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How to Ask Without Pushing Donors Away 
The Freedom Language Line — When you give donors a graceful way to say no, 
more of them say yes. 
 
 

You already know a fundraising appeal needs a clear ask. 

But clarity alone isn’t enough. 

Push too hard, and donors pull away. Soften too much, and they never act. 

Most fundraisers hover awkwardly between the two—unsure how to sound confident and kind 
at the same time. 

That’s where Freedom Language comes in. 

Freedom Language is a short, sincere phrase that gives donors permission not to give, while 
keeping the emotional momentum of your story moving forward. It’s the fastest way to sound 
human, respectful, and still raise more money. 

And if your first reaction is, “Wait, won’t that hurt response?” — you’re not alone. 

It sounds counterintuitive, but the data proves otherwise. 

When you briefly give donors freedom, you lower their resistance — and that’s what makes 
them more likely to say yes. 

Here’s what it looks like in practice — and why it works only when it pivots straight back to the 
ask. 

An Example of Freedom Language 

After your main ask, add a short line that acknowledges the donor’s freedom and then pivots 
right back to the ask. 

Example: 

“Would you consider a gift of $35 to help feed a family tonight? 
If now’s not the right time for you to give, I completely understand — but if you can, 
your kindness will make a real difference.” 

The key is that second half. 
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You don’t stop after “I understand.” You immediately return to a clear invitation to act. 
That pivot keeps the donor emotionally connected to the outcome and preserves the forward 
momentum of the appeal. 

Why It Works 

This technique is rooted in decades of behavioral research, often called the “But You Are 
Free” effect. 

When people are reminded they’re free to choose, they feel respected rather than pressured—
and that makes them more likely to say yes. 

In one real-world test, twice as many people donated when a short freedom phrase was 
added after a clear ask. Average gift size didn’t change, but response rate nearly doubled. 
That means total revenue went up. 

The line works because it relieves the wrong kind of tension—the social tension that happens 
when someone feels cornered or pushed. 

It does not release the productive tension between the problem and the solution. That 
tension—what happens if no one helps—is what keeps the story compelling and urgent. 
Freedom Language simply clears the emotional friction that can block the donor from stepping 
into the story. 

Where and How to Use It 

Place it right after your ask, or in the P.S. paired with a clear ask nearby. 

Donors often read the P.S. first, so they should see both the need and the freedom line in one 
glance. 

Never lead with it, and don’t repeat it multiple times—once is enough to sound sincere without 
losing conviction. 

Here’s how to make it sound natural: 

“If this isn’t the right moment for you to give, I completely understand — but if you can, 
your gift will help someone eat tonight.” 

That’s short, human, and easy to believe. 
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Test It 

Try an A/B test on your next appeal. 

Send half with your usual close and half with one Freedom Language line immediately following 
the ask. 

Track response rate. 

In most cases, you’ll see more donors participating while average gift size stays steady—
meaning more revenue overall. 

The Structure 

Think of it as a three-beat rhythm: Freedom → Empathy → Invitation. 

Example: 

“If now’s not the right time [Freedom], I completely understand [Empathy] — but if you 
can, your gift will [Invitation].” 

That small structure shift moves the donor from tension, to trust, back to action. 

Why It Matters 

Every ask creates two forms of tension. 

The first is narrative tension—the problem waiting for a solution. You want to keep that alive 
until the donor acts. 

The second is social tension—the discomfort of being asked. That’s the one you want to 
dissolve. 

Freedom Language removes social tension while keeping narrative tension intact. It lets you 
stay strong in the ask and soft in tone. That’s the balance that raises more money—and makes 
asking feel better for you too. 

Freedom Language Swipe File 

Below are ready-to-use lines and variations you can copy into your next appeal, email, or 
spoken ask. 
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Each one includes a quick note on where it works best and what tone it creates. 

1. Core Structure (the “default” version) 

Use this when you simply want to try the technique without overthinking tone. It’s safe, warm, 
and fits almost any cause. 

“If now’s not the right time for you to give, I completely understand — but if you can, 
your kindness will make a real difference.” 

This one has the ideal rhythm: freedom → empathy → invitation. 

2. For Loyal or Repeat Donors 

Use this when writing to donors who’ve given before. It acknowledges their past generosity 
while keeping the door open for another gift. 

“You’ve already done so much to help. If you’re not able to give right now, I understand 
— but if you can, you’ll bring comfort to another family like the one you helped last 
year.” 

Why it works: it balances gratitude and opportunity. It feels like a relationship, not a 
transaction. 

3. For Year-End Appeals or High-Volume Campaigns 

Use when you know donors are getting multiple asks from many organizations. It stands out 
because it sounds human and pressure-free. 

“I know you get asked a lot this time of year. If this isn’t the right moment for you, I 
completely understand — but if you can, your generosity will go straight to work helping 
families in need.” 

Why it works: it acknowledges donor fatigue but still reinforces urgency. 

4. For Hard or Emotional Stories 

Use when the story is heavy and you want to keep empathy in balance with agency. 

“This story isn’t easy to read, I know. If it’s too much right now, I understand — but if 
you can help, your gift will bring relief where it’s needed most.” 

Why it works: it gives the reader emotional breathing room while maintaining moral urgency. 
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5. For Major Donors or Personal Letters 

Use in one-to-one notes, event follow-ups, or cultivation pieces. It softens the tone without 
losing clarity. 

“If this isn’t the right time for you to give, that’s perfectly fine — but if you can, I wanted 
to personally invite you to be part of this effort.” 

Why it works: it preserves dignity and respects timing, which are crucial for relational 
fundraising. 

6. For Email or Online Campaigns 

Use when you need brevity and immediacy. Works well in P.S. lines, buttons, or just before your 
call to action (CTA). 

“If now’s not your moment to give, that’s okay — but if you can, please do it today. 
Every bit helps.” 

Why it works: short, conversational, and mobile-friendly. 

7. For Donors in Tough Times 

Use when your audience is affected by economic strain, natural disaster, or uncertainty. 

“If things are tight for you right now, please take care of yourself first. But if you can 
help, your gift will mean even more in a moment like this.” 

Why it works: it’s deeply empathetic and non-manipulative. It signals compassion while still 
inviting action. 

8. For Verbal or Event Asks 

Use this phrasing when you’re asking live—on stage, in a video, or at an event—where tone and 
pacing matter. 

“If this isn’t your year to give, no worries. But if you can, please do—it will make a huge 
difference tonight.” 

Why it works: it’s rhythmically natural to speak aloud and sounds genuine when delivered 
conversationally. 
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9. For P.S. Placement 

Use when adding Freedom Language in a P.S., but make sure the ask appears right before or 
with it. 

“P.S. If you can, please send $35 to help feed one family tonight. And if now’s not the 
right time for you, that’s okay — I just didn’t want you to miss the chance to help.” 

Why it works: it keeps the donor’s first visual impression focused on giving while softening the 
tone. 

10. For Follow-Up Appeals or “Reminder” Emails 

Use when you’ve already asked and are reaching out again without sounding pushy. 

“I know we reached out earlier, and if you’ve already given, thank you. If not—and if 
you’re able—please consider helping today. I’d be so grateful.” 

Why it works: it resets the emotional frame to gratitude, not guilt, and keeps the door open. 

11. For Thank-You or Stewardship Notes That Tease the Next Ask 

Use this when you’re closing a thank-you message but hinting at upcoming opportunities. 

“If now’s not the right time for you to do more, that’s perfectly fine. Just know that your 
gift already made an incredible difference.” 

Why it works: it reinforces agency and satisfaction—laying groundwork for future generosity. 

12. For Urgent, Time-Limited Campaigns 

Use when you need urgency without sounding desperate. 

“If this isn’t the right time for you, I understand — but if you can, please give before 
midnight. Every gift tonight will be doubled.” 

Why it works: the pivot keeps the sense of deadline alive while respecting autonomy. 

How to Use These Lines 

1. Choose one that fits the emotional tone of your appeal. 
2. Place it directly after your ask (or in your P.S. paired with a clear ask). 
3. Read it aloud. It should sound like something you’d actually say to a friend. 
4. Test it. Donors respond to sincerity, not perfection. 
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What to Watch Out For 

Even a small, well-intentioned line can backfire if it’s placed or phrased the wrong way. 
Here’s how to keep the Freedom Language effect working for you—not against you. 

1. Don’t lead with it. 

If a donor’s first impression of your letter or email is “If you can’t give, that’s okay,” they’ll 
subconsciously take you at your word and move on. Always establish the problem and 
solution first, make your clear ask, and only then offer the freedom phrase. 
The timing of the pivot—right after the ask—is what makes it effective. 

2. Don’t stop after the empathy. 

Ending with “I understand” without circling back to a specific invitation will kill your 
momentum. The second half of the line—“but if you can, please give…”—is what keeps donors 
emotionally engaged and moves them toward action. The release comes from respect, not 
from resolution. 

3. Don’t release the wrong tension. 

Remember: good fundraising depends on the emotional tension between the problem and 
the solution. Freedom Language only dissolves the social tension of being asked—not the story 
tension of someone still waiting for help. If your line makes the donor feel like the problem is 
solved or the need is less urgent, re-write it. 

4. Don’t overuse it. 

Adding a freedom line to every paragraph—or every email—makes it sound like you’re 
apologizing for asking. Use it once, maybe twice a year in your bigger campaigns. Its strength 
lies in contrast: the rare moment where your donor feels your humanity through the words. 

5. Don’t hide the ask. 

Freedom Language isn’t a replacement for a clear call to action. Keep your dollar amount, 
outcome, and deadline front and center. Think of the line as emotional punctuation, not the 
main sentence. 

6. Don’t fake sincerity. 

If you wouldn’t actually say it out loud, don’t write it. Freedom Language works because it 
sounds real—like something you’d tell a friend face-to-face. If it feels scripted, it loses its 
warmth and trust power. 
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7. Don’t forget to test. 

o Every audience is different. 
o Try one appeal with the line and one without. 
o Track response rate and average gift. 
o Look for more gifts at similar value—that’s the winning signal. 

 
Quick Gut Check Before You Hit Send 

Ask yourself: 

o Does this line follow a clear ask? 
o Does it pivot back to that ask quickly? 
o Does it respect the donor’s freedom without lowering urgency? 

If you can say yes to all three, you’ve nailed it. 

What the Research Shows 

If you ever need to convince a skepfcal boss or board member that this works, here’s the data 
you can point to. 

The Freedom Language idea comes from a series of behavioral experiments known as the “But 
You Are Free” effect. 

Here’s what researchers found again and again: 

Study 1 – Street Donations (Guéguen & Pascual, 2000) 
Two groups of fundraisers in France stopped people on the street and asked for donations. 

• One group simply asked for support. 
• The other added a short phrase: “But you are free to accept or refuse.” 

The result? 

About twice as many people gave, and the average gift stayed about the same. 
Total revenue roughly doubled. 

Study 2 – Repeated Tests Across Contexts 
Over the next decade, similar experiments were run for surveys, charity drives, and 
volunteering. Each time, reminding people they were free to choose increased compliance by 
30–60%. 
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Meta-Analysis (Carpenter, 2013) 
A review of 42 different tests confirmed the pattern: 
Giving people an explicit sense of choice made them more likely to say yes—as long as the 
freedom phrase came immediately after a clear ask. 

In other words, this line doesn’t weaken your ask. It makes it feel safer to say yes. 

Fundraising Field Applications 
Modern direct-response tests (including digital A/B tests by NextAfter and other agencies) show 
the same trend: When the donor’s autonomy is affirmed after a clear, specific ask, response 
rates go up and average gifts hold steady. 

So while this technique feels “soft,” the numbers behind it are solid. It’s psychological 
permission that removes friction—not persuasion that removes urgency. 

Takeaway 

• Add one Freedom Language line right after your main ask. 
• Pivot immediately back to the invitation to give. 
• Track your results. 
• You’ll likely see more yeses—and you’ll feel more at ease sending the appeal. 

When you use Freedom Language, you’ll start to feel something shii — asking feels lighter, 
donors feel closer, and giving feels mutual. That’s the kind of fundraising that lasts. 

If you like pracfcal, story-driven techniques like this—tested, human, and built to raise more—
come to the Nonprofit Storytelling Conference. 
 
nonprofitstorytellingconference.com 
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