
Accessibility. User personas. Microcopy. Digital content. 
Message architecture. Social strategy. Data analysis. KPIs. 
Awareness, adoption and conversion. High impact activities. 

They’re powerful buzzwords. But they have a very simple 
meaning.  

Ultimately, they mean you need someone who can understand 
what your ideal customers really want from you; what they really 
experience with you; and how to engage and delight them 
more with each content opportunity, from buttons to blog 
posts.  

Key Solutions 

I’ve spent almost a decade advising organizations on digital 
strategy, and creating a wide range of different kinds of content 
to make their strategies successful. I hope you enjoy the 
following examples. 

Core Philosophy:  
“Smart [content] is 
about helping, not 
selling.... If you sell 
something, you make 
a customer today, but 
if you genuinely help 
someone, you create 
a customer for life.”  
- Jay Baer

Content is Strategy (And Vice-Versa)



Peacemeals began as a weekly mini-cookbook subscription, 
and after several years decided to offer an app. The plan: 
create a free “cooking school,” with ten lessons that would let 
nearly anyone improve their skills in the kitchen. For a monthly 
fee, users could then keep honing their skills and expanding 
their repertoire through themed weekly recipe bundles. 

Key Strategies  

The primary challenge here was to effectively teach complex 
cooking skills in the limited space an app offered.  

I came up with a content strategy that taught users skills by 
walking them through simple but impressive recipes. This let us 
onboard them to the idea of getting more recipes, while 
increasing their confidence in the kitchen so that they would be 
eager to learn more.  

It also allowed us to reduce the number of lessons, and amount 
of reading, in the app. When users learned skills by creating 
something they could eat, instead of learning and then having 

to apply the skills, they were more likely to see the app as offering useful content that improved 
their lives.  

Lesson names, form items, errors, et cetera, were based around the same idea: keep text 
minimal, friendly, and make it do double duty wherever possible. For example, when subscribers 
got new recipes, the notification was sent in the late afternoon and asked if they were getting 
hungry — enticing them to engage, rather than just letting them know that their content had 
arrived.   

Brand:  Peacemeals 

Deliverables:   
• Notifications 
• Menus 
• Error messages  
• Signup forms 
• Settings 
• Tooltips 
• Recipes 
• Cooking lessons 

Successes:  
Content was easy to 
understand, 
engaging, and made 
users want more.  

Slicing and Dicing Microcopy



 



 



This global nonprofit had great member loyalty, but 
struggled with reaching its members. Email open rates 
were low, and members rarely engaged with the emails 
they opened.   

Key Solutions 

I trained the Board members and other senior stakeholders 
on email best practices, strongly encouraging them to 
center their members and focus on providing value.  

I redesigned the emails, primarily to include a header and 
be more accessible, and developed a new email campaign 
strategy. Open rates increased drastically: they rapidly 
tripled, and within 18 months, we had exceeded the 
nonprofit industry average by 50%.  
 
I also project managed a website redesign that focused on 
increasing accessibility and making the content more user-
centric, so that our primary channels would both follow a 
similar message matrix.  
 
A key part of accessibility, for me, was making it easier to 
set up recurring donations, and making it possible to 
attend our annual convention remotely. This doubled 
convention attendance in the first year.  
 
It also inspired significantly greater member interest and 
participation: unique website visitors doubled that year as 
well, and member donations increased by 94%. Over the 
next five years, the organization’s budget nearly tripled, 

thanks primarily to increased donations and literature purchases.  
 
Below are a few examples of my recommendations for bringing our communications in line 
with best practices. 

Give Users More Of What They Want 

Brand:  COSA 

Deliverables:  
• Training for Board 
members and major 
stakeholders on email 
best practices  
• New membership 
communications 
editorial calendar  
• Message matrices for 
email and website 
• Email campaign 
strategy 
• CRM implementation 
•List segmentation 

Successes:   
• 3x email open rates 
• Open rates 50% 
above industry 
average  
• Doubled unique web 
visitors, convention 
attendees, and 
donations



 

 
Accessibility 

Emails can be beautiful, engaging, and accessible at the same time. We have no way of 
knowing which members:  
• are blind  
• have low or limited vision  
• are red-green, blue-yellow, or completely color-blind  
• and/or have visual processing difficulties.  
 
But we can make emails readable for everyone with a few simple changes:  
• Be mindful of color contrast; look at images and layouts with an accessibility tool, to get an idea 
of how they look with different forms of color-blindness, so that you can avoid confusion. 
• Use the “alt text” field in MailChimp to describe the image and transcribe any text in images.  
• End alt text with a period. That lets screen readers pause, before going on to read the next part of 
the email aloud.  
• Think about what the alt text sounds like to the member. Some of them will be seeing a blank 
spot with the alt text instead of the image. Some will be 
hovering over the image to see the text. Some will be 
using a screen reader that reads the alt text alone. And 
some will be using a screen reader that states, “An 
image of,” and then reads the alt text aloud to them.  
• There are many options for each image: alt text for 
the header could say, “The COSA logo, an abstract bird 
flying over a sunny sky, followed by the text ‘Your 
COSA Recovery.” It could simply say, “A text header: 
Your COSA Recovery.”  
• If the image links to something, make sure the alt text tells the reader that it’s a link, and what it 
links to.  
• When an image is primarily being used for spacing, or the information it conveys is already in 
the text or a caption, you might choose not to describe it at all. In that case, add a space to the alt tag, 
or edit the HTML to include a blank alt text field. That lets screen readers move past the image 
without reading anything aloud.  

Best Practices in Email Messaging 

What they hear without alt text:  
 

“Please support COSA! Zero nine 
three zero one two dot jay pee gee 
link your donation is appreciated 
underscore underscore underscore 
underscore….”



User-Centric Approach  

COSA’s current strategy:  
What do we want the membership to know?  
Examples: Announcements of events, requests for volunteers, requests for donations, monthly 
newsletters. 
Outcome: Members feel overwhelmed by volume of information, stop opening and responding, get 
irritated, unsubscribe.  
Secondary outcome: Leadership decreases volume of email, worries about getting messaging to 
membership effectively.  

New strategy: 
What does the membership want and need? What would most delight and engage them?  
Examples: Member success stories; key messages from literature; meditations; tips and inspiration; as 
well as announcements.  
Outcome: Members get excited about seeing email from COSA, are more likely to read and share it, 
and welcome requests for donations and volunteer work because they get tangible value from these 
emails.  
Secondary outcome: Leadership has a wider communications pathway with the membership, gets 
more feedback, and sees greater response to its requests.  

Onboarding 

Over time, we should automate and test different onboarding emails and email sequences for 
different groups. For example, those who are getting emails because they bought something could get 
a discount code and suggestions for other items; newcomers could get information about online and 
phone meetings; and experienced members could get a member success story about the joy of being 
of service, as well as current service opportunities.  

For now, as soon as possible, new subscribers should receive a welcome message that not only 
confirms their subscription, but also introduces them to the kind of content they will be receiving, 
directs them to other COSA resources online (e.g. store and meeting list), and tells them they can 
unsubscribe from specific kinds of content.  

Currently, as most of the membership is not digital natives, a substantial minority is unclear that they 
can unsubscribe by themselves at all. Care should be taken to make sure the welcome message is as 
clear and accessible as possible to all groups. 



Branding 

It should be immediately obvious that a message is from COSA: the look and feel should be similar to 
the website and other properties, while remaining simple and engaging. Designing a header and 
incorporating the logo would be helpful, as would testing different “from” names.  
 
“COSA Board” is impersonal; sending emails from “Claudia from the Board,” or “Claudia from COSA,” 
and changing it depending on the department and author, could result in a higher open rate. As a 
bonus, members might gain greater familiarity, and feel a stronger personal connection, with senior 
leadership. 

Similarly, I recommend making the subject line as personal and engaging as possible:  
 

Segmentation 

Not every member needs, or will be engaged by, every email. Segmentation refers to separating out 
your email list into important target groups and interests, such as newcomers, donors, customers, past 
volunteers, and current volunteers, so that each message reaches the right people at the right time. 
Members should also have the option to unsubscribe only from specific types of emails: for example, 
donation requests, the newsletter, announcements, or success stories.  
 
We can review the database and agree on some segments to start out with. Once we’ve tested them 
and are satisfied we have the right categories, we can change the signup form to let people self-select. 

Phrase it like this: Rather than this:

“You won't believe who's joining the Board!" "News from the COSA Board" 

“Would you please join us in Toronto?” “COSA Convention Registration starts Feb 1”

“This newcomer was at the end of her rope, 
until….”

“April Issue of The Balance” 

“It’s your last chance to help us reach our goal!” “Year-end Fundraiser”



This self-help brand, designed to teach people how to 
overcome imposter syndrome, sounded like a great idea to 
everyone who heard about it. But many brands have failed 
because they had plenty of fans, and zero customers. 
Fortunately, digital content and data analysis now make it easy 
to test ideas, and do competitive analyses of business 
intelligence, before you even talk to an investor.   

Key Solutions 

I began by drawing up user personas, and tested them by 
approaching 75 target users. Thanks to researching and deeply 
understanding the prospective customer, I was able to hit very 
high engagement rates from the beginning, both paid and 
organic. 

The message architecture:  
• casual language and vivid, relatable anecdotes;  
• big pictures made up of bite-sized insights;  
• optimistic, inviting, and exciting. 

The strong engagement in terms both of digital metrics, and 
user feedback, didn’t initially translate into a high purchase 
rate. But the original investment into user research meant that 
it was easy to explore why, and adapt.  
 
I went back to the research and interview processes, and 
quickly found that it was a matter of time. Planned to last eight 
months, the course was too long and too expensive. I reworked 
the content into eight-week blocks. This also allowed people to 
skip topics they felt they had under control, and to take breaks 
in between different levels.   

I also reworked the look and feel of the content. Where the 
website itself was dark and bold, both in tone and color, the 
course materials were bright, fun, and optimistic, mirroring the 
customer’s internal shift from stress to hope. 

Brand:  Powerfully 
Vulnerable 

Deliverables:  
Content strategy to 
gauge business 
viability, including:  
• email design 
• microcopy 
• UI content 
• curriculum design 
• ebook content 
• Revisions based on 
metrics + user 
research 

Successes:   
• 2x as many product 
downloads as 
previously  
• Bounce rate of only 
23% on the landing 
page 
• 29% click rate in 
emails; 50% click-to-
open-rate 
•16% reach 
engagement rate on 
blog posts (the ratio 
of users engaged to 
users reached; 2% is 
considered high)

Research and Revamp



 

Samples of mobile-friendly web copy:





Facebook image posts, repurposed as evergreen blog content:

This is the paradox behind imposter syndrome. The harder we try to protect 
ourselves from failure… from success… from shame… from being found out… 
from being known…  

the more we suffer. 

Because it reinforces the message that we aren’t good enough, and that people 
will harm us if they know what we’re really like. 

It makes us feel rejected 100% of the time, instead of only when someone is 
actually rejecting us or something about us.  

And it makes that rejection, whether real or imagined, a thousand times more 
painful — and makes it all too easy to read every situation as rejection. 

All of which, in a vicious cycle, makes us want to protect ourselves even more, 
which leads to more pain, which leads to more self-protective fear and retreat…. 

The way out is to reverse the cycle. To identify what’s positive, among our fears, 
and double down on it. To forgive and heal what aspects of us need to be healed. 
To create the love, compassion, and understanding for ourselves that we would 
cheerfully give to a friend in the same position. 

It’s not easy. It’s not fast. But it is possible.



Musica Pacifica is one of the world’s preeminent baroque 
ensembles, boasting nine albums that they’ve recorded over 
more than 25 years. Unfortunately, their website belonged in the 
past, and their album sales were suffering as a result.  

Key Solutions 

Accessibility is always important in UX/UI, but with aging fans 
who aren’t digital natives, it’s especially crucial.  

I simplified navigation by asking, “what are our target users 
looking for, and where do they look for it first?” Then, I made the 
site accessible for customers with vision challenges, especially 
focusing on alt text and mobile optimization.  
 
The shop page was a particular focus of this redesign. I used 
plugins to simplify and pre-fill as much information as possible, 
and to keep customers on the site throughout the checkout 
process. Then I added a ton of the details that classical fans 
crave, like instruments, reviews, samples, and track listings, and 
created short, detailed descriptions of what made each album 
special. 

Center Users to Increase Sales
Brand: Musica 
Pacifica 

Deliverables: 
• Redesigned 
ecommerce site for a 
smoother, more 
intuitive user 
experience 
• Implemented 
WordPress  
• Created new UI 
copy throughout 

Successes:  
•Album sales more 
than tripled within 
the first year.



                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Click on these icons 
to visit my website, 

LinkedIn, or to email 
me. Thank your for 

your time!

mailto:danicastone@gmail.com
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