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Creative writing

It’s not just for people who failed math.



Why “creative” writing?

• Creative writing is the art of using words to invoke 
emotions. (Which is great for fundraising, but you 
don’t want us writing your tax reports, because we 
always get our facts wrong.) 

• One of the best fundraising and marketing 
techniques is to TELL ME A STORY. (True universally 
for nonprofits.) 

• Creative writers can’t really do anything else, so it’s 
kind to employ them. 



Words are powerful.



Let’s start with fundraising appeals.





It begins with a story.



One name, one face



The pyramid technique

Grab them with one animal:
After he was hit by a car, Sebastian came to our 
vet clinic for healing, and now he’s prancing into 
a new home.

Then mention more animals that you help:
In fact, he’s just one of 243 animals with life-threatening 
injuries who counted on us last year.

Then talk about the rest of the animals you help:
And of course, we also run a comprehensive spay/neuter 
program that’s helping to save thousands of lives — one 
Sebastian at a time. (Bring it full circle, back to one animal.)



Why tell success stories?



This can be tempting.

Help!!! We’re out of food, our electricity has 
been shut off, and the landlord is threatening 
to evict us! I’m so sorry to be writing you 
again, but if anything, the situation has gotten 
even more desperate since my last note. We’ve 
done everything we can, but if we don’t get 
more funds immediately, who knows what will 
happen to the animals!  
P.S. What you see in this photo is all that’s left 
of our administrative building. (We think it was 
the neighbors.) So please send money! It’s 
urgent!!!!!!



The problem with desperation

• How many times can you send this plea?

• Don’t say that you’re a failure. Say that you’re a good 
investment.  

• Make me feel like giving money to you helps animals.

• Don’t undermine your message of competence by saying that 
the sky is falling every time you have a request.



So, now it’s time to sit down.

Where do we begin?  



Get out from under yourself!



Focus on the reader.

Don’t try to impress them into giving you 
an “A” or a promotion.

Just feel something so they can feel it, too.



Don’t focus inward as an org.

• Nobody wants to like you. They want to be 
liked by you.

• This is not the time for internal staff accolades.

• Learn to brag without taking credit. Thank the 
reader, not yourself. 



Learn to love your keyboard.



No pleasure, no gain

Approach the keyboard with an attitude!
If you’re not having fun, neither is the reader!
Don’t think about yourself. Think about your 
intent.

Start with an INTENT:  “This is going to move 
people.” Feel it in your veins. 



You can’t wait for inspiration!

• “Inspiration” doesn’t come often enough. 
• You become prolific by relaxing.  
• Practice your typing speed.
• Eliminate the buffer between thought and 

keystroke.
• Writer’s block? What’s that? How come 

nobody ever gets talker’s block? You should 
be able to write as fast as you can type.  



Writing is music.



Punctuation changes rhythm and melody.

• Sammie thought he didn’t have a friend 
in this world until he came here.

• Sammie thought he didn’t have a friend 
in this world. Until he came here.  

• Sammie thought he didn’t have a friend 
in this world, until … he came here.  



Dump the details.

Nobody needs to know that it was actually a friend 
of his grandmother’s who dropped off the dog 
because he had work that day and his grandmother 
had promised to bring the dog in, but then she had a 
health issue and couldn’t make it at the last minute, 
but her friend, who also rescues basset hounds, by 
the way, said that she would bring the dog just as 
soon as she drove the grandmother from the 
hospital (and the grandson could pick her up after 
his shift).



Relationships

Remember, you are building a relationship 
with every word you write. 



Two people in the room

• When poor writers write, there’s only one 
person in the room — them.  

• Good writers can feel the heartbeat of the 
reader on the other end as they write. They’re 
aware of how they “sound” to that person.



Speak their language.

Avoid insider jargon. Remember, your audience is not other 
rescuers. Make sure you’re not speaking a language that’s 
clear to you and your colleagues, but a mystery to everyone 
else. For example:

• Say “found homes for” instead of “adopted out.”
• Say “gave a ride to” instead of “transported.”
• Say “trapped, neutered, and returned them to their 

outdoor home” rather than “TNR’d them.”

Sometimes, plain language takes longer! But it’s clearer and 
more personable.



Let’s talk email.

• Make them much shorter.
• Use more white space.
• Make sure you’ve asked for money before they 

have to scroll down.
• A P.S. is fine, but not necessary. 
• You can use a sidebar like a Johnson box or a P.S.
• Only ask them to do ONE THING. Every click 

should lead to a donation. 



More on emails

• Use short subject lines.
• Be aware of the scroll.
• Don’t lose your sincerity.
• Creativity is king.



Next up: Marketing!

Hello!
I’m Leslie Smith.







The creative process

[your image here]



Three questions to ask about every piece:
• Easy to read?
• Engaging?
• Aspirational?



Easy to read?
Yes(-ish). It takes a little thinking, 
but not too much.

Engaging?
Come on. This is hilarious.

Aspirational? 
You decide. Does it sound like 
something you’d want to attend? 



Easy to read?
It’s not hard to read, 
but it’s not the easiest.

Engaging?
Yes. It’s different and 
fun.

Aspirational? 
You decide. Does it 
sound like something 
you’d want to attend? 



Alliteration 
and rhyming



Wordplay and puns



Timely and 
topical











Tips, hints and tricks of the trade:
• Practice, practice, practice. 
• Less is more.
• Look around for inspiration.
• Remember to keep it engaging, 

emotional and aspirational. 



Find your 
Uno.



Writing adoption profiles

Now, let’s awkwardly change topics!

(Back to Elizabeth)



Stop!

Before you write anything …YOU HAVE TO WANT IT!

And bring your want to the keyboard.  

No second thoughts (e.g., “I want him to find a home, 
except …”).  

If you don’t feel it, they won’t feel it!



Now, write a killer first sentence.

Not this one: Joey is a 5 y.o. shep/lab/pittie
mix, neutered, utd on shots.

That’s nice information. But NOT a killer opening 
sentence. (Plus, don’t use abbreviations — kills 
the writing voice.)



Try this instead.

• Look in his eyes. 
• (If all you have is a photo, 

fine!) And tell me 
something about WHO he 
is. Not WHAT he is.  

• That’s how we grab 
people’s hearts. By the 
WHO not the WHAT.  



“You mean … 
you’re thinking of 
adopting ME?”



“At your service!” 
Sherman is happy 
to be anything you 
want him to be … 
except homeless.



Sicily loves you 
already. And she 
hasn’t even met 
you yet. 



Next: Give us 
the details —
positives 
strongest and 
first! 



Does your info sheet look like this?

Negatives
• Recovering from mange
• Cat-aggressive
• Mild arthritis
• Not good with other dominant 

dogs
• Afraid of thunder
• Some separation anxiety when 

left alone for long periods
• Able to leap tall fences and 

escape
• Left toe occasionally twitches

Positives

• Sweet and loving



More specific positives

• Is he bad only with dominant dogs? That must 
mean he’s GOOD with submissive dogs.

• Sweet and loving? Don’t use adjectives: Show 
me, don’t tell me about his good qualities.

• Ask more questions about his positives.



Endings

• Remind them how much you WANT them to 
call, email, ring the bell, etc. (Some people do 
the exact opposite.)
• Mention adoption requirements WITHOUT 

dropping the ball on urging them to call.  
• Take the opportunity to tug one more time on 

their heartstrings.



Final sentences

Not so good:
Qualified adopters only. 
Must have six-foot fence, 
pink linoleum in kitchen, 
green in both baths. 
MUST HAVE NO OTHER 
PETS. All adopters will 
submit to rigorous 
screening.  

Better:
Please call. Eva is longing 
for an only-pet home with 
a six-foot fence. And if you 
can give her that, then 
you can give her a miracle.  



Let’s put it all together.

Not so good:
Jacques – 8 y.o. pit/lab/goldie/ 
shep. X, neutered, brown 
w/black, red, white markings. 
This dog is very sweet, but needs 
to go to a VERY special home 
because of EXTREME dog 
aggression. He also had some 
extreme dental problems when 
he first arrived at our shelter, but 
after several tooth extractions, he 
is feeling better and ready for the 
right home. MUST SUBMIT TO 
HOME SCREENING.  

Better:
Jacques loves you just the way 
you are. You can see it in his eyes. 
And you can feel it on his breath 
when he puts his head on your 
lap. He knows that it can be hard 
for an older dog to find a home, 
especially when he’s the sort of 
fellow who just can’t live with 
other dogs. But he can’t stop 
hoping. What else can he do? 
If you could love Jack — just the 
way he is — please call. He needs 
to hear from you.



Other bits and tips

• Don’t try writing the whole thing in the first person unless 
you’re feeling REALLY confident. Just one sentence, at most, 
in the first person is usually better.

• Don’t abbreviate — wrecks the writing voice. Makes you a 
less effective narrator. 

• If you have a photo, keep an eye on it as you write, and 
remember that it’s what the reader’s looking at, too. Use 
the photo, remark on her expression, etc. You can even 
make the photo more effective by commenting on it.



• Remember that not every negative is a negative! 
Separate your true points-against-the-pet from personal 
preferences (e.g., “hyper” is not a true negative).

• Don’t say, “She’s happy here and would be fine staying 
here forever if she doesn’t find a home.” 

• Don’t be too cute. You don’t want them to adopt you, 
the writer. You don’t want them to compliment your 
cleverness (e.g., puns with the pet’s name). Keep the 
focus on the animal. 



The very important last step
• Read what you wrote. Is it going to work? 

Would it make you adopt the animal?
• If the answer is “Well …,” then that’s not good 

enough! You can feel it when you write one 
that’s gonna work.  
• Go back over it with your heart. 



And finally …

Try writing poetry, too! 
You’ll like it. It’s a nice change of 

pace from marketing materials and 
fundraising appeals. J




