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Using Stories to Engage Donors 

 Makes your work come alive 
 Forms a one-on-one connection between donor and 

outcome 
 Can express gratitude and impact of contributions 
 Useful at every step of the donor pyramid 



Stories Help at all Points  
on the Donor Pyramid 

Easy Way to 
tell large 
numbers your 
mission Need strong, 

predictable 
ROI from 
renewals and 
upgrades 

Stewardship and 
Upgrades 



Hebrew Home of Greater Washington: 
Fundraising Through Storytelling 
 
Lisa Schneider-Friedman 
Director of Annual Campaigns 
Hebrew Home of Greater Washington 

 



• The Hebrew Home of Greater Washington is the largest, long-term skilled 
nursing facility in the mid-Atlantic region. 

• 71% of our residents are Medicaid recipients. 
• Our fundraising appeals focus on the budget shortfall due to lagging Medicaid 

reimbursement. 
• We use storytelling about actual residents  and their lives at the Hebrew Home 

to personalize our message. 
• We tailor the storytelling to serve the objectives of the different “touches.” 

Objective 

“Touches” Cultivation Solicitation Stewardship 

Acquisition Letters x x 

Donor Renewals x 

Thank You Letters and 
postcards 

x 

Donor Newsletter x 

Lessons of 100 
Lifetimes 

x 

Video x 



Hebrew Home of Greater Washington 

Established 1910 
•Mission: to pay room & 
board for homeless, 
elderly Jews 
•Row house purchased in 
1914 in Washington, DC 
housed 10 people 

 
 



Growing to meet the changing 
needs of the elderly 

• Serving 1,000 seniors daily 
• Charles E. Smith Life 

Communities Campus in 
Rockville, MD 

• Independent Living, 
Assisted Living, 
Rehabilitation, Long-Term 
Nursing care 

• New Memory Center 
 



Acquisition 
• Two acquisition mailings a year.  
• Letters to prospective donors highlight the Hebrew 

Home’s skilled nursing care, religious services and 
need for charitable support. 

• Letters also tell the moving story of the founding of 
the Hebrew Home by Hymen Goldman, who after 
meeting with a homeless, elderly man, collected 
nickels and dimes to pay his room and board at a 
widow’s home. 
 



Donor Renewal 
• Six appeals a year to our house file. 
• Residents’ stories emphasize the 

theme and message of each appeal.  
• Passover appeals profile residents 

for whom religious services and 
kosher food are important or 
essential to their emotional well-
being and feeling at home.   

• For an appeal in which we  
highlighted our rehabilitative 
services, we profiled a resident who 
couldn’t walk on his own until 
moving to the Home and receiving 
intensive physical therapy.    
 



Thank you letter 
• Thank you letters to donors 

include quotes from grateful family 
members for the care we provide 
their loved one.   

• The donor is not only thanked  
formally by the Chair of the 
organization, but also by people 
who benefit from their support of 
the Hebrew Home. 
 



Thank You Postcards 
• Thank you cards are sent 2 – 3 times a year.   
• Include an engaging photo of a resident with a brief story 

about the resident in the copy signed by the CEO and Chair.   
• Testing found that the portion of our mailing list that received 

the card had a higher response rate to our appeals than 
those who did not receive the card. 
 



Lessons of 100 Lifetimes 
• “Lessons of 100 Lifetimes, Wisdom to 

Guide the Next Generation” published in 
honor of the Hebrew Home’s Centennial 
in 2010. 

• Hebrew Home residents dictated their 
ethical wills to teen volunteers.  Their 
words of wisdom are shared in this 
book. 

• The book is illustrated by children’s 
drawings that were submitted for an 
exhibit at the Hebrew Home, “What I 
Will Look Like When I Am 100.”  The 
book was given to 500 guests at our 
Centennial Gala and can be viewed on 
our website. 
 



Donor Newsletter 
• Donor newsletter mails twice a 

year.   
• We profile a significant donor in 

each issue but we also always 
include a profile of a Hebrew 
Home resident.   

• The resident profile describes 
the person’s life before moving 
to the Hebrew Home.  The 
stories enhance the image 
donors may have of Hebrew 
Home residents. 
 



Video  
• For our 100th anniversary, Susan 

Stamberg, hosted a 3 part video 
about the Hebrew Home’s past, 
present and future.  Part of the 
video was shown at our gala and the 
entire video is available on our 
website. 

• In 2011, we presented an interview 
with a Hebrew Home resident, Paula 
Wolff, at our gala event.  The video is 
available on our homepage. 
 





Conclusion 

• Use storytelling in multiple ways. 
• Tailor storytelling to meet our fundraising objectives. 
• Memorable stories leave a lasting impression on 

donors and make them feel good about supporting 
the organization. 



Stories can be told 
across channels 





Stories can 
steward donors 



PCRM: Connecting Through Stories 
 

Betsy Wason, CFRE 
Vice President for Development,  

Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine 

 



Every Organization 
Has a Story to Tell 



Marketing Your Story 

 Think like a donor 
 Keep your target audience in mind 



PCRM’s Development Program 

 150,000 active donors 
 Multi-channel campaign includes direct mail, online 

marketing, telemarketing, events, personal 
solicitation, grants, and planned giving 

 Program raises $11million annually 
 PCRM president Neal Barnard, MD, well-loved by 

donors 



Remembering  
Rodney  
Society  

 Monthly Giving Program started in 2005 
 2700 donors 
 2011 Annual Revenue: $449,000 



Creating Brand Recognition  
 
 Full story on Website 
 Direct Mail Appeal 
 Telemarketing 
 Brochure 
 Certificate 
 Annual Conference Call 



Report from the Field 

 Quarterly report is sent to all 
donors $35+. 

 Inexpensive self-mailer. 
 Features “insider 

information” from different 
staff members to build 
familiarity with PCRM’s staff 
and campaigns. 

 Donors feel more informed 
and engaged via this “peek 
behind the curtain” – which 
they can’t get from just the 
website or magazine. 
 
 



Report from the Field 
can make science 
accessible by using 
stories. 

 
 
 



A Story  
Comes to Life:  
The Great Ape 
Protection Act 



Direct Marketing: Reaching Numbers 
 

 Mail appeals to donors 
 Articles in PCRM’s quarterly magazine  
 Action Alerts 
 E-appeals 

 



Using Video 

 Web-only is easy and quick to produce 
 Can reach a lot of people quickly 
 Inexpensive way to support and 

strengthen your message  





Special Events: 
Performance Art  



In Conclusion 
Coordinate Your Story Telling 

 Consistency across channels – Does your website 
reflect the messages you are sharing in your direct 
marketing pieces?  

 Consistency within the organization – Are all 
departments using the same names, numbers, and 
updates?  

 



 

Make your Mission 
Come Alive! 



 

Help donors connect 
with the mission 



 

Help Donors learn what larger gifts can do 



 

Cultivate and 
upgrade 



Tiffany Neill  
Partner  
Lautman Maska Neill & Company 
202-296-9660 
tneill@lautmandc.com 
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