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3 Traits of An Effective Donor Newsletter

Many arts and culture organizations launched donor newsletters in the wake of COVID-19, or shortly beforehand, 
to regularly communicate with donors en masse. The most effective ones are: 

1: Differentiated 3: Consistent2: Resonant

They’re distinct from 
what the organization 
would offer to everyone.

They have a thematic through 
line that readers can clearly 
identify with the organization.

They appeal to readers 
on an emotional level.  
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1: Differentiating the Donor Newsletter from Your Other Content 

Example: ‘What’s On At The Public This Week’ 
The Public Theatre Supporters Desk | March 2021

Example: ‘📧 You're invited’
Scottish Ballet | April 2021

The most effective donor newsletters differentiate themselves by (1) telling stories that profile people, not just programs.
(2) Personalization and (3) donor-only offers can help further differentiate the donor newsletter from what might be offered to 
everyone. 

Strategy 3: Donor-Only Offers

Strategy 1: Storytelling & Donor Impact

Strategy 2: Personalization

Uses captured data to offer customized invitations, updates, and content.

Example: ‘Opera Unleashed’ Magazine
Houston Grand Opera | Fall 2020

Provides insider tips, discounts, exclusive previews, or other special content. 

Offers memorable, relatable, and/or inspiring stories about artists, 
patrons, staff, students, or other community members that would

not be available elsewhere. 
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2: Resonating on an Emotional Level

Example: ‘Opera Unleashed’ Magazine
Houston Grand Opera | Spring 2020 & Winter 2021

Bold headers emphasize gratitude for the existential support provided by donors

Relatable, memorable stories show (rather than “tell”), creating a 
tangible sense of community and connection

Storytelling is an important way to differentiate your donor newsletter – but what makes for a good story? Digging deeper into 
Houston Grand Opera’s ‘Opera Unleashed’ makes it clear: a good story is one that resonates with readers on an emotional level. 
In this case, it also strengthens donors’ emotional attachment to you and your organization. 
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2: Resonating on an Emotional Level (Cont.)

Example: ‘Opera Unleashed’ Magazine
Houston Grand Opera | Spring 2020 & Winter 2021

A clean, engaging graphic detailing a day in the 
life of an HGO studio artist – in his own words –
tells a human story while breaking up the text

Storytelling is an important way to differentiate your donor newsletter – but what makes for a good story? Digging deeper into 
Houston Grand Opera’s ‘Opera Unleashed’ makes it clear: a good story is one that resonates with readers on an emotional level. 
In this case, it also strengthens donors’ emotional attachment to you and your organization. 

Including contact details makes it easy to get involved

An informal selfie makes the content even more down-to-earth and relatable
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3: Cultivating Consistency in Your Donor Newsletter

Example: Valentine’s Day Newsletter 
Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust | February 2015

Consistent Theme: Giving donors a lighthearted, 
educational look at where their contributions go, 
humanizing wetland conservation in the process. 

Being not only differentiated but also thematically consistent over time makes it easy for donors to identify the newsletter with 
the organization. Of course, thematic change is okay, so long as there’s a context and a framework for the change. 

Example: ‘Backstage Pass’ Newsletter
Berkeley Repertory Theatre | January 2020

Consistent Theme: Enabling donors to get up close and personal with each 
stage of the artistic process as a thank-you for their contributions –
demonstrating how much time, labor, and money goes into a production. 

Outside the ArtsFrom the Arts
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Anatomy of a Donor Newsletter: A Checklist

Tone Content Design

To recap: you’ll be looking to answer ‘yes’ to the following three questions as they relate to your donor newsletter. 

How do we want donors to feel about 
and connect with our language, and our 
organization, as they read? 

q For/to/with whom are we writing our 
newsletter? 

q What or whose voice(s) do we want to 
come through in this channel? 

q How might we use this channel as more 
than a news outlet? 

What aspects of our organization do we want 
to highlight here that may not get as much 
attention elsewhere? 

q Are we showing rather than telling? 
q How can we provide points of entry for donors of 

all kinds of backgrounds and motivations? 
q What is the right length for us? 

How can we design our newsletter a way 
that reflects who we are – and suits our 
donors’ needs and preferences? 

q Is it captivating and easy to read? 
q How can we ensure our newsletter is accessible 

for all (including, for example, those with low 
vision)? 

q Is our design sustainable both financially and 
environmentally? 

As you craft your organization’s next donor newsletter, feel free to reference this (non-exhaustive) list of questions to ensure you’re making 
the most of the tools at your disposal.  

1. Are we differentiating this content from what we offer to everyone? 
2. Are we being thematically consistent with what we’ve offered before (or if not, how are we framing the change)? 
3. Are we resonating on an emotional level? 
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More Examples (1/3): Cultivating A Personal Tone

Outside the ArtsFrom the Arts
‘Your Connection’ Alumni Newsletter
Converse College | Winter 2021

Always pairs names with photos, 
giving a face to every story and letter

Genuine language that emphasizes unity

Offers easy ways 
to get involved

‘You mean the world to us’
American Repertory Theatre | May 2021

A message of gratitude embraces donors as friends 

Even exclusive content is described in a jargon-free way: a “sneak peek”  
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More Examples (2/3): Mission-Aligned Content

Outside the ArtsFrom the Arts

Quarterly Newsletter
Habitat for Humanity, Greater Boston | Fall 2017

Intimate profiles of volunteers and program 
beneficiaries are consistent with the organization’s 
mission to “bring people together to build homes, 
communities, and hope.”

Stresses the personal impact of donor support as a community effort

Spring/Summer 2021 Newsletter
Muscarelle Museum of Art | 2021

Sections devoted to DEI&A and education 
showcase the museum’s strides toward its mission 
of “promoting thought-provoking dialogue and 
encouraging diverse and creative thinking.” 
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More Examples (3/3): Effective Design

Outside the ArtsFrom the Arts

2019-20 Alumni Report
MIT Sloan School of Management | 2020

Modern design combines individual profiles with 
facts and figures for the data-minded

Giving Tuesday Newsletter
International Contemporary Ensemble | December 2019

Uses whitespace to direct attention 
toward only what is most important

The graphic groups facts 
about the organization’s 
mission and impact into four 
distinct categories


