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Serving nonprofits across the Southeast since 1984


Development Planning & Campaigns
 Executive Search
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Enlist
We identify and 

connect leadership.

Empower
We partner to build 

sustainability. 

Embolden
We encourage talent 

and leadership.

Embrace
We transform lives 
through relational 

philanthropy.

Since 1984, CapDev has been making nonprofits better 
through inclusive philanthropy consulting and search services. 

Our Mission
CapDev partners with nonprofit communities to enlist, empower, and embolden its leaders 

to embrace the transformational power of inclusive philanthropy. 

Our Principles
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Download today’s slides:
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Development Professionals as Writers

More than wordsmiths; strategists:

▪Writing as strategy:
▪ Build narrative architecture that 

sustains donor engagement over time
▪ Integrate data and story, blending 

metrics with meaning
▪ Shape campaign messaging and donor 

segmentation strategies

▪ Invite writers to the table

▪ Payoff = clear results

▪ Story is at the heart of philanthropy

Advancing Philanthropy, AFP January 2026
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https://afpglobal.org/news/fundraising-tools-behind-every-great-gift?check_logged_in=1


What inspires your work?
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Communicate From the Inside Out

Cape Fear AFP | 6.3.26



Cape Fear AFP | 6.3.26

The Evolution of Communications in Philanthropy

30 years ago:

▪ Index cards instead of CRMs

▪ Reliance on the phone

▪ Secretaries

▪More in-person meetings

▪ Fewer nonprofits

▪ Less competition for 
philanthropic support

▪More volunteerism

▪ Printed newsletters

Now:

▪High-tech & high touch

▪Multi-channel communications 
are a must

▪ Personalized

▪ Segmented & targeted

▪ Virtual meetings

▪ Social media

▪Websites 

▪ Digital news & emails



Cape Fear AFP | 6.3.26

Artful writing is the lifeblood of 
philanthropic storytelling.

The bridge between 
generosity and impact.
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The Reward for Stronger Storytelling

Stronger Donor Engagement: 
donors feel seen and inspired
Consistency and Coherence: 
Unifying disparate voices 
(executives, scientists, program 
staff) into one clear brand 
narrative
Innovative Messaging: Moving 
away from stale language toward 
"narrative medicine" and modern 
storytelling frames

What’s the difference?

▪ 105,000 children die of cancer 
in the U.S. every year.

▪Our daughter will never 
graduate from high school, go 
to college, or get married. She 
lived her final days in the 
cancer unit.
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Invite Donors Into the Story

▪Overcommunicating is not the cause of poor donor retention:
▪ Need to make a meaningful connection with supporters

▪ Help them understand:
▸What their gift did

▸What changed

▸What still needs to change

▪How to realign messaging to strengthen relationships:
▪ Rebalance your content mix by auditing your donor communications (next slide)

▪ Replace vague impact with specific outcomes

▪ Minimize use of urgency

▪ Deepen personalization beyond name fields (work your CRM!)

▪ Show impact – tell them how the story ends
NonProfitPRO, March 9, 2026

https://www.nonprofitpro.com/post/declining-fundraising-revenue-isnt-about-too-many-emails/
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Audit Your Donor Communications

▪ Pull your last 10 donor communications

▪ Review to understand:
▪ How many were direct asks?

▪ How many updates were there?

▪ How many expressed thanks without an ask attached?

▪ If all/most of your messages are asks → too much pressure on donors

▪ Consider this messaging sequence:
1. Impact

2. Gratitude

3. Vision 

4. Ask
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The invitation. A 
human-recorded intro 

that establishes a 
personal connection. 

The reality. A survivor or 
beneficiary perspective 
that makes the mission 

tangible. 

The social proof. A 
benefactor or volunteer 
sharing why the mission 
merits their time, talent, 

or treasure. 

Stories Sell; Statistics Tell

Why Donor Storytelling With Real Faces Works 
Better Than Stats

▪ Biology: brain science behind empathy

▪ Generic personalization feels mechanical: 

o passive personalization generated negative 
experiences for 53% of customers 

o made them 3.2 times more likely to regret 
their decision to engage

▪ Active personalization: replaces automation with 
authentic interactions ( 2.3 times more likely)

▪ Use video to win support (see flow on left)

▪ Ask: where is the face?

https://www.nonprofitpro.com/post/why-donor-storytelling-with-real-faces-works-better-than-stats/
https://www.nonprofitpro.com/post/why-donor-storytelling-with-real-faces-works-better-than-stats/


Cape Fear AFP | 6.3.26

Make the Donor the Hero of the Story

StoryBrand Framework (from Dr. JJ Peterson):

1. Character – wants something

2. Hero encounters a problem

3. Meet a guide (nonprofit organization) to understand and help 

4. Guide gives hero a plan

5. Hero is called to action

6. Results are foreshadowed: 
▪ positive = success (win)

▪ negative = failure (lose)

https://wholewhale.podbean.com/e/you-are-not-the-hero-your-donor-is-interview-with-dr-jj-peterson-storybrand/


Development Professionals:
Your job is to write as a strategist

Cape Fear AFP | 6.3.26



Write for the Donor

Frame your writing with the knowledge of WHY the donor gives.

Five “I”s of Donor Motivation:

1. To make a relevant social investment, not just a gift

2. To see and know true impact of their gift

3. To fund issues that reflect their values and desires

4. To fund new ideas that effectively address needs

5. To respond to opportunities for involvement 
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Exercise:
Rewrite your thank you letter

without using the words “thank you”
in the first paragraph
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How it’s done:
Build the narrative architecture
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Address the 3 Questions of ABC

Write copy that addresses these key 

questions:

A. Audience: For whom am I writing? 

B. Benefit: Why should they care?

C. Call-to-Action: What do I want them 

to do about it?
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Ways to Structure Your Message

Consider 1st: 

What do you want the 
recipient to:

1. Feel?

2. Know/understand?

3. Do?

Address these questions:

▪What? 
▪What happened

▪So what?
▪Why does it matter

▪Now what? 
▪What is next
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Example: Levine Museum press release content

▪Why it matters

▪ Driving the news

▪What to expect

▪ Flashback

▪ Context

▪ Zoom out

▪ Zoom in

▪What they’re saying

▪What’s next

https://www.axios.com/local/charlotte/2026/01/28/levine-museum-move-south-end-charlotte-history-community
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Use of Artificial Intelligence in Writing

Which version was written by AI & which version is human-produced:

▪ Expanding the Cameron Art Museum is an investment in the cultural, 
educational, and economic future of Wilmington. Art museums are more 
than buildings that house collections—they are community spaces that 
inspire creativity, preserve history, foster dialogue, and bring people 
together across generations and backgrounds.

▪What attracts visitors to the Cameron Art Museum? They come from all 
over the region, the state, the country to see, learn, touch, grow, and 
enhance their lives with art that moves them and lingers in a way that 
transforms communities. More space would allow for greater impact.
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Does AI Improve Development Staff Writing?

▪What AI are you using? Gemini, Claude, ChatGPT…

▪How are you using it? agendas/minutes, action item to do lists, donor 
letters, grant writing, news articles, brainstorming, spreadsheet analysis

▪ Tips? 
▪ prompts

▪ upload docs

▪ turn on Memory

▪ Benefits?

▪ Challenges?

▪ Examples? 



Exercise:
Start a new appeal letter, making the donor the champion:

1. What problem does the org. solve?
2. How do you solve the problem?

3. What is life like when that problem is solved?
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Components to Build a Case for Support

Emotionally 
Stimulating

Intellectually 
Stimulating

Easily 
Understood

Benefit 
Oriented

Mission 
Based

Shows 
Sustainability

Timely Compelling
Results 

Oriented
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Finding Your Voice

Consider who to include:

▪ Input from feasibility studies

▪Use your Development Committee

▪ Involve writers early campaign planning

▪ Ask for beta readers to read, review and give feedback

▪ Share donor feedback to refine the organization’s voice

Who do you know who could be included?



Outcomes of the Case for Support

• Campaign Brochure

•  Power Point Presentations

•  Speeches

•  Newspaper Articles

•  Grant Proposals

•  Leader and Donor Enlistment
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Leading with Why: BGC of the Greater Triad Case



Campaign Case Example
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Start with a Simple Case for Support Structure

Use this basic template to build 
your case for support:

Front:

1. Why

2. What

3. How

Back:

1. Story

2. Plans

3. Info
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Workshop Workbook: p. 17



Homework Handouts:
Case Crafting Exercises
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The well-crafted story is the exact 
moment when the donor’s intention 

transforms into commitment.
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Thank you

Campaign/Development:
Clare Jordan

cjordan@capdev.com

Executive Search:
Stephanie Flores de Valgaz

sfloresdevalgaz@capdev.com
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