __________________________
Monthly Giving Payment Option

q I authorize Sp ecial Olympics to withdraw $_____________ /per month

Method of payment #1:
q I have enclosed a one time cheque p ayable to Special Olympics Ontario

Email: ___________________________________________________________

q I h ave enclosed a blank cheque marked ‘VOID’ for my month ly giving option.
(I authrorize Special Olympics to withdraw
the above amount on the 1st. of every month.)

Phone/Cell No.: ___________________________________________________

Method of payment #2:
q Please charge my cred it card : q

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

Card number:

q

q

Expiry date:

m m y y

Name on Card
q I would like to volunteer. Please call (416) 447-8326
Please return this form with your donation in the postage paid envelope.
Signature
Official receipts will be issued for gifts over $10. Confidentiality of your gift: We appreciate the support
of each and everyone of our donors. Thanks to you, we can continue to provide a better quality of life
for people with intellectual disabilities. From time to time, Special Olympics Ontario exchanges its donor list with other reputable non-profit organizations in order to recruit more people to our family of
supporters. If you do not wish your name to be exchanged, please let us know. 18 Wynford Drive, Suite 300, Toronto, Ontario M3C 3S2. Tel: (416) 447-8326. Ext 229. Toll Free: 1-888-333-5515
Charitable tax No. 11906 8435 RR0001
NOTE: SEE REVERSE TO PLEDGE AIR MILES

CONTINUES ...
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generosity you make to the target
group.
Many people forget or ignore that
fact and end up creating “boast and
brag” packages, flaunting the
greatness of their organization and
totally ignoring the target group.

DECEMBER 2020

experiment on a small project. There
won’t be as much at stake, and you
can get to know each other before
diving into bigger projects.

Hans Christian Andersen wrote
The Princess and the Pea,
Thumbelina, The Little Mermaid,
The Emperor’s New Clothes,
I once saw a great headline in an
The Ugly Duckling and The Snow
ad that said, “When people talk to
Queen… which 171 years later
themselves we call it insanity. When
was adapted by Disney into
advertising companies talk about
Frozen and Frozen 2.
themselves they call it marketing.”
He also wrote a less famous story
In my book, “brag and boast” copy
called The Tallow Candle, about a
is still insanity.
candle that did not feel appreciated.
Remember the old “What’s in it
And how fitting is that as a metaphor
for me” (WIIFM) rule. Your reader
for copywriting. It has the ability
wants to know why you are sending
to illuminate, to light up with new
them your fundraising appeal.
information, to enlighten and show
readers a magical way forward.
So make sure you talk about
them rather than about yourself.

As a teacher, I give my copy
As you read the samples, pay writing students a simple exercise.
attention to the above fact.
I ask them to write one small
paragraph on any product or
Look at text from a donor’s eyes,
service in a telling style and then
then your critical eyes. See what
write about the same product or
seems to work. Save what you like
when you finally talk to your selected service in the showing style.
copywriter and let him/her

CONTINUES ...
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When you write, “The girl was
beautiful” you are telling the
reader something about a
particular person. That is
a telling style of writing.

down to placing the reader in the
scene the writer is creating.
Do the sample letters give
a good reason why it’s
important to act right now—
do they indicate a sense of
urgency.

But if you say, “I was stunned by
her beauty and elegant grace as
she walked past me, her perfume
drifting in the air, with shoulders
erect, her blue eyes wide and
sparkling,” Then that is a
showing style.
The moment we can visualize
the picture a writer is trying to
paint, he/she is showing us not
telling us what we should imagine.   
Many words like beautiful,
attractive, fabulous or fascinating
are words that “tell” us what to
think. They don’t reveal or describe
in specifics what is unique about the
person or event you are describing.
As a writer you have the power to
take charge and draw your readers
in, to show rather than tell. The
main difference between telling and
showing usually comes

Jeff Brooks in his book The
Fundraiser’s Guide to Irresistible
Communications. Real-World FieldTested Strategies for Raising More
Money, spoke about the Importance
of being Urgent in Chapter 1.
A sense of urgency is imperative to
get your recipients to get off the fence
and to respond right now. Scarcity is
another source of urgency. Limited
time offers or matching funds also
fall in this category.
A Canadian Liver Foundation
package I created is a classic example
of an urgent appeal.
The outer envelope had a child’s
drawing of herself in yellow with the
headline: “The Yellow on the
Outside is Killing Her on the
Inside.”
CONTINUES ...
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Inside the letter explained the
reason for the child’s drawing:
Dear Mr. Sample,
Lisa wants you to save her
drawing on the envelope.
She hopes you’ll hang it on your
fridge as a very important reminder
of her urgent, compelling need.
If a picture is worth a thousand
words then this simple drawing
illustrates the suffering of a child
with biliary atresia — a deadly
liver disease that affects infants.
The package got the readers’
attention. It grossed over $141,500
beating the client’s target of
$100,000
Ready to hire a copywriter.
Rule 1: Time is money.
It takes time to get to know your
organization. The more time your
new fundraising copywriter needs
to research, the less he/she can
spend crafting your project. Gather
the information needed. Provide a
clear creative brief. This is the road
map to a successful partnership.

DECEMBER 2020

If you don’t know how to write a
creative brief to give to your writer/
art director team when you want
them to work on a new package,
then here’s a short list of items:
ONE: Give as detailed a description
of the target group as possible—their
average age, sex, when and how they
became donors. Give the number of
current and lapsed donors, etc.
After all, creating a successful
package is all about knowing whom
you are talking to and what appeals to
them.
TWO: Give your creative team
packages that worked in the past.
Also, let them see packages that failed
and where possible, give results.
Often I am told, “Oh, we don’t want
to send you anything from the past
because it may influence your thinking.”
That’s exactly what we creative
people need. How much easier it
would be for us to see what worked
or didn’t work before we spend our
efforts on improving or beating
your last appeal.
CONTINUES ...
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THREE: Allow time for research
and reflection. Most creative people
are pressured for time. A two to three
days time period will allow the
creative juices to start flowing and give
the team time to learn about the client
or product by visiting your websites.
FOUR: SWOT Analysis (Strengths,
Weakness, Opportunities and Threats).
Share this with your creative team; it
will help them.
Rule 2: Heed this advice.
Stephen Pidgeon, a UK legendary
fundraising consultant who writes a
newsletter The Secret of Developing
Supporters, has this simple advice:
• Put an experienced professional on
the job—someone with a track
record of creating successful
emotional appeals.
• Give them full access to the things
they’re going to be raising funds for.

Once you have carefully chosen
a copywriter, trust them to know
their work. Your job is to correct
factual errors, not rewrite their copy.
As H.G. Wells said: “No passion in
the world is equal to the passion to
alter someone else’s draft.” That’s
the biggest blunder of them all.
Be smart. Be respectful of his/her
time as well. Take a look before you
undercut your own success.
Rule 3: Share results.
A great working relationship goes
two ways. Your copywriter has
worked hard to give you the best
results. So be sure to share them.
I am always thrilled when I get
to hear how the project I’ve worked
hard on performed. To be honest,
that’s what I yearn for the most.

• Get out of their way.
• Test what they come up with
in real life.
CONTINUES ...
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Video of the month:
John Lewis 2020 Christmas Ad.

Ending on a happy note. Together with Waitrose & Partners,
John Lewis is hoping to raise £4m for charities plus £1m for local
charities.
FareShare helps those facing food poverty and Home-Start works
with parents who need support, The charities will use these donations to
provide food, comfort, emotional support and advice to families who need
support this Christmas.
Link to video: https://youtu.be/Juv2c0xgGno

CONTINUES ...
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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 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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