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

Michelle Sanders Brinson with me. Michelle is the communications and media manager of the 

Nashville Rescue Mission, and Michelle is somebody that I connected with originally through 

Pamela Grow, who was one of our very early episodes. I think she might have been episode 

three. Michelle does a phenomenal newsletter and I thought it was a perfect time to have you 

on, Michelle, so welcome. Thanks for joining me.

Michelle: Thank you for inviting me, and I’m a big Pam fan, too. 

Beth: She’s just phenomenal, so any listeners that don’t follow Pamela Grow, I highly 

recommend that you jump on and listen to some of her stuff and follow her wonderful Grow 

Report Newsletter. She’s introduced me to some really terrific people and luckily Michelle was 

one of them. I am a print girl at heart. Before I started my business, I worked for a nonprofit 

that was a research and publishing organization, which actually didn’t do any fundraising. We 

made all of our money based on selling the publications that we produced so I created and 

managed 40 publications, which were all print publications because that was all through the 

80s and 90s, and so we’re in a very different world now when it comes to publications, and 

I wanted to have Michelle on because she does some really interesting things that are very 

different with her publications and she’s a perfect person to share about newsletters about 

print publications, about donor newsletters and about non-donor newsletters. I think you’re 

going to learn a ton from her. Michelle, why don’t you start us off by telling us a little bit 

about your background and how you wandered into this work of nonprofit communications?

Michelle: OK. Well I didn’t initially start out thinking anything about nonprofit so my 

background started with a degree in marketing and right out of the gate I worked for a retail 

shopping center and was their assistant marketing director, and from there it was just a series 

of jobs that took me from different roles in marketing, working with client relations. I worked 

for an ad agency. Eventually I started working for a publishing company that was nonprofit, so 
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I started to get a little taste of what that looked like, but over time my path just sort of led me 

in this direction, and a mentor of mine works at Nashville Rescue Mission, knew that I had the 

capacity to write, knew that I had a background in marketing and when an opportunity came 

up, he invited me to apply. At first I wasn’t even remotely interested. I was the marketing 

director for a newspaper and was enjoying my job, but he asked me a couple of times and 

eventually I said I’ll just go and look into this and see what it’s all about. In my heart I have 

a passion for writing, and writing’s always been a big aspect of marketing so this was a little 

different and I thought “Wow, maybe this would help me have a career as a writer.” I really 

thought I was going to be an author one day. That was what I had thought and I thought this 

would help me. I’ll learn more about writing if I get paid to do it all day. So I applied for the 

job and was offered the position, and that was seven years ago. This is the longest job I have 

held and I absolutely love what I get to do every day.

Beth: That is amazing and you never know, Michelle. You may still be an author.

Michelle: Maybe! 

Beth: It’s funny. I didn’t realize we both started out in nonprofit publishing. 

Michelle: Small world!

Beth: Small world. You now focus on managing the communications for a nonprofit. In the 

work that you do, how does participation play a role? What matters and what do you count?

Michelle: Well, one of the things that we focus on here is really learning about our audience 

and by that I mean there’s a variety of audiences that we speak to. Obviously the one people 

most think of in a nonprofit is your donors. The newsletter that I work on is very much 

focused on donors. I would say that is one particular area of participation, that we look at a 

donor, but we also want to engage people in our community for a variety of reasons because 

volunteering here is also a major component for us and we can engage volunteers through 

a variety of social media channels, through our website, through churches, through various 

organizations and we recently had some research done that said I believe that 60-70 percent 

of the people that had first heard of National Rescue Mission heard about us through a 

church. That typically means that the church probably brought a group here to volunteer. So 



we are seeing that there are opportunities to engage people in a variety of different ways and 

cultivate relationships with them that will eventually hopefully lead to a donor relationship so 

they’re giving their money. They’re giving their time and we also receive a big portion of what 

we call gifts in kind that help us serve the people that we minister to every day.

Beth: You have both in-person participation from your volunteering and the work that people 

do to get involved in the mission and giving and supportive services. Do you find that people 

move from one to the other? Do your donors jump in to volunteering? Do your volunteers 

donate?

Michelle: You know it’s really funny because one of the stories that I do every month in our 

print newsletter is a volunteer story, and sometimes that focuses on an individual. Sometimes 

it focuses on a group, but I’ve really had an interesting opportunity in the last year to 

interview two different men who ironically their names are both Jim, how funny is that, and 

they both had come from engineering backgrounds. They both had been supporters of the 

mission for over 30 years, and they in their retirement decided that they wanted to come and 

volunteer. Found out that there’s more to volunteering here than just serving meals because 

we are a homeless shelter and that’s what most people think, but we also have life recovery 

programs and there are opportunities for people to teach, to mentor, to tutor and both 

of these gentlemen had strong math backgrounds. It’s so bizarre. They both said to me in 

separate conversations a year apart, in fact the first man’s story was what inspired the second 

man to volunteer. So he read the story in the newsletter as a donor and said “Oh, I’ve been 

donating for 30 years. I didn’t know they did this, and I want to go volunteer,” so now they 

alternate days and they come in and they teach math. So you know, I think we kind of see the 

gamut. I’ve got some people that started out volunteering. There was a story I did once on a 

couple who owned a restaurant, and this was in 2010 that the flood came into Nashville and 

knocked a lot of people out of their homes and out of their businesses. She had an enormous 

amount of food that they could salvage the food, but they didn’t have any way to serve the 

food so they decided to bring it here. Well, next thing you know they find out about all the 

things that we’re doing. Now they’re not just donating food. They’ve started donating their 

time and volunteering and they’ve started donating their money. They’ve started a business 

that they make a percentage of their proceeds to come directly to us. It just amazes me. I 

think you have to kind of look at every opportunity of engagement as an opportunity to lead 



people on a path of being involved whether that’s giving time or resources or money.

Beth: Exactly, and whatever channel they’re coming in, it sounds like that’s the gateway, and if 

you’re giving them these opportunities to participate, they are coming in and drawing closer 

to you.

Michelle: That brings the percentage of I don’t know what the phrase is, life time donor value. 

I don’t get into all those.

Beth: Me neither! I don’t care what the jargon is. I care what the result is.

Michelle: Right. So I’m excited when I hear a story from a man who says “for over 30 years 

I’ve been giving faithfully and now I want to give more because I’m coming every day and 

seeing what you’re doing.”

Beth: The funny thing is you said how bizarre it was, the similarities between these two 

people, and I have to say I don’t think it’s remotely bizarre. One of the things that I teach 

in my branding course is you have the answer to who your perfect person is hidden in your 

database and one of the tricks I tell people to use a lot is to look for the thing that you want 

people to be doing that this is the thing that’s the best thing people are doing here and say 

if it’s volunteering or something like that and find 250 people that are taking an action that’s 

important for you to take and important for them to take, do an export on that list and do 

a sort on the first name field and you will very frequently see that there’s chunks of names 

because names often run in 10-year segments. I know this sounds crazy and it sounds in some 

ways even a little prejudicial, but it’s not. So if you did an export on people that were taking 

an action, whether it’s a gift action or a volunteer action, export 250 of them. See what that 

action is. You will then see that name and you’ll say “Wow, there’s a lot of guys named Jim.” 

Well, how old is a guy named Jim going to be? I have a brother named Jim, and he just 

turned 50. 

Michelle: They’re in their 50s!

Beth: They’re in their 50s, exactly. So what do you know about a guy named Jim in their 50s? 

You can make a lot of really logical guesses that are probably pretty accurate about a guy 



named Jim in their 50s by looking at the people and the hobbies and the things that you even 

see from the ones that you know and then going on to your Facebook groups and looking 

at those people that are there and seeing what other things that they’re interested in, you 

can really begin to build out a model of a perfect person just on that simple thing alone. It’s 

fascinating. So there you go! 

Michelle: It’s fascinating!

Beth: Yes, it’s fascinating, and we talk a lot about that in the branding course that I do and it 

always astounds people that there are such gems right in front of them.

Michelle: Sign me up for that class!

Beth: Exactly. I will! So you do amazing things with newsletters and can you talk a little bit 

about the different newsletters that you actually do in your organization?

Michelle: Yes, and its been such a learning experience over the last seven years. When I first 

got here, we did six newsletters a year that were four pages and six that were eight pages 

and over time these have kind of morphed. They were black and white with I think maybe 

one spot color and then we moved to four color and now we’re doing four color bleeds and I 

mean these things look really high end, and you know we worried about that in the beginning. 

Is that going to turn people off.

Beth: That’s a huge thing. I hear that a lot, too.

Michelle: You know, ironically in the beginning we were really, really reluctant. We did a 

couple of tests and couldn’t really tell so we said we’re just going to make a dive into this, 

and over time it ended up that it’s 12 issues, so one every month and it’s eight pages full-

color, and every year we continue to exceed our goals. In fact, I got an email yesterday from 

our database guru who told me that we have just surpassed as of July 5 our year-end goal for 

the newsletter, and we still have three months to go.

Beth: Wow, and by goal, you mean? 



Michelle: We had set a goal of 1.6 million.

Beth: Of money to raise directly off of the newsletter?

Michelle: Yes, and that does not count online. That does not count people walking in. This is 

strictly money that comes in through a reply device that is included with this newsletter.

Beth: In a print newsletter. Is everyone listening to this?

Michelle: We probably spend, this is the thing that makes people crazy, we probably spend 

about $250,000 give or take throughout the year to print it. So the ratio is amazing.

Beth: That’s the thing. I mean what I find a lot of times is you started off saying “We spend 

$250,000 on our newsletter,” everybody would have just stopped the tape right there. Stop 

the tape! They would have dropped off, the podcast would be over! They’re like “Oh, forget 

it. Two hundred fifty thousand dollars, but that’s what you really have to look at. Look at the 

ratio of that. $1.6 million to $250,000 brings in that much revenue. That is a huge, huge 

amount.

Michelle: And it didn’t start like that overnight. This organization has been around 60 years, 

and one of the things that I discovered just because I’m fascinated by the history of our 

organization, one of the gentlemen who was very much involved from the early days of 

Nashville Rescue Mission, what he would do is he would sit down at his typewriter and he 

would type out a newsletter and then they would print them out and you know, I don’t know if 

that’s all, what is it? The faux fax, the purple thing you used to see from school.

Beth: A mimeograph.

Michelle: A mimeograph!

Beth: Mimeograph. Yeah, I remember those!

Michelle: It was such a very basic kind of hands-on feel. He would write a letter, and it might 

have some pictures that were black and white. We’re not talking fancy and mail them out 

to donors and that’s how they raised money, and over time that evolved into what we see 



today. It’s very fascinating to see the history, but he was very passionate about telling people 

how their money was being used and not being afraid to ask for money and that’s one of the 

things that makes I think our print newsletter very different. We probably mail out anywhere 

from 40,000-50,000 people a month, and it’s a pretty well-orchestrated process. It wasn’t 

like that in the beginning. I mean, when we started doing this, we were printing some of the 

things in-house and you know, we had to deal with all the issues of paper and humidity and 

all that and over time we found that it made more sense to partner with different people. We 

were at one time using a mail house. Now we’ve got a print company that does it all. They 

can go in and actually create you know individually printed reply devices so they’re printed 

with the person’s name on it. It even has reference to what their last gift was.

Beth: OK, so that makes it, you’re using what’s called variable data.

Michelle: Yes, we use variable data.

Beth: That’s the term for that, so if anyone is listening who has used that, you’re customizing 

and personalizing the, is it an envelope? Do you tuck an envelope in between the signatures?

Michelle: No, actually the newsletter is folded, tri-folded and it makes the envelope pretty 

thick. On the exterior of the envelope we include a little banner across the bottom that says 

“Your blank whatever month is enclosed,” and then we have a picture that is, it’s not for 

color, it’s a black and white picture with one spot color of whatever color that theme is of the 

newsletter on the outside and the image is the same image is the same cover image in the 

newsletter so it really stands out from any other kind of direct mail because we make that 

envelope really pop.

Beth: What size envelope do you mail it in?

Michelle: Just a regular. 

Beth: Number 10?

Michelle: Number 10.



Beth: Number 10 business sized envelope. Now why do you mail your newsletter in an 

envelope versus sending it out as a self-mailer? I know the answer, but we need to share it 

with the class.

Michelle: You know, you can probably answer it better than I can. I just know that that’s how 

we’ve done it and we’ve looked at doing it other ways just form the standpoint of efficiency 

and this just makes sense for us. It just works well. I really don’t know if there’s, you probably 

have a better answer.

Beth: Well it’s funny because one of the things that you told me is that you read the number 

of Tom Ohearn’s books, and Tom Ohearn is the one who is very much talking about the idea 

of how much more money a newsletter mailed in an envelope raises so I was sure that that’s 

where you got it from. That’s really interesting. So if anyone is listening, Tom Ohearn, I’ll put 

a link to him in the show notes, cites research from an organization called Merkle and they’ve 

done a lot of research and data collection and statistics around this that has shown that a 

donor newsletter that’s mailed in an envelope raises more money than one that’s mailed as 

a self mailer. There you go. All on your own, your experience definitely aligns with what the 

other research and the data is showing. 

Michelle: Well, and the other thing that I have found interesting, and let me just back up a 

little bit and say how I came into this where people are asking me questions like how did you 

do this, I feel like it just really kind of seemed to happened in a, I hate to say it, but a chance 

sort of way, but I’m one of these people that I want to know more. I want to know, I want to 

learn, I want to understand, I want to be better at my job. I have been doing this for awhile, 

maybe I guess around five years when Pamela Grow had a newsletter webinar. I can’t even 

remember what the title of it was, but I remember looking at it and thinking “I need to take 

this,” and I took the class, and part of the project was that you shared your newsletter on a 

Facebook group, and I was very nervous about it. I was like “Oh my gosh, people are going 

to hate it.” I had no idea because I didn’t have any way to compare myself to other people 

so when I put it out there, she really was like very glowing with compliments, and I’m like 

“Oh wow, that made me feel better.” Then she started asking me some questions like really 

specific questions, and I was nervous about answering them at first, but then I was like “You 



know, the only way I’m going to know how we’re doing is to kind of have a benchmark to 

compare,” so she kind of provided that and she was like “What? You’re making that much 

money with these newsletters? Are you kidding?” and I was like shocked because I had no 

idea. I was like I don’t know what everyone else is making.

Beth: Everybody goes through that. We’re all working in a vacuum. Like you’re the only 

marketing communications person at your organization?

Michelle: I am, but our team has grown and that’s the exciting thing. When I first started, it 

was just me and a designer. Now over time, the organization has grown. The opportunities 

have grown through some of the work that I would like to think that I had a part in starting 

because we weren’t doing social media. That really wasn’t a big factor, but we know that 

our donor base is an aging donor base and the younger donor base is eventually going to 

become that older donor base. You start courting them and cultivating relationships with 

them. Everybody wants to talk about millennial. Millennials don’t have a lot of money. There 

might be a lot of them, but they don’t have a lot of money. They are typically for the type of 

work that we’re doing, you know it’s not glamorous work. It’ not you get to put an armband 

on and say how you’re this or you’re that. I helped build a well. If we don’t get to kind of 

make those kinds of claims because we’re serving 2,000 meals a day here and serving over 

900 people a night. It’s just caring for people that can’t care for themselves and millennials 

probably don’t think that that’s all that glamorous, but they might like to help come and serve. 

So that’s kind of how we engage them. We’re kind of trying to look at the whole umbrella here 

of how to engage and interact and we’ve created additional positions now to help end that 

so I think that our organization is starting to see the value and has made a conscious decision 

to invest, knowing that it might not always be you know a huge moneymaker. Now I will tell 

you that the young lady that we hired a year ago, she just started a year ago, she came from 

another nonprofit, Souls for Souls, and she’s with us now. She’s got incredible talent and has 

grown our Facebook page and all that. Of course all those numbers sound great and that’s 

wonderful. Everybody likes to say that, but what do they do? So now she’s finding ways to 

engage with them, you know, individually. Tell me your story of why you volunteered at the 

mission or the lady who comes every week and donates stuff. She like goes around to yard 

sales and buys stuff that she thinks we need and brings it every month or every week. You 



know, stories like that.

Beth: Do you use those stories? So that’s the thing. The connection between the newsletter 

and really engaging people on social media is that’s where people like to chat and hang out 

and you’re going to reveal great stories that can then be used as something like a donor 

newsletter.

Michelle: Yeah, and sometimes those stories, you know I think that’s one of the things where 

we do a lot of brainstorming, and I don’t know if you’re ready to get into that process of how 

we do our newsletter. 

Beth: Yeah, let’s definitely talk about that because everyone wants to know. You said it’s an 

eight-page newsletter and it goes out every month? 

Michelle: Yes.

Beth: And you have a designer on staff. Is she the one that designs it?

Michelle: She is. She is amazing.

Beth: So she is the one who designs it, and you write it.

Michelle: I write it.

Beth: And then you have an outside printer. I was going to say there’s a lot more to it 

than that because we do a lot of this work for people, and it takes sometimes a lot more 

background stuff than you expect. What’s your process look like?

Michelle: I think we’ve really been able to really define it in a way that makes it very efficient 

for us and again this didn’t happen overnight. It took time. It took making mistakes, but we 

have such set deadlines on our in-home dates that we start with when we want the newsletter 

to be in-home, and we’ve intentionally chose the Friday before the 15th because a lot of 

people get paid on the 15th.



Beth: Oh, very clever! I like that. That’s a great tip!

Michelle: So you start with that date, when do you want it in home and then we back it 

up. Now the only newsletters that we changed that a little bit is the ones in November and 

December because those are very holiday-driven and for a homeless shelter, Christmas and 

Thanksgiving are two of our biggest giving times of the year. We want to give people more 

time and opportunity to give so those usually back up to maybe the 5th, and once you start 

backing into the schedule, I bet we spend maybe three, we’re like three months out on 

working on it so our process we have a project planning sheet. We meet. Each month has a 

particular theme to it or a focus so summer we’re going to talk about the heat. We’re in the 

south. It’s hot. People get very concerned about the homeless that are on the streets and not 

in a shelter because of heat and dehydration, so we focus on that. We focus on education 

around August and September when people are going back to school. We focus on Christmas 

at Christmas, Thanksgiving. There are certain holidays that sort of lend themselves to it and 

then on those months that there isn’t something specific we target something. So our lead 

story, we’ve found that we use the same type of format. So we’ve got a front cover and then 

the inside spread is what we call our lead story so whatever that is. The story, that lead story 

and Tom will tell you that I think this kind of blows his mind because the length of the story is 

around 800-900 words, which is pretty long. Some people think an eight page newsletter with 

a story that long, nobody is reading it, but people do. They do and our numbers are proving 

it so I can’t argue with our results. They are there. On our second page I know that many 

people would say you don’t need this, but for our audience it’s very important, page two is 

a letter from our president, and I think it’s not a long letter. It’s around 200 words. He speaks 

to kind of what’s been happening and how people can help and it’s always going to include a 

thank you.

Beth: Does he actually write that or do you write that for him?

Michelle: I write it for him, but I have the opportunity to spend a lot of time talking to him 

and listening to him speak and everybody laughs at me, but they can laugh all they want 

because I will sit in meetings wherever he is talking, and I will take notes. It doesn’t matter 

what he’s talking about. What I am doing is I am picking up on the type of language that he 



uses, the type of phrases that he uses because it matters to me that it sounds as much like 

him as possible and then he can change anything he wants. He definitely has the opportunity 

and I think he’s been with us for three years, three and a half years and in the very early days 

I was able to spend an enormous amount of time getting to know him so that I could capture 

his voice and if there’s anything that I believe, I personally can add to this particular project is 

I really try to sound, and I’m really good at sounding like other people. I don’t know if that’s a 

good thing or a bad thing, but I do ghost writing, and I you know kind of am just able to do 

that. I don’t know if there’s a real trick to doing it. I can’t really say there’s any magic book that 

said this is how you do it.

Beth: But sitting in and listening in on somebody’s actual, listening in specifically for 

someone’s phrasing and someone’s style is a really good way to start because the closer 

you can get on a first draft to someone’s actual voice and their language, the less amount of 

revisions and gutting and changes are going to happen probably.

Michelle: Yes, absolutely. So we do have a letter I will say that from the president. The bottom 

of page two is reserved for something related to social media. We always want to find a way 

to draw people online to engage and it might be we mention Twitter. We might mention our 

Facebook page. We might mention have you visited our website. It’ll be something along 

those lines. Page three is probably the hardest page to do, but it’s probably one of the 

best pages that we do. It’s called Mission in my Words and yes we’re playing on the word 

“mission,” but the point of this particular page is to bring in outside credibility. So whether 

it is an up-and-coming star that everybody is going to know, for example, I got to interview 

Clark Beckham for any American Idol fans. He was second place and he’s from this area, and 

what’s really ironic, he had a lot of experience playing on the streets as a street performer, and 

he encountered a lot of people who were homeless in that process. That was a big part of his 

story and he’s kind of adopted us and donated portions from some T-shirt sales and things 

like that, but if it’s not him, it’s somebody that let’s say an anchor from one of the local TV 

stations or we’ve had a great relationship with our mayor. This is his final term, so he’s been 

in our newsletter once a year for the last seven years. It might be the chief of police. It might 

be the president of a university. Anybody that we see as someone that is recognizable, that 

has credibility that supports us in some sort of way, and whether that’s through their time or 



their money or their resources, that’s what we’re looking for, and I mean I have to say this is an 

opportunity to just talk about how wonderful these kinds of opportunities turn into because 

I interviewed Reba McIntyre because she supports Nashville Rescue Mission. That led to her 

wanting to get more involved, more than just give money. She ended up donating her time, 

sang at a fundraiser that we did that raised $50,000.

Beth: That’s amazing! That’s a really great point. I mean, yes, Reba McEntire is famous and not 

everybody lives in an area that’s so full of amazing famous people as you do, but you never 

know who is there. If there’s somebody that you want to know as an organization, instead of 

just calling them up and just asking them to give right away, ask them to be an interviewee. 

It’s kind of exactly like what I do with this podcast. Anybody that I want to meet, like you, I call 

and invite you to be on the podcast, and then we get to know each other and now you’re part 

of my network. 

Michelle: Absolutely.

Beth: Now Reba and these people are now part of your world and part of your network and 

by inviting them to share their story first, it gives them a different relationship with you than if 

you asked them to do something for you first, even though technically an interview that goes 

into your newsletter is for you, people don’t see it that way. They feel honored that you asked 

them to be part of what you’re doing and nothing else.

Michelle: That particular article, obviously we’re dealing with people that in many cases are 

very famous and it’s hard to nail them down, but what we try to do in many cases is we’ll 

book that, we’ll schedule it, we’ll do an interview over the phone or we’ll do an interview in 

person. We try to be very accommodating and if we can write it for them, fine. If they want 

to write it themselves, fine. I’ve had a mixture of both. I think that the challenge is often just 

timing because they might want to write it, but just don’t have time so what I’ll do is give me 

15 minutes and I’ll ask you some questions and then I’ll draft something for you and then you 

can make whatever changes you want and send it back to me. That works out. That’s actually 

worked out really well and when you do that you do get to control your time you know. 

Instead of relying on them and worrying “Are they going to help me meet my deadline or 



not?”

Beth: Yeah, right and trying to get, so now this is a piece that’s in every single issue so it’s a 

recurring piece, and it’s funny. We actually just had an episode go live from Adrienne Frank, I 

think it was episode 59. She runs American University’s magazine and her whole episode was 

about what she called “anchor pages,” so that’s a great one for anyone who hasn’t listened to 

that to go back and listen to Adrienne Frank because we talked specifically about the concept 

of using anchor page content, so now people will go and look for this type of an article in 

your thing. She said it builds anticipation because people say “I want to see who is profiled 

this month.”

Michelle: Exactly, and we just sort of fell into that. Sometimes you think that routine and 

repetitiveness is boring, but it also provides us like a mom, I’ve got a kid that routine, it 

actually helps you and that repetitiveness is that repeating behavior that we want to train 

people. You want to train people to expect and to look for certain things.

Beth: You absolutely do and it also gives you an opportunity, even Adrienne said the same 

thing, that once you know what your framework is, it gives you so much more room to be 

creative, which is counter-intuitive. You think the minute I put constraints and rules around 

something that you’ve taken away any opportunity for creativity, but it actually does the 

opposite. 

Michelle: Yeah, I think our designer would agree with you because she already knows before 

I even give her content within the format, is going to be in the newsletter. This page is going 

to be this, this page is going to be this, this is going to be this. So then you know getting 

past the center spread, once we flip that page, we’ve got page six and seven. Six and part of 

seven is typically a volunteer focus and then at the bottom of page seven we’ll use that for 

some sort of call-out. It might be, like right now we’re working on the newsletters related to 

back to school and we’ve got a lot of kids that stay with us so we will try to do backpacks and 

fill backpacks with school supplies, so that will be like a call. Here’s how you can help. We’ve 

got this particular event coming up or we’ve got this project and here’s how you can help and 

then the back cover has some of the kind of folio kind of stuff with logos and things like that, 



but the biggest bulk of it is usually focused on an event whatever that might be. Right now 

we’ve got a really  interesting event that’s coming up that is called Music With A Mission, and 

that is one of our annual fundraising events that’s at the Symphony Center and it hosts a vast 

array of singers and performers and artists. We’ll use that to sort of have a poster that will 

say who is going to be performing, the date, the time. Like your typical kind of poster that is 

going to say all the billing information. We will try to use that back cover that way so it works 

nicely and then it gets folded and then what we’ve found is it’s kind of funny, there’s been 

some testing so we use a reply device. In the past it was just a card, just one card and it just 

had like their information and what their opportunities to give were. Through testing with the 

direct mail company that we work with, they pull the data for us, but they don’t actually mail 

this for us. This we work with a local mail house or printing company, but they do help us kind 

of understand testing and behavior and that sort of thing, but we found that when we add a 

little letter, like a two-piece device perforated. I don’t know what the terminology would be, 

but it’s just a little short letter from the president.

Beth: So is it like the fold-over piece?

Michelle: Yes.

Beth: Got it. Like a double card.

Michelle: That’s it! So for whatever reason, that works better. 

Beth: Interesting. So it’s like a little four-sided piece.

Michelle: Yes.

Beth: And then part of it has the form on it and part of it has a little letter and then do you 

include like an envelope to mail it back in?

Michelle: Yes. So we’re talking there’s several pieces in this envelope so it’s a pretty thick 

envelope you get because you think eight pages and it’s folded.



Beth: There’s no direct ask content in the actual body of the newsletter. The whole newsletter 

is all about engaged storytelling of engagement and demonstrating impact?

Michelle: Yes, and that’s where the phrase “donor-focused” newsletter comes in. I’ll never 

forget the day my boss said this needs to be a donor-focused newsletter, and I’m like ‘What 

is that?’” I had no idea. I was brand new to the nonprofit world and had no idea what he was 

talking about and so I started researching and the only thing I could find at that time was 

a book by Tom Ahern that was, I guess there were a couple of books and I wrote down the 

titles. One of them was “How to Write Fundraising Materials To Raise More Money” and then 

there was another one, I think this is funny “The Mercifully Brave Real World Guide to Making 

More Money with Newsletters.”

Beth: I’ll put links to these in the show notes for anybody who is going to go click on the 

show notes page. You will be able to get links to them directly there.

Michelle: So both of those books, super short, super simple and he just made it very clear 

what it means to write donor materials and as I like to say today because Tom, he talks about 

this newsletter, our newsletter and a lot of his materials. I say I read the book so I just did what 

you told me. I figured out ways to talk about the person being the hero, making the donor the 

hero so all that material, we talk about how you, you made it possible. It doesn’t necessarily 

say “We want you to give money,” but it will say “Your gift made it possible for William to 

change his life for for so and so to move into a new home. You made it possible. With your 

help we can do this,” and on the lead story I always make sure that the subtitle has a “you 

statement” in it in some sort of way.

Beth: So you don’t have anything in your newsletter about who just got hired.

Michelle: Nope.

Beth: Or what awards you might have just won.

Michelle: Nope



Beth: Or that you got a new website.

Michelle: Maybe that.

Beth: Maybe a little bit. I think these are key things because it’s so common in organizations 

to want to talk about those things because those are big Herculean tasks often for an internal 

staff, and a staff often wants to celebrate it, and it’s so hard to know that’s not what the donor 

wants to hear about, that if you can remember that it’s your job to be facilitating someone 

else’s dream, and they’re not giving to fund your existence, they’re giving to fund your 

impact, and so they don’t want to hear about you necessarily in something like this. 

Beth: Can you now talk a little bit about, this is the donor newsletter and these are all the 

things you do so you tell these stories and you put it out there so you focus on who you’re 

talking to. You tell them great stories and then you give this completely separate device that 

gets you this conversion and then the other thing that you’re doing is this consistency. You’re 

doing it every single month so people can expect it. You’re being really strategic about when 

you’re mailing it out and you’re making sure that even in the content of it there are things 

that people are looking for and are anticipating to make them say “I want to open this and 

read it.” How are you translating any of this to any other publication work you do? You said in 

addition to you having this donor newsletter, do you still do a general newsletter, something 

for volunteers or for other people or for a broader audience?

Michelle: What we do, we have an email newsletter and that email newsletter, it’s really funny. 

When I first started working here we were taking the content from this newsletter and sort of 

re-purposing it, putting it in an email and emailing it out and it never really performed. Never.

Beth: Interesting that the same content of this newsletter as an email didn’t perform. 

Michelle: No, and I would have argued that until I was blue in the face. I just really had a hard 

time accepting the fact that with our direct mail company’s recommendation and advice that 

we moved to a letter type format email newsletter, which it is almost an exact replica of what 

is direct mailed. We have a whole direct mail, I mean we do massive amounts of direct mail, 

which is to generate a lot of new revenue and I know there’s some that are lapsed donors 



and I trust that our direct mail company, I proof everything they do. I want to make sure it 

sounds like us and we provide them with the content and the pictures, but they kind of know 

all of that data inside and out and manipulate it. They kind of proved me wrong on this email 

newsletter because when we switched to that and we increased our frequency of emailing, so 

we were only emailing once a month. Hey, you know, here’s all the stories and we would tweak 

the content to not be so you-focused because a lot of these folks we know are not donors so 

they might be volunteers. They might be a one-time gift, that kind of thing and we wanted to 

try to cultivate that relationship. Well, it was just kind of falling flat and with their advice and 

recommendations, we moved to this letter format. Again very similar to the one that is being 

direct mailed and there is usually an image at the top and you know we incorporate a little 

bit of a story into each direct mail piece and these are real people that we interview and take 

their photos and have their permission to tell their story and how the mission helped them. 

These email newsletters started performing and started bringing in money. They had never 

brought in money before.

Beth: I think this goes a lot to the fact that the reality is part of the reason it might have 

worked is that in the email, as a designer myself, it’s always it kills me to say, but sometimes 

less design works better, especially in an email. The more it looks like an actual personal email 

and the less it looks like direct mail, the better and it’s often the opposite when it comes 

to doing something in print so the design change alone can make a difference. One of the 

things we’ll often try, especially if it’s like an event that we’re mailing about, is we’ll send out 

a fully designed direct-mail-looking email, and then we’ll send the exact same content, but 

just like a plain letter, and we watch what the different response is. It’s hard to say sometimes 

whether the response is because it’s like the second hit. We call it a bumper mailing when 

you’re mailing something again. Sometimes it’s “I got this information again, and I meant to 

do something about it so now I’m going to do something.” There might be that, but we’ve 

tried it in both orders, the plain one first and then the designed one and invariably a plainer 

email usually performs better, so this just goes to the idea of testing and you can learn a lot 

about your audience and things in an email that you can often sometimes pull into your print, 

but don’t assume that something that works well in email is going to be the same as print and 

you’ve got to iterate and you’ve got to test and you have to know that maybe the first time 

you try something it isn’t going to work perfectly, but don’t give up. Don’t just say “We tried 



emailing it once and it didn’t make us money, so we stopped.” That’s what I wanted to ask 

you. On both this email and then you also said you guys started out with you know a really 

simple mimeographed plain newsletter and you ramped up to this full-bleed, full-color and 

you’ve got a full-time designer. How did your organization cultivate I call it the tenacity to say 

“Let’s keep trying. Let’s keep iterating and let’s keep spending a little more,” because you 

didn’t start out making $1.6 million on your doing this and sometimes you’ve got to go start 

upping what you spend and what your investment is before the money starts showing up. 

How did you guys make those decisions and know when it was time to invest a little more into 

this execution of the newsletter and cultivate the trust that it was going to pay off?

Michelle: I think some of that is trial and error. I think some of that goes back to there’s only 

been seven CEOs in the 60+ years the mission has been in existence so we’ve had you know 

a pretty sustainable work force that’s been here for awhile, really believes and is committed 

and I think when you track, that’s the other thing. I love, data isn’t beautiful, but it does help. 

I’m definitely not a data person, but it’s really great to be able to look at something and say 

“Look how much money this brought in,” and I think when the executive leadership here sees 

that, they see that the balance is shifting a little bit. Direct mail is never going away. I don’t 

care what anybody says. It’s always going to have a place, but I do think it sort of all works 

together because who is to say that somebody gets a direct mail piece and then they hear 

an ad on the radio and then they get the newsletter in the mail, and it’s that envelope that 

they use when they mail in their gift, but yet all those other things touched them in some sort 

of way. I think that’s the other thing. I mean, we can track it the best we can with envelopes 

and unique URLs and things like that, and I think that’s great because it supports what you’re 

doing, but I think also having enough vision to know that it’s not an isolation, that all of these 

repetitious touches have an impact.

Beth: Excellent. If somebody wanted to get started on doing a newsletter, maybe they 

haven’t been doing print or maybe their print just isn’t working, what would you say would be 

the first thing that they should do or take a look at to begin to get started, having their donor 

newsletter really make the money?

Michelle: Well, I think one of the things is to not be afraid to ask people for their story, 



whether it’s somebody who is giving, whether it is somebody who is volunteering to find 

out why. Why are you giving to our organization? Why are you supporting our organization? 

Those are your stories. Most of the time when people ask me, that seems to be the biggest 

question. Where do you find the stories or how do you get permission to tell people’s stories? 

I work in an organization that you know there’s all these privacy issues. Well, we deal with that, 

too, in some areas because we have women and children, but you know you always want to 

respect people, and I think we are a little more timid than we should be. I mean if you really 

love your organization and what you’re doing and you want to tell other people about it, 

that’s how I think people are inspired to give. It’s an emotional thing. Again they don’t want 

to hear how wonderful your organization is. They want to hear the impact and the lives that 

are being changed and you get that through story telling and it’s much more powerful when 

it comes from somebody outside of your organization. I think you know, you have to consider 

where are your opportunities to capture stories and you start there and even you know, no 

you don’t have to do a huge eight-page printed newsletter right out of the gate. You start off, 

you know, something small. You find out what you can do and if they say a self-mailer doesn’t 

necessarily work as well as the mail, but maybe that’s a cheaper alternative for you. I think you 

start somewhere. It’s really funny. I have a client, I won’t name names, but I have a client, well 

they’re not a client anymore, but they were doing a magazine twice a year. A magazine, full-

color magazine.

Beth: A ton of work!

Michelle: Absolutely no asks, no envelope, nothing. When they hired me, and they hired me 

as a consultant in the beginning to do some writing and I did and I kept asking them “What 

is it that you’re wanting to accomplish with this?” Like you’re spending a ton of money. They 

were using an advertising agency and I’m like “It’s beautiful, but if it doesn’t bring in any 

money, what good is it doing for you?” You can’t tangibly associate this with any kind of 

gift or income and I kept really trying to convince them that, OK, maybe you can’t go from 

this magazine twice a year to a newsletter every month, but do one every two months or do 

one every quarter. Start somewhere and once you start and you build momentum and you 

see the value, then that’s where you get your opportunity to do more because if you just sit 

around and say “I can’t do it because I don’t have the money to do this,” then you’ve got 



to be willing to take a risk, and I think we’ve been very fortunate that we’ve hired the right 

people at the right time for the right job and that’s just really a blessing, but they’re willing to 

take risk and try something and if it works, great. If it doesn’t work, what do we need to do 

differently. I’ll just give you an example because you know you hear a lot about crowd-funding 

and you’re wondering does this really work. I’ve heard people on both sides of the spectrum 

so we decided to try it. We’ve done it twice now. The first time we did it, it was for this event 

that we did at Valentine’s Day, and it didn’t quite have the momentum that we had hoped, but 

we learned from it, so we decided we’re going to try this again and we did this on IndieGoGo. 

We decided to use, we had an opportunity. We needed sheets and we have certain bed sizes 

here. You can’t just use any kind of sheets. It’s like these super long twin beds, and that sort 

of thing. Anyway we figured out how much it would cost and we decided we would make it 

very tangible on IndieGoGo. If you spend $20 you will buy a set of sheets and a pillow for 

one person and you know kind of mapped it out with all the different strategies and then we 

incorporated some video storytelling. We did it ourselves on our iPhone. I had one of the girls 

that I work with, I kind of helped them script it out. She was in the video. We got some of our 

guests to be in the video. We made it really funny because I said it’s either got to be really 

serious or it’s got to be really funny. You kind of go look and see what other people are doing 

and from this, it blew my mind because at first, we weren’t really, we set a goal of $2,500 I 

think is what it was. It wasn’t anything huge and that was what we needed and it started off 

slow at first. Then we went in and we kind of broke it down even more. You can buy enough 

sheets for this many beds or enough sheets for this many beds and you create these stair 

steps. People were getting kind of a perk. I think that’s been some of the crowd funding that 

you’ve seen. For us, it was creating tangible giving opportunities, not just I’m going to give 

you a lump sum for food. It was “I’m buying specific sheets for this bed,” and oh my gosh! 

Once we started doing that, we more than doubled our goal. We raised $5,000 in 30 days 

with just this simple little thing that we did, and I think there’s a lot to learn from that because 

that was something that was kind of totally done in the online world and it worked. 

Beth: That’s amazing! We actually just did an episode last week with Michael Anderson who 

is the CEO of Canadian Society Association Executives. It was episode 59 if anybody wants to 

go back and look at it. Adrienne’s was episode 54. He did an Indiegogo campaign to create a 

card deck for board training.



Michelle: Oh I looked at that!

Beth: You did look at that. You saw that.

Michelle: I did.

Beth: These really specific things and they have gone crazy. They have exceeded their goal. 

Their goal was about $7,500 and they’re getting close to closing it out at almost double that. 

There’s all kinds of different ways to do things and I think what you’re saying is it’s a little bit 

about creating a culture of experimentation, about saying “We’re willing to invest a little bit of 

money to see if it can eventually do a lot for us.”

Michelle: Right, and trial and error and learning that every audience is different and I think if 

you look at each opportunity to touch somebody outside of our organization is an opportunity 

to engage them and you figure out where, how do they want to be engaged? Do they want 

to be engaged as a volunteer? OK, let’s volunteer. Do we want to engage them as a donor? 

I think there’s a variety of ways and one of the things that we as an organization are trying 

to look at are those opportunities of engagement where we’ve kind of left money on the 

table, so to speak. We’ve got a lot of people that are coming in to our donation center, and 

we would accept their donations of food or clothing or whatnot, and then we never really 

tried to cultivate that, so we have a senior director of development who came from the world 

of fundraising. Her entire career has been in fundraising and she sees that as an incredible 

opportunity. She’s like “We need to start capturing this data. We need to start sending them 

thank you notes. We need to follow up with them and create some type of steward track for 

them, some stewardship track for them,” and I’m like “Yay,” but my background as a marketer, 

I think we’ve started pulling people in with the right skill sets because my marketing, that 

experience as a marketer has played a big role in I think helping me be so successful and 

looking at the audience and writing for the audience, but I don’t have that development 

background to know all the right phrases for certain things, but you find people that do. We 

have somebody who deals with our data. They know all about the database, and he’s the one 

pulling the report now that says this is how much your newsletter made and this is how many 

people replied and this is what your average gift is. I think we have a lot of history and data 



that we can go back and look at and see what’s working and what’s not working. How can we 

change it? How can we make it better? We have a fantastic designer, and I love everything 

that she does, but we’ve had the conversation many times that if it’s pretty just for the sake of 

being pretty, it doesn’t help. 

Beth: Absolutely! Being pretty just for the sake of pretty isn’t marketing. I call that decoration, 

not design.

Michelle: Wasteful!

Beth: Exactly. If you just want to make things that are pretty, go design wallpaper or wrapping 

paper or greeting cards. The purpose of design is to communicate and to build trust and 

that’s really what design can do and having the marketing people and the fundraising people, 

whether it’s two completely different departments or whether it’s two different sides of your 

own brain, play together and realize there’s aspects of marketing in the data crunching, in 

the putting together a connected campaign like you were talking about how the direct mail 

and the email and the social all need to be thinking and working together. A fundraiser 

doesn’t think that way, but a marketer does, but a fundraiser thinks about their audience and 

the person that they’re talking to and making sure that they feel warm and welcome and 

needed. If you can bring those sides of your organization together or the sides of your brain 

together and realize that they’re both important. Not just important, but critical in this type of 

marketing for it to be effective.

Michelle: I can’t agree with you more because when I first started working here, I did work for 

a marketing department and it was three people. Our leader was very focused on the media 

buying and the PR and myself and a designer, we focused mostly on the print newsletter and 

then some of the website, but our website was not very good, and it wasn’t easy to update 

and it really wasn’t very effective, but over time, we’ve helped our organization see the value 

in that so that’s how our staff has grown and then several years ago, our director left and I 

would imagine that it was probably more a decision for financial reasons than anything else, 

but it turned out to be an amazingly good decision to put marketing in with development 

and you know I was a little reluctant to that, but it’s interesting to see my mind set has shifted 



because I never really thought of myself as a fundraiser until I started really looking at the 

numbers. I’m like “Hey, wait a minute. I’m doing something that’s bringing in a lot of money.” 

I might not be calling on the guy who is going to write a check for $100,000, but I’m creating 

content that is inspiring people to give and what I started to learn and when you all start to 

work together and we really have done a great job here tearing down our silos is that what 

I’m finding out is like our major gifts officer, he’s taking stories out of the newsletter and 

he’s sharing those with his major donors. He’s personalizing it. He’s able to expand upon it 

and it just all works together, and our designer, her background is communications so she 

understands the value of sort of creating a road map when people are reading and how their 

eye looks at things and you know, whether the photo should be in focus or should be this or 

should be that and you know, I’ve seen in seven years, gosh so much change and you know, 

I’m glad that the times that I was frustrated and wanted to leave, I’m glad that I stuck it out 

and decided to really put roots here because it just pays off. I mean, I care tremendously 

about what we do here and that’s what’s kept me here, but it’s exciting to see progress and 

see things transform and be better, but I would caution people to know that it doesn’t happen 

overnight, that it does take time and this is an old organization with a lot of history and so you 

know it is like trying to turn the Titanic sometimes, but when you’ve got data to support what 

you’re doing, then that helps. 

Beth: I think that that is a great place to leave people to remind them to be patient and to be 

consistent and to keep pushing and to be willing to experiment. 

Michelle: Absolutely.

Beth: Michelle, where can people get in touch with you if they have more questions?

Michelle: OK. My email address is MichelleBrinson@gmail.com. You can find me on Twitter 

under the title MichBrinson and there’s a lot of other places that you can connect with me. 

LinkedIn or Facebook under Michelle Sanders Brinson and I welcome that or phone calls. My 

number is (615) 812-3411. I also do freelance work in consulting and love to teach people 

more about what I’m doing and how I can help them learn how to do it instead of me doing it 

for people, teaching them how to do it.



Beth: Well, you are a masterful resource. Thank you so much for sharing all of your knowledge 

and insight and experience with me and our nonprofit community. I really appreciate you 

joining me here today.

Michelle: Thank you for having me. It has been my pleasure. I’ve enjoyed it. Thank you.

Beth: Thank you.


