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Who’s in the room?

● Your role is:
○ CDO / VP or Director of Development
○ CEO 
○ Campaign Manager or similar
○ Other

● Your organization is raising annually:
○ Under $1M
○ Between $1M and $5M 
○ Between $5M and $20M 
○ More than $20M



What will we cover today? 

● Say Three Things

● Connect to Your Mission

● Use Fewer Words

● Your Turn: A Working Session



Say Three Things



“If you try to say 
everything, 

your audience will hear 
nothing.”



Principle

Say Three Things

In general, your audience can 
remember up to three big ideas.



Tool

Ruthless Prioritization
● Gather stakeholders
● Brainstorm long list
● Stack rank
● Focus on Top 3 

(“If you could tell them just one thing…”)



Example 1

Manager Sending Email to Team 



The Laundry List Email
Dear Team,

I hope this email finds you well. I wanted to give you an update on several things happening at once to ensure we’re all on the same 
page moving forward. First, as we approach the end of the year, we need to make sure that we finalize the project timeline. This 
includes confirming milestones for the final deliverables. I know we’ve had discussions regarding deadlines, and I wanted to reiterate 
that we have some flexibility with certain tasks, so feel free to review and suggest any changes you see fit. I also wanted to remind you 
about the holiday schedule, as it’s fast approaching. We’ll be closing the office on December 24th, but if you need to work from home, 
please let us know.

Additionally, there will be an upcoming meeting next Monday to go over these items in more detail. We’ll discuss the project, 
timelines, and any questions you have about your individual tasks. Also, I wanted to quickly mention that we will åbe moving forward 
with a new software tool starting in the new year. I’ll be sending out an invite for a training session soon, but it’s important to start 
thinking about how you might incorporate this tool into your workflow. Keep in mind that this new software system will require us to 
migrate all project data that is updated after Dec. 20, so you should keep track of any significant changes that take place in the last 
few weeks of the year.

Finally, please make sure you’ve completed your time-off requests for the holiday period. We want to ensure we’ve accounted for 
everyone’s availability, and it will help us plan for any necessary adjustments to the project deadlines. If you haven’t yet requested 
time off, please do so as soon as possible so that we can finalize staffing plans. If you want to check your PTO balance, reach out to 
Cindy in HR or use the HRS system and your login. You can rollover 7 days of PTO each calendar year.

Let me know if you have any questions, and I look forward to seeing everyone on Monday. Thanks for all your hard work!

Best regards,

Your Manager



The Prioritized Email
Dear Team,

I hope you’re doing well. Here are the key updates I’d like to share:

● Meeting: We will have a meeting next Monday to review the project timeline and discuss any updates or questions.

● Project Timeline: Before then, please review the project milestones and let me know if you have any suggestions or 
adjustments.

● Holiday Schedule: The office will be closed on December 24th and 25th. Please submit your time-off requests as soon 
as possible.

If you have any questions, feel free to reach out. Thanks for your continued hard work!

Best regards,

Your Manager



Example 2

Animal Rescue Nonprofit Sending Out Quarterly Update



Example 2
Ideas for Newsletter Update

● # animals rescued in past 6 months: up 
20% YoY

● Heartwarming story about a Dachshund
● Increased demand for services due to 

climbing pet abandonment rates = 
funding gap

● Changes in county zoning: need for 
advocacy at upcoming meeting

● Volunteer Training Opportunities & 
Summer Internships application deadline

● Upcoming Gala - table sponsors needed
● Notable award from governor’s office
● Local celebrity visited our facility



Example 2
Ideas for Newsletter Update

● # animals rescued in past 6 months: up 
20% YoY

● Heartwarming story about a Dachshund
● Increased demand for services due to 

climbing pet abandonment rates = 
funding gap

● Changes in county zoning: need for 
advocacy at upcoming meeting

● Volunteer Training Opportunities & 
Summer Internships application deadline

● Upcoming Gala - table sponsors needed
● Notable award from governor’s office
● Local celebrity visited our facility

3 “big ideas”
1. Our mission is needed more than ever

● 20% Yoy growth
● Pet abandonment rates

2. Goal for Gala: Close our funding gap!
● Ways you can help… table sponsor, 

share invite, volunteer etc.
3. Thanks to you… Sparky finds home, 

rescues Grandma from fire



Connect to Your Mission



Donors want the ends 
(your mission)

But we often lead with the means
(your programs)



Connect to Your Mission

Empathy for our audience calls us to connect 
our messaging to what they care about – 

which for nonprofits should be your mission.

Principle



Tool

How does each of your three 
ideas relate to your mission?

 
Think outcomes vs. outputs, impact vs. 

programs/facilities. 



Example

First iPhone launch
5 GB Storage 

vs. 
“1,000 songs in your pocket”

Aka Benefits vs. Features



Example

Outputs and 
Outcome 
combined



Example



Example

Outputs



Example

Outcome
(separate but both 
represented)



Use Fewer Words



People get 100+ business emails per day 
(data varies widely)

On average, people spend 12 seconds reading 
(skimming!) each email.

Relevant emails tend to get more attention



Principle

Use Fewer Words

Can you message pass the Skim Test? 



Tool

The Pomelo Principle
Accessibility before Accuracy



What is a pomelo?



What is a pomelo?



What is a pomelo?
Option 1

“A pomelo (Citrus maxima 
or Citrus grandis) is a 
citrus fruit native to South 
East Asia. The rind is very 
thick but soft and easy to 
peel away. The resulting 
fruit has a light yellow to 
coral pink flesh and can 
vary from juicy to slightly 
dry and from seductively 
spicy-sweet to tangy and 
tart.”



What is a pomelo?
Option 1

“A pomelo (Citrus maxima 
or Citrus grandis) is a 
citrus fruit native to South 
East Asia. The rind is very 
thick but soft and easy to 
peel away. The resulting 
fruit has a light yellow to 
coral pink flesh and can 
vary from juicy to slightly 
dry and from seductively 
spicy-sweet to tangy and 
tart.”

Option 2

“A pomelo is basically a 
supersized grapefruit 
with a very thick and 
soft rind.”



Pomelo Principle
Accessibility before Accuracy



Along with excluding words, 
be sure to include:

● White space

● Images (keep it fresh!)

● Infographics

● Updated branding 



Example



Example



Continuing to hone your messaging skills:

1. Study what others are doing (subscribe, etc.)

2. Share examples with others

3. Ask for constructive feedback

4. Use AI as editor (“shorten this text”)



Working Session



Your Turn

1. Write down your answers (5 minutes)
a. For your next communication, brainstorm a list of ideas 

then choose your Top 3 Ideas.
b. Reframe one to connect it with what your audience cares 

about.

2. Share with a partner (5 minutes)



Q & A



Thank you for attending
 Best Practices for Effective 

Donor Messaging

Dan Kennedy 
dkennedy@thefocusgroup.com

Audrey Reeves
areeves@thefocusgroup.com
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