Take a Fresh Look at Your Newsletter
By Nancy Utoft, Director of Community Relations, School of Divinity, University of St. Thomas, Catholic Volunteer Network Board Member
For most of our organizations, newsletters are a given – on some regular schedule we write stories, take photos and proofread looking for the smallest error that, once printed, becomes a major crisis!  But is our newsletter doing the job?  And what job are we expecting it to do? 

Every once in a while it’s good to take a step back from your newsletter, and from all your marketing tools for that matter, to assess desired outcomes and effectiveness in generating those outcomes.  Here’s some food for thought to help you take a fresh look at your newsletter.

Know your audience:  Every organization has multiple stakeholders; each has a slightly different reason for engaging with you.  Take some time to identify your stakeholders, articulate why they are involved with your organization and determine why their partnership is important to you.  With this knowledge, you can shape your newsletter content in a way that meets their needs so that they, in response, can meet your needs.  Often, one newsletter can address the needs of multiple stakeholders.  However, keep in mind that you might need customized newsletters for stakeholders with specific needs. 

Develop an editorial calendar:  As the newsletter deadline stares us in the face, many of us have been in the situation of asking ourselves: What should we write about this time?  To take the pressure off and, more importantly, be strategic in communicating with stakeholders, take some time once a year to develop a plan for the next year or so of newsletters.  Think about telling the story of your organization over the course of a year and plan a specific theme for each newsletter.  While you will need to make adjustments along the way to reflect current events and other pressing issues, more often than not you will be able to reflect those adjustments within the theme you have chosen.

Say it three ways:  Everyone takes in information differently.  Some skim, some look at pictures and others read straight through.  The challenge is to ensure that every reader, no matter their style, takes in your most important messages.  In developing each newsletter, think about the two or three key things you want readers to remember.  Then, say it three ways.  First, for those who read most everything, make sure that the article that contains your key message is prominent and attractive.  Second, for the skimmers, use subtitles and pull-quotes to highlight important points.  Third, a good picture can tell a great story especially when accompanied by a caption that highlights a key message.

Call your readers to action:  Every interaction with a stakeholder is an opportunity to further engage them in your mission.  Now that you’ve inspired them with great stories and pictures, what would you like them to do?  Most often we use newsletters to encourage donors to keep giving.  So, make it easy for them to do so by inserting an envelope in your newsletter and clearly and attractively highlighting your on-line giving function.  If you would like to gather ideas from your readers, set up a voice mail box and an email address and invite readers to share their thoughts.  And make sure your website, phone number and address are easy to find on the newsletter.

Go electronic, selectively:   Because e-newsletters are so cost effective, it is tempting to convert all communications with stakeholders to electronic methods.   Before you give your printer the bad news, go back to our first point above – know your audience.  Do you have email addresses for all your donors?  Probably not so a print newsletter is still necessary.  However, ask your donors if they’d prefer to receive your email on-line and convert those that do.  But make sure that the call to action is just as prominent on your e-newsletter as it is in print.  For the volunteer audience an e-newsletter might be just the thing.  Since so many volunteers are young and new media savvy, they will probably expect web-based communications.  (Consider using Constant Contact for your e-newsletters – email Alyssa Sickle at asickle@catholicvolunteernetwork.org to learn how to save $30 as a Catholic Volunteer Network Member!) While it is cumbersome to manage multiple types of communications vehicles, incorporating electronic provides the opportunity to tailor communications to specific audiences in a way that is just not possible with print.

