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“People give for myriad reasons, but the choice  
to give is ultimately driven by emotions.”
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TWO GOALS
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Nonprofit organizations want, for obvious reasons, to 

increase the number of donors who leave charitable bequests 

in their estate plans. This paper offers practical steps to 

deliver these desired results: more donors leaving larger 

gifts in their estate plans. 

We also address a more important goal: How to help donors 

feel even better about their choices to leave a legacy 

through planned giving than they might have otherwise. 

After all, donor satisfaction is of paramount importance. If 

we can increase the pleasure, self-realization and satisfaction 

of our legacy donors, we have done our job—and probably 

done a better job of securing their gifts for the long run. 



TWO LIKE-MINDED COMPANIES
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The Stelter Company performs and aggregates extensive research 

on donor mindsets. Giving Docs works with Dan Ariely’s Center for 

Advanced Hindsight to better understand what motivates people to 

give and how giving can make people feel better about themselves 

and experience a higher quality of life. 

Together, Stelter and Giving Docs have developed scientifically 

backed insights to determine which actions nonprofit organizations 

can take to motivate their donor base to make planned gifts and—

even more important—to increase donor satisfaction when they leave 

a gift as part of their legacy.

 

https://advanced-hindsight.com
https://advanced-hindsight.com


THREE DONOR OUTLOOKS 
AND BEHAVIORAL  
SCIENCE COMBOS 
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It is important to understand how donors think; such insight 

provides valuable guidance to how planned giving officers 

approach and steward relationships with their donors. When we 

add behavioral science principles to those communications, we 

can leverage the natural impulses and reactions every human 

being has, and improve the experience of legacy giving. The 

following three insights have been distilled into action plans  

for compelling the donor to commit to a legacy gift— 

enhancing the donor experience and facilitating long-term 

stewardship of the relationship. 



DONOR 
OUTLOOK #1 
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“I am motivated to give 
to work that I feel is 

important and that I 
feel connected to.” 



DONOR OUTLOOK #1
It’s important to understand that, in the mind of your donors, your 

organization is not the entity that has needs. The people you serve 

are the ones who have needs, and meeting those people’s needs is 

what delivers emotional satisfaction to your donors.

After all, giving is fundamentally an emotionally driven choice. 

Researchers theorize that motivations can be egoistic (“How does 

giving this gift benefit me?”), altruistic (“How does giving this gift 

benefit others?”) or a combination of both of these motivations. 

People give for myriad reasons, but the choice to give is ultimately 

driven by emotions. 

Helping others makes us happy. This happiness comes from  

short-term releases of endorphins, which can be triggered 

repeatedly if we take steps to cultivate and nurture the  

repeated emotional payoff for our donors.
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Stelter sample: USO. 

This cover letter appeals 

to donors’ emotions by 

showing a specific veteran 

served by the organization’s 

Pathfinder program and 

letting him explain its value 

in his own words.



BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE 
PRINCIPLE #1 
Tap into Yes! emotions.
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Emotions influence the decisions we make—even decisions we’d 

prefer to believe we make for only rational reasons. Behavioral 

science researchers like those at the Center for Advanced 

Hindsight have explored a range of topics such as what makes 

us decide to purchase a particular type of jam to whether we 

decide to be an organ donor. A key insight gleaned from such 

research reveals that our emotions can be divided into three 

states—Yes!, No! and Unengaged—and these emotional states 

have a significant impact on how we make decisions. 

At a high level, our emotions drive us to: 

  • Keep doing something (known as a “Yes! emotional state”)

  • Stop doing something (known as a “No! emotional state”)

When our emotions are not activated, we are Unengaged—in  

a nonemotional, rational state. 

https://advanced-hindsight.com
https://advanced-hindsight.com


BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE 
PRINCIPLE #1
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While you might assume that people make their best decisions 

when in a nonemotional, rational state, this isn’t necessarily true. 

After all, we are emotional beings seeking emotional satisfaction, 

and the “best decision” is not always defined by what is rationally 

most sensible. “Best decision” may be defined by what delivers the 

highest emotional reward or what is most beneficial for the world. 

“Best” is a subjective label when it comes to evaluating a decision 

like whether to become a legacy donor. After all, the scrooge in 

your family might insist that keeping all your money for yourself is 

the “best” way to live while a philanthropist will argue that giving 

brings the most happiness. (Psychologists tend to support the 

latter view, assuming basic needs have been met.) 



How Yes! Emotions And No!  
Emotions Affect Decisions
Yes! emotions make us want to keep going. They include 

pleasure, laughter, anticipation and nostalgia. They are 

the emotions that make us long for something or make  

us glad or grateful. 

No! emotions are painful, and they make us do whatever 

we can to make those feelings go away. They include 

disgust, fear, boredom, shame and anger. 

Researchers have found that Yes! emotions increase our 

willingness to buy something, to invest or to pursue an 

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE PRINCIPLE #1
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opportunity. When feeling Yes! emotions, we are 

more likely to be the first person to say “I love you” 

or to decide to give to a charity. On the contrary, 

No! emotions cause us to shut down before we can 

even consider if the opportunity is a good or bad 

one. A No! emotion might cause you to decline an 

invitation to a party. While we’d like to believe that 

most of our decisions are made for purely rational 

reasons, the truth is we don’t even open ourselves 

up to making a decision without an influential  

Yes! or No! emotion preceding it. Just listen to  

Dan Ariely’s TED talk about how much our  

everyday decisions are influenced by emotions.

Yes!Yes!

https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_ariely_are_we_in_control_of_our_own_decisions?language=en


Yes! Emotions and Planned Giving
When we reflect on what we leave behind when we 

are gone, we want something more than just checking 

off boxes on a list. We try to live lives that feel worthy, 

purposeful and directed. We want to believe we can 

and have made a difference, and that the world is a 

better place because we were in it. We want to leave  

a mark that transcends our time on earth. 

Wanting to leave a legacy is at its very heart an 

emotional desire that can serve as a satisfying final 

chapter to a person’s life. When a nonprofit facilitates 

this decision in an emotionally supportive way,  

the experience can be much more satisfying  

to the donor.

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE 
PRINCIPLE #1
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TAKEAWAY 
Provide an emotional payoff that 
is both satisfying and lasting.
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Nonprofits can achieve this by taking the following actions:

Find emotionally accessible examples of the important 

needs your organization meets. Do you feed the hungry? 

House the homeless? What good does your organization 

do, and for what people or tangible causes? 

Tell emotionally rich stories about the work your 

organization performs. When a donor chooses to leave 

a legacy gift, tie that choice to a story that provides 

emotional fulfillment. For example, a legacy gift might  

be used to provide clean water to a village in Africa or  

to fund an effort to defend the underprivileged. 

 Trigger Yes! emotions such as 

happiness, purposefulness, 

nostalgia and importance through 

positive stories, celebrations of 

wins and expressions of gratitude 

when donors take action.

1 3

2



Throughout the process, from initial outreach to stewardship,  

feed donors a constant diet of Yes! emotions. These Yes! emotions  

can be nurtured by messaging that reinforces the following:
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 1   The need is real and ongoing, and real people need  

your support.

 2   Your gift will make a difference and is appreciated by 

actual people. Real people are already benefiting from 

our organization’s support, and you can be part of that. 

You can make a difference.

 3   By giving in this manner, you are an exceptional 

person who has made a respectable choice to invest in 

purposeful living. Your choice to give makes you a good 

human being, and your choice has made an impact. You 

can feel good about your choice to give. 

TAKEAWAY

Stelter sample: Iowa 

State University. A 

newsletter cover story 

about a proud donor 

includes a refer to an 

inside story about a 

student who directly 

benefited from donors’ 

generosity. The student 

story includes a pullout 

quote to emphasize the 

emotional impact that  

a gift can have.



Nonprofits will produce No! emotions if they do the following: 

 1   Neglect to acknowledge a gift.

 2   Provide sterile, unemotional responses.

 3    Report only dry facts and statistics.

 4   Make donors feel like their gift was inconsequential and 

they will continually be asked to do more. 

If a donor begins to feel that their gift is unimportant, 

unappreciated or not impactful, they may grow discouraged and 

decide their money is more appreciated and needed elsewhere. 

TAKEAWAY

14



DONOR 
OUTLOOK #2 
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“I donate to organizations 
that I believe will achieve 

the impact I want  
to make.” 



DONOR OUTLOOK #2

This outlook drives a donor’s decision on which nonprofits to 

support, assuming your donor has already decided they want to 

leave a legacy and are now looking for the right organization to 

make the impact they desire. How can your organization stand  

out as the one that will further their cause?

Impact Matters
Giving USA’s 2020 Leaving a Legacy report surveyed legacy donors  

on their motivations for making planned gifts. The top motivations  

reported were:

 1   The cause is personally important to me. (78.8%)

 2  I believe that the nonprofit makes a significant impact. (75.5%)

16

Stelter sample: West Virginia University. An infographic within 

a newsletter package includes a donor quote to spur action plus 

details showing how the school makes an impact.

https://store.givingusa.org/products/leaving-a-legacy-a-new-look-at-planned-giving-donors-print-edition?variant=30345533292623


DONOR OUTLOOK #2

When asked to rank their top factors for choosing which 

organizations would receive their largest legacy gift (aside  

from mission), the following factors ranked highest:

 1   The organization has a track record of success (65.1%)

 2  I expect the organization to be around for a long time (64.1%)

All four of these factors, which can be summarized as importance, 

impact, success and longevity, tell us how critical it is to donors that 

their contribution will make a significant and lasting difference in 

the world. 

17

Stelter sample: Feeding America. Print packages include details that illustrate 

the nonprofit’s competence and help donors see how their money will be 

wisely spent and make a significant impact. 



BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE 
PRINCIPLE #2 
Concrete examples of getting it done 
help people feel confident that your 
organization is one they can trust. 
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The term “concrete,” as used in behavioral science, means 

something specific, identifiable and relatable. Here’s an 

example of an abstract appeal versus a concrete appeal.

ABSTRACT APPEAL

“There are 200 million children in need throughout the 

world. Help them today.” 

CONCRETE APPEAL

“Steven is hungry. $20 per month would feed him and 

his family. Will you help Steven today?” 



We are much more likely to be moved to give when presented  

with concrete images and options for helping than when  

shown only statistics and abstract concepts. 

What are keys to making a concrete appeal? 

 1   Visually present the person, animal or issue of need. 

We have a hard time visualizing statistics, but a 

well-chosen image helps us relate with the need 

being described. We can relate with the person  

in need when we see them.

This is called the identifiable victim effect, which is illustrated by the 

adage “A single death is a tragedy. A million deaths is a statistic.”

 2   Describe the need in simple and relatable terms.

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE PRINCIPLE #2
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Example: “Steven is hungry.”

We’ve all been hungry before. We can easily imagine what  

it feels like to need food. 

 3   Present the solution in simple, doable terms. 

The help your organization provides may involve layers of 

complexity, but the solution should be worded simply, in a 

way that makes it attainable to a donor. The formula: “[This 

act] will provide [this tangible relief] to [this real person].”

You may be tempted to argue that the landscape is  

different for planned giving, but really, the appeal  

process is similar. Just apply this formula to a larger,  

longer-lasting scope.



TAKEAWAY
Use concrete messaging and examples to 
show your organization can get the job done.
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Nonprofits can achieve this by spotlighting specific projects 

that have tangible impact. Give the details. Tell the stories of 

the real people impacted. Use numbers and show tangible 

evidence of success. Answer these questions:

 1  How much support was delivered and how? 

 2  What quantity of supplies was distributed? 

 3  How many lives were affected, and in what way?

 4   How was the life of a relatable benefactor improved?

Stelter sample: University of 

Maryland. Including updates of 

special campaigns in regular 

correspondence helps donors 

view a nonprofit as a trusted, 

transparent steward of gifts.
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TAKEAWAY
Ways to answer those questions include: 

  •  Get permission from a person or cause that has benefited 

from your organization’s efforts and spotlight that cause. 

Name the person or cause, and show what the need is and 

how that need has been met by your organization.

  •  Use pictures of real people. Tell their story (with permission, 

of course). Show the positive impact in tangible terms.

  •  Ask your donor audience to meet needs of people or  

causes like the concrete example you have provided. If 

possible, showcase a real unmet need and tell your audience 

how their donations could meet these real needs for real 

people or causes. 

  •  Provide proof that you have gotten the job done in the  

past and have the plans in place to continue getting it  

done for decades to come. Stelter sample: Temple University. A cover letter’s gift request 

becomes more authentic when an excerpt is paired with a 

photo and short bio of a scholarship recipient.



DONOR 
OUTLOOK #3 
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“Other people like me 
make choices like this.” 



DONOR OUTLOOK #3

People are influenced by the actions of others and by what they think 

others expect from them. When donors believe that others like them 

are acting in a certain way, they are more likely to act in the same 

way. One research experiment examining outright giving indicated 

that highlighting descriptive social norms localized to the donor’s 

environment (e.g., “this is what most people do in this neighborhood”) 

could double the number of donors and size of donations compared 

with altruistic appeals alone.

Sharing stories of donors who have made legacy gifts can also inspire 

prospects to action. In a 2016 study, researchers found that individuals 

were more interested in making a legacy gift after being exposed to 

stories of others who had done so, and stories of living donors were 

consistently more effective than stories of deceased donors.

23

Stelter sample: 

Syracuse University. In 

a newsletter feature, 

donors decked out in 

school colors come 

across as typical, “real” 

fans doing their part 

for a place they believe 

in. The pullout quote 

adds a “you can do this 

too” element.



BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE 
PRINCIPLE #3
Social norms and social incentives are powerful influencers—and powerful tools.
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Remember back in junior high when you begged your 

parents for a specific type of clothing so you could fit in? 

Social norms dictate everything: what we eat, what we wear, 

how we interact with people. We are social creatures with 

a strong desire to be accepted by our peers and to identify 

with the types of people we admire or associate with. 

Most of us want to believe we’ve outgrown the need to 

fit in, but studies show that even intelligent adults will do 

crazy things just to be accepted by their peers. One such 

study conducted by Solomon Asch, a renowned researcher 

with a keen interest in social norms and conformity, invited 

Swarthmore College students to take a “vision test,” 

during which test subjects were placed in a group with 

complicit actors. The group was asked to observe and 

compare the lengths of lines on a paper to a line on 

another sheet. Even though the correct answer was 

obvious, the actors all gave the wrong answer. When 

it came time for the test subjects to answer, they were 

faced with the choice to disagree with the other study 

participants (go against social norms) or to go against 

the obvious and agree with the others. 

https://www.simplypsychology.org/asch-conformity.html
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Can you guess how often study participants caved in to  

peer pressure and gave the wrong answer? Thirty-two 

percent conformed in the majority of the trials. Seventy-five 

percent of the participants conformed at least once. Only 

25% never conformed. 

If you’re wondering how obvious or ambiguous the correct 

answers were, the control group got the answer wrong only 

1% of the time. The right answer was plain as day, but the 

desire to conform to social norms was powerful enough to 

get the study participants to give answers that ran counter 

to their senses. 

Social norms are powerful influencers on what we determine 

to be worthy of our time, attention and money—and that 

includes what we do with our wealth. 

Add social incentives to the mix—praise, social recognition, 

improved social status—and you’ve got a powerful tool at 

your disposal. 

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE PRINCIPLE #3
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Social Norms and Planned Giving
When it comes to planned giving, it’s important to communicate to your 

donor base that it is normal and even expected to leave a legacy gift. 

Your donors need to feel confident that “people like me leave legacy 

gifts.” To achieve this, you will need to do the following:

 1   Help the donor realize that they are not betraying their friends 

and family if they choose to give some of their estate to a cause 

instead of leaving it all to loved ones. It’s a perfectly normal thing 

to do, and lots of people exactly like them do it every day! 

 2   Use highly specific examples of actual planned giving donors,  

and ask permission to use their pictures in the outreach. The 

closer the example is to the target audience, the more likely  

they are to be influenced.

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE PRINCIPLE #3

Stelter sample: Iowa 

State University. Pullout 

quotes showcase donors 

speaking from the heart.
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Social Incentives and Planned Giving
We human beings are social creatures with 

a strong motivation to belong. Many people 

consider peer recognition and approval when 

deciding to make a planned gift, so it’s helpful 

to highlight how their gift will be perceived by 

others. Legacy society inclusion is a badge of 

honor for many, and highlighting legacy donors 

has the double benefit of showing gratitude 

to your current donors while also persuading 

others to join the club.

BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE  
PRINCIPLE #3

Stelter sample: Feeding 

America. Legacy 

society invitations in 

donor outreach serve 

the dual purpose of 

thanking donors while 

enticing them with the 

possibility of being part 

of a special group.



TAKEAWAY 
Demonstrate the social 
acceptance of planned giving.

28

 1   Spotlight legacy donors to show “people like you are 

choosing to leave our nonprofit in their estate plans.” 

With permission, use their photos and quotes. Pictures 

make the social norms more evident, especially if the 

person pictured looks relatable.

 2   Use messaging aligned with Dr. Russell James’ winning 

words “Many people like to leave a gift to charity in wills 

to support causes that have been important in their 

lives.” James found that social norm statements have a 

positive effect on reported bequest intentions, both  

on their own and when combined with persuasively 

worded questions. 

Some variations of this messaging that we’ve found  

to be effective are:

  •  “Join the thousands of [Organization Name] 

supporters who have left a gift.”

  •  “Many people report legacy giving to be one of  

the most impactful expressions of their values in  

their lifetime.”

Stelter sample: The 
Museum of Flight. 
A legacy society 

member’s quote on 

a reply card, paired 

with a casual photo, 

gives potential 

donors some food 

for thought.
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TAKEAWAY
 3   Display a progress bar that shows how many other people 

have contributed to your cause. (Note: It’s only effective to 

show a progress bar after you’ve hit 50% of your goal—just 

as people are more likely to add to the tip jar if it’s already 

seeded with a handful of ones, a couple of fives and a ten.)

 4   Provide social recognition in any or all of the following ways: 

•  Spotlight the donor in a newsletter or page on your website.

   •  Name a garden after the donor, etch their name on a brick 

or honor them with a plaque.

   •  Send a handwritten thank-you card signed by high-profile 

representatives of your organization honoring the donor.

Stelter sample: University of 
Maryland. A progress bar entices 

donors to help the school in its 

final push toward a campaign goal.



ON THE HORIZON
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Increasing the number of donors who make planned 

gifts, even by a small margin, can profoundly 

shape a nonprofit’s future. Furthermore, holistically 

improving the donor experience can truly cement 

the relationship. We contend that by combining 

these principles of behavioral science with a deep 

understanding of donor outlooks, you can satisfy 

the desires of both a donor’s mind and a donor’s 

heart. This blueprint—field-tested and backed by 

science—offers you a promising start. 
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