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                                                           Preface to the Third Edition 

      Nearly twenty years ago I set out to develop the fi rst edition of  How to Write 
Successful Fundraising Letters . Measured against a geological timescale, two 
decades isn ’t a long time—but in fundraising terms the world has changed 
as surely and as dramatically as if the continents had drifted farther apart. 
Fundraisers today—those who were content to solicit funds by mail twenty 
years ago—face a  multichannel  environment, more complex, often baffl ing, 
and continuously changing. 

 The fi rst edition of this book was exclusively about fundraising by direct 
mail. It represented my best effort to explain how and why the technique 
works—and how to make the most of it. Using abundant examples of suc-
cessful and unsuccessful fundraising letters, I explained, step by step, what 
works and what doesn ’t in direct mail fundraising. I described all the dif-
ferent kinds of direct mail fundraising letters—if you ’re a beginner, don ’t be 
surprised that there are a lot of them!—and I explained why the differences 
matter and how to make them clear in your own writing. 

 For most nonprofi ts today, direct mail is still the workhorse in the devel-
opment offi ce, generating the largest number of new donors and raising 
by far the largest amount of net revenue for operations. But the number of 
ways that nonprofi t organizations are raising money from the public has 
proliferated with the advent of e-mail, the World Wide Web, mobile com-
puting, and social media, resulting in the multichannel environment that 
fundraisers confront today. That ’s why, from beginning to end, this book is 
dramatically different from its earlier editions. The changes include:

•    A new title, How to Write Successful Fundraising Appeals  (not just 
 Letters ), to refl ect the changed reality that today ’s fundraisers confront 

•   Three new chapters  (“Recruiting New Supporters: Beginning the 
Cultivation Process Online,” “Rounding Out Your Appeal with Online 
Media and More,” and “The New Keys to Success in Fundraising 
Today”) and a fourth chapter thoroughly updated and expanded 
(“Writing Online Appeals”) 
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Prefacex

•   New sample fundraising appeals  substituted for nearly all the examples 
found in the second edition 

•   Revised text throughout , with every single sentence weighed for its 
relevance to current conditions 

•   Additions to the resources  at the end of the book 

•   A website  dedicated to this book ( www.josseybass.com/go/fundraising 
appeals ), featuring numerous additional sample appeals (all in full 
color, of course).   

 If you want to cut to the chase and get a handle on the changes that 
time has wrought in the fundraising environment, I suggest you turn to 
the concluding chapter, “The New Keys to Success in Fundraising Today.” 

 And if you ’re now using a previous edition of this book as a reference, 
you ’d be well advised to consult this third edition instead. Yes, things have 
changed that much. 

 Three of my colleagues played pivotal roles in preparing this third edition. 
Eric Overman, vice president of digital strategy at Donordigital, reviewed 
the text for consistency with the current demands and opportunities of 
online communications, provided the substance of two of the new chapters, 
prepared two new resource sections for part 5, and supplied examples of 
online fundraising appeals from his work with clients. Eric spent a great 
deal of time on this project, and I ’m very grateful to him. And my old friend 
Bill Rehm, vice president of Mal Warwick Associates, put in the hours too, 
suggesting substantial changes in the text, identifying out-of-date material 
to cut, and supplying the new direct mail examples featured in this edition. 
Finally, Amanda Melton, party planner/wordsmith/offi ce manager/actor, 
secured most of the permissions for the illustrations used in this book, a 
truly thankless task for which I thank her anyway. 

 I couldn ’t possibly have produced this book without Eric ’s and Bill ’s help. 
They contributed a great deal to its freshness and new insights. Nonetheless, 
the fi nal decisions about what to include or exclude were mine, so please 
blame me if you ’re unhappy. 

 I ’m also indebted to my editors at Jossey-Bass, who were a pleasure to 
work with. They caught several potentially embarrassing slips on my part, 
and I ’m grateful. Besides, they ’re the ones who actually publish the book! 

 If your job—or your personal predilection—keeps you engaged full-
time in direct mail fundraising or in online fundraising and marketing, you 
may fi nd what follows in this book a little disquieting. Get used to it. The 
days are long gone when we could hole up in our specialties and still meet 
ambitious fundraising targets. The world doesn ’t work that way anymore. 
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Preface xi

In any form of direct response fundraising, you ’ll fi nd it essential nowadays 
to work closely with those who manage other aspects of direct response. 
Otherwise, you won ’t be able to maximize your fundraising returns. I hope 
this greatly revised book will help you on your way. 

     Berkeley, California  Mal Warwick 
  April 2013       
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                                                           About the Author 
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and practices. 
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ter: Successful Direct Mail, Telephone & Online Fundraising ™, which had more 
than ten thousand subscribers in sixty-nine countries. Over the course of 
his fundraising career, he has been widely in demand as a speaker and 
workshop leader throughout the world. Mal has taught fundraising on six 
continents to nonprofi t executives from more than one hundred countries. 

 Among the hundreds of nonprofi ts Mal and his colleagues served over 
the years are many of the nation ’s largest and most distinguished charities 
as well as six Democratic presidential candidates and scores of small, local, 
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 Mal has played a leadership role in the fundraising and direct marketing 
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and chaired the International Fundraising Congress Online, the world ’s fi rst 
virtual fundraising conference, involving more than four hundred sites in 
forty-two countries, and he chaired its successor, Fundraising Online 2011. 
Previously, in 2007–2008, he served as chair of that event ’s sponsor, the 
international organization Resource Alliance (London, UK). The Resource 
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1

                                                                Introduction:
Why You Should Read 
This Book 

      I immodestly recommend that you read this book for a number of reasons:

•   If you write fundraising appeals for a hospital, a college or university, 
a museum, a health agency, a human service organization, a public 
interest advocacy group, or any other nonprofi t that needs funds 

•  If you want to write appeals that raise more money for your 
organization 

•  If you serve in a leadership role in a nonprofi t organization as execu-
tive director, development director, or marketing director 

•  If you are a member of a nonprofi t ’s board of directors and you want 
to assess the effectiveness of your organization ’s fundraising appeals 

•  If you ’re involved in public relations, advertising, or marketing for a 
nonprofi t organization or institution 

•  If you want to understand better how fundraising works 

•  If you want to understand how combining direct mail and online 
appeals can help you raise much more money 

•  If you want to learn how to write to get results 

•  If you want to be a more effective writer   

 If direct response fundraising is a science (a dubious proposition at best), 
its fuzziest, most inexact, least scientifi c aspect is writing the copy required 
for direct mail, e-mail, telephone, and other communications media now 
widely in use by nonprofi t organizations and political campaigns. There are 
those in the fi eld who claim fundraising packages can be written by formula, 
but I ’m not one of them. Writing this stuff is tough work because what ’s 
effective for one organization may prove counterproductive for another. 
And what worked last year or last time may not work today. 
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How to Write Successful Fundraising Appeals2

 Though there ’s no copywriting formula that ’s worth the pixels or paper 
it ’s printed on, there are principles and practices of grammar, syntax, word 
usage, and formatting that need to be respected. Call them rules, if you 
will. Your rules won ’t necessarily match my rules, but each of us has to be 
consistent—and that may mean obsessing over the minutest details. (To get 
a sense of what I mean by this, take a look at the edited copy reproduced in 
exhibit    I.1    . It shows the sort of thing I often do when I take on an editing job.) 

 EXHIBIT      I.1 

Editing Example, One Page of a Fundraising Letter 
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Introduction 3

  The reality is that for most of us, writing of any sort is a royal pain in the 
neck. But there are ways to reduce the fuzziness and the pain and to raise 
the odds that your letters will bring in every nickel you need, and more. 
Talent helps, but experience counts for a lot too. 

 Over the years, I ’ve read tens of thousands of fundraising appeals, writ-
ten or edited thousands of those letters myself, and shared in the creative 
process as a manager or consultant in thousands of other mailings and 
online campaigns. All of this experience has given me a front-row seat in 
a never-ending “copy clinic”—a close-up view of what works and what 
doesn ’t (and sometimes even why). This book conveys what I ’ve learned 
about writing fundraising appeals. 

 In other books I ’ve written, I ’ve explored many of the elements of fund-
raising. Most (though not all) of this work was about raising money by 
mail—from choosing mailing or e-mail lists to working with consultants, 
from measuring results to designing and producing packages, from strat-
egizing to testing to scheduling. This book isn ’t about any of those things. 
It ’s about writing. My topic here is the effective use of written English in 
the pursuit of philanthropic gifts. 

 Over my varied career, I ’ve written newspaper stories, magazine 
articles, book reviews, science fi ction stories, and comic book scripts; ads 
for newspapers, magazines, radio, and television; sales letters, brochures, 
and pamphlets; technical manuals; e-mail promotions and copy for Web 
sites; speeches for others, including presidential candidates, and speeches 
for myself—not to mention all those fundraising appeals, plus more than 
a dozen other books about the craft of fundraising. I ’ve written fi ction and 
nonfi ction, eulogies and humor, short pieces and long. I ’ve written in three 
languages and translated from one to another. 

 Yet despite all this writing, I don ’t consider myself a particularly gifted 
writer. I ’m no poet; my prose doesn ’t sing. I ’ve written no unforgettable pas-
sage, contributed no timeless witticism to the language. But through long 
practice and diffi cult trial and error, I ’ve learned to do one thing moderately 
well with my writing: get results. And there ’s just one result I want from 
this book: to help you write successful fundraising appeals. 

 This book is a guide to the techniques and approaches that have proved 
successful for me—a tool chest of ideas and examples that will help you 
sharpen your own writing. If you prefer, look on it as a comprehensive 
review to help you gain perspective on the challenges you face as a writer 
of fundraising appeals. 

 And there ’s one more result I hope to achieve with this book: I want you 
to enjoy reading it. I ’ve found I do best what I enjoy the most—while those 
things I approach with deadly seriousness are least likely to turn out well. 
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How to Write Successful Fundraising Appeals4

I suspect you too will fi nd that the more fun you have when you write your 
fundraising appeals, the more money you ’ll raise. 

   From Fundraising Letter to Fundraising Package 

 The title of this book refers to fundraising  appeals . Note that this has grown 
out of the title of the fi rst and second editions,  How to Write Successful Fund-
raising Letters . What started largely as a direct mail phenomenon has grown 
into what is today a multichannel effort, employing a variety of techniques 
across mail, e-mail, web, phone, social media, and mobile communication 
channels. 

 However, what has  not  changed is that direct mail remains the work-
horse in the fundraiser ’s toolbox. Despite the proliferation of media, direct 
mail continues to deliver the lion ’s share of the money, so it still deserves 
the most attention. 

 Direct mail is unique in many ways, but in no way more than this: a 
direct mail fundraising appeal consists of several components. You ’ll need 
an envelope for your fundraising letter. And almost all the time you ’ll 
need at least two other items as well: a reply device (variously called a 
response device, coupon, card, form, or something else) and an envelope 
to mail it back in. Without a reply device and an easy way to return it, 
most fundraising letters would generate precious few gifts. 

 However, in the new world of multichannel communications, those paper 
elements aren ’t enough. For a major fundraising campaign, you ’ll probably 
need e-mail copy, a telephone script, blurbs for Facebook and Twitter, and 
copy for your website as well. Things have gotten more complicated in the 
last decade. But the basics remain the same. 

   Why You Can Learn from the Examples—Even Though Your 
Organization Is Diff erent 

 You ’ll fi nd contemporary examples, new to this third edition, to illustrate 
the eleven types of fundraising appeal described in part 3. These examples 
are drawn from the work of my colleagues at Mal Warwick | Donordigital 
for our clients during recent years. There are additional examples on the 
website we ’ve developed to accompany this book. 

 The causes and institutions appearing throughout this book cover a 
wide range of issues and activities—from fi ghting hunger and protecting 
animals to advancing the rights of women and cleaning up the environ-
ment. But what if your organization doesn ’t happen to fi t into one of those 
categories? Or if it does fi t, what if you ’re convinced it ’s really too different 
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Introduction 5

to benefi t from the examples? In fact, you can learn a lot from fundraising 
appeals written by other nonprofi t organizations. There are three reasons 
why I strongly believe this. 

     1.  You can learn how the fundamental rules of writing apply (or don ’t 
apply) to the craft of writing fundraising appeals. These fundamentals 
have nothing to do with your cause or your constituency. 

   2.  You can learn how the special techniques of fundraising and direct 
marketing can be put to work in fundraising appeals. These tech-
niques change very little from one cause or constituency to another. 

   3.  You can learn how to improve your fundraising copy if you distance 
yourself from the everyday needs and details of your organization ’s 
work. Often it ’s much easier to see the forest rather than the trees 
when you ’re looking into someone else ’s forest.   

 Take my word for that. I ’ve been wandering around in other people ’s 
forests for a very long time. In a literal sense, I worked on the fi rst edition 
of this book for more than three years, starting in 1989. In a larger sense, 
however, I started the project ten years earlier when I founded my direct 
mail fundraising fi rm, Mal Warwick Associates, or even in 1949, well over 
half a century ago, when I wrote my fi rst “fundraising” letter home from 
summer camp. I ’ve put a lot into this book. I hope you get a lot out of it.   
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      To write successful fundraising appeals, it ’s essential that you 
understand the fundamentals of donor motivation and the 
dynamics of donor response. Those are the themes we ’ll cover in 
this fi rst part of the book. You ’ll learn

•   Why people respond to fundraising appeals when they ’re 
typically overwhelmed with them 

•  How a fundraising appeal is like a personal visit by a fund-
raising canvasser 

•  What donors really think about those fundraising letters clut-
tering their mailboxes 

•  The characteristics of an effective fundraising appeal, 
whether printed on paper or posted online   

 And fi nally, you ’ll take a leisurely tour through one successful 
appeal.   
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9

                                                                      Chapter  One:
      Why People Respond to 
Fundraising Appeals 

      It ’s downright unnatural. Your fundraising appeal must persuade the recipient 
to take an action that much of humanity thinks peculiar: to give away money. 

 To accomplish this seemingly unlikely objective, your appeal needs to be 
built on the psychology of giving. Forget your organization ’s needs. Instead, 
focus on the needs, the desires, and the concerns of the people you ’re writ-
ing to. Your job is to motivate them. 

 Commercial direct marketers frequently say that there are fi ve  great 
motivators  that explain response: fear, exclusivity, guilt, greed, and anger. But 
I believe the truth is much more complex: that there are at least two dozen 
and one reasons people might respond to your fundraising appeal. Any one 
of the twenty-fi ve might suggest a theme or hook for your campaign, and 
it ’s likely that several of these reasons help to motivate each gift. 

   People Send Money Because You Ask Them to 

 Public opinion surveys and other research repeatedly confi rm this most 
basic fact of donor motivation. “I was asked” is the most frequently cited 
reason for giving. And the research confi rms that donors want to be asked. 
Focus group research also reveals that donors typically underestimate the 
number of appeals they receive from the organizations they support. These 
facts help explain why responsive donors are repeatedly asked for additional 
gifts in nearly every successful direct response fundraising program. When 
you write an appeal, keep these realities in mind. Don ’t allow your reticence 
about asking for money make you sound apologetic in your letter. 
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   People Send Money Because They Have Money 
Available to Give Away 

 The overwhelming majority of individual gifts to nonprofi t organizations 
and institutions are small contributions made from disposable (or discretion-
ary) income. This is the money left over in the family checking account after 
the month ’s mortgage, taxes, insurance, credit cards, and grocery bills have 
been paid. Unless you ’re appealing for a major gift, a bequest, or a multiyear 
pledge, your target is this modest pool of available money. 

 For most families, dependent on a year-round stream of wage or salary 
income, the pool of disposable income is replenished every two weeks or 
every month. That ’s why most organizations appeal frequently and for small 
gifts. If your appeal is persuasive, your organization may join the ranks of 
that select group of nonprofi ts that receive gifts from a donor ’s household 
in a given month. If you ’re less than persuasive or if competing charities 
have stronger arguments—or if the family just doesn ’t have money to spare 
that month—you won ’t get a gift. 

 For example, if you write me a letter seeking a charitable gift, you may 
succeed in tapping into the $100 or $200 I ’ll probably have “left over” for 
charity during the month your letter arrives. If your appeal is persuasive, 
I might send you $25 or $50—$100 tops—because I decide to add you to the 
short list of nonprofi ts I ’ll support that month. 

 Now you may have the mistaken impression that as a businessman, a 
snappy dresser, and an all-around generous fellow, I have a lot of money. You 
may even be aware I ’ve occasionally made much larger gifts to local charities. 
But you ’re unlikely to receive more than $50 because that ’s all I have avail-
able right now. Those few larger gifts I gave didn ’t come from my disposable 
income stream. They came from other sources (such as an investment windfall, 
a tax refund, or an inheritance) and required a lot of planning on my part. 

   People Send Money Because They ’re in the Habit 
of Sending Money 

 Charity is habit forming; giving by mail is a special variety of this benign 
affl iction. When I became involved in direct mail fundraising in the late 1970s, 
I was told that only about one in four adult Americans was  mail responsive —
that is, susceptible to offers or appeals by mail. By the turn of the century, 
according to the Simmons Market Research Bureau, two out of every three 
adults were buying goods or services by mail or phone every year. Many 
purchases involved telemarketing—but there ’s no doubt Americans are now 
more mail responsive. Surveys also refl ect the growing importance of direct 
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mail appeals in the fundraising process. Research shows that fundraising 
letters are the top source of new gifts to charity in America. 

 But the charity habit isn ’t expressed solely through the mail. These days, 
with the proliferation of other fundraising channels, some people have got-
ten into the habit of giving online. Others prefer to respond to telephone 
calls (yes, telephone calls) or to television appeals. And once the hurdles are 
removed from giving via text messages on mobile devices, I ’m sure people 
will get into that habit too. 

   People Send Money Because They Support Organizations 
Like Yours 

 Your donors aren ’t yours alone, no matter what you think. Because they 
have special interests, hobbies, and distinctive beliefs, they may support 
several similar organizations. A dog owner, for example, may contribute to 
half a dozen organizations that have some connection to dogs: a humane 
society, an animal rights group, an organization that trains Seeing Eye™ 
dogs, or even a wildlife protection group. A person who sees himself as 
an environmentalist might be found on the membership rolls of fi ve or 
six ecology-related groups: one dedicated to land conservation, another to 
protecting the wilderness, a third to saving endangered species or the rain 
forest, and so on. There are patterns in people ’s lives. Your appeal is most 
likely to bear fruit when it fi ts squarely into one of those patterns. 

   People Send Money Because Their Gifts Will Make a Diff erence 

 Donors want to be convinced that their investment in your enterprise—their 
charitable gifts—will achieve some worthy aim. That ’s why many donors 
express concern about high fundraising and administrative costs. It ’s also 
why successful appeals for funds often quantify the impact of a gift: $35 
to buy a school uniform, $40 for a stethoscope, $7 to feed a child for a day. 
Donors want to feel good about their gifts. Linking a donor ’s gift to some-
thing specifi c and tangible is always a plus. 

 Your donors are striving to be effective human beings. You help them 
by demonstrating just how effective they really are. 

   People Send Money Because Gifts Will Accomplish Something 
Right Now 

 Urgency is a necessary element in a fundraising letter, and even more so 
in an online appeal. Implicitly or explicitly, every successful appeal has a 
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deadline: the end of the year, the opening of the school, the deadline for the 
matching grant, the limited pressrun on the book available as a premium. 
But the strong attraction in circumstances such as these becomes even clearer 
when no such urgent conditions apply. If the money I send you this week 
won ’t make a difference right away, shouldn ’t I send money to some other 
charity that has asked for my support and urgently needs it? 

   People Send Money Because You Recognize Them for Their Gifts 

 You appeal to donors’ egos—or to their desire to heighten their public 
image—when you offer to recognize their gifts in an open and tangible way: 
a listing in your newsletter; a plaque, certifi cate, lapel pin, or house sign; 
a screen credit in a video production; a press release. If your fundraising 
program can provide appropriate and tasteful recognition, you ’re likely to 
boost response to your appeals by highlighting the opportunities for recog-
nition in your letter or newsletter. Even if donors choose not to be listed in 
print or mentioned in public, they may be gratifi ed to learn that you value 
their contributions enough to make the offer. 

   People Send Money Because You Give Them Something 
Tangible in Return 

 Premiums come in all sizes, shapes, and fl avors: bumper strips, gold tie 
tacks, coffee-table books, membership cards, even (in one case I know) a 
pint of ice cream. 

 Sometimes, premiums (such as name stickers or bookmarks) are enclosed 
with the appeal; these so-called front-end premiums (or  freemiums ) boost 
response more often than not and are frequently cost effective, at least in 
the short run. In other cases, back-end premiums are promised in an appeal 
“as a token of our deep appreciation” when donors respond by sending 
gifts of at least a certain amount. Either way, premiums appeal to the innate 
acquisitiveness that persists in the human race. 

   People Send Money Because You Enable Them to “Do Something” 
about a Critical Problem, if Only to Protest or Take a Stand 

 Today we are bombarded by information about the world ’s problems through 
a wide variety of channels. Although we may isolate ourselves inside triple-
locked homes, build walls around suburbs, and post guards at gateposts, 
we can ’t escape from knowing about misery, injustice, and wasted human 
potential. Often we feel powerless in the face of this grim reality. Charity 
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