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Why Your 
Brain Loves 
Storytelling

Paul J. Zak – Harvard 
Business Review

• 15 years ago, Zak discovered that a 
neurochemical called oxytocin which 
causes feelings of empathy in our brain. 

• He ran a number of tests on subjects to 
see if he could hack the oxytocin in the 
brain.

• By taking blood draws before and after a 
subject read a narrative, he found that 
character driven stories do consistently 
releases oxytocin into our bodies.

• The amount of oxytocin released by the 
brain predicted how much people were 
willing to help others; for example, 
donating money to a charity associated 
with the narrative.



Why tell your 
story?

Stories are memorable

Stories create an emotional 
response

People give to people – not 
institutions 



What is your story?

Think of one STUDENT 
who….

…could not have attended 
your school without 
financial aid.

…received additional help 
because of a dedicated 
teacher.

…used a resource that was 
made possible by a donor.



What is your story?

Think of one PERSON or 
GROUP who….

…donated something 
meaningful to your 
school.

…created a scholarship 
opportunity for a family.

…provided leadership for 
an initiative/project/trip 
for your school.



Annual Fund Basics

• What is your cost to educate vs. parish subsidy and 
tuition?
• The Annual Fund bridges the operating gap in your 

budget.
• The Annual Giving covers all donations that can typically 

be used in the current fiscal year. 
• Cornerstone of your development program, laying the 

foundation.
• Annual Fund is typically unrestricted funds
• Annual Fund should have a budget and a fundraising goal.



Sample 
Annual Fund 
Timeline

September

Mailing #1: Entire 
database

November

Mailing #2: 
Follow Up Mailing 
(previous donors)

December

GivingTuesday or 
Christmas Mailing 
(or electronic 
push)

March

Mailing #3: Spring 
Mailing

May

Mailing #4: End of 
Fiscal Year



Creating and Managing Your Annual Fund

DATABASE A PERSONALIZED 
MAILING

GIFTS AND GIFT 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 



Creating and Managing: Your 
Database

• Alumni
• Current Parents
• Former Parents
• Parishioners
• Local businesses / vendors
• Friends 

Data Sources



Creating and Managing: Your 
Database

•Excel
•DonorPerfect
•eTapestry
•Network for Good

Data Management



Data Management Best 
Practices

• Limit the number of users
• Provide training – Cross train
• Maintain Confidentiality 
• Continuously look for opportunities to update your data
• Maintain security
• Cross-check data
• Create a high-standard



Creating and Managing: 
Personalized Mailing

• Personalize your letters - Learn how to do a mail-merge
• Make the ask! 
• Ask for a specific amount
• Tell them how you will use the funds
• Thank them for their previous generosity
• Segment your appeal if you can



Name
Address
City, State Zip

Date

Dear Mr. Smith,

In 1954 the parishioners of St. Mary Parish in Green Bay recognized the need to
incorporate their faith into their children’s educational experience. Since that beginning,
over 10,000 students have received a Catholic school education at St. Mary’s. Today, our
faculty and staff serve over 300 students in two counties.

One of the greatest needs of our families is tuition assistance. Last year, we received
requests of over $25,450 in financial aid. St. Mary’s is grateful to have awarded over
$10,000 to families who would otherwise be unable to access this education. Our families
are grateful for your support. Mary Jo, a mother of one of our students said, “When my
husband lost his job last year, St. Mary’s School was able to help our two children remain
in their class. We are so grateful to the families who support the Annual Fund.”

Today, we ask you to consider a gift to our Annual Fund. Your donation will go towards
tuition assistance, technology upgrades, and excellent academic resources for our
students. Please consider a gift of $25 to the mission of our school. Your generosity will
make a tremendous impact on the lives of our students.

At every celebration of the Holy Eucharist, we remember our family, parishioners, friends,
and alumni and thank God for your generosity and support. I ask you today to prayerfully
consider our request the students of St. Mary Regional Elementary School.

Sincerely in Christ,

Mr. John Smith
Principal



Creating and 
Managing: 
Gifts and Gift 
Acknowledgements

Process gifts as they arrive in the same day (if possible)

Deposit checks within 24 hours of receipt.

Capture the donors name and current address on the check (if included)

Record all gifts, no mater how small into a database. 

All gifts, no matter the size, should receive a thank you letter. Letters 
should be sent within a few days of the receipt of a donor’s gift.

Send a personalized letter for all gifts received, signed by the head of 
school or pastor. 



Things that 
I’ve noticed 
make 
donors 
angry

Mailing to their dead relatives.

Sending them multiple copies of the same 
mailing.

Never sending them a thank you letter. (or 
waiting 3 months to send it)

Misspelling their names.

Mailing them someone else’s letter.



Discussion
Share one valuable lesson that you’ve 
learned while running an annual fund. 
Then let the group share. 


