
How to Hack the Brains 

of Donors, Members and 

Other Humans

Nancy Harhut



@nharhut

1. Your work is so important

2. Special interest in fundraising 

since I was 8!
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Secret weapon

Aunt Bertha
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Behavioral 

Science
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95% of purchase decision-

making takes place in the 

subconscious mind.

— Gerald Zaltman, Harvard Business School, “How Customers Think”
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Brain prefers simple & easy

Hack #1
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The brain doesn’t like 

logical, rational, conscious 

thinking–and will take any 

shortcut it can.
— Daniel Kahneman, “Thinking Fast And Slow”

Nobel Prize, 2002
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• Often not rational /deliberate

• Automatic, instinctive, reflexive response

• Conserve mental energy
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Cognitive Fluency
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Matt McGlone
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Last chance for 

Brew at the Zoo 
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Hard to Read

— 59% longer, University of Michigan
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— Quick Sprout: 266% fewer leads
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Conversion XL Institute
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• Rhyme as Reason Bias

• Limited reverse type

• Familiar fonts

• CTA hierarchy

• Visual cues

Cognitive Fluency
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Choice Architecture
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19%        Sales
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Round up my order to 

$150.00
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• Path of least resistance

• Defaults / Nudges

• Never force behavior

Choice Architecture



@nharhut

Framing
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40-125% lift in conversion, 
Journal of Marketing Research, 
New Neuromarketing, Netherlands
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Open me for an 

instant getaway 

($3.50 Wallflowers!)

Pick a plug, choose a scent 

– find your 30 day escape
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This is a public 

record – make sure 

you’re part of it:
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Only $36 – what 

some of us spend 

on a lunch date
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In fact, every two seconds 

a child loses their mother 

or father in this world.

Which means in the time it’s 

taken you to read this far, 14 

more frightened children now 

face their first day as orphans.
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• Consequence of not saying yes

• Benefit target relates to

• New way to look at it

• Familiar anchor

• Make it meaningful

Framing
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People are most interested 

in themselves

Hack #2
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People sometimes 

believe what they are 

told, but never doubt 

what they conclude.
— Joe Vitale, “Hypnotic Writing”
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• Hardwired for self-preservation

• Believe we’re better than average

• Put more value on things that remind   

us of ourselves
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Personalization
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29.3%        Experian

Dear Nancy,
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Dear Friend of WCAI,
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We need 15 people 

from your state…

We need 15 people 

from your state…
Geographic 

personalization
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Our 2018 Newton-Area Veterans 

Day Fund Drive for Wounded 

Warriors is well underway.  
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…stations like WBCN 

and WFNX…
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It may even be someone 

you know or love.
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• Name

• Other demographic info

• Relatable

Personalization
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Self-concept
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You made a really responsible 

decision in choosing Unum 

insurance
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As a loyal HRC partner…

…when our fight gets tough, 

you get tougher.
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Generous…dedicated…

compassionate — these are just 

a few of the words I would use 

to describe you.
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It’s the perfect way to show that 

you’re working to save our last 

wild places from Big Oil!
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• Reinforce how they see themselves

• Label them

• Help them be seen as they want to be

Self-concept
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Control and 

Choice
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It means you have options 

when it comes to travel, 

adventure, even living abroad.

Do this now: Create an income 

that puts YOU in charge
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4x Tulane University
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Choose the amount of your 

contribution, any amount, and 

you’ll have a WGBH membership 

for an entire year.
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Make one gift and we’ll 
never ask for another 

donation again 

72% inc., 39% - no contact
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Cancel any time*
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• Let person feel in charge

• Provide finite options

• Don’t let options confuse

Control and Choice
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80% of our decisions are 

driven by emotion

Hack #3
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— Donald B. Calne, “Within Reason: Rationality and Human Behavior”

The essential difference between 

emotion and reason is that emotion 

leads to action, while reason leads 

to conclusions.
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• Decide emotionally then justify rationally

• Incapable of decision-making without emotion

• Make a more lasting impact
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Social Norms
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I’ve already heard 

from several folks in 

your community… Don’t be the only 

Trump supporter in 

your neighborhood 

without a sign…
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Share this card on 
social media
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With over 38 million      

members and growing
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85% of this summer’s donors 

gave less than $100
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• Similar to target

• Many people

• Testimonials

Social Norms
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Loss Aversion
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Don’t miss this 

special gift.
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The WCAI fish mug 

is going away
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There’s still time 

to act
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P.S. December 31 is the deadline 

for gifts eligible for the 2018 tax 

deductions.
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Endowment Effect
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We’re about to 

unsubscribe you
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• Pain you avoid if you respond

• Pain you face if you don’t respond

• Endowment effect

Loss Aversion
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Storytelling
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As Esther watched her mother waste 

away, she told her: “If you die, I’m going 

to crawl into the grave with you.”
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So, when her own daughter 

was born with a cleft lip, 

she acted out of fear and 

abandoned her daughter…
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A ten-year old girl named Katie 

walks into the Museum of 

Science with her classmates.

She’s fascinated by an interactive 

exhibit that lets her recreate one 

of Galileo’s famous experiments.
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We all have a 9/11 story. 

This is mine.

On September 11, 2001, I arrived at my 

job as an executive assistant at the 

May Davis Group on the 87th floor of the 

North Tower. Feeling run down from a 

case of bronchitis, I had equipped 

myself with a cup of take-out tea.
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Nancy, here’s my story.
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99¢            $59
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• Wrap your message in a story

• Make it personal

• Include images/videos

Storytelling
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1. Brain prefers simple & easy

2. People are most interested in themselves

3. 80% of our decisions are driven by emotion

Brain Hacks to Remember



NHarhut@me.com

Nancy.Harhut @nharhut Nancy Harhut

Nancy Harhut

THANK YOU!


