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BETH: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to Driving Participation. Today 

I’m on with Mary Elizabeth Entwistle. Mary Elizabeth is the development and 

communications specialist for an organization called The Gift Development Group 

down in North Carolina. Is that right, Mary Elizabeth?

MARY ELIZABETH: Yes, Chapel Hill, North Carolina, is where we’re based.

BETH: So she has been doing some really, really interesting things around annual 

appeal and planning ahead and sort of getting people thinking beyond just 

sending that single letter. So I know it’s the middle of the summer, but this is 

the perfect time to be talking about getting your annual appeal geared up and 

organized so you have an amazing end of the year. So, Mary Elizabeth, will you 

start out by telling us a little bit about how you ended up getting into this work?

MARY ELIZABETH: Sure. So when I was an undergraduate at the University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill, the Newman Center, which is the Catholic student 

center on campus, underwent a capital campaign, and we brought in a fundraiser 

to help lead this capital campaign, and her name is Tonya Taylor, and I was one 

of the student volunteers on the campaign. I worked on our phone-a-thon and 

some direct mail projects. So that was my first introduction into the philanthropy 

world. I also worked on our senior campaign as an undergraduate so focusing 

on fundraising to students, which is an area that a lot of places don’t focus on 

as much, you know, directly asking students for money and building that whole 

culture of philanthropy at a young age so when they’re alumni, hopefully they’ll 

continue to give back. Then when I was ready to graduate, Tonya Taylor, who I 

had worked with on the Newman Center campaign, had started a new firm called 

The Gift Development Group, and that is where I work now and I support our firm 
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working on marketing, communications and development projects for our clients. 

BETH: See, so you never know what goofy activities you decide to get involved 

with in school are gonna turn into like the thing.

MARY ELIZABETH: It’s very interesting because there’s not a lot of young people 

in philanthropy, at least from what I’ve encountered, and so I have to find ways to 

explain the importance of philanthropy to my peers, and why I ended up working 

on it and why their schools want to ask them for money, even though they’re still 

paying tuition.

BETH: You know, that is really interesting because I have two kids who are both 

recent graduates of college, and you know they’re absolutely still in the like 

“Didn’t I just give them enough money?” so I’m just curious. I know this is a little 

off the specific topic that we’re going for, but what kind of things are you telling 

people? What’s connecting with students to make them see it in a different way?

MARY ELIZABETH: So one of the messages I like to focus on is the special 

extra experiences, because your tuition really is only going to go so far and 

that depends on whether you’re in a public or private school and specifically 

what school you’re in, how much of that is gonna cover your actual experience, 

but for sure any extra experiences are gonna be supported by private funding, 

whether you have a really unique science lab or you have special study abroad 

opportunities or scholarships that made some of your peers and your classmates 

there that would not have otherwise been able to attend your school and 

you wouldn’t have made those awesome friends and connections, and so it’s 

really just those extras that private funding, that makes private funding more 

understandable for students. They wouldn’t have those extras without it.

BETH: I can totally understand that, especially you know with students, they 

literally just experience those special extras. They went on the study abroad, 

they just saw a new lab get done, and it’s really funny that you should mention 
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this because I just got an email, an annual campaign, an annual fund email so 

it’s kind of what we’re talking about from my college and I graduated 20 some 

years ago and it was a letter that started out with “Dear Member of the College 

Community.” Uh-huh. “Dear Member of the College Community: We are so close 

to filling up the coffer.” This isn’t exact words, but this is my interpretation of it. 

“We’re so close to like finishing off and topping off the funds for school. Can’t 

you help us meet our goal and we haven’t gotten your gift this year and it helps 

the students do bullet, bullet, bullet type thing and please give us your money.” 

It was one email and all that did for me was bring me back to my experience 

when I was in college where there was a rule. It was a very small school, so we 

had one dormitory and the rule was that the heat got turned on in the 17-story 

apartment building on October 15, and I remember being freezing to death the 

first two weeks of October and I remember at the time watching them build 

a beautiful brick walkway with signs all around that said, “This was funded by 

alumni donations,” and all of us at school thought, “Why can’t they put the 

funding towards some freaking heat.” Who cares about a beautiful walkway? 

Like that didn’t impact me, and it’s frustrating to me because I went to a very 

specialized, very elite, very wonderful school, have amazing memories of my 

college experience being the best four years of my life, but how they treat me as 

an alumni does absolutely nothing to inspire me to feel like they’re going to use 

my money well.

MARY ELIZABETH: No, no, especially when you’re sending out unpersonalized 

messages. You’re only sending out one touch point as sort of a last-ditch effort to 

get money. It’s not the connection that you want to maintain with your alumni.

BETH: So that leads us to why is participation important? In this point, because 

I was attracted. I went to that school. It’s been years now. What are you seeing 

in the work that you do that shows you that participation is something that is 

valuable in that work?

MARY ELIZABETH: Well, specifically in our business where we’re going around 
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and asking people for money, participation is so valuable because without it we 

don’t have a foundation to make an ask. If we’re not reaching out and building 

engagement, making partnerships, educating people about what we’re doing, 

staying connected with them through our communications or through personal 

connections with these people, then we can’t just ask for money out of the blue 

without building that participation and without building that engagement. So 

especially if you’re talking about alumni fundraising, what we like to call friend 

raising is just as important, where you’re just focused on building that connection, 

keeping your alumni and constituents connected to the university, connected to 

what’s exciting and what’s new and what’s going on there before you come back 

and then ask for money.

BETH: So here’s another one of my big questions because you know after I 

got that horrible asking letter, just this week I got another email from them 

saying that they are beginning to build a Philadelphia alumni club, alumni 

community and in reading that email, once again I still felt that it was all about 

the school, and one of the things I do feel like I see a lot in college and university 

communications, and of course it pervades in all kinds of stuff, but I feel like 

colleges and universities are especially bad at it, but they seem to do it and it 

does seem to work. I’m always confused about the fact of the tone that a lot of 

colleges take is, “Give us money to perpetuate our greatness because that will 

then reflect upon you.”

MARY ELIZABETH: Yeah.

BETH: Exactly, so you work in this area. Do you see a lot of that, too? Why do 

schools do that?

MARY ELIZABETH: We certainly see schools doing it. I’ve seen a lot of messages 

tailored like that because they’re trying to connect with the alumni and then 

connect on the emotion of pride because any time you’re doing a marketing 

communications effort you want to connect on an emotional level versus just 
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on a surface level, and so they try, it’s one of the easy targets is to connect on 

the pride emotion and really use that to get alumni to give back and to sort of 

maintain their sense of pride in their university and maintain what made them 

proud to go there and what made them excited about the school and so it’s not 

intrinsically bad. You have to make it about the donor, not about the school. Don’t 

give us money because it’s gonna make us great. The donors want to know how 

it’s gonna connect to them or connect to individuals. If you can tell an individual 

story and say, “if you give us money you know, let me tell you a story about this 

student who is impacted by a scholarship or by supporting the arts programs,” 

something like that and then they have a more personal connection back to the 

school or back to the story and you can put in the ask.

BETH: Yeah, and we talk a lot about storytelling through this podcast. It’s so 

important and that definitely brings us to the topic that we want to talk about 

today, which is planning ahead. One of the things that I run into a lot is when 

we’re getting ready to go and write an annual campaign letter or begin a project, 

we ask people, “So what’s happened this year?” “Do you have stories for us to 

share?” and they look at you like, “No, we just want to ask people for money.” So 

we want to talk today about how can we help all you listeners make sure that as 

you go into fall that you’re as prepared as possible to have a great and the most 

successful annual appeal season as possible. Mary Elizabeth, where should people 

be starting? 

MARY ELIZABETH: Well, you mentioned at the beginning of the podcast it’s the 

middle of summer, so it seems like an odd time to be talking about annual fund 

when most of it’s focused at the end of the calendar year, but really this is the 

perfect time to be talking about it. Most organizations have just wrapped up 

their fiscal year end of year appeals, and so it’s finishing getting all of those gifts 

processed, sending out some thank yous and then really this is a great time to 

make a plan and look at your schedule for the entire upcoming year because as 

we actually get into the fall, messages need to go out. So many other things pile 

on top, and it can be difficult to get anything done.
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BETH: And I’m sure you, like we, get all kinds of calls in about the middle of 

October from people saying, “Hey, we’re getting ready to do our annual fund. 

Can you help us put a package together now?” What happens on the back end of 

that? When people start late, what are they missing out on?

MARY ELIZABETH: I think they’re missing out on an opportunity to tell their best 

stories because then it’s “OK, who can we get to agree to be featured? Who do 

we already know?” so you may be going back to a story that you’ve already told 

a few times. You’re not taking the time to really look around asking, again talking 

about university setting, ask the faculty because they’re the ones interacting with 

the students or they might have a new research project themselves or just getting 

around campus and finding out what those new stories are rather than if you’re in 

a rush you go back to the same old story.

BETH: Yeah, you’re so right. We’ve seen that, too. We’ve also seen things happen 

where most nonprofits want to use like a nonprofit indicia because it saves so 

much money on a mailing and mailings are already expensive as we know and 

when you get started so late, a lot of times what happens is a nonprofit indicia 

can take up to three weeks to get there and your window for mailing and arrival 

ends up getting pushed back so late that sometimes people have given already 

to people that’s already asked them or all the messages then pile on at the same 

time so yours doesn’t get heard, especially if you’re going after somebody new 

and like the overall quality ends up not being there because you’re trying to 

squeeze it in. Probably you’re doing a fall gala, you might be doing something for 

GivingTuesday. There’s so much.

MARY ELIZABETH: Or everything is rushed and sloppy.

BETH: Yeah, it’s rushed and sloppy. The other thing we hear is people want to 

jump in on GivingTuesday, but they can’t because they’re in the middle of annual 

campaign. So if you start pulling some of that back, especially if you’re slower 

now in the summer, this could be a great time to really start planning. OK, what 
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does planning look like? You know, if we’re telling people you should plan, I never 

like to leave people with like let’s just tell you that you should do something 

without saying what’s step one, how should people begin to go about, what 

should be in a plan?

MARY ELIZABETH: So my favorite way to start an annual fund plan is to get 

your core team in a room, whether you’re a big enough organization where you 

have an entire team dedicated to marketing, but most nonprofits don’t have that 

luxury, so it might be the one person that does marketing in addition to about 20 

other tasks.

BETH: Right. I call them the slash marketers.

MARY ELIZABETH: And your development team that’s probably working with 

your donors and knows who you should target and then anyone else that might 

be key to your particular organization and you sit down in a room in the summer 

when people actually have time to meet for an hour or two and you get a big 

piece of poster paper or some whiteboard and just sketch it out month by month. 

That’s my favorite way to sort of start it out and that’s how we’ve done it for a 

few of our clients as well because everyone can throw out all of their ideas at 

once, you can talk about all of the things if you had all of the time and resources 

what types of materials would you like to put out there.

BETH: That’s my favorite thing to do, and I feel like nonprofits don’t do that 

enough. I feel like there’s a tendency to say there’s not enough money to do 

everything so they start thinking at like 50 percent and then work down to 25 

percent instead of starting at like 120 percent and then you never know what 

might come up from that. If you really think about what’s possible in a perfect 

world where money and time were no object, what would we do, there may be 

some slice of that that you actually could do. Like, it’s summer! Maybe you have 

an intern. Maybe there’s some high school kid that doesn’t have enough work and 

they could use something. There’s plenty of kids, and right now in the middle of 
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summer, what I can tell you is there are communications kids out there that have 

finished up their sophomore year of college, but have not started their junior 

year of college. At that age, it’s really hard to get a professional internship. Most 

people want to take you as an intern as the summer of the junior year of college 

so there might be some loose kids around, even in July, that are college age and 

competent and could really be helpful with these things that weren’t able to get 

a professional internship. Ask your friends. Put a message out on Facebook, on 

LinkedIn, wherever you have a community of people to say “Does anyone know 

like a college kid that has a communications, marketing, journalism background?” 

These are kids that are a great help to you. That was your background, wasn’t it, 

Mary Elizabeth?

MARY ELIZABETH: Exactly! I studied journalism and that’s how I got my first 

start. I was volunteering at the church doing marketing and communications, 

so when you’re in a communications program like that, you’re gonna take any 

opportunity or experience you can get.

BETH: Exactly, and I hate to say it, I have an engineering kid and we run a 

creative firm and he was looking for, he had a school that had co-ops and I said, 

“You know, what if you’re only offered unpaid?” and he said, “Mom, engineers 

are not offered unpaid co-ops,” and I was like, la-ti-da. The reality is that in 

communications and marketing and design, sometimes they’re not paid, and 

sometimes kids in that field are used to that, and especially if it’s July and they 

didn’t get professional, maybe they’re working at the local ice cream shop and 

even a short-term project for somebody in their professional field will really … 

MARY ELIZABETH: Something they can add to their portfolio.

BETH: Yeah, I mean, wouldn’t you have loved it if somebody called you up in 

the middle of July and said, “Can you spend two weeks with us helping us do a 

couple of communications tasks?”
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MARY ELIZABETH: Exactly.

BETH: Yeah, I mean that would have really worked. You would have one extra 

thing to put onto your resume going in to looking for an internship in the junior 

year of school. I know when I looked at interns, you know, the kids that had done 

like the school newspaper were so much more appealing to me because they 

actually knew what client work was really like. They weren’t still in the bubble of 

creativity that sometimes college can give you.

MARY ELIZABETH: Exactly. You can get something that’s a little bit outside of 

class projects to start off before you can get that first internship, and sometimes 

it might be you know someone who is going into sophomore year even.

BETH: Yeah, and it definitely depends on the culture of your organization. Can 

you as an organization handle having a 19-year-old kid around. I can tell you 

Mary Elizabeth is only a few years out of college. There are some really mature 

competent kids out there, and you just have to look for them. It can be really 

helpful. I know this isn’t exactly what we planned to talk about, but I do feel that 

giving organizations access to fresh ideas and resources is always a good thing 

for people.

MARY ELIZABETH: No, any time I can advocate for the fact that young people 

can do good work, I will certainly take that opportunity.

BETH: Absolutely. I really believe that you guys get a bad reputation, and that’s 

part of the reason why I love to have a wide variety of people on the podcast 

because I don’t want to just have only people who have worked in their career for 

20 years because it feels like it perpetuates the idea that there’s only one way to 

bring knowledge and insight to a project.

MARY ELIZABETH: Right. I’ve had so many people take a chance on me 

throughout my career in internships and academic opportunities, in my first job, 

and so you know, without those opportunities I wouldn’t have had those chances 

www.iriscreative.com
http://iriscreative.com/


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

to learn. Certainly I was never perfect in any of them, but without all those people 

taking a chance on a young kid to do it, I wouldn’t be anywhere right now.

BETH: Right, exactly. Everyone’s got to start somewhere. 

MARY ELIZABETH: Exactly; instead of the internships that require three years of 

previous experience and not really sure how that math is supposed to work out?

BETH: People really do that. It’s crazy because it doesn’t exist. Everyone’s got to 

start somewhere and nonprofits need a lot of help. Now on the flip side, I would 

also you know give advice to nonprofits. Interns still take a lot of work. You can’t 

expect a 19-, 20- or 21-year-old kid to come into your organization and solve 

all of your social media problems or write a perfect press release or be able to 

interview your constituents confidently. I mean, this is new and a first time for a 

lot of these people, so you do have to realize …

MARY ELIZABETH: Especially without background and training in whatever 

your cause and core messaging are because that takes time to build up and 

to learn and to really understand what your organization’s culture is, how you 

communicate with your constituents and that voice that’s really more learned.

BETH: Exactly, yeah and that’s what I feel a lot of people do is they bring in an 

intern and just think, “I can now abdicate this. I brought someone in to do the 

writing or the social media,” or whatever, but there’s that gap. They’ve got the 

technical skills, the knowledge, the freshness, the energy, but you still need to 

indoctrinate them, shall we say, into who your organization is or you could end up 

feeling disappointed with their work because the work product doesn’t align with 

who you are, and, I hate to say it, but sometimes it’s not their fault. It’s because 

you’re so busy and I know how busy everyone is. You’re so busy and this may not 

be your area of expertise. You might even feel like “I don’t even know how I would 

teach them that because I’m not really a marketer myself,” but you do know your 

organization. You do know your values, your tone. How do you learn that, Mary 
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Elizabeth, because you guys work with clients. What are some of the ways that 

people have done a good job helping to get you to learn what style that they’re 

looking for when you write?

MARY ELIZABETH: Right, so that’s something that we have to do all the time with 

client work is we have to adapt our writing style or graphic design style for every 

new project and I’m sure you’re also very familiar with. It’s not all doing things 

my way, but doing it in a way that fits seamlessly with the client’s efforts in other 

areas and so with some of our clients, we work on all of their communications 

across the board so we can then create somewhat of a consistent message, but 

sometimes we’re only working on a few pieces and so we have to make sure it fits 

with things that other people are putting out for them.

BETH: I think that’s really important because you guys work a lot with university 

clients and we work with university and smaller people as well so I’m sure you 

guys do too, that you’re not always getting the entire project. There’s pieces that 

all have to fit together so you want to make sure that if you are getting some 

outside help or some intern help that everyone kind of knows the drill. I hate to 

use those phrases like “be on the same page,” but you want to make sure that 

your inside and your outside and your supportive intern help all sound the same 

when it comes together.

MARY ELIZABETH: Right. That’s something that we’re learning right now because 

we brought on an intern this summer for the first time, and so it’s not just 

teaching an intern your internal organization’s voice, but it’s trying to convey all 

of your client’s voices as well and how they communicate and how that fits in 

with their brand.

BETH: Right. It shouldn’t all sound the same.

MARY ELIZABETH: No, it should not. Each client should have their own unique 

voice reflected in all of their work and so something we try to do is we try to give 
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interns exposure to clients when they came in, if the client is gonna be in the 

office because the easiest way to learn an organization’s voice is by interacting 

with them and meeting with them face to face, but sometimes it’s just reading 

the materials that are already out there. The websites that we built for the clients, 

looking at all of that and all of that copy and figuring out the voice from there 

and sort of reverse engineering it to figure out how to make a new piece in that 

same voice.

BETH: Right. So let’s talk about the pieces of things because a lot of nonprofits 

and I know there’s people of all levels, all ranges that listen to the podcast. There 

may be some people that are focusing on when they define annual campaign or 

annual fund or annual appeal, whatever you want to call it, that means it’s the 

one letter that I put in the mail sometime between October and the end of the 

year. So let’s talk a little bit about what annual campaign is, what it could be 

and how you broaden it to really maximize what it’s capable of doing for your 

organization.

MARY ELIZABETH: Right, so most organizations will create a threshold that will 

define their annual fund gifts and so depending on the size of your organization, 

it might be under $1,000 or it might be under $10,000 or it might be under $500 

and those gifts are gonna be your small gifts that you get through mailings, 

through email, through social media campaigns and then as opposed to your 

major gifts, which are often gonna require a personal solicitation and meeting 

and cultivation of that donor and so what’s really important to remember about 

your annual fund it is it’s certainly not one letter you drop into the mail at the end 

of the year and you’ll find happens the entire year and you need to be thinking 

about it the entire year or else you’re not going to have a successful annual 

fund strategy and so this part of the year we’re in right now in July and August, 

this is you know, you’re wrapping up your previous fiscal year, you’re sending 

out any thank yous for that and processing those gifts and then planning for 

the upcoming year because you probably want to drop a mailing in September 

or October in advance of your holiday/end of year mailing. Just for it to get 
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into people’s minds early, get them thinking about you and that might just be 

a newsletter or more communication story telling focused piece before you hit 

them with a direct appeal later on. 

BETH: Okay, yeah. We call that like an impact piece. 

MARY ELIZABETH: Exactly, so that it’s not all give, give, give, give, give, give, 

give, give, give in every message you’re sending out because donors are gonna 

get tired of that and then you’re moving into November/December, which is 

gonna be your core end of your giving appeal time. Most donors want to give at 

the end of December for their taxes and to make that better and that’s where 

you’re gonna see the most giving because they may not write the check until 

December 31 doesn’t mean you don’t want to talk to them until December 29.

BETH: Ah, so what do you do?

MARY ELIZABETH: So you might want to even consider sending out your end 

of year appeal before Thanksgiving even though that’s certainly before the end 

of the year. If you think about it and think about your mailbox in the month of 

December, you’re starting off when you’re getting Black Friday mailings from 

every store you have ever shopped at to give your address. You’re gonna get 

annual fund mailings from every organization you’ve ever given to because 

you have to keep in mind that your donors probably aren’t just giving to your 

organization. They’ve got some other causes too that they care about so it’s 

again thinking about the donor first and then they’re also getting holiday cards 

from cousins and long lost friends and everybody else and they’re probably 

traveling for the holidays and they’ve got holiday parties and holiday spending 

and so if you can get to them before all of those other things start to pile up, 

then you have a chance of your organization being seen and standing out above 

all the other ones.

BETH: That is absolutely true and it is so hard. Everyone wants to do sort of that 
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last end of year thing. So if somebody did send out earlier in the year, what kind 

of things do you recommend people do after that to continue communications 

with people, but also you know, you send it out in November. Some people are 

gonna give. What kind of additional asks and additional messages have you seen 

really work to help scoop up the people that don’t give right at Thanksgiving?

MARY ELIZABETH: Right. So certainly you don’t want that to be your only touch 

point because it’s gonna take a few touch points before you can really connect 

with your donors. Some of the donors that you get year after year and you know 

they’re gonna write you a check and you probably know the exact amount it’s 

gonna be and that’s what it is, but for most donors who are maybe new, maybe 

you’re mailing to them for the first time or you know, they’ve given in the past, 

but they haven’t necessarily given in the past few years and so it’s gonna take a 

few mailings before you can get them to actually write that check. and so if you 

have the budget, you can send out several print mailings staggered throughout 

the holiday season, but that’s a lot and most organizations aren’t gonna have 

the printing budget for that and so that’s where you tie in all of your other 

communication channels as well and you pick a marketing theme so that all of 

the messages tie together for the holiday season. They should all have the same 

look, the same messaging theme. You know, if you can get the same person to 

write a few letters that would be great. A lot of possibilities there so you can 

send out your first letter and then you really push hard after you’ve introduced 

your holiday giving theme in the letter. You can push hard on GivingTuesday 

on all of your social media accounts and send an email blast that day and then 

maybe send another email blast mid-December and then you can do a few more 

that count down to the end of the year to really send out reminders to those 

people who haven’t given yet and you should be targeting your list to people who 

haven’t given who you think will give, and you can use your previous giving data 

to help determine that because with email software it’s so easy to create targeted 

messaging.

BETH: So what’s your take? You mentioned theme, and I love that. I’m a firm 
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believer in theme, too, but what’s your take on the purpose and the value of dong 

something that’s all cohesively designed based on a theme versus that basic 

letter that goes out on the organization’s letterhead?

MARY ELIZABETH: I mean, it could still have a theme and go out on letterhead. 

If you don’t have the budget to design something or print it, get a full printed 

newsletter or anything like that, you’re messaging, the content of your letter can 

still have a theme. Say this year for our end of year appeal we’re focusing on 

students and particularly if you’re in a particular program or you’re fundraising for 

a particular program you can focus on students who joined this program in the 

past year and what their stories have been. So your first letter can have a little 

snippet from one student. Your second letter can have a snippet from another 

student. You can feature a few of them on social media, and so even that works 

as a theme even if you’re not doing a full brand new visual identity for the theme.

BETH: OK, and I think that’s a really, really good point to say what you mean by 

theme-ing. I like it when you can link sort of a customized look to …

MARY ELIZABETH: I love that.

BETH: I think the other important thing that comes out of what you’re saying is 

I know when we work in an organization, whether it’s annual appeal or annual 

report or whatever they’re doing, there’s this feeling that you want to like sum up 

or cover every single aspect of your organization in every communication, and it 

sounds like what you’re saying is that doesn’t work.

MARY ELIZABETH: No, because I mean people don’t have the attention span to 

read all of that, but if you can break out different elements of your organization 

so in your first message you talk about a student who had a scholarship. Second 

you talk about a student who got to do research. Third message you talk about 

a student who started their own entrepreneurial program within your academic 

subject area that you’re fundraising for and so you can then talk about all of 
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possibilities that funding can promote without trying to cram it all into one letter. 

BETH: I love that because I think there’s that feeling when we say theme and 

focus and talk about students that it means that you’re actually saying you’re not 

gonna talk about all the other things that we care about and it’s just gonna be 

about students, but the way you position it, you still talk about the things that are 

important, but you put  …

MARY ELIZABETH: You put a face to it.

BETH: Yeah, exactly and so it’s not just this generic “We’re doing research to pay 

for our research.” We want to give students, this general category of students 

scholarships because it’s important to help kids be able to access all of the 

wonderful benefits that are available through an education at this place. It’s so 

easy to genericize things, and I feel like you don’t even realize you’re doing it 

because you know your organization so well that it’s like you miss out that you’re 

not even saying the details. 

MARY ELIZABETH: Well, that’s actually an interesting point is so many times 

we can get lost in us knowing our organization really well and forgetting to 

think about what the donor doesn’t know and what they might be interested in 

because there are certainly things we’re interested in internally that really aren’t 

that interesting to an outside audience, and so if you have the opportunity to 

run drafts of your mailing plan to an outside audience, even if it’s just a member 

of your family so that someone who is just a little bit separated from what you 

do every single day can see the message and see if it makes sense. Then you’ll 

probably get some new insight on your strategies and think of something new 

to mention or even just a new way to frame your story that you wouldn’t have 

otherwise considered. 

BETH: That’s a really great idea. It’s always good to have someone with a 

different background take a look at it, and I often say get somebody that’s just a 
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really, really different background. We also have a tendency to write like putting 

in a grand proposal all the time so people tend to write very long sentences, lots 

of commas, lots of this, this and this. You know, here’s the three reasons, super 

long 40-50 word sentences with high level words in them, compound phrases. 

A great trick to do on all of your writing is to go into Word when you’re typing 

and there’s a place in Word, I have a Mac so it’s a little different on mine, where 

you can check the grade level that you’re writing for. I think it’s called the Kincaid 

Scale and people can check. You can copy, just go in there. It’s in that word count 

area. You can check and see what grade level you’re writing at. Most people that 

are college-educated tend to write at a 12th grade level and the general public 

of America, the marketing, communication writing should be at a sixth grade 

level, and it’s shocking to most people that it’s that low. It’s not so much that the 

people that you’re writing to aren’t smart and that they wouldn’t get a higher 

level. It’s like you said before, Mary Elizabeth, they’re not paying attention and 

they’re opening their mail, standing over their trash can deciding whether this 

is something that gets put in the pile of things that need to be addressed or the 

recycling bin. They’re making an instant decision. So you make them have to think 

like they’re reading your college essay, chances are they’re just not gonna want to 

and they’re gonna toss it. 

MARY ELIZABETH: Exactly. So focus on the people, focus on the quick snippets 

of stories, and you’re gonna have much more of an impact than submitting your 

entire grand proposal in your fundraising appeal letter.

BETH: Absolutely. The last quick thing I wanted to ask you that comes up a lot 

in annual appeal is social, and people are still saying, putting out direct asks on 

social doesn’t work, that social doesn’t work for fundraising. So could you just 

comment a little bit on when it comes to annual appeal, where is social’s role? 

What’s it doing?

MARY ELIZABETH: As you said the data has certainly shown us you’re not gonna 

get a ton of revenue from a direct ask on social media, but it can serve as a useful 
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reminder when you send out, because it’s gonna cost you money to send out a 

letter, and so if you just use your social media to sort of continue that storytelling, 

it can just keep your organization at top of mind. So maybe they got that letter, 

they set the envelope aside and they’re thinking about it. They’re considering 

sending in a check, but if you can continue to keep your organization top of mind 

by sending out messages on social media, continuing the storytelling, even if it’s 

not a direct ask, putting more spotlights on students if that’s your theme that 

you’re focusing on this year and then that can be a great way that you can use 

social media to maintain engagement and reach new audiences.

BETH: That is excellent advice. If people are listening, and they’re saying, “You 

know what? I know it’s July, but yes, we really do need to get started on this 

email.” What’s the one first step that you think if people started taking that now, 

they’re gonna have so much better results in the end of year? Where would you 

point people to go first?

MARY ELIZABETH: Well, like I mentioned earlier, I think the first step is writing 

every month of the year down and writing down what kind of mail pieces, what 

kind of marketing pieces, what kind of social efforts or events you want to have 

each month and then the important stuff a lot of people don’t think about is 

you then have to back it out based on when does it need to go to the designer? 

When do we have to have all the content written and when does it need to go to 

the mail house, in order to get to people’s doorsteps on time because that is a 

step that people don’t think about as often as they should, and so then you can 

take the calendar of all your ideas and shift it all back the appropriate amount of 

weeks and then that’s your to do list for the year and then you’re done.

BETH: And then you’re done.

MARY ELIZABETH: Yeah. It’s certainly easier said than done, but …

BETH: And it really is. It’s really hard.
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MARY ELIZABETH: It’s so helpful to have everything just in an outline for the year 

and then you know what you’ve got coming up on the horizon instead of, “Oh 

boy, it’s October, and we haven’t done anything.”

BETH: Right, and it’s hard, and I know a lot of organizations don’t have a 

background in communications. They haven’t done this kind of stuff before. So I 

did want to mention before we close out that Iris Creative also has a brand called 

Nonprofittoolkit.net, and it’s a website that collects graphic design templates, 

training and plans together for people that I call them my “slash marketers.” 

You know, you’ve got a million other things you’re trained to do and you’ve got 

marketing tacked onto your job. If annual campaign, annual appeal work is new 

for you or you’re just busy or maybe you’re thinking that “Our stuff is good, but 

is it as good as it could be,” or “We’re doing a single letter,” and you would love 

to expand it, I have some products on there that may be helpful to you. We have 

about eight different tool kits that have literally a letter, an envelope, social media 

posts, a little header that you can put into your email. All the tools. We have a 

bunch of different themes, like Mary Elizabeth suggested. We’ve got growing 

themes. We’ve got can you imagine themes. We’ve got you’ve helped us climb 

this mountain themes. A lot of different things that if you’re an organization, you 

can use that as a base. So we’ve got these packages together and we did them 

in both Word and InDesign that could really help you move forward a lot faster, 

and I also wrote an eBook and created an Excel spread sheet that has a plan in it, 

just like what Mary Elizabeth was just talking about, and I swear I didn’t prompt 

her to say that, but Mary Elizabeth and I, in the work that we do, we hear these 

kinds of things from people so much and we are hired to create these things. 

So if you’re a small organization and you’ve got a ton of work on your plate and 

you don’t have time to really go custom and move forward with it, please go 

over to nonprofittoolkit.net. Check out the annual appeal tool kits that we have. 

Check out the ebook kit. It’s called “Turning Your Annual Appeal Into An Annual 

Campaign” that comes with literally a step by step plan and an Excel spreadsheet 

that’s already set up for you to move it out all year long, but if you could use 

some custom help, Mary Elizabeth, how can people get in touch with you?
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MARY ELIZABETH: Sure. So the organization I work for is called The 

Gift Development Group, and we’re a consulting firm and we work with 

universities and nonprofits on a range of fundraising efforts. You can find us at 

TheGiftDevelopment.com. We also run a podcast, and it’s called, “What We’re 

Made Of” and it focuses on the stories of mostly women and a few men who have 

gotten into nonprofit philanthropy, medicine, business, entrepreneurial skills, 

and we focus on their story and what got them into that field and so it’s a very 

interesting podcast. So you should check it out on iTunes or on TonyaTaylor.com, 

and you can find me on Twitter, LinkedIn, anywhere on the internet really.

BETH: And I will put the links directly to Mary Elizabeth all over our show notes 

page. We will add in the link to their podcast, and I would highly recommend 

you take a listen to it. I’m sure you’ll learn some things, but what you’ll also 

learn is about storytelling, and these guys are professional story collectors and 

storytellers and to learn a little bit about how they interview and pull stories 

together with their clients will help you I think learn how to be better story 

collectors with the clients and constituents that you all have. So, Mary Elizabeth, 

thank you so much for joining me today. It’s always great to talk about this stuff, 

and I love that we are jumping on and talking about the annual campaign early to 

help everyone that’s listening really to have the best end of year ever.

MARY ELIZABETH: Thank you so much. It was exciting to be on the other side of 

the podcast mic.

BETH: Exactly!
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