
HOW TO WRITE A WINNING 
FUNDRAISING APPEAL
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• Founder: Girlstart

• Featured on: Oprah, 

• CNN, the Today Show

• AFP Outstanding Fundraiser of 
the Year 

• What Rachel does: custom 
training, board retreats, online 
classes

• Weaknesses: wine tastings, 
chips, queso 

Rachel Muir, CFRE

www.rachelmuir.com 
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What goes 
into a great 

appeal? 6 appeal 
tips to raise 
more $$$

Before/after 
appeal

makeovers 

Q & A

Click worthy  
subject lines 
& tips to write 

them 

Write Better Fundraising Copy 

Slides -> RachelMuir.com/handouts



Does writing an appeal feel like this?   

Lots of distraction



Get this free newsletter ->  fundraisingwriting.com  





Your gift 

will solve 

it 

Problem Solution



THE #1 KILLER MISTAKE THAT TANKS

ANY APPEAL



Not having a strong offer  

Tell the donor WHAT their gift will do

“Your $100 will pay for a month’s worth of 
baby formula for a hungry orphan”

How the money will be used 

What OUTCOME will result from the        
dollar amount you are requesting 



Let’s get to know you…



How many emails 

of your end of year  

appeal do you 

send?
1) Once

2) Once, but I resend to 

unopens

3) We send 3, w/diff subject 

lines over several 

days/weeks  

4) We send 4

5) We send 5

6) We send 6

7) We send 7 or more 



How much email?

“Most nonprofits think 
every donor receives 

every message we send.  
They don’t!” 

Steven Screen, Better Fundraising 



TACTICAL TIPS TO WIN THE 

FUNDRAISING JACKPOT



Tear Down 

the Great 

Wall of Text



Maximize readability  

Want help? -> LeagueofExtraordinaryFundraisers.com



How to boost 
readability   

• 14 -15 point serif 
font 

• 1.5 line spacing
• Short sentences &  

paragraphs
• Simple syntax
• Strategic bolding & 

underlining



Problem:  Great wall of text 



JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 



JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 

Hit 

“return” 

twice

on the 

keyboard!

See how approachable this appeal is now?



Hit 

“return” 

twice

on the 

keyboard!

See how approachable this appeal is now?



Preview all donor emails 

on your phone too!

(and adjust accordingly)



Don’t
Crowd
Your
Copy

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 



Don’t do this

In your donor communications...

Make all elements smaller 

to fit in a certain space.

Do this instead

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 

Make your design 

accessible and 

welcoming.



Notice the . . .

Small font size 

Block paragraphs

Narrow margins



Readable 

font size

Paragraph 

indents

Wide 

margins

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 

It’s easier to read 

when you let your copy  b  r  e  a  t  h  e



Reverse Te: 

Proceed with 

Caution

Reversed Text

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 



Don’t do this

In your donor communications...

Make your body text 

accessible.

Light text on a dark background for 

the body of your message

Do this instead

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 



Make the Most Crucial 

Copy Stand Out

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 



Don’t do this

Assume donors will only read the 

copy that stands out. Emphasize the 

problem, solution, and the donor’s 

forthcoming impact.

Emphasize copy in your 

appeal that doesn’t lead the 

donor to make a gift. 

Do this instead

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 

bold underline italics different color    

Use emphasis to make the most important copy stand out...



Notice the emphasized text in this letter:

From the emphasized text alone, the donor doesn’t 

know the problem ... or what the organization needs.

This is impact, not need

Talking to everybody about nothing

This is thanking, not asking

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 



Notice the emphasized text in this e-appeal:

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 

PROBLEM

SOLUTION

& ASK

IMPACT



Only Use 

Photos That 

Show a Need
JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 



Your copy 

describes 

the need.

But your photo shows 

the need met.

Does your organization do this?

Give urgently & help 
families stay warm!

The message you are sending to donors:

“The charity already handled 

the problem. I’m not needed.”

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 



Your copy 

describes 

the need.

Your photo shows 

the need.

Does your organization do this?

Give urgently & help 
families stay warm!

The message you are sending to donors:

“I’m needed now!”

Care.org

JULIE COOPER  •  FUNDRAISINGWRITING.COM 







Mailboxes are unforgiving places

Most people gladly and with satisfaction throw away most of their DM most of the time.



Understanding this = empathy.

It lets you switch your point  of view 

to → your reader’s. 

Here’s the good news:  

h/t Steven Pressfield

Ask yourself with each sentence:

Is this interesting?  Compelling? 

Does it boost a reader’s good 

feelings about themselves throughout?  

Is the problem easy for her to solve?





Spend 99% 

of time 

connecting 

with reader

Spend 1% of time 

on your mission 

h/t Tom Ahern
www.rachelmuir.com rachel@rachelmuir.com 

http://www.rachelmuir.com/


DO: Write to the human behind the giving.

The next orphaned cat or kitten needs you.  

Someone who loves them.

All Max and his littermates lack is the compassion of 

one person who can change everything: you. 



It doesn’t matter what you want to sell.  
It only matters what they want to buy.

“

www.rachelmuir.com rachel@rachelmuir.com 

Ken Burnett, The Zen of Fundraising

http://www.rachelmuir.com/




Hi, my name is ______.  I may have 
talked about my org as  the hero in 
the past.    

Today I choose differently. Today      
I put my organizational ego in time 
out and the reader front and center.  



YOUR 
COMMUNICATIONS 
ARE A MIRROR 
BEING HELD UP IN 
FRONT OF YOUR 
DONOR 



TOOL TO 
MAKE IT 
EASY 

www.rachelmuir.com rachel@rachelmuir.com 

http://www.rachelmuir.com/


bloomerang.co/comms-audit-tool



Truth bomb

But they are looking 
for things they care 
about i.e. “I know you 
care about unicorns, 
and the local herd is 
in real trouble!”

Emphasize what donors care 
about, not what your org cares 
about.  

Fact: No donor is scanning 
your letter looking to 
hear how good your org is 
at its job 

Source: Steven Screen 



Want help? -> LeagueofExtraordinaryFundraisers.com



Reply device essentials:  check box, heading w/call 
to action, pre-print donor name, 14 pt, necessary 
info only, use QR code and/or url

Grab your appeal checklist -> RachelMuir.com/checklist  



Have a CLEAR OFFER (Problem donor can solve)

Grab your appeal checklist -> RachelMuir.com/checklist  



Offer = Tells the donor what the money will do 

No offer? No reason to give



3. Please, stand up for 

your values today.

2. Please, stand with 

penguins today.

1. “Please, make your year-end 

gift to Save the Penguins 

today.”

Which call to action 

works best?



Costly appeal mistakes to avoid

Everyone on the list 
getting asked the 

same amount

No emotion

Trying to educate 
people into giving 

Focusing on 
process (instead of  

outcomes)

A general ask but 
no description of 
what gift will do 
(that’s the offer)





• Personalized: “Can we count on %firstname%?” “We can’t stop _____ without 

%firstname%” “How %firstname% can save lives” 

• Flattery: “I love %firstname%” “A gift for %firstname%

• Anger: “This can’t keep happening to ____”  

• Urgency: “The last day to give” “We’re almost out of time” “24 hours to save the bees”

• Curiosity: “This doesn't happen often…” “How many lives can you save with $50?” 

“You won’t believe this…”

• Brevity: i.e. A single word i.e. “Panic” 

• Scarcity: “Don’t miss out!”   

• Direct Ask: “Can you help me out?”  “________ still needs your help” “Can we talk 

about X?” “How many kids will you save today?”

Subject lines to steal right now 



• Keep a “best of” subject lines doc

• Don’t make it *all* about you 

• Get inspired by other senders 

• Don’t end w/ a period

• Test -> www.SendCheckIt.com

• Use conversational tone 

• Test A/B subject lines 

• Pay attention to the preview text 

• Personalize

• Ask yourself: would you open this? 

Email subject line tips Bookmark it: 

SendCheckIt.com



BEFORE / AFTER APPEAL MAKEOVERS





Questions?





Email me Rachel@rachelmuir.com



THANK YOU!  

Coahing,  guides & templates  -> 
LeagueofExtraordinaryFundraisers.Com





Want to work with Rachel?  

LeagueOfExtraordinaryFundraisers.com
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