
Beth: Hello and welcome to Driving Participation. This is Beth Brodovsky and I am here today 

with John Lepp who is a partner for Agents of Good. Thank you so much for joining me today 

John.

John: Thanks, Beth. I appreciate it.

Beth: John and I probably originally connected online through different online 

communications that we have and they do some really amazing work. I really wanted to bring 

John on today to talk about looking at marketing through a donor lens, through the idea of 

how marketing and fundraising don’t have to sit on opposite sides of an adversarial fence. It’s 

a great opportunity especially to speak to John about this because we do come to marketing 

and working for nonprofits from opposite sides. I am much more on the marketing side and 

John is much more on the fundraising side so this is a great opportunity to explore that 

conversation with people that have a different perspective. John, why don’t you tell everyone 

a little bit about who you are and how you wandered into this world.

John: Well, I actually started out in journalism and writing and that was what I learned in 

school. From there I picked up graphic design and then moved into the marketing and 

advertising world and worked in a bunch of marketing and advertising agencies. I did 

pharmaceutical advertising and a whole bunch of different kinds of marketing. My wife was 

actually working at a firm in Toronto called Steven Thomas, and Steven Thomas is one of the 

oldest firms in Canada that do direct response fundraising for charities and so I freelanced 

for them and then Steve Thomas asked me to work there with him. I spent about five years 

working with probably some of the best fundraisers in the country and beyond and learned 

everything I could about fundraising and donors and I applied my own marketing experience 

to the work and it was fantastic. We worked with almost every major charity you could think of 

in the country. I’ve worked with them through the years and then when I left Steven Thomas, I 

freelanced and worked with all the other direct response agencies we have in Canada as well 
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as some new ones from around the world like Pareto in Australia and again got to learn how 

they were doing their craft and again applied it to my own learning and my own background 

and then one day I decided I was going to launch Agents of Good with my partner, Jen Love, 

who also has a long history in fundraising on the client side and on the agency side and now 

we work with charities all over in Canada and the US. We still do work with some agencies in 

Ireland and the UK and Australia and we’re just constantly supplementing our knowledge with 

our work and our craft and the people we communicate with like you, Beth.

Beth: I love to hear people’s stories of how they ended up finding nonprofit as their area 

of passion and interest. So you’ve worked with all kinds of big agencies, you’ve had lots of 

diverse experience internationally. What are some of the ideas that you’ve come to from that 

as far as what the priority and the most important thing for people to be communicating?

John: The priority for me is to champion donors at every single turn. There’s a lot of really 

interesting work being done out there and I love meeting people presenting very big ideas 

at conferences and stuff, but I think what’s being overlooked time and time again is the pure 

fundamentals of direct response and pure gratitude towards donor action. It’s very simple 

things that we see overlooked time and time again because people are paying attention to 

the I don’t know, bigger things and big ideas so that’s a problem because again I always hold 

my mother-in-law as sort of the Jane Donor of Canada and on a regular basis she comes over 

and gives me a stack of the direct mail that she gets and it doesn’t address her by name, it 

ignores her last gift, it shows absolutely no gratitude, it gives her no problem to solve. It’s flaw 

after flaw after flaw and there’s no reason for it. There’s absolutely no reason with the amount 

of knowledge and experience and examples of great work out there to be learned from, 

there’s no reason that fundraising should be the way that it is. It’s horrendous so that’s our 

focus. We really focus on the individual donor like my mother-in-law.

Beth: I think this is a key point because if anyone follows people that speak and communicate 

and write in nonprofit communications, there are many people out there that are wonderful 

and do great work. There’s been some discussion lately about making sure that the donor 

remains the core focus and that sometimes when the marketers get involved or people 

with titles in marketing, sometimes that can get lost and I think that’s a really interesting 

conversation for us to have. Your work is focused primarily on donor communications, right?



John: Yeah, I guess so.

Beth: Right, and people even say “What is that? Where does that end?” I was just speaking 

with someone else a few days ago for a future podcast, Steven Screen who will be on the 

podcast coming up. We’re going to hold him off until the summer because of the subject of 

his episode, but this is exactly what we were talking about. Where is marketing involved and 

when you’re doing something like a website? At what point is that a marketing project and at 

what point is that a donor communications project when one of the main reasons someone 

comes to a nonprofit’s website is to give a gift?  That may be extremely true if you are a 

nonprofit that has 80-100% of your funding that comes from your fundraising, but if you’re a 

nonprofit that happens to be a hospital or a college, that’s not the only reason that someone 

would come to your website. What are your thoughts on that line between marketing and 

fundraising communications and where this donor focused message is valuable, and are there 

places where it’s not?

John: Yeah, well I think that’s where it all gets mixed together and muddled and people 

start getting angry about how you express the word “marketing” and what that means. We 

know that marketing is all about knowing your audience and there are charities and causes 

and someone brought this up on one of the blog posts the other week. You have to know 

who your audience is. Yes, if you’re a theater and part of your job is to help sell tickets to the 

theater, you are doing traditional marketing. Traditional marketing of course focuses on the 

amazingness of the product and why I as a consumer need to have it. It makes the product or 

the thing or whatever it is the hero and it’s fundamentally egocentric, but the thing I’m usually 

talking about is fundraising marketing, which of course I want to focus on the amazingness 

of the donor because that’s the audience and why I need them to take action. I want to 

make them the hero, not my product, not my cause. It’s more fundamentally empathetic or 

altruistic. It’s about your action as a donor. It’s your intention as a donor. It’s the difference 

that you make as a donor. That’s what fundraising marketing is to me so you have to live with 

your audience and I think some people just go “All the audiences are the same or they’re all 

lumped together and therefore I have to do more traditional marketing.” Well then I think 

you’re making a classic mistake because how I make decisions as a donor is how I make 

decisions as a consumer and again I am a patron of the theater, I’m two people. I give as a 

donor to the theater and I also go to the theater because of the shows and I want to be talked 



to separately because I am two separate people in that case.

Beth: I think that’s a key distinction that you made right there when you said lumping all 

audiences together because as I’m coming from the marketing side, it would be just as much 

as a mistake to try to sell theater tickets with a donor message.

John: Absolutely.

Beth: And I think that’s the key thing that is getting lost in some of this conversation. It’s not 

that one solution is 100% right for the other task or the other goal or the other audience. 

It’s that you have to make sure that when you are looking for this specific outcome, this 

conversion and even a conversion is building up that relationship, you need to be focused 

on the things that really work to do that job and empathetic donor-led, donor-focused 

communications really works to do the job of fundraising. It may not be the solution for selling 

a theater ticket. That being said, once somebody becomes a theater patron I think your point 

that you might attend the theater and then you either become a prospect to become a donor 

so recognizing that this might be the same audience person, but that you have a different 

goal of the communication at different times is important. Do you want to talk a little about 

that and where that comes in and how that’s relevant?

John: Well, the one thing I was thinking and again there’s a bit of where we were talking 

about this dust up online the last couple of weeks with a few people talking about this and my 

experience largely unfortunately isn’t like some people’s experience in terms of working with 

charities and how they approach their marketing. My experience largely is that commercial 

and consumer marketing people come into our sector and they take the traditional things 

they learned at school about marketing and apply it now to the charities so again that’s my 

frustration as I again see people taking traditional marketing and working with charities like 

“look at our logo and make sure you follow our brand style” and all of these things which are 

again important in traditional marketing, but for donors, it just doesn’t translate and that’s 

where I get frustrated because again through my lens, too many charities are using traditional 

marketing practices that just doesn’t translate into our charitable world and again I’m not 

really addressing your question.



Beth: No, you are actually. I think you are because that’s a lot of where the concerns and 

the problem happens, especially if you’re a nonprofit and you’ve never worked at a for-

profit before or haven’t been responsible for marketing and fundraising and at a smaller 

and mid-sized nonprofit, frequently it’s either the executive director doing everything or the 

development director trying to handle marketing or a marketing person trying to handle 

development, there’s not always the luxury of having a subject matter specialist in house at 

an organization so when they need help, they tend to go with whatever’s going to be the 

easiest that’s going to get it done because they’re busy people. Even in my world what I find 

is when people need help, they ask their spouse or their brother or a friend. Do you know 

anybody that does a logo? Do you know anybody that can do a graphic design project for me 

and they’re not thinking that there’s a specialty or a difference in how that’s created and if you 

don’t know that, how are you going to know to ask so this is such a great opportunity to have 

this conversation? Many of the people that come to us, come to us from having worked with 

a for profit focused agency that did a project for them pro bono or at a discount and I would 

say that’s the worst. It’d be better to have somebody do something for you pro bono and then 

at least you didn’t pay to have somebody do something that doesn’t help you. When people 

do things for you at a discount, usually both parties end up unhappy. It’s just miserable 

for everyone, but when someone does something like a for profit agency comes and gets 

involved with a nonprofit, much of the time they’re trying to feel good about themselves 

or give back to the community or get something really cool in their portfolio that they can 

control so they’re not thinking “how can we help this organization” and they’re not specialists 

so they won’t know that you need nuances that someone like you do.

John: No and again that’s a whole other can of worms. Talking about big agencies doing pro 

bono work for charities and Jeff Brooks has a stupid nonprofit ad section on his blog that I 

usually get a chuckle out of. Lots of examples of that agency trying to get something they 

put into the portfolio and win awards that has absolutely nothing to do with donors, it does 

nothing to further the cause. It’s usually labeled as awareness. I don’t want to make donors 

aware of a cause. I want them to give to it and that means giving them a problem they can 

solve, but again it’s a whole different conversation I could have around that for sure.

Beth: Right and I think it’s definitely an important thing to consider. I know my father always 



said, and I don’t know if it still exists, but there used to be an actual contest for the best ads 

the client didn’t pick and I remember him always saying if the client didn’t choose it, if this 

didn’t get approved through the process, how could it be the best solution? On the other 

hand, sometimes clients need some education. Let’s talk a little bit about your theory around 

connecting people with a unique reason to give. That’s something that you really focus on and 

have developed your agency and I would love you to share your concept with everyone.

John: Yeah I mean in terms of traditional marketing, in the traditional marketing world, it’s all 

about the USP, that unique selling proposition. Buy this thing because it’s special compared 

to other things like it, but again we work in fundraising. That’s our sector and we like to give 

a little more humanity to our work and our thinking, especially as it applies to marketing so 

Gwen Chapman actually is the person that came up with this URG, this unique reason to give. 

That’s her phrase so as a charity you should rethink. It’s not coming up with a USP for why you 

exist, it’s that unique reason to give. Why should I give to your charity or cause? What are 

the one or two or three things that you do that even though you’re say a food rescue charity, 

you’ve got many “competitors,” there must be one or two or three things that you do that 

none of them do and that really comes down to the core of the unique reason to give. Why 

should I give to you instead of them? How are you different than they are? What are you 

doing that none of them are doing and how can I be a part of that? Again, that’s not talking 

to 100% of the world and everyone aligning themselves to that unique reason to give, that 

marketing is really about finding that like 10-20% of people who are willing to do everything 

they possibly can for you because they actually really care. So again, part of our job as 

marketers is to find that 10-20% of the audience out there and not try to speak to 100% of the 

audience. 

Beth: You’re doing such a great job of leading into my next questions.

John: Oh, good.

Beth: I always love to get tactical. Here’s the strategy and then tactically, how do you find 

that because I know for me when we talk to people you get the laundry list of here’s all the 

stuff that we do and we want to communicate all those things all the time because if we 

leave something out, then someone won’t know that we do this and they won’t be able to 

get helped by that? How do you work with people to help them focus and funnel down and 



extract that unique reason to give out of all the other stuff they’re doing and could be talking 

about?

John: I totally get that. We’re working with the YMCA right now on the URG. You look at an 

organization like the YMCA and it’s very complex. They do lots of complex things. They have 

many different programs, many different kinds of audiences, but still you need to come down 

to that core reason of why you exist and we always say think back to the 24 hours before 

your charity became a charity and there was someone sitting down and they identified a 

problem in the world they couldn’t live with. They just couldn’t stand to be in this world with 

this problem and so they said “That’s it, I’m going to fix it or we’re going to fix it,” and then 

from there they found other people who were also like “Yes, I can’t stand this thing either 

that you’re trying to fix and I’m going to get involved and I’m going to help you,” and then 

through the it’s become terribly complex to the point where they themselves can’t even 

express what is that thing they’re here to do and so we were talking with the YMCA and I said 

“You know, the answer, your URG is actually written in your history books. It’s actually on your 

website. It’s all right there,” and we then have to work with them to find that and re-identify 

why they exist and again that’s not to ignore all of the other things that they do. Those things 

are important, but donors don’t want to know about all the things they do, all the things you 

do. Again they want that key piece of your mission, that reason why you started whenever you 

started in the first place. That’s usually the reason why they want to connect with you because 

that’s a mission. It’s a bit of a vision that they value, that they can align with, that they go “Yes, 

I also believe in this thing and therefore I want to join in.” Now some donors as they become 

involved with you through the years will dig down. They’ll want to know more about the 

different programs and when you start talking about monthly donors or legacy offers, you’re 

talking to donors who are very engrained in your culture, but for finding that initial audience, 

that sort of acquisition, you need to sort of have that one or two legs to stand on or the key 

things, the main reasons you exist as an entity. Those are the only things that matter because 

no one wants to process more than that.

Beth: Absolutely. I always call that the consumer versus the connoisseur conversation. If 

you talk to the people that are deeply embedded in your organization like they’re just your 

average consumer, they’re going to be annoyed because they want to be insiders and they 



want to be talked to like they’re part of the family. But if you talk to the people who are not 

yet embedded in your organization the same way with your language and your jargon and 

your deeply thought out concepts, you’ll lose them because it’s just too much process. We 

were talking to an organization in Michigan yesterday and I extracted a piece of copy from 

their website and there’s this awesome tool called Hemingway App. Have you ever heard of 

it?

John: Yeah, it’s for writing, right?

Beth: Yeah, it’s for writing and I copied a paragraph that explained their education program. 

I copied it, pasted it into Hemingway App and it came back grade 20. Usually it comes back 

that it was written for grades 10-12. I’ve never, ever seen anything come back at grade 20. It’s 

crazy. I call it “conjunctionitis.” It’s those sentences that are five lines long and there’s six ands 

and 25 commas. It’s every adjective, every adverb “we do this and this and because of this 

for these people” and you’re lost before you’re halfway through it. So it’s a combination of 

knowing who you are and being willing to do what you said. Look at those one or two things 

that are really beyond the “What” you do and down to the “Why,” then working with people 

like you to translate that into a donor facing or consumer-facing message that’s absorbable.

John: There’s some sort of fear that we run into time and time again around simplification. 

How many times have we sat in boardrooms where people are constantly complicating an 

objective for whatever reason and I think there’s something fundamentally wrong in this world 

that people are afraid of simplifying things. “Well, if I simplify it, I’ll look stupid.” It’s got 

nothing to do with stupidity. Human nature suggests that the advertisers and marketers in the 

world get this. The more you can simplify what you’re asking someone to do, if I’m talking 

to Beth and we have an entire conversation and I’m clear with you that I only need one thing 

from you, by the time we get to the end of the conversation that we’re having and I ask that 

one thing of you, you only have one decision. Your brain actually has to make one decision, 

but if I ask you for a dozen different things and we see this in direct mail all the time, how 

many times do you get a coupon? Take a look at your coupons in your DM pack. How many 

things are you asking the donor to either fill out, check, write on your coupon and from most 

of the ones that we see, you’re talking about 5, 6, 7, 8 9, 10 different things. The letter talks 



about 1, 2, 3 and a whole bunch of different things. You’re making it so complicated that 

the donor takes no action because their brain doesn’t know how to process it, but if you’re 

asking for one thing in your letter and you get the coupon and there’s just that one thing I’ve 

been making the pitch for you and trying to inspire to care about, the decision is simple and 

therefore you make the chance of them actually doing that action very successful. It’s probably 

going to happen because you’ve made it simple for them to do it so it’s a subconscious thing, 

but the brain wants to do it because it’s clear. It doesn’t have to make any decisions. There’s 

no decision to be made, but again we live in a world where everything is terribly complex. 

Organizations are complex and everyone wants to make sure there’s some sort of — I don’t 

know what it is. People align complexity with intelligence.

Beth: You’re so right. I always say that everybody writes everything like “let me go grab 

a PhD grad student to write my copy for me” and they do think that it’s got to be more 

complicated. I’ve got to use really big words because I want to prove to you that we’re valid 

and we’re important and we know what we’re doing, but it reminds me a lot of every time my 

mother wants to pick a paint color or a wallpaper or whatever, she always begs me to go to 

the store for her and choose three samples and bring them back to her and she’ll pick one 

of them. I’m a designer by training so I love to look at all that stuff and parse through it, but 

she’s a librarian and she wants a linear process and the reality is that’s really how most people 

are. There’s a fabulous book out there. I’ll put a link to it in the show notes. It’s called “The 

Paradox of Choice” which completely focuses on the idea of giving people no more than 

three things to choose from, that people do love choice, but if you give them 20 things, they 

just get lost. I would love to know your take on how this applies to even say like a giving page 

online. I saw one recently that I actually use in my “Look Like You Mean It” presentation about 

why visuals matter and it was about a website that had a redesign. It was a hideous website 

and I know you and I always joke about the value of ugly and they redesigned it to a beautiful, 

open, spacious website with lots of white space and a beautiful photograph in it and when 

you click on their donation page, you get to a page that starts with “give us money” and then 

the next is “become a member” and then the next is if you keep scrolling it will you volunteer 

and you keep scrolling and it’s do some other stuff. I can’t remember. They keep asking for 

different things and by the very end of the page, there’s one more button that says “donate” 

and then a final button that says “join us on Facebook.” I know this is going to make you 



cry because if you’re all the way down at the bottom of the page having been asked seven 

different things, you’re exhausted at this point and the very last thing that you see is “join us 

on Facebook” because at a charity, join us on Facebook, give us money, whatever.

John: The thing is all those things you’re talking about apply to totally different audiences.

Beth: That’s the really key point. That’s true.

John: It’s like charities, again we’ll go back to the DM coupon. If you look at your coupon, 

I can almost guarantee you’re asked for a single gift on the front and a monthly gift on the 

back. Again those are two completely different people you’re talking to. If you’re going 

to ask a donor to give a monthly gift, you have to do a specific gift for the audience, your 

donors, the specific people in your file who are most apt to give you a monthly gift and 

those are people who have been with you for a long time, they give you a gift probably 

every single year of various amounts. They’re totally different from the donor that just gave 

to you once before or gave to you once three years ago. Why are you asking them for a 

monthly gift? Again you’re  asking me for something I’m not the right audience to ask that 

thing of me. Again your webpage example is a case in point. If I want to be a volunteer, I’m a 

different person from someone who just wants to give a gift in honor of someone that I love 

or someone who randomly saw a tweet and goes “yeah, I’ll give them $50 for this thing.” 

They’re all very different people. You can’t just throw everything at them at one time because 

they’ll more than likely do nothing and your point about design, design plays a very important 

role here. I mean as a designer through the years, I used to laugh at a consultant I used to 

work with and they’d say “Can’t we sexify this pack a bit more?” and I’m like “No, I can’t.” 

You have to think about how you work with designers again because designers are visual 

communicators and as a designer when I’m designing your package or anything, yes, I’m 

going for simplicity. If there’s a line, if there’s a rule, if there’s a box, if there’s a photograph in 

the design, it has to play a purpose. It has to be there for a reason. If it has no reason to be 

there, it’s not going to be there. I’m not going to add some sort of embellishment because it 

makes the piece look prettier. 

Beth: I completely agree, and that’s where in reality design people get confused. Design 



is not surface decoration. That’s fine art. If you’re trying to make something look pretty 

or decorated, there’s plenty of designers out there who will do it, but that’s not solving a 

problem. True design, the purpose of it is to help you create the right impression and help 

people access the information and then make the conversion that you want them to take. It’s 

there for a business purpose, to guide an action and that’s really no different on the donor 

side. You’re probably using different language and imagery and different warmth, but let’s 

say that you’re a school that’s listening and you’re trying to get students to enroll. It’s exactly 

the same point. You don’t want to have extraneous stuff that’s going to keep them from 

understanding what your unique reason to come is and to get you to click or take whatever 

action to move forward in the process of becoming an enrolled student. Design should be 

guiding you and helping you through that process so it is still user focused, the goal and the 

outcome of it is different, but it’s still linked to make sure you understand who the people you 

are and creating separate funnels, different communications that drive to very tangible and 

specific actions and design is an amazing support at that.

John: Agreed and often overlooked. For most charities, it’s the very last thing they think 

about or worry about. Design doesn’t necessarily make or break a direct mail piece, but it 

plays a very important role just like your list does and your segmentation does, your audience 

definition does. All those things matter just as much.

Beth: Let’s talk a little bit about that since I so rarely get another designer on the show with 

me. I want to make sure I utilize it. In your world creating a feeling and a connection and an 

emotion when you’re doing donor communications. How do you use imagery to create that 

warmth and demonstrate the uniqueness of an organization?

John: Yeah, if people take a look through our portfolio stuff, everything we do for our clients 

is unique. We talk about not having this box solution and I’m not slighting other agencies 

or whatever, but I think that there is a certain level of automation that is happening in our 

sector. Well, just put our logo on it instead of theirs and change the return address to ours 

from theirs and everyone is trying to find simpler and faster ways to do this stuff, but every 

DM pack, every time we work with a client, every new project is a new project we start from 

scratch and that comes down to the creative, too. Through the years I’ve connected with 



many, many talented illustrators and photographers and designers and we use these folks 

to give uniqueness to an organization so we work with an environmental agency in Canada 

and every environmental charity up there uses amazing pictures of soaring eagles and bears 

and beautiful birds and so we went the other way and did art. We did custom illustration 

for everything we did for them for a year and that really makes them stand apart. Its back to 

that URG idea. When a donor gets it in their mailbox and they see it, it’s not the standard 

look they assume they would get from an environmental charity. It’s completely different. 

It’s unique to them and I think that charities should spend the time and effort to work with 

people or find people who are talented and yes does it cost a little bit of money? Yes, it 

usually does cost a little bit of money to do the stuff properly, to get custom photography or 

illustration, but it makes you stand out. It takes away that “We’ll just take out their logo and 

put in our logo instead” sort of idea. Anything you can do and that’s even just the envelope 

you use. Everything you can use to make yourself stand above everyone else, you need to do 

it because it’s very, very crowded out there. It’s a crowded marketplace so you have to think 

through every single element.

Beth: Absolutely and I think it’s so important for people to realize that in a lot of this way you 

have to think about not just what it costs you to do, but what return it’s going to bring back 

in. Can you talk a little bit about the work that you’ve done when people have made that 

investment? How they said that it’s benefited them?

John: I’m trying to think of a good example. That’s a good question.

Beth: I wanted to surprise you with these things.

John: One example that maybe some people have seen if you listen to Gail Perry or some 

of the folks out there. We did a project for Second Harvest, which was a food rescue charity 

and we wanted to give a uniqueness to the appeal and the appeal was a special appeal 

where they basically needed to get a new truck to help them go to rescue more food from 

restaurants and that sort of thing and so that’s what the appeal was for. Again one of our 

designers is a great illustrator and so we did something very, very simple. We just got her 

to draw us this character, a truck character so the truck pack was sort of born and so the 



envelope basically just had this little cute truck on it that says “beep beep.” What did it cost 

to do the illustration? It took her probably half an hour of her time and it probably cost us 

nothing and so we put this little truck on the package on the front of the envelope and it just 

said “beep beep” and when you opened it, the letter was actually from the truck and the 

truck talks about how he knew from the moment that the spark plug was placed in the engine, 

as he sat there in the lot, he knew why he existed and why he was in this world and it was to 

help rescue food so people around Toronto that needed it could get it. What he needed the 

donor to do was to help get him off this lot and into Second Harvest to go fulfill his purpose. 

Again in that case, the illustration, the extra little creativity had the letter, we had the outside 

envelope, we had the little illustration work on it, you have a letter that actually came from the 

truck. He wrote the letter, made his pitch. You could take the set of keys sticker and take the 

keys and put it on the coupon and yes truck I will make sure you can deliver food. Again their 

logo was on it somewhere, but it didn’t really matter. The donors, there was an expanse where 

the donor from the very get go got a package and again a very expressive, very cute little 

truck saying “beep beep.” Automatically it was “What is this?” and it surprised people and 

when they actually read a letter from a truck and very simply put it at the case for support, 

what we needed the donor to do and we made it clear. We need you to give money to get me 

off this lot and into and out there rescuing food. The coupon was very simple. We’re asking 

for one thing. Again, they’re all connected. All of those little elements are connected and they 

make a delightful experience for the donor. I say to people all the time “When was the last 

time a donor called you up?” if you’re a director of development. Oh, you do the fundraising. 

When was the last time someone called you up laughing at the thing you sent them? Not like 

“Haha, you’re silly,” but “You made me laugh. You gave me a moment of joy.”

Beth: Absolutely. That’s so adorable. The end package, like the end result of that probably 

exuded simplicity.

John: It did. We used courier font, basically the only illustration we used was the truck and 

the keys. It was a very, very simple package, which was incredibly successful. We were going 

to do a follow up. We didn’t need to because they raised all the money at the end of the first 

appeal. These things can work very, very well. Yes there are organizations we do very complex 

for like this Nature Canada for their annual report, we did a big fold up map of Canada. It was 



all custom illustration. I think it’s on our website as well and that took a lot of time and effort 

by the illustrator and the artist, but it was such a powerful piece. It had such a lushness and 

different way of looking at how this environmental goes about its business and why and how 

the donors are part of that. The reviews that they’ve gotten have been incredible and the 

same thing with photography. One of our gratitude reports that we do a lot of time usually 

with photography or illustration because I want it to be custom for the donor. I want it to be 

unlike anything they’ve ever seen before because they deserve it. They’re individuals doing 

amazing work. Even if they’re only giving you $25, they’re doing something as far as they’re 

concerned incredible and I want to make sure that I reward them for their time and effort at 

every turn.

Beth: Giving them something that feels customized even though it’s not literally personalized 

to them, it gives that feeling of we made this effort to communicate to you.

John: Just for you.

Beth: Just for you, exactly. People don’t always understand it’s not as simple as just throwing 

someone’s name at the top of a letter. You need to have the entire experiment be cohesive 

and making somebody say “Look what we created for you.” You created this truck character 

just to come into their mailbox and tell them how much it’s needed. I love how your key line 

was “Help get me off the lot” so you created a character people could create with and you 

created a need that was unique and distinctive and visual. That’s the other thing that I got 

out of that story that you told is that “Help get me off the lot” is something that people can 

physically picture in their mind as opposed to “We need to deliver food to the needy.” That’s 

an intangible concept. I love that! If people really did start to focus on when they’re asking 

for something specific, how can they turn the ask into something that people can literally put 

a picture of in their mind? I bet that would go really, really far to helping people connect with 

their audiences and take this donor level communications out of the let’s get more you’s in 

there instead of us’s.

John: Or the schedule says we’re supposed to do an appeal now. Well someone put this 

together and send it out. Can you do that? Sort of like that’s not the way it works. You need 



to have something to ask for. If you’re going to take the time to mail me as a donor or email 

me, please make sure you actually have something you’re asking me for. That’s why year-end 

fundraising drives us crazy because everyone says “Wwo more days until the end of the year. 

Make sure you give.” Just because the calendar is going to flip over in two more days is not 

a compelling case for support, but almost every single charity out there does it. It drives me 

crazy because I am not going to waste the donor’s time with that nonsense, not for a second. 

Your organization needs something and you’re in an organization doing important work, 

you should need something. There should be a story about why you need something that 

expresses the need and makes me feel really empowered and inspired as a donor to get that 

out there, but if you don’t have anything to say, don’t open your mouth. Don’t email, don’t 

mail, don’t do anything. Unfortunately again, a lot of charities say “Well on the schedule it 

says my consultant said that I’m supposed to mail you now so do something.” No, I’m not 

going to do something. What’s the story? What are we asking for? What do we want the 

donors to do? How do we want them to feel? What action do we need them to take? How am 

I going to thank them after they take that action? Think of all those things before you even 

send out the email. I’m not sending out email. Again it’s back to automation. The schedule 

says you’re supposed to do it. Let’s go. Let’s get a logo on that envelope. Let’s get this piece 

in the mail.

Beth: It also goes back to what you were saying in the beginning as far as knowing your 

audience and knowing who you’re talking to and what inspires them and what interests them. 

I can’t even tell people that are listening how much easier it is to write copy and decide on 

how things should look and pull a whole campaign together if you feel you know who you 

are talking to and what they’re going to be interested in hearing. When it’s just vague, I 

know they’re interested in the environment and so let’s send them something to support the 

environment, it all functions at like a 40% level, but if you get to know your donors, if you 

get to know the people that you’re speaking to and exactly who they are and what they care 

about and what tone they like and you can line it all up, creating a new communication when 

you have a new need and knowing exactly we have to create a little truck character, it reduces 

the fear of trying something new because you just know it’s going to work because you know 

these people and it makes it faster and easier on your staff and less of a burden to create 

new communications because I’m sure what a lot of people are thinking when they hear 



what you’re saying is but I only have the time, resources, money, energy to do my two big 

mailings a year. What do you mean I have to rethink my donor communications and ask for 

specific things when it’s specifically appropriate? I don’t have time for that. What do you say 

to somebody in that situation?

John: Well, I don’t know. I understand that there are organizations out there and we work 

with lots of them that are small and they’re individual people doing a whole lot of work by 

themselves, I get that and the last thing I do is start beating up on them because I adore 

them. I love these people who are dedicating most of their life personally and professionally 

to something they hopefully really care about so I beg people to try to find the time when 

you’re thinking about that next appeal and you’re in your boardroom or you’re in your office, 

put a chair out for your donor. Give them space at that table. Make sure that they’re right 

beside you and you’re thinking about them and what’s going on in their world and thinking 

about what you asked for them last time and thinking about how you made sure that they 

felt good about that and the conversations you have with them. Keep those things right 

there beside you as you think about your next appeal. What story can I tell you as a human? 

What story can I tell you that will make you want to help us and feel really, really amazing 

for that? When you think about the right story at that time, how can I express that story so I 

know that I’m not taking your time for granted? If you’re going to take the time to look at my 

envelope and hopefully open it, how can I thank you for that effort? If you’re thinking about 

you in that way all the time, not just about just making sure you’ve got eight more yous in 

your letter, you’re not thinking about the you, the donor that way. They’re a human being. 

They’re a human being and I get really sort of upset at charities and individual fundraisers that 

talk about data and only want to express donors through data and stuff. We’re talking about 

living, breathing people with lives and families and things that they’re dealing with. Every 

single time I’m going to make sure they’re sitting there at the table beside you. They have to 

be there. You have to be thinking about them. It’s not about you. It’s not about all the things 

you’ve got going on in your world. It’s not about all the amazing or all the complex issues you 

have to deal with in expressing direct mail piece or what your executive director wants or the 

pressures you’re board is putting on you. It’s about them and if you can’t reach them and give 

them the time and attention, just like you would a good friend, then I’d have to question why 

you’re doing what you’re doing. You have to find a way to do it.



Beth: What a great message. I want to wrap up with asking you how people that are listening 

could learn more about this topic. If people were interested and they wanted to learn more 

about focusing on a unique reason to give and looking at their marketing through this donor 

lens, what would you tell them would be a great resource or where would you send them to 

look?

John: Well there’s a few resources I always point out and one is Sofii.org created by the 

relationship fundraiser Ken Burnett many years ago and it’s in its third version, but it’s a 

wonderful funding resource. It’s like a museum of fundraising of the ages currently and 

historically, but it’s full of great examples of doing inspirational donor-centered marketing and 

fundraising. With explanations and budgets and everything. It’s really, really helpful. I also do 

like sending people to Jeff Brooks site, futurefundraisingnow, and Jeff is very opinionated 

and draws a lot of lines in the sand, but I think that some of his points about marketing and 

fundraising are very good and you can always learn a thing or two. Tom Ahern, if you don’t 

know Tom Ahern you need to follow and find Tom out there on his website. His blog is all 

about communications and very donor focused and centered and he always makes some 

really, really good points. Of course, I’ll plug our own blog at AgentsOfGood.org. We do 

occasionally write about marketing and fundraising and donors, but I think all of our work and 

all of our writing expresses the importance of the donor.

Beth: If somebody wants to actually get started doing this, can you suggest sort of a one 

good first step for them to start thinking about or take action on?

John: Well if we’re talking about marketing through a general lens, like I said, pull out that 

chair. Give your donor an office in your building. Do whatever it is you need to do to make 

sure you’re surrounded by them. I’ve seen some of the charities that we work with actually 

have a picture of every single one of their monthly donors on the wall beside their desk so 

every time they sit down to do anything, they’re right there. You can talk to them. They can 

look at you. Give your donor a space at the table. Wherever you are, make sure that they’re 

with you and make sure that you never forget that’s who you’re talking to.

Beth: That is such great advice. Thank you so much for joining me today. This was incredibly 



helpful. Where can people get in touch with you if they want to learn more?

John: I’m on the Twitter.

Beth: The Twitter?

John: The Twitter @JohnLepp. Of course at our website AgentsOfGood.org. Those are two of 

the best places to find me. That would be a good place to start.

Beth: Fabulous! This was wonderful. It’s always great to talk to you and I’m sure everyone 

learned a lot about how they can share their stories with their donors. Thank you so much.

John: Thanks so much, Beth.


