
Using Love Language 
to Build Donor Identity 
and Wellbeing

Jen Shang
Professor of Philanthropic Psychology
Institute for Sustainable Philanthropy

Shoni Field
Chief Development Officer

The British Columbia Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals

Are They 

Feeling The 

Love?



What we’re going to talk about
• Why we did it

• Spoiler alert: the difference it made

• The 36-month collaboration

• What we found at the BC SPCA

• Love, identity and well-being

• How things changed and how our thinking has evolved



• Science-based organization & internal credibility.

• The upcoming donor base crisis and long-term planning.

• Evolution of animal welfare as a social justice issue.

Why we embarked on the project:



The Effect of Giving on Wellbeing has increased



• Donor base:  32.5%

• Monthly/recurring:  22.3%

• Existing donor retention stable

• New donor acquisition 38.7% 

• New donor retention 18.6%

• Direct response revenue growth: 79.59%
(DM, midlevel, digital & monthly)

Fundraising Results*
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Caveat: 
Phil Psych work 

was happening in 
parallel to other 

growth initiatives

* 2022 benchmarked to 2018 results



• When giving allows them to express their best self.

• When giving increases their sense of psychological well-being.

Where we started: What conditions are 
charging, not depleting, BC SPCA donors?



What's the connection?
Identity, well-being and love

When we nurture 
identity we grow love

When people experience love it 
builds up their well-being

Strong well-being 
reinforces sense of 

identity



The 36-month Collaboration Map 
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Field a survey
(Month 3)

(Month 2)

Field a 2nd survey
(Month 36)

Communications Audit
(Month 1)

Field 3 Field Experiments
(Month 6-24)

(Month 5) (Month 24) (Month 36)

Integrate learning into communications



The Evidence-Base of This Research
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Psychological motivation Empathetic Distress Condition Empathetic Anger Condition

Total increase

→

11% 90% 72% 49% 127% Total 
increase→

10% 99% 78% 38% 120%

Current score 
on motivation

Intention to 

continue 
donating

Intention to 

increase 
donation

Intention to 

leave a 
legacy

Intention to 

become/ remain 
monthly donor

Intention to 

fundraise from 
friends/family

Current 

score on 
motivation

Intention to 

continue 
donating

Intention to 

increase 
donation

Intention to 

leave a 
legacy

Intention to 

become/ remain 
monthly donor

Intention to 

fundraise from 
friends/family

Purpose of Life 5.32 5.33

Communal strength 5.27 2.8% 18.2% 21.2% 11.2% 24.6% 5.29 3.5% 20.8% 22.1% 22.9% 20.3%

Empathetic distress 6.76 6.78 2.3% 1.1%

Empathetic anger 6.69# 1.0% 31.4% 6.76#

Moral charging 5.81 2.1% 5.85 2.0% 8.4% 5.8% 5.3%

Elevation 5.50 10.7% 5.53 11.5%

Emotional compassion 5.48 5.49 9.3%

Victorious hope 5.02 20.5% 15.3% 28.8% 5.01 16.3% 26.8% 34.1%

Contentedness 4.89 4.93

Love 6.08 2.3% 8.2% 5.6% 6.10 2.0% 3.3%

Caring 5.79 5.78 4.4%

Authority 4.79 6.3% 4.91

Trust BC SPCA 5.87 2.5% 5.88

Trust CEO 5.47 5.42

Trust Protection officer 5.45 5.46

Connectedness BC SPCA 5.39 7.8% 9.9% 12.0% 5.42 2.4% 7.5% 9.7% 5.0%

Connectedness CEO 4.01 4.06

Connectedness Protection Officer 3.94 20.1% 25.8% 3.99 24.5% 27.3%

Ingroup identification 5.68 9.0% 9.7% 6.0% 25.0% 5.69 7.4% 19.0%

Organizational identity 
importance

5.69 10.6% 5.70 11.6% 7.7%

Organizational identity esteem 5.96 6.01



Communal strength 
measures the extent 
to which someone will 
sacrifice to meet the 
needs of the animals

Key Psychological Motivation

Victorious hope
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A sense of hope 
gained by helping 
the animals. A 
sense of future, 
present and past 
success.

Communal Strength
Biggest boost to likelihood of 
giving

Biggest boost to likelihood of 
upgrading



Person BC SPCA 

Supporter

Identity Congruence
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Identity looks different across the sector



one donor base looks very different from another



Same sector > identity still looks different
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15ANIMAL LOVER
•

•

What my friends think I do        What my coworkers think I do           What society thinks I do

•

•
What my partner thinks I do What I think I do What I do



We grow love by 
nurturing people’s 
identities.

What we are doing



Compassionate Love (out-group)
or

Companionate Love (in-group)



Companionate love

for animals, donors and humanity



(Lack of) Compassionate love



Compassionate & 

Companionate Love



When people experience love it builds 
up their well-being

Autonomy

Competence

Connectedness
to others

Well-being



Competence



Competence



Competence

Connectedness



Competence
In what you do



Competence

In what you do

In who you are



Autonomy



Autonomy



Autonomy

Competence



Connectedness

To animal lovers 
like themselves

To animal lovers 
like themselves

To animal lovers 
like themselves



Connectedness

Between BCSPCA 
and the supporter

Feeling connected to their 
own sense of who they are



The 36-month Collaboration Map

Field a survey
(Month 3)

(Month 2)

Analysis from 3 field experiments

Field a 2nd survey
(Month 36)

Communications Audit
(Month 1)

Field 3 Field Experiments
(Month 6-24)

(Month 5) (Month 24) (Month 36)

Integrate learning into communications



This field experiment generated an uplift of 
$53,142.08



identity

identity

identity

Empathetic anger

communal 
strength

Victorious hope

competence

identity

connection



Control

Test 

Reinforcing 
identity in the 
call to action 

boosted 
results!



Additional criteria identified

• Is the single target clear in the copy?

• Is everything consistent everywhere?

• Can people breathe in every feeling?

• Focus more on identity than psychological motivators.



The 36-month Collaboration Map
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Field a survey
(Month 3)

(Month 2)

Field a 2nd survey
(Month 36)

Communications Audit
(Month 1)

Field 3 Field Experiments
(Month 6-24)

(Month 5) (Month 24) (Month 36)

Integrate learning into communications



What changed?

• Donor Identity largely stable

• Emergence of some additional leading donor motivators

• Increase in well-being



Identity is very stable



2019 2021 – increased strength

❑Bond (a reciprocal bond between donor and the 

BC SPCA who can rely on each other).

❑ Organizational Identity Importance 
(Being a supporter of animals through the BC SPCA 
is important to a donor’s sense of identity)

❑Victorious Hope

❑Communal strength

Additional donor motivators



The Effect of Giving on Wellbeing has increased
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Writing Checklist

4 pillars articulated Vision, Enemy, Hero, Recipient

Enemy check  The human guardian is not the enemy
 The human enemy intentionally abused the animal
 The human enemy financially exploited the animal causing suffering.

Audience persona  I rescue/protect  I save  I love

Key emotion  anger  distresslove

Breath in feelings numbers & jargon  emotions & rich detail focused on 1-2 key areas

You test 3%+ copy (tied to identity)

Identity BC SPCA top 10 in 5%+ of copy

Donor motivation  Bond  Victorious Hope  Org. Identity importance  Communal strength

Psychological wellbeing  Competence  Autonomy  Connectedness

Best self Will finish reading feeling they are a good person, regardless of whether they give today or not.

Easy test High read sections test, Readability grade

No design barriers Font, photos, page continuity, personalization, reply device engagement

How we use our learnings
Most of 

our work 
is here!



‘You’ 
Test

IsYOU used consistently?:

Represents 3% of copy including:

In all high read* sections

Minimum of once per paragraph

❑ Used in conjunction with every impact

❑ Use moral identifiers with most instances of You

❑ Use top Identities with most instances of “You”/“Your”

❑ In all high read* sections

❑ Use top identities to describe impact/action rather than 

the person directly. ie/ “You kindly rescued this animal” 

rather than “You are kind for rescuing this animal”.

❑ Top Identities should be 5% or more of copy.

'You' without 
identity is merely 

transactional! Kind, Caring and 
Compassionate Animal Lover 
Identity
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2018 2022



• Very stable donor identity

• Long-time value indicators

• Donor well-being

• And love....

Reminder:

45Reminder:

Do BC SPCA donors recognize that they do
what they do from love?



What BC SPCA donors told us



Thank you, and now for questions

Jen Shang Shoni Field 
Co-Founder and Co-Director Chief Development Officer
Institute for Sustainable Philanthropy  The BCSPCA          

jen-shang-92320967/                                                                                          shonifield/  
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